
Personnel Assessment and Personnel Assessment and 

Decisions Decisions 

Volume 9 Issue 1 Article 5 

2023 

Identifying Critical Psychological Characteristics Related to Identifying Critical Psychological Characteristics Related to 

Successful Performance as a Contact Tracer: A Job Analysis Successful Performance as a Contact Tracer: A Job Analysis 

Dev K. Dalal 
University at Albany, State University of New York 

Jason Randall 
University at Albany, State University of New York 

Gabrielle C. Danna 
University at Albany, State University of New York 

Josh Ash 
University at Albany, State University of New York 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad 

 Part of the Human Resources Management Commons, Industrial and Organizational Psychology 

Commons, and the Other Psychology Commons 

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Dalal, Dev K.; Randall, Jason; Danna, Gabrielle C.; and Ash, Josh (2023) "Identifying Critical Psychological 
Characteristics Related to Successful Performance as a Contact Tracer: A Job Analysis," Personnel 
Assessment and Decisions: Number 9 : Iss. 1 , Article 5. 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25035/pad.2023.01.005 
Available at: https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/vol9/iss1/5 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License. 
This Practitioner Demonstration Project is brought to you 
for free and open access by the Journals at 
ScholarWorks@BGSU. It has been accepted for inclusion 
in Personnel Assessment and Decisions by an authorized 
editor of ScholarWorks@BGSU. 

https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad
https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad
https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/vol9
https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/vol9/iss1
https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/vol9/iss1/5
https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad?utm_source=scholarworks.bgsu.edu%2Fpad%2Fvol9%2Fiss1%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/633?utm_source=scholarworks.bgsu.edu%2Fpad%2Fvol9%2Fiss1%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/412?utm_source=scholarworks.bgsu.edu%2Fpad%2Fvol9%2Fiss1%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/412?utm_source=scholarworks.bgsu.edu%2Fpad%2Fvol9%2Fiss1%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/415?utm_source=scholarworks.bgsu.edu%2Fpad%2Fvol9%2Fiss1%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://bgsu.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_82fhWfkYQAvjIEu
https://doi.org/10.25035/pad.2023.01.005
https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/vol9/iss1/5?utm_source=scholarworks.bgsu.edu%2Fpad%2Fvol9%2Fiss1%2F5&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Personnel Assessment and Decisions

63
2023 • Issue 1 • 63-81 http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/

Practitioner Demonstration Project

Identifying Critical Psychological 
Characteristics Related to 
Successful Performance as a Contact 
Tracer: Results of an Initial Job 
Analysis

Dev K. Dalal1, Jason Randall1, Gabrielle C. Danna1, and Josh 
Ash1

1. University of  Albany - State University of  New York

Problem Statement
Contact tracing is a powerful method for collecting in-

formation about individuals who may have interacted with 
a person infected with a communicable disease to take nec-
essary steps to contain further spread. Although not a new 
job (Mooney, 2020), the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted 
the importance of and need for this role to slow the spread 
of COVID-19, end the pandemic, and safely reopen schools 
and businesses. Indeed, early in the pandemic, public 
health officials called for building a massive workforce of 
contact tracers to help slow the spread of this highly com-
municable disease—a “contact tracer army” (Watson et al., 
2020). Although the number of contact tracers has changed 
as the landscape for the COVID-19 public health crisis has 
shifted, this work remains critical to manage the spread of 
communicable diseases moving forward.

There are myriad reasons for maintaining a robust 
contact tracing workforce. First, case identification and 

tracing are central to limiting disease spread, not only for 
COVID-19 but also other communicable diseases (Mooney, 
2020). Researchers estimate that at least 80% of infected 
individuals need to be contacted, and 100% of the infected 
persons’ contacts need to be compliant with contact tracing 
instructions to reduce disease spread (Kretzchmar et al., 
2020). Given the rate of disease spread for COVID-19, a 
large number of contact tracers were originally called for to 
contact the number of infected individuals and the people 
with whom they were in contact in order to ease pandem-
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ic restrictions (Watson et al., 2020). Second, although the 
availability and effectiveness of vaccines is paramount, 
their development and distribution take time and face 
logistic and other hurdles. For example, COVID-19 vac-
cine distribution was slower than needed in the U.S. (e.g., 
King, 2021; Simmons-Duffin & Huang, 2021) and globally 
(e.g., Frayer, 2021; Schmitz, 2021), and vaccine hesitancy 
remains prevalent (Chou & Budenz, 2020). Additionally, 
breakthrough cases occur even among the fully vaccinat-
ed (CDC, 2021), and as diseases spread and mutate, new 
variants emerge that may be more contagious and vaccine 
resistant (Doucleff, 2021). As such, contact tracing remains 
an important prevention method for the spread of commu-
nicable diseases (Herman, 2021). 

Third, although technological innovations can be very 
valuable in contact tracing efforts, the most successful 
mitigation of infectious disease spread is likely to include 
a combination of technology and human contact tracing. 
There are barriers to solely relying on technological innova-
tions like smartphone applications for contact tracing, such 
as lack of access to the applications among older and poorer 
community members (Soltani et al., 2020; Vaugh, 2020), 
potential technology failures when relying on systems like 
Bluetooth (Almagor & Picascia, 2020; Soltani et al., 2020), 
and potential for counterproductive outcomes if not part of 
a comprehensive testing and tracing program (e.g., inade-
quate follow-up information/instructions after notifications 
of exposure; Almagor & Picascia, 2020). Moreover, these 
applications can be less successful due to false positive and 
false negative test results, the potential for notification fa-
tigue (Soltani et al., 2020), the fact that different localities 
use different applications (Vaugh, 2020), and general dis-
trust of the security and privacy of the data (Soltani et al., 
2020).  

Even as the landscape of COVID-19 changes, contact 
tracing will remain critical to public health emergency re-
sponses in the future. Indeed, public health experts expect 
the COVID-19 pandemic to become an endemic with new 
variants that are predicted to be more virulent (Florido et 
al., 2022). Likewise, new public health emergencies ne-
cessitating contact tracing will emerge (Associated Press, 
2021). Indeed, the recent rise of monkeypox cases (Shapiro, 
2022), being declared a public health emergency (Schnei-
der, 2022), as well as emerging cases of polio (Jones, 2022) 
highlight that new infectious disease spread is likely, and 
that contact tracing will be necessary to stop the spread of 
these diseases as well. Finally, as an anonymous reviewer 
noted, contact tracing may even be necessary to respond 
to biological/chemical weapons attacks. In short, there re-
mains a need for recruiting, selecting, and training contact 
tracers to not only continue mitigating COVID-19 spread 
but also to address future disease outbreaks.

