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Experiences of Epidemiological Investigation Officers in Responding to
Infectious Diseases: A Focus Group Interview with Officers from the Korea
Disease Control and Prevention Agency
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Background: This study aimed to explore the experiences of Epidemiological Investigation Officers (FIOs) at the Korea Disease Control and
Prevention Agency (KDCA) in responding to infectious disease outbreaks, with the goal of enhancing public understanding of the EIO role.
Methods: A qualitative descriptive study design was employed using focus group interviews. Participants included seven EIOs from the KDCA,
selected through purposive sampling based on their voluntary participation. Recorded interviews were transcribed and analyzed using an
inductive qualitative content analysis approach.

Results: From the analysis, 10 subcategories and three main themes emerged: ‘challenges of responding to unpredictable infectious diseases,’
"high-intensity work and cumulative negative impacts,” and “growth through challenges, and gained lessons! The study revealed both the
knowledge gained through epidemiological investigations and the challenges of personal burnout and support needs among EIOs.
Conclusion: EIOs have demonstrated growth through diverse experiences in infectious disease responses. To improve the effectiveness and
organization of epidemiological investigations, it is essential to continually assess EIOs' response experiences and support their professional
development through structured support from health authorities.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of study participants

Participants
Characteristic
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Gender Male Female Male Male Female Female Female
Age (yr) 30s 40s 40s 40s 40s 30s 40s
Qualification Non-medical Non-medical Non-medical Medical Medical Medical Medical
License Clinical pathologist  Clinical pathologist ~ Radiographer Nurse Nurse Nurse Nurse
Work period as EIO 4 2/7 4 8 8 4 2

(yr/mo)
Work period as 4 7 6 3 9/10 8 15

medical institution

(yr/mo)

Place of work Disease control New infectious Regional center

(affiliation) and surveillance disease
department correspondence
department

COVID-19 damage

Medical infection
control department

Medical infection
control department

Regional center
compensation
support center
compensation
review team

EIO, epidemiological investigation officer; COVID-19, coronavirus disease 2019.
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Table 2. Research questions

Question type Questions
Start e Please introduce yourself, including what types of infectious diseases you mainly respond to while working as an EIO or and your main job.
Introduction * What is the most memorable incident while responding to infectious diseases as an EIO? In what situation did you feel and how did you act?
Transition * As an EIO, how do you feel you differ from other occupations in responding to infectious diseases and related work, and what are some of the things you
feel you need?
Main point e As an EIO, what experiences have you had with other organizations (public health centers, medical institutions, local communities, etc.), fellow
employees, and patients with infectious diseases while responding to infectious diseases? How did you feel and how did you act?
¢ What was your most rewarding experience responding to infectious diseases as an EIO?
e As an EIO, what was your most difficult or difficult experience responding to infectious diseases?
e As an EIO, what do you think is most important in responding to infectious diseases?
Finish o Is there anything else you would like to say beyond what we have discussed so far?

EIO, epidemiological investigation officer.
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Table 3. Clusters and themes of participants’ experiences

Theme clusters

Themes

Challenges of responding to unpredictable infectious diseases

* Confusion due to the absence of standardized guidelines

* Psychological pressure and sense of responsibility due to the need for accuracy and speed
e Role conflicts in the decision-making process

High-intensity work and cumulative negative impacts

e Continuous expansion and burden of tasks depending on the situations

e Physical and emotional burnout
e Family sacrifices and the challenges of imbalancing work and family life

Growth through challenges, and gained lessons

¢ Camaraderie born through collaboration

e Sense of achievement and fulfillment gained through work
e Gratitude and pride through social recognition
e A sense of solidarity and achievements gained from successful cooperation with various organizations
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