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Selected studies of communicable 
disease inequalities

Member State Social Determinants associated with:  
Austria Vaccination coverage against tick-borne encephalitis (TBE).   
Belgium Infection with HIV-1. 
Bulgaria  Misconceptions about HIV transmission, and other STIs. 
Czech Repub. H. pylori infection  
Denmark Risk of hospitalization for infectious diseases  
Estonia  Syphilis incidence  
France TB at hospitals and prevention units  
Germany H. pylori seroprevalence rates  
Greece Incidence of gonorrhoea, syphilis and chancroids  
Hungary Epstein-Barr virus positive patients  
Ireland Clusters of TB 
Italy Perinatal hepatitis B screening. 
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Selected studies of communicable 
disease inequalities

Member State Social Determinants associated with:  
Latvia Prevalence of gonorrhea, active syphilis, bacterial vaginosis, 

trichomoniasis and ectoparasites 
Lithuania  Exposure to HPV. 
Luxemburg  Hepatitis A virus seroprevalence  
Netherlands Rubella outbreak  
Norway  anti-Hep C virus  
Poland Human papilloma virus (HPV) infections 
Portugal Hepatitis A infection  
Romania  Pediatric HIV infections  
Serbia Increase of trichinellosis infections. 
Slovenia  Multidrug-resistant TB (MDRTB)  
Spain  Infectious disease mortality  
Sweden  Positive serology for H. pylori and Chl. pneumoniae  
UK Meningococcal disease  
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Interventions

• The key to successful interventions is that 
fiscal and regulatory incentives must 
simultaneously and sustainably support 
behavior change, so that the healthiest option 
is also the cheapest and easiest. 
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Case Study 1: Intersectorial
Intervention

• Sanitary-Epidemiologic 
Services of Nukus in 
Uzbekistan 

• Centers for Disease 
Control & Prevention 
(CDC) 

• Agency for International 
Development (USAID) 

• Engineering firm
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Surveillance Data: Diarrhea and 
Dysentery
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Randomized Intervention Trial
Nukus

(200,000 pop)

No Piped 
Water

(40,000 pop)
Piped Water

(160,000 pop)

12 clusters 
120 HH

62 Home-
Chlorination
(Intervention)

58 No Home-
Chlorination
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12 clusters
120 HH

HH = Households
= Study Population

Semenza, J.C., et al., Am J of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene, (1998) 59(6):941-946.
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Case Study 2: Evidence-based Interventions

• City Government Intervention to Provide 
Social Support

• Prevention efforts tailored to populations at 
risk 

• Comprehensive heat emergency response plan 
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Social Isolation

Semenza, J.C., et al., New England Journal of Medicine (1996) 335(2):84-90.
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Heat Wave Emergency Response Plan

• Meteorological measurements and monitoring

• Organize participating organizations 

• Action plan and outreach during a heat wave 

• Inactivate and evaluate response plan after heat 
wave

Semenza, J.C.  Case Studies: Effecting Change through Improving the Macrosocial Environment. 
Springer Media Publishing New York, NY. Sandro Galea, editor. (in press). 
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Case Study 3: Community-based 
Interventions 
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Building Social Capital

Semenza JC, Krishnasamy PV. 
Health Promot Pract. (2006) (in press: PMID: 16816029). 
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2620.520.840.02Perceived NH control

2410.850.340.01NH participation

2500.031.950.09Mental health

2290.041.710.15Social capital

2610.062.290.04Social interaction

260<0.0013.970.09Sense of community

NPF
Hoetelling's

Trace

Semenza JC, et al.,.  J Urban Health. (2007) 84(1):8-20. 

Multivariate Results
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Case Study 4: Socio-political Context: 
Swedish National Public Health Objectives

• 1.  Participation and influence in society
• 2.  Economic and social security
• 3.  Secure and favorable conditions during childhood and 

adolescence
• 4.  Healthier work life
• 5.  Healthy and safe environments and products
• 6.  Health and medical care that actively promotes good health
• 7.  Effective protection against communicable diseases
• 8.  Safe sex and good reproductive health
• 9.  Increased physical activity
• 10.  Good eating habits and safe food
• 11.  Reduced use of tobacco and alcohol, a society free from illicit 

drugs and doping, and a reduction in the harmful effects of excessive 
gambling

Semenza, J.C. Springer Media Publishing New York, NY. Sandro Galea, editor. (in press). 
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Stockholm, 26th & 27th of April 2007

ECDC Workshop on 
Infectious Diseases 

and Social Determinants
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Essential Public Health Services
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• Assess the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats to essential public 
health services in relation to social 
determinants of health:

• Assessment/Surveillance
• Policy development
• Assurance
• Research

Essential Public Health Services
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Intervening on Inequalities in 
Infections
• Infectious disease surveillance: 

– monitor health indicators in sub-populations; collect socio-
demographic variables from disadvantaged groups; analyse sub-group 
strata.  

• Outbreak investigation: 
– diagnose and investigate health problems in sub-populations; respond 

effectively and rapidly, including contact tracing.  
• Inform, educate, empower: 

– provide culturally sensitive health education and health promotion.  
• Mobilize community partnerships: 

– engage community leaders; reach out to stakeholders; connect different 
sectors and agencies.     

• Develop policies: 
– create guidelines and plans to advance health in marginalized groups.
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Intervening on Inequalities in 
Infections
• Enforce laws: 

– implement regulations to minimize differential vulnerability and
harmful exposures; protect health and ensure safety.  

• Access to care: 
– link marginalized groups to health services irrespective of social 

standing; assure provision of health care when otherwise unavailable; 
e.g. ID screening should not be linked to migration status as high-risk 
groups will be lost to follow-up.

• Assure competent workforce: 
– hire minority public health practitioners; train health care workforce; 

conduct outreach and sensitivity training to overcome cultural barriers.  
• Evaluate: 

– assess interventions in marginalized groups; evaluate effectiveness, 
accessibility, and quality of public health services for sub-populations.  

• Research: 
– promote studies of sub-populations; develop innovative solutions to 

health problems of disadvantaged groups. 
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Semenza JC et al AJPH (in press)
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Summary
• Social determinants are the fundamental 

causes of disease worldwide.  
• If we are to reduce systemic health inequities 

and eradicate disease, we must intervene in the 
macro-level causes.  

• Acting upon social determinants entails the 
age-old predicament of public health:  how to 
take decisive action despite the lack of definite 
data. 
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Conclusion
A variety of tactics should reflect the many 
different possible approaches to tackling the 
social determinants within each country’s own 
political, historic, cultural, and social context. 

Jan.Semenza@ecdc.eu.int
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