Rapidly accelerating the recruitment, selection, and 
training of contact tracers in response to COVID-19 proved 

to be difficult, however, with many states’ contact tracer 
workforces well below recommended levels—even after 
hiring spikes (Simmons-Duffin, 2020). To be sure, many 
reasons for this understaffing exist including systemic 
underfunding of the public health workforce and reduced 
federal funding for health preparedness in general (Watson 
et al., 2020, p. 8). The unique aspects of the COVID-19 
pandemic—such as needing to build an applicant pool from 
scratch without the aid of existing recruitment efforts, hire 
quickly without preexisting hiring procedures, and hire 
for almost exclusively remote work—also contributed to 
the understaffing as need for contact tracers outpaced lo-
calities’ abilities to hire. A particularly troubling aspect of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, though not unique to it, is the 
disproportionate impacts of COVID-19 on marginalized 
communities and the importance of contact tracing in these 
communities (Randall et al., in press). Hiring personnel 
who can successfully contact trace within these commu-
nities is important for mitigating disease spread and, as 
discussed later, likely requires specific knowledge, skills, 
abilities, or other characteristics (KSAOs; Randall et al., in 
press). Importantly, these inequitable conditions will likely 
occur in future emergency situations (i.e., future healthcare 
crises) if not remedied and built in to existing public health 
emergency responses (Associated Press, 2021). 

We posit that an additional reason the need for contact 
tracers outpaced hiring was the lack of a validated, system-
atic approach to recruitment, selection, and training. In-
deed, using a well-validated selection and training program 
can help quickly and efficiently hire and train individuals, 
improve performance, and reduce turnover (Cascio & Scott, 
2017; Guion, 2011; Hausknecht & Heavey, 2017; Ployhart 
& Weekly, 2017). This presents a challenge for addressing 
the current, and future, healthcare crises: Whereas there is a 
need to be able to quickly and efficiently recruit, select, and 
train contact tracers, no such approach exists. Indeed, as 
Watson and colleagues (2020) note, “Local and state health 
departments should be able to hire quickly…If not, state 
action will be needed to remove barriers to workforce de-
velopment and to rapidly expand the recruitment of needed 
contact investigators” (p. 9). 

Structuring selection and training systems is beneficial 
for several reasons. First, knowing on which KSAOs to 
select versus train informs recruitment and initial screening 
decisions (Guion, 2011; Highhouse et al. 2016). Further-
more, using validated selection instruments will result in 
better quality hires in terms of performance and reduced 
likelihood of turnover (Cascio & Scott, 2017; Guion, 2011; 
Hausknecht & Heavey, 2017; Rotundo & Spector, 2017) 
and limit the potential for biased selection decisions (Dalal 
et al., 2020). Well-developed training programs are crucial 
for learning job-relevant information and training transfer—
the better developed the training delivery, the more success-
ful will be training (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009; Arthur et al., 
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2003; Ford et al., 2018; Goldstein & Ford, 2002; Kraiger & 
Ford, 2021). In addition, standardizing the training delivery 
will ensure that employees who are geographically dis-
persed are equivalently trained (Johnson & Randall, 2018). 

Further evidence for the efficacy of structured selection 
and training systems to facilitate the rapid staffing of crit-
ical positions is seen in the response to the September 11 
terrorists’ attacks (Blalock et al., 2007; Kondrasuk, 2004; 
Mabee, 2007). Utilizing structured recruitment, selection, 
and training, the Department of Homeland Security rapidly 
hired and trained an unprecedented number of passenger 
and luggage screeners for the Transportation Security Agen-
cy (TSA; Blalock et al., 2007; Kondrasuk, 2004). Utilizing 
structured approaches to recruiting, hiring, and training 
contact tracers to address disease spread may result in sim-
ilar benefits to fill the large personnel needs for this type of 
public health emergency. Such a system, however, has not 
heretofore been implemented. 

The lack of a structured approach to selecting and train-
ing contact tracers is likely attributable to two main factors. 
First, although contact tracing existed prior to COVID-19 
(Mooney, 2020; Ramstedt et al., 1990; Swanson et al., 
2018), the unprecedented need for contact tracers during 
the pandemic shined a light on the lack of approaches to 
quickly hiring and training individuals to serve specifically 
as contact tracers. That is, public health workforces had not, 
thus far, selected specifically for contact tracers, let alone as 
quickly as needed. To be sure, prior to the COVID-19 pan-
demic local health departments used contact tracing to trace 
isolated disease spread (e.g., tuberculosis, measles, etc.). 
Community healthcare personnel conducted contact tracing, 
though, as part of other responsibilities, not as a standalone 
job (Marcroft, 2020). The unprecedented need for contact 
tracing during the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the ne-
cessity for personnel to serve only as contact tracers.1  

This underscores the second impediment to quickly 
selecting and training contact tracers, namely, that the role/
responsibilities of contact tracers are typically subsumed 
under other roles. For example, a search on O*NET, a da-
tabase that records detailed information about over 1,000 
jobs (Rivkin et al., 2017), did not reveal an entry for contact 
tracer. The most closely aligned entry is “community health 
workers” (position code 21-1094.00). However, the tasks 
identified for this job do not list activities related to contact 
tracing to address disease outbreaks. 

The combined effect of needing to address a dynam-
ic global health crisis and limited information about the 
standalone role meant that local health officials were left on 
their own to grow the contact tracer workforce (Watson et 
al., 2020). Importantly, the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) provided an example job description to 
help localities with this effort.2 A job description, however, 
is just one aspect of developing a standardized selection and 
training system. Furthermore, as our results show, there are 

critical attributes needed to perform as a contact tracer that 
the CDC job description does not explicitly mention. In oth-
er words, the scientific analysis of the role of contact tracer 
we undertake here provides more nuanced information 
about the KSAOs needed to be a successful contact tracer. 
With this information, standardized selection and training 
systems, particularly beneficial when selecting and training 
for a new job, can be more comprehensive. The first step 
in developing a standardized selection and/or training pro-
gram is to identify the KSAOs needed to perform the job; 
in short, conducting a job analysis (Brannick et al., 2007; 
Brannick et al., 2017). 

To this end, we present the results of a combined (i.e., 
work-oriented and worker-oriented) job analysis we con-
ducted to identify the critical KSAOs needed to perform 
successfully as a contact tracer. This effort addresses the 
first step in the process of developing a systematic recruit-
ment, selection, and training program for increasing the 
contact tracer workforce (Brannick et al., 2007, 2017; Hig-
house et al., 2016). We investigated the role of contact trac-
er alone, without reference to any other responsibilities of 
public health workers. In addition, we utilized the limited 
available archival records on contact tracing as well as stud-
ies of past contact tracing efforts during other public health 
emergencies such as the HIV/AIDs epidemic of the 1980s 
(Ramstedt et al., 1990) and the 2014-2015 Ebola epidemic 
in Liberia (Swanson et al., 2018) to inform our efforts.

