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WHAT IS EPIDEMIOLOGY

Epidemiology is the study (scientific, systematic, and 

data-driven) of the distribution (frequency, pattern) 

and determinants (causes, risk factors) of health-

related states and events (not just diseases) in 

specified populations (neighborhood, school, city, 

state, country, global). It is also the application of this 

study to the control of health problems 

(Principles of Epidemiology, 3rd Edition).



WHAT IS POLICY

A course of action that will create a desired objective 

in the interest of the masses or the people in a given 

country.

Public policy is anything that a government chooses 

to do or not to do (Thomas Dye).

A system of laws, regulations, government 

actions and funding priorities promulgated by a 

government to address social or economic 

issues.



THE GAP BETWEEN RESEARCH AND POLICY
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There tends to be a lack of communication between 
researchers and policy makers. 

Researchers lack knowledge of the most pressing policy 
questions in order to make their research more relevant.

Ineffective communication of research findings

Policy makers are not informed about ongoing research 

05 Researchers often feel that research is deemed
unimportant, censored or controlled by policy makers



CREATING AWARENESS OF A PROBLEM – SUGGEST SOLUTIONS

EXAMINE EFFECTIVENESS OF POLICY SOLUTIONS

ESTIMATE COSTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF POLICY SOLUTIONS

ADVOCACY
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WHY SHOULD RESEARCHERS BRIDGE THE GAP?
….. Because we care



CAN EPIDEMIOLOGICAL STUDIES SHIFT POLICIES?

CASE STUDY: SINGAPORE MENTAL HEALTH STUDY 2010



PERCEIVED GAP IN MENTAL HEALTH KNOWLEDGE IN SINGAPORE
- by Clinicians and Researchers

Few studies done 

Small sample size of studies

Focus only on prevalence of Major Depressive Disorder    

and Generalised Anxiety Disorder

Lack of nation-wide data on prevalence, associated 

factors and treatment gap of mental illnesses.



THE SINGAPORE MENTAL HEALTH STUDY

Developed as an integral part of the 
National Mental Health Blueprint and Policy (2007)
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Mental health promotion

Integrated mental healthcare

Strengthening mental health 
manpower capacity



Established the need for population wide epidemiological survey

• To inform care
• To inform manpower needs



INVOLVING POLICY MAKERS IN RESEARCH

Policy-makers who are consulted at the initial 

stages of a research project tend to be more 

open since they can actively participate and 

hence have a stake in shaping the research 

questions, and thereby take "ownership" of 

the research as well. 



THE SINGAPORE MENTAL HEALTH STUDY: 
Involvement In Study Conception

Study 
Team
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Formation of Stakeholders Committee

Lay 
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Policy 
Makers
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ROLE OF STAKEHOLDER COMMITTEE

This ensured involvement of policy makers throughout the study and a multi-disciplinary 
dialogue with various stakeholders that informed the researchers

Advice on dissemination of study results05

01
To advice the researchers on relevance of identified aims and help them 

identify community needs that should be investigated 

02 Monitor progress of the study

03 Critically evaluate study results at various stages of the study 

04 Trouble shoot problems identified by researchers



Duration : 3 years (April 2008 – March 2011)

Funding : Ministry of Health 
Singapore Millennium Foundation

Collaborating Centres:

Singapore Mental Health Study (2010) 

The study aimed to obtain accurate national information about the prevalence and correlates of 

mental, substance, and behavioral disorders in Singapore



Results of the SMHS 2010
6

Interview response rate : 75.9 %

Completed Interviews : 6616



RESULTS

Epidemiology of 
Mental Disorders



RESULTS

Prevalence of Mental Disorders

Chong et al. (2012)  A population-based survey of mental disorders in Singapore.

1 in 8 Singaporean has a mental health condition
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RESULTS

Cross national comparison of median Age of Onset (AOO) Of Mental Disorders

Vaingankar et al. (2013 ) Age of onset of life-time mental disorders and treatment contact.



Co-Morbidity with Physical Disorders

Chronic 

Physical 

Condition (42.6)

Mental 

Disorder 

(12%)

50.6% of those with mental 

disorder have at least 1 Chronic 

physical condition

14.3% of those with any physical 

condition had a mental disorder



RESULTS

Treatment of 
Mental Disorders



RESULTS

Treatment Gap among those with Mental Disorders

Disorder Treatment Gap %

Alcohol Abuse 96.2

Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 89.8

Alcohol Dependence 88.2

Major Depressive Disorder 59.6

Generalised Anxiety Disorder 56.5

Chong et al. (2012) Treatment gap in common mental disorders: the Singapore perspective.



Research institutions should develop a

dissemination strategy, which could involve having

press briefings, conference presentations, sending

regular policy briefs to relevant ministries, and

establishing personal contacts with policy-makers.

DISSEMINATION 
PLAN

STRATEGY

Think about stakeholders and interested 
parties beyond the ministries you are 
currently involved with. 

STAKEHOLDERS



ENSURE THAT POLICY-MAKERS UNDERSTAND YOUR RESEARCH

Talk to whoever wants to talk to you and engage them to both 
create awareness of your work and to get them to act on it
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Make your findings readable and understandable : use simpler 
language, and focus on the application rather than the 
theoretical background

Provide targeted research, which provides suggestions that can 
be implemented by policy makers

Be willing to present to multiple stakeholders



DISSEMINATION
We presented the research to:

Voluntary 
Welfare 

Organisations

General 
Public 

Ministries Stat Boards NHG Board

Psychological medicine 
departments of hospitals 



DISSEMINATION OF RESEARCH 
Publications



COMMUNICATION OF RESEARCH
Media



Policy Shift

Significant Treatment Gap



TRANSLATING RESEARCH INTO POLICY

Community Mental Health Master Plan 2012

Public awareness 

campaigns

Early detection 

systems implemented 

in community and 

general hospitals

Training care 

providers in various 

social sectors and 

grass roots 

organizations

Extending coverage of both 

Medisave and MediShield 

to include mental illness01
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TRANSLATING RESEARCH INTO POLICY
Campaigns and Community Interventions

Health Exchange



TRANSLATING RESEARCH INTO POLICY

MEDICAL SERVICES IN IMH
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✓ Service to serve patients who are not keen to be 

referred for their physical health conditions to primary 

care providers

✓ Provided by a fulltime family physician (GP) who 

heads the programme with locum doctors

✓ Clinical guidelines for care of medical conditions 

followed

✓ Regular monitoring of physical health parameters



We embarked on the second SMHS in 2015

DON’T STOP…
Request for serial epidemiological surveys

We put up a proposal and justified the need for a second 
SMHS in 8-10 years

Ministry of Health asked us to repeat the survey in 6 years time!



RELEVANCE OF SERIAL EPIDEMIOLOGICAL SURVEYS

Examine changes 
if any in 
prevalence/ 
treatment gap

Identify emerging 
disorders in the 
population



A Perfect Storm… Acknowledgements
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01 Policy makers who were interested!

Senior policy makers with good understanding of psychiatric 
epidemiology

A clinician researcher who is a respected opinion leader and 
pushed the agenda relentlessly

A team that worked above and beyond 
what was expected of them!04
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