Consider a Career in Navy Preventive Medicine! 

What is Preventive Medicine and how is it practiced in the Navy? This article describes the very interesting, exciting, and growing field of preventive medicine in the Navy and the many varied positions preventive medicine physicians fill in the Navy today. 

Preventive Medicine: a focus on populations and prevention. 

As physicians we learn in medical school and in most graduate medical training programs how to diagnose and treat individual patients who have already acquired illnesses or injuries. Preventive medicine involves some patient care; however it focuses primarily on other essential aspects of the practice of medicine that for the most part occur outside of the familiar one-on-one patient-physician interaction.  Preventive medicine focuses on populations rather than individuals.  In preventive medicine one may consider the population as the patient. Also, as the name implies, preventive medicine focuses on the prevention and control of illness and injury rather than on the treatment of acute or chronic conditions after they develop. 

The driving force of preventive medicine is that an enormous amount of morbidity and mortality is preventable (some studies show that as much as 50% of deaths are due to preventable conditions) if we understand the epidemiology of illness and injury; develop sound evidenced based policies that focus on prevention; implement these policies through effective programs and practices; and constantly evaluate and improve our interventions.  In the military, successful prevention helps maintain force readiness and improves health care delivery to all beneficiaries. 

Preventive Medicine in the Navy

Preventive medicine in the Navy historically has focused on the prevention of disease in the operating forces through population based public health actions, such as outbreak investigations, disease surveillance, malaria chemoprophylaxis, immunization programs, and other such measures. Increasingly, Navy preventive medicine is branching into the world of clinical medicine to assure clinicians deliver appropriate clinical preventive services, to help improve the quality of medical care delivered, and to better manage limited health care resources.  Preventive medicine practitioners have also become essential in a wide spectrum of medical research activities. The roles and responsibilities for Navy preventive medicine officers today are amazingly diverse and expanding.  

EPMUs: The Traditional Core Jobs 

The traditional core preventive medicine jobs, which remain very important, are in the epidemiology/threat assessment departments of the four Navy Environmental and Preventive Medicine Units located in Norfolk, VA, San Diego, CA, Pearl Harbor, HI, and Sigonella, Italy. These are the Navy’s equivalent of city or state health departments, except the EPMU’s area of responsibility is a large part of the globe and their populations are the Sailors and Marines operating in their region. The 10 to 12 preventive medicine officers (PMOs) in these jobs work closely with the line and medical officers assigned to the operating forces to monitor and understand the causes of morbidity and mortality in the fleet. They assure that we are doing whatever we can to prevent and control illness and injury in the wide variety of fleet activities from routine operations to war. EPMU PMOs also frequently become involved with humanitarian assistance operations and the provision of various medical services to civilian populations.  EPMU jobs require much travel and involve outbreak investigation, travel medicine, tropical medicine, injury prevention, humanitarian assistance, international health, disaster response, and other such fundamental public health activities.  In many respects these officers are very similar to the CDC’s Epidemic Intelligence Service.     

PMOs with the Marines  

There are also preventive medicine officers assigned to the staffs of each of the three Marine Expeditionary Forces at Camp Lejeune, NC, Camp Pendleton, CA, and Okinawa, Japan.   Their jobs are very similar to the EPMU jobs—to assure that the very high operational tempo MEFs are doing everything possible to prevent and control illness and injury in USMC operations.  In these jobs success is determined not only by understanding prevention but by functioning effectively in the unique culture of the Marine Corps. The MEF PMOs work closely with the MEF Surgeons and also have the opportunity to deal with many of the challenging and complex issues that arise in trying to provide high level medical care to deployed Marines. For example, MEF PMOs have been intimately involved with planning how to deliver medical services for the Marine Corps of the future, which will be very different from the current model.  

An Explosion of Clinical Epidemiology Billets

In recent years there has been an explosion of new roles for preventive medicine officers in the world of clinical medicine.  PMOs are assigned to a number of Navy medical treatment facilities (MTFs) as clinical epidemiologists with plans to have a clinical epidemiologist in every MTF eventually. (These jobs can also be filled by other specialties.) There are different aspects to these “clinical epidemiology” billets. One is assuring that during clinical interactions in the hospitals and clinics the appropriate preventive measures are implemented. The U.S. Preventive Services Task Force (as well as other organizations) has reviewed in great detail the evidence for and against a wide spectrum of potential preventive practices, such as mammogram screening for breast cancer and cholesterol screening.  Clinical epidemiologists continue to work on the appropriate and effective implementation of these preventive practices in our health care system.  Some clinical epidemiologists are involved directly in the provision of preventive services in arenas such as smoking cessation clinics, cardiovascular risk control clinics, health promotion activities, and various women’s health initiatives. 

