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Health Education, Health
Promotion, and Health:
What Do These Definitions
Have to Do with Nursing?
Bonnie Raingruber

Objectives
At the conclusion of this chapter, the student will be able to:
●● Define health education, health promotion, health, and wellness, and compare
and contrast each concept.
●● Discuss criticisms of the accepted definitions of health.
●● Apply health promotion concepts to several case studies and identify how a
nurse could work with a patient, family, or community to foster health.
●● Analyze health promotion core competencies.
●● Explain why health promotion is a vital part of nursing practice.

Introduction
Health promotion is a key component of nursing practice. As we will discuss, by promoting the health of individuals, families, communities, and populations, nurses help
transform the health of individuals, our society, and our healthcare system. As one
looks carefully at the varied definitions of nursing, it is interesting to see how often
health promotion activities are highlighted as being a central nursing role.
Florence Nightingale influenced modern definitions of nursing by focusing on
the triad of the person, health, and the environment while stressing the promotion of
health and healing as being central to definitions of nursing (Nightingale, 1859).
The American Nurses’ Association (ANA) defined nursing as “the protection,
promotion and optimization of health and abilities, prevention of illness and injury,
1
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alleviation of suffering through the diagnosis and treatment of human response and
advocacy in the care of individuals, families, communities and populations” (ANA,
2010, para 2). In the ANA social policy statement (1995), we see that “nursing involves
policies that are restorative, supportive, and promotive in nature . . . . Promotive practices mobilize healthy patterns of living, foster personal and family development, and
support self-defined goals of individuals, families, and communities (p. 11).
The International Council of Nurses (2010) defined nursing as “including the
promotion of health, the prevention of illness and the care of ill, disabled and dying
people” (para 1). Advocacy, promotion of a safe environment, research, participation
in shaping health policy, and health systems are also described as key nursing roles
(International Council of Nurses).
Irrespective of which definition of nursing is used, we see that health is the central
concept and that health promotion is a key nursing activity. As Morgan and Marsh
(1998) suggested, nurses promote the health of individuals, families, and communities
by educating about needed lifestyle modifications and advocating for conditions that
foster health.

