
T 
he second half of the 
twentieth century has 
witnessed profound 
changes in the char
acter of medicine -

changes impelled by the giant 
strides that have been made by 
science and technology. Not only 
have there been such fundamen
tal discoveries as the unravelling 
of the structure of DNA; there 
have also been breakthroughs in 
diagnostic techniques thanks to 
new immunological processes or 
clinical imagery, and in industrial 
techniques employed in the 
manufacture of biological and 
pharmaceutical products. 

At the same time, without mini
mising the importance of sci
entific progress, we have to 
recognise that, as far as public 
health in the past few decades is 
concerned, medical interven
tions (apart from vaccinations) 
have not been the chief contribu
tors to the improvements in 
health registered in the industria
lised countries. The dramatic 
decrease in heart disease 
recorded in certain developed 
countries has been due 
essentially to a change in dietary 
habits. Similarly, some countries 
have shown a marked drop in 
frequency of lung cancer 
because of a reduction in 
smoking. On the other hand, 
unfortunately, the threat posed 
by other abuses, such as drug
taking and alcoholism continues 
unabated . 

These considerations underlie 
WHO's efforts aJl over the world 
to strengthen activities aimed at 
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curbing harmful habits and 
encouraging healthier lifestyles . 
These steps must be taken in 
collaboration with the powerful 
media networks, with educators 
and schools, with professional 
and local organizations, and with 
trade unions. 

"Most of the world's major 
health problems and premature 
deaths are preventable through 
changes in human behaviour, 
and at low cost , '' WHO's 
Director-General , Dr Hiroshi 
Nakajima , declared recently. 
Viewed in its social and cultural 
dimension, health is seen to be 
not a gift that comes automati
cally, nor a consumer product 
that can be bought , but the result 
of the conscious efforts on the 
part of each human being, each 
family, each community ... 

What must be done today is to 
inspire everyone with the will to 
be healthy. This involves clarify
ing people's ideas on the true 
meaning of health in the lives of 
individuals and na-tions, and 
encouraging everyone to find in 
their environment the motivation 
and the means to sustain their 
wish to be healthy. 

To want to be in good health, to 
give this capital importance in 
life, to be able to tell oneself 
resolutely ' 'health comes first'' -
these are ideas that can be 
acquired and developed. They 
are of inestimable value , because 
they make possible a dialogue 
between individuals and the 
institutions which must serve 
them , a dialogue through which 
both can make progress . 

Consequently, in its continuing 
search for equity in health and in 
its efforts to attain , with Member 
States, the goal of Health for all, 
WHO has adopted as one of its 
objectives the creation of a vast 
social movement. This is 
essential if everyone is to have 
the knowledge needed for the 
pursuit of good health at the 
individual level , as well as for 
setting up a dynamic partnership 
between individuals and the 
public services. 

This issue of World Health 
does not pretend to study all 
aspects of this important ques
tion. Its purpose is rather to 
stimulate reflexions about just 
what it takes to attain that physi
cal, mental, spiritual and social 
harmony which constitutes 
health. 


