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Determinants of Health
Individual behaviors and environmental factors are responsible for about 70 percent of all
premature deaths in the United States. Developing and implementing policies and preventive interventions that effectively address these determinants of health can reduce the burden of illness, enhance quality of life, and increase longevity.
Individual biology and behaviors influence health through their interaction with each other
and with the individual’s social and physical environments. In addition, policies and interventions can improve health by targeting factors related to individuals and their environments, including access to quality health care.
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Biology refers to the individual’s genetic makeup (those factors with which he or she is
born), family history (which may suggest risk for disease), and the physical and mental
health problems acquired during life. Aging, diet, physical activity, smoking, stress, alcohol
or illicit drug abuse, injury or violence or an infectious or toxic agent may result in illness or
disability and can produce a “new” biology for the individual.
Behaviors are individual responses or reactions to internal stimuli and external conditions.
Behaviors can have a reciprocal relationship to biology; in other words, each can react to the
other. For example, smoking (behavior) can alter the cells in the lung and result in shortness
of breath, emphysema, or cancer (biology) that then may lead an individual to stop smoking
(behavior). Similarly, a family history that includes heart disease (biology) may motivate an
individual to develop good eating habits, avoid tobacco, and maintain an active lifestyle
(behaviors), which may prevent his or her own development of heart disease (biology).
Personal choices and the social and physical environments surrounding individuals can
shape behaviors. The social and physical environments include all factors that affect the life
of individuals, positively or negatively, many of which may not be under their immediate or
direct control.
Social environment includes interactions with family, friends, coworkers, and others in the
community. It also encompasses social institutions, such as law enforcement, the workplace,
places of worship, and schools. Housing, public transportation and the presence or absence of
violence in the community are among other components of the social environment. The social
environment has a profound effect on individual health, as well as on the health of the larger
community, and is unique because of cultural customs; language; and personal, religious or
spiritual beliefs. At the same time, individuals and their behaviors contribute to the quality
of the social environment.
Physical environment can be thought of as that which can be seen, touched, heard,
smelled, and tasted. However, the physical environment also contains less tangible elements,
such as radiation and ozone. The physical environment can harm individual and community
health, especially when individuals and communities are exposed to toxic substances; irritants; infectious agents; and physical hazards in homes, schools and worksites. The physical
environment also can promote good health, for example, by providing clean and safe places
for people to work, exercise and play.