Proposed Solution
In this study we utilized a combined job analysis 

technique (C-JAM) to identify critical work behaviors 
performed by stand-alone contact tracers, as well as criti-
cal KSAOs for successful performance as a contact tracer 
(Brannick et al., 2007, 2017). We proceeded with our job 
analysis in two phases. First, we reviewed available archi-
val information about contact tracing. Second, we conduct-
ed structured interviews with contact tracer subject matter 
experts (SMEs), individuals with knowledge of this job. 
From these archival records and interviews we identified 
critical tasks performed by contact tracers, linked those 
tasks to performance domains, identified KSAOs necessary 
for performing successfully as a contact tracer, and per-
formed a linkage analysis to connect the KSAOs to these 

1    Importantly, as noted earlier, the chronic underfunding of public 
health is an additional impediment to hiring workers only to serve 
as contact tracers. Most localities are unlikely to have the budgets 
to be able to hire individuals whose only job is to engage in contact 
tracing. These constraints, though, do not minimize the need for 
this role, and, as described in detail later, the results of our work 
can be used by public health officials even in this limited funding 
climate.
2    https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/php/
contact-tracing/COVID19-contact-tracer-508.pdf

http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/php/contact-tracing/COVID19-contact-tracer-508.pdf


66
2023 • Issue 1 • 63-81Published By ScholarWorks@BGSU, 2023

Personnel Assessment and Decisions 	C ontact Tracer KSAOs

performance domains to provide predictive hypotheses on 
which future research can expand. Finally, we differenti-
ated whether or not KSAOs should be used for personnel 
selection, training, or some combination of the two (see 
Figure 1). When we identified a KSAO as appropriate for 
selection, we also provide potential methods for measuring 
the KSAO.3 

Phase 1: Archival Records Review
Procedures and Materials

In Phase 1, the project team located and reviewed ar-
chival records pertaining to the work of contact tracers. Us-
ing these documents, we identified critical tasks performed 
by contact tracers. From these tasks, we developed an ini-
tial set of KSAOs relevant to contact tracing performance. 
Finally, we used the archival records review to develop a 
list of questions for the structured interviews conducted in 
Phase 2. Two research team members read the documents 
independently and identified critical tasks and KSAOs. We 
then wrote 26 structured interview questions for Phase 2 
(see supplemental materials for questions). 

In total, we identified 13 records for review (see sup-
plemental materials for list of archival records). Of these 
13, 8 records proved particularly useful as they presented 
direct information on contact tracing. The other records, 
though useful, did not provide direct information on contact 
tracing; this was likely due to the fact these records were 
news media articles. 

Phase 2: Subject Matter Experts Interviews
Procedures

The same two research team members conducted all 
the online structured interviews with New York State con-
tact tracing SMEs. The interviewers were advanced grad-
uate students in industrial-organizational psychology, and 
both had training with interview techniques. They recorded 
and transcribed individual interviews with SMEs using 
the transcription software Otter (https://otter.ai/). Prior to 
their interview, SMEs completed an online survey to gather 
information on experiences as a contact tracer and demo-
graphic information. A project team member later contacted 
the SME to schedule a time for the interview. 

All the structured interviews were conducted between 
August and October 2020—within 5 months of the World 
Health Organization declaring COVID-19 a global pan-
demic (March 11, 2020), and between 2 and 3 months into 
states, including New York, beginning to lift their first set 
of COVID-19 initiated lockdowns (Kantis et al., 2020). 
Given the structured nature of the interview, all SMEs were 
asked the same questions in the same order—specifically, 
one interviewer asked all of the questions while the oth-
er interviewer took handwritten notes to supplement the 
transcripts. Furthermore, the SMEs were not asked any 
questions other than those in the protocol, and the only 

unscripted communication allowed from the interviewer to 
the SME was to ask for clarification or to repeat something. 
To this end, interviews proceeded in the exact same eight 
question sets. First, interviewees answered two sets of ques-
tions pertaining to their background and the critical tasks 
performed as contact tracers. Question sets three through 
six then asked questions regarding necessary knowledge, 
skills, abilities, and other personality/individual difference 
constructs, respectively. 

COVID-19 disproportionately affects marginalized 
communities (Hooper et al., 2020). One possible reason for 
this may be attributable to individuals in these communities 
not trusting, therein not complying with, contact tracers 
(Randall et al., 2020). Therefore, in question set seven of 
the interview, SMEs answered questions regarding the 
KSAOs needed to contact trace in marginalized communi-
ties. Finally, the last question set of the interview gave the 
SME an opportunity to clarify or add anything to their pre-
vious responses, and to share any additional information. 
Respondents received a $25 gift card to Amazon.com as 
a thank you for participating in the study. As described in 
greater detail below, the interviewers coded the interview 
responses iteratively after each interview session. 

Participants
The use of iterative coding procedures allowed us to 

assess data saturation in our qualitative responses. Data 
saturation occurs when interviewees no longer provide 
information unique from past interviews (Carlsen & Glen-
ton, 2011). To ensure we could reach data saturation, we 
used power tables developed by Fugard and Potts (2015) 
to determine the minimum number of people to interview. 
Interviewing 10 individuals would result in a 94% chance 
of hearing a specific KSAO at least five times if 25% of the 
population of SMEs believe that said KSAO is related to 
contact tracer performance. As such, the goal was to recruit 
as many SMEs as possible with a minimum of 10 complet-
ed interviews. To recruit SMEs, we sent e-mails to various 
contact tracer groups in New York State (e.g., county health 
offices; schools of public health) with the link to the pre-
screening survey embedded in the e-mail. As such, SMEs 
worked in different locations within New York State (see 
demographic information next). 

About 50 individuals accessed the prescreen survey, 
but only 30 provided complete responses and e-mails. Due 
to difficulties scheduling interviews with all interested re-
spondents (as this was an extremely busy time for contact 
tracers), the project team was unable to schedule interviews 

3    Importantly, we do not offer recommendations for a specific 
measurement tool. This is because each locality will have different 
requirement for selecting public sector employees (Jacobs & Den-
ning, 2017), so recommending methods of measurement, rather 
than a specific measurement tool, offers the most flexibility.

https://otter.ai/
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FIGURE 1.
Flow of Research Phases/Steps
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with half of them. Nevertheless, we were able to interview 
15 SMEs. As such, these interviews had sufficient power to 
detect KSAOs that are prevalent across interviewees.

SME Demographic Characteristics
The final sample of 15 SMEs was, on average, 33.92 

years old (SD = 12.77) and was about equally self-report-
ed male (53.30%) and female (46.70%). Furthermore, the 
sample was about equally self-reported White (46.67%) and 
non-White (53.33%). The entire sample had at least a high 
school-level education, and 69.23% of the sample had a 
master’s degree or professional degree.4 We ensured a wide 
representation of SMEs in order to capture the varied ex-
periences of contact tracers who work in different settings. 
To gauge this, we asked SMEs to provide some information 
about their experiences as a contact tracer during the pre-in-
terview survey. Of the 15, 10 reported serving as a contact 
tracer at the time of the study, 3 reported serving as a con-
tact tracer in the past, and 2 reported that they were not em-
ployed as a contact tracer at the time of the study but were 
familiar with the role based on training received and/or as a 
supervisor of current contact tracers. Furthermore, respon-
dents completed a five-item scale asking how experienced 
they believed they were with contact tracing at the time of 
study (sample item: “I have a good understanding of what 
it takes to succeed as a contact tracer”). On average, they 
reported moderate amounts of experience (M = 3.86, SD = 
0.85 on a 5-point scale). In addition, 46.67% of the sample 
reported that they had at least 4 months of experience con-
tact tracing. Finally, the sample reported their cumulative 
experience contact tracing across a variety of communities 
(Table 1). In sum, SMEs had a variety of experiences with 
contact tracing, and represented varying perspectives on 
this job. We note, however, that we do not know the specif-
ic agencies/localities for which the contact tracer worked as 
this was not asked in the prescreening survey nor the inter-
view—this choice was made to help maintain the confiden-
tiality of the interviewee. 

