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COMMENTARY

‘What is Health?’ Campaign
Victoria Lee, Jonathan Ross

Like time and beauty, health is a concept many believe they understand and grasp well.
Yet, a bit of reflection serves to show that health is an incredibly complex and far-
reaching entity and indeed, one that, while invoked and spoken of so often, is perhaps

at best only fleetingly and partially understood. The WHO, for example, states that “Health
is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of
disease or infirmity.”1 As holistic as this definition is, however, it would seem to refer only
to the health of individuals and not to the health and well-being of communities and soci-
eties at large. Nevertheless, most of us would agree that there are some societies which are
less healthy than others and that there is a relationship between the health of individual citi-
zens and the overall health of the society. It soon becomes clear that the determinants of
health are many and that the relationships among them form an intricate web. Among these
determinants are biology and physiology. Other factors such as socio-economic well-being
and the state of the environment can be – and often are – equally powerful determinants of
the health of individuals and societies.

It will be argued by some that whatever else it may be, health is the final end of medicine
– it is the very axis around which the art and science of medicine revolve. For future physi-
cians, then, having some deep understandings of just what health is would seem to be para-
mount. It was with this in mind that IFMSA Canada, with its partners Médecins Sans
Frontières/Doctors Without Borders Canada, The Canadian Journal of Public Health and
the student British Medical Journal, launched in the winter of 2003 its ‘What is Health?’
essay campaign. Medical students at each of Canada’s 16 medical schools were invited to
submit essays related to the theme topic of the campaign and in so doing, were given the
chance to reflect on a concept that, while central to our career pursuit, is devoted relatively
little time for study.

The Canadian campaign was a success. Essays were received from across the country and
in both of the nation’s official languages. A panel of IFMSA Canada judges evaluated
shortlisted essays. Each of these partner organizations/journals selected one essay for publi-
cation. In addition, VAGUS (e-journal for IFMSA) will publish one paper. 

Health does not have borders. As the campaign drew to a close, the IFMSA Canada
coordinators of ‘What is Health?’ thought it appropriate that ‘What is Health?’ be contin-
ued among future generations of medical students, not only in Canada but also interna-
tionally. It is IFMSA Canada’s hope that ‘What is Health?’ will be adopted by IFMSA as an
official international project. One day, perhaps, it will be a tradition for medical students
from across the globe to publish an annual collection of thoughts, reflections and under-
standings of health to share with people around the world.
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