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AHCRA Background briefing – the social determinants of health
What are the social determinants of health?

The social determinants of health are the broad societal factors that influence people's health status, as distinct from individual factors which can result in illness or disability, such as genetic make-up. They include the social, economic and environmental conditions in which people live. Such factors often have a stronger impact on a population’s health than the level of health care available. For example developed societies that have more equitable income distribution generally have better health and wellbeing status. Australia is in the bottom third of OECD countries in this regard. So Japan, Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands all have more equal societies income-wise and a much higher level of societal health and well-being (e.g. as measured by health status, rates of drug and alcohol addiction, teenage pregnancies, murder rate and other factors).
These factors can be defined in a number of different ways but one useful categorisation is from the World Health Organisation which has identified 14 social determinants of health:
1. Aboriginal status 

2. early life 

3. disability status 

4. education 

5. employment and working conditions 

6. food security 

7. gender 

8. health care services 

9. housing 

10. income and its distribution 

11. racism 

12. social safety net 

13. social exclusion 

14. unemployment and employment security

Why are the social determinants of health important?

The social determinants of health are important as they play a major role in influencing people's health status. Individuals with the same genetic make-up and same level of medical care who live in different social, economic and cultural environments can have very different health outcomes. An understanding of the social determinants of health can help explain why this is the case. 

The social determinants of health are also important from a public policy perspective as they are factors that can be addressed through policies. Unlike genetic differences which cannot be altered, governments can affect the social determinants of health through changing social, health and economic policies.  For example, it is difficult with someone struggling to recover their lives after a severe episode of mental illness to do so if they do not have stable, safe housing.
There are many groups in Australia which have poorer than average health status, including those on low incomes, Indigenous Australians, people who are unemployed, people suffering mental illness and people with disabilities. These groups typically experience higher rates of illness and have lower life expectancy than the Australian population average. For example, Indigenous males die (on average) 12 years earlier than non-Indigenous males and Indigenous females die (on average) 10 years earlier than non-Indigenous females. 

A significant proportion of this poor health can be attributed to factors outside of the health system, such as differences in economic, social and cultural environments. Therefore, these factors need to be addressed in order to increase the health status of these groups and improve overall health equity. 
How is the current health reform agenda addressing the social determinants of health?

The Government's primary health care policies specifically exclude addressing the social determinants of health. This limits the impact of the proposed reforms and will undermine the capacity of the reform agenda to achieve significant health equity gains. 

What does AHCRA want?
AHCRA wants the social determinants of health to be explicitly recognised in primary health care policies. We believe that investment to address these determinants must be built into Australia's planning for health care. This will involve moving outside of the health system to involve other sectors such as the economy, employment and social policies. 
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What is AHCRA? 

The Australian Health Care Reform Alliance (AHCRA) is a coalition of over 40 organisations representing consumers and health care providers advocating for a fairer and more effective health care system.

More information about AHCRA can be found at www.healthreform.org.au



Key Facts





Health status is determined by both individual and societal factors. 





Health inequalities are to a significant extent the result of social inequalities - the higher a person's socioeconomic status the better chance they have of good health. 





Improving medical and health services will have only a limited impact on reducing health inequities unless the social determinants of health care also addressed. 








