
Understanding the 
determinants of health 
and their impact on 
health and wellbeing
The World Health Organisation (WHO), founded in 1948 is the United Nations agency that connects 
nations, partners and people to promote health, keep the world safe and serve the vulnerable – so 
everyone, everywhere can achieve the highest level of health. 

WHO defines health as “a complete state of physical, mental and social wellbeing, not merely the 
absence of disease and infirmity.” 

Health is a fundamental human right. 

In order to improve health and wellbeing, we need to understand what determines health and 
wellbeing. Determinants of health are factors that influence how likely we are to stay healthy or to 
become ill or injured.

Many factors combine together to affect the health of individuals and communities. Whether people 
are healthy or not, is determined by their circumstances and environment. Factors such as where we 
live, the state of our environment, genetics, our income and education level, and our relationships with 
friends and family all have considerable impacts on health, whereas the more commonly considered 
factors such as access and use of health care services often have less of an impact.

We can unpack the layers of the model developed by Dahlgren and Whitehead (1991) to help us 
identify the determinants of health. 
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How to submit your completed activity sheet 
Please save your completed activity sheet and then submit via email to healthplan@shepparton.vic.gov.au 
to have your ideas included in Council’s Public Health and Wellbeing Action Plan.

ACTIVITY SHEET 8

To discover how Council is working towards creating a healthy, liveable regional city download a copy of Council’s Public Health and Wellbeing 
Plan https://greatershepparton.com.au/community/safety-and-wellbeing/municipal-health-plan

Our Privacy Statement www.greatershepparton.com.au/sundries/privacy
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The determinants of health include

A person’s individual characteristics

• Age
• Sex
• Genetics
• Disability 

Individual lifestyle factors

• Smoking, alcohol and substance abuse, poor 
eating patterns or physical inactivity 

• Coping skills 

Social and community networks

• Social inclusion / exclusion 
• Support from family, friends, neighbours and 

the local community 
• Social status 

Living and working conditions 

• Early life 
• Housing 
• Education
• Health care

• Agriculture and food production 
• Safe water, clean air and sanitation 
• Employment and working conditions
• Unemployment 
• Income 

General socio-economic, cultural and 
environmental conditions

• Our natural environment such as plants, 
waterways, weather, climate change or 
extreme weather events (heatwave, bushfires, 
drought, thunderstorms)

• Our built environment including buildings, 
transportation and infrastructure for active 
transport, recreation settings and green space

• Virtual environment
• Economics
• Politics 
• Culture 

All these determinants interact with each other, 
and it is the relationship between these factors 
that impact on our health. 
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Source: Victorian Government (2019), Victorian public health and wellbeing plan 2019-2023, published by the Victorian Government, 1 
Treasury Place, Melbourne. Retrieved from: https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/about/health-strategies/public-health-wellbeing-plan
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Activity

Step 1
Identify a health or social issue you are concerned or passionate about (eg healthy eating).

The health or social issue I have chosen is ...

Step 2
Using Dahlgren and Whiteheads (1991) model, identify the determinants that impact on your chosen 
health or social issue and provide a brief explanation. 

Example: The health issue chosen is ‘healthy eating’. One of the determinants that impacts on a person 
to eat a healthy diet is ‘education’. People who are educated and knowledgeable about ‘healthy 
eating’ are more likely to make healthy food and drink choices. 

Step 3
Select your top three determinants of health that you would like to see positive change take place and 
write them in the space below. 

1.

2.

3. 
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Step 4
How can we address these determinants? For each determinant you have selected, what ideas do you 
have to address these? What programs, services or facilities for example do we need to implement to 
make positive change? See if you can identify three ideas and provide a brief description for each idea 
in the space below. 

Idea 1

Brief description

Idea 2

Brief description

Idea 3

Brief description
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