
Exposure Investigations
What is an exposure investigation? 

The Tennessee Department of Health’s Environmental Epidemiology Program may perform 
an exposure investigation if people are actually exposed to a hazardous substance.  An 
exposure investigation is one way to understand past, current, and future human exposure 
to a hazardous substance in the environment. 

There are 3 main ways information is gathered: biomedical tests, environmental samples, 
and exposure-dose reconstruction analyses. 

Biomedical Tests 

Urine or blood samples 
may be taken from 
people during an 

exposure investigation.  
Biomedical tests can 

show current and 
sometimes past human 

exposures to a 
hazardous substance. 

 

Environmental 
Samples 

Soil, water, or air samples 
are important sources of 

information during an 
exposure investigation.  
Measurements of the 

amount of a hazardous 
substance at a site can be 

used to estimate risk to 
health.  Environmental 

samples are often 
collected from where 

people live, work, play, or 
otherwise might contact 
the substance. This is the 

most common way to 
evaluate potential health 

effects from exposure. 

Exposure-dose 
reconstruction 

Environmental sampling 
data and computer 

models can estimate the 
amount of a hazardous 
substance that people 

may have been exposed 
to in the past or may be 
exposed to in the future.  
These complex models 
can sometimes be used 

to estimate how a 
person’s health might be 

affected.   

To learn more visit: 
www.tn.gov/health/cedep/

environmental  

This fact sheet was made possible by a cooperative agreement [program # CDC-RFA-TS-23-0001] from the Agency for Toxic Substances 
and Disease Registry (ATSDR). Its contents are solely the responsibility of the Tennessee Department of Health and do not necessarily 
represent the official views of the ATSDR, or the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 

https://www.tn.gov/health/eep.html


Who does exposure 
investigations? 

A team of experts with knowledge in 
environmental sampling, toxicology, 
environmental sciences, epidemiology, 
computer analyses, geology, and 
medicine are assembled to work on an 
exposure investigation.  The team uses 
information gathered during the 
investigation to make public health 
decisions, prepare reports, involve the 
community, and recommend appropriate 
actions to protect the public’s health. 

How do we decide to do an 
exposure investigation? 

Before starting an exposure investigation, 
the following questions are asked: 

1. Is it likely people have been, are
being, or might become exposed
to hazardous substances?

2. Is more information needed about
how people are being exposed?

3. Will an exposure investigation
provide new, useful information?

4. Will an exposure investigation help
in making public health decisions?

How is the community 
involved? 

The community is a very important part 
of an exposure investigation.  In fact, an 
investigation cannot be done without 
community involvement!  For an 
exposure investigation to be successful it 
needs to have: 

 Community interest
 Community input
 Community members ‘consent for

testing
 Reasonable expectations from the

community

Reasons for not conducting an 
exposure investigation. 

There are some situations when an 
exposure investigation will not provide 
useful information.  For example, an 
exposure investigation would not be done 
when there is no exposure pathway to a 
hazardous substance.  Another is when 
the exposure happened so long ago that 
the hazardous substance would be gone 
from the body.  These situations may still 
be investigated using a different 
approach for responding to 
environmental public health concerns. 

If You Have More Questions Contact: 
 Environmental Epidemiology Program 

Tennessee Department of Health 
Communicable and Environmental Disease and Emergency 

Preparedness 
3rd Floor Andrew Johnson Tower 

710 James Robertson Pkwy 
Nashville, TN 37243 

EEP.Health@tn.gov 
615-741-7247

www.tn.gov/health/cedep/environmental 
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