Data Coding Procedures 
Coding of the archival records and interviews to extract 

contact tracer tasks and KSAOs proceeded in four phases 
(see Figure 1). Phase 1 involved the coding of the archival 
records, Phase 2 was coding of the interview responses, 
Phase 3 was the refining of the Phase 2 coding, and Phase 4 
was the coding for performance domains.

Phase 1: Archival Records
In Phase 1, the two interviewers independently coded 

the archival records. Each extracted critical tasks performed 
by contact tracers and KSAOs for performing as a contact 
tracer from these records. They independently coded them 
into inductively derived categories, and then met to discuss 
their categories and coding. This list of critical tasks and 
KSAOs also informed the interview questions written by all 
project team members. 

Phase 2: Interview Responses
In Phase 2, the two graduate student interviewers coded the 
interview responses by conducting iterative coding within 
2 days of the conclusion of an interview. Specifically, at 
the conclusion of each interview, both graduate student 
researchers independently extracted all KSAOs mentioned 
by the SME and categorized the extracted KSAOs into the 
aforementioned inductively derived categories to which the 
KSAO most appropriately fit. As the interviews proceed-
ed, frequencies of repeat KSAO were recorded. Following 
completion of all the interviews, the interviewers discussed 
their individual full list of KSAOs to agree on the KSAO 
label and proper classification as a knowledge, skill, ability, 
or other attribute. At the conclusion of the interviewers’ 
coding phase, a total of 45 attributes categorized as knowl-
edge, skill, ability, or other attribute, along with attribute 
descriptions were sent to the first two authors of the re-
search team for further synthesis in Phase 3 of coding.

Phase 3: Coding Refinement
During the third phase of coding, the first two authors 

(PhDs trained in job analysis) reviewed the full list and 
independently collapsed overlapping KSAOs, where nec-
essary, to eliminate redundancies. Given the tendency for 
SMEs to confuse skills, abilities, and individual differences, 
we further rearranged KSAOs into more appropriate cate-
gories. For example, although an SME noted that active lis-
tening was a necessary ability, we reclassified this as a skill. 

We also identified KSAOs from the narrative responses 
of the interviewees when the SME did not directly state a 
KSAO, but their interview response pointed to a necessary 
psychological characteristic. For example, one interviewee, 

4    The supplemental materials contain a detailed comparison 
of the interviewed and not interviewed samples. In general, the 
interviewed sample was slightly younger, more diverse, and more 
educated than the not interviewed SMEs.

Urban communities 53.85%

Rural communities 30.77%

Communities of color 46.15%

Immigrant communities 46.15%

Low income communities 38.45%
Note. Percentages add up to over 100% as respondents 
reported on all communities in which they served.

TABLE 1.
Self-Reported Experiences With Contact Tracing by Type 
of Community
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when asked about essential personality traits, said “realize 
your job doesn’t fit in a certain box,” which was categorized 
as adaptability. We utilized the O*NET KSAO taxonomy 
(Rivkin et al., 2017) to align narrative descriptions with 
KSAOs. This process resulted in narrowing, rearranging, 
and relabeling the 45 initial KSAOs to 25 KSAOs deemed 
important for performance as a contact tracer. Finally, the 
first author defined all KSAOs based on the extant literature 
and/or definitions provided by the O*NET taxonomy, and 
the second author reviewed and edited these definitions. 

Phase 4: Identifying Performance Domains
To identify the contact tracing performance domains, 

the interviewers collected the raw tasks identified from the 
archival records coded in Phase 1 and the interviews coded 
in Phase 2. The first two authors refined the extracted tasks 
into specific work behaviors. More specifically, we col-
lected 21 broad performance statements from the archival 
records and interviews (e.g., “Be culturally sensitive and 
aware that COVID-19 impacts differ across communities.”). 
From these 21 broad statements, we were able to extract 41 
specific work behaviors (e.g., demonstrate cultural sensi-
tivity).5 We then independently identified redundant work 
behaviors among the 41 extracted. After eliminating redun-
dancies, we were able to identify 29 unique work behaviors. 

Following this, these 29 unique work behaviors were 
independently categorized into performance domains. 
These performance domains represent categories of work 
behaviors that share similar purposes/goals. To identify 
appropriate performance domains for the specific work 
behaviors, we utilized the taxonomy developed by Borman 
and colleagues (2017). For example, a critical work behav-
ior identified by every source we reviewed/interviewed was 
“calling individuals to confirm positive case.” We catego-
rized this specific work task into the communicating and 
interacting performance domain from Borman et al.’s (2017) 
taxonomy. These performance domains provided a broad 
picture of job performance as a contact tracer and provid-
ed the criteria for the predictive hypotheses. We showed 
strong agreement (93%) after the first round of categorizing 
and discussed the few discrepancies to agree 100% on the 
categorization of work behaviors into the specific domains. 
Details about the number and nature of these performance 
domains are presented in the Results and Evaluation section 
below.

Predictive Hypotheses 
After identifying the critical KSAOs required for suc-

cessfully performing as a contact tracer and defining the 
performance domains, we developed predictive hypotheses 
regarding why these KSAOs relate to performance as a con-
tact tracer (Guion, 2011; Highhouse et al., 2016). Predictive 
hypotheses offer a theoretical reason for why a specific 
KSAO is related to which aspect(s) of performance. These 

predictive hypotheses guide future selection validation as 
well as training evaluation efforts (Guion, 2011; Highhouse 
et al., 2016). 

In addition, we identified which of the KSAOs are 
needed at the time of being hired and are, therefore, can-
didates for a selection system, and differentiate these from 
the KSAOs that can be trained later and are candidates for 
a posthire training program. Predictive hypotheses and pro-
posed position in the human resource management system 
are included in the tables of results below (Tables 4-7). 
For space considerations, we present only the final list of 
KSAOs here; full results are available in the supplemental 
materials. We present the results of the job analysis in seven 
categories, combining the results from the archival review 
as well as the interviews.

Results and Evaluation

Performance Domains 
As noted above, we identified 29 unique work behav-

iors and categorized them into broader performance do-
mains. Specifically, we classified all of the tasks into one 
of four domains (see Table 2 for definitions). As would be 
expected for this job, the majority of work behaviors (55%) 
fell under the communicating/interacting with others; 
proficiency performance domain. Conscientiousness; or-
ganizing/planning was the next most frequent performance 
domain (21%), followed by the conscientiousness; depend-
ability (14%) then problem solving (10%) domains.6 

Minimum Qualifications
Minimum qualifications (MQs) are education, expe-

riences, and/or related personal attributes that employees 
need to perform a job satisfactorily (Levine et al., 1997, p. 
1009). Organizations, particularly public sector organiza-
tions, use MQs as “threshold requirements” (Jacobs & Den-
ning, 2017, p. 726) meaning applicants must demonstrate 
the necessary knowledge, experiences, or other attributes 
prior to proceeding in the selection process. Stated differ-
ently, an MQ is a characteristic that an applicant has before 
applying, suggesting that the MQ will not be trained (Jacobs 
& Denning, 2017; Levine et al., 1997). 

