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“The foundational moral justification for the social institution 
of public health is social justice.” 

- Madison Powers & Ruth Faden, 2006, p. 9 

 
 

“Social justice values are deeply rooted in public health 
practice.” 

- Nancy Edwards & Colleen Davison, 2008, p. 130 

 
 

“…the historic dream of public health…is a dream of social 
justice.” 

- Dan E. Beauchamp, 1976, p. 6 

 

 











  

• Equality 

 

• Sufficiency 

 

• Priority to the worst off 

 

• ‘Equity’ 

• Access to services 

 

• Resources 

 

• Opportunities/capabilities to be healthy 

 

• Health outcomes 

‘Currency’ of justice Principles of justice 



• Distributive considerations 

• Procedural considerations 

• Relational considerations 



Health equity 

• Health inequities = unjust differences 
in health 

 

• Health equity relies upon, and 
requires clarity with respect to, social 
justice 

 



“While widely advocated, an explicit theory of justice is rarely 

identified.” 
- Aline Gubrium et al., 2014, p. 121-122 

 
“The vast majority of these articles simply presumed that 

everyone working in public health already knows what 

justice is.” 
- Griffin Trotter, 2008, p. 457 

 

 

 

 



Methods 

• ‘Empirical ethics’: generate empirical data and link with normative 
ethics debate regarding the proper aims of health justice 
 

• Qualitative, semi-structured, conceptual interviews 
 

• Purposive sampling 
 

• Key informants (‘policy-makers’) from municipal (Toronto), provincial 
(Ontario), and federal (Canada) public health organizations 
 

• Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

 

 

 



Methods 
20 Interviews 

10 - chronic disease prevention 

10 - public health emergency 
preparedness and response 



Equity = clearer, more common 

“I’d say equity, you know, the answer to your question is that equity is clear 
to me. Social justice, I think the definitions are fuzzy.” 

- P03-PHEPR-P 

 

“We talk about equity but we don’t, we, we don’t talk about social justice.” 
- P04-PHEPR-P 

 

“I don’t hear the term social justice, um, that specific term, what I am 
hearing more and more is that talking about, um, health inequalities and 
health inequities.” 

- P16-CDP-M 

 
 

 



‘Health equity’ vs. ‘social justice’ 

“It’s almost more easy to talk about health equity. It feels 
more proximal. It feels more neutral. It feels more 
quantifiable. Whereas moving from the discussion about 
health equity to unfair and unjust, to talking about social 
justice, requires that personal confrontation and unpacking 
about, ‘what are my biases?’ ‘What am I not comfortable 
with?’ ‘How do I feel about certain things?’…This requires 
overcoming racism, gender bias, entrenched values and 
attitudes…yeah, there’s a lot there.” 

- P07-CDP-P 

 



‘Discursive space’ for justice-based 
considerations in public health 

Health equity Social justice 
• ‘Proximal’ 
• ‘Superficial’/‘shallow’ 
• ‘Materialistic determinants’ 
• ‘Access to services’ 
• Distributive in character 

• ‘Political’ 
• ‘Deeply embedded’ 
• ‘Structural determinants’ 
• ‘-isms’ (e.g., racism, colonialism, sexism) 
• Relational in character 

• ‘Neutral’ 
• ‘Comfortable’ 
• ‘Objective’ 

• ‘Contested’ 
• ‘Uncomfortable’ 
• ‘Subjective’ 

• ‘Clearer’ 
• ‘Beaten to death’ 

• ‘Unclear’ 
• ‘Nobody talks about social justice’ 



“I think public health can point out challenges related to social 
justice, but I am not sure it can actually solve them. Whereas 
public health is in a position to deal with equity in terms of 
access.” 

- P03-PHEPR-P 

 

“If people [aren’t] ready for social justice, then let’s just take 
health equity if that’s all we can get, right? It’s good, good 
enough, right? At least it’s better than nothing, um, and, you 
know, maybe once everybody is perfectly comfortable with health 
equity, of which, you know, a fair number of people are not, uh, 
then, then we can move on.” 

- P10-CDP-P 

 

 

 

Implications 
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