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Abstract: Social Determinants of Health (SDOH) are increasingly recognized as fundamental influences on individual and population
health outcomes. Factors such as income, education, housing, employment, social support, and access to healthcare significantly shape
health behaviors, disease patterns, and recovery processes. Nurses, as frontline healthcare professionals, are uniquely positioned to
identify, assess, and address these determinants within diverse clinical and community settings. This review article explores the concept
of SDOH, their historical and theoretical foundations, major domains, and their implications for nursing practice. It further examines
nursing roles in assessment, intervention, advocacy, education, and policy development related to SDOH. Challenges in implementation
and future directions for integrating social determinants into nursing education and practice are also discussed. By strengthening nurses’
competencies in addressing SDOH, healthcare systems can move toward more equitable, patient-centered, and sustainable care models.
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Introduction

Health is not determined solely by biological or genetic
factors but is profoundly shaped by social, economic, and
environmental conditions in which individuals are born, grow,
live, work, and age. These conditions, collectively referred to
as Social Determinants of Health (SDOH), influence health
behaviors, access to care, disease prevalence, and overall
well-being. Global health authorities, including the World
Health Organization, have emphasized that inequities in
these social conditions are major contributors to avoidable
iliness and premature mortality.

In recent decades, healthcare systems have increasingly
acknowledged that clinical interventions alone are insufficient
to achieve optimal health outcomes. Despite advances in
medical technology and pharmacological therapies, health
disparities persist across socioeconomic, ethnic, and

geographic groups. Nurses, who represent the largest
segment of the healthcare workforce, play a pivotal role in
bridging clinical care with social realities. Through continuous
patient interaction, holistic assessment, and community
engagement, nurses are well positioned to identify social
barriers and facilitate appropriate interventions.

This review aims to examine the significance of SDOH in
nursing practice, explore their impact on health outcomes,
and analyze strategies for integrating social determinants into
professional nursing roles. The article also highlights
challenges and proposes future directions for strengthening
nursing contributions to health equity.

Conceptual Framework of Social Determinants of Health
Definition and Scope
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Social Determinants of Health refer to non-medical factors
that influence health outcomes. These include social,
economic, political, and environmental conditions that affect
individuals’ capacity to achieve and maintain good health.
According to global public health frameworks, SDOH
encompass income distribution, educational opportunities,
housing quality, food security, employment conditions, social
inclusion, and access to healthcare services.

These determinants operate at multiple levels, ranging from
individual and family environments to community
infrastructure and national policies. Their influence is
cumulative and intergenerational, meaning that disadvantage
in early life may lead to persistent health inequalities across
the lifespan.

Historical Evolution

The concept of social influences on health has roots in 19th-
century public health movements, particularly during
industrialization when poor sanitation and working conditions
contributed to epidemics. Over time, epidemiological
research demonstrated strong associations between
socioeconomic status and health outcomes. In the late 20th
and early 21st centuries, global initiatives emphasized equity
and social justice in health, leading to formal recognition of
SDOH in health policy and nursing practice.

Theoretical Perspectives

Several theoretical models explain the relationship between
social conditions and health. The social gradient theory
suggests that health improves with increasing socioeconomic
position. Ecological models highlight interactions between
individuals and their environments. Life-course approaches
emphasize how early-life exposures influence later health.
These frameworks guide nurses in understanding the
complex pathways linking social contexts to clinical
conditions.

Major Domains of Social Determinants of Health

The main domains of SDOH can be classified into five broad
categories, each interacting with others to influence health
outcomes.

Table 1: Major Domains of Social Determinants of Health
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Health

Implications

Economic Income, Access to care,
Stability employment, job nutrition, stress
security levels
Education Literacy, school = Health
quality, higher = awareness,
education decision-making
Healthcare Insurance, Preventive care,
Access availability of disease
services management
Neighborhood  Housing, Respiratory
Environment sanitation, diseases,
pollution, safety injuries
Social Context  Family  support, Mental health,
discrimination, coping capacity
social capital

Economic Stability

Economic resources strongly determine living conditions,
dietary quality, healthcare access, and stress exposure.
Poverty is associated with higher rates of malnutrition,
chronic illness, mental health disorders, and reduced life
expectancy. Financial instability often limits patients’ ability to
adhere to treatment regimens or attend follow-up
appointments.

