
CONSIDERING ESSENTIAL 
COMPONENTS OF CARE WHILE 
MAINTAINING A FOCUS ON   
BEHAVIORAL HEALTH EQUITY
RUTH S. SHIM, MD, MPH

LUKE & GRACE KIM PROFESSOR IN CULTURAL PSYCHIATRY

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA, DAVIS 

DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHIATRY & BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES



DISCLOSURES

No Conflicts of Interest

Member, Board of Trustees of The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation

Royalties – The Social Determinants of Mental Health (American Psychiatric 

Publishing, 2015)



Those factors that impact upon health and well-being: the circumstances into 

which we are born, grow up, live, work, and age, including the health system

These circumstances are shaped by the distribution of                             

money, power, and resources at global, national, and local levels,                                          

which are themselves influenced by policy choices

World Health Organization: Closing the Gap in a Generation: Health Equity through Action on the Social Determinants of Health: Commission on the Social Determinants of Health, 2008.

THE SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF HEALTH



HEALTH DISPARITIES AND HEALTH INEQUITIES

The social determinants of health are prominently responsible for health 

disparities and inequities experienced within and between countries 

Health disparities: differences in health status among distinct segments of the 

population including differences that occur by gender, race or ethnicity, 

education or income, disability, or living in various geographic localities

Health inequities: disparities in health that are a result of systemic, avoidable, 

and unjust social and economic policies and practices that create barriers to 

opportunity



Racial and ethnic minority groups:

• Have less access to and 
availability of care

• Receive generally poorer quality 
mental health services

• Experience a greater disability 
burden from unmet mental 
health needs
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“Assuring the protection of equal access to liberties, rights, and 

opportunities, as well as taking care of the least advantaged 

members of society.”

- John Rawls



STRUCTURAL RACISM

• A system in which public policies, institutional practices, cultural representations, and other 

norms work in various, often reinforcing ways to perpetuate racial group inequity. 

• Structural racism identifies dimensions of our history and culture that have allowed privileges 

associated with “whiteness” and disadvantages associated with “color” to endure and adapt 

over time. 

• Structural racism is not something that a few people or institutions choose to practice. Instead 

it has been a feature of the social, economic, and political systems in which we all exist.

• Structural mechanisms do not require the actions or intentions of others

Bonilla-Silva, E. (1997). Rethinking racism: Toward a structural interpretation. American sociological review, 465-480.



Even if interpersonal discrimination was eliminated today, 

racial/ethnic inequities would remain due to the persistence of 

structural racism



EXAMPLES OF STRUCTURAL RACISM
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PERCENT OF ADULTS WITH NO HEALTH INSURANCE 
COVERAGE BY RACE AND ETHNICITY

NCHS (National Center for Health Statistics). 2016. Health, United States, 2015: With special feature on racial and ethnic health disparities. Hyattsville, MD: U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.



Meta-Analyses show 

racism and 

discrimination are 

associated with               

poorer mental health
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