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KEY CONCEPTS 

VALUES AND PUBLIC HEALTH

Public health is made up of multidisciplinary actors who have an ethical responsibility to take a health equity 

approach.1-5 Shared values provide the “high-level moral justification”1(p1) for public health action, guiding 

how priorities are set, how resources are allocated and how success is measured.1,5-8 While the concept of 

a value has many definitions,6-8 in public health, a value can be thought of as an important “way of being or 

believing”9(p186) and, by extension, doing. 

FEATURES OF VALUES: 

All values share six features:10

1. Values are linked to feelings. 

2. Values motivate action because they are connected to larger goals.

3. Values are more than any one action or situation. 

4. Values “serve as standards or criteria.”(p4) 

5. Values are assigned different levels of importance. 

6. The “relative importance of multiple values guides [priorities and related] action.”(p4) 

TYPES OF VALUES 

Values can be divided into two categories: instrumental and terminal. Instrumental values are behavioural, 

whereas terminal values are end states of existence.11,12 Instrumental values such as acting in solidarity and 

fairness support the pursuit of terminal values such as health equity and self-determination. 

VALUES AND HEALTH EQUITY

Health equity is about justice and, as such, is a value-laden concept.3,4 In order to determine whether a 

health difference is inequitable, a value judgement must be made as to whether the difference is systemic, 

avoidable and unfair.3,4 

Because values guide our attitudes, beliefs and ethical decision-making,4,13 they are structural drivers 

of health equity. Certain values (e.g., health equity and justice) promote a fair distribution of power by 

motivating actions that disrupt oppressive structures and systems. 

NAVIGATING DIFFERENT CONTEXTS 

As practitioners, we navigate organizational, community and societal contexts.5,9 As we do, we hold our own 

set of values, and we are guided by ethical principles.4,5,9,10 Organizations tend to reflect the values and ethics 

of the wider society. However, our individual values may not always be congruent with those demonstrated 

by our workplace, or by larger society. For example, a public health nurse who holds justice as a core value 

may experience moral distress while working in a health system that does not prioritize equity-focused work.  

This document is designed to support discussion, reflection and action 
on values and health equity. 



GAPS BETWEEN INTENDED VALUES AND HEALTH EQUITY ACTION 

Many health organizations state that their values include social justice, equity, fairness and inclusion.  

Yet, these values do not always play a strong role in policy and program approaches, planning and 

decision-making.14-17 

Two theories of action can help to explain this disconnect: the espoused theory (the beliefs and 

values thought to be motivating actions) and the theory-in-use (what is actually happening, based on 

observation).18,19 

When a person or group is faced with complex issues, such as those related to health equity, they are 

socially programmed to want to be in control and to ‘win’.18,19 They also strive to suppress negative and 

uncomfortable feelings, to be rational and to minimize emotions. This can result in defensive behaviour, 

inhibiting productive feedback, discussion, problem-solving and learning.18,19 

As a result, a gap can develop between the intention to value health equity (espoused theory) and the 

practice of taking health equity action (theory-in-use). By intentionally building an open and responsive 

culture of equity, continuous learning and related action, public health leaders at all levels can help to 

bridge this gap.14-19 

RELATED RESOURCE

Let’s Talk: Ethical foundations of health equity4

This Let’s Talk document provides a complementary exploration of justice 

as the ethical basis of health equity. The resource considers how justice 

applies in public health practice.
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VALUES THAT SUPPORT HEALTH EQUITY ACTION 

The concept of health equity — a value in and of itself — is associated with a range of supportive 

values.1,2,10-12,14-17,20-30 The framework below (Figure 1) identifies examples of terminal values (such as 

social justice, love and self-determination) and examples of instrumental values (such as solidarity, 

fairness and humility). To achieve “health equity and a dignified life,”26(p6) several critical approaches 

can be applied to public health policy and practice.31-40 These value-driven approaches bridge the gap 

between stating health equity as a value and engaging in health equity action. 

FIGURE 1: AN APPLIED POLICY AND PRACTICE FRAMEWORK FOR LIVING HEALTH EQUITY VALUES 
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SOCIETAL VALUE TENSIONS, PUBLIC HEALTH AND HEALTH EQUITY

A variety of factors contribute to value tensions in public health practice.1,5,13,15-17,41-43 Canadian public health 

organizations operate within a colonial, market-based health system in a society that privileges tradition, 

liberty and individual responsibility over collective good, change and solidarity. Health equity action requires 

the application of ethical principles that value family and community relationships, as well as the equitable 

distribution of power and resources.4,5,13,42 

The value tensions that surface while taking this action can be considered within two larger societal tensions:10 

1. A readiness for change versus a desire to keep things the way they are

2. Wanting the well-being of others versus wanting success and power for oneself

Examples of these tensions are explored in Figure 2. 
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FIGURE 2: EXAMPLES OF HOW SOCIETAL VALUE TENSIONS CAN SHOW UP IN PUBLIC HEALTH PRACTICE 



A VALUES-DRIVEN FOUNDATION FOR HEALTH EQUITY ACTION 

Connecting values to concrete actions is an important part of building a culture of equity.15 

Opportunities to apply values and build a foundation for health equity action14 are listed below. 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

• Which values tend to inform health equity decision-making, 
programming and policy? 

• Have you experienced or observed gaps between intended values and 
health equity action? If so, what contributed to these gaps? What would 
facilitate better alignment between intention and practice in the future?

• Think of a time when you were involved in a public health decision. What 
tensions were present? Which values were given priority over others? 
What impact did this have on health equity? 

• Collecting and sharing values-driven stories can be a useful way to 
increase public support and political investment for action on the 
structural and social determinants of health. In your work, how can you 
develop a compelling story that connects values to a concrete health 
equity–focused program or policy? 

FOUNDATION FOR HEALTH  
EQUITY ACTION 

CONCRETE STEPS 

Strengthen public health 
leadership commitments  
and related action 

• Explicitly identify health equity and other related values in organizational 
mission statements and strategic plans15

• Connect specific policies, programs and practices to these values 
• Provide regular (e.g., annual) reports on activities taken to:43 

 » advance social and structural determinants of health; 
 » share what is working to reduce health inequities (best practices); 
 » increase staff competence with regard to health equity action; and
 » engage in advocacy for health equity.

Increase public support 
and political will to invest 
in policies and programs 
to improve the social 
determinants of health  
and health equity

• Use values to shape memorable narratives that present concrete policy 
and program approaches designed to improve the social and structural 
determinants of health.47-49

Build the capacity of public 
health organizations and 
systems to act on the social 
determinants of health and 
improve health equity

• Provide opportunities to reflect on and discuss values that support health 
equity action, as well as how to operationalize these values.43,49 

• Develop mechanisms to ensure accountability to these values.43,49

• Promote alignment between intended values and practice by creating an 
organizational culture of equity that promotes fairness, feedback processes 
and learning14-20,50 
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