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Preface 

This basic textbook of Community Medicine, which includes 
descriptions of the related social ~ervices, is intended for a wide range 
of readers who require knowledge and understanding of the essential 
aspects of the subject. These include undergraduate medical students 
and qualified doctors who are engaged in postgraduate courses of 
study or training schemes, particularly those in community medicine 
and general practice. When writing this book we also had in mi nd the 
needs of students of nursing at all levels at a time when an increasing 
emphasis on the community is being reflected in the content of 
curricula and the composition of examination papers. 

It is our view that this account of community medicine will also be of 
value to established practitioners - community physicians, community 
health doctors, senior nurses and health visitors - who wish to con­
solidate or update their knowledge. The growing involvement of the 
professions in the management and planning of health services means 
that many general practitioners, hospital doctors and nurses are being 
called upon to take a population perspective and to become acquainted 
with many of the concepts and issues discussed in this book. 

In addition, there are those professionals who work closely with 
medicine and nursing and have a common concern in providing care 
and promoting prevention - groups such as social workers and health 
education personnel. For all these reasons we would ho pe that many 
groups might read the book and find it useful. 

In presenting the material we have drawn on our own practical and 
teaching experience, as weIl as the very extensive literature. In so doing 
we are ever conscious of the debt we owe to our colleagues, both past 
and present, in shaping and modifying our approach to the subject. 

In the first chapter, we have introduced the main steps to be taken in 
'diagnosing' the health problems of a population. This is often a field 
of study, involving as it does a wide range of health data, wh ich 
students find daunting. In attempting to demystify it we have put 
special emphasis on providing simple descriptions and definitions of 
the concepts involved and explaining the origins of the common types 
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of routinely available data, as weIl as giving examples of their uses. An 
outline of basic statistical methods is also included. 

Chapter 2 describes the ways in which the nature and frequency of 
health problems can vary within different groups of the population, 
from one time period to another or in different geographicallocations. 
Examining the pattern of disease in populations in this way can provide 
the starting point for studies investigating the causes of disease or 
encourage service initiatives. At the end of the chapter a systematic 
description is given of the main features of several common causes of 
death in industrialized countries: lung cancer, breast cancer, stomach 
cancer, ischaemic heart disease, cerebrovascular disease and accidents. 

In Chapter 3, we deal with the concept of 'cause' before moving on 
to introduce the reader to one of th~ most important and exhilarating 
aspects of community medicine: prevention. Few would deny the 
importance of preventive medicine, but it has seldom enjoyed the 
financial support commensurate with the apparent esteem in which it is 
held. The main strategies in prevention are introduced and fully 
described in this chapter: health education, immunization and 
screening and change in legislation and social policy. 

In these first three chapters many of the scientific foundations of 
community medicine are laid down. Throughout, the reader is made 
aware of the strengths and limitations of the data, the traps that lie in 
wait for those drawing hasty or superficial conclusions from them and 
the practical difficulties involved in pursuing preventive goals. 

The modern welfare state is a large and complex structure with 
diverse origins and traditions. During the last decade social services 
departments have been created and the National Health Service itself 
has undergone two major reorganizations in 1974 and 1982. Chapter 4 
brings together in one place adescription of the present structure, 
organizational framework and method of functioning of this wide 
range of services. Health and social services are delivered within a 
complex legal framework and a very brief account is given of the 
relevant legislation. In undertaking such a description it is necessary to 
strike a balance between over-complexity and undue simplicity. Hence, 
to preserve clarity oniy the broad issues have been dealt with and are in 
general terms correct, though it must be accepted that there are 
inevitably exceptions to some of the statements made. 

The measurement and description of health problems, aspects of 
cause and prevention, service provision and legislation are dealt with in 
Chapters 5 (Handicapped People), 6 (Mothers and Children), 7 (The 
Mentally Disordered) and 8 (The Elderly). In describing the services 
provided for these important groups of the population, we have tried 
to avoid merely cataloguing them, but have commented, where 
relevant, on their availability and highlighted innovations and 
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deficiencies. Changes as a result of recent legislation such as the Child 
Care Act 1980, Education Act 1981 and in the law in relation to mental 
dis order have been taken into accounL 

Control of communicable diseases can be achieved only by 
adherence to a set of rules and these are outlined in Chapter 9. The 
main features of so me important infectious conditions occurring in 
Great Britain are given, including those about which there has recently 
been some concern, such as the haemorrhagic fevers and hepatitis. 

As weIl as the more traditional aspects of environmental health, we 
discuss in Chapter 10 the impact of environment al noise, air pollution 
and radiation in the light of the latest knowledge. The validity of the 
historical association between housing and health is also re-examined. 

Some of the illustrations are reproduced from teaching material and 
we thank Angela Chorley and Julia Polonski who originally drew 
them. Government material is reproduced with the permission of the 
Controller of Her Majesty's Stationery Office. 

We would like to record our thanks to Geraldine McNeill for her 
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only on statistical matters but also on more general aspects of the sub­
jecL We are particularly grateful to Jeannette Coyle for the speedy and 
accurate way in which she prepared the many drafts. 

January 1987: For this reprinting, the opportunity has been taken to 
update the text with the inclusion of the changes in NHS management 
following the Griffiths Report, new information on AIDS, a change in 
Social Security information and updating of the position in relation to 
child abuse as weIl as other minor amendments. 

R. J. Donaldson 
L. J. Donaldson 


