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The One Health Triangle
Paolo Zucca, D.V.M. Ph.D. B.Sc. Psychology
Biocrime Center - Health Prevention, Food Safety and Veterinary Public Health Service,
Central Directorate for Health, Social Policies and Disability, Friuli Venezia Giulia Region, Trieste Italy

The illusory white triangle developed by the Italian perception psychologist Gaetano Kanisza
(1955), has been merged with the three components of the theoretical framework of One
Health represented by Humans, Animals and the Environment. If you focus your attention on
every single component of the triad one at a time, you don’t see any triangle because in the
picture there is no triangle. But if you look at the three components at the same time “as a
whole”, you see clearly the white triangle. One Health is represented by the white triangle
that doesn’t exist but we see. Seeing a white triangle in this illusion demonstrate the Gestalt
idea that the sum of visual perception is more than its parts because the observer view all
objects together as a single image. The One Health framework origin has been generated by
a Holistic approach to One Medicine that is well explained by the Gestalt school of psychology.
According to this approach One Health is more than the sum of its three components, One
Health is also everything that is in the area of the white triangle and that connects Humans,
Animals and the Environment. Only by understanding the theoretical model that forms the
foundation of One Health it is possible to apply this process in the real world, also extending
its scope to an even broader operational levels represented by Global and Planetary Health
(original image source Kanizsa 1955 available also as open source on Wikimedia, modified and
merged with the One Health triad framework).

Rationale
One Health is defined as a cooperative, multisectoral and interdisciplinary approach that operates at a
global, national, regional and local level, the aim is to improve human health by monitoring the humananimal- environment interface (CDC, 2021; Khan et al., 2021). This approach sees the health of humans,
animals and ecosystems as an interconnected network, rather than problems to be tackled individually.
Key concepts of One Health include viewing the health of all species as needing to be balanced, focusing
on health assessment and disease prevention rather than exclusively on treatment and promoting a
strong collaborative endeavor between human and veterinary medicine (McMahon et al., 2018; CDC
2021; Khan et al., 2021; Zucca et al., 2021). Why did several scientific disciplines, such as for instance
human and animal medicine, ethology, comparative psychology in the middle of the last century, began
to investigate the processes not individually but contextualized in their respective ecosystems? Probably,
because the founding fathers of One Medicine that evolved into the holistic concept of One Health later
on, they were influenced by the Gestalt theory. Gestalt is a school of psychology that emerged in the early
twentieth century in Germany and Austria as a theory of perception that was a rejection of the atomist
and structuralist psychology. According to the Nobel prize for Medicine and father of ethology, Konrad
Lorenz (1951), “It is the merit of Gestalt psychologists to have introduced the method of correlative
analysis to the study of organic systems, at a time when the atomistic way of thinking was holding sway.
They showed that the characteristic quality of the whole can be dependent on the universal interaction of
literally all its parts, thus proving the naivety of the current atomistic assumption that a part, though
isolated experimentally, would behave exactly as it did in the context of the whole". To a considerable
extent the rules laid down by Gestalt psychologists can be applied to the study of a complex system
represented by humans-animals-environment, where epidemiologists perceive entire patterns or
configurations not merely individual component like single events, outbreaks, symptoms or diseases,
because "The whole is more than the sum of its parts". According to this approach the One Health
framework is more than the sum of Humans, Animals and Environment: One Health is also everything that
is in the area of the white triangle and that connects Humans, Animals and the Environment. Only by
understanding the theoretical model that forms the foundation of One Health it is possible to apply this
process in the real world, also extending its scope to an even broader operational levels represented by
Global and Planetary Health.
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