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Components of Environmental Assessments



Interviewing during an Environmental Assessment

Discuss employee health

Keep hypothesis in mind

Empower managers

Circumstances at time of exposure



Assessing 
Employee 
Health

Ask about 
illness and 
reporting 
policies

Inquire if any 
staff have 

been 
recently ill

Review 
illness log if 

available

Interview 
staff with 

formal 
interview 

form 



Tennessen
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Symptom History



Ill Deli Worker at a University



Norovirus Gastroenteritis Associated with a MN University, 
October – November, 2018
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Illness onset date

Ill deli worker returns to work
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Additional Questions to Consider



Employees are often willing to share …
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Food Handling Questions



Ill Food Worker Handling RTE Foods

 Onset of vomiting and diarrhea on June 17, reported working June 18 – 19



Interviewing Tips

Find a private 
place to 
conduct 

interviews

1
Develop a 

rapport with 
the employee

2
Provide an 
employee 
tennessen

3
Ask open-

ended 
questions and 

clarify 
information

4
Ask for 

records for 
verification

5
Provide 

education and 
resources

6



Illness 
Screening 
Form



Norovirus Outbreak Associated with a MN Brewery

Employee



Interviewing 
to determine 
specifics on 
a process or 
food flow

Think critically

Ask follow-up questions

Pause and let them talk

Observe the preparation or food flow

Ask why?



Critical Thinking During Invoice Review 

Can you show me your invoices for ground tuna that would have been served December 17-19?

Invoice from one supplier (invoice date 12/9). When would you have received the tuna? 12/9

Invoice from second supplier (invoice date 12/17). When would you have received the tuna? 12/20

How much tuna do you go through in a day? 10lbs/lunch and 10-15lbs/dinner.                                    
So, about 20-25lbs/day? Yes

Invoice from third supplier (Invoice date 12/11, received 12/14)



Interviewing for Specifics on Food Flow

On-site interview with substitute head chef:

Could you tell me how you prepare chicken livers for the yakitori skewers?

And how do you prepare the chicken breasts and thighs for the skewers?



Interviewing to Identify Environmental Antecedents

Norovirus outbreak at restaurant:

▪ 23/37 (62%) patrons ill

▪ 3/18 (17%) employees ill

▪ Illness log maintained on-site

▪ Previous inspection report          
(1 month prior) noted  
restaurant was understaffed

Digging Deeper:

▪ 3 employees working on case’s 
meal date (1 working while ill)

▪ Only 1/3 of dining room was 
open for seating on case’s meal 
date due to staff shortage

▪ Management relayed concerns 
about ability to hire and train 
employees



NEARS

▪ Provides a standardized framework for 
foodborne illness investigations

▪ Collects environmental health outbreak 
data, including environmental 
antecedents

▪ Offers a community and wealth of 
resources to help your agency

▪ Questions? NEARS@cdc.gov 

mailto:NEARS@cdc.gov


Communication 
is key!



Summary

▪ Interviewing is a critical component of the environmental health 
assessment

▪ Interviews help piece together past exposure events and ultimately aid in 
determining contributing factors and necessary control measures

▪ Interviews can be informal or formal and may be dependent on your 
suspect pathogen or food vehicle.

▪ Use critical thinking and ask follow-up questions

▪ Become a NEARS user and start entering your EH outbreak data!



Thank you! | Questions?

brooke.wiedinmyer@state.mn.us
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