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Appendix B: Reporting Foodborne and Animal Contact Multistate Exposure 
and Residency Outbreaks 

Introduction 

This guidance document is intended to establish a uniform process for reporting multistate foodborne 
and animal contact outbreaks to CDC’s National Outbreak Reporting System (NORS). Multistate 
outbreaks caused by other modes of transmission should be reported similarly.  

Briefly, multistate exposure outbreaks, regardless of the mode of transmission, are outbreaks caused by 
exposures that occurred in more than one state. One example of a multistate exposure foodborne 
outbreak was caused by Listeria monocytogenes and attributed to the consumption of cantaloupes in 
multiple states. These outbreaks are referred to as multistate outbreaks in annual reports and published 
summaries of outbreak surveillance data. 

Multistate residency outbreaks are those caused by an exposure that occurred in one state, but cases 
reside in multiple states. A common example of a multistate residency foodborne outbreak is one that 
occurs in the setting of a conference or other large gathering; people travel to one state to attend the 
conference, are exposed to a common food served at the conference, and then become sick after 
returning to their state of residency. Additional examples are provided throughout these guidelines. 

For domestic outbreaks, all case patients should be included in the case count, both US residents and 
non-residents. 

Summary of the Multistate Outbreak Reporting Process 

When a multistate (exposure or residency) outbreak investigation is closed, a single NORS outbreak 
report should be submitted for all cases in the outbreak, regardless of the cases’ states of residency.  

The lead investigating agency is responsible for completing the NORS report or for identifying another 
agency to assume reporting responsibilities. The reporting agency should be identified before the close 
of a multistate outbreak investigation. 

Typically, multistate foodborne and animal contact outbreak investigations are coordinated by CDC and 
it is anticipated that most NORS reports for multistate foodborne and animal contact outbreaks will be 
completed by CDC’s Outbreak Response and Prevention Branch (ORPB). However, in some instances, a 
state or other health department may coordinate a multistate outbreak investigation, and in these 
cases, that agency is responsible for completing the NORS report or identifying another reporting 
agency.  For other modes, the lead agency is typically the state investigating the outbreak and this state 
would be responsible for entering the NORS report.  See Table 1 for definitions and responsibilities for 
multistate outbreaks.   

Multistate outbreak reports should be shared with all jurisdictions that have cases residing in their state. 
For NORS reports completed by CDC, states will be granted read-only access to NORS reports. Reporting 
agencies should use the ‘Give Temporary Access’ feature in NORS to electronically share multistate 
outbreak reports with appropriate jurisdictions.  

CDC’s NORS-Foodborne team (NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov) can assist with identifying points of contact 
for each multistate outbreak and resolving any data discrepancies. 

 

mailto:NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
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Definitions and Reporting Responsibilities 

(Specific for NORS reporting purposes only) 

Table 1. Agency type, definition, and responsibilities for multistate outbreak NORS reporting. 

Agency Type Definition and Multistate Outbreak Reporting Responsibilities 

Lead Investigating Agency 

Federal, state, territorial, or local agency responsible for 
coordinating outbreak investigation efforts across multiple 
jurisdictions. Agency also generally responsible for reporting 
multistate outbreaks to NORS (see ‘Reporting Agency’). 

Participating Investigating 
Agency 

Federal, state, territorial, or local agency not responsible for 
coordinating investigation efforts across multiple jurisdictions; 
cases may either be exposed or reside within the agency’s 
jurisdiction. 

Reporting Agency 
Federal, state, territorial, or local agency that assumes 
responsibility for completing the NORS outbreak report; typically 
the Lead Investigating Agency assumes this role. 

 

Table 2. Major criteria for identifying common multistate foodborne and animal contact exposures. 

Criteria Definition and Examples  

Epidemiologic evidence 

Cases are more likely than controls (or the general population) 
to have a common exposure before illness began. 
Exposures might include: 

 

 

Foodborne outbreaks:  food or ingredient; setting of food 
preparation or consumption (e.g., restaurant chain) 

Animal contact outbreaks:  direct animal contact (e.g., baby 
poultry); contact with animal feed (e.g., dog food); pet or 
animal supply or feed store 

Laboratory evidence 

Outbreak strain found in implicated food, beverage, animal, at 
common location of exposure (e.g., stores, restaurants, petting 
zoos, etc.), or at source of contamination (e.g., farm or breeder, 
packinghouses, distributors, processing facilities, shippers, 
stores, etc.). 