Health Education Versus Health Promotion
Within the nursing literature and within practice, the terms health promotion and
health education have mistakenly been used as interchangeable concepts. In reality,
health education and health promotion are distinct activities. The concept of health
promotion, which focuses on socioeconomic and environmental determinants of
health and participatory involvement, includes the narrower concept of health education (Whitehead, 2008).
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Health education involves giving information and teaching individuals and communities how to achieve better health, a common role within nursing. Health education
has been defined as those “activities which raise an individual’s awareness, giving the
individual the health knowledge required to enable him or her to decide on a particular
health action” (Mackintosh, 1996, p. 14). Whitehead (2004) defined health education
as “activities that seek to inform the individual on the nature and causes of health/
illness and that individual’s personal level of risk associated with their lifestyle behavior.
Health education seeks to motivate individuals to accept a process of behavioral change
through directly influencing their values, beliefs, and attitude systems” (p. 313). In contrast, health promotion “involves social, economic, and political change to ensure the
environment is conducive to health . . . it requires a nurse educate an individual about
his or her health needs, but also demands that the nurse play a role in attempting to
address the wider environmental and social issues that adversely affect people’s health”
(Mackintosh, 1996, p. 14).
For years health education was seen as synonymous with health promotion and
the terms were used interchangeably. Whitehead (2003a), however, argued that
there is in fact a paradigm war or tension between disease-centered health education
and the larger concept of health promotion that includes a focus on environmental,
educational, cultural, and sociopolitical determinates of health. Whitehead (2003b)
explained that nurses working in inpatient settings are socialized to use the biomedical
model, focusing to a greater extent on health education rather than health promotion.
The biomedical model, according to Whitehead (2003b) is reductionistic, views the
body and mind as separate, and promotes an illness perspective, not a health promotion perspective.
Although acute care nurses report that they are engaged in health promotion activities, they are often conducting behavioral, lifestyle-oriented, or risk-oriented health
education (Whitehead, 2006). Whitehead (2006) suggested that nurses need to extend
their activities into the realm of health promotion by becoming more involved in legislative reform, empowering communities, paying attention to ethnic/racial or economic
health disparities, facilitating public consciousness-raising, adopting a role as a political
advocate for underprivileged individuals who cannot lobby for themselves, and influencing health-related policy development.
Many authors (Robertson, 2001; Tones, 2000) have argued that health education
is a component of health promotion. Certainly, health education, a traditional nursing
role, is an integral and essential part of health promotion. However, achieving health
is not just about being educated or coached to change one’s behavior by a healthcare
provider. Oftentimes patients have attempted to alter a health-related behavior before
talking with a healthcare provider. In these situations, talking with a patient and developing a comprehensive understanding of what they want to change, what they have
previously tried, and their barriers to change is vital.
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Health is influenced by adaptive potential, perceptual capability, environmental stress, and coping resources (King, 1994). Therefore, health promotion includes
empowering individuals and communities and implementing larger sociopolitical
interventions designed to foster health (Whitehead, 2003a). These additional aspects
of health promotion make it possible for nurses to play a role in reforming healthcare
delivery systems, addressing the health needs of local communities, and improving the
health of society overall.
Everyone’s health is influenced by their family situation, their community, the
environment, and the political climate in which they live. In fact, socioeconomic
factors often have a larger impact on a person’s health than their individual health
maintenance behaviors (Williamson & Carr, 2009). For that reason, health promotion must include health education plus the related legal, economic, environmental,
educational, legislative, and organizational interventions necessary to facilitate health
(Tones, Tilford, & Robinson, 1990). This does not mean a nurse must be a lobbyist, a
Senator or Representative, an epidemiologist, a community organizer, a community
health nurse, or work at the National Institutes of Health to facilitate health promotion.
All nurses can engage in health promotion. Harm (2001) suggested that nurses
who work in busy inpatient settings who wish to engage in health promotion need to
integrate a holistic perspective into their practice. Health promotion requires individualizing care to match patient and family needs; assessing the economic, sociocultural, political, and organizational factors that shape health; involving patients in care
planning; connecting them with community resources; serving in an advocacy role;
and promoting continuity of care between inpatient and outpatient or communitybased settings.
Larsson and colleagues (1991) stressed that the frequency and intensity of daily
hassles in life affect health. Poverty brings with it a burden of chronic stress and predisposes people to make unhealthy lifestyle choices, including smoking; using drugs
or drinking; not exercising; living in unsafe areas; and eating foods that are affordable,
readily available, and typically high in calories. In addition, many individuals do not
have access to regular, preventive health care or the educational background to fully
understand what healthcare providers are trying to communicate. Therefore, a component of health promotion is paying attention to health literacy, issues of access to care,
and poverty-related barriers that prevent individuals and communities from engaging
in health-promoting activities.

Advocacy as an Aspect of Health Promotion
Cribb and Dunes (1993) stressed that empowerment and advocacy are vital aspects of
health promotion that help individuals and communities make healthy choices. Maben
and Macleod-Clark (1995) suggested that health promotion “is concerned with making
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healthier choices easier choices” (p. 1161). Health promotion involves lobbying for
healthy communities, access to health care and nutritious food, safe homes, understandable healthcare information, and involvement of patients in care planning, and
healthcare policy changes as needed.
Consider for a moment healthcare policies that nurses have been involved in implementing in your community. Do you know any nurses who have participated in seat
belt or bicycle helmet safety campaigns, health screenings, discussions on water or air
quality issues, dialogue about nurse–patient ratios, or debates about access to health
care? Have you talked with any of your patients about ways to incorporate healthier
lifestyle choices into their routine while assessing the barriers they have to deal with on
a daily basis? Have you advocated for a patient by helping them apply for food stamps
or the Women, Infants, Children (WIC) program? Have you empowered a patient to
believe they could make needed lifestyle modifications irrespective of the barriers that
exist in their environment? If so, you were engaged in health promotion activities as
part of your nursing role.

