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Although it is desirable to develop
preventive strategies based on an
assessment of the health status of the
population as a whole (the population
approach), in practice, public health practice
tends to focus on the assessment and
modification of the individual, rather than
the population. The individual focus is often
influenced by a desire to change the
individual's behavior, the belief that an
increased understanding of personal risk
factors will permit better treatment or
prevention, and the failure to appreciate the
potential limitations of the population
approach. Thus, the public health evaluation
of individuals is focused on the reduction of
risk factors and the prevention of disease [ 3
]. Early scientific work provided the
framework for the development of public
health preventive strategies. Although many
elements of public health evaluation can be
said to have begun before the formal
adoption of epidemiology, the scope of its
contribution to the field was considerable. It
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has enabled epidemiologists to anticipate
the important themes to be addressed in
preventive medicine, to anticipate the
diseases and conditions that might be
associated with particular exposures, and to
anticipate the kinds of questions that might
be asked and the kinds of data that might be
needed. The latter point is particularly
important in light of the limited availability of
effective preventive interventions. However,
despite its status as an established and
critical discipline, epidemiology and the
scientists whose work serves society, are not
immune from these same forces that expose
all scientists to spurious research and
retrograde science: commercial interests,
the desire for fame and glory, the lust for
money and power, and being too caught up
in the complexity of human existence to
properly appreciate and understand context
and causality. Due to these factors, it is not
surprising that the specialty of epidemiology
is surrounded by its own cloud of conflicting
information, bias and sophistry. We may
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argue about the limits of our knowledge, but
there is no debate about the realities of the
underlying facts of human existence.
Epidemiology is a bit of an "easy" field; if
you can do a research project, you can do an
epidemiological study. However,
epidemiology is not a science of magic, and
in epidemiology, as in life, we take what we
can get. Which is also an epidemiologist's
motto, insofar as a scientific discipline tends
to be more successful at providing a
negative answer when the question is: What
does not work, and how do we prevent it?
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Epidemiology affects policy by providing the
best available evidence of the impact of

disease and how best to prevent and control
it. The review of modern thinking on the

theoretical basis of international health has
made it possible to review the validity of a
range of biological concepts, most notably
the "new paradigm" of "risk" that has been
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developed in the past two decades. The first
postulated risk factor for many chronic

illnesses was smoking. Since then, a host of
non-infectious agents, such as low-grade

chronic inflammation, endotoxins,
hyperhomocysteinemia, altered immune
function, and deficiencies in antioxidants
and vitamins, have been proposed as risk

factors in the pathogenesis of a wide range
of chronic conditions, including AD. The

concept of "risk" has been argued to be an
important factor in epidemiological data
interpretation and the development of

prevention strategies, and risk has been
defined as a type of judgment about the

likelihood of developing a disease in a given
individual. The best theoretical basis for

determining the risk is an understanding of
the range of factors that contribute to

disease and the fact that these factors can
vary from one individual to another.

Recently, a set of ethical principles and
responsibilities has been proposed for the

conduct of epidemiology to ensure the
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protection of the public and to help achieve
transparency [ 32 ]. The three main

principles are: scientific independence,
beneficence, and patient autonomy. The

scientific independence principle means that
the epidemiologist must be free from

possible influences that may lead to biases
in interpreting epidemiological data. The

beneficence principle means that the
epidemiologist should always act to the
benefit of the person to be studied. In

epidemiology, this is interpreted as the
interests of the individual, i.e. public health.
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