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Definitions of prevention as applied to chronic disease 

Level of 

prevention Target population Definition Example 

Primordial Healthy individuals Preventing the 

establishment of 

factors that are known 

to increase the risk of 

disease by addressing 

broad determinants of 

health 

Promoting healthy 

eating in childhood to 

reduce rates of 

obesity and 

subsequent 

cardiovascular risk1 

Primary Healthy, at-risk 

individuals 

Preventing the onset of 

disease by altering 

behaviours or 

exposures that can 

lead to chronic illness 

Smoking cessation 

counselling in healthy 

individuals before the 

onset of chronic 

obstructive 

pulmonary disease2 

Secondary Individuals with 

preclinical 

pathologic 

changes 

Detecting preclinical 

changes to lower rates 

of disease progression 

and/or prevent disease 

establishment 

Preclinical cancer 

screening programs: 

eg, bowel cancer 

screening3 

Tertiary Individuals with 

chronic disease 

Reducing the impact of 

chronic disease on 

individual function and 

quality of life 

Pulmonary 

rehabilitation 

programs in chronic 

lung disease4 

Quaternary All individuals Action to protect 

individuals from 

medical interventions 

that are likely to cause 

more harm than good5 

Invasive, unethical 

investigation of 

symptoms that 

cannot be 

biomedically or 

psychologically 

explained5 
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