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Why are health inequalities persistent? 

• ChatGPT: 
• ”Health inequalities persist for a variety of complex and interconnected reasons, and 

addressing them requires a comprehensive understanding of the social, economic, 

and environmental factors that contribute to disparities in health outcomes.”

• [list of factors]

• “Addressing persistent health inequalities requires a multi-faceted approach that 

involves changes at individual, community, and societal levels. Efforts should include 

policy interventions, community engagement, education, and targeted initiatives to 

reduce disparities and improve overall population health.”



Practice: symptom management



1. … approach that involves changes at 
individual, community, and societal levels (1)

• Existing knowledge: emphasis on individual-level risk factors 

• Needed knowledge: Recognition of health inequalities as symptomatic

of deeper, underlying problems at meso and macro levels 

• E.g. social norms emerge from interactions among individuals and are not

solely visible at the individual level  



Why do we adhere to symptom management? 

• The existing knowledge (paradigm?) is inadequate for 

guiding the comprehensive approach required to 

address health inequalities

• We require a different type of knowledge to inform 

both policy and practice



Social norms and prevalence of obesity
Social norms regarding overweight influenced by the actual prevalence of overweight which then

impacts on the individual behaviour, which then… (feedback loop) + knowledge of what healthy BMI is  





Reframing health inequalities as a societal 
issue

• This type of knowledge can not only guide strategies involving changes 

at community and societal level …

• ... but also contribute to reframing socioeconomic inequalities in health 

as a societal issue rather than solely a problem associated with

individuals of lower socio-economic status  



2. … addressing health inequalities requires a 
comprehensive understanding of the social, 
economic, and environmental factors .. (1)

• Existing knowledge: isolating the effect of a single factor, e.g. smoking / diet

• Needed knowledge: Acknowledgement that health inequalities result from a 

complex interplay of factors, ranging from cells to society 

• Including feedback loops, crucial contributors to the enduring nature of 

health inequalities



Source: Crielaard et al. Understanding the impact of exposure to adverse socioeconomic conditions 

on chronic stress from a complexity science perspective. BMC Med 2021

Feedbackloop between 

chronic stress and 

psychological capacity



Combining measures

• What explains this vicious circle? The more stress someone experiences and has 

experienced, the ..

• ..fewer tools to resolve the causes of stress (coping), 

• ..less sense of control (learned helplessness), 

• ..less mental capacity to deal with stress (cognitive bandwidth), 

• ..more intense perception of the causes of stress (appraisal).

• These mechanisms do not simply disappear as stress diminishes → combine 

measures addressing sources of stress with psychological interventions to 

enhance the mental health of individuals 



Such mechanisms might differ between 
socioeconomic groups 

• When considering measures to promote healthy behaviours, 

there is a tendency to heavily depend on individual experiences

• Risky approach: living conditions of decision-makers often

significantly differ from people in lower socio-economic groups

• Tip: use ChatGPT for a summary of scientific studies! 



3. … addressing health inequalities requires a 
multi-faceted approach  

• Existing knowledge: emphasis on interventions controlled by

researchers, resulting in distinct interventions handed over to policy 

and practice for further implementation

• Needed knowledge: Recognition that addressing health inequalities 

requires collaboration among research, policy and practice. This calls 

for transdisciplinary research to achieve the necessary changes



Conclusions (1) 

• ChatGPT/literature: “Health inequalities persist for a variety of complex and interconnected reasons …. 

requires comprehensive understanding … a multi-faceted approach involving changes at individual, community 

and society levels”.

• To inform policy and practice, we need a different type of knowledge:
• multiple levels (beyond individual)
• mechanisms (beyond single risk factors)  
• transdisciplinary (beyond knowledge generated in silos)

• Hopefully: inspiration to critically reflect on your own research, and to
embrace complexity



Example: LIKE project 

www.like-onderzoek.nl



Conclusions (2)  

The proof of the pudding is 

of course in the eating …



Thank you for your attention 

k.stronks@amsterdamumc.nl
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