Traceback evidence 

Single common source of contamination identified. 
Common sources might include: 

 

 

Foodborne outbreaks: distributor, processing facility, 
packinghouse, slaughter facility, farm 

Animal contact outbreaks: distributor, processing 
facility, packinghouse, breeder or farm 
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Flowchart:  How to classify and report a multistate outbreak 

Outbreak investigation closed 

Was a common 
EXPOSURE identified? 

Information supportive of 
common EXPOSURE: 

Epidemiologic evidence
Laboratory evidence
Traceback evidence
Other information

-

-

-

-

No 
Clusters 

Yes 

Did EXPOSURE occur in 
multiple states? 

Yes 

Multistate exposure outbreak 

Did cases RESIDE in 
multiple states? 

No 

Multistate residency (Single state 
exposure) outbreak 

Yes 

(Definition page 6, reporting page 7) 

Single state exposure /  
Single state residency outbreak 

No 
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Table 3. Types of multistate outbreaks, evidence of common exposure, and examples for reporting. 

Outbreak Definition and 
Reporting Responsibility 

Evidence of a Common Exposure1 

Examples for Reporting2 
Major Criteria Minor Criteria

MULTISTATE EXPOSURE FOODBORNE OUTBREAK

Definition: 

 ≥2 similar illnesses

 Attributed to a common
foodborne exposure (e.g.,
food, beverage, or
common location of
preparation or
consumption)

 Exposure occurred in
multiple states or
territories

Reporting Responsibility: 
The lead investigating 
agency (or other identified 
reporting agency, see Table 
1) is responsible for
completing the NORS
outbreak report for all cases,
regardless of the cases’
states of residency

Evidence of a common 
multistate foodborne 
exposure should include at 
least 2 of the following 
(Table 2): 

1. Epidemiologic evidence
2. Laboratory evidence
3. Traceback evidence

Epidemiologic evidence without laboratory or 
traceback evidence might suggest a common 
multistate foodborne exposure if accompanied by 
additional supportive information, which may 
include the following: 

 Unique demographic or geographic
characteristics among cases

 Common exposure location (e.g., restaurant
chain, grocery store chain)

 Pathogen characteristics (e.g., rare molecular
characteristics and serotypes)

 Partial traceback results identifying common
food, but not a common source of
contamination

Example 1: 
30 people residing in 5 states all 
reported consuming romaine 
lettuce purchased from a 
national grocery store chain 
with a common supplier; 
microbiological sampling at 
supplier identified the outbreak 
strain. 

Example 2: 
30 people residing in 5 states all 
reported eating at Mexican-
style restaurant chain; no 
common food or beverage was 
implicated. 

Example 3: 
30 people residing in 5 
southeastern states reported 
tomatoes and lettuce; 
traceback identified several 
tomato farms in a single 
growing region, but did not 
reveal a common source of 
lettuce production.  

1 CDC’s NORS-Foodborne team and ORPB can assist with determining whether outbreaks meet these criteria; queries should be addressed to NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov 
2 Examples are not exhaustive; CDC’s NORS-Foodborne team (NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov) and ORPB can assist with determining whether an outbreak should be reported 

mailto:NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
mailto:NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
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Table 3. (continued) 
 

Outbreak Definition and 
Reporting Responsibility 

Evidence of a Common Exposure1 

Examples for Reporting2 
Major Criteria Minor Criteria 

MULTISTATE EXPOSURE ANIMAL CONTACT OUTBREAK 

 
Definition: 

 ≥2 similar illnesses 

 Attributed to a common 
animal contact exposure 
(e.g., animal, habitat, 
location of sale)  

 Exposure occurred in 
multiple states or 
territories 

 
Reporting Responsibility: 
The lead investigating 
agency (or other identified 
reporting agency, see Table 
1) is responsible for 
completing the NORS 
outbreak report for all cases, 
regardless of the cases’ 
states of residency  

 
Evidence of a common 
multistate animal contact 
exposure should include at 
least 2 of the following  
Table 2: 
 
1. Epidemiologic evidence 
2. Laboratory evidence 
3. Traceback evidence 

 

