
Introduction to Global Health

Prof. Madhukar Pai, MD, PhD
Canada Research Chair in Epidemiology & Global Health

Director, McGill Global Health Programs
madhukar.pai@mcgill.ca

@paimadhu



Historical origins of global health

• Colonial medicine
• Missionary medicine
• Military medicine
• Tropical medicine
• International health
• Global health





Lancet 2009



Inequities are staggering

http://www.effectivealtruism.org/



https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/08/07/opinion/100000005343517.app.html?nytapp=iphone&&_r=0#38;_r=5&login=email&auth=login-email



http://www.tampabay.com/news/world/these-8-billionaires-are-as-rich-as-half-the-worlds-population-oxfam-says/2309727



https://www.givingwhatwecan.org/get-involved/how-rich-am-i/



Global health offers us a chance to do address 
such inequities

• Regardless of any definitions, in its broadest sense, global health 
is about making the world a healthier & equitable place. 

• Each of us can choose to make a contribution here, regardless of our 
discipline, training, or specialization.

• Even small contributions can make a big difference

• All major universities are now investing in global health
• New donors and agencies (e.g. Gates Foundation) have 

stimulated great interest



Why care about global health?

• There is an ethical imperative to ensure 
health as a fundamental right for all – but 
this is far from reality for millions

• Globalization has truly made the world 
flatter, and communication tools & travel 
have shrunk distances/time

• Health is tightly linked with economic and 
social development in a highly 
interdependent world



We can move the needle a lot, if we focused on 
the poorest and most vulnerable

http://www.effectivealtruism.org/



BURDEN OF DISEASE



First, the good news
• Trends in global poverty
• Trends in life expectancy
• Trends in under 5 mortality
• Trends in maternal mortality
• Progress in polio & guinea worm eradication





Life expectancy

http://ourworldindata.org/



Child mortality

http://ourworldindata.org/

© The Economist Newspaper Limited, London, September 27, 2014



Maternal mortality

http://ourworldindata.org/



http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/255336/1/9789241565486-eng.pdf?ua=1



We have seen big drops with 
some infections





Polio

http://edition.cnn.com/2015/08/19/health/nigeria-polio-eradication-vaccine/index.html#b08g25t20w15



Malaria



This year, so far, there have been only 7 human cases

https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/the-world-is-closer-than-ever-to-
eradicating-guinea-worm/2016/08/20/59d4a752-55bd-11e6-b7de-dfe509430c39_story.html



BUT A LOT OF WORK TO BE DONE

5.9 MILLION
UNDER 5 CHILD DEATHS IN 

2015

1.8 MILLION
TB DEATHS IN 2015

1.1 MILLION
AIDS DEATHS IN 2015

303,000
MATERNAL DEATHS IN 2015

2.1 MILLION
NEW ADULT HIV 

INFECTIONS IN 2015

807-1,121 MILLION
PEOPLE INFECTED WITH 

ROUNDWORM IN 2013



Lancet 2035
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~300,000 mothers and ~6 million children die 
around the time of birth, largely in poorer 

countries



https://www.gatesnotes.com/2017-Annual-Letter?WT.mc_id=02_14_2017_02_AL2017Mundel_GFL-GFO_&WT.tsrc=GFLGFO



Growing concern over antimicrobial 
resistance



Out of the world's 
estimated 7 billion, 6 
billion have access to 
mobile phones. 

Only 4.5 billion people 
have access to toilets

Environmental health





Global Burden of Diseases, Injuries, and Risk Factors Study: over 1,000 
people from over 100 countries put together all the world’s data on 
more than 1,000 different clinical outcomes

Lancet 2015



DEVELOPED

DEVELOPING

http://www.healthdata.org/results/data-visualizations



http://vizhub.healthdata.org/irank/heat.php



CHINA

INDIA



Great resources to explore

http://ourworldindata.org/

http://www.gapminder.org/

http://www.healthdata.org/results/data-visualizations



We really, truly live in a flat, highly interconnected 
world



How a flat world impacts health

Easy transmission of infectious threats and epidemics

Health affects of global climate change and environmental disasters

Immigration, war, and conflicts pose continuous challenges

Trade, communications, and socio-economic development can cause 
positive and negative health effects



Global spread of epidemics

https://www.niaid.nih.gov/sites/default/files/public%3A//images/news/main%20map.jpg



http://www.citylab.com/commute/2013/02/weve-been-looking-spread-global-pandemics-all-wrong/4782/

