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The investigation usually begins by identifying exactly what
counts as a case.

When several people in the same area suddenly become sick
with similar symptoms, public health experts need to determine
whether the cases are connected. These experts, often called
"disease detectives,” investigate outbreaks by collecting and
analyzing information. Their goal is not simply to treat individual
patients but to discover what is causing the illness and prevent
more people from becoming sick. ( @ ) Investigators then collect
information about each patient, including when the symptoms
began, where the person had been, and what foods or drinks the
person had consumed. ( @ ) Looking at one patient may reveal
very little, but when information from many patients is
compared, a pattern may appear. ( ® ) For example, investigators
may discover that most patients ate at the same restaurant or
attended the same event. ( @ ) Once a possible source has been
identified, investigators test their idea by comparing people who
became sick with those who did not. ( ® ) [3.4%]
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