Topic Discussion for Session 2


The focus of the discussion will be the two points of view related to the CBC campaign “Live Right Now” launched in early January, 2011.
This URL (http://www.newswire.ca/en/releases/archive/January2011/03/c8245.html) will give you details about the campaign and a few links to find out more. 
  
This campaign has generated some controversy.
· Posted on the Social Determinants of Health list serv:
  
A. First message
  
Date:         Mon, 3 Jan 2011 07:18:36 -0500
Reply-To:     Social Determinants of Health <[log in to unmask]>
Sender:       Social Determinants of Health <[log in to unmask]>
From:         Dennis Raphael <[log in to unmask]>
Subject:      CBC Launches "Healthy Living Crusade"

Content-Type: multipart/alternative;http://www.cbc.ca/health/story/2010/12/31/canada-weighs-in-poll-health-myths.html
 
What a wonderful way to begin the new year. NOT.
 
If you live in Toronto call Metro Morning Answering Machine 416-205-5807 and tell them to begin paying attention to 40 years of accumulated 
research that states that living conditions are the primary factors that  shape health. 
 
Mention Health Council of Canada Report, WHO Commission on SDOH, and 40  years of Health Canada and Canadian Public Health Association documents and statements. 
 
For those who are real gluttons for neglect and punishment, mention: Social Determinants of Health: The Canadian Facts.
 
Dennis Raphael
Professor of Health Policy and Management
York University
 
B. A selected subsequent response
  
From: Social Determinants of Health [mailto:[log in to unmask]] On Behalf Of Jim Dunn
Sent: January 4, 2011 9:27 AM
Subject: Re: [SDOH] Inquiry from CBC producer
 
I understand that this is a safe place for like-minded people to vent their frustrations, but what surprises me is the outrage and shock that is coming through.
 
It seems to me that this kind of thing should be fully expected - has anybody looked at the magazine rack recently? Men's Health, Women's Health, Men's Fitness, all of the lifestyle magazines aimed at women, not to mention TV shows like America's Biggest Loser, Last 10 Pounds, etc., countless websites, I could go on for hours.
 
But let's try to unpack what's going on here. It seems to me there are a few important points that we can identify to help the mutual cause.
First, this is not a public health campaign, it is a viewer entertainment / information vehicle. Now admittdely the information is partial and may be distorted, but if it was only about the information, then there'd be no personal stories, they'd just run text across the screen like the credits on Star Wars ("In a galaxy far, far away, a long, long time ago..."). And yes, its high profile has the effect of reinforcing people's existing, partial and distorted beliefs about individualism and lifestyles, but that's what producers/editors in mainstream media do, give the viewers / readers what they want. If they don't do that, they don't sell advertising and they don't exist. As an entertainment vehicle, people are attracted to such stories, because they can identify with the problems, challenges, and struggles that the people depicted go through. Some viewers will feel triumphant when the people in the stories succeed, some will feel vindicated when they fail. Sounds alot like watching primetime TV or a hollywood movie, doesn't it? Entertainment vehicle.
 
Second, rather than bemoan that something is wrong with mainstream media (even if there is), perhaps we should spend more time figuring out how to use it to communicate the message we want to get out. If it wasn't effective, we wouldn't be so outraged about its slant, so why not use it? I suspect that will be a hell of alot quicker than nationalization of the news media, for example (and we know that's got its own shortcomings in its ability to communicate effectively). Additionally, insulting the foot soldiers of the mainstream media empires for acting according to their structural position accomplishes nothing either, except maybe to alienate people who could help. The producer at CBC has never heard of the stuff Dennis told her because she doesn't need to know that stuff to do her job and achieve her objectives, which are given by the structure of news media. Her 'commonsense' non-specialist knowledge is perfectly adequate for her to fulfill her role. And in her world, there's no requirement or even expectation that she will conduct a literature review to present the SDOH and lifestyles in a thorough and balanced way - that would be a different story (and a different medium) altogether. As Marshall McLuhan said, the media is the message.
 
These issues have been covered extensively by Andre Picard in his own critiques of health journalism (an exception to the rule for journos) and by other work I have been involved with:
 
Telling stories: News media, health literacy and public policy in Canada
Social Science & Medicine, Volume 64, Issue 9, Pages 1842-1852
M. Hayes, I. Ross, M. Gasher, D. Gutstein, J. Dunn, R. Hackett
Spreading the News: Social Determinants of Health Reportage in Canadian Daily Newspapers
Canadian Journal of Communication, Vol 32, No 3 (2007)
Mike Gasher, Michael V. Hayes, Ian Ross, Robert A. Hackett, Donald Gutstein, James R. Dunn
 
Third, the information presented is, as I said partial and distorted, but it is not altogether wrong. And this is where SDOH advocates are, in my opinion, dangerously close to undermining their own cause. To react with outrage about any emphasis on lifestyle not only contradicts people's 'common sense', it is also contradicts the reality of the situation. Does better diet and exercise cause many people to lose weight, reduce heart disease risk factors, reverse diabetes, improve energy and mood, reduce the incidence of joint problems, etc, etc. Of course it does. And redressing inequality also has positive benefits for health too, but that doesn't mean lifestyle has no impact (for those who are actually able to adopt changes - please not this important qualification). Is focusing on individualistic, behaviour modification approaches, as the CBC show does, likely to have a broad population health impact? Of course not. Would redressing inequality and the barriers to the adoption of healthy behaviours be a more sensible strategy? Of course it would, but is the media responsible for that, or could they be used as an ally in such an effort rather than demonized? I think the answer is obvious.
 
Finally, the other problem with demonizing an emphasis on lifestyle is that it reproduces a false dichotomy   - between the stress of low socio-economic status and poor health behaviours - that has confused the interpretation of health inequalities research for a long time. It also makes it seem like the lifestyle emphais is more threatening to an SDOH emphasis than it really is. In a recent article in JAMA, Stringhini et al. (2010) used data from the Whitehall study to show that when health behaviours were measured twice in longitudinal data, that health behaviours 'explained' more of the class gradient among Whitehall subjects. In other words, persistent unhealthy behaviours are more dangerous to health than episodic ones and consequently explain more of the gradient. Seems pretty sensible, but apart from the fact that this is probably a good example of over-determination in a statistical model, it ignores the fact that the stress of low SES and health behaviours, rather than being competing causal pathways, are probably part of the same pathway (Dunn 2010). Arguably, the implications for the SDOH of the undisputed finding that the prevalence of poor health behaviours is more common among people with low SES, has been widely mis-interpreted.
 
Stringhini, et al. (2010). Association of Socioeconomic Position With Health Behaviors and Mortality. JAMA, 303(12): 1159-1166.
Dunn, J.R. (2010). Health Behavior vs the Stress of Low Socioeconomic Status and Health Outcomes. JAMA., 303(12):1199-1200
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HP101 Discussion topics:
· How do both "sides" relate to health promotion?
· How do the concepts of HP101 relate to this issue?
· Would your agency support or promote the CBC campaign?

 

