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Case-control Studies
• Definition -- A comparison of exposures or 

characteristics in ill or injured persons 
(cases) and in persons at risk in the 
population from which the cases arose. 
Generally, the prior experience of persons 
at risk of illness or injury is estimated from 
observations on a sample of that 
population ("controls")

• Role of case-control studies in providing 
information regarding etiology
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Case-control Studies

III. Case definition
A. Population from which the cases are 

derived
1) Defined

a. Nature
i. Geographic
ii. Other

b. Advantages
2) Not defined
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Case-control Studies

B. Nature of event
1) Incident (i.e., newly-diagnosed during 

a defined time period) -- preferred in 
studies of disease occurrence
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Case-control Studies
2) Prevalent

a. Rationale for choice of prevalent 
cases in some studies 

b. Disadvantages of prevalent cases 
i. No longer studying only risk 

factors for occurrence
ii. May impair accurate exposure 

ascertainment
3) Fatal
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Case-control Studies
C. Criteria for selection of individual cases -

- necessary to consider level of:
1) Objectivity, i.e., comparability of 

ascertainment in exposed and nonexposed
persons

2) Sensitivity -- what proportion of true cases 
have been identified?

3) Specificity -- What proportion of noncases
have been correctly labeled as such?
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Case-control Studies

IV. Control definition
A. Goal -- Individuals in whom the 

distribution of exposure status 
(frequency or degree) would be the 
same as that of the cases in the 
absence of an exposure-disease 
association
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Case-control Studies
B. Potential control groups

1) Sample of the population from which the 
cases arose 

2) Other persons identified through the 
same means as were the cases

a. Those sustaining other morbid/mortal 
events

b. Those receiving the same diagnostic 
evaluation as the cases and found 
not to be a case
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Case-control Studies
3) Persons without the index disease "linked" 

in some way to the case
a. Neighbors 
b. Friends 
c. Relatives

4) Published data
C. Selection of individual controls from a 

given source


