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KEY PUBLIC HEALTH MESSAGES: POVERTY AND HEALTH

There are strong links between poverty and health. Low income is a primary

determinant of health.

The Wellesley Institute and the Community Social Planning Council of Toronto used Canadian
Community Health Survey and income files to explore the links between poverty and health,
concluding that “poverty is making Canadians sick... leading to widespread preventable illness and
creating huge costs for the health care system.”'

Some groups are more vulnerable to poverty than others: mother-led single parent families, First
Nations and Aboriginal people, new immigrants, African Nova Scotians, people with a disability, and
others.

When compared to the 20% of Canadians with the highest incomes, the 20% of Canadians with the
lowest incomes are: ¢ more than 2 times as likely to have diabetes or heart disease ¢« more than 2 times
as likely to have two or more chronic health conditions ¢ more than 3 times as likely to have bronchitis
+ nearly 2 times as likely to have arthritis or rheumatism ¢ 358 times more likely to have a disability.”

Halifax was one of 15 urban centres included in a recent analysis of the links between socio-economic
status and health in urban Canada.” The analysis revealed clear differences in hospitalization and self-
reported health across socio-economic levels. People at the low income level had poorer health
outcomes in terms of 21 indicators, including mental health, injuries, respiratory health, asthma in
children, diabetes, anxiety related disorders, substance related disorders, and others.

Among the homeless population in Halifax in 2008, 80% experienced at least one chronic health
condition and 23% had 6 or more chronic health conditions. Nearly half (47%) had used emergency
services in the past year.’

Poverty has a very high cost for health’, contributing to:
» Limited social and cognitive development in the early years
» Leaving school early, low rates of literacy, low levels of education
» Nutritionally deprived food environments (higher rates of obesity in low-income populations)
» Income insecurity
» Poor quality working conditions
» Barriers to recreation and social inclusion
» Barriers to normal access to health care and quality experiences in the health care system
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» Stress (associated with income, housing and food insecurity, health problems, etc.)

Social policy is health policy.

Social policy is needed to break the links between poverty and poor health.

The Poverty Reduction Strategy in Newfoundland and Labrador originated in 2003 and was formally
launched in 2006. Currently the strategy is comprised of over 80 initiatives with an investment this
fiscal year of over $132 million. The incidence of low-income in NL has decreased from 12.2 per cent
(63,000 persons) in 2003 to 6.5 per cent in 2007 (33,000 persons).6

Research in Québec has shown that the province’s comprehensive anti-poverty strategy implemented
in 2002 has led to social and health care policies that give its low-income residents significant
advantages in chronic disease prevention.’

When people are living in poverty, they have many obstacles to making good

health choices.

The choices people make are shaped by the choices they have.® In low-income neighbourhoods, there
are few options available for healthy eating and sport/recreation. Some neighbourhoods are not safe,
and the stresses associated with poverty are isolating.

Your postal code may be more important than your genetic code in determining
your health.

Where you live influences your health. Supportive physical and social environments are critical to
healthy, active living and social inclusion.

Research shows that people who live in low-income neighbourhoods are more likely to be hospitalized
for health attacks, mental health problems, diabetes, respiratory problems and substance abuse than
people in high-income neighbourhoods. “Simply put: the better off you are, the healthier you are, and
the less health care you use.”

Working is not enough to raise people out of poverty.
About 40% of low-income households in Canada (below the Low Income Cut Off) include at least one
working adult. Creative strategies are needed to provide families with a living wage.

Children who live in poverty may not get off to a good start in life.

The conditions of early childhood life set the stage for health across the lifespan. Children living in
poor families have much higher rates of illness and disability, both physical and developmental, as
children living in non-poor families. Children who experience persistent poverty are at even greater
risk than children who experience sporadic and/or short-term poverty.'

Health is a prerequisite for economic productivity and prosperity.

Prevention is a good investment.

In 2008, the Conference Board of Canada released Healthy People, Healthy Performance, Healthy
Profits which concluded that “well targeted investments in preventive measures have the potential to
produce long-term cost savings through reduced demand on health care services.”!! Merging

economic and health policies makes sense — the outcomes go hand in hand.
The Public Health Association of Nova Scotia believes that public health is a product of a healthy community, a healthy 2
environment, and a healthy economy
February 2010



References:

" E. Lightman, A. Mitchell & B. Wilson (2008) Poverty is making us sick: A comprehensive survey of income and health in
Canada [http://wellesleyinstitute.com/files/povertyismakingussick.pdf]

? E. Lightman, A. Mitchell & B. Wilson (2008) Poverty is making us sick: A comprehensive survey of income and health in
Canada [ http://wellesleyinstitute.com/files/povertyismakingussick.pdf]

? Canadian Population Health Initiative (2008) Reducing Gaps in Health: A Focus on Socio-Economic Status in Urban
Canada. CIHI, Ottawa, ON.

[http://secure.cihi.ca/cihiweb/en/downloads/Reducing_Gaps_in_Health Summary_Report EN_080816.pdf]

* Community Action on Homelessness (2009) Health and Homelessness in Halifax
[http://www.cahhalifax.org/DOCS/Health%20and%20Homelessness%20in%20Halifax%202009%20Final.pdf]

> Kaplan, G.A. (2009) The Poor Pay More — Poverty’s High Cost to Health
[http://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/handle/2027.42/64129]

® News release available at http://www.releases.gov.nl.ca/releases/2009/hrle/1214n02.htm

7 Fang, R., Kmetic, A., Millar, J. & Drasic, L. (2009) Disparities in Chronic Disease Among Canada’s Low-Income
Populations, Prevention of Chronic Disease, 6(4): A115.

¥ Unnatural Causes: Is Inequality Making us Sick? (2009) Ten Things to Know About Health.
[http://www.unnaturalcauses.org/assets/uploads/file/10things.pdf]

? Canadian Institute for Health Information (2009) Health Care in Canada: A Decade in Review
[http://secure.cihi.ca/cihiweb/dispPage.jsp?cw_page=PG 2470 E&cw_topic=2470&cw_rel=AR_43 E]

' Human Resources and Social Development Canada (2006) When Working is Not Enough to Escape Poverty, D. Fleury &
M. Fortin, Policy Research Group.

" Conference Board of Canada (2008) Healthy People, Healthy Performance, Healthy Profits: The Case for Business
Action on the Socio-economic Determinants of Health.
[http://www.conferenceboard.ca/Librariess NETWORK PUBLIC/dec2008 report_healthypeople.sflb]

The Public Health Association of Nova Scotia believes that public health is a product of a healthy community, a healthy 3
environment, and a healthy economy
February 2010


http://wellesleyinstitute.com/files/povertyismakingussick.pdf
http://wellesleyinstitute.com/files/povertyismakingussick.pdf
http://secure.cihi.ca/cihiweb/en/downloads/Reducing_Gaps_in_Health_Summary_Report_EN_080816.pdf
http://www.cahhalifax.org/DOCS/Health and Homelessness in Halifax 2009 Final.pdf
http://deepblue.lib.umich.edu/handle/2027.42/64129
http://www.releases.gov.nl.ca/releases/2009/hrle/1214n02.htm
http://www.unnaturalcauses.org/assets/uploads/file/10things.pdf
http://secure.cihi.ca/cihiweb/dispPage.jsp?cw_page=PG_2470_E&cw_topic=2470&cw_rel=AR_43_E
http://www.conferenceboard.ca/Libraries/NETWORK_PUBLIC/dec2008_report_healthypeople.sflb

