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Recording epidemiologic information
Jerry Torrison, DVM, PhD, Dipl. ACVPM
Minnesota Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory, University of Minnesota

Introduction

“Truth is one, but error proliferates. Man tracks it
down and cuts it up into little pieces hoping to turn it
into grains of truth. But the ultimate atom will always
essentially be an error, a miscalculation.” - Publilius
Syrus (1st Century B.C.).

More simply - “The truth is more important than the
facts.” Frank Lloyd Wright (1868-1959).

There has been much discussion, rightly so, about the
importance of lifelong learning in our profession. Some-
times this implies a formal process at continuing educa-
tion meetings such as this, or through even more formal
academic programs. I am now back at the University of
Minnesota after twelve years outside of academia. My
goal is to relate a different form of lifelong learning -
what I have learned away from the university about re-
cording epidemiologic information. It’s a somewhat per-
sonal rendering (I name names!), but learning from the
mistakes and experiences of others could be so efficient
if only we could do it. The ideas will seem very simple
and obvious to many, I’m sure. The concepts have been
pruned down to represent the most significant lessons I
have learned about gathering good epidemiologic infor-
mation. I certainly haven’t mastered all of these ideas,
but perhaps you can put some of them to good use.

The primacy of accurate data

In graduate school I learned how to analyze data. I had
great mentors and teachers who surely tried to impress
on me the importance of obtaining accurate data and how
to use validation methods to ensure it. I even learned tech-
niques for cleaning up “dirty” data. However, the con-
cepts stayed at a technical level for me as I was intent on
filling my toolbox with the exciting array of analytical
tools made available through personal computers. The
underlying assumption was that the data was good. Be-
sides, with all the new spreadsheet, relational database
and statistics software that came on the market, I could
make nice graphs no matter what.

The philosophical approach to obtaining accurate field
data really came home to roost through an important men-
tor I met right after graduate school. Dr. Francois Madec

is a meticulous epidemiologist at the Station de Pathologie
Porcine in Ploufragan, France. I had the good fortune to
have an office next to Dr. Madec during my one-year fel-
lowship at the lab. He stressed two important points:

• Put more effort into collecting data than analyzing it.

• You have to be in the barn to get it right.

These points have held up well over time. It is one thing
to recite the familiar platitude of “garbage in / garbage
out.” It’s quite another to go out into farms and spend
hours and days and weeks watching piglets develop diar-
rhea or counting stillborn and mummified pigs out in the
Brittany countryside. Dr. Madec demonstrated by personal
example the value of having good data as the highest pri-
ority. The quality of his research reflects that priority.

What they think they do, what they say
they do, what they do

After my year in France I took a position at PIC in
Franklin, Kentucky working with Dr. Barry Wiseman. Dr.
Wiseman was a friend from graduate school so I wince at
the thought of citing him as a mentor publicly. That said,
he was the source of several fundamental truths during
the time we worked together.

One of my jobs was to investigate disease outbreaks for
herds both within PIC and for customers. The objective
was to find out if there was a breakdown in biosecurity or
some other controllable factor that could be fixed to avoid
future problems. On my way out the door for the first
one, Dr. Wiseman gave me these instructions: “Find out
what they think they do, what they say they do and what
they do. They’re not the same, you know.”

Does this mean production staff willfully misrepresent
what goes on in farms for some reason? That seldom hap-
pens in my experience. The vast majority of the time it is
simply the age-old issue of communication within pro-
duction system and even within a farm. This leads to an-
other person who taught me another important lesson.

The person who does it knows it

Interviews are a fundamental source of information for
practitioners. Whether we call them interviews or not, we
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are constantly gathering information from people we think
can provide it to us. The question we don’t ask often
enough is, “Who should we interview?”

One of the rules in practice is to stay close to the person
with the checkbook. As a result, we tend to work our way
down the power chain as we wade into a problem we are
to investigate. There are lots of good reasons for doing
this: corporate communication channel etiquette, effi-
ciency, relationship building, etc. Unfortunately, it doesn’t
always provide the most accurate information.

A food technologist taught me this important lesson.
Dolores McCarron was loaned to PIC from the parent
company (Dalgety) for developing an on-farm HACCP
program. We teamed up because she had experience with
HACCP in food processing plants (“crisp” factories in
England) and I had the swine farm experience. I thought
we could sit in the office, meet with the managers and put
a HACCP plan together in a few weeks. Fortunately,
Dolores knew better from her experience in England.

What Dolores knew was that the person with line respon-
sibility for a particular task is the only person who really
knows how that task is actually performed. Sadly, this
was a revelation to me. It was also a revelation to the
farm managers. As part of the development of a HACCP
program, we went through all the procedures performed
on a farm with the people actually doing the work. This
was the purest form of sorting out what they think they
do, what they say they do and what they do I have ever
experienced. Supervisors, managers and even department
heads had no end of surprises as we went through each
procedure in turn and found out how it was really done.
The person doing it, knows it. Anyone else is just guess-
ing. If we’re trying to get to the bottom of a problem and
need to understand reality on a farm, we’d best ask the
staff what actually happens every day.

