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In the preface, the authors state that the
aim of their book is “to provide practical
guidance on how to choose, carry out
and evaluate evidence-based programs
and policies in public health settings”.
Over the years I have seen many mis-
guided efforts that have tried to apply
rigid hierarchies of evidence to public
health. In stark contrast this is probably
the best reference book on evidence-
based public health yet to have appeared.
The material for the book is based
on training courses developed by the
authors on evidence-based decision-
making in public health. The very
practical origins of the book are clear
from its extremely coherent, logical
and user-friendly structure. Its frequent
use of examples, mostly from the USA,
and its layout with inserted informa-
tion boxes greatly facilitate the reader’s
comprehension of the material. The
book consists of nine chapters, the first
of which sets the structure for the rest of
the book as it provides an overview of the
6-step “sequential framework for en-
hancing evidence-based public health”
expounded by the authors: develop an
initial statement of the issue; quantify
the issue; search the scientific literature
and organize information; develop and
prioritize programme options; develop
an action plan and implement inter-
ventions; evaluate the programme or
policy. The individual steps in this
framework are explained in detail in
chapters 4-9. The book can be read by
those who do not have any background
in epidemiology, with chapters 2 and 3
providing the necessary basic under-
standing of causality, systemic reviews,
meta-analysis and decision analysis.
The authors also provide a very rigorous
description of methods rooted in the
social and management sciences: Delphi

method, nominal group technique,
scenario planning, SWOT analysis,
among others.

One of the great strengths of the
book stems from its pragmatic adapta-
tion of the concepts used in evidence-
based medicine to arrive at kindred
concepts for evidence-based public
health. Evidence-based public health
relies more on observational than ex-
perimental studies, is based on a smaller
amounts of evidence, involves a longer
time from intervention to outcome, and
requires public health decisions to be
made by interdisciplinary teams, rather
than individual physicians.

Although the book is very good
when it deals with public health pro-
grammes, it is not as strong on health
policy. Readers who are specifically
interested in the macro level of evidence-
based health policy may be better served
by Lin & Gibson’s Evidence based health
policy: problems and possibilities (Oxford
University Press, 2003). A further limi-
tation of the book is that the examples
and references are essentially from the
US. While the basic tools, principles and
skills it describes are useful for all public
health practitioners, including those
from developing countries, the book
would have been even better had it
been more tailored to an international
readership. Taken as a whole, the book
nevertheless provides a pragmatic, hands-
on approach to evidence-based public
health and a tool-box for public health
practitioners and managers of public
health programmes in all countries. W
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The spread of obesity across the USA,
and more recently internationally, has
triggered major debates about its causes,
prevention and treatment. The reality
seems bleak: apart from during periods
of famine, recession or war, no popula-
tion has ever reversed a trend towards
being overweight. Unlike tobacco use,
obesity is still on the upswing of the
epidemic curve with lictle sign of abate-
ment; and as it spreads, its health

and economic impacts are felt at the
individual, community and national
level. This is provoking public debate,
academic interest, and has most recently
alerted lawyers to the prospects of big
money lurking behind yet-to-be-won
cases against food companies.

In this book, the authors ask: Why
is the epidemic of obesity spreading?
What can do done to address it? Who
supports public health actions and who
opposes them? They mix scientific facts
with advocacy messages in appropriate
and highly readable doses and draw
upon a wide range of sources to empha-
size that it’s not all due to genes! Rather,
they show just how many factors
combine to increase levels of obesity:
collapse of school physical activity pro-
grammes; less walking with increased
urbanization; increased portion sizes of
snacks and food rich in sugars and fats;
cheaper widely-available energy-dense
foods; ubiquitous marketing of food to
children using celebrities and children’s
TV programmes; and “pouring rights”
deals that have led to vending machines
in schools being stocked with sugar-
laden sodas.

The authors’ analysis is relevant
not only to the USA. WHO is in the
midst of developing a global strategy
to address the diets and lack of physical
activity, which together with tobacco use
and alcohol abuse, drive epidemics of
chronic disease. There is overwhelming
evidence that cardiovascular disease,
type 11 diabetes, osteoporosis and other
diet-related conditions are now major
killers and causes of disability also in
low- and middle-income countries. As
a first step in developing the strategy,

! Agence d'évaluation des technologies et des modes d'intervention en santé, 2021, avenue Union, bureau 1040, Montreal, Québec H3A 259, Canada

(email: reiner.banken@aetmis.gouv.qc.ca).

308

Bulletin of the World Health Organization | April 2004, 82 (4)