Education

Education influences health literacy, employment
opportunities, and  health-related  decision-making.
Individuals with higher educational attainment are more likely
to engage in preventive behaviors, understand medical
instructions, and access quality healthcare services. Low
literacy can result in medication errors, delayed care-seeking,
and poor disease management.

Healthcare Access and Quality

Availability, affordability, and cultural appropriateness of
healthcare services significantly affect outcomes. Barriers
such as geographic distance, lack of insurance, and
language differences restrict utilization. Inadequate access
leads to delayed diagnoses, complications, and increased
hospitalization rates.

Neighborhood and Built Environment
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Living conditions, housing quality, sanitation, transportation,
and exposure to environmental pollutants shape physical and
mental health. Overcrowding, unsafe water, and air pollution
contribute to infectious and respiratory diseases. Lack of
recreational spaces discourages physical activity, increasing
the risk of obesity and cardiovascular disorders.

Social and Community Context

Social relationships, family support, community engagement,
and experiences of discrimination influence psychological
well-being and coping abilities. Social isolation is linked to
depression and increased mortality, while strong social
networks enhance resilience and recovery.

Impact of Social Determinants on Health Outcomes
Social determinants affect health through multiple pathways,
including  behavioral, psychosocial, and biological
mechanisms. Individuals facing economic hardship may
experience chronic stress, leading to hormonal imbalances
and immune dysfunction. Limited access to nutritious food
contributes to metabolic disorders, while unsafe
environments increase injury risks.

Research consistently shows that marginalized populations
experience higher burdens of communicable and non-
communicable diseases. Maternal and child health
outcomes, mental health status, and geriatric well-being are
particularly sensitive to social conditions. These disparities
are not random but reflect systemic inequalities embedded
within social structures.

Relevance of Social Determinants in Nursing Practice
Nursing practice is inherently holistic, encompassing
physical, psychological, social, and spiritual dimensions of
care. Addressing SDOH aligns with core nursing values of
compassion, advocacy, and social justice.

Table 2: Relationship Between SDOH and Nursing
Responsibilities

SDOH Domain Nursing Role Practical Examples

Economic Resource Referring to welfare

Stability linkage schemes

Education Health Teaching medication
teaching management
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Healthcare Care Arranging  follow-up
Access coordination  visits
Environment  Risk Identifying  housing
assessment | hazards
Social Context Emotional Counseling and peer
support support facilitation

Nurses encounter patients’ social challenges during routine
care, such as inability to afford medications, lack of family
support, or unsafe housing. Recognizing these factors allows
nurses to tailor interventions and collaborate with social
services.

Assessment of Social Determinants in Nursing Care
Effective management of SDOH begins with systematic
assessment. Nurses incorporate social history, living
conditions, financial status, and support systems into patient
evaluations. Structured screening tools, patient interviews,
and community surveys facilitate identification of social risks.
Culturally sensitive communication is essential for obtaining
accurate information.  Trust-building, empathy, and
confidentiality encourage patients to disclose sensitive issues
such as domestic violence, food insecurity, or financial
distress.

Documentation of social determinants in health records
enhances continuity of care and interdisciplinary
collaboration. Integrating SDOH data into electronic systems
supports population health management and targeted
interventions.

Nursing Interventions Addressing Social Determinants
Individual-Level Interventions

At the individual level, nurses provide tailored education,
counseling, and referrals. Teaching patients about affordable
nutrition, medication adherence, and stress management
empowers self-care. Linking patients to community
resources, insurance programs, and support groups
mitigates social barriers.

Community-Level Interventions

Community health nurses conduct outreach programs, home
visits, and health camps in underserved areas. These
initiatives improve access to preventive services and foster
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community participation. Health promotion activities
addressing sanitation, maternal care, and lifestyle

modification contribute to long-term improvement.

Policy and Advocacy Interventions

Nurses advocate for policies that promote equitable resource
distribution, affordable healthcare, and safe environments.
Participation in professional associations and collaboration
with policymakers strengthens nursing influence on health
reforms.

Interprofessional Collaboration and SDOH

Addressing social determinants requires coordinated efforts
among healthcare providers, social workers, educators, and
policymakers. Interprofessional teams ensure
comprehensive care planning and efficient resource
utilization.

