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The first issue of the Swiss Journal of Public Health, the
oldest “ancestor” of the IJPH, was published in January
1921, and its centennial, eventful history is closely linked
to the history of public health in Switzerland (Ruckstuhl
and Ryter 2017, Fig. 1). The Journal was initiated by the
Swiss Society for Public Health, which was founded on
June 12, 1920, as the first professional association in the
field of public health in Switzerland. Its predecessor was
the Swiss Society for School Health Care, which published
yearbooks from 1900 onward. The aim of the new Journal
was to strengthen the as yet little organized and barely
established discipline of hygiene in Switzerland, to pro-
mote exchange between the players in the healthcare sys-
tem and to link science and practice. The core program of
the Society included the organization of annual scientific
conferences and the publication of the Journal.

The first editor, Willi von Gonzenbach, head of the
Institute for Hygiene and Bacteriology at the Swiss Federal
Institute of Technology (ETH) in Zurich, was solely
responsible for the Journal for 34 years. He was a repre-
sentative of social hygiene and was interested in the con-
nections between social, cultural and biological aspects of
health and disease. In the first issue of the Journal, he
pointed out that the most common diseases such as tuber-
culosis, venereal diseases and alcoholism are primarily
rooted in social conditions and that the Journal should
therefore focus on social hygiene. The Journal aimed at
communicating and disseminating practical experiences
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and research results. In addition to conference papers, the
Journal published articles on a wide range of topics—from
medical, social to architectural issues. Even though the
Journal faced financial problems and changed its name
several times, the long-time committed editor and the
consistent sponsorship by the Swiss Society for Public
Health ensured constancy of content.

The death of Willi von Gonzenbach in the mid-1950s
marked change in both the Society and the Journal. From
1956, the Swiss Society for Health Care called itself the
Swiss Society for Preventive Medicine and the Journal was
renamed Journal for Preventive Medicine (Zeitschrift fiir
Priaventivmedizin). The social background for these chan-
ges was the changing field of tasks in the public health
system, caused by a shift in the spectrum of diseases
toward chronic diseases. As a result, the field preventive
medicine emerged, which focused on research into risk
factors for chronic diseases and their prevention. In
Switzerland, there was a need for action in this area.
Research facilities for this task were lacking, as the exist-
ing hygiene institutes were now limited to microbiological
research. The Society for Preventive Medicine pointed out
the deficit with its new name. University Institutes for
Social and Preventive Medicine were founded between
1962 and 1972 to fill the gap. These institutes focused on
risk factor medicine as a discipline and thus shaped the
Journal’s content. From 1972 onward, the editorial staff
moved from the ETH to the Institute of Social and
Preventive Medicine in Zurich. When the development of
New Public Health in the 1980s led to reforms of the
healthcare system, the Journal again assumed an important
function in dealing with necessary transformations. The
editors focused on the professionalization of the public
health workforce and structural changes in the healthcare
system, to strengthen the public health system and espe-
cially health promotion and prevention (Schweizerische
Gesellschaft fiir Sozial- und Priaventivmedizin 1986). For
decades, the Journal promoted exchange between public
health players and supported discussions on health and
professional policy issues in Switzerland. A further trans-
formation, which again led to a change of the Journal’s
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Fig. 1 Cover of the first issue of the Swiss Journal of Public Health, published by the Swiss Society of Public Health in January 1921
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name, became apparent in the 1990s. The Swiss Society for
Prevention and Health Care became Public Health
Switzerland. This was associated with a stronger interna-
tional orientation, particularly toward the WHO’s Health
for All program up to the year 2000 (Schweizerische
Gesellschaft fiir Sozial- und Priaventivmedizin 1997). The
Journal already had anticipated the international orientation
by publishing articles in English, German and French
(Ackermann-Liebrich and Marti 1992). When the editorial
staff moved from Zurich to the Institute for Social and
Preventive Medicine at the University of Bern in 2001, the
editors explicitly formulated the new orientation (Abel and
Morabia 2001): The aim was a more stringent focus on
content, broader support through partnerships and cooper-
ation, and a stronger international orientation. The newly
introduced subtitle International Journal of Public Health
made this orientation visible. The shift to an international
Journal was completed in 2007 (Abel 2007). Since then,
the sole title of the Journal is International Journal of
Public Health, and all contents are published in English
only and the Journal received an Impact Factor. With these
changes, the importance of the Journal as a platform and
voice for public health professionals in Switzerland has
declined, but it opened up new perspectives and enabled a
clearer scientific profile. The new course ensured sustain-
able finances and the development into a leading scientific
public health Journal. Since 2010, the Swiss School of
Public Health (SSPH +) is the owner of IJPH and a fruitful
new partnership began.
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