Rolling the cob

It’s not quite as simple as just asking the person doing the
job how they do it. There are several barriers that can get
in the way. The first barrier is trust. If the job of the su-
pervisor, manager and department head is to know what
is going on in a given farm, it doesn’t help them look
smart if you come in and find out they don’t know what
they’re talking about. Fortunately, most of them (the good
ones, certainly) have the greater good in mind and are
willing to accept that risk if it fixes a problem or helps the
farm perform better. That’s a function of developing trust
over time through a good working relationship.

A bigger challenge can be gaining the trust of the staff
person performing a given task. The person may feel
threatened because they don’t want to give the “wrong”
answer – either one that differs from what the manager
says or that is different from how the vet thinks.

This leads to a discussion about a life skill described to
me by Terry Kitt, an insightful PIC sales manager, as “roll-
ing the cob.” It helps if you are old enough to remember
shelling corn out of a crib to know what this means. Many
people in agriculture are introverts. Before you can just
bust right into their world and take information that be-
longs to them you have to ease into their space. The “cob
rolling” relates to the scenario of standing out in the barn-
yard with a corn cob underfoot, looking at the ground or
off into the trees and just talking about the weather or
baseball for some set period of time. Only after this for-
mality can you work your way around to asking your real
question. Once again it’s about familiarity and trust.

Habla farm?

A second barrier is communication skills. My wife used
to tease me for shifting into “farmer mode” on the phone
when I was first in practice because she thought I wasn’t
being authentic with my clients when I spoke the farm
vernacular. I actually felt a bit disingenuous about this
approach until I attended a management course on com-
munication. The bottom line from this seminar was a line
I’ve hung onto: If you say something I don’t understand
that’s my problem; if I say something you don’t under-
stand that’s my problem, too. To me it’s not a question of
talking up or down to someone, but simply trying to com-
municate in a way that makes them comfortable.

So what if you don’t speak their language let alone their
vernacular? This is a bona fide practice tip – bring your
own interpreter. Whether consulting internationally or
working on farms in the U.S., there is a high likelihood
that a veterinarian won’t speak all the languages spoken
at all the sites. If you buy into the concept that the person
doing the job knows the job, it is crucial to be able to
speak with them without the filter of a manager or super-
visor translating for them. The times I have done this have
convinced me that I didn’t do it often enough. As with the
other farms, it’s usually not an issue of intentional misin-
formation. The issue is establishing rapport with some-
one you can’t communicate with directly. Shy of learning
half a dozen languages, this seems to be the expedient
approach.

Back to the farm

Going back into practice after working at PIC brought
me into closer contact with yet another important mentor,
Dr. Tim Loula of the Swine Vet Center in St. Peter. I had
begun to understand the great need for spending enough
time on the farm to fully evaluate a particular problem,
but Dr. Loula really hammered the concept home as only
he can.

For example, we spend a lot of time looking at records,
but how do we know they’re right? Get out in the barn
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and look. It doesn’t take a long time in farrowing or breed-
ing to figure out if the records represent reality.

Most practitioners have a list of favorite stories that illus-
trate the need for wading into the problem at the farm
level. I’ll share a couple because I can’t help myself:

• Investigating ongoing TGE and PRV breaks in farms
after being told it’s not transport related because they
wash and disinfect the trucks. On inspection of the
truck wash, recycled lagoon water was the only wa-
ter used for washing and the disinfectant proportioner
had been broken for six weeks.

• Investigating high nursery mortality and being told
not to say anything about ventilation/environment
because engineers had been all through everything
and gotten it fixed. On inspection the high/low read-
ings when the 14 day-old pigs were started were ac-
curately recorded in the low 50’sF. The good news is
that the mortality and environment records were
accurate!

The idea isn’t to pick on farms and play “gotcha” with
staff, but rather to recognize the importance we bring as
veterinarians when we use our eyes and ears out on the
farm on behalf of our clients.

An organized recording approach

Another benefit of joining an established practice such as
the Swine Vet Center stemmed from their fondness for
checklists and forms. I had developed a similar mentality
while at PIC conducting biosecurity audits based on the
HACCP work we developed. Dr. Darwin Reicks took it
to another level entirely by going through the tremendous
work of ISO9000 registration. I wouldn’t suggest that all
our activities need to be documented at the level of ISO.
However, the use of audit forms and checklists does pro-
vide important benefits:

• Thoroughness – we don’t always come up with the
same complete list when we’re out in the rain or cold.
A complete list prompts us to ask the questions we
might not come up with off the cuff.

• Collective wisdom – if multiple people contribute to
developing the checklist there is the benefit of their
collective experiences and judgment.

• Reporting format – a consistent information collect-
ing format also serves as the idea organizer for a con-
sistent reporting mode.

Summary

Practitioners are charged with the challenge of solving
problems. Collecting accurate information regarding a
problem or situation is an important part of that challenge.

To paraphrase Frank Lloyd Wright, the search for the truth
is more important than the search for facts. My experi-
ences suggest that whom and how you ask is every bit as
important as what.

3-19-Torrison.p65 8/28/05, 8:15 AM92


