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Abstract
The World Health Organization’s definition of health has
remained unchanged for over seventy years. An ageing
population, advances in prevention and management, as
well as increasing impact of non-communicable diseases
have led to the need for a novel definition of health. We
suggest health to be “a sustainable state of optimized
physical, social and mental well-being, and not merely the
absence of acute disease or infirmity”.
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Limitations of the Classic Definition
The definition of health has not changed for over seven
decades. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines
health as “a state of complete physical, mental and social
well-being and not merely the absence of disease or
infirmity”.1

Many changes have taken place in the field of health since
this definition was formalized in 1948. Morbidity and
mortality patterns have changed; means of prevention and
treatment have evolved; and our ability to screen, forecast
and diagnose disease and its complications has improved.
These, and other factors, have led to criticism of the current
definition, and call for change.2-4 In 1984, WHO revised the
definition of health to "the extent to which an individual or
group is able to realize aspirations and satisfy needs and to
change or cope with the environment. Health is a resource
for everyday life, not the objective of living; it is a positive
concept, emphasizing social and personal resources, as
well as physical capacities".4 However, this description has
not gained traction among medical circles.

When the definition was agreed upon in 1948, the main
health challenges facing the world were acute and
infectious in nature. Since then, life expectancy has
increased markedly, and the prevalence of non-
communicable diseases has risen manifold. This has led to

a large number of persons who live with well managed
disease, albeit without disability, as well as those with
disability but perfect emotional and social health.  These
individuals feel “healthy”, even though they do not have
“absence of disease”.5

On the other hand, there are many unhealthy individuals
who state that they enjoy “absence of disease” because
their either have subclinical disease, refuse to acknowledge
their illness, or decline to accept appropriate medical care.6
Such misinformed misadventures ultimately lead to
complications which could easily have been avoided. This
is especially true in chronic care segments such as
endocrinology, oncology and neuro-psychiatry. 

Another change that has occurred in the last few decades
pertains to environmental health. We have gradually
understood the reciprocal relationship between our
activities and the health of our environment. It is possible
that actions taken to maintain short term health (for
example, forest burning to achieve social or financial
wellbeing, or use of carbon-emitting technology to
maintain biomedical health) may lead to adverse long-term
outcomes.7

A Challenge for the Profession
On one hand we have individuals who feel healthy, though
they do not meet WHO’s criteria. At the other end of the
spectrum are persons who self-report health due to
ignorance, whether willful or otherwise, but are on a
trajectory towards disease or infirmity. Any attempt at
creating a novel idea of health should take them in to
account.

How can we modify the definition of health, in such a way
as to address these issues, while keeping the sempiternal
philosophy of the existing definition intact? How can we
craft a definition that retains its classic appeal, while
ensuring contemporary relevance?

Creating a Contemporary Classic
We use the words ‘sustainable’ and ‘optimized’ to
construct such a description. Sustainable implies “a
situation which can be maintained, or defended, at a
certain rate or level”.8 Optimization means “best or most
effective use of a situation or resources”.9 If an individual
has been able to optimize his/her physical, mental and
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social well-being with the assistance of interventions such
as lifestyle modification, drugs and devices, this should be
considered a state of health. At the same time, health
should be sustainable. A person who claims to enjoy good
health as his glucose levels have fallen due to renal
impairment, for example, cannot be considered healthy.10

Similarly, an individual with type 1 diabetes,
hypothyroidism or hypertension, who claims to be well
without insulin, thyroxine or blood pressure lowering
therapy respectively, cannot be healthy as this state will not
be sustainable in the long run.

We therefore suggest a modern definition: Health is a
sustainable state of optimized physical, mental and social
wellbeing, and not merely the absence of acute disease or
infirmity.”

A Small Step for Health
The geriatric age group, and those living with chronic
disease, are bound to grow in coming years.  Our rubric
covers the needs of hitherto excluded members of society,
without harming the needs of proactive health
management. It suggests that health is a dynamic, long-
term process as well as goal, instead of a static point
–of-contact definition. Sustainability includes aspects of
environmental health, financial prudence and resource
husbandry, apart from alluding to a long-term focus on
maintenance of health.  Optimization allows a fluid and
“broad spectrum” approach to health, instead of a closed,
binary thought process. Optimal mental and social well-
being should be defined by both the individual person and
the health care team, through a process of shared decision
making. Inclusion of the term ‘acute’ allows persons living
with chronic disease to assert their rightful semantic claim
on health. 

We hope that our suggestion will help promote discussion
and debate on semantics, while offering a pragmatic and
practical solution towards finding appropriate
nomenclature for health.
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