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xv

Preface

This genesis of this book occurred while I was a Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
Epidemic Intelligence Service (EIS) officer assigned to the North Carolina Division of 
Public Health. I was in the midst of my first outbreak investigation and turned searchingly 
to the only field epidemiology textbook available at the time for specific guidance. I found 
the book fell short in describing with enough detail the many aspects of conducting an 
outbreak investigation. I needed more direction and instructions on how to carry out the 
important components that make up an outbreak investigation. The scope of this book 
took root during those two years as an EIS officer. Writing a book was daunting, but I 
felt compelled to work on this gap in the literature in a stepwise fashion. First, I launched 
the periodical Focus on Field Epidemiology (available at http://nccphp.sph.unc.edu/focus/
index.htm). Each issue was designed to guide an epidemiologist through a facet of an 
outbreak investigation and other related topics by providing hands-on, practical instruc-
tions and examples to illustrate points. Later, I developed a graduate-level online course 
at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill called Methods in Field Epidemiology. 
As I thought through the course content and the trouble students and practitioners had 
with certain concepts, many more ideas came to me in terms of content for a textbook on 
this topic.

This book has been adapted from materials developed for other purposes. To write 
each chapter, I started with pieces that were developed for Focus on Field Epidemiology and 
the course Methods in Field Epidemiology, as well as other UNC Center for Public Health 
Preparedness training materials. These works were developed by teams and thus I have 
not used the term “author” for each of the chapters. The individuals listed as contributors 
worked on the materials used in writing the chapter text. Any errors are mine. All contrib-
utors have reviewed the materials and acknowledged their contributions to the content.

The target audience for this book is students and public health practitioners alike. 
The book covers many topics and is accompanied by numerous examples to illustrate 
the concepts. It can be used in academic courses that include topics such as outbreak 
investigations, applied epidemiology, and using epidemiology in public health practice. 
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xvi	 Preface

Furthermore, it will be useful to practitioners who seek more direction and guidance to 
the methods used in field epidemiology, especially outbreak investigation. The chapters 
stand alone, generally, and follow the process that would be involved in an outbreak inves-
tigation. Additional chapters cover specific types of investigation such as forensic epide-
miology, contact tracing, and environmental investigations, and resources that might be 
useful during investigations. 

The focus of this book is applied epidemiology and how it is used in public health prac-
tice. It is not intended to replace a basic epidemiology textbook, but does go into great 
depth about using epidemiology in the context of applied public health such as outbreak 
investigation. Moreover, it is not intended to replace existing procedures or guidelines 
in local, state, or federal health departments. Instead, it should be used as a resource for 
training staff and providing further background on specific and sometimes complicated 
topics. This book is no substitute for experience and great mentorship. 

I like to think of myself as a practicing epidemiologist. I borrow that term from physi-
cians who, for their whole lives, say they “practice” medicine. The great thing about saying 
you practice a profession is that it implies you are constantly learning and building your 
skills. Epidemiology is much like medicine in that way. There is always more to learn, and 
experience is the best teacher, particularly when it is gained working as part of a team. I 
have learned a lot from many collaborators and colleagues. I hope this book is useful to 
you. I hope it helps you to keep learning, practicing, and protecting the public’s health in 
whatever capacity you can.
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