When asked during the structured interviews, respon-
dents included characteristics that would not meet the 
definition of an MQ either because the characteristic is rea-
sonably trainable (e.g., knowledge of contact tracing) and/
or because it is not possible to learn prior to the job (e.g., 
specific spread mitigation strategies for the disease being 

5    Note that we could extract more specific behaviors from the raw 
task statements because an individual performance/work state-
ment might reference multiple specific behaviors. See the supple-
mental materials for more details. 
6    The supplemental materials contain the specific work behaviors 
we coded, as well as into which domain we coded them.
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traced).7 As such, we reviewed the SME responses to this 
question and removed any characteristic that would not 
meet the aforementioned definition of an MQ. Table 3 pres-
ents the ideal minimum qualifications for being a contact 
tracer based on this review of SME responses. We note that 
our review includes two MQs not included in the CDC tem-
plate job description highlighting the added detail this job 
analysis provides.

Knowledge Domain 
The knowledge domain represents information about 

specific areas that contact tracers need to be successful in 
their role. Knowledge domains are the general facts and/or 
principles of an area. For example, to play the piano, one 
must know information about what notes each piano key 
produces. In total, the project team identified four critical 
knowledge domains concerning health regulations, disease 
spread, and technical software. Table 4 provides defini-
tions of these critical knowledge domains, whether these 
knowledge domains are needed at the time of hire or can 
be reasonably trained posthire, and a predictive hypothesis 
regarding why these knowledge domains are related to con-
tact tracer performance. 

Skills Domain 
The skills domain represents actions and/or behaviors 

that develop through practice. Skills not only facilitate 
actions themselves but also facilitate learning new infor-
mation. Continuing our piano playing example, playing the 
piano is a skill learned through practice; piano playing skill 
also facilitates learning to play other instruments. As noted 
earlier, because SMEs can confuse skills and abilities, we 
identified skill and ability domains based on the content 
described by the interviewee rather than the labels provid-
ed. For example, interviewees noted the need to “think on 
one’s feet and effectively change one’s thinking habits in 
certain situations,” labeling this “adaptive thinking.” In our 

review of transcribed responses and the O*NET taxonomy, 
we identified this as a combination of two skills: active 
learning and critical thinking. We identified four critical 
skills based on interviewee comments, and three additional 
skills based on minimum qualifications. Collectively, the 
identified skills are needed to be an engaged listener, criti-
cally evaluate this information relative to existing and new 
information to provide well-reasoned and accurate advice 
to slow the spread of a communicable disease (Table 5). 

Ability Domain 
The ability domain represents capacities to act or per-

form a behavior; these relatively stable attributes facilitate 
performance. As noted earlier, piano playing is a skill 
learned through practice; however, the ability to differenti-
ate tones (hearing sensitivity) and the ability to manipulate 
one’s fingers across the keys of a piano (finger dexterity) 
are enduring capabilities. Similar to the skill domain, we 
extracted relevant abilities from the content of SME de-
scriptions and our knowledge of KSAO taxonomies (e.g., 
O*NET) rather than just using the labels provided by in-
terviewees. We identified two critical clusters of abilities 
needed for successful contact tracing work. The first relate 
to the need for contact tracers to understand what is being 
said to them and the ability to effectively communicate with 
those with whom they are speaking; the second relate to be-
ing able to effectively make decisions and adapt to changes 
as needed (Table 6).

Personality Trait Domain 
Personality traits are general patterns or tendencies 

to behave, think, and feel in a certain way across different 
situations (Fleeson, 2004; McCrae & Costa, 2008). As 
such, these are individual psychological characteristics that 

Borman et al. (2017) domain Definition as related to contact tracing

Communicating/interacting with others; proficiency Work behaviors associated with core functions of the role 
of contact tracer centering on communication with infected 
individual and/or known contacts.

Conscientiousness; dependability Work behaviors associated with a need for attention to detail 
and adherence to rules and regulations.

Conscientiousness; organizing/planning Work behaviors associated with a need for attention to detail 
and recording/organizing information, and keeping records in 
order.

Problem solving Work behaviors associated with reasoning, judgment, and 
decision making about complex problems with varying levels 
of information.

TABLE 2.
Contact Tracing Performance Domains and Definitions

7    We are grateful to the editor and an anonymous reviewer for 
pointing this out.  
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represent a person’s expected response to situations that 
are, for the most part and with some exceptions, unlikely 
to change. To continue to improve at playing the piano, a 
musician likely needs to show a tendency toward being 
disciplined/conscientious to engage in the necessary delib-
erate practice. Although situational pressures can affect the 
expression of personality traits (Mischel & Shoda, 1995), 
these behavioral patterns/tendencies do tend to be cross-sit-
uational (Fleeson, 2004). After accounting for overlapping 
traits, we identified four critical personality traits related to 
being a successful contact tracer, largely centered on show-
ing compassion and trustworthiness (Table 7).

Working Within Underrepresented Communities 
The final area of inquiry in this job analysis was to 

identify any KSAOs specifically related to working with 
underrepresented communities, given, as noted above, the 
disproportionate impact of COVID-19, as well as other 
health disparities, in these communities (Hooper et al., 
2020). First, SMEs identified a series of work context fac-
tors that affect the performance of contact tracers in these 
communities. These included factors such as uncertainty 
and mistrust of contact tracers and fears of immigration 
and/or law enforcement actions initiated by contact tracing. 
Furthermore, SMEs noted that contact tracers working in 
underrepresented communities interact with individuals 
who are likely to be less engaged, less likely to answer 
their calls, and less compliant with contact tracing requests 
because of a distrust in the credibility of contact tracers. 
As such, when considering candidates for contact tracing 
roles in underrepresented communities, hiring managers 
may want to emphasize KSAOs listed in Table 8. Contact 
tracing in underrepresented communities presents unique 
challenges that contact tracers need to be able to address. 
Results of our job analysis suggest the critical KSAOs for 
contact tracers working in underrepresented communities 
are those that promote trust in the contact tracers’ skills, 
trust in the contact tracers’ motives, and communicating 
accurate information about contact tracing work (see also 
Randall et al., 2020). 