 

 

 

 

Epidemiologic evidence without laboratory or 
traceback evidence might suggest a common 
multistate animal contact exposure if accompanied 
by additional supportive information, which may 
include the following: 

Unique demographic or geographic 
characteristics among cases 

Common exposure location (e.g., pet store, 
petting zoo, farm) 

Pathogen characteristics (e.g., rare patterns and 
serotypes) 

Partial traceback results identifying common 
animal contact exposure, but not a common 
source of contamination 
 

 

 

 

 

Example 1: 
30 people in 5 states report 
baby chicks purchased from a 
national farm supply store; 
specimens from chicks and 
habitats identified the outbreak 
strain. 

Example 2: 
30 people in 5 states report 
exposure to dog food; 
traceback of dog food brands 
implicated a common dog food 
producer.  

Example 3: 
30 people in 5 states with a 
rare PFGE pattern report turtle 
exposure; traceback did not 
identify a common breeder. 

1 CDC’s NORS-Foodborne team and ORPB can assist with determining whether outbreaks meet these criteria; queries should be addressed to NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
2 Examples not exhaustive; CDC’s NORS-Foodborne team (NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov) and ORPB can assist with determining whether an outbreak should be reported 

  

mailto:NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
mailto:NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
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Table 3. (continued) 
 

Outbreak Definition and 
Reporting Responsibility 

Evidence of a Common Exposure1 

Examples for Reporting2 
Major Criteria Minor Criteria 

MULTISTATE RESIDENCY FOODBORNE OR ANIMAL CONTACT OUTBREAK 

 
Definition: 

 ≥2 similar illnesses 

 Attributed to a common 
foodborne or animal 
contact exposure  

 Exposure occurred in one 
state or territory 

 Cases reside in multiple 
states or territories 

 
Reporting Responsibility: 
The lead investigating 
agency (or other identified 
reporting agency, see Table 
1) is responsible for 
completing the NORS 
outbreak report for all cases, 
regardless of the cases’ 
states of residency  
 

 
Same criteria as multistate 
exposure foodborne or 
animal contact outbreak 

 
Same criteria as multistate exposure foodborne or 
animal contact outbreak 

 
Example 1: 
30 people residing in 5 
southeastern states became ill 
after consuming food served at 
the Georgia State Fair. 
 
Example 2: 
30 people residing in 5 
southeastern states became ill 
after consuming raw milk 
purchased in Georgia, self-
transported and consumed in 
their home state. 
 
Example 3: 
30 people residing in 5 
southeastern states became ill 
after visiting a petting zoo at 
the Georgia State Fair. 
 

1 CDC’s NORS-Foodborne team and ORPB can assist with determining whether outbreaks meet these criteria; queries should be addressed to NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov 
2 Examples not exhaustive; CDC’s NORS-Foodborne team (NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov) and ORPB can assist with determining whether an outbreak should be reported 

 
  

mailto:NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
mailto:NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
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Multistate Foodborne or Animal Clusters 

Multistate clusters occur when ≥2 similar illnesses are suspected to be attributed to a common 
foodborne or animal contact exposure, but data are insufficient to identify a common exposure among 
all cases residing in multiple states or territories. Generally, multistate clusters should not be reported to 
NORS. 

If data are sufficient to identify a common exposure among a sub-cluster in one state (see examples 
below), the agency with a sub-cluster is responsible for creating and submitting a NORS outbreak report. 
Only cases involved in the sub-cluster should be included in the report. 

Example 1: 30 people in 5 states with illnesses caused by a pathogen with an indistinguishable PFGE 
pattern; 5 cases in one state reported lettuce consumption and traceback identified contaminated 
lettuce as the common source; however, lettuce was not identified as a common exposure among the 
remaining 25 cases residing in other states. 

Example 2: 30 people in 5 states with illnesses caused by a pathogen with an indistinguishable PFGE 
pattern; 5 cases in one state reported exposure to a petting zoo at a county fair; however, this petting 
zoo was not a common exposure reported by the remaining 25 cases residing in other states. 

Examples are not exhaustive; CDC’s NORS-Foodborne team (NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov) and ORPB can 
assist with determining whether a cluster meets the definition of an outbreak and should be reported to 
NORS. 