For example, collaboration with social services facilitates
housing support, while partnerships with educational
institutions promote health literacy. Such integrated
approaches enhance patient satisfaction and reduce
healthcare costs.

Role of Nursing Education
Competence

Nursing curricula increasingly incorporate content on social
determinants, cultural competence, and health equity.
Experiential learning through community postings and
service-learning projects sensitizes students to social
realities.

Continuing professional development programs enhance
practicing nurses’ skills in social assessment, advocacy, and
community engagement. Research training encourages
evidence-based interventions targeting social disparities.

in Promoting SDOH

Challenges in Integrating SDOH into Nursing Practice
Despite growing awareness, several barriers hinder effective
integration of SDOH into nursing care. Time constraints,
heavy workloads, limited resources, and inadequate training
restrict comprehensive assessment. Lack of institutional
support and fragmented referral systems further complicate
interventions.
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Cultural barriers and stigma may prevent patients from
seeking assistance. Additionally, insufficient policy
frameworks and funding limit large-scale social interventions.

Future Directions and Recommendations

To strengthen nursing engagement with SDOH, healthcare
systems should adopt supportive policies, allocate resources,
and integrate social care with medical services. Standardized
screening tools and digital platforms can enhance data
collection and coordination.

Research on cost-effectiveness and outcome evaluation of
SDOH interventions will guide evidence-based practice.
Leadership development programs can prepare nurses for
advocacy and policy roles.

Embedding social justice principles into organizational
culture fosters sustainable commitment to equity.
Collaboration with international agencies such as the United
Nations Children’s Fund can further strengthen community-
oriented initiatives.

Conclusion

Social Determinants of Health are fundamental drivers of
health outcomes and disparities. Nursing practice, grounded
in holistic care and patient advocacy, is uniquely positioned
to address these determinants. Through systematic
assessment, targeted interventions, interprofessional
collaboration, and policy engagement, nurses can mitigate
social barriers and promote health equity.

Integrating SDOH into education, practice, and research
enhances the profession’s capacity to respond to complex
health challenges. As healthcare systems evolve toward
population-based and value-driven models, nursing
leadership in addressing social determinants will remain
essential for achieving sustainable and inclusive health
outcomes.

Bibliography
1. World Health Organization. Closing the gap in a
generation: Health equity through action on the
social determinants of health. Geneva: WHO; 2008.

copyright®: Scientific Journal 101


http://www.scientificjournal.in/
https://scientificjournal.in/

SCIENTIFIC JOURNAL

wwwsuentlflqoumal in

d 200 d openaire (GO 816

scholar

wwwe.scientificjournal.in ~ YEAR: 2024 VOLUME: 2 ISSUE: 2 ISSN: 3107-4162

2. Marmot M, Wilkinson R. Social determinants of
health. 2nd ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press;
2006.

3. Braveman P, Gottlieb L. The social determinants of
health: It's time to consider the causes of the causes.
Public Health Rep. 2014;129(Suppl 2):19-31.

4. Solar O, Irwin A. A conceptual framework for action
on the social determinants of health. Geneva: WHO;
2010.

5. Adler NE, Newman K. Socioeconomic disparities in
health. Health Aff. 2002;21(2):60-76.

6. American Nurses Association. Code of ethics for
nurses with interpretive statements. Silver Spring:
ANA; 2015.

7. Wilkinson RG, Pickett KE. The spirit level: Why more
equal societies almost always do better. London:
Allen Lane; 2009.

8. Frenk J, Moon S. Governance challenges in global
health. N Engl J Med. 2013;368(10):936-942.

9. Whitehead M, Dahlgren G. Concepts and principles
for tackling social inequities in health. Copenhagen:
WHO Europe; 2006.

10. Shi L, Singh DA. Essentials of the US health care
system. 4th ed. Burlington: Jones & Bartlett; 2019.

11. Stanhope M, Lancaster J. Public health nursing. 10th
ed. St. Louis: Elsevier; 2020.

12. Polit DF, Beck CT. Nursing research: Generating
and assessing evidence for nursing practice. 11th
ed. Philadelphia: Wolters Kluwer; 2021.

copyright®: Scientific Journal 102


http://www.scientificjournal.in/
https://scientificjournal.in/

