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The Provincetown Case Study

The July 2021 COVID-19 outbreak in Provincetown, Massachusetts was rapidly identified through
outbreak investigation. Thousands of people were mixing indoors without masks while celebrating the
Fourth of July weekend. Shortly after, individuals started falling ill and COVID-19 cases quickly increased.
Responding to the uptick in cases, the Massachusetts Department of Public Health (DPH) and
community partners quickly deployed an “outbreak investigation” —a strategy that aims to determine
where, when, and how individuals were infected. This robust approach:

- Revealed important data about the ability of vaccinated individuals to transmit the virus,
prompting the CDC to improve its guidance on indoor masking.

Determined the outbreak was caused by Delta variant.

Allowed local businesses to improve their COVID prevention strategies.

Promoted focused and equitable distribution of COVID response resources, including testing,
vaccination, and early treatment to infected individuals.
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The investigation involved contacting an estimated 1,100 individuals and dozens of businesses—work
shared by the MA DPH and the local Provincetown board of health. The versatility of strategies and
techniques used in this outbreak investigation can be adapted and deployed across the United States to
suppress and prevent COVID-19 outbreaks. Thus far, outbreak investigation has not been widely
adopted or standardized in the United States.

The Power of Outbreak Investigation

Outbreak investigations provide actionable intelligence about the location and context of COVID-19
outbreaks and empower health authorities to use that intelligence to:

1. Approach testing and vaccination efforts in a targeted manner
- Outbreak investigation provides a unique window of opportunity to reach an
unvaccinated individual, as they are grappling with a real risk of infection.
Immediate referral to walk-in or mobile vaccination sites is necessary in the contact
tracing process. Vaccine uptake may be most successful if vaccination is offered at
the same time and location as testing.

2. Connect infected individuals with life-saving therapeutics
- Some exposed individuals who are identified through outbreak investigation may be
already infected and symptomatic and may benefit from antibody therapy.
Antibody infusions are currently approved for treatment of early COVID. Outbreak
investigation can help identify high-risk individuals who may be strong candidates
for antibody therapy.

3. Guide and help implement location-based COVID-19 prevention strategies (e.g., masking and
testing guidance, ventilation practices)
- When an outbreak is identified at a specific location, the proprietor (i.e., business
owner, faith leader) may be motivated to establish screening guidelines, promote
vaccination among their members, or improve their location’s air ventilation.
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Contact tracers can connect proprietors with a small team of local epidemiologists
who can guide them on evidence-based guidelines. Partnering with the community
on intervention design and implementation can help establish COVID-19 mitigation
standards and address COVID-19 stigma.

4. Provide social support to exposed individuals undergoing quarantine or isolation
- People identified as a close contacts in an outbreak investigation may need social
support to quarantine or isolate until they are no longer infectious. Contact tracers
can ensure that people are connected to available support services.
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Figure 1. Outbreak investigation provides actionable health intelligence
which sits at the center of public health responses to COVID-19 and informs
critical elements of the response. Image adapted from Adam Nagy

Conclusion

The Provincetown experience underscores the value of outbreak investigation in identifying exposed
individuals and determining who is most at risk of infection, connecting them to essential services, and
producing key data to guide public policy in real time. This high-touch model will be vital to quelling
COVID-19 outbreaks, reducing COVID-19 morbidity and mortality, and ultimately preventing the
emergence of new variants. Health authorities can develop or modify existing public health capabilities
to scale outbreak investigations in their respective jurisdictions. In the upcoming webinar, state officials
and community partners who helped lead the Provincetown outbreak investigation will outline the
benefits, operational approach, and challenges to effectively implementing outbreak investigation.
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