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Healthy cities tackle the social determinants 
of inequities in health: a framework for action

FrameworkContentsJune04.indb   iFrameworkContentsJune04.indb   i 03-06-2012   23:30:4203-06-2012   23:30:42



Abstract
This report provides practical guidance for taking action to address health inequalities at the local level. It offers 
helpful explanations of key concepts and offers examples of how to go about making a case and deciding which 
interventions to use to tackle more effectively the social determinants of health and increase commitment to 
addressing the causes of inequalities. The framework for action supports whole-of-government and whole-of-
society approaches. The main evidence underpinning this publication can be found in the complementary report: 
Addressing the social determinants of health: the urban dimension and the role of local government.

Keywords 

STRATEGIC PLANNING
URBAN HEALTH
HEALTH POLICY
SOCIOECONOMIC FACTORS
HEALTH STATUS DISPARITIES
SOCIAL JUSTICE
EUROPE

Address requests about publications of the WHO Regional Office for Europe to:
 Publications
 WHO Regional Office for Europe
 Scherfigsvej 8
 DK-2100 Copenhagen Ø, Denmark
Alternatively, complete an online request form for documentation, health infor-
mation, or for permission to quote or translate, on the Regional Office web site 
(http://www.euro.who.int/pubrequest).

© World Health Organization 2012
All rights reserved. The Regional Office for Europe of the World Health Organization welcomes requests for permission to reproduce or 
translate its publications, in part or in full.
The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever 
on the part of the World Health Organization concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or con-
cerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. Dotted lines on maps represent approximate border lines for which there may not 
yet be full agreement.
The mention of specific companies or of certain manufacturers’ products does not imply that they are endorsed or recommended by the 
World Health Organization in preference to others of a similar nature that are not mentioned. Errors and omissions excepted, the names of 
proprietary products are distinguished by initial capital letters.
All reasonable precautions have been taken by the World Health Organization to verify the information contained in this publication. 
However, the published material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either express or implied. The responsibility for the 
interpretation and use of the material lies with the reader. In no event shall the World Health Organization be liable for damages arising 
from its use. The views expressed by authors, editors, or expert groups do not necessarily represent the decisions or the stated policy of the 
World Health Organization.

Principal author: Anna Ritsatakis
Text editing: David Breuer

Book design: Sven Lund
Cover design: Christophe Lanoux, Paris, France

Cover photos: Rafael Ben-Ari/Fotolia.com; WHO/Djordje Novakovic; Francesco Ridolfi/Dreamstime.com; 
Photowitch/Dreamstime.com; apops/Fotolia.com; Biserko/Dreamstime.com

FrameworkContentsJune04.indb   iiFrameworkContentsJune04.indb   ii 03-06-2012   23:30:4403-06-2012   23:30:44



Foreword v

1. Introduction – purpose of the framework 1

2. Background to the development of the framework 3

3. Why is a concerted effort needed now to tackle 
the social determinants of inequalities in health? 5

4. A reinvigorated approach to tackling the social 
determinants of health 7

5. Critically examining processes and structures to tackle 
the social determinants of health 15

6. Moving to action – bringing it all together 37

7. How WHO and the WHO European Healthy 
Cities Network could help 43

References 45

Contents

FrameworkContentsJune04.indb   iiiFrameworkContentsJune04.indb   iii 03-06-2012   23:30:4403-06-2012   23:30:44



FrameworkContentsJune04.indb   ivFrameworkContentsJune04.indb   iv 03-06-2012   23:30:4403-06-2012   23:30:44



Translating scientific evidence and policy recommendations into action can be challenging, especially when the 
aim is to convince, engage and mobilize several sectors and diverse stakeholders. The evidence on the social de-
terminants of health and understanding of the root causes of inequities is very strong, and the imperative for ac-
tion is higher on political agendas than ever.

The rapidly growing body of scientific evidence in this field has generated more awareness and legitimacy but also 
urgency for action. The European Healthy Cities movement has a longstanding commitment to tackling health 
inequalities. However, experience has demonstrated the need for guidance, tools and frameworks that can help 
decision-makers address these issues systematically.

This publication was developed to support cities in their efforts to generate sustainable commitment and action to 
address the social determinants of health and health inequalities. Above all, this document is meant to be practical 
and adaptable to different local circumstances and realities.

I would like to express my gratitude to Anna Ritsatakis, principal author of this publication, and to all the mem-
bers of the WHO European Healthy Cities Network and European national healthy cities networks, which pro-
vided helpful feedback throughout the drafting process. A special thanks is also due to Joan Devlin for her valu-
able input. 

Agis D. Tsouros
Head, Policy and Cross-Cutting Programmes and Regional Director’s Special Projects
WHO Regional Office for Europe
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Introduction – purpose of the framework 1

The WHO European Healthy Cities Network remains 
constant to its founding values of promoting equity 
in health, social justice, sustainable development and 
ethical governance. For cities participating in Phase 
V of the WHO European Healthy Cities Network, 
the overarching theme is that of health and equity in 
health in all local policies (1).
 In joining Phase V, the cities in the WHO European 
Healthy Cities Network are aware of the need to imple-
ment the recommendations of the WHO Commission 
on Social Determinants of Health (2). Since so many 
countries in the WHO European Region are members 
of or linked in some way to the European Union (EU), 
the EU health strategy for 2008–2013 (3) and the com-
munication from the European Commission on re-
ducing inequalities in health (4) are also important.
 Consequently, the mission for 2009–2013 is defined 
as follows:
 The mission of the WHO European Healthy Cities 

Network during Phase V is to ensure that:
 social and economic development in cities pro-

motes equity in health;
 all city departments, and the private sector, ac-

knowledge their responsibility and accountabil-
ity for promoting greater equity in health; and

 action is taken across all sectors to work together 
to this end.

In a nutshell, this means tackling the social determi-
nants of health inequalities, ensuring that health and 
health equity are protected and promoted in all local 
policies. During Phase V, as outlined in the Zagreb 
Declaration for Healthy Cities (5), this mission is to be 
achieved mainly through the collaboration of cities on 

three core themes: (1) creating caring and supportive 
environments; (2) healthy living and (3) healthy urban 
environment and design.
 An extensive report (6) has been prepared for the 
WHO European Healthy Cities Network that exam-
ines the implications for cities in the European Region 
of the evidence presented by the report on the Com-
mission on Social Determinants of Health (2) and re-
lated work in countries. To complement the findings 
of that report, the WHO European Healthy Cities 
Network developed a framework for action in cities, 
highlighting possible points of intervention: how city 
governance and processes can more effectively tackle 
the social determinants of health and how capacity-
building can ensure that these processes are sustain-
able.
 The framework is intended as a resource document 
for the WHO European Healthy Cities Network, clari-
fying certain concepts and offering examples of ac-
tions cities might wish to try. These include tools and 
information available through the WHO European 
Healthy Cities Network or other WHO programmes 
and the expertise and experience of other cities. An at-
tempt has been made to include examples from across 
the European Region. However, given the long history 
of recording inequalities in health in the United King-
dom and the relatively large number of cities from that 
country participating in the WHO European Healthy 
Cities Network, United Kingdom examples are over-
represented. As Phase V progresses, this will be recti-
fied and further examples of action in cities across the 
European Region will be collected and made available 
on the web to promote and support implementation 
throughout the WHO European Network.
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