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Looking back the epidemiology in Japan during the 20th century

Itsuzo SHIGEMATSU

A brief history of epidemiology in Japan is presented in four stages; the period of birth
extending to the early 1940s, the period of growth from 1945 to 1964, the period of
development from 1965 to 1984 and the period of expansion from 1985.

Even before or at the beginning of the 20th century, outstanding epidemiological studies
were conducted by Drs. Kanehiro Takaki and Masakiyo Ogata, but it was only in 1938 that
the first epidemiological research laboratory was formally established. Epidemiology at that
time was confined to studies on epidemics of infectious diseases, but in the period of growth
from 1945 there began to appear epidemiological studies on non-infectious diseases such as
cancer, cardiovascular diseases and diseases caused by environmental pollution.

From the period of development commencing in 1965, the sphere of epidemiological studies
was further expanded to include intractable diseases, and with the introduction of information
sciences, epidemiology became actively involved in health services reseach. Progress of the
new fields in epidemiology such as molecular epidemiology and evidence-based medicine from
1985 can be called as the period of expansion.

Predictive medicine based on these new fields in epidemiology which aims at predicting
individual health risks may become more useful than preventive medicine based on
conventional epidemiology. It should be kept in mind that predictive medicine requires more
careful attention to the problem of ethics.

Key wards: molecular epidemiology, evidence-based medicine, predictive medicine, preventive

medicine, ethics.
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