Executive Summary

High-Reliability Organization (HRO)

Learning, Adapting, Improving Towards Better Public Health Response
Summary of 2 New Reports from the
Center for Outbreak Response Innovation (CORI)

Gaps in Our Nation’s Outbreak Response Systems

Recent public health emergencies have exposed weaknesses in US outbreak response
systems, including fragmented data, decentralized decision-making, and workforce
shortages. These challenges can slow outbreak response and make it harder to improve
over time.

Two recent studies by the Center for Outbreak Response

Innovation (CORI) examine what enables effective outbreak _

response in complex, high-pressure environments. The

findings show that strengthening outbreak response does The 5 HRO Principles
not require entirely new systems. Instead, progress 1. System-level perspectives: Focus on
. . ) systemic processes, not individual blame, to
depends on consistently applying proven practices that foster learning and improvement
improve coordination, support timely decisions, and 2. Reluctance to simplify: Question
. simple explanations and ask, “What might be
prevent escalation of smaller threats. missing?” for thorough investigations

3. Sensitivity to operations: Treat
routine anomalies as signals, developing
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Overview of CORI’s Reports systems to detect early patterns in outbreaks

Translating High-Reliability Organization (HRO) Principles 4. Commitment to resilience: Build

. . . capacity for functionality during crises,

lntF) Public Healt/?' . o o . prioritizing early detection and adaptable

This report examines how high-reliability principles applied responses

in industries such as aviation, nuclear energy, and 5. Deference to expertise: Value insights
. from those closest to the issues, elevating

healthcare can improve outbreak response. These frontline knowledge in decision-making

industries operate in high-risk environments and use

structured approaches to reduce errors and improve

performance. The report provides a framework that public health agencies can use to
strengthen their existing systems.

Foodborne & Emerging Diseases Outbreaks: Lessons Learned & Best Practices:

This report examines how foodborne disease outbreak response has improved over the past
two decades. It identifies practices that have strengthened detection, investigation, and
response, and highlights lessons that can be applied to other public health threats. The
report also shows how public health agencies already apply performance improvement
HRO-Llike practices in foodborne outbreak response, demonstrating opportunities to build
more reliable and sustainable outbreak systems more broadly.
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Developing a More Resilient, Adaptive Public Health Infrastructure
CORI’'s foodborne outbreak research identified the following key components of effective
response:

e Outbreak detection and investigation have improved through stronger lab capacity,
genomic sequencing, and standardized protocols.

e Seamless collaboration across agencies and jurisdictions is built on trust, role clarity,
shared priorities, and structured communication frameworks.

e Continued progress depends on better data sharing, organizational readiness, and
sustained learning to address persistent system gaps.

These findings provide practical guidance for strengthening outbreak response across public
health agencies.

Applying High-Reliability Principles in Public Health:
The foodborne outbreak report shows that high reliability is achievable. The HRO report
provides a framework to apply these practices consistently.

Layer 1: Leadership Commitment — Leaders
play a critical role by providing sustained,
visible support for building and maintaining a
culture of reliability.

Layer 2: The Five HRO Principles — These
principles guide how organizations approach
reliability. They include identifying early
warning signs, examining issues thoroughly,
maintaining awareness of frontline operations,
building adaptability capacity, and ensuring
decisions are guided by expertise.

Layer 3: Organizational Capacities — These
Public Health are the systems and processes that turn
Implementation principles into action. They include continuous
learning, clear and consistent workflows,
effective change management, risk
communication, and ongoing improvement.

Layer 4: Implementation Realities — This layer
reflects how reliability is applied in practice,
including operational challenges, common
barriers, and the need to adapt approaches to
real-world conditions.
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e Applying HRO principles strengthens outbreak response by strengthening
coordination, enabling earlier detection, and supporting faster, more structured
decision-making with leadership commitment.

e Effective implementation requires leadership commitment, standardized processes,
interoperable data systems, and performance measurement to support accountability
and continuous learning.

e High-reliability response requires organizational structures that elevate subject
matter expertise and ensure operational decisions are guided by the most relevant
technical and situational knowledge.

Strengthening Future Outbreak Response

Improving outbreak response does not require fundamentally new systems. It requires
consistent application of proven practices that strengthen coordination, accountability, and
learning. Public health agencies already have many of the necessary foundations, including
strong collaboration, a skilled workforce, and adaptable systems. Applying high-reliability
practices more consistently can strengthen preparedness, response, and recovery.

CORI’'s ongoing work focuses on identifying practical tools, strategies, and measurement
approaches that support continuous improvement and strengthen outbreak response
nationwide. To explore the full findings, detailed methodology, and implementation
considerations, please review the complete reports below:

Access to Full Reports

Translating High-Reliability Organization Principles into Public Health: Study Report

Foodborne & Emerging Diseases Outbreaks: Lessons Learned & Best Practices Study Report
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