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EBOLA IN CONTEXT: UNDERSTANDING 
TRANSMISSION, RESPONSE AND CONTROL 

WEEK 1 STEP 1.2 PETER PIOT INVESTIGATING THE FIRST 
OUTBREAK (VIDEO) 

[Video link is unavailable for this step as some material is copyright to the 
Institute of Tropical Medicine in Antwerp.] 

In this video, which uses archive footage from 1976 and narration from 
2014, Professor Peter Piot, co-discoverer of the Ebola virus, describes 
the first known outbreak in Zaire, now the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC). He describes the steps used to investigate the outbreak of 
disease and how these gave clues to the mode of transmission. 

In this first outbreak there were 318 cases of Ebola and 280 deaths. Outbreak 
investigation includes describing the disease in time, place and person. 

Time: How is the epidemic evolving? Assessing if the number of cases is 
increasing or decreasing over time can give you an idea of how the virus is 
transmitted. 

Place: Where are the people that are infected? In this outbreak there was a 
clear link to the hospital for most cases, and a link to funerals was also noted. 

Person: Is there a difference in the age and sex of those infected? In this 
outbreak, adults were affected more than children. This gives clues to the type 
of transmission and makes insect-borne or air-borne disease unlikely. Also, 
healthcare workers were affected, reinforcing the link to the hospital. 

In this particular outbreak pregnant women were at high risk due to the use of 
unsterilised needles in hospitals. Since the use of disposable needles has 
become widespread following the HIV epidemic, this should not be an issue in 
the current outbreak. 
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This material has been repackaged from a free, online course delivered by the 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine on the FutureLearn platform 
in 2015. Additional information about the course and its contributors can be 
found on the School website. 

Future iterations of the course may feature slightly different material. Further 
live runs of this and other courses can be found on the platform. Please visit 
the School’s FutureLearn webpage for more details. 
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