Ethical, Legal, and Professional Issues

We faced some challenges in conducting this initial 
job analysis that future research can address. First, as noted 
above, hiring employees whose sole job responsibility is 
to conduct contact tracing was rare prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Indeed, past contact tracing efforts were typical-
ly performed by public health professionals as one aspect 
of a host of job responsibilities. As such, there is limited 
archival information on this job and little guidance for how 
to select and cross-train public health workers in other po-
sitions to perform these critical tasks. Although the need for 
standalone contact tracers depends on the nature and pro-
liferation of various contagions, one thing COVID-19 has 
taught us is that we must have the infrastructure in place to 
respond to public health crises more quickly and effective-
ly, which often involves contact tracing. To address this, 
we turned to SME interviews as part of our job analysis. 
We then identified tasks and KSAOs from these interview 
responses. Although informative, future research should 
further validate these inferences. The results can be further 
refined by surveying SMEs on the criticality of these tasks 
and KSAOs. Specifically, a large sample of SMEs can read 
the identified tasks and KSAOs, and their definitions from 
this study and rate their importance for successful contact 
tracer performance. This information would provide more 
guidance on which KSAOs to target for selection given that 
not everything can be included in a selection system (i.e., 
screening for 20–25 different KSAOs may be too unwieldy, 
but screening for 8–12 KSAOs may not). Importantly, we 
started this effort by reaching out to our initial list of SMEs 
as well as contact tracing SMEs in the state of Louisiana; 
given the dynamic and emergent nature of COVID-19, 
though, response rates were low (i.e., fewer than 20 partic-
ipants). Given that the stability of the ratings with such a 
small sample size is questionable, we do not provide these 
results here, but preliminary results are presented in the 
supplemental materials (see Section 6) and, in general, sup-
port the criticality of the KSAOs identified.

Relatedly, we faced a challenge of getting ahold of 
SMEs during the height of the pandemic. As noted earlier, 
although over 50 people accessed our survey, we struggled 
to schedule many of the contact tracers who completed the 
survey because of their hectic work schedules (reinforcing 
the severity of the staffing crisis motivating this project). To 
circumvent this potential issue, we offered interview slots 
in the evening and on the weekend. Unsurprisingly, though, 
many of the overworked tracers were unable to devote 
time to participating in an interview. Due to confidentiality 
concerns (e.g., HIPAA laws), other methods, such as direct 
observation, may also be challenging and/or unethical. 

Likewise, our SME sampling pool was contact tracers 
in the state of New York. On the positive side, New York 
was the early epicenter of the COVID-19 pandemic in the 

1. At least a high school diploma (but a bachelor’s 
degree is ideal)

2. Customer service experience1

3. Experience with communicating to others1

Note. 1 - identified as minimum qualification not included 
in CDC job description.

TABLE 3.
Minimum Qualifications for Contact Tracers Identified by 
SMEs
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U.S. (Thompson et al., 2020), meaning the contact trac-
ers interviewed in this study had plenty of examples from 
which to draw. A limitation, though, is that these results 
may be contaminated by some New York State specific 
viewpoints and may be deficient in representing contact 

tracing in other states/countries. We took care in our sam-
pling approach to ensure that the contact tracers we inter-
viewed had experience in different community settings, 
including both urban and rural (Table 1). Nevertheless, 
future research should assess the applicability of these tasks 

Construct Definition Hire or train Predictive hypothesis

Knowledge of HIPAA/local 
health regulations

Information regarding the rules, 
regulations, and guidelines for recording 
and sharing health information as 
legislated in the Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act, as well 
as specific state and local regulations

Train Predicts performance in the 
domain of conscientiousness; 
dependability because 
adherence to national and local 
rules and procedures requires 
a knowledge of said laws and 
regulations.

Knowledge of community 
health impact

Information about how the communicable 
disease has affected different communities/
stakeholder groups

Train Predicts performance in the 
domain of communicating/
interacting with others; 
proficiency because 
understanding contacts’ 
unique needs will improve the 
accuracy and effectiveness of 
communication. This will also 
facilitate the anticipation of 
different community members’ 
needs and challenges, thereby 
predicting performance in the 
domain of problem solving.

Technical knowledge Information regarding using computer 
technology, including specific reporting 
software used for tracing

Hire (general 
knowledge)

Train (tracing 
software)

Predicts performance in the 
domain of communicating/
interacting with others; 
proficiency because core contact 
tracing functions are completed 
with the use of computers 
and tracing software. Also 
predicts performance in the 
conscientiousness; organizing/
planning domain because this 
knowledge facilitates orderly 
tracing and documentation.

Knowledge about the 
communicable disease

Information about the disease being 
tracked, including symptom presentation, 
differential diagnosis of the disease from 
similar illnesses, and information on 
appropriate actions to be taken by the 
person being contacted

Train Predicts performance in the 
domain of communicating/
interacting with others; 
proficiency because sufficient 
knowledge of the disease 
is necessary to be able to 
communicate accurate and up-
to-date information to ensure 
the health and safety of contacts 
and the community.

TABLE 4.
Critical Knowledge Areas Identified in the Contact Tracer Job Analysis
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and KSAOs to other localities, and users of this work are 
encouraged to evaluate these lists relative to their specific 
communities. Specific tasks and KSAOs can be removed 
from or added to this list to more appropriately represent 
the needs of contact tracers serving different communities 
(as we attempted to do by surveying contact tracers in 
Louisiana to verify KSAO criticality). Related, as an anon-
ymous reviewer notes, some localities might require certi-
fications for this healthcare work. Our results do not speak 
to this requirement in New York State, but other localities 
might require this, so future work should consider this as 
well. 

Finally, the results of this study present contact tracer 
KSAOs that are candidates for selection systems versus 
training programs. However, we were not able to fully de-
velop systems to select or train applicants. Future research 
should develop the selection tools and training programs 
using these results to provide public health officials with 
standardized and efficient methods for hiring and training 
contact tracers. Regarding the former, this could include 
the development or utilization of standardized tests and/
or structured interview protocols to assess these KSAOs; 
such an approach is more valid and less biased (Dalal et 
al., 2020) while still working within the locality specif-
ic regulations for public sector employment (Jacobs & 
Denning, 2017). To facilitate this, we provide potential 
methods for assessing specific KSAOs identified in our job 
analysis (Table 9). Again, given locality specific rules for 
preemployment selection (Jacobs & Denning, 2017), we do 

not provide specific assessments, instead providing meth-
ods localities can consider for their screening procedures. 

Regarding the latter, training programs that deliver 
new information on the trainable knowledge and skill areas 
should be developed such that training is delivered quickly 
and effectively while also putting mechanisms in place to 
evaluate the training. Existing training programs for new 
contact tracers, such as the popular (and free) Coursera 
module8 offered by the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School 
of Public Health, may also be adapted to ensure satisfactory 
coverage of trainable KSAOs identified from this research. 
Finally, these selection and training programs should be 
carefully and systematically validated. Organizations/
localities are encouraged to work with trained personnel 
psychologists9 to accomplish the goals of developing, im-
plementing, and validating selection and training systems 
for hiring and training contact tracers.

Finally, as an anonymous reviewer raised, public health 
agencies are underfunded (Associated Press, 2021). As 
such, hiring individuals specifically to serve as contact trac-
ers, and only contact tracers, may not be feasible now or in 
the future. To be sure, future public health emergencies for 
which large contact tracing efforts will be needed are like-

Construct Definition Hire or train Predictive hypothesis

Attention to detail The tendency to 
be thorough in 
accomplishing all 
aspects of one’s 
tasks

Hire Predicts performance in the domains of conscientiousness; 
dependability and conscientiousness; organizing/planning 
because attention to detail supports contact tracers’ attempts to 
follow all rules and regulations to ensure the right information 
is shared, gathered, and stored correctly, and that other work 
tasks are completed well and on time.

