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SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The report focuses on human epidemiology, with the aim of identifying the bar-
riers that limit its development in France, and the solutions that could stimulate it
in the future.

Key points of the report are:

– Society at large expresses an increasing demand for epidemiology: on
the one hand epidemiology is positively perceived as the scientific base for
public health policies. On the other hand, there are some frustrations from
the public which expects answers to questions that epidemiology cannot
solve, such as demonstrating an absence of risks associated with putative
hazards.

– The identity of epidemiology is subject to debate: epidemiology suffers
from being perceived as a low-tech science, without highly visible tech-
nologies, at a time when there is much identification between science and
technological innovation. The frontiers between epidemiology and other
sciences (e.g. genetics, genomics) are also ill-defined.

– The size of the budgets and the workforce necessary for competitive epi-
demiological research are largely underestimated.

– Research in epidemiology must be developed in close synergy with fun-
damental biological sciences, clinical medicine, veterinary medicine and
social sciences.

– There is increasing need for professional statisticians because of the ex-
plosion of the information to analyse and for mathematicians especially in
the field of infectious diseases epidemiology.

– There is insufficient interaction between academic epidemiology and the
large observational databases of the hospitals and national health system:
vast sources of information are under-analysed, which in turn does not
encourage the data providers to increase the quality of their data.

– The numbers of epidemiologists and laboratories dedicated to epidemiol-
ogy are lower than in many other European countries, especially in the
UK and northern Europe. The annual number of PhDs in epidemiology is
low. Epidemiology is only taught in the schools of Medicine, and there is
virtually no chance that a Master student in mathematics, biology — and
even population biology — receives any information on this field. As a
consequence, the teachers in schools and high schools are not prepared
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to educate the children to the most basic epidemiological notions, in terms
of methods and public health results. A final consequence is the difficulty
of communicating to the general public about the various health risks.

The report has identified several priorities in which efforts should be made:

– to rehabilitate observational epidemiology. In brief, we recommend a
shift from the widespread attitude of a “problem driven” epidemiology to
a “data driven” epidemiology. This implies:

– The funding of large number of researchers in epidemiology, with
permanent positions, or a relevant organisation, to guarantee a fol-
low up which may last decades.

– The creation of at least one observatory for the general population.
– The epidemiological exploitation of existing medical databases cre-

ated initially for purposes other than research.
– The careful examination of the epidemiological potential of the com-

puterised medical files (“dossier médical personnel”) the creation of
which was decided upon to ensure the continuity of health care.

– to disseminate the culture of epidemiology:

– Among biologists, mathematicians, social sciences specialists who
ignore largely the techniques and accomplishments of epidemiology.

– Among non-medical students during their Master studies by offering
credits popularising the methods and results of modern epidemiol-
ogy.

– Among medical students, by fully integrating the teaching of epi-
demiology within the general course work of medical education.

– At the school and high school levels, to provide a deeper scientific in-
sight to existing programmes devoted to the teaching of Public Health
(at large).

– Among the general practitioners which should be given a free access
to the Cochrane Collaboration resources, once the language barrier
has been overcome.

– Among the general public, for example by the creation of epidemio-
logical bulletins directed to the media.

– to strengthen the organisation of epidemiological research by:

– Opening positions for scientists in universities and medical research
institutes (Inserm) to overcome the present underdevelopment of aca-
demic epidemiology.
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– Ensuring that research groups participating in networks of different
institutions and universities working on a same topic attain a critical
mass.

– Closely associating academic researchers with health agencies and
medical data providers.

Some specific recommendations were made, such as:

– opening of permanent positions in universities for professional mathemati-
cians specializing in epidemiological research (the same could be done
for other disciplines such as genetics, ecology, sociology, . . .);

– establishing summer schools bringing together epidemiologists, mathe-
maticians, biologists and clinicians;

– . . .


