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Words are born, compete with each other, and some die, showing the language dynamics and the influence of 
historical contexts1. During 2020, the meaning of the word pandemic has been discussed and a new meaning has 
emerged2,3. Traditionally in epidemiology, “pandemic” was used when in a relatively short period of time, there was 
a widespread geographical distribution of a disease, including some countries and continents4, which contrasts with 
the moment when the World Health Organization decided to decree it for the COVID-19 pandemic. In this case, the 
criteria indicated by the classic epidemiological definition were met several days before the pandemic was declared. 
Even an intermediate step was to declare Public Health Emergency of International Concern (PHEIC) understood 
as: “an extraordinary event which ‘constitute[s] a public health risk to other States through international spread 
of disease and…potentially require[s] a coordinated international response”5. In this way, potential panic was 
controlled, and the word pandemic was left for circumstances that require the maximum attention of all States, for 
a joint response, given its very high potential for disease and death.

It was a clear example that epidemics reveal the problems of societies, exacerbating many of the inequalities and 
inequities, including linguistic problems of epidemiological concepts. They can be solved with new meanings for 
words already known or by creating new terms. During 2020 the word pandemic was in vogue, and its use was 
expanded to highlight the importance of various health and non-health related events. However, its use was not 
always correct because it does not include increases in the occurrence or in its spatial distribution. For instance, 
some authors used the word pandemic to increase attention to a disease or health-related; let’s see some examples. 
The global prevalence of obesity (body-mass index> 25 kg/m2) has gradually increased over time. In 1980, 28.8% 
of men and 29.8% of women were obese, and it increased to 36.9% of men and 38.0% women in 20136. In this case 
there was an increase in the occurrence, which  was not sudden, but relatively slow. Neglected tropical diseases 
such as dengue, Chagas disease, leishmanioses, soil-transmitted helminthiases, among others, are prevalent among 
the poorest social groups in endemic countries7, but they do not constitute a pandemic. Although its occurrence is 
important in some regions, in general the cases remain relatively stable over time, without having sudden increases. 
Intimate partner violence is a good example of health-related problems that increased in occurrence during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Due to its importance, it was described as a “pandemic within a pandemic”8, but  it might be 
better described as a time with some clusters, outbreaks or epidemics in different regions of a country.

There was no word in epidemiology to describe the health problems with high prevalence, relatively stable 
occurrence over time, and which are widely distributed in several countries or continents. To express these health 
problems a new word was required. In the early 90’s, during the study of spondyloarthropathies among primates, 
Bruce M. Rothschild and Robert J. Woods used the word “panendemic” to indicate a high occurrence of these 
osseous alterations in Africa and Asia9. The new word was gestated by derivation, or adding the prefix “pan”, and 
it could be defined as a situation in which a disease or health event has high occurrence and is endemic in many 
countries of the world. It is built with words of Greek origin πᾶν + ἐν + δῆμος (used in English for “all”, “in” and 
“people”, respectively). 

However, the use of “panendemic” was not widely welcomed by the scientific community, and few articles used 
the new word to express high occurrence and wide distribution of a disease. Recently, T. Jacob John –a retired 
pediatrician-cum-virologist- proposed again the word “panendemic”10. The meaning was the same expressed by 
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Rothschild and Woods some years ago, but in a context where pandemic had a new epidemiological purpose. This 
allows for greater clarity of the words that indicate differences in the occurrence of health-related events. For instance, 
“panendemic” is useful to describe diseases in the first places of occurrence of national epidemiological profiles. In 
this category are cardiovascular and chronic respiratory diseases with wide distribution and high prevalence during 
some years in countries of all continents.

Moreover, with the word “panendemic” its possible to better understand the current meaning of syndemic, another 
little-known word until the COVID-19 pandemic. In its original conception, syndemic refers to two or more 
epidemics that occur at the same time, with biological and social effects. From a critical biocultural approach, the 
concept attempted to describe the interconnections among health problems, lay´s perceptions of illness or diseases, 
the social determinants, and the environmental conditions associated11. However, more recently, the use of syndemic 
was extended to situations when there are not necessarily epidemics12. Thus, a syndemic can occur with endemics, 
epidemics, pandemics or “panendemics” (see Figure 1). What is important is understanding the complexities 
associated to the biological and social relationships occurring during illnesses or dieases.

Figure 1. Main epidemiological concepts related with the temporal occurrence of diseases or health-related events.

The new picture of epidemiological words to express the differences of occurrences of health-related events is more 
complete with “panendemic”. It fills an important gap that was being misused with other concepts. This is one of the 
positive outcomes that the COVID-19 pandemic has taught humanity.
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