Clinical epidemiologists also have a very important role in trying to better define our patient populations, how we can better take care of them, and how we can better utilize limited health care resources.  For example, if a clinic or hospital could accurately identify and define all of the beneficiaries with diabetes, we could better assure they were receiving all of the appropriate screening, preventive care, and treatment.  Rather than relying on the patient to come into the clinic, outreach programs could be developed to proactively contact diabetics and assure they receive needed screening and care. Some care could be done remotely via telephone or the internet. This kind of approach has been shown not only to improve patient satisfaction but also to markedly reduce the number of clinic visits and hospitalizations resulting from complications of the disease.  Clinical epidemiologists combine their clinical training with their experience and skills in epidemiology, biostatistics, and health services administration to help the Navy improve quality and better manage the delivery of medical services in many other areas as well.  Clinical epidemiologists will be essential in the Navy’s goal to improve population health and to optimize health care. 

Global Emerging Infections Surveillance

Preventive medicine officers also have a number of very exciting and exotic new jobs in the DoD’s Global Emerging Infections Surveillance (GEIS) program. GEIS is a large multi-million dollar tri-service effort to help the world public health community better identify and control emerging infectious diseases. Emerging diseases are highly relevant to U.S. forces who are living or are deployed around the world, and the DoD has unique resources that can be used to help further global public health efforts. There is a billet at each of the three Navy overseas infectious disease research laboratories (in Lima, Peru, Jakarta, Indonesia, and Cairo, Egypt) for a PMO to help understand and develop surveillance systems for diseases such as influenza, malaria, and dengue in conjunction with the host nation and other countries in their region. These jobs are an interesting hybrid of public health, international health, and research. There is also a brand new job for a PMO in Geneva, Switzerland to be the DoD liaison in emerging diseases at the World Health Organization, as well as a couple of jobs in Washington, DC to work in GEIS at the central headquarters level. 

Other Jobs: Research, Senior Staff, USUHS, and AFMIC

PMOs fill a number of jobs in the research and development community as both researchers and research managers.  PMOs are assigned to the overseas labs (in research billets), the Naval Medical Research Center, Bethesda, and to the Naval Health Research Center, San Diego, CA to work on a wide variety of infectious disease, injury, and other types of research projects. A certain number of PMOs fill senior staff jobs at the Bureau of Medicine and Surgery, Headquarters Marine Corps, DoD Health Affairs, and the Navy Environmental Health Center. These very busy, demanding jobs consist primarily of policy and program development and management at higher levels in our medical system. They involve extensive interaction with those working in prevention in the other services and with other federal agencies such as the CDC.  Two PMOs are assigned to USUHS in faculty positions to teach medical students, Masters in Public Health candidates, and preventive medicine residents. One PMO is assigned to the Armed Forces Medical Intelligence Command at Fort Detrick, MD to bring a preventive medicine physician’s perspective to their medical intelligence assessments. 

Executive Medicine and Careers 


Finally, many PMOs go on to fill a variety of executive medicine jobs in the operating forces and medical treatment facilities.  Within the preventive medicine community, PMOs are often Officers in Charge of the EPMUs and they fill many of the senior positions at the Naval Environmental Health Center.  A number of PMOs have gone on to hold senior positions in R&D, the MTF world, and in the fleet.  For example, the current Commanding Officer of the Naval Medical Research Center, the immediate past Officer in Charge of NMRC Detachment Lima, and the Force Surgeon for Commander, Surface Forces Atlantic are PMOs.  As a general rule, as they advance, most PMOs gain a wide diversity of experiences in many areas of Navy medicine with increasing responsibilities that make them readily promotable as they progress in their Navy careers.

Training in Preventive Medicine

Preventive medicine physicians are a varied lot.  Many are family practitioners, internists, and pediatricians who take advantage of their primary care clinical training to expand into prevention.  Occasionally pathologists, surgeons, anesthesiologists and other specialists switch to preventive medicine.  Many PMOs are former flight surgeons, undersea medical officers and GMOs who see the light from the beginning, usually because of their experiences in the fleet where prevention is so important. 

Residency training in preventive medicine is three years. The first year is a primary care internship during which at least six months must be spent in direct patient care. Most Navy internships fulfill this requirement.  The second year is an academic year during which a Masters in Public Health is obtained. The third year is a practicum year, which is a year of on the job experience in the practice of public health and preventive medicine. 

Navy residents are trained at USUHS in Bethesda, MD, the Walter Reed Army Institute of Research in Washington, DC, Madigan Army Medical Center at Fort Lewis, WA, or sent full-time outservice to a civilian program, such as at the Johns Hopkins School of Public Health. For the last few years, the Graduate Medical Education Selection Board has picked about five new residents a year.  Residency provides future preventive medicine physicians with the fundamental tools of epidemiology, biostatistics, health services administration, environmental/occupational medicine, and behavioral medicine. As seen above, assignments immediately after residency are quite diverse. 

Related Fields

The fields of occupational medicine, aerospace medicine, and undersea medicine are closely related to general preventive medicine.  Some argue that these other areas are basically general preventive medicine focused on the particular issues of the workplace, aerospace, and undersea environments. Thus, if preventive medicine is appealing, these other related areas may also be attractive. 

More Information


For additional information please contact the preventive medicine specialty leader, CAPT Stephen G. Hooker, at DSN 534-6924, Commercial (850) 505-6924 or at email sghooker@pcola.med.navy.mil or contact the nearest PMO.  There are many opportunities in Navy preventive medicine and all who are interested are more than welcome!   

