Presentation given at Global Forum for Health Research, Lightening talks, given on behalf of Enreca Health by Morten Sodemann
Social determinants of health – so what?  Innovative voices

We did some archaeology in graves where we buried the existing body of knowledge. So we would like to give you a unique opportunity to hear some innovative voices from the past.  We will now circulate some of these very well preserved relics.

Why is it that 10 years after the first Global Forum we are still discussing the need for new methods, new approaches and new imagination instead of using the existing body of knowledge in health related social sciences?

Why this urge to re-invent the wheel once a year? What drives the fashion element in Global Health? It started with Health for All Year 2000, then it was the Millenium Development Goals. We started with Global Forum for Health Research then it was suddenly changed to Global Forum for Research for Health. This year its innovation and participation. What will next year’s fashion be? Will we finally see research removed from the title?

This 5-minute talk is in place of a proposed panel of eminent social scientists that should have presented the existing body of knowledge to the Forum. Yesterdays plenary session pin-pointed the situation we are in: while several speakers were promoting telemedicine, blood-test chips with full DNA-profile and GIS health mapping, we at the same time lost the internet communication with Jeffrey Sachs.

 We were presented, once again, with high tech disease oriented solutions to low tech social determinants of health. We lost Jeffrey Sachs somewhere in Cyberspace but fortunately we have a quotation from him: 

"My colleagues and I took a stand in our work several years ago that we would not look for the magic bullet, because there is none. These are just basic problems requiring basic work. Nothing magic about it."
The thing is, that he didn’t invent the concept of the magic bullet – it was mentioned in a book from 1987 by Allan Brandt and he en turn notes that the magic bullet was first introduced as a concept in the 1940ies. Now we have made not having a magic bullet exactly....a magic bullet!

Having attended the global health fora since the Bangkok conference there is one question that researchers should ask: what ever happened to research in Global Forum for Health Research? Researchers and their research has gradually disappeared from the agenda of the Forum. We would like to re-introduce the body of knowledge that ought to inform Global Health Research.

Let us start with the ethics in global health. Veena Das put it like this:

“What are the ethical obligations of reporting and disclosure when the actors are NOT clinicians making decisions with regard to individual patients but large social actors, such as international organizations and state bureaucrats?”

In other words: who holds donors, NGOs and governments responsible when human rights are violated by public health interventions? Who allows large donors to turn the health sectors upside down in Africa overnight without a shred of evidence?

Some claim that there are limited resources for global health problems. Paul Farmer has the following to say about that:

“Claims that we live in an era of limited resources fail to mention that these resources happen to be less limited than ever before in human history. Arguing that it is too expensive to treat MDRTB among prisoners in Russia, say, sounds nothing short of ludicrous when this world contains individuals worth more than 100 billuion USD”
We asked 7 distinguished social scientists if they could express a key message on social determinants of health in one sentence. Only one of them answered, but that particular answer answers why we only need one answer. Ilona Kickbusch’s sentence was:

“We need to systematically study the political determinants of health”
Need we say more? – yes maybe just one last point. Let me pass the word on to Peter Aaby from the Bandim Health Project in Guinea- Bissau. He is both a social scientist and a frontline epidemiologist as well as well an immunologist. He wrote a commentary in the Lancet on daring to be wrong and to ask the painful questions: 

“In hindsight, our most important errors that delay improvements in public health, may be the failing capacity to confront the contradictions, to see the unplanned, and to question our own assumptions. The fear of being wrong may be the error preventing most new knowledge. However, in the end , we will all be wrong, the real question being whether we were wrong in the right direction?”
Are we wrong in the right direction in Global Health?

