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N Engl J Med 1965;272:92-5

Campbell EJM, Scadding JG, Roberts RS. 

The concept of disease 
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BMJ 1979;ii:757-62.

Guy Scadding spent much of his life spelling out to doctors that 
no general agreement exists on how to define a disease.
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Too much Medicine?
BMJ 13 il 2002
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BMJ, 13 aprile 2002

Smith R

In search of “non-disease”

GIMBE © 1996-2004

BMJ 2002;324:883-5



In search of “non-disease”

• The BMJ recently ran a vote on bmj.com to identify
the “top 10 non-diseases.”

• Some critics thought it an absurd exercise, but our 
primary aim was to illustrate the slipperiness of the notion 
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of disease.

• We wanted to prompt a debate on what is and what is 
not a disease and draw attention to the increasing 
tendency to classify people's problems as diseases.

Smith R. BMJ, 2002

What is a disease?

• Thomas Sydenham (1624-1689) said that diseases 
could be classified just like plant and animal species. In 
other words, diseases have an existence independent of 
the observer and exist in nature, ready to be “discovered.”
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• In complete contrast, others see the notion of disease as 
essentially a means of social control.

• Doctors define a patient's condition as a “disease” and 
are then licensed to take various actions,including 
perhaps incarceration. 

Smith R. BMJ, 2002

What is a disease?

• The Oxford Textbook of Medicine wisely stays away from 
defining a disease. 

• The Chambers Dictionary defines disease as “an unhealthy 
state of body or mind”.
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• The World Health Organization's famous definition of health 
as “complete physical, psychological,and social wellbeing” is 
achieved only at the point of simultaneous orgasm, leaving 
most of us unhealthy (and so, by the Chambers Dictionary 
definition, diseased) most of the time.

Smith R. BMJ, 2002

What is a disease?
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What is a disease?

• Disease is often defined as a departure from “normal,” and 
helpfully David Sackett and others offer six definitions of 
normal. 

• One common definition is that you lie more than two 
standard deviations from the mean on whatever measure is
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standard deviations from the mean on whatever measure is 
used: height, weight, haemoglobin, and tens of thousands of 
others. 

• By definition, 5% of people are thus “abnormal” (and we 
might say diseased) on each test. Run enough tests and we 
are all abnormal (diseased). 

Numero di test Soggetti con almeno un risultato    
falsamente positivo (%)

1

5

5

23
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20

100

64

99

Sackett DL
Clin Invest Med 1978



What is a disease?
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The pluses and minuses of having a disease label

PLUSES
• You are likely to enjoy sympathy rather than blame. 
• You may be exempted from many commitments, 
including work.
• Having a disease may also entitle you to benefits such
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Having a disease may also entitle you to benefits such 
as sick pay, free prescriptions, insurance payments, and 
access to facilities denied to healthy people. 
• You may also feel that you have an explanation for your 
suffering.

Smith R. BMJ, 2002

The pluses and minuses of having a disease label

MINUSES
• The diagnosis of a disease may allow the authorities to lock 
you up or invade your body. 
• You may be denied insurance, a mortgage, and 
employment. 
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• You are forever labelled. You are a victim. 
• Some diseases carry an inescapable stigma: you are not 
just a person but an asthmatic, a schizophrenic, an epileptic. 
• Worst of all, the diagnosis of a disease may lead you to 
regard yourself as forever flawed and incapable of “rising 
above” your problem.

Smith R. BMJ, 2002

International classification of non-diseases
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Selling sickness

• Mild symptoms as portents of serious disease: irritable 
bowel syndrome

• Personal or social problems as medical ones: social phobia
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• Risks conceptualised as diseases: osteoporosis

• Disease prevalence estimates framed to maximise the size 
of a medical problem: erectile dysfunction

• Impotenza femminile (Viagra rosa) 
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Sackett DL, Oxman AD. BMJ, 2003
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• La sanità è di fatto un grande business, con positive 
opportunità di creazione di posti di lavoro e poco edificanti 
attività di speculazione economica. 

• I privati ne reclamano la gestione perché intravedono nel 
nostro paese grandi possibilità di sviluppo e di profitti nel 
settore (anche in considerazione della “limitata sorveglianza” 

GIMBE © 1996-2004

delle Istituzioni). 

• Ma la salute è troppo importante per lasciarla in mano ai 
privati. 

Vineis P, Dirindin N. Einaudi 2004

• La sanità privata:
- è più costosa
- è meno equa
- aumenta la conflittualità e le rivendicazioni sociali
- fornisce spesso prestazioni di dubbia efficacia, ma 
altamente remunerative
- tende a scaricare sullo Stato l'onerosa assistenza ai 
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malati cronici, ai tossicodipendenti, ai non autosufficienti, 
ai malati di AIDS, quando non a fornire a questa tipologia 
di paziente un'assistenza sub-ottimale. 

Vineis P, Dirindin N. Einaudi 2004

• Investire sui servizi sanitari e sulle tecnologie più avanzate 
non basta. 

• Consistenti evidenze dimostrano che il supporto sociale 
alle persone in difficoltà, soprattutto in alcune fasi delicate 

Dieci argomenti per difendere la sanità pubblica
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della vita, è efficace dal punto di vista della salute quanto 
l'intervento con servizi tipicamente medici. 

• Inoltre, molti trattamenti clinici producono benefici solo se 
combinati con attività socio-assistenziali, sottofinanziate dal 
settore pubblico, trascurate dal settore profit e “scaricate” al 
volontariato. Vineis P, Dirindin N. Einaudi 2004



Moynihan R, Smith R

Too much medicine
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Almost certainly

BMJ 2002;324:883-5

• The concept of what is and what is not a disease is 
extremely slippery.

• It is easy to create new diseases and new treatments, and 
many of life’s normal processes - birth, ageing,sexuality, 

Too much medicine?
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unhappiness and death - can be medicalised. 

• Some argue convincingly, however, that there is much 
undertreatment, suggesting a need for more medicalisation.

• The challenge is to get the balance right.

Moynihan R, Smith R. BMJ, 2002

• Perhaps some doctors will now become the pioneers of 
de-medicalisation. 

• They can hand back power to patients, encourage self care 
and autonomy, call for better worldwide distribution of simple 

Too much medicine?
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effective health care, resist the categorisation of life’s 
problem as medical, promote the professionalisation of 
primary care, and help decide which complex services 
should be available. 

• This is no longer a radical agenda.

Moynihan R, Smith R. BMJ, 2002


