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Social Determinants of Health - Editors’ Introduction

Michelle A Lopez, MD, MPH and Chris Greeley, MD, MS
Department of Pediatrics, Baylor College of Medicine

Helping children achieve a healthier quality of life requires a critical examination of the
determinants of health, including genetics, behavior, environmental and physical influences,
medical care, and social factors.! In particular, social factors or social determinants of health
have increasingly been recognized as one of the largest contributors to health inequities. The
conditions in the environments where children are born, live, learn, play, and age are social
determinants of health, and these are largely shaped by socioeconomics and government
policies.? As such, work to improve health outcomes must largely occur at the societal level.

To close the gap in disparate health outcomes, Michael Marmot has encouraged a shift from
focusing on individual level behaviors to social determinants of health.3 For example, pediatric
healthcare providers might focus on important prevention counseling such as smoking cessation
in parents of children with respiratory conditions such as asthma. Marmot argues that clinicians
should not forget the complex psychosocial factors that drive people to behaviors such as
smoking.? He suggests that clinicians focus on addressing social determinants of health if they
want to have a meaningful impact on patient health outcomes. To emphasize the larger forces
shaping health outcomes beyond a patient’s control, Marmot shares David Gordon and the
Townsend Centre for International Poverty Research’s top tips for health:3*

. Don’t be poor. If you can, stop. If you can’t, try not to be poor for long.
. Don’t live in a deprived area. If you do move.

. Don’t be disabled or have a disabled child.

. Don’t work in a stressful, low-paid manual job.

. Don’t live in damp, low-quality housing or be homeless.

. Be able to afford to pay for social activities and annual holidays.

. Don’t be a lone parent.

. Claim all benefits to which you are entitled.

. Be able to afford to own a car.

10. Use education to improve your socio-economic position.
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While this list is intentionally provocative, it successfully emphasizes the challenges and barriers
to health faced by many children and families. A possible solution to mitigate some of these
challenges can be found in government policies. For example, anti-poverty programs like
refundable tax credits and pandemic expansions to the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program and school lunch programs during the COVID-19 pandemic were estimated to decrease
poverty in millions of children in 2021 and the expiration of these programs led to a doubling in
the poverty rate in children in 2022.°
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This issue in the Journal of Applied Research in Children will focus on the role of socioeconomic
and health policies to address social determinants of health. We will have two installments
addressing the 10 top tips for health quoted by Michael Marmot.
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