
 

Public health policies and practices may
negatively affect marginalized populations

October 31 2013

Despite the best intentions of those working in public health, some
policies and practices inadvertently further disadvantage marginalized
populations, according to a commentary by a researcher at St. Michael's
Hospital.

Dr. Diego S. Silva, a scientist in the hospital's Centre for Research on
Inner City Health, said there's an emphasis toward social justice in
public health, particularly when it comes to people who are
marginalized, disadvantaged or vulnerable.

"For example, despite evidence suggesting that people who are homeless
are at greater risk of being infected with influenza and suffer greater
morbidity than the general population, many pandemic influenza plans
provide impracticable advice or otherwise fail to address their specific
needs," said Dr. Silva.

The commentary appears online today in the Canadian Journal of Public
Health.

In the commentary, Dr. Silva and his colleagues refer to two public
health policies case studies that "are intentionally problematic and don't
have an easy solution."

In one example, a public health advisory issued by the State Department
of Health in Indiana suggests that people who are homeless should be
dissuaded from using shelters during flu outbreaks and should instead be
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treated on the street.

However, "given the cold winters of Indiana, it seems untenable that
persons who use shelters will be able to, or ought to, stay away from
them without placing themselves in danger of other perils, such as
freezing to death," Dr. Silva said.

Dr. Silva said that while it is good advice to urge people to stay home
when they are sick, the policy can take on different meanings for various
populations.

"What does it mean to 'stay home' if you're homeless?" said Dr. Silva,
who has a PhD in public health.

In the second case study, some mental health centres maintain indoor
smoking bans on the grounds they reduce the harm associated with
second-hand smoke. However, some studies suggest that smoking may
have neurological and social benefits for people with schizophrenia.

"Thus even seemingly uncontroversial and commonplace public health
programs, like those of tobacco cessation, may have the effect of
disproportionately disadvantaging those who are already disadvantaged,"
he said.

According to Dr. Silva, a greater emphasis on teaching ethics and the
philosophy of science is also needed in graduate schools or departments
of public health.

Dr. Silva said there needs to be a greater emphasis on teaching ethics and
the philosophy of science in graduate schools or departments of public
health. He said those in public health schools need to ask more question
about ethics and look at what they use as evidence when they make
public health policies.
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"This is particularly important when thinking about and questioning what
constitutes the good and the right in public health, and may help guard
against simplistic applications of ethics theories or principles (whether
utilitarian or others)," he said.

Dr. Silva said it is important for public health officials to speak to the
actual populations that will be affected by a public health policy or
program.

"In the public health community, we are intimately aware of people who
are marginalized," said Dr. Silva. "The more that we are explicit about
the values of public health and its intentions, the more that we will create
policies and programs that will better serve marginalized populations."

Provided by St. Michael's Hospital

Citation: Public health policies and practices may negatively affect marginalized populations
(2013, October 31) retrieved 26 April 2024 from 
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2013-10-health-policies-negatively-affect-marginalized.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/public+health+officials/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/public+health+policy/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/public+health/
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2013-10-health-policies-negatively-affect-marginalized.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

