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Studies in Medical History): 

The greatest revolutions in twentieth century public health and preventive medicine have been the concepts of risk 
factors and healthy lifestyles as methods of preventing disease. A risk factor is anything that increases the risk of 
disease in an individual. Lifestyle refers to the individual's personal behaviors with regard to risk factors. Identifying 
risk factors and modifying them by changing lifestyles in order to prevent disease has become ubiquitous as a strategy 
in public health. The book examines the history and evolution of the concepts of risk factors and healthy lifestyles and 
their application to coronary heart disease, the major chronic disease of the twentieth century. The first part contains a 
history of the use of statistics in public health and medicine, and the ways in which various industries developed the 
concept of the risk factor. The second part describes the concept of healthy lifestyles, which was devised by municipal 
public health departments and life insurance companies in the early part of the century. The third and fourth parts 
examine how the concepts of risk factors and lifestyles were applied to the primary chronic disease of the twentieth 
century - coronary heart disease. The focus of the book overall is on coronary heart disease as a public health, rather 
than a medical, issue, and the various concepts that have been used in preventing it. William G. Rothstein is Professor 
of Sociology at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County.

From The New England Journal of Medicine"The acceptance of risk factors has produced changes in public health and 
medicine as profound as those that resulted from bacteriology and the germ theory of disease. . . . The risk factor 
concept has been controversial because of its statistical methodology, its multifactorial concept of disease etiology, 
and its effect on the economic interests of commercial, professional, and health organisations." This excerpt from the 
preface provides an excellent summary of this book. William Rothstein, professor of sociology at the University of 
Maryland, explains how "the risk factor" arose in life insurance and from developments in population statistics and 
probability theory. Since the end of the 19th century, major U.S. life-insurance companies have collected 
sociodemographic data and health data about millions of their policyholders, followed these persons for long periods, 
and used the data to calculate premiums and benefits. Initially, the companies used information on the results of 
urinalysis (to detect kidney disease and diabetes), "build" (i.e., weight in relation to height), medical history, 
occupation, and place of residence, because their records showed that these factors were strongly associated with 
mortality rates. Later, blood pressure and smoking status were added. By conducting medical examinations and taking 
measurements for life-insurance companies, physicians became familiar with the concept of risk factors and 
incorporated it into their clinical practice. Risk factors are identified through correlations with diseases, rather than 
from laboratory evidence of biologic mechanisms. Statistical inference is used to examine associations between 
multiple risk factors and the probability of disease. The scientific credibility of risk factors accrues from repeated 
demonstration of the associations in different populations and in different settings, dose-response effects, and 
reductions in disease after changes to the risk factors. The second half of the book is about the rise and fall of the 
epidemic of coronary heart disease (CHD) in the 20th century. Rothstein examines the evidence for the main risk 
factors for CHD, using the standard criteria for assessing epidemiologic results -- chance, bias, confounding, reverse 
causation, and possible true causation. He relies heavily on life-insurance findings, because they meet many of these 
criteria. He is relatively skeptical about randomized clinical trials owing to concern about the generalizability of the 
findings. Tobacco smoking and high blood pressure meet the criteria for risk factors for CHD and other diseases. The 
diet-heart hypothesis is where confusion sets in. The evidence is not strong. Advice from the medical profession 
fluctuates. Rothstein believes that, rather than cholesterol or saturated fat, the relevant risk factor is total caloric intake. 
The life-insurance data have for many decades demonstrated associations between overweight and CHD and diabetes, 
yet reducing population levels of caloric intake is not in the interest of the food industry or within the expertise of the 
medical profession. In the last 20 pages of the book Rothstein claims that "personal risk factors," such as cigarette 
smoking and high blood pressure or lipid levels, cannot account for the epidemic of CHD. (In my view, his brief 
analysis is flawed by an assumption that long latency times are needed.) Rather, he argues that "social and cultural 
factors" are important determinants of CHD but does not explain how they might account for the major epidemic of 
the 20th century. This weak ending of the book is disappointing. Nevertheless, I strongly recommend this book to 
everyone interested in the interface of public health and clinical medicine and in the epidemiology of CHD. Annette J. 
Dobson, Ph.D.Copyright 2004 Massachusetts Medical Society. All rights reserved. The New England Journal of 
Medicine is a registered trademark of the MMS. Rothstein portrays the dynamics of how industry, medical science, the 
media and popular culture have all pitched in to shape contemporary notions of a risk factor. . . . With this book, (he) 
adeptly . . . shows how--void of an understanding of the influence that social, political, and economic values have on 
our notions of risk -- it becomes exceedingly difficult to parse out the differences between scientific evidence and the 
conclusions drawn from that evidence. AMERICAN JOURNAL OF EPIDEMIOLOGY, January 2009 (Ashley Naimi) 
Public Health and the Risk Factor is a terrific book. It describes the evolution of a concept that has become central to 



public health and medical thought: the risk factor. The author uses nontechnical language to guide readers through a 
wide array of 18th-, 19th-, and 20th-century technical developments that are the basis of our current understanding of 
the risk factor concept. JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN MEDICAL ASSOCIATION Volume 290, No 17 BR (The 
New England Journal of Medicine) strongly recommend(s) this book to everyone interested in the interface of public 
health and clinical medicine and in the epidemiology of CHD. NEW ENGLAND JOURNAL OF MEDICINE, 
February 2004 (A) well written book. . . whether you read the entire book, or only selected chapters, you will walk 
away with a wealth of knowledge. NEW JERSEY MEDICINE A rich and useful study. JOURNAL OF THE 
HISTORY OF MEDICINE This . . . is a sophisticated analysis of the way health policy was and is created, amended, 
and circumvented. While maintaining good sociological skepticism about motives, it is open-minded about the role of 
industry and technology in helping to advance a healthier society. . . . The individual and collective power of 
Rothstein's facts and linkages is overwhelming and, at the same time, delightful. . . . He has written one of the best 
books in the sociology of medicine in recent memory. CONTEMPORARY SOCIOLOGY In clear, nontechnical 
language Rothstein introduces readers to the history of vital statistics and their precursors, from sixteenth-century bills 
of mortality to censuses and on to the increasingly complex life tables of the insurance industry. PROJECT 
MUSEAbout the AuthorWILLIAM ROTHSTEIN is Professor of Sociology at the University of Maryland, Baltimore 
County. 


