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Can the case-control method be used to 
assess the impact of water s'lI,lpply and sanitation 
on diarrhoea? A study in th(:~:~ Philippines 
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Use of the case-control appro,:ilch offers the promise of a rapid yt!1 valid method 
for assessing the impact of improved environmenral saniration practices on diarrhoeal 
disease. Here, we report on afield trial of this approach in Cebu, Philippines. The results 
suggest that when only two exposure categories are used the method can be applied in the 
field and can yield valid and su!ficien,tly precise results, rapidly and at a moderate cost. 
However, for studies of the interactions between water supply and excretal disposal (and 
orho risk factors of diarrhoea), the !i;,l'lmple sizes have to be increased subsrantially. It was 
foWld that among children of families with adequate em:ironmental sanitation practices 
(both with respect to water supply an.:i!' excreta disposal) the incidence oj diarrhoea reported 
ro clinics was 20% less, and that oj pathogen-positive diarrhoea was 40% less, than that 
among cJziIdren of families who did not have adequate practices. 

In recent years much attention has been paid to 
the methodological issues involved in assessing the 
impact of improved v.-arer supply and sanitation facili­
ties on health. h bas been shown that such studies 
have been plagued by a series of methodological 
problems (1), that useful studies are those which give 
rapid results at a relatively low cost (2), and that the 
case-control approach offers promise as a rapid, 
inexpensive method for making such assessments. It 
Here we report the results of a field trial in an urban 
and periurban setting in the Philippines. In the trial, 
families were cmegorized as having adequate en­
vironmental sanitation practices when they had both 
good quality Water in their homes and adequate 
excreta disposal practices. The specific hypothesis 
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tested in the studv was whether the incidence of diar­
rhoea (as reporrect to clinics) among children from 
families who had adequate environmental sanitation 
practices was less than that among children from 
families whose environmental sanitation practices 
were inadequate. 

METHODS 

Study area 

The case-control study was conducted in metro­
politan Cebu, an area with a population of slightly 
> 1 million that embraces both the city of Cebu 
and rural areas of the island of Cebu in "the central 
Philippines. The estimated infant mortality rate is SO 
per 1000. and diarrhoeal diseases constitute the 
second most important cause of morbidity among the 
population. b The site was selected primarily because 
a large prospective study of child morbidity, growth, 
and mortality is also being conducted in the area, c the 
results of which, when aVailable, can be 'compared 
with those of the rapid, inexpensive case-control 
study descnbed here. 
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