
EPIDEMIOLOGY: ESSENTIAL TOOL FOR HEALTH 

Knowledge is strength 
Dr Jean-Paul Jardel 

Assistant Director-General of the World Health Organization 

"Health for all by the year 
2000" is the social objec-
tive which the Member 
States of WHO set them
selves in 1977. It will only 

be attained if major health problems 
and their deeply underlying causes are 
resolutely tackled by appropriate stra
tegies. Health for all does not mean 
merely providing more and better 
services to care for patients, alleviate 
suffering and prevent disablement and 
premature death. It also implies pre
venting the occurrence of disease and 
encouraging healthy lifestyles in an 
environment conducive to health. 

To do this, we need to know the 
frequency, distribution and evolution 
of diseases, their causes and all the 
factors that facilitate or prevent their 
emergence and development, and we 
must be able to identify the individuals 
and groups at particular risk. But in 
addition we must be able to evaluate 
the impact of the measures that are 
taken to promote health, prevent 
disease and control its consequences. 

Epidemiology is an essential tool to 
this end. This science is to the com
munity as clinical medicine is to the 
individual patient. It examines the 
health status of human groups and 
seeks to identify the individual, 
environmental and social factors which 
influence that status. Long confined to 
the study of epidemics of infectious 
diseases, epidemiology has in recent 
decades moved into the areas of 
chronic diseases, accidents, mental 
health, and the risks related to life
styles. It also enables us to study the 
way in which the health services are 
perceived and used by the population, 
and to measure their impact. Know
ledge of the epidemiological situation 
will thus have a direct bearing on the 
size and scope of the health services, 
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and on many other aspects of social 
and economic life, such as food, 
housing, working conditions or edu
cation. 

The epidemiological approach is 
based on information and its analysis. 
In ·some cases, especially in studying 
new problems (for example, AIDS) or 
issues that are not yet well understood 
(for example, the significance of disabi
lity), it may be difficult to identify and 
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collect the data that are required. But 
very often the information is only too 
abundantly available, in which case the 
principal difficulty is to make judicious 
use of it to orient health activities. So it 
is not enough to develop skills in 
epidemiology only by training 
specialists in this discipline; such skills 
should also be promoted by ensuring 
that all who work for the protection 
and improvement of health have a 
grounding in this approach. It was in 
this spirit that the World Health 
Assembly recommended last year that 
greater use should be made of epi
demiology in support of Health for all, 
and that training and research in this 
field should be intensified. 

More than any other of the 
approaches used in the health 
sciences, perhaps the epidemiological 
approach must innovate, translate its 
findings into language which is clear 
and immediately understandable, and 
arrive at conclusions which can be put 
into practice in health programmes 
and policies. Important communi
cation, ethical and political problems 
arise, several of which are discussed in 
this issue. More important than catalo
guing the things that are wrong and 
the things that could be better is the 
need to find new ways of bringing 
about change. Epidemiology closely 
allied with health policy should help us 
to achieve this. • 
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