Epidemiology Terms

agent: A factor, such as a microorganism, chemical substance, or form of radiation, whose presence, excessive presence, or (in deficiency diseases) relative absence is essential for the occurrence of a disease. 

analytic epidemiology: The aspect of epidemiology concerned with the search for health-related causes and effects. Uses comparison groups, which provide baseline data, to quantify the association between exposures and outcomes, and test hypotheses about causal relationships.

analytic study: A comparative study intended to identify and quantify associations, test hypotheses, and identify causes. Two common types are cohort study and case-control study. 

carrier: A person or animal without apparent disease who harbors a specific infectious agent and is capable of transmitting the agent to others. The carrier state may occur in an individual with an infection that is inapparent throughout its course (known as asymptomatic carrier), or during the incubation period, convalescence, and postconvalescence of an individual with a clinically recognizable disease. The carrier state may be of short or long duration (transient carrier or chronic carrier). 

case: In epidemiology, a countable instance in the population or study group of a particular disease, health disorder, or condition under investigation. Sometimes, an individual with the particular disease. 

case-control study: A type of observational analytic study. Enrollment into the study is based on presence (``case'') or absence (``control'') of disease. Characteristics such as previous exposure are then compared between cases and controls. 

case definition: A set of standard criteria for deciding whether a person has a particular disease or health-related condition, by specifying clinical criteria and limitations on time, place, and person. 

chain of infection: A process that begins when an agent leaves its reservoir or host through a portal of exit, and is conveyed by some mode of transmission, then enters through an appropriate portal of entry to infect a susceptible host. 

cluster: An aggregation of cases of a disease or other health-related condition, particularly cancer and birth defects, which are closely grouped in time and place. The number of cases may or may not exceed the expected number; frequently the expected number is not known. 

cohort study: A type of observational analytic study. Enrollment into the study is based on exposure characteristics or membership in a group. Disease, death, or other health-related outcomes are then ascertained and compared. 

contagious: Capable of being transmitted from one person to another by contact or close proximity. 

control: In a case-control study, comparison group of persons without disease. 

demographic information: The ``person'' characteristics--age, sex, race, and occupation--of descriptive epidemiology used to characterize the populations at risk. 

dependent variable: In a statistical analysis, the outcome variable(s) or the variable(s) whose values are a function of other variable(s) (called independent variable(s) in the relationship under study). 

descriptive epidemiology: The aspect of epidemiology concerned with organizing and summarizing health-related data according to time, place, and person. 

direct transmission: The immediate transfer of an agent from a reservoir to a susceptible host by direct contact or droplet spread. 

droplet spread: The direct transmission of an infectious agent from a reservoir to a susceptible host by spray with relatively large, short-ranged aerosols produced by sneezing, coughing, or talking.

endemic disease: The constant presence of a disease or infectious agent within a given geographic area or population group; may also refer to the usual prevalence of a given disease within such area or group. 

environmental factor: An extrinsic factor (geology, climate, insects, sanitation, health services, etc.) which affects the agent and the opportunity for exposure. 

epidemic: The occurrence of more cases of disease than expected in a given area or among a specific group of people over a particular period of time. 

epidemiology: The study of the distribution and determinants of health-related states or events in specified populations, and the application of this study to the control of health problems.  

host: A person or other living organism that can be infected by an infectious agent under natural conditions. 

hypothesis: A supposition, arrived at from observation or reflection, that leads to refutable predictions. Any conjecture cast in a form that will allow it to be tested and refuted. 

immunity: Resistance developed in response to stimulus by an antigen (infecting agent or vaccine) and usually characterized by the presence of antibody produced by the host. 

incidence rate: A measure of the frequency with which an event, such as a new case of illness, occurs in a population over a period of time. The denominator is the population at risk; the numerator is the number of new cases occurring during a given time period. 

incubation period: A period of subclinical or inapparent pathologic changes following exposure, ending with the onset of symptoms of infectious disease. 

independent variable: An exposure, risk factor, or other characteristic being observed or measured that is hypothesized to influence an event or manifestation (the dependent variable). 

infectivity: The proportion of persons exposed to a causative agent who become infected by an infectious disease. 

latency period: A period of subclinical or inapparent pathologic changes following exposure, ending with the onset of symptoms of chronic disease.

morbidity: Any departure, subjective or objective, from a state of physiological or psychological well-being. 

outbreak: Synonymous with epidemic. Sometimes the preferred word, as it may escape sensationalism associated with the word epidemic. Alternatively, a localized as opposed to generalized epidemic.

pandemic: An epidemic occurring over a very wide area (several countries or continents) and usually affecting a large proportion of the population. 

pathogenicity: The proportion of persons infected, after exposure to a causative agent, who then develop clinical disease. 

population: The total number of inhabitants of a given area or country. In sampling, the population may refer to the units from which the sample is drawn, not necessarily the total population of people. 

prevalence rate: The proportion of persons in a population who have a particular disease or attribute at a specified point in time or over a specified period of time. 

reservoir: The habitat in which an infectious agent normally lives, grows and multiplies; reservoirs include human reservoirs, animals reservoirs, and environmental reservoirs. 

risk factor: An aspect of personal behavior or lifestyle, an environmental exposure, or an inborn or inherited characteristic that is associated with an increased occurrence of disease or other health-related event or condition. 

seasonality: Change in physiological status or in disease occurrence that conforms to a regular seasonal pattern. 

specificity: The proportion of persons without disease who are correctly identified by a screening test or case definition as not having disease. 

vector: An animate intermediary in the indirect transmission of an agent that carries the agent from a reservoir to a susceptible host. 

virulence: The proportion of persons with clinical disease, who after becoming infected, become severely ill or die. 

zoonoses: An infectious disease that is transmissible under normal conditions from animals to humans.

