
RESEARCH TEMPLATE

Addressing health inequities and the social determinants of health in environmental health practice 

Background (Optional):

Public health goals across Canada increasingly include health equity and the social determinants of 
health. These inequities affect the environment in which health-related decisions are made and create 
barriers to compliance with environmental public health regulations, although the role of environmental 
health staff in addressing social inequities is unclear.  This presentation reports on the results of a 
qualitative study of Public Health Inspectors working in environmental health protection and how they 
can address these inequities in their work..

Objectives:
1) Increase understanding of how health inequities and the social determinants of health impact 
environmental health regulatory practice
2) Identify practice needs and gaps of Public Health Inspectors that affect their ability to promote health 
equity.

Methods:
The National Collaborating Centres for Determinants of Health and Environmental Health conducted 
two focus groups, one in Nova Scotia and one in British Columbia, with public health inspectors working 
in evironmental health protection. The focus groups revealed information about equity-related barriers 
to compliance, vulnerabilities that create barriers or limit access to public health supports, strategies 
used to overcome those barriers, and leadership or advocacy opportunities for Public Health Inspectors 
to address health inequities.

Results:
Study participants identified two main types of equity-related barriers: differences in language or 
culture that affected interactions between inspectors and operators, and specific challenges that 
affected the operator’s ability to comply with regulations. Inspectors responded with creative forms of 
communication and by extending their role to help address some of those barriers..

Conclusions:
We offer recommendations to support Public Health Inspectors in addressing barriers related to the 
social determinants of health, as well as considerations for better equipping the public health system to 
support such action..

What are the implications of your research on practice or policy?

This pilot project identifies challenges in environmental health regulatory practice and identifies gaps in 
programming and resources. Follow-up research could explore these issues in greater depth and 
facilitate improvements in programming and practice.


