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-- Whereas a physician tries to determine 
presence of disease and causes in individuals, 
epidemiologists focus on populations
-- Unlike microorganisms (like a bacteria) which 
can be linked to a given disease (disease is 
defined as exposure to that microorganism) - few 
chemical/physical factors have a unique effect on 
health - for example exposure to asbestos - causes 
lung cancer, but other things may also cause lung 
cancer

-- Also, outcomes may be due to a combination of 
factors - e.g., genetics + environmental exposure 
= disease, so env. exposure is a component cause

-- Different individuals within population with the disease may have gotten it through different 
causal pathways - one person through env. exposure another through personal factor, etc.
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-- Therefore, an epidemiologic study cannot 
predict the exact cause of the disease in every 
individual
-- It looks at a population and tries to determine 
whether exposure is significantly associated to the 
disease on average - uses statistical techniques to 
make conclusions about the strength of these 
relationships

-- Often these relationships are more strongly 
supported/concluded when a plausible biological 
mechanism exists for the effect

-- In general, epidemiologic studies are not 
experimental - can’t expose humans deliberately 

to something that may affect their health, instead often look at populations that were inadvertently 
exposure to an agent due to job or where they live (clinical trials is exception)
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Review

If you you would like to make comments about this course see the comment form at 
http://www.pitt.edu/~super1/lecture/lec19071/review.htm

Page 13 of 13

http://www.pitt.edu/~super1/lecture/lec19071/review.htm

