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Social Theories for Studying Health:

1. Structural Functionalism
· Theory
· Methodology
· Positivism
· Objective science – study society in unbiased manner
· Social facts
· Sociologists take data
· Epidemiology
· Causes (of disease/origin)
· Incidence (# of cases)
· Prevalence (how widespread/ total number of cases
· Methodological issues
· Objective?
· Causality?
· Statistics, data, variables
Causality:
1. an association between the variables (eg. Income and health)
2. evidence that 1 variable precedes the other in a time sequence 
3. other intervening variables eliminated
4. relationship makes theoretical sense 

Symbolic Interactionist/Social Constructionism
· theory
· focus on individuals = micro level
· reality is socially constructed 
· uncover subjective meaning
· how do we understand health
· Goffman – asylums – “total institutions’
· Mental hospital – total institutions
· Large number of people completely cut off from the rest of society 
· New reality created for patience 
· Rosenhan Experiment – On Being Sane in Insane Places
· People went in acting as normal (by society standards)
· Normal behaviour was written up as a mental illness
· If sane people are not detected as sane by staff, then the environment of the hospital Is what is placing judgment
· Goffman – stigma – labeling theory
· As society we go through process as labeling someone as ill, once there labeled it affects how people respond to that person
· It becomes hard to rid of that label
· Social construction of Illness
· Disease itself comes from bodily behaviours
· Methodology
· Need to talk to people to see what it is like to them to have a particular illness (in depth interviews)
· Participant observation
· Complete observer
· Complete participant 
· How doctor patients interact
· Methodological Concerns
· Reflectivity
· Deals with the interaction between the researcher and the subject
· Generalizability
· To what extent do the findings apply to other populations

Conflict Theory
· Theory
· Marx – focus on power and inequality 
· Broader structures of society in creating’s individual experience 
· Navarro – Capitalism: health of workers vs. profit motive
· Separated by 2 classes
· Capitalist Class
· Everyone else
· Hurts workers health
· Methodology
· Comparative and historical (analysis)
· Methodological issues
· Not objective
· Obligation to document and expose

Feminist Theory
· Theory
· Inequalities arising from patriarchy
· Because structure of society men and women have fundamentally different experiences
· Women – less power fewer recourses
· How this inequality impact health 
· Sometimes overlaps other theoretical perspectives
· Social structure and individual experiences are racialized 
· Methodology
· In depth interviews
· Participant observation
· Methodology issues
· Not objective
· Exposure and social change 

Topics in this Course rooted in these theoretical perspectives

Defining and Measuring health
Lay Definitions of Health
· “the absence of disease”
· “the relative state of freedom from impairment or disease”
Lay definitions of health = well being
· not just the absence of sickness, but physical, mental & emotional well being
Lay definitions of health = ability to perform roles
· “the ability to do everyday activities”
· “feeling good and being able to o all the things that you want to do without complications”
Lay definitions of health = our lifestyle and behaviours
· “eating well and being active in order to not be ill”
· “maintain a healthy lifestyle”
· “physical fitness, eating habits, and a good attitude”
Defining Health:
· world health organization definition of health:
· “the state of complete mental, physical, and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”
· is it realistic?
Criticisms of WHO definition
· the word “complete”
· daily range of less than perfect health
· what is well-being?
· Mental?
· Physical?
· Social?
· Have diabetes, you can still be healthy
· .. difficult to measure, too vague
Uses of health measures
· advocacy
· comparing health across provinces – can use for political purpose
· measures used strategically 
· accountability
· what were doing in society affects individuals

Measuring Health
· population health
· gathering data form sample of individuals and determining the average
· census and vital statistics
· births/deaths and cause of death
· national health surveys
· asks people about health and disabilities
· Map data
· Mortality rate = the number of deaths in a population
· Mortality rate, infant mortality
· Health behaviours of mother
· Mortality rate – PYLL (potential years of life lost)
· Estimate of average years a person would have lived if he or she did not die prematurely 
· Morbidity = % with a specific disease
· how many people have a specific illness or disease
· morbidity – i.e heart disease, cancer
· life expectancy = number of years an ‘average’ person can expect to live given their current age
· can be calculated at different points in life (birth, age 65)
· increases with age
· shorter for men than woman
· Indirect Measures
· Health behaviours
· Eating, physical activity, smoking, alcohol consumption
· Self-assessments:
· Excellent, very good, good, fair , poor

Social Context of “Health”
· Compare our health to the health of others
· … Of the same age and gender
· to out past health
· cultural and national variations
· system of health care
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