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Population perspective - outline

1. Epidemiology emphasizes the population 

perspective

2. Populations are dynamic, diverse, 

heterogenous - demographic 

characteristics have major impact on health

3. Stratification and standardization are tools 

for comparing populations



1/27/2002 Population perspective 3

1. Epidemiology emphasizes the 

population perspective

• We see the world through our perspectives.

• Individual perspective - focus on health, risk 

factors, exposures, causal mechanisms in a 

people as individuals

• Population perspective - focus on disorders 

(“mass disease”), exposures, causal 

mechanisms in people as a group
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Age-adjusted cancer death rates - US males, 1930-1998
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Age-adjusted cancer death rates - US males, 1930-1998

Source: American Cancer Society: www.cancer.org
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Population perspective versus the 

individual perspective - the lung cancer 

epidemic

• Individual perspective concerned with factors 

what individual exposures cause lung cancer, 

lead people to smoke, help people quit, 

smoking cessation clinics

• Population perspective concerned with 

environmental (including social, economic, 

technological, political) that promote smoking
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HIV pandemic

• Individual perspective - counseling and 

testing, know about HIV, know serostatus, 

attitudes, safe sex, clean syringes with 

bleach

• Migrant labor patterns, treatment of 

women, long distance truck driving, 

globalization, societal response to sex, 

homosexuality, and drug use
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Population perspective versus an 

individual perspective

• Individual perspective - diagnosis 

(presenting complaint, history, physical 

exam, lab tests), treatment derived from 

biomedical understanding of etiology

• Population perspective - “community 

diagnosis” (surveillance, descriptive data, 

surveys and analytic studies), intervention 

via health care system, policy, …
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Population perspective and individual 

perspective complement each other

• Really a continuum - every health condition 

results from a combination of individual-level 

factors and population-level factors

• Thus, both perspectives are important for 

public health and clinical medicine, but 

emphases are different

• Political and institutional factors often favor 

the individual-level perspective
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2. Populations are dynamic, diverse, 

heterogenous - demographic factors

Key characteristics:  

•Size/density, age, sex, place, ethnicity, 

education, economic resources

Key events and processes:  

•Birth, marriage, migration, aging, death
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Population Reference Bureau

www.prb.org
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•Mortality

•Life expectancy

•Health status

•Fertility
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Births in 2002

Birth rate for 2002 = –––––––––––––––

Mid-year
population

Birth rate calculation

Notes:

1.  Denominator is total population 

(men and women, all ages, unless 

numerator is for a subgroup).

2.  Often expressed per 1,000 people
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Births in 2002

Fertility rate for 2002 = ––––––––––––––––

Mid-year population

Fertility rate calculation

Notes:

1.  Denominator is women of reproductive 

age.

2.  Often expressed per 1,000
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Deaths in 2002

Death rate for 2002 = ––––––––––––––––

Mid-year population

Death rate calculation

Notes:

1.  Denominator is total population 

(men and women, all ages) (or can 

have subgroup death rates)

2.  Often expressed per 1,000 people
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Deaths during period

= ––––––––––––––––––
Avg annual
death rate

Mid-period population

Average annual death rate calculation

Notes:

1.  Denominator is total population 

(men and women, all ages)

2.  Often expressed per 1,000 people
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•Age structure

•Population growth

•Fertility, momentum

•Demographic transition

•Population aging
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Population pyramids
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Total fertility rate

Summarizes current fertility rates by 

imagining a cohort of women 

moving through their reproductive 

age years

15      20      25      30      35      40      45
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Total fertility rate calculation

Age
band Births

Women
(1,000's)

Fertility
rate

15-19 5,000 48,000 0.104

20-24 6,000 44,000 0.136

25-29 5,000 39,000 0.128

30-34 4,000 35,000 0.114

35-39 1,000 30,000 0.033

40-44    500 26,000 0.019

2.68 
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