DEFINITIONS

Key Terms 
Health Inequities 
Health Inequities refers to unfair and preventable differences in health status between vulnerable and privileged groups of people. Health inequities are outside the control of individuals and last through multiple generations. 


A health department addressing health inequities targets the health issues that overburden vulnerable groups in the community it serves, while at the same time working to address the underlying, social inequities that produce disproportionate illness and injury. 


Root Causes of Health Inequities 
Root causes of health inequities, also referred to as the social determinants of health, are the systemic underlying factors—such as economic opportunity, education, and discrimination—that cause vulnerable groups of people to experience worse health than more privileged groups. These social and environmental conditions that affect health and wellbeing include housing and neighborhood environmental quality; work conditions and earning potential; the quality, safety and location of schools and opportunities for higher education; and how easy it is to access healthy food and safe places to play and exercise. Health inequities result because these determinants of health are not distributed equitably among all people in our society. 

The single term “root causes of health inequities” will be used throughout the survey to refer to these factors. 

One way a health department could address the root causes of health inequities would be to collaborate with community-based organizations and public agencies to improve access to healthy foods or increase jobs and economic opportunity in a neighborhood the health department serves. 

Social Justice 
Social Justice refers to a state of fairness and equality where all people are able to participate fully in society, have equal access to resources, and are free from discrimination on the basis of race, gender, class, sexual orientation and other factors. 

A health department can serve social justice ends in a myriad of ways, including through working to address the social determinants of health, the root causes of health inequities, institutionalized racism, and class inequities. 

Institutionalized or Structural Racism 
Institutionalized or Structural Racism refers to the widespread historical and persistent barriers that keep people of color from having equal access to opportunity, information, resources, and power. Institutions, policies and structures in today’s society limit the chances that people of color have for long, healthy lives. 

One method that health departments can employ to address institutionalized racism is to recruit and retain staff at all levels, and particularly in management positions, with ethnic backgrounds representative of the community the health department serves. 

Class 
Class refers to a person or group’s position in society according to the amount of wealth they hold or income they earn and can expect to earn during their lives, the property they own, the authority they can exercise, or the prestige they have. People from different classes have more or less access to resources that are important for good health, such as well-paying jobs, health insurance, safe and healthy home and work environments, quality housing, healthy food, and educational opportunities. 

One way for a health department to ensure its efforts are sensitive to class is to intentionally recruit and retain staff from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds including valuing experience as well as education level in the hiring process, and supporting these staff to develop professionally and advance within the hierarchy of the organization.
From the Berkeley Department of Public Health, 2008

