





A public health specialist works as part of a team in health
services  headquarters  (ministries,  health  directorates,
administrative offices of health units, etc.), identifies the health
problems of the community (diagnosing the problems),
determines the possible alternative strategies to overcome these
problems (preparing a treatment strategy - curing the problems)
and contributes to the development of programs in line with the
strategy, as decided by the top managerial authority from among
the alternatives proposed by the expert (planning the activities).
Public health specialists are “policy seekers” and not necessarily
“policy makers”; they play a key role in the policy development
process and in assisting the policy makers in their decision-
making. In other words, the public health specialist is an integral
part of the management team but does not act primarily as a
policy maker.

Public health specialists function like clinicians and conduct, in
effect, diagnostic and curative activities. A comparison of their
responsibilities is shown in Table 1.

Table 1
Comparison of Clinical and Public Health Specialists
Issues Clinical Specialists Public Health Specialists
Working objective To diagnose and treat the | To determine the health-
illnesses of individuals related problems of the

community, prevent health
problems and promote the
health status of the

community
Related sciences Basic medical sciences | All medical, environmental
(anatomy, physiology, etc.) | and social sciences
and related medical | (sociology, anthropology, etc.)
disciplines
Diagnostic = methods | Anamnesis, physical | Epidemiological methods
used examination and laboratory
analysis
Curative methods | Medical and  surgical | Health education and
used therapies appropriate heath care
Place of service Institutions (clinics) Any  location  within  a

community (homes, places of
employment, schools, clinics,
field, etc.)
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Traditionally, clinicians serve the individuals (patients) and
diagnose and treat their diseases generally in institutions such as
hospitals, dispensaries and clinical departments, utilizing medical
and/or surgical approaches. To serve in this capacity, clinicians
should possess knowledge of how the body functions (basic
medical sciences) and know how to diagnose and treat the
diseases of their patients. (See Fig. 1)

Figure 1
Individual Health Instruction: Individual health specialists (clinical specialists)
stand on basic medical sciences, search for the somatic and mental problems of
the body systems using pathological and other diagnostic methods and cure
these problems using medical, surgical and rehabilitative techniques.
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Though with some differences, the above activities also pertain
to the public health specialists. Like clinicians, public health
specialists conduct diagnostic work, but these tasks are
undertaken in homes, the individuals’ work environment,
schools, villages, cities, and in the field. Epidemiology is the
main diagnostic tool utilized by the public health experts @

Clinicians use biopsy techniques for diagnosis, while public
health experts use sampling techniques (biopsy from the
community) to identify the health-related problems of a
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community. Just as clinicians measure blood pressure, palpate
the tissues and organs, and analyze radiographs, public health
experts use data collection techniques to analyze the health status
criteria (morbidity, mortality rates etc.) of communities.

In order to heal his/her patient, the surgeon changes the anatomic
and physiologic structure of the patient by means of surgical
operations. Similarly, in order to solve the health problems and
promote the health status of a community, the public health
expert changes the sociologic and anthropological characteristics
of the community using “health education” techniques and new
strategies of intervention and by providing appropriate health
care.

2- Dimensions of Public Health

These tasks and activities are very much in parallel with the
concept of public health defined by Dr. Winslow in 1923:
“Public health is the science and art of preventing disease,
prolonging life and promoting health and efficiency through
organized community efforts for the sanitation of the
environment, the control of communicable infection, the
education of the individual in personal hygiene, the organization
of medical and nursing services for the early diagnosis and
preventive treatment of disease, and the development of the
social machinery to insure everyone a standard of living
adequate for the maintenance of health, so organizing these
benefits as to enable every citizen to realize his birthright of
health and longevity” @ .

As the above statement defines clearly, public health is the
science and art of promoting community health. Public health
encompasses all health problems and factors related with these
problems and with the planning and implementation of activities
to improve the health status of communities. Therefore, the
public health field is universal as a science, but its
implementation (activities) depends on the local problems
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specific to each community. In other words, public health
professionals are trained more or less similarly in all countries,
but the local health-related problems they encounter will differ.
For example, a public health professional in Africa may deal
primarily with acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS),
while a similar expert in the Scandinavian countries may be
concerned mainly with issues related with geriatrics. Public
health is universal as a science, but local in practice.

Public health is not only a branch of medicine; it extends far
beyond that as a science and practice related with both medicine
and many non-medical sciences and activities. A better and more
effective way of designing and implementing public health
programs is to work in a team comprised of individuals of varied
backgrounds who are trained and experienced in public health
science and practice. Public health is a field of many sciences
and should be open to people representing a wide variety of
scientific backgrounds.

The field of “public health” is often confused with “family
medicine”. Family health is a clinical medical field and “family
physicians” deal mainly with individuals and their pathologies.
Public health, on the other hand, is a multidisciplinary field, and
public health specialists deal with the health problems of
communities and aim to promote the health status of the
communities they serve.

3- Knowledge and Skills of the Public Health Specialist

Since the factors affecting an individual’s health are many and
varied, public health professionals should be aware of and
equipped to deal with all these factors and possible health risks.
Therefore, this wide range of community health problems should
appear in the training programs of public health professionals.
Health, social and natural sciences are the basic sciences of
public health (Fig. 2). Upon this knowledge, the trainees learn
“epidemiology and biostatistics”, which are the main diagnostic
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sciences of public health, and then the common existing and
potential health problems as relates to environmental,
occupational, reproductive, and child health, community
nutrition, infectious and chronic diseases, geriatrics, mental
health, disaster medicine, and accidents, etc. The public health
professional, in order to effectively control a community’s health
problems, should also be educated in health care management
and be able to conduct health education programs.

Figure 2
Public Health Instruction: Public health stands on basic sciences and
epidemiology, the search for community health problems and the resolution and
monitoring of these problems using educational and administrative techniques
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In order to guide the universities and trainers, the Turkish
Society of Public Health Specialists has listed the required
knowledge and skills of specialists. This document covers a long
list of items regarding public health-related issues, namely, social
sciences for health, epidemiology, demography and health,
environmental health, occupational health, public health
laboratory, community nutrition, infectious diseases, disasters
and accidents, women’s health and reproductive health, child
health, chronic diseases, health economy, health education, and
health administration V.
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