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PREFACE

This text addresses many important methodological issues faced in
contemporary social epidemiologic research. The motivation for assem-
bling this material is to increase the potential for social epidemiology to
contribute meaningfully to public health knowledge and policy through
stronger and clearer methodological foundations. It has been 10 years since
the publication of the first edition of this book, and yet social epidemiology
remains a nascent enterprise, and the methodologic approaches that charac-
terize work in this subdiscipline are still rapidly evolving. New techniques are
continually being developed or borrowed from other disciplines. Nonethe-
less, the bulk of published research in this area is still made up of studies
for which the inferential content is modest at best. Some of this ambiguity
in interpretation arises from a weak conceptual orientation about the logic
underlying many common methods. This is especially true of regression,
which is seldom taught with a focus on causal inference.

Without improvements in standard analytic practice, social epidemiology
risks being dismissed as naive or simplistic by policymakers as well as by the
wider scientific readership. Popular imagination and scientific credence are
extended readily to the rapid developments in molecular biology and genetics,
even though their relevance for public health concerns remains largely specu-
lative. In contrast, the questions posed in social epidemiology have immediate
relevance for the most important public health concerns, and yet the results
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of such studies rarely have the necessary clarity and robustness to alternate
explanations, such as confounding and measurement error, that would allow
them to enter meaningfully into the public and policy debates. This dilemma
will not be solved overnight with the introduction of some exciting new sta-
tistical model, but rather slowly, over time, with the training of more careful
thinkers and more assiduous analysts.

This volume is intended as a methods text, and so is unlike the handful
of recent books on social epidemiology and the social determinants of health,
which focus on substantive findings.

For this reason, little attention is paid to existing knowledge about social
epidemiologic relations, except by way of motivation or worked examples. It is
our intention, however, that this text will compliment these substantive efforts
by providing a more thorough investigation of the techniques we use to gather
subject matter knowledge in this field, and ways in which this research process
can be improved.

Is there really a need for a separate text devoted entirely to social epi-
demiological methods? Why should the interested reader not just rely on the
many outstanding methods texts available for epidemiology as a whole? We
believe that social epidemiology as a distinct subdiscipline comprises several
phenomena that are not very well addressed by traditional epidemiological
texts. Foremost among these are human volition, social interaction, and collec-
tive action. Since epidemiology is a population science, it is indeed ironic that
mainstream epidemiology texts say so little about human interaction, social
forces, or social scientific research and understanding more generally. In not-
ing this, we certainly do not intend to minimize the importance of medical or
biological knowledge or research; there can be no doubt that these disciplines
are also vital to epidemiology. Our point is only that something is missing.
A more complete epidemiology includes the social, the biologic, and the quan-
titative, and yet the first of these, which most distinguishes our field from
clinical medical investigation, is almost entirely neglected in texts written in
the modern period (for example, since the appearance of Kupper, Kleinbaum,
and Morgenstern’s Epidemiologic Research in 1982 and Miettinen’s Theoretical
Epidemiology in 1985). Furthermore, we emphasize that this is obviously not a
complete methods text, if such a thing were even conceivable. It is not meant
to replace the traditional epidemiology texts, statistical analysis texts, or other
foundational works or training. Rather, it augments these works by providing a
collection of insights and some original research into the particular challenges
facing the study of social relations and institutions on health.

We hope this second edition continues to serve as a learning guide, a
reference tool, and a stepping stone for conceptual advancement. Our target
audience remains second-year epidemiology doctoral students—those who



