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Editorial :

Epidemiologistsand poverty alleviation: what isneeded?

Epidemiology isthestudy of thedistribution and determinantsof hedthrel ated statesor eventsin specified
populations, and the application of thisstudy to control of health problems. Social epidemiologyis
defined asthe branch of epidemiology that studiesthe socia distribution and social determinantsof Sates
of hedth.!

Over aperiod of timeepidemiologica studieshave been very successful inidentifying therisk factorsof
major diseases. However, mostly theresearch isfocussed onrisk factorsthat arerelatively proximal
causesof diseasesuch asdiet, cholesterol level, exerciseand thelike. In other wordshbiol ogical processes
or molecular pathways are explained as causes of diseases. Socia epidemiol ogistsquestiontheemphasis
onindividually based risk factorsand arguethat greater attention must be paid to basic socia conditionsif
hedlth reformisto haveitsmaximum effect in future. Socia epidemiologistsarguethat socia factors put
individuasat higher risk for theincreased biological risk for devel oping diseases. For effectiveintervention
and improvement of national health, it isimportant to tackle these fundamental causes of disease. The
social factors and the accessto resources arethe main reasons. Their lack isresponsiblefor multiple
disease outcomesthrough multiple mechanisms. Thus, they maintain an associationwith diseaseanditis
possiblethat theintervening mechanisms might change.?

Itisgenerdly bdieved that €liminating hedth disparitiesisafundamenta goa of public hedth researchand
practice. Inavery genera way it meansthat eliminating the differences between groups of peoplewhich
might affect the health conditions of the people.® Poverty alleviation might beinthe overall areaof public
hedlth. Inthat sense epidemiol ogists may be very much concerned with poverty aleviation. International
atentionisincreasingly focusing on environmenta concerns, from globa warming and extremewesther to
persistent chemical pollutantsthat affect our food supplies, health and well being. These environmental
exposuresdisproportionately affect the poor and thoseres ding in the devel oping countries, and may partly
explainthepers stent socid gradientsin hedlth that exist within and between nations. Thusthereisarolefor
environmentd epidemiologiststo play infurthering thegloba agendafor sustainability, environmenta hedth
and equity.*They also havearolein exploring the upstream larger-scal e societal factorsthat contributeto
inequitable patterns of exposure and health outcomes. Thismay build up an evidence base about how
poverty and environment together affect health. Thus, epidemiol ogistsmay participatein effortsto promote
socid justiceand responsibleaction for socia devel opment and reduce hedlthinequalities.

But traditionaly oriented epidemiol ogistswoul d be happy to confinethemsd vesto ascertaining theassociation
between the biol ogic risk factorsand disease entitiesand establi shing the causation of those diseases. They
would not agreewith Rose' sassertion® that the primary determinants of diseasearemainly economicand
socid, and thereforeitsremediesmust a so be economic and socid. Itishard to disagreethat the primary
task of epidemiologistsshould beto acquireinsight into the causal chain, starting from root causesand
continuing up through the beginning of the diseaseitsdf.

But the following too cannot beignored and need special consideration. What should betherolefor
epidemiol ogistsin studying the socioeconomic foundations of diseasein populations?Advancesinthe
biological and molecular determinantsof diseaseare unlikely to reducethe popul ation disease burden of
soci oeconomic position. Knowledge of molecular pathwayswill not lead to increased understanding of the
unprecedented loss of life expectancy in certain areas of theworld. Research into the biological and
molecular mechanisms of disease should be seen as complementary to, and not as a substitutefor, a
rigorouseffort to understand the behavioral, social, community, and policy determinants of population
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hedlth. Thisresearchiswhere opportunitiesfor interventionsto reduce socioeconomic inequalitiesinthe
hedlth of populationsare primarily to befound.

Epidemiologica expertisecanbeacriticad component in establishing thehedthimpact of socid andeconomic

policy.*When epidemiol ogists abdicatetheir rolein the provision of solid evidence of theimpact of socia

and economic factorsonthe health of populations, they areleft with incompl ete knowledge of thechains

and websof causdlity that traditionally epidemiologistsval ue. Potential opportunitiesto reducethemajor

cause of diseasein populationsarelost by an approach focused solely on downstream approaches. Asthe

discussion of the proper role of epidemiol ogistsmatures, morewill be gained by effortsto bridgethe gaps
between downstream and upstream approachesthan by driving them away from oneancther.

Chirravoori Shyam

Arnold School of Public Health

University of South Caroline

Coloumbia, SC 29201

USA

e-mail: shyamchirravoori @yahoo.com

Received: 2 March, 2012.

Shyam C. Epidemiologists and poverty alleviation: what is needed? J Clin Sci Res 2012;1:58-9.

REFERENCES
1 KaplanGA. What'swrongwith social epidemiology, and how can we makeit better? Epidemiol Rev 2004;26:124-35.
Link BG Phelan J. Social conditions asfundamental causes of disease. JHealth Soc Behav 1995; Spec No: 80-94.

3. Adler NE, Rehkopf DH. U.S. disparitiesin health: descriptions, causes, and mechanisms. Annu Rev Public Health
2008;29:235-52.

4. O'Neill MS, McMichael AJ, Schwartz J, Wartenberg D. Poverty, environment, and health: the role of environmental
epidemiology and environmental epidemiologists. Epidemiology 2007; 18:664-8.

5. RoseG. Thestrategy of preventive medicine Oxford: Oxford University Press; 1992.

)

59



