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Summary

Birth defects research and prevention must include a 
population health perspective 

Individual-level behavioral and clinical interventions 
are important – but not enough

We need to learn about:

• Population determinants associated with birth 
outcomes 

• Population approaches to improve birth outcomes

• Methods for measurement and research at a   
population level

We also need to be aware of the limitations of a 
population health perspective
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“It is unreasonable to expect that people will 

change their behavior easily when so many 

forces in the social, cultural, and physical 

environment conspire against such change.  If 

successful programs are to be developed to 

prevent disease and improve health, attention 

must be given not only to the behavior of 

individuals, but also to the 

environmental context 

within which people live.”

IOM, 2000.  Promoting Health: 

Intervention Strategies from Social 
and Behavioral Research



TM

Population vs. High Risk Strategies

“...a large number of people at a small risk may 
give rise to more cases of disease than the 

small number who are at a high risk.”

Geoffrey Rose, 1985
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Determinants and Approaches
Examples

Strengths & Limitations
Actions
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Determinants of population health

NOTES: Adapted from Dahlgren and Whitehead, 1991.  The 
dotted lines denote interaction effects between and among the 
various levels of health determinants.

Over the life span

Living and working conditions may 
include:
• Psychosocial factors
• Employment status and 
occupational factors 
• Socioeconomic status (income, 
education, occupation)�
• The natural and built environments
• Public health services
• Health care services

Source: IOM, 2003.  The Future of the Public’s Health in the 21st Century


