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Social Change for Health

Make Health Matter

Make Evidence Matter

Make Policy Change Matter

Make Leadership Matter



We spend more on 
health care than any 

other country

$2,000,000,000,000 a year
17% of national economy...and growing
$1 trillion increase in health care spending 

over the last decade

But, we are not the healthiest people

For the first time, we are raising a generation of children who may live sicker and 
shorter lives than their parents

1 in 3 Americans are obese
Nearly 17 million Americans have been diagnosed with diabetes
Nearly 2,400 Americans die from heart disease every day
1 in 2 Americans will be diagnosed with cancer in their lifetime
Nearly 1 in 10 children have asthma



Social Change for Health

• RWJF Commission to Build a Healthier America

• Health Impact Assessments

• Public Health Law



Why a Commission?

Raise visibility for the issue

Expand the dialogue on health 
•To non-medical factors
•To social factors

Develop fresh ideas & solutions

Make recommendations

Increase understanding

Motivate action

Move to solutions



Why are some Americans so much healthier than others? 

Why isn’t America one of the healthiest nations in the world?

Commission Charge



Commission Goals
• Raise awareness 

– Social inequalities in health in U.S. 

– The need to address social factors

• Recommend policies beyond medical care

– To reduce disparities & improve health overall

– Practical and feasible

• Broad membership

– Health, economics, education, business, labor, 
journalism, religion





Within the US,
unequal chances for a long life



Across America, Differences in How Long and 
How Well We Live



Within 
States,
Large Gaps 
in Life 
Expectancy
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This chart shows the 
highest and lowest 
life expectancy rates 
(based on county-
level data) found in 
each state and the 
District of Columbia.

5.2 years







The Commission’s Recommendations

A twin philosophy: Good health requires personal responsibility and 
a societal commitment to remove the obstacles preventing too 
many Americans from making healthy decisions

The recommendations focus on 
people and the places where 
we spend the bulk of our time:

Homes and Communities
Schools 
Workplaces

Building a healthier America is feasible in years, not decades, if we collaborate 
and act on what is making a difference
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What are the factors that shape our health?
Expanding opportunities 
for healthy futures for all

Policies to promote child and
youth development & education,
infancy through college

Policies to promote 
healthier homes, neighborhoods, 
schools and workplaces



Starting Early

Ensure that all children have high-quality early developmental 
support (child care, education and other services). This will 
require committing substantial additional resources to meet the 
early developmental needs particularly of children in low-
income families.

Feed children only healthy foods in schools.

Require all schools (K-12) to include time for all children to be 
physically active every day.



Resources

• State-by-state chartbooks on child and adult 
health

• Issue briefs on health and
• Early childhood   — Education   — Work    — Housing    
• Neighborhoods    —Race & socioeconomic factors

• Overcoming Obstacles to Health
• Overview of key issues and non-technical review of 

literature on social factors and health

• www.commissiononhealth.org



Ensure that decision-makers in all sectors 
have the evidence they need to build health 
into public and private policies and practices.

Illustration by Jon J. Muth



The Health Impact Project

• A collaboration of the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation and The Pew Charitable Trusts

• Promotes and supports the use of Health 
Impact Assessments to ensure that decisions in 
non-health sectors, at the local, state, tribal or 
federal levels, are made with health in mind

• http://www.healthimpactproject.org



Health Impact Assessment

Health Impact Assessment, in the context of a 
proposed policy or project, informs the decision-
making process, using a systematic approach to:

• identify the potential health effects,

• develop policy recommendations that minimize 
risks and capitalize on opportunities to improve 
health.



Health Impact Assessment
Origins in International Practice

World Bank and IFC:  part of evaluation standards for 
large development loans

Many nations have well-established or developing 
practice, for example:

• Canada
• Australia
• New Zealand
• European Union

• Individual European nations 
• Thailand
• Ghana
• Vietnam



Health Impact Assessment 
Practice in the U.S.



The Health Impact Project: HIA 
Demonstration Grants in Progress

OrganizationOrganization TOPICTOPIC
CA Dept of Public Health -Cap and trade regulations

UCLA -Water conservation regulations

-Light rail corridor planning

Kohala Center, HI -County agricultural plan

MA Dept of PH -Biomass power plant

Green River Health Dept, KY -Coal gasification power plants

Texas Southern Univ. -Transit oriented development

Georgia Tech -Brownfield redevelopment

-Comprehensive plan/Transportation plan

NH Ctr. for Public Policy -State budget process

Boston Medical Ctr -Utility regulation

Upstream Public Health, OR -Farm to school legislation



HIA – A Local Example in Oakland

Topic of HIA: proposed senior housing units 
near two major freeways and the Port of 
Oakland

Health Risks:  
1.Indoor air quality from outdoor pollution 
sources - could harm residents
2.Noise: related to sleep disturbance, high 
blood pressure
3.Pedestrian Safety – identified dangerous 
road crossings

Source: Human Impact Partners, http://www.humanimpact.org/component/jdownloads

Jack London Gateway Senior Housing Project



Outcomes: 
1.Indoor air quality – developer 
implemented central air filtration; changed 
windows facing freeway
2.Noise – developer added noise-buffered 
courtyard, moved entrance away from 
highway
3.Pedestrian Safety – recommendations 
under consideration for “traffic calming”
measures (speed bumps, wider sidewalks 
with narrower lanes, safe cross walks) to 
allow residents walking access to nearby 
retailers

HIA – A Local Example in Oakland (cont.)

Jack London Gateway Senior Housing Project

Source: Human Impact Partners, http://www.humanimpact.org/component/jdownloads



New Jersey



See more HIA examples:
www.healthimpactproject.org/hia/us



Public Health Law Initiative



Public Health Law Research

Goals
• Build public health law evidence base
• Strengthen scholarship in PHLR
• Support practice and the use of evidence in policy 

making

Activities
• Fund research (30 Grants funded)

– Three rounds of funding
– Rapid response mechanism

• Support (TA) for better research
• Translate and disseminate evidence

PHLR Website: www.publichealthlawresearch.org



Public Health Law Network
Goals
• Serve to connect experts and users of public health law

• Deliver legal technical assistance

• Provide training and educational resources

Network Centers
• National Coordinating Center & Northern Region

– PH Law Center, William Mitchell College of Law
• Eastern Region – Maryland School of Law
• Mid-States Region - University of Michigan School of PH
• Southeastern Region - UNC SPH & NHeLP
• Western Region – Arizona State &  New Mexico Schools of Law



Network Expertise & Initial Topics

• Cross-border PH
• Emergency legal preparedness 

and response
• Environmental PH
• Food safety
• Health reform
• Health information data sharing
• Injury prevention and safety

• Obesity prevention
• PH agency accreditation and 

shared service delivery
• PH statutes and regulatory 

information
• Tobacco control
• Tribal public health law
• And others

The Network provides support on a variety of topics

Contact the Network: www.publichealthlawnetwork.org





Stone Soup

What will you add to the soup?
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