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Health as a social dynamic
Richard Eckersley

A neglected attribute of population health is th#& an important dynamic in the
functioning of societies. Typically, public-healéports express this role in terms of
the direct and indirect economic costs of poortheghat is, the costs of health care
and lost productivity), with some acknowledgemefithe social costs to individuals,
families and communities. But these effects aregug part of a bigger, more
complex, picture.

Poor health, both physical and mental, affects fgeiopmany life roles — as students,
workers, parents and citizens. These impacts aremyp the result of clinically
significant health problems (which, nonethelesteafsubstantial segments of the
population). High rates of iliness, especially nailiness, also reflect public mood,
morale and vitality. Poor population health weakams®ciety's confidence and
resilience, and so its capacity to deal with thallenges of the modern world. And
this, in turn, further impacts on population health

This is not widely appreciated. A false dichotonften characterises debate and
discussion about national and international aff&ns the one hand, these matters are
seen as shaped by large, external forces suctoaere@ development, technological
change, environmental degradation and resourcetiepl and war and conflict.
Population health may be affected by these folmatshealth itself is not usually seen
as a contributor to larger-scale social developmeéltie perspectives of economics,
politics and the environment dominate the discautsethe other hand,
considerations of health focus on internal, psyafichl and physiological processes
and personal attributes, circumstances, behavandsxperiences. The dominant
frame of reference is the biomedical model of tea#t an attribute or property of
individuals, as discussed above.

This separation is misleading. The reality is tta@nge in both social and personal,
external and internal, worlds is shaped by a coriplierplay between them.
Understanding this interplay is important to conmereding what is happening in both
realms. In other words, human ‘subjectivity’ playsimportant part in the
functioning of social systems; it is what mostidigtiishes them from other,
biophysical systems. Health is not just an indiaidliness that requires treatment,
but also an issue having national, even globakesiand consequences.

Health is a way of better understanding humanity laow people should live. Just as
someone who is unwell will be less able to funcediectively and withstand
adversity, so too will a less healthy populatiorkea less resilient society.
Population health may be an important factor iredaining whether societies
respond effectively to adversity — or in ways timatke the situation worse. In
particular, mental health and morale could haveteal bearing on how societies
cope with climate change and othef'Zlentury global threats.



Population health perspectives can make an imptoctantribution to sustainable
development and the quest for a high, equitablesaddring quality of life: they
provide a means of integrating, balancing and reitiog different social priorities by
allowing them to be measured against a commona@da¢nchmark: improving
human health and wellbeing. Population healthhisnt a key element of achieving a
socially, economically and environmentally sustalravay of living - humanity’s
greatest challenge.
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