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Learning Objectives

By the end of the session you will be able to:

• Discuss selected socio-cultural determinants of 

health 

• Understand multidimensional & interrelated 

contributors to health disparities and inequities

• Delineate selected strategies to support models 

and policies for improving healthcare system(s) in 

the US



Health is About More 

Than Healthcare



Deconstructing Health

Health (WHO, 1948): 

• "a state of complete physical, mental and social 

well-being and not merely the absence of disease or 

infirmity.“

Healthy People 2020 strives to:

• Identify nationwide health improvement priorities.

• Increase public awareness and understanding of the determinants of 

health, disease, and disability and the opportunities for progress.

• Provide measurable objectives and goals that are applicable at the 

national, state, and local levels.

• Engage multiple sectors to take actions to strengthen policies and improve 

practices that are driven by the best available evidence and knowledge.

• Identify critical research, evaluation, and data collection needs.



Preventable Causes of Death

N Engl J Med. 2007 Sep 20;357(12):1221-8. 
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Health Equity Defined

When all people have "the opportunity 
to 'attain their full health potential' and 
no one is 'disadvantaged from achieving 
this potential because of their social 
position or other socially determined 
circumstance'"

Braveman, P.A., Monitoring equity in health and healthcare: a conceptual framework. Journal of health,population, and 

nutrition, 

2003. 21(3): p. 181.



Equity is about giving people what they need, when 
they need it, and in the amount that they need it!



Extreme differences in health are 

significantly associated with social 

disadvantages, and the differences can 

be labeled as health inequities

In most cases these differences are:

(1) systematic and avoidable;

(2) facilitated and exacerbated by 

circumstances in which people live &  

work;

(3) may be intensified by political, 

economic, and/or social influences 

(WHO, 2008)

Deconstructing Health Equity



• Documented the alarming implications of 

poor health status among many individuals, 

families, and communities 

• Delineated from a global perspective, 

comparisons among seventeen peer countries 

relative to the issue of life expectancy, 

selected medical conditions, and health 

outcomes

• Individuals that are most negatively 

impacted, suffer the greatest, and highest at-

risk for deleterious outcomes represent poor, 

underserved, and vulnerable communities 

inundated by individuals that live in poverty. 

U.S. Health in International Perspective: 

Shorter Lives, Poorer Health 



Social Determinants of Health

• “the structural determinants and conditions of daily life”*

• Includes:

• Socioeconomic status (income & social status)

• Education

• Physical environment (home & work)

• Employment & working conditions

• Social support networks

• “the specific features of and pathways by which societal 

conditions affect health”**

• Stress

• Early childhood experiences

• Discrimination 

• Lack of access to resources

• *Marmot, WHO      **Manderscheid, et al.



Health Is About 

Internal Stressors 

• Acceptance by the stigmatized “groups” of 

negative messages about ones own abilities and 

intrinsic worth

‒ Self-devaluation

‒ Their ice is colder or their products are better

• Resignation, helplessness, hopelessness

‒ Self denial of care

‒ Destructive behaviors



Health Is About 

External Stressors 

• Differential assumptions about the abilities, motives, and 

intents of others, by race, gender, sexual orientation or 

disability

• Prejudice and discrimination

• Examples
‒ Provider disrespect

‒ Provider bias

‒ Shopkeeper vigilance

‒ Waiter indifference

‒ Teacher devaluation

‒ Differential treatment



• 100 Year quest

• Insurance is the primary 

method to achieve access 

to health care

– Thousands die annually 
without health insurance 

• Safety net provider system

– Clinics

– Charity care

– Emergency department

Health Is About Equitable 

Access To Health Care



Place Matters!



Differences In How Long & How 
Well We Live



• Tobacco is the number one 
preventable cause of death

– 400,000 deaths 

– Numerous morbidities

• Starts in early adolescence & 
adulthood

• Everyone pays

• There are individual & 
community based solutions

– Health education

– Cessation therapy

– Smoke free policy & laws 

– Reduce access to youth

Health Is About Risky Behavior

Tobacco: Public Enemy Number One



Address food deserts

• Planning

• Zoning

• Regulation

• Fiscal incentives

• Food assistance 

policy

Health Is About Equitable Access 
To Affordable Nutritious Foods



Rapid Increases in 

Obesity Among U.S. 

