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1.3.1 Ecological studies
Ecological studies were important for example in nutritional epidemiology in the

1970s and 1980s.

Exposure and outcome are measured at the group level in ecological studies. So

Example 1.4 does not indicate whether or not it was the high meat intake subjects

that got colon cancer. Moreover, proper control for confounding by other factors,

like diet and lifestyle, is not possible in these studies. Due to such limitations, eco-

Table 1.2 The time aspect in observational studies.

Design

Time

Past Present Future

Ecological studies

Cross sectional studies

Case-control studies

Cohort studies
Prospective

Retrospective

Example 1.4
Armstrong and Doll (1975) studied the association between per capita

meat consumption and incidence of colon cancer, based on data from 23

countries. A very strong correlation between meat consumption and colon

cancer was observed. Pearson correlation coefficient (Section 4.2.5) was

0.89 for women and 0.85 for men.

Collect all 
information

Collect all 
information

Define cases and 
controls. 

Retrospective 
exposure 

assessment

Define a cohort 
and record 
exsposure 

Prospective 
follow-up of 
endpoint(s)

Define a cohort 
and collect 

exsposure and 
endpoint(s) from 
available records.
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