
Social Determinants of Aboriginal Health 
Program
Program Goal: 
To develop a detailed understanding of the social determinants of Aboriginal health 
and of the interventions that are effective in improving health status through action 
on social determinants.

Social determinants of health are 
the economic, physical and social 
conditions that influence the health 
of individuals, communities and 
jurisdictions as a whole. They 
include housing, education, social 
networks and connections, physical 
infrastructure, connection with 
land, racism, employment, and law 
enforcement and the legal and 
custodial system. Improvements in the 
social and economic determinants of 
health produce significant gains in life 
expectancy and in the quality of life. 
Clean water, sanitation, education, 
meaningful employment, good 
nutrition, appropriate housing, control 
over life circumstances, supportive 
communities and networks, peace 
and freedom from discrimination 
and racism all make significant 
contributions to keeping people and 
their communities healthy.

While the CRCAH is founded on the 
belief that these social determinants 
are fundamental to Aboriginal health, 
developing a research agenda for 
this program of work has been a 
challenge. Unlike most of the CRCAH 
programs, where the key stakeholder 
groups are within the health sector, 
this program requires a major focus 
on stakeholders outside the traditional 
health sector to work in collaboration 
with the traditional health sector.

 

A workshop on the social 
determinants of Aboriginal health 
held in 2004 and an industry 
roundtable in June 2006 have 
contributed to the development of 
the Social Determinants of Aboriginal 
Health Program. The priorities, and 
areas for further activity identified 
through these, were:

building awareness of the social 
determinants of Aboriginal health; 

racism and its impact on health 
outcomes; 

housing and the physical 
environment; 

education, employment and 
childhood;

law and justice; and

culture and land. 
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There is widespread recognition 
that better housing, education and 
employment are vital to improving 
Aboriginal health, but there remains 
a limited understanding of how 
these social determinants of health 
intersect, and even less understanding 
of how to address them effectively.
There has also been little research 
done on Aboriginal understandings of 
the social determinants of health. 
A large part of the work of the CRCAH 
and its predecessor, the Cooperative 
Research Centre for Aboriginal 
and Tropical Health, has been to 
help build a knowledge base and 
awareness of the social determinants 
of Aboriginal health. 
This has included the publication of 
two major books (see below), and 
a project designed to give a better 
understanding of how policy makers, 
service providers and academics 
think, talk and make decisions 
about issues relating to the social 
determinants of Aboriginal health.

Social Determinants of Indigenous 
Health
Edited by Bronwyn Carson, Terry 
Dunbar, Richard Chenhall and Ross 
Bailie
Published by Allen & Unwin
This book provides a thorough 
introduction to the social 
determinants of Aboriginal health.  
Designed as a teaching resource, 
it investigates the factors that 
impact upon the current state of 
Aboriginal health, such as poverty, 
class, community and social capital, 
education, employment, and housing. 

The book scrutinises the social 
dynamics of making policy for 
Indigenous Australians and the 
interrelation between human 
rights and health. It also outlines 
a framework for effective health 
interventions that take social factors 
into consideration. 
Launching the book, CRCAH 
Chairperson Pat Anderson said: 

This book, if read and understood 
by those who design and 
implement Aboriginal health 
policies, will make a difference. 
A thorough understanding of 
the complexities of the social 
determinants of our health would 
put an end to the situation we’ve 
seen all too often in recent years: 
the development of health policy 
in the back of a light airplane 
after ministerial visits to one or 
other of our remote communities. 
The challenge to turn around 
the health of Aboriginal people 
will take clear thought and 
real collaboration between 
governments, and between 
governments and Aboriginal 
people ourselves, in dealing 
with the issues presented in this 
important book. 

The book arose from a series of 
lectures and a short course developed 
jointly by the CRCAH, Menzies School 
of Health Research and Charles 
Darwin University. It has been 
adopted as a textbook by a number 
of leading Australian health education 
and research institutions.
 

Beyond Bandaids: Exploring the 
Underlying Social Determinants of 
Aboriginal Health
Edited by Ian Anderson, Fran Baum 
and Michael Bentley
Published by CRCAH
This monograph contains a series of 
papers by more than 50 Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous writers. It 
presents fresh perspectives on how 
a range of social and economic 
factors—including culture, law, 
education, employment, modes 
of governance, and social and 
community interactions—affect the 
health of Aboriginal Australians. It 
also suggests fruitful directions for 
further inquiry into how these factors 
can be more health promoting.

For More Information
Contact CRCAH Social Determinants of 
Aboriginal Health Program Managers:  
Carolyn Modra  
Email: carolyn.modra@crcah.org.au or 
Scott Davis 
Email: scott.davis@crcah.org.au
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