General Procedures for Reporting Multistate Exposure or Residency Outbreaks 

This document provides general steps for reporting:  

 Multistate Exposure Foodborne Outbreaks  

 Multistate Exposure Animal Contact Outbreaks 

 Multistate Residency (Single State Exposure) Foodborne and Animal Contact Outbreaks 

Multistate outbreaks caused by other modes of transmission (e.g., environmental, person-to-person, 
and unknown) should be reported similarly.  

For all outbreaks, a single NORS report should be submitted for all cases involved in the outbreak, 
regardless of the cases’ states of residency. 

In general, all multistate outbreaks should be reported within 30 days of closing the outbreak 
investigation.  

Reporting Procedures Specific to Multistate Outbreaks  

The reporting agency (usually the lead investigating agency, see Table 1) should create ONE NORS 
outbreak report representing cases in all states and territories involved in the outbreak.  

For reporting purposes, outbreaks should meet the definitions for: 

 

 

 

Multistate Exposure Foodborne Outbreak (Table 3) 

Multistate Exposure Animal Contact Outbreak (Table 3) 

Multistate Residency Foodborne or Animal Contact Outbreak (Table 3) 

Report multistate outbreaks following standard NORS reporting guidance, but remember that you are 
entering data for all cases involved in the outbreak, regardless of residency.  

mailto:NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
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The following sections and data fields are especially critical for reporting multistate foodborne and 
animal contact outbreaks:  

General Section / Investigation Methods & Dates – enter the ‘Date first case became ill’, regardless of 
the cases’ state of residency. 

General Section / Geographic Location 

Multistate Exposure Foodborne or Animal Contact Outbreak: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exposure occurred in multiple states – check box indicating that outbreak resulted from a 
common exposure that occurred in multiple states (see definitions for ‘Multistate Exposure 
Foodborne Outbreak’ and ‘Multistate Exposure Animal Contact Outbreak’, Table 3). 

Other States – select all states involved in the outbreak; this would include all states where 
exposure occurred and all states where cases resided. 

Add/Edit Case Counts – click to open table for individual state-by-state case counts; table is pre-
populated with states selected in ‘Other States’.  

Multistate Residency Foodborne or Animal Contact Outbreak: 

Exposure occurred in a single state, but cases resided in another state or multiple states – check 
box indicating that outbreak resulted from a common exposure that occurred in one state, but 
cases resided in multiple states (see definition of ‘Multistate Residency Foodborne or Animal 
Contact Outbreak’ in Table 3). 

Other States – select all states involved in the outbreak; this would include all states where 
exposure occurred and all states where cases resided. 

Add/Edit Case Counts – click to open table for individual state-by-state case counts; table is pre-
populated with states selected in ‘Exposure State’ and ‘Other States’. 

Sharing Multistate Outbreak Reports 

Multistate outbreak reports should be shared with all agencies involved in the investigation using the 
NORS read-only access granting feature. 

On the Geographic Location tab, click on the ‘Give Temporary Access’ button under the ‘Add/Edit Case 
Counts’ button. Then click ‘Save’ to give all agencies with cases read-only access to the NORS report. 

General Section / Primary Cases – enter the total number of primary cases in all states involved in the 
outbreak. 

Etiology Section – The fields below are essential for verifying multistate outbreak reports in the NORS 
database; please enter data for these fields as completely as possible: 

Etiology (Genus, Species, Serotype) 

Isolates (CDC PulseNet outbreak code, CDC PulseNet pattern designation for enzyme 1, CDC 
PulseNet pattern designation for enzyme 2) 

Viewing Multistate Outbreak Reports Entered by Other Agencies 

If a multistate outbreak report has been shared with your agency, you can view the report in the NORS 
interface, but may not be able to make changes to the report. If you identify any data discrepancies, 
please contact the reporting agency or CDC’s NORS-foodborne team (NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov) for 
resolution. 

mailto:NORS-foodborne@cdc.gov
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Step 1: From the NORS home page, select ‘Open/Edit Report’. 

Step 2: Under ‘Site’ select the agency that granted read-access; completing data fields ‘Year’ and 
‘Primary Mode of Transmission’ will further narrow the search results. 

Step 3: Select report of interest under ‘Search Results’. 

 




