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The numbers speak for themselves 5
«Post-truth» was the Word of the Year in 2016. It ought not to be in 2017.
Language reflects reality. «Post-truth», in our country also called 
«post-factual», has been selected as Word of the Year 2016 by 
Oxford Dictionaries (1). Post-truth refers to circumstances in which 
objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than 
appeals to emotion and personal beliefs (1).

But post-truth has not been the greatest concern in 2016 for those 
65 million – close to 1  % of the world’s population – who have been 
driven from their homes because of war and conflict (2). This is the 
largest proportion of displaced persons ever recorded by the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees. For these, and for the even larger 
number who have been forced to stay behind, the cruelty of war is 
a painful reality.

In 2016, Syria was again the site of the greatest refugee tragedy. The 
UN High Commissioner has referred to the situation as «the biggest 
humanitarian and refugee crisis of our time» (3). Altogether more 
than 13 million people have been internally displaced or driven out 
of Syria since 2011 (3). Two-thirds of those who are left inside the 
country have no access to clean water, and rapidly declining vacci-
nation rates increase the risk of diseases such as diphtheria and 
cholera (2). While the global community stands powerless by and 
the warring parties fight to apportion blame, Doctors Without Bor-
ders have in 2016 alone recorded 47 attacks against the hospitals 
that they support in Syria (4). In a dirty war without parallel, even 
health personnel have been made targets (5).

The unrest in the region has been reflected in an increasing number 
of terrorist attacks. In Europe, France was hit hardest in 2016. From 
2004 to 2011 there were nine terrorist attacks on French soil, resulting 
in a total of 11 deaths. In 2016, the country suffered 12 terrorist 
attacks that caused a total of 90 deaths (6). As a cruel finale to the 
insecurity felt by the world in 2016, the year of terror ended with the 
attack on a nightclub in Istanbul on the last night of the year, in which 
at least 39 people were killed.

In terms of global health and security, 2016 was not without any 
bright spots, however, largely due to coordinated efforts across 
national borders: Polio is another step closer to eradication, with 
only 35 registered cases in 2016 (7). A large outbreak of yellow 
fever in the Democratic Republic of Congo and Angola was suc-
cessfully halted thanks to the coordinated vaccination of 30 million 
inhabitants (8). In December, we received the final confirmation – 
headed by Norway – that the Ebola vaccine is just as effective as 
the first reports had indicated (9).

Moreover, as a welcome counterpoint to 2016 as the year of post-
truth reality, the results from the Global Burden of Disease study 
were submitted (10). The sustainability goals of the UN’s Agenda 
2030 have been criticised for being difficult to measure. With this, 

however, the world has obtained a tool to better quantify the global 
effort for health. As a local counterpoint, Norad, the Centre for Glo-
bal Health at the University of Oslo and the Journal of the Norwe-
gian Medical Association are now inviting submissions for a series 
of articles on global health (11). The articles will appear as a conti-
nuous series in the Journal of the Norwegian Medical Association 
during the second half of 2017.

Oxford Dictionaries had a twofold reason for selecting «post-truth» 
as its Word of the Year: the American presidential campaign and the 
UK referendum on leaving the EU (1). These political processes 
had at least two features in common: both were dominated by 
emotions and rhetoric rather than by facts. Moreover, health was 
an underlying factor in both of them: one of the main (but false) 
assertions put forward by the victorious Brexit campaign was that 
leaving the EU would free up GBP 350 million per week to spend 
on the beleaguered British health services (12). In the USA, an 
estimate made by the University of Washington showed that the 
five health measures of obesity, diabetes, high alcohol consump-
tion, low level of physical activity and low life expectancy in com-
bination were among the strongest predictors of a high voter prefer-
ence for Trump (13).

Many of the world’s greatest challenges will also be associated 
with health in 2017. In a complex world, more and better facts 
about health are needed more than ever. Facts make it easier to 
target the efforts – and to see their effects. We cannot afford to let 
2017 become a year of post-truth.
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