Youth

Planning & Building 

Quality Play Areas

Health Is About Places To Play: 
Addressing Sedentary Lifestyles

National Health Examination Surveys (NHANES) 1963-2008

• Better school performance

• Better mental health 

• Better physical fitness



Health Is About 

Structural Racism
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Health Is About Ensuring
Safe Food



• Man made disaster

• Poor emergency response

• Major health impact with large 
fiscal implications for:

– Education

– Criminal justice

– Mental health

– Social services 

• A example of the need for health 
impact assessments when all 
policy decisions are made

Health Is About

Critical Infrastructure 



• Increase in asthma and 
bronchitis symptoms in 
children attending schools 
near freeways, major roads*

• People living near heavily-
trafficked roadways have 
double the risk of death from 
heart or lung disease**

• Traffic-related air pollutants is 
associated with a 30% greater 
risk of premature birth***

Health Is About Air Quality 

*



Health Is About Where 
We Dump Our Trash

Separate toxins from residential locations

Identify & remediate risky waste sites 



• Where we build

– Flooding

– Water stress

• How we build

– Green building

– Built environment

• How we live 

– Energy conservation

• Emergency 

preparedness

Health Is About
Adaption To Climate Change



Health Is About Access 
To Quality Education



Health Is About
How We Plan & Build Our 

Community



Shift from a model that 

moves cars to a active 

transportation model that 

moves people with health 

as a cobenefit

Health Is About 
Transportation Systems



Health Is About Equitable Access 
To Quality Housing
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• Poor health - A cause & result of 

homelessness 

• 14% of homeless in homeless 

health programs are kids

• Homeless 3-6 times more likely to 

be sick

• 3-4 times more likely to die 

prematurely than housed people

• 70% of homeless without health 

insurance

• ½ of all personal bankruptcies 

from health care costs

Homelessness & Poor Health 
Are Closely Linked



Health Is About Income Inequality



Health Is About A Healthy

Community Environment



Health Is About Strong Families



• There is no health without mental health 

(DHHS, 1999).

• The burden of mental disorders 

continues to grow with significant 

impacts on health and major social, 

human rights and economic 

consequences in all countries of the 

world (WHO, 2014).

• Individuals with severe mental illness die 

approximately 25 years prematurely 

from largely preventable medical 

conditions (NIMH, 2012).

Health and Mental Health are Inseparable



Medical Co-morbidities

• Extensive literature documenting the relationship between 

mental & physical illness

• Heart disease, diabetes, asthma, & cancer associated with mental 

illness

• Depression is both a risk factor for & complication of many 

chronic illnesses

• Newer atypical antipsychotic meds are associated with obesity, 

elevated glucose, and diabetes

• People with mental disorders are more likely to smoke & abuse 

alcohol and drugs



Bio-psychosocial and 

Environmental Stressors

 Health Concerns

 Individual/Personal Issues (e.g., cognitions, identity, self-perception, body 

image)

 Interpersonal and Intimate Relationships (i.e., commitment, intimacy, 

trust, communication, infidelity issues)

 Family Relationships and Daily Demands

 Unresolved Pain and Trauma (i.e., sexual, emotional, and physical abuse)

 Negative Life Events (death of a loved one, victim of crime etc.)

 Confronting historical negative stereotypes and images

 Sociopolitical Stressors including Racism and Sexism 

 Job/Employment Issues

 Economic and Financial concerns

 Community (e.g., environmental conditions)

 Handling Multiple Expectations of Others

http://www.wolfescape.com/Humour/NonMedThumbs/Stress-ZebraStripes.gif


Pathway 

Social/Behavioral determinants (psychosocial stressors)

Smoking (behavior)

Disease (Lung Cancer)



• Health disparities have been well 

documented—we know that many ethnic 

minorities, such as African Americans, 

have poorer health outcomes when it 

comes to certain medical conditions such 

as CVD, Diabetes etc.

• We must now begin to discuss strategies 

for achieving health equity, which includes 

addressing the social determinants of 

health—Psychosocial, Sociocultural, and 

Environmental Issues.

From Health Disparities to Health Equity



• It is imperative that public health 

professionals, researchers, clinicians and 

policy makers embrace lead roles to 

bridge the gap between the rich and the 

poor concerning health issues by 

promoting health equity and setting 

guidelines for global health initiatives.

• In order to address the plight of health 

inequities, social injustice must be 

expanded to reach people on a larger 

scale which is more inclusive and less 

exclusive. 

From Health Disparities to Health Equity



Towards Better Healthcare:

Social Ecological Model of Health



• Decreasing  Stigma Concerning Selected Health and 
Mental Health Issues 

• Improving Access to Quality Healthcare

• Culturally-Centered and Gender-specific 
Interventions and Prevention Models of Care

• Primary  Care and Behavioral Health Care 
Collaboration and Integration

Toward Better Healthcare 



“Of all the forms of inequality, injustice in 
health care is the most shocking and 

inhumane.”


