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Outline 

1. What is meant by Bio-psycho-social 
determinants of health?  

• Background and theoretical foundation 

 

2. Applying bio-psychosocial models in 
research -  implications and requirements 

 

3. Small group discussions and sharing of 
experiences 

 

4. Joint discussion and presentations 
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Biopsychosocial model 

• Introduced by Georg Engel (1977) ‘ The need for a 
new medical model’ Science  

 

• Goes beyond the biomedical model; ‘Takes into 
account all relevant determinants of health and 
disease that supports the integration of biological, 
psychological and social factors in the assessment, 
prevention and treatment of diseases’…(Havelka et 
al. 2009) 
– In order to understand and influence health and disease, we need to 

take into account not only biology and the body, but also the 
broader social environment. 
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Biopsychosocial model, cont. 

• Goes well in line with a social determinants 
of health perspective; i.e. the conditions in 
which people are born, grow, live, work and 
age (WHO 2008) 

 

• Requires an ecological system theory 
thinking; i.e. health is determined by 
biological, psychological and social 
interrelated factors. 

 
Datum 4 



Ecological systems theory 



Dahlgren and Whitehead's model of the 
(social) determinants of health. 

Bambra C et al. J Epidemiol Community Health 
2010;64:284-291 

©2010 by BMJ Publishing Group Ltd 



Ecological theory for public 
health – SDH - research 

• Offers a way to simultaneous emphasize both 
individual and contextual systems for 
understanding causes of health problems, as 
well as for guiding interventions. 

 

• Goes beyond a linear cause-and effect-
perspective  – need to involve not only the 
individual but also the social systems that are 
identified as significant for the individual 



CSDH – what is needed in 
order to ”close the gap”? 

Three overall recommendations from CSDH  

 

1. Improve daily living conditions 

2. Tackle the inequitable distribution  

of power, money and resources 

3. Measure and understand the  

    problem and assess the impact of action –  

 i.e. developing the evidence base  

 about the SDH 

 

 

 
 

http://www.who.int/social_determinants/thecommission/en/ 



The problem!  
Health inequalities – between and within 

countries 



The problem!  
Social inequality in smoking 



 Understanding the problem - conceptual 

 framework for the WHO CSDH 
Bio-psychososical model of health inequalities 

Solar & 

Irwing, 2010) 



         CSDH conceptual framework 

Structural mechanisms 
generate… 

• Socioeconomic & Political 
context 

– Governance 

– Macroeconomic policies 

– Labour market,  

– Educational system, 

– Political insitutions, 

– Cultural values,  

 

 

The way society is organized 

 

social stratification in 
society! 

• Socieconomic positions 

 

– Education 

– Occupation 

– Social class 

– Gender 

– Ethnicity 

 

 
Determine power, prestige & 

acess to resources 

 
Struktural – social determinants of health inequalities 



        CSDH conceptual framework, cont. 

Structural SDH operates through a set of intermediate 
determinants to shape health outcomes 

 

• Exposure  

 

 

• Vulnerability 

 

 

• Effect 

 

• Material 
circumstances 

 

• Psychosocial 
circumstances 

 

• Behavioral and 
biological factors 

Health 

Outcome 

Social determinants of health 



Lower 
education 

More 
likely to 
smoke 

? 

Culture & values Educational 
system 

Social protection 
system 

Smoking as 
stress relief 

Less able to 
understand halth 

messages? 

Less able to 
afford bigger 
”pleasures” 

LOW EDUCATION                LOW SOCIOECONOMIC POSITION 

MACRO 
SOCIOPOLITICAL 

CONTEXT 

POSSIBLE 
EXPLANATIONS 

Research question 

Adressing a bio-psychosocial model… 



How to design effective research 
strategies to adress this complex 
bio-psycho-social determinants of 
health model? 
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Applications of ecological theory in health 
research – How? 

Most common 
 

• Mapping out 
/identifying 
determinants for 
health at different 
levels 

 
 
 
 

 
Listing factors at different 

levels influencing an outcome 
does not tell what the 

linkages are, nor how to 
influence these! 

