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Does Rose's population prevention axiom still apply in the 21st century?


In this issue (p 659) Manuel and colleagues report how they estimated the effectiveness of three strategies to lower blood cholesterol concentrations in Canadians adults.1 A “population” strategy assumed that blood cholesterol could be lowered by 2% in the whole population and deaths from coronary heart disease by 2.7%. The two other strategies were patient based, assuming that prescribing statins to subgroups of people at high risk of coronary heart disease would reduce their risk by 27%. A “single risk factor” strategy targeted patients with blood cholesterol levels greater than 6.2 mmol/l and a “baseline risk” strategy targeted those with a baseline risk of cardiovascular disease greater than 15% over five years, irrespective of their blood cholesterol levels.
Surprisingly, the population strategy, based on the axiom by British epidemiologist Geoffrey Rose that “a large number of people at small risk may give rise to more cases than a small number of people at high risk,”2 was the least effective strategy. The single risk factor strategy, prescribing statins to the 1.53 million Canadians with a blood cholesterol concentration greater than 6.2 mmol/l, was calculated to prevent three times as many coronary deaths as lowering cholesterol by 2% in all 12 million Canadian adults.
By far the most effective strategy, which is estimated to prevent seven times more coronary deaths than the population strategy, was (ironically) based on another of Rose's axioms, that “all policy decisions should be based … 
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