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There are, however, a number of limitations of passive surveillance. The main one is under reporting diseases can be underreported because people have mild or asymptomatic illness and don't seek medical treatment for their illness or there's a lack of access to treatment. It could also be because laboratory facilities needed to diagnose a disease are not adequate or that there are logistical problems with reporting disease. In fact, there can be a lot of variation in passive surveillance systems from country to country.
Which is a reflection of social, economic, cultural and epidemiological factors.
Now let's take a look at active surveillance.
In contrast to passive surveillance in active surveillance, health data is actively sought out. This type of surveillance is commonly used during outbreaks, for example, during an outbreak, health teams may visit the community to actively seek out cases that may not have otherwise presented to health centres.
Another example of active surveillance is SERO surveillance. This involves testing blood in a selected population for various markers, for example, checking for antibodies can be used to check for active or pass disease. Health surveys are also a good example of actively seeking out health information. Surveys can be done on community members, healthcare facilities, or entire countries. They can be done on an as needed basis, or regularly. Active surveillance provides more complete and better quality data.
What is more resource intensive?
Another type of surveillance is Sentinel surveillance.
This type of surveillance uses selected institutions or groups to provide health data on specific diseases or conditions. It can be useful for monitoring diseases, trends and detecting outbreaks. A disadvantage of Sentinel surveillance is that because it's restricted to a few institutions or groups, it cannot detect events that happen outside these. Therefore, it's not that useful for rare or uncommon diseases.
Another form of surveillance that's becoming increasingly useful in today's interconnected world is rumour surveillance.
This type of surveillance relies on unofficial sources of information like blogs, Internet discussion groups, media, hearsay, and social media sites. Rumour surveillance can alert public health authorities to incidents or events that require further investigation and can lead to early detection of disease outbreaks.
The next type of surveillance is syndromic surveillance.
This involves monitoring non specific syndromes like presentations for fever, respiratory or gastrointestinal illness, or other indicators that might highlight illness like the purchases of medicine or absenteeism from work or school. The aim of this is to allow early identification of clusters of illness before diagnosis are confirmed and reported to public health agencies. Syndromic surveillance usually relies on automated electronic methods.
There are other types of surveillance systems as well.
For example, Promed is a website that puts together reports of disease events and the global public health Intelligence Network is an Internet based early warning tool that uses an automated process to monitor online news sources for diseases or significant health events.
Well, there are many different surveillance types, each with its own advantages and disadvantages. An integrative approach using all sources of information provides the best overall picture of health.
OK, now we've had a look at different types of surveillance systems. Let's have a quick look at what makes a good surveillance system. Firstly, a good surveillance system must have clearly stated objectives and have a good system to ensure that these objectives are achieved.
Other characteristics include simplicity. It should be easy to operate and have straightforward case definitions that are easy to apply. It should be flexible to accommodate changes in information needs or conditions in which it operates with minimal additional resources.
The data should be complete and accurate and be of good quality. It should be accepted by people and organisations participating in surveillance. It needs to have a good sensitivity and positive predictive value. It should pick up most, if not all cases of the disease that exists in the population.
Surveillance data should be valid, meaning that it measures what it intends to measure.
The system must accurately represent the occurrence of a health event in the population that is being studied with regards to time, place and person.
It must detect health events in a timely manner so that authorities can take appropriate action. The resources involved in running the system, both human and material, must be stable and available when needed.
It's also important that surveillance systems are evaluated routinely to make sure that they continue to meet their objectives and that they're serving a useful public health function.
And finally, surveillance isn't just about monitoring health events, but providing useful information to enable public health action.
So that's an overview of public health surveillance.
We've had a look at what surveillance is, different types of surveillance and characteristics of a good surveillance system.