 

Less common 
 

• Exploring  complex  
interactions between 
factors at different 

levels for understanding 
health outcomes 

 
 

  
 
Can rule out what specific and 
interacting factors that 
influence a particular health 
problem for a specific target 
group – what works and for 
whom! 

 



Appying an ecological/ bio-psycho-social 
determinants of health model in research; 

• Not enough to identify a number of determinants at different 
ecological levels influencing health and health inequalities! 

 

• Initial mapping may rule out what factors on what levels are 
most relevant for a particular target group and health 
outcome!  

 

• Careful – multimethod - investigations needed to scrutinize 
how these factors interact, for whom and under what 
conditions, to influence a particular health outcome? 

 

• Impossible to focus on all aspects in the CSDH framework, 
but important to identify what aspects are most relevant in a 
particular study. 
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Designing research to address bio-psycho- 
social determinants of health –  

Requirements 

WORLD HEALTH ORGANISATION 

COMMISSION ON SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH 

 

MEASUREMENT AND EVIDENCE KNOWLEDGE NETWORK 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE EVIDENCE BASE 

ABOUT THE SOCIAL DETERMINANTS 

OF HEALTH 

 

Michael P Kelly, Josiane Bonnefoy, Antony Morgan, 
Francisca Florenzano 

 

 

http://www.who.int/social_determinants/resources/mekn_paper.pdf 
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Designing research to address bio-psycho- 
social determinants of health –  

Requirements 

 

1. Allowing theory to guide the research 

– Research on SDH to a great extent led by theory 
rather than evidence of effectiveness… 

• Identify most relevant factors 

• Clarify relations between different factors (why are factors 
linked to each other?) 

• Guide research design and data collection 

 

 
http://www.who.int/social_determinants/resources/mekn_paper.pdf 
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Designing research to address bio-psycho-
social determinants of health –  

Requirements 

 

2. Managing pluralistic methods and   
views 

- Quantitative AND Qualitative methods needed 
- Basic data on mortality and morbidity by socioeconomic 

indicators, rule out associations and causations 

- Register based; Surveys (DHS); Multilevel etc. 

- Data on subjective needs, perceptions and norms of target 
populations, exploring the ‘black box’ of interventions etc. 

- Interviews; FGDs; Observations; Case studies etc 

 

- Multidisciplinary views and teams needed 

- Epidemiology, sociology, psychology, political science etc. 
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Designing research to address bio-psycho-social 
determinants of health –  
Requirements 

3. Acknowledging a ‘weaker’  evidence 
base 

- RCT not applicable  

- Best possible evidence – fitness for purpose 
- Strength of evidence alone not sufficient as basis for making policy. 

Might have strong evidence about unimportant problem and weaker 
evidence for important problems 

- Learning from case studies 
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Designing research to address bio-psycho- 
social determinants of health –  

Requirements 

4. Recognizing its political and value 
loaded status  
– Health inequalities defined as a ‘problem’ is not 

 scientific or rationally derived principle – value position! 

– Right to health and the equal distribution of health  come 
at a cost, usually borne by others… 

– Not a universal accepted principle! 

– Might influence possibilities for research funding and the 
receptiveness of research results 

– Need to question the ‘objectivity” principle in science… 
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Discussion and sharing of 
experiences 

Small group discussions 

Sharing /presentation in plenum  
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How have you, in your (SDH) 
research dealt with; 
 

 

1. Allowing theory to guide the research? 
 Especially useful theories?  

 What is needed in order to conduct theory-driven research? 

 

2. The need for multiple methodologies and views? 
 Challenges and rewards?  

 What works and not? 
 

3. Managing the weaker evidence base? 
 Alternatives? 

 Consequences for presenting and communicating research results? 
 

4. Dealing with values and politically loaded issues? 
 How to handle the principle of ”objectivity” in research? 

 Experiences of particularly challenging situations as a researcher? 
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