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As life expectancy in many settings rises to

unprecedented levels, comparative health

assessments based solely on mortality rates,

more than ever before, paint an inadequate

picture of population health. At the same

time, societies are directing substantial

resources towards the promotion of health-

ier life, in addition to the prevention of pre-

mature death. But how effective have these

efforts been? What is the appropriate metric

for quantifying healthy life expectancy, or

for identifying those diseases, injuries and

risk factors that claim the largest numbers

of potential years of healthy life?

This book addresses a wide array of crit-

ical issues regarding the measurement of

population health using comprehensive

indices combining information on mortality

and ill-health. The various uses of such

summary measures of population health are

described, and the appropriate measure-

ment framework and specific ethical and

social value choices are discussed and debat-

ed. The contributors include leading experts

in epidemiological methods, ethics, health

economics, health status measurement and

the valuation of health states.

Summary measures of population health

are used by the World Health Organization

to report on levels of health and inequalities

in health for its Member States, to report on

the causes of loss of health in terms of dis-

eases, injuries and risk factors, to advise on

potential gains in health through cost-effec-

tive interventions, and in the analysis of the

efficiency of health systems around the

globe.

Summary measures of population health

are likely to become increasingly topical and

debated as the international community

invests increasing amounts of money to

address global problems such as HIV/AIDS,

malaria, tuberculosis and poverty. This vol-

ume will serve as the fundamental reference

for their construction and use for scholars

across all public health disciplines.
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Christopher Murray is Executive Director of the
Evidence and Information for Policy Cluster at the
World Health Organization. A physician and health
economist, he led the pioneering Global Burden of
Disease project at Harvard University and, since join-
ing WHO, has initiated major new approaches to the
measurement of population health, cost-effectiveness
analysis and health system performance.

Joshua Salomon is Health Policy Analyst in the
Global Programme on Evidence for Health Policy at
WHO. He has worked extensively on the measure-
ment and valuation of health and on the modelling of
tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS, and hepatitis for health poli-
cy analyses.

Colin Mathers is Coordinator for Epidemiology
and Burden of Disease within the Evidence and
Information Policy Cluster at WHO, responsible for
the conduct of the Global Burden of Disease 2000
study and WHO reporting on population health. He
has published extensively on health expectancies.

Alan Lopez is Head of the School of Population
Health at the University of Queensland, Australia.
Co-author of the Global Burden of Disease study, he
has worked at WHO for over 20 years on analysis and
reporting of population health and on quantifying the
impact of major risks to health.

Summary measures of population health are measures
that combine information on mortality and non-fatal
health outcomes. Interest in summary measures has
been rising in recent years, and the calculation and
reporting of various measures have become routine in
a number of settings. With the proliferation of work
on summary measures, there has been increasing
debate about their application in public health, rang-
ing from the ethical implications of the social values
incorporated in these measures, to technical and
methodological issues regarding the formulation of
different measures, to concerns about distributive jus-
tice and the use of summary measures in resource allo-
cation.

The World Health Organization convened a con-
ference in Marrakech, Morocco, in December 1999,
to provide a forum for discussion and debate over key
scientific, ethical and policy issues regarding summa-
ry measures of population health. Selected papers pre-
sented at the Marrakech meeting, revised to reflect
discussions at the meeting, subsequent developments
and comments from peer reviewers, form the basis of
this volume, supplemented by additional chapters that
arose from the discussion or were commissioned to fill
important gaps in the debate.

This book draws on the contributions of leading
scientists in the area to provide a critical examination
of the scientific and ethical foundations for the wide-
spread use of summary measures. It represents a mile-
stone in the evolution of health metrics, and the edi-
tors hope that it will be useful in advancing the devel-
opment and applications of summary measures of
population health.

Further copies of this book can be ordered from:
Marketing and Dissemination
World Health Organization
20 Avenue Appia
1211 Geneva 27
Switzerland
Tel: +41 22 791 2476
Fax: +41 22 791 4857
Email: bookorders@who.int
The book may also be read on the WHO web site at
http://www.who.int

The cover illustration is based on a simple graphical heuristic
illustrating the key elements of summary measures of population
health (see p. 16). From left to right, the segments of the graph
represent time lived in full health, time lived in less than full
health and time lost due to premature mortality. Different ways
of combining these elements result in two major classes of sum-
mary measures: health expectancies and health gaps.
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