
Social Determinants of Health 
are the conditions in which the daily life of people take place, and reflect their
position in the social hierarchy.

Why life expectancy varies widely between
and within countries?

Women in Japan
Life Expentacy: 

84 years

There are no biological reasons that can explain 
why there is a 40-year gap between some coun-
tries. There also important life expectancy diffe-
rences within countries.

These differences are unfair 
because they are avoidable

Health inequities arise due to persistent disparities 
in society, this means that health differences are 
socially produced, strongly related to the unequal 
distribution of power, money and resources in so-
cieties worldwide.

Women in Zimbabwe
Life Expentacy: 

44 years

What makes us sick?
Medical science usually responds to the expression
of disease caused by infectious agents, nutritional
deficiencies, exposure to toxic substances, etc.

In order to achieve a more sustained 
transformation, we need to influence the 
structural determinants that shape 
inequities.

Besides asking:
Why this person became ill? 

The SDH approach asks: 
Why this social group is not healthy?

But there are contributory factors 
or “causes of the causes” 
related to specific contexts.

Populations in social disad-
vantage constantly face ad-

verse social circumstances 
that contribute to the mani-

festation of illnesses.

A life course perspective
Throughout life, individuals are exposed to numerous experiences, their 
accumulation has a direct impact over subsequent development and health 
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Material circumstances are the conditions 
of the physical environment surrounding daily 
life, such as housing, sanitation, transportation,
among others.

Social-environmental or psychosocial 
circumstances, include psychosocial stressors, 
stressful living circumstances and lack of social 
support have an influence on the exposure to 
potential health risks.

 
Behavioral and biological 
factors, include habits and behaviors 
related to the way people live, 
such as alcohol intake, smoking,  
sedentary life styles 
and diet.

Intermediary Determinants

The Health System can directly 
address differences in exposure and 
vulnerability by improving equitable 

access to quality health care.

Education is related to 
subsequent employment, 

income, living standards, be-
haviors, mental and physical 

health.

Income, is the 
conversion of 
money and assets 
into health 
enhancing access
to commodities 
and services 

Occupation and working conditions
are strongly related to income and material
resources, as it may determine living stan-

dards. 

Gender refers to socially constructed
models, representing limitations on 

opportunities for education and 
employment, reinforcing social disadvantages 

and health risks. 

Race/ethnicity have been 
the base of social divisions 
and discriminatory practices 
that produce exclusion and 
marginalization.

Social Cohesion and networks 
contribute to social trust, enabling cooperation 
for mutual benefit and redistribution of power 
with positive effects in mental and physical 
health. 

Socioeconomic Position

Which are the Social Determinants of Health?

Governance. integrates  economic, 
political, and administrative  processes 

through which authority is exercised; 
including social participation and ac-

countability.

 
Macroeconomic policy, including 
fiscal, monetary, balance of payments 

and trade policies and underlying 
labor 

market structures.

Social and public policies 
affecting factors such as labor, 

social welfare, land and housing 
distribution, education, medical 

care, water and sanitation.

Socio-Economic and 
Political Context

Culture and societal values, which are shared be-
liefs, common understandings and social expecta-
tions among the members of a community.

Disadvantages start before birth and accumulate throughout life, actions to reduce health
inequities must start before birth and continue over life course

THE ABC of SOCIAL
DETERMINANTS of HEALTh

PRODUCED BY:


