
This is an accessible, easily readable and modern introduction to epidemiology for 

students of medicine and public health. It combines a strong public health perspective

and rationale with modern methodological insights in a coherent and straightforward 

way. It emphasises the fundamental principles common to all areas of epidemiology and,

unlike many other texts, integrates both public health and clinical epidemiology and the

study of infectious and chronic diseases. It aims to give health professionals a good under-

standing of the methods and potential problems underlying epidemiological data and

reports but also provides a thorough introduction for would-be epidemiologists. The ‘nuts

and bolts’ of epidemiology are embedded in the wider health perspective, and the con-

cluding chapter explores future possibilities and emphasises the integration of the various

strands of the discipline. The basic messages are reinforced through numerous examples

and questions, with answers provided.
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This book has grown out of our collective experience of teaching introductory

epidemiology both in the classroom and to distance students enrolled in public

health and health studies programmes in the School of Population Health (for-

merly the Department of Social and Preventive Medicine), University of

Queensland. It began life as a detailed set of course notes that we wrote because

we could not find a single epidemiology text that covered all of the areas we felt

were important in sufficient detail. As the notes were to be used primarily by dis-

tance students, we tried hard to make them accessible with lots of examples,

minimal jargon and equations, and by engaging readers in ‘doing’ epidemiology

along the way. Feedback from students and colleagues convinced us that the

notes were both approachable and practical. We have built on this, and offer this

text as a practical introduction to epidemiology for those who need an under-

standing of health data they meet in their everyday working lives, as well as for

those who wish to pursue a career in epidemiology.

Chapter 1 is a general introduction that both answers the question ‘what is epi-

demiology and what can it do?’ and presents the main concepts that are the focus of

the rest of the book. Chapters 2–8 cover the basic principles and underlying theory

of epidemiology in a very ‘hands-on’ way, leading to Chapters 9–11, which integrate

this information in a practical look at how we read and interpret epidemiological

reports, think about assessing causality and finally synthesise a mass of informa-

tion in a single review. Chapters 12–14 then look at some specific applications of

epidemiology and Chapter 15 concludes with a fresh look at what epidemiology is

and what it can do to help address the health concerns facing the world today.

Symbols

The following symbols are used to define key elements within the text. We

strongly believe that the best way to learn anything is by actually doing it and so

have included questions within the text for those who like to test their under-

standing as they go. Because we also know how frustrating it is to have to search

ix
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for answers, we have provided these immediately following the questions for

those in a hurry to proceed.

We have used numerous real-life examples from all around the world to illustrate

the key points and to provide additional insights in some areas. Extra examples

that provide added interest and complement the main message in the text are

given in boxes featuring this symbol.

Many books present clinical epidemiology as a separate discipline from public

health epidemiology – a distinction that is strengthened by the fact that clinical

epidemiologists have developed their own names for many standard epidemio-

logical terms. In practice all epidemiology is based on the same underlying prin-

ciples, so we have integrated the two approaches throughout the book but have

also highlighted specific examples more relevant to the clinical situation. (Please

note that this book does not offer a comprehensive coverage of clinical epidemi-

ology; rather we aim to show the similarity of the two areas where they overlap.)

We have deliberately tried to keep the main text free of unnecessary detail and

equations but have included some epidemiological ‘extras’. This material is not

essential to the continuity of the core text but provides some additional informa-

tion for those who like to see where things have come from or want a more

detailed perspective.
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