Updating the World Health Organization definition of Health

At the time of the foundation of the World Health Organization, Health was defined as “a state of complete physical, social and mental well-being, and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”
. 

Such definition has been widely accepted and repeatedly quoted in the last 60 years, but the psychological and social wellbeing dimensions have not been defined and no standard indicators have been agreed upon.

These dimensions are not captured in the world Health statistics or in any of the targets agreed in the thousands of world Health resolutions or international agreements. Despite the global neglect this definition has been subject to, it also requires, in our opinion, some update or review: 

Firstly, the “complete” well-being may seldom be felt by most people, and rather we all adjust to some acute or chronic Health challenges and handicaps so as to enjoy life personally and in our relation with society and Nature. For instance, wearing glasses does not necessarily mean a limitation to our well-being but an adequate adjustment to a physical challenge. 

Secondly, our wellbeing should not be –by accumulating limited resources- at the expense of others’ Health-, or based on the destruction of Nature –at the expense of the Health of next generations-. Individual Health should therefore be qualified by its equity and sustainability. 

We hence propose an update in the definition of Health linked with the global Health objective which would read:


According to this Health definition hereby proposed, individual Health should also relate to the responsibility on the Health of others (in our generation and those to come). 

This concept calls for new ways of measuring Health beyond its individual enjoyment, often the gravitational centre of the western monotheist religious and philosophical references.

At an individual level, we could measure our Health not just in Healthy life years, but also including the dimensions of social and mental wellbeing (as with the happiness index
). 

At a collective level, we need to consider our effects on the Health of others in our generation through the “hoarding effect” (surpassing the maximum threshold of resources which prevents Health equity) and of future generations through the “exhausting effect” (living above the maximum ethical limit of hectare use and carbon footprint below which we may preserve Nature –and a Healthy life- for coming generations). 

Such consolidate Health index would inform people and communities on the balance between their enjoyment of Health and their effects on others and the need to maximize and balance both. As the following sections will show, the measurement of the burden of Health equity will enable the assessment of individual and collective negative impacts on the Health of others though the mentioned hoarding and exhausting effects.

“A state of well-being through the adjustment to physical, social and mental challenges in an equitable and sustainable way which enables the attainment 


of best feasible standards of health by all peoples”.











� http://www.who.int/about/definition/en/print.html


� http://unsdsn.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/WorldHappinessReport2013_online.pdf





