Foundations of Public Health Practice

The foundations of public health practice were described in the 1990 Green Book, by

the Minnesota Department of Health’s Public Health Interventions Applications for

Public Health Nursing Practice,10 and are referenced in a number of recent Canadian

sources.4,6,21,22

Health promotion is central to public health practice. Health promotion, as defined

in Achieving Health for All23 and the Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion,24 goes

beyond the idea of merely providing health information; “health promotion is the

process of enabling people to increase control over, and to improve, their

health” (p.1).24

The practice of public health is population-based. This means that public

health/community health nursing practice:

1. Focuses on entire populations and sub-populations that have

similar health concerns or characteristics.

Population-based interventions include everyone who is in the “population-ofinterest”

or the “population-at-risk.”

2. Is guided by an assessment of population health status that is

determined through a community health assessment process.

Priorities and plans are set as a result of an analysis of health status (risks,

problems, assets, etc.) within populations.

3. Considers the broad determinants of health.

Broad determinants of health focus on the entire range of factors that

determine health, rather than just personal health risks or disease. Broad

health determinants25 as described by the Public Health Agency of Canada

include:

• income and social status,

• social support networks,

• education and literacy,

• employment/working conditions,

• social environments,
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• physical environments,

• personal health practices and coping skills,

• healthy child development,

• biology and genetic endowment,

• health services,

• gender, and

• culture.

4. Considers all levels of prevention, with a focus on primary

prevention.

Primary prevention activities solve problems before they exist. This kind of

practice keeps the problems from occurring in the first place and seeks to

reduce health and social inequality. Primary prevention activities focus on

resilience and protective factors with the hope of reducing the number of, and

exposure to, risk factors.

5. Considers all levels of practice by including a community focus, a

systems focus, and an individual/family focus.

Community-focused practice is aimed at entire populations within a community

or sometimes toward target groups within those populations. Systems-focused

practice does not deal directly with individuals and community but with

systems that have an impact on health such as policies, laws, organizations,

and power structures. Individual/family focused practice is aimed at developing

positive attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours in individual(s). This practice level

targets individuals alone or as part of a family, class, or group.

P