4,000+ airports in the world, with 40,000+ 
connections between them



Panic over 
Ebola

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/west-africa/2015-08-18/ebola-s-lessons

“the global response to the rise of new pathogens has continued to be 
limited, uncoordinated, and dysfunctional. From SARS to MERS, H5N1 to 
H1N1 to H7N9, the story has been similar. Poor nations are unable to detect 
new diseases quickly and bring them swiftly under control. Rich nations 
generally show only marginal interest in outbreaks until the microbes seem to 
directly threaten their citizens, at which point they hysterically overreact. 
Governments look after their own interests, cover up outbreaks, hoard scarce 
pharmaceutical supplies, prevent exports of life-saving medicines, shut 
borders, and bar travel.”



Air pollution & climate change – cannot 
be contained

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/air-pollution-linked-
to-7-million-deaths-in-2012-who-says/article17653127/

http://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/air-pollution-china-is-spreading-across-
pacific-us-180949395/?no-ist



How have countries responded?

Alma Ata, MDGs, and now SDGs



The primary health care movement



www.worldmapper.org/

But many countries hardly invest anything in health



MDGs: 2000 - 2015







Global Goals (Sustainable Development Goals)

http://www.globalgoals.org/

On September 
25th 2015, 193 
world leaders 
committed to 17 
Global Goals.

Goal #3 is: Good 
Health and Well-
being



“What the world promised when WHO was instituted in 
1948 – health for all – is true (as a goal) today, but half of 
our population still does not have access to healthcare, 
universal health coverage,” Tedros said. “I think it’s time to 
walk our talk. The whole world is asking for that…health as 
a rights issue, an end in itself.”

http://www.humanosphere.org/global-health/2017/06/universal-health-coverage-priority-number-1-new-chief/



While globalization poses 
major challenges, it also 
offers exciting 
opportunities…



How can you have a global health impact?



Education/expertise can help make an impact
• Medicine?

• Public health?

• Nursing?

• Allied health sciences?

• Engineering?

• Management/MBA? Law?

• Basic science research?



Global health goes well 
beyond medical/clinical care…



HPV vaccine: discovery to scale-up: took 
a long time & several stakeholders



Basic researcher Epidemiologist/public health Industry/pharma professional

Policy maker Humanitarian/medical worker Negotiator/business leader

AdvocatePolitical leader Global health diplomat Anthropologist/social scientist

Philanthropist

Journalist



International health: old paradigm



Global health: new paradigm



Odón device



Oral rehydration salts



Kangaroo mother care



Training lay health workers to treat 
childhood pneumonia



“Go out there build a society of givers, not 
takers. For me a taker is someone who has 
no choice. If we have a choice, be a giver.”
Joanne Liu, President, MSF
McGill Alumna

So, no matter what specific field you pursue and 
where you work, you can make an impact!



STEP-UP: Ingredients for success in global health
• Strategy and soft skills: getting the big picture, understanding the politics & 

diplomacy; communication and interpersonal skills (humility, cultural awareness, 
respect for partners and diversity, ability to listen, learn & adapt, ‘do no harm’) 

• Excellence: You have to excel in your chosen field & and develop expertise 
(which includes learning from partners & communities)

• Team work: Large scale problems require interdisciplinary teams; impact can 
never be achieved by individuals

• Perseverance: it is not easy to improve health & earn the trust of partners, and 
you need to be patient and be in it for the long haul

• Unrelenting Optimism: you need to believe that you can make a difference and 
learnt to overcome failures

• Passion: You need to be really excited about the field and have a vision for 
making a positive contribution





Caveats & schisms (to be covered separately)

• There are many criticisms of and problems in global health

• Global health is a Western construct
• It is still unequal – in power, flow of money, information, etc.
• It perpetuates colonialism (‘neocolonialism’)
• It has done little to improve the underlying poverty & health systems in many 

low income countries
• It enriches western philanthrocapitalists & institutions
• Global health matters only when it threatens health or security of rich 

countries



Global health @McGill



Support from Global Health Office
• Travel Awards—fall and spring cycles
• McGill Global Health Scholars, Grads, Fellows program



www.mcgill.ca/globalhealth
Facebook: McGill GHP
Twitter: @McGillGHP

Instagram: @mcgillghp
GHP Blog: http://www.perspectivesmcgill.com/

http://www.mcgill.ca/globalhealth
http://www.perspectivesmcgill.com/
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