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A B S T R A C T  
 
 
Globally, the primary concern of the epidemiologist in the public health 
arena is to assess the disease occurrence in a specified population, who has 
been exposed to a wide range of potential determinants, some of which may 
cast a significant role in the causation of a disease. An epidemic curve is a 
plot to depict the occurrence of a disease or other health-associated inci-
dent in a defined population over a specific time interval. In infectious dis-
ease epidemiology, the epidemic curve has been extensively employed to 
estimate the magnitude and duration of an epidemic; in ascertaining the 
source of the infection; probable modes of transmission or exposure; and 
the incubation period of the disease. To conclude, the tool of the epidemic 
curve, by virtue of its attributed characteristics, can assist the epidemiolo-
gist in timely implementation of the containment measures and thus reduc-
tion in the magnitude of the disease 
 

 

Globally, the primary concern of the epidemiologist 
in the public health arena is to assess the disease oc-
currence in a specified population, who have been 
exposed to a wide range of potential determinants / 
risk factors, some of which may cast a significant role 
in the causation of a disease (1). Among the different 
approaches employed, description of an outbreak / 
epidemic in terms of an epidemiological triad (viz. 
agent-host-environment) or in the domains of time–
place–person has been extensively utilized in the pre-
liminary stages (1). 

An epidemic curve is a plot to depict the occurrence 
of a disease or other health-associated incident in a 
defined population over a specific time interval (2). 
This curve is a kind of histogram (viz. to represent 
quantitative type of data), developed by plotting the 
attack rate (or the frequency of disease) along the 

vertical (Y) axis and measure of time (viz. hours – 
food poisoning, days – cholera, weeks - hepatitis E) 
along the horizontal (X) axis (1). In infectious disease 
epidemiology, the epidemic curve has been extensive-
ly employed to estimate the magnitude and duration 
of an epidemic; in ascertaining the source of the infec-
tion; probable modes of transmission or exposure; 
and the incubation period of the disease (3,4). Simi-
larly, in other settings, including behavioral and 
chronic disease epidemiology, epidemic curves are 
utilized to document the scope of public health prob-
lems (1,3). 

Till the last decade, epidemic curves were being con-
structed only after the disease outbreak is over and 
thus was not of extensive utility to the health care 
professionals (1,2). However, models have been de-
veloped to ensure an early, real-time prediction of an 
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epidemic curve during the disease outbreak itself, so 
that public health specialists can plan and implement 
prevention & control measures at the earliest, and 
thus reduce the aftermaths of the disease (2,5). 

Furthermore, different types of shapes of the epidem-
ic curve have been obtained based on the type of epi-
demic. In case of a common-source single exposure 
epidemics (viz. food poisoning or contamination of 
the environment by chemicals), the epidemic curve 
has a sharp onset and an equally abrupt decline, with 
no secondary waves; the epidemic tends to be explo-
sive; the peak of the epidemic curve coincides with 
the median incubation period of the disease; there is 
clustering of cases within a narrow interval of time; 
and all the cases occur within one incubation period 
of disease (1). However, in a common-source, contin-
ued exposure (viz. when the infectious agent persists 
for some amount of time) epidemic, the epidemic 
curve rises slowly, and also falls gradually; the peak 
is not sharp but rather plateau - like and the duration 
of epidemic is stretched out, depending on the dura-
tion that agent had persisted in the vehicle (4). In 
addition, in an epidemic occurring because of a prop-
agated source of infection (viz. diphtheria / mumps / 
malaria, etc.), the epidemic curve is in the form of 
serial waves, that rises slowly, reaches a flat plateau, 
and then declines slowly (1).  

To conclude, the tool of the epidemic curve, by virtue 
of its attributed characteristics, can assist the epide-
miologist in timely implementation of the contain-
ment measures and thus reduction in the magnitude 
of the disease. 
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