Trait positive affectivity The tendency to 
have a positive and 
upbeat disposition

Hire Predicts performance in the domain of communicating/
interacting with others; proficiency because being pleasant and 
positive improves communication, rapport and trust, especially 
when sharing sensitive, challenging, and important or alarming 
information regarding disease and disease prevention.

Empathy /compassion The tendency to 
be understanding 
of and show 
concern for others’ 
challenges.

Hire Predicts performance in the domain of communicating/
interacting with others; proficiency because expressing 
understanding and concern for the challenges, needs, and fears 
of those with whom they are communicating will help establish 
trust and care for individuals, increasing effectiveness.

Friendliness/ sociability A tendency to be 
actively engaged 
with other people

Hire Predicts performance in the domain of communicating/
interacting with others; proficiency because  friendly 
and sociable interactions with contacts will aid two-way 
communication and improve tracer effectiveness.

TABLE 7.
Critical Personality Areas Identified in the Contact Tracer Job Analysis

8    https://www.coursera.org/learn/covid-19-contact-tracing
9    Appropriately trained personnel psychologists can be found 
by using the “Consultant Locator” on the Society for Industrial and 
Organizational Psychology website (https://www.siop.org/Busi-
ness-Resources/Consultant-Locator), or by partnering with College/
University faculty with expertise in personnel psychology. 

http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/
https://www.coursera.org/learn/covid-19-contact-tracing
https://www.siop.org/Business-Resources/Consultant-Locator
https://www.siop.org/Business-Resources/Consultant-Locator
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ly (Associated Press, 2021). However, as the COVID-19 
pandemic shifts, the need for standalone contact tracing 
appears to be reduced for now. Nevertheless, our results are 
useful for structuring selection practices to ensure that pub-
lic health agencies are selecting new hires who have some 
of the KSAOs needed to perform as contact tracers or to 
use such information when assigning certain staff members 
to perform contact tracing work. Similarly, public health 
agencies can use our results to develop training programs 
to cross-train public health official to perform contact trac-
ing. In short, although our goal was to help select and train 
individuals whose sole job responsibilities are to engage in 
contact tracing, these results can also be used to select and/
or train public health officials for whom contact tracing is a 
job responsibility. This is part of the critical infrastructure 
needed to help the public health workforce respond more 
adeptly to the unexpected yet urgent need to manage dis-
ease spread as current and future contagions arise and pro-
liferate.

Value to I-O Research and Practice

We conclude our demonstration with a discussion of 
the value of our results to science and practice. First, we 
note that I-O psychologists have a role to play in addressing 
public health emergencies. In particular, this work presents 
avenues for exercising organizational scholars to utilize our 
skills in support of scientific personnel management to help 
address not only global health emergencies but any emer-
gency (Murthy et al., 2017). Well-validated selection and 
training systems can be a boon to organizational effective-
ness; this is more important during emergency and rapid re-
sponse. Indeed, Murthy and colleagues (2017) noted that a 
barrier to public health emergency preparedness “included a 
lack of trained personnel” (p. S180). Local and federal gov-
ernment response to emergencies will be facilitated if the 
right people are in the right jobs, as was seen in response to 
the September 11 attacks (Blalock et al., 2007). Scientific 
personnel management can make this happen and do so in 
a quick and systematic way—which is critical for emergen-
cy response. More immediately, other scientists can pick 
up where our results end by continuing to refine the list of 
contact tracing KSAOs and to carry out the important work 

TABLE 8.
KSAOs Identified as Critical to Contact Tracing in Underrepresented Communities

1. Knowledge of HIPAA, state, and local health information regulations. In order to gain the trust of individuals in 
marginalized communities, a contact tracer must understand and communicate how federal and local laws and 
regulations protect their privacy and the confidentiality of shared personal information. 

2. Knowledge of community health impact. Contact tracers can establish legitimacy and trust by possessing and 
sharing knowledge about how a communicable disease is affecting different communities. This signals an 
understanding of the interviewee’s unique situation and may also inform the guidance provided so it is appropriate 
for the interviewees’ particular community.

3. Active listening skills. Contact tracers who work in predominantly underrepresented communities need to be 
particularly adept at active listening to foster trust. This skill is critical for working with marginalized individuals 
who may be particularly distrusting of healthcare and/or government officials as a result of past experiences in 
which they have been made to feel ignored.

4. Complex problem solving skill. Individuals in underrepresented communities have unique challenges to compliance 
with certain tracing requests (e.g., inability to physically isolate; lack of access to groceries during quarantine). 
As such, contact tracers who work with underrepresented communities will need complex problem solving skills 
to help the contact anticipate and solve barriers to successful communication (e.g., native language services) and 
compliance (e.g., access to telehealth services, grocery deliveries, temporary housing or other methods for isolating 
safely when space is limited).

5. Cultural sensitivity skill. Having cultural sensitivity means that a contact tracer has the skills needed to. Contact 
tracers have to understand individuals from different backgrounds and use this information to serve these 
individuals within their own communities by being sensitive to their unique needs. This will not only help improve 
communication and build trust but also result in more effective guidance.

6. Empathy/compassion. Contact tracers working in underrepresented communities need to show a heightened amount 
of empathy and compassion to understand and work through the increased distrust in healthcare and government 
systems often exhibited in marginalized community members that may lead to apprehensions about trusting the 
motives contact tracers.
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of developing and validating the selection and training 
recommendations outlined below (including the predictive 
hypotheses presented in Tables 5–7).

Second, although the importance of contact tracing 
was made particularly apparent during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Kretzchmar et al., 2020), contact tracing is not new 
(Mooney, 2020) and will continue to be necessary for mit-
igating future disease spread, such as the current monkey-
pox emergency (Schneider, 2022; Shapiro, 2022) and future 
public health epidemics (Associated Press, 2021). A sci-

entific study of contact tracing, then, is not only important 
now but will continue to be important moving forward. A 
combined effort of human contact tracers and technological 
innovations will be necessary to address future disease out-
breaks because technology alone is unlikely to work (Soltani 
et al., 2020; Vaugh, 2020). In addition, human contact trac-
ers are central to addressing health disparities among mar-
ginalized groups (Randall et al., 2020). Here we draw on I-O 
psychology principles and practices to lay the groundwork 
for a critical part of the human infrastructure of the public 

Method of measurement (reference) Constructs assessed

Biodata/past experiences Technical knowledge

(Mumford et al., 2012) Active learning

Active listening

Organizational skills

Situational Judgement Tests Critical thinking

(Weekley et al., 2006) Judgment and decision making

(Whetzel et al., 2020) Complex problem solving skills

Inductive reasoning

Deductive reasoning

Category flexibility

Behavior-based structured interview Problem sensitivity

(Society for Human Resource Management, 2016) Complex problem solving skills

Oral comprehension

Oral expression

Speech recognition

Speech clarity

Speaking skills

Self-report measure Attention to detail

(Hinkin, 1998)

