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EDITORIAL

EpiDoC Unit – a clinical research unit 
open to the rheumatology community

Canhão H1,2,3, Rodrigues AM1,2,4, Dinis de Sousa R1,2, Mourão AF1,2,5, Branco JC1,2,5

the first evaluation, we will evaluate for the last time
these participants (EpiDoC 4). 

Importantly, all data are available for researchers by
submitting research projects to the scientific commit-
tee. Data access form can be found at http://cedoc.unl.
pt/epidoc-unit/. We encourage all the rheumatology fel-
lows and rheumatologists to work with EpiDoC team
to advance clinical research in rheumatology and find
the support of a multidisciplinary team involving dif-
ferent medical specialties, nutritio  nists, psychologists,
statisticians and biomedical sciences’ researchers.

Currently, we are also carrying out the project “B-ac-
tive: a training protocol for patients with paediatric
rheumatic diseases”, which aims to evaluate the motor
competence of Portuguese children with rheumatic di -
seases, and to develop a training protocol that can be
easily practiced by these children. The propensity of
patients with paediatric rheumatic diseases to be hy-
poactive - often due to social self-isolation, overpro-
tection, and fear and/or ignorance on the part of par-
ents, teachers and health practitioners - can be
detrimental to general disease symptoms and function.
In Child and Adolescent Rheumatology Department
(CARD) of EpiDoC we are also developing an app in
which patients with juvenile rheumatic diseases have
suggestions for healthy style programs, videos and
stress management strategies. It is also our aim to de-
velop training actions in schools, in order to increase
the awareness of juvenile rheumatic diseases in the
school community. 

EpiDoC Unit team has expertise in surveys, chron-
ic disease registries, observational studies and man-
agement of large databases including a wide range of
data: demographic, life habits, clinical, pharmacologi-
cal, socio-economic, labor, quality of life (QoL), imag-
ing, genetic and laboratorial data. Training and men-
toring of master, doctoral and post-doctoral students
are also a Unit’s major activity.

Besides adult and pediatric rheumatic diseases and
other chronic diseases research, EpiDoC is also dedi-

EpiDoC is an epidemiology and outcomes research unit,
with a main focus in Rheumatology clinical research but
also in other non-communicable chronic diseases. Es-
tablished in 2016, it is located at NOVA Medical School1

– CEDOC, and integrates the Comprehensive Health
Research Center (CHRC)2, a clinical and public health
research unit, scored Excellent by Fundação Ciencia e
Tecnologia (FCT) 2019’s evaluation.

In Portugal, clinical and public health research have
been developed in primary care units and hospitals but
often with low support of specialized offices such as re-
search funding office, biostatistics and data manage-
ment office, clinical research units, etc.

To attend to this unmet need, we established Epi-
DoC unit aiming at providing scientific information of
excellence, gathering health and diseases issues and
covering clinical, social, economic and population as-
pects.

EpiReumaPt (EpiDoC 1)3,4, a large epidemiological
study of rheumatic diseases, collected information of a
national representative sample of 10,661 participants in
Mainland and Islands, retrieving the prevalence of the
most relevant rheumatic diseases as well as demo-
graphic, socio-economics and clinical data associated
with them. This study was performed in collaboration
with Portuguese Society of Rheumatology, NOVA Uni-
versity, National Directorate of Health (DGS) and Uni-
versidade Católica Portuguesa and was conducted be-
tween 2011-2013. Blood samples, DXA and x-Rays
imaging were also collected. Two new waves were per-
formed in 2013-2015 (EpiDoC 2) and 2015-2016 (Epi-
doc 3), evaluating the same participants, and building
up the EpiDoC Cohort study5. In 2021, ten years after
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cated to help patients and vulnerable population
groups to improve their health. We are committed on
promoting educational and training strategies using
information and communications technology (ICT, in-
ternet, apps and smart TV tools). The Unit has also ex-
perience in conducting interventional studies using
these new ICTs6. With this, we expect to contribute to
patient empowerment, to reduce inequities in health
and to provide evidence for public health policies. On-
going projects include the development of new tech-
nologies (internet, apps, smart TV) as tools to improve
health and to monitor disease. We are designing and
applying online platforms, apps and TV programs to
collect objective measures and clinical monitoring re-
fining individual follow-up of chronic disease patients.
These tools are also applied as educational and moti-
vation tools as well as in interventional studies name-
ly to promote life healthy habits. The collaborations
with national and international partners as well as the
participation in several networks and international
projects are a key advantage.

Projects which we are involved now and for that in-
vite rheumatologists and fellows are: 
• Develop, test and apply innovative forms of “mea-

sure” health condition in patients with rheumatic
and other chronic diseases through new technolo-
gies such as internet, apps, smart TV, using patient
oriented strategies;

• Identify health access and health consumption in-
equalities among patients with rheumatic diseases
and citizens in general;

• Identify predictors of morbidity and mortality
among rheumatic and other non-communicable
chronic diseases;

• Study the influence of clinical and socio-demo-
graphic and life style characteristics (nutrition,
physical activity) in health outcomes in the Por-
tuguese population;

• Determine the burden of different rheumatic and
other non-communicable chronic diseases on the
functional capability, work status, social and eco-
nomic outcomes;

• Monitor the effectiveness and safety of rheumatic
and other chronic diseases’ treatments in a "real-
world" setting;

• Provide community services in the prevention, de-
tection and treatment of rheumatic and other chro -
nic diseases and in the education of the population;

• Characterize SARS COV2 exposure among EpiDoC
participants and in a longitudinal study of pre -

viously infected people;     
• Different projects where we are using artificial in-

telligence and new ICTs to study frail elderly, disor-
ders associated to work, therapy adherence and
COVID features (cough patterns recognition).
Our ultimate goal is to provide tools and support to

students, fellows and researchers, to develop, boost
and elevate clinical research in rheumatology and, in
the end, to better serve the clinical care and policies in
rheumatology. 
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