
Focus on Methods Key for Advancing Population Health
Intervention Research

Dear Editor:

I would like to thank the CJPH for their commitment to popula-
tion health intervention research (PHIR). Publication of the special
issue “Population Health Intervention Research: Advancing the
Field” (CJPH, Vol. 103, Supplement 1, September/October 2012)
sheds light on elements in need of clarification and debate among
population health intervention researchers.

Despite a high level of conceptual discussion within the special
issue about what is and is not a population health intervention, I
am concerned with the limited focus on methods. Dr. Louise Potvin
points to the need for defining “what methods are recognized as
valid by the community of population health intervention
researchers?”1 p.S63 Reading the quantitative studies in the special
issue, it is clear that PHIR is lagging behind methodologically com-
pared to other overlapping research areas examining policies or pro-
grams operating outside of the health sector, including social
epidemiology and economics.2,3 These areas have traditions of
applying methods able to control for confounding and of open
methodological debate.4,5 In many cases in the special issue, better
methods could have been applied to the available data and were
not. For example, Cushon et al.6 pooled 2003-2007 data into a pre-
intervention time period and compared this to the post-intervention
years (2008-2009) to examine the effect of their vaccination inter-
vention. The authors recognized the need to control moving aver-
ages and seasonal effects, but did not do so. Interrupted time series
analysis using the available monthly data would have controlled
potential confounders and improved the plausibility of the effect
estimate.7

The questions posed by population health intervention
researchers are important and require evaluation. However, I am
concerned that conceptual debate surrounding PHIR will sink into
rhetoric and dominate our discussions, while the methods used in
quantitative evaluations of population health interventions will
languish and be so easily critiqued that the findings will have little
influence on policies that can “reduc[e] risk exposure in successive
cohorts of people within the setting(s) under investigation.”8, p.I9

Evaluation methods must be at the forefront of discussion and
debate if population health intervention research is to flourish as
a field.

Daniel Fuller, PhD, MSc

Post-Doctoral Fellow, Department of Community Health & Epidemiology, University
of Saskatchewan, Health Science Building, 107 Wiggins Road, Saskatoon, SK S7N 5E5

REFERENCES
1. Potvin L. A critical look at a nascent field. Can J Public Health 2012;103(Suppl.

1):S63-S64.
2. Harper S, Strumpf EC. Social epidemiology: Questionable answers and answer-

able questions. Epidemiology 2012;23:795-98.
3. Blundell R, Costa Dias M. Evaluation methods for non-experimental data.

Fiscal Studies 2000;21:427-68.
4. Harper S, Strumpf EC, Kaufman JS. Do medical marijuana laws increase mar-

ijuana use? Replication study and extension. Ann Epidemiol 2012;22:207-12.
5. Bertrand M, Duflo E, Mullainathan S. How much should we trust differences-

in-differences estimates? Q J Economics 2004;119:249-75.
6. Cushon J, Neudorf C, Kershaw TM, Dunlop TG, Muhajarine N. Coverage for

the entire population: Tackling immunization rates and disparities in Saska-
toon Health Region. Can J Public Health 2012;103(Suppl. 1):S37-S41.

7. Wagner AK, Soumerai SB, Zhang F, Ross-Degnan D. Segmented regression
analysis of interrupted time series studies in medication use research. J Clin
Pharm Ther 2002;27:299-309.

8. Hawe P, Potvin L. What is population health intervention research? Can J
Public Health 2009;100(1):I8-I14.

© Canadian Public Health Association, 2013. All rights reserved. CANADIAN JOURNAL OF PUBLIC HEALTH • JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2013 e93

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Let’s Talk About PHIR

Dear Editor:

I wholeheartedly concur with Dr. Fuller’s comment about the
need for PHIR to pay more attention to methods that can control
for potential confounders when researching questions related to
intervention outcomes.1 However, it takes time to build a field and
the creation of a special issue can only accomplish a limited num-
ber of objectives. We have made the argument that PHIR is more
than outcome research and should be addressing the whole range
of relevant questions for developing effective, equitable and sus-
tainable interventions to address the population distribution of the
entire spectrum of determinants of health.2 As mentioned in the
conclusion section of my article,3 I believe that the contributions
that were selected for the recent CJPH special issue4 were illustrative
of the issues and debates that need to be raised when dealing with
what constitutes PHIR. I agree with Dr. Fuller that the papers col-
lected for that special issue may not constitute the best examples of
the methodological innovations needed to strengthen the field. 

I can only reiterate that debating what constitute valid methods
and exploring methodological innovations are fundamental steps
in the establishment of a scientific field. In this respect, we need to

acknowledge methodological developments in related fields such as
social epidemiology and political science, but also in applied soci-
ology, evaluation, ethnography and many other relevant sciences.
This can only be achieved through the publication of and public
debate about current research. In this sense, the CJPH special issue
has at least partially achieved its objective: triggering the interest of
researchers and feeding a discussion about fundamental dimen-
sions of PHIR. I can only hope that more researchers will raise com-
parable issues and will be willing to discuss them publicly and
contribute to their solution.

Louise Potvin, PhD

MSP / Faculty of Medicine, University of Montreal, Montreal, QC
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