Measures of service orientation Positive trait affectivity

(Hausknecht & Heavy, 2017) Empathy/compassion

Friendliness/sociability

Service orientation

TABLE 9.
Methods of Measuring Knowledge, Skills, Abilities, and Other Characteristics Identified as Candidates for Selection

http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/
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health workforce.
Third, the hybrid job analysis conducted in this study 

lays the foundation for continued scientific studies of con-
tact tracing. To be sure, our results are the first step in a 
comprehensive understanding of the job of contact tracer, 
and future work is needed to build on these efforts. Nev-
ertheless, after reviewing archival records and conducting 
structured interviews with 15 contact tracing SMEs, we 
identified 25 KSAOs critical to the performance of contact 
tracers. These KSAOs were then distinguished between 
those that are needed at the time of hire (and should there-
fore be selection criteria) and those that could be trained 
after being hired into the position. To this end, we identi-
fied 18 KSAOs as candidates for selection systems, 4 as 
candidates for training, and 3 with aspects that make them 
suitable for either prehire screening or posthire training. 
We also drew on our job analysis data to create predictive 
hypotheses detailing why these KSAOs would facilitate job 
performance of contact tracers, therein facilitating future 
research. For public health professionals and organizations, 
the results of this job analysis can be the starting point for 
developing a comprehensive human resource (HR) manage-
ment program around contact tracing as a standalone job. 

Next Steps for Practitioners and Scientists
To fully realize the value of this work, there are several 

next steps that the public health workforce and researchers, 
including I-O psychologists, can take. First, our results can 
help provide a standardized understanding of this critical 
role, and with this standardized catalogue of job infor-
mation, localities can begin to develop consistency in job 
descriptions and performance expectations/evaluations. 
Although the CDC provided a template job description, our 
results extend this work to include other minimum quali-
fications (e.g., customer service experience) and KSAOs 
(e.g., working with underrepresented communities) not 
listed there. Second, our results align more directly with 
developing standardized selection and training systems. 
Localities can use the KSAOs identified in this work to 
develop comprehensive recruitment, selection, and training 
programs to rapidly identify, hire, and train contact tracers 
during public health emergencies. In other words, this work 
forms a critical foundation for a more scientific approach 
to staffing contact tracers (i.e., knowing who to hire and 
what to train). Our work also presents a more human-cen-
tered approach to supplement investments in technological 
systems (e.g., apps, workforce dashboards) to track disease 
spread and reach potential contacts of infected persons. In-
deed, as highlighted in our results, many critical tasks and 
KSAOs are aided by technology systems (e.g., facilitating 
contact tracing, resource sharing); however, others centered 
on complex problem solving and building trust (e.g., active 
listening, empathy, cultural sensitivity) may be better suited 
for human-to-human interactions.

To extend these results into a comprehensive and scien-
tific HR management system, future work will need to con-
tinue with the validation process (Highhouse et al., 2016) 
and to test the predictive hypotheses presented in Tables 
5–7. In terms of selection validation, these constructs need 
to first be operationalized using methods of measurement. 
As noted earlier, although we do not provide specific as-
sessments given locality-specific rules surrounding pre-em-
ployment testing (Jacobs & Denning, 2017), Table 9 pro-
vides recommended assessment methods for each construct, 
as well as a brief overview of the method. We also provide 
citations for best practices for developing and/or identi-
fying specific assessments. We acknowledge that it is not 
feasible to screen on 22 KSAOs and hope that presenting 
the options in this way allows for the most flexibility. Fol-
lowing this, data on the KSAO constructs as well as contact 
tracing performance will need to be collected to ensure that 
the constructs relate to performance. Finally, localities will 
need to determine aspects of the selection system including 
the sequence with which to assess the predictors, how to 
combine the predictors (Aiken & Hanges, 2017), if any po-
tential adverse impact is present (Jacobs & Denning, 2017), 
and potential negative applicant reactions to the methods 
used (Hausknecht & Heavey, 2017). 

In terms of validating training systems, knowing what 
tasks and KSAOs are critical for a job is an essential com-
ponent of a training needs analysis (Brown, 2002; Gold-
stein & Ford, 2002). Other necessary components include 
assessing individual employees’ KSAO gaps (e.g., through 
performance evaluation and assessment) in order to deter-
mine who needs training and in what areas (e.g., McKillip, 
2001). Additionally, consideration of organizational sup-
port and needs during the training needs analysis will help 
ensure that the emphasis of training (based on the KSAOs 
identified here as trainable), is consistent with specific lo-
cality and organizational objectives, and that training is not 
derailed by lack of resources or time (Goldstein & Ford, 
2002). Knowing what needs to be trained informs how 
training is designed, delivered, and evaluated (Aguinis & 
Kraiger, 2009; Arthur et al., 2003; Kraiger & Ford, 2021). 
Therefore, although web-based instruction may be suitable 
for delivering knowledge-based content (e.g., about HIPAA, 
COVID-19), more active methodologies such as role play 
or behavioral modeling may be more appropriate for active 
listening, customer service, and cultural sensitivity skills 
that would benefit from more interactive practice (Johnson 
& Randall, 2018; Sitzmann et al., 2006). We recommend 
comparing training suggestions identified based on this job 
analysis with existing contact tracer training programs (e.g., 
Johns Hopkins Coursera training), to ensure satisfactory 
coverage and to consider ideal supplements to web-based 
instruction, such as those suggested here. Finally, proper 
evaluation of training outcomes at the end of training (e.g., 
knowledge assessments, skill demonstrations) and on the 
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job in the weeks and months following will be necessary 
to demonstrate validity evidence—that training improves 
contact tracers’ job performance (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009; 
Goldstein & Ford, 2002).

Finally, as noted by an anonymous reviewer, beyond 
selection and training, our results might also point to po-
tential job redesign “levers” that localities can engage to 
make contact tracing more effective. Although beyond the 
scope of our current investigation, future work may consid-
er leveraging these results to redesign contact tracing jobs. 
For example, enriching contact tracing jobs by increasing 
autonomy or development opportunities (Parker, 2014) may 
better support the “problem solving” domain of contact 
tracing performance. COVID-19 is still a threat in many 
areas, public health officials are still responding, and part 
of that response involves contact tracing. Furthermore, this 
will not be the last public health emergency for which con-
tact tracing will be necessary (Associated Press, 2021). As 
such, there is still a need for research to be better prepared 
for the future. 

Summary
Drawing on the toolkit of personnel psychology in 

response to a global health crisis, we conducted a job anal-
ysis (Brannick et al., 2007) to identify critical tasks and 
KSAOs for the position of contact tracing—a position that 
is central to fighting the spread of communicable diseases 
like COVID-19. Through a combination of archival records 
review and structured interview methods, we identified four 
critical performance domains for the standalone job of con-
tact tracer. We also identified 25 critical KSAOs for this po-
sition and provided recommendations for hiring and train-
ing that will hopefully enable quicker and more effective 
personnel decisions. We hope that these efforts will help to 
ensure successful contact tracing both now and in the future 
for public health planning and emergency response. 
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