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“If a factory is torn down but the rationality which produced it is left 

standing, then that rationality will simply produce another factory.  If 

a revolution destroys a government, but the systematic patterns of 

thought that produced that government are left intact, then those 

patterns will repeat themselves…. There’s so much talk about the 

system.  And so little understanding.”

-- Robert Pirsig, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance

(epigraph  to Thinking in Systems by Donella Meadows)
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Disease, 

Disability, 

Death

Drugs, 

Doctors, 

Devices

Access to 

high-

quality 

care

Bio and 

epigenetics

Behaviors

Social 

stratification, 

segmentation, 

structural access 

to benefits & 

resources

How society 

organizes 

itself: power, 

privilege, 

resources

How does a social system “produce” health?

[social & environmental determinants]

[biological & behavioral determinants]

[health care & medical determinants]
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Mokdad et al (2004).  Actual Causes of Death in the United States, 2000. JAMA. 291(10):1238-1245





Frieden’s Health Impact Pyramid

7
Frieden TR (2010).  “A framework for public health action: The health impact 

pyramid.” AJPH. 100(4): 590-595

Building codes, minimum wage laws, 

subsidized higher education

Fluoridation, second-hand smoking laws, 

supersize soda limitations

Immunization, colonoscopy, infant 

screening

Medication, surgery, medical devices

Quit smoking, eat healthier, exercise more



States and health systems beginning to measure and collect data on 

Social Determinants of Health

• as population measures

• as clinical measures (part of electronic health records)
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Spencer et al (2016) Measuring Social Determinants of Health among 

Medicaid Beneficiaries: Early State Lessons: CHCS Brief



Purpose for SDOH Data Collection
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Focus

Organizational 1. Inform provider quality improvement

2. Provide data for risk adjustment and reimbursement rates

3. Inform program evaluation (e.g., Health homes)

Population 1. Assess impact of SDOH on population health

2. Inform community health promotion programs

Individual 1. Develop care coordination strategies

2. Expand access and availability of ancillary services
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…money, 

knowledge, 

prestige, power, 

and beneficial 

social 

connections that 

protect health no 

matter what 

mechanisms are 

relevant at any 

given time-

(Link & Phelan 

on Fundamental 

Causes of 

Health)