Assessing and Building on Patient Strengths as an Aspect of
Health Promotion
Health promotion requires carefully assessing your client’s background, challenges, and
strengths and determining what they want to change, how they plan to modify their lifestyle, how they best learn, and what help they need from you as a nurse. It is critical to
identify the strengths and past successes that individuals and communities have had in
improving their health. As Eldh, Ekman, and Ehnfors (2010) commented, patients need
to be active participants in their care, to feel like they are knowledgeable partners whose
input is respected and believed, and to share in decision making about their health.
For example, it is important to assess how a patient lost weight in the past when
discussing how they will begin their current weight loss program. You need to discuss
what interfered with their weight loss program and what worked for them in the past.
When talking with a patient who needs to decrease the amount of salt in his or her diet,
it is very helpful to assess whether there are family members or friends who will help
with that lifestyle modification. Are there situations, like eating at fast food restaurants,
that will make it harder to eat less salt? Do the patient and family understand why eating
less salt is important? Are the patient and family committed to changing their behavior
by buying foods that are low in salt? Do they have the financial resources necessary to
modify their diet? Are fresh foods available in their community? Do they know which
canned, frozen, and prepared foods are highest in salt? Are there any cultural preferences that influence their dietary habits?
As another example, when exploring how a patient will stop smoking it is necessary
to talk about how the person tried to stop smoking in the past. What successes did they
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have? What challenges interfered with their success? Was it hardest not to smoke after
meals or when going out on the town for the evening? Does the patient have enough
money to purchase nicotine patches? Does he or she have insurance that will cover
acupuncture or hypnosis for smoking cessation? Would text message reminders and
motivational comments help the patient? Which smoking cessation method does the
patient want to use?
At the community level, what would work when designing an HIV prevention program for young migrant farm workers age 19 to 25? Would HIV prevention information broadcast on a Spanish-speaking radio station work better than cell phone text
messages sent directly to individual farm workers? Would posters placed in local health
clinics be effective or are visits to health clinics too rare for young migrant workers?
Should personal stories or novellas of how other migrant workers got HIV be used to
motivate behavioral changes? Does the fact that a significant number of agricultural
employers bring professional sex workers to the migrant camps on a weekly basis create a challenge that needs to be addressed? Do commonly held beliefs like the idea that
showering in beer after having sex kills the HIV virus need to be addressed? Should
health education be provided by Spanish-speaking males or females? What resources
exist within the farm worker community that could be used to design an effective HIV
prevention program?

Definitions of Health Promotion
The term health promotion has been defined in myriad ways (Maben & MacleodClark, 1995). Tones (1985) defined health promotion as any intervention designed to
foster health. Pender and colleagues (2002) defined health promotion as “increasing
the level of well-being and self-actualization of a given individual or group” (p. 34).
Others have defined health promotion as lifestyle coaching designed to promote optimal health, quality of life, and well-being (Saylor, 2004). Health promotion includes
health education, identification and reduction of health risks for selected individuals and populations, empowerment, advocacy, preventative health care, and health
policy development.
Although television commercials, billboards, and Twitter messages have all been
used to promote the health of communities, health promotion does not mean “promoting” in the sense of marketing or selling (Maben & Macleod-Clark, 1995). In fact,
a danger associated with viewing health as a commodity or as capital is that health is
then seen as having no inherent value unless it generates positive returns such as economic productivity. Such a stance can provide the rationale for denying health care to
the disabled, unemployed, or elderly if their years of productive life do not warrant an
expensive operation or treatment (Williamson & Carr, 2009).
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Rather than being a commodity to be marketed, health promotion includes health
education and motivating lifestyle and behavior change based on a careful understanding of the patient’s situation, economic resources, educational background, social supports, cultural beliefs, and environmental factors within their community. To motivate
individuals, families, and communities to make lifestyle changes, it is necessary to
understand the factors that keep people from changing as well as those that prompt
them to adopt new behaviors. It is vital to understand the perspective of the patient or
the community with whom one is interacting.
Definitions of health promotion and health include numerous subjective components that require careful assessment (Sullivan, 2003). Health is influenced by feelings
such as pain levels, energy levels, and the ability to perform one’s job or social role.
Some people describe their health as poor, even if they don’t have a major disease,
when they can no longer do what they want to do on a daily basis. Likewise, people
who have some degree of disease can still consider themselves to be in good health. In
addition, one’s view of whether they are healthy changes depending on the culture and
age of the person (Larson, 1999). A nurse must begin by understanding what a patient
understands about their current health condition, what lifestyle change(s) the patient is
willing to make, what barriers they will encounter, and how best to motivate the person
to make those modifications. For example, does the 30-year-old patient you are working with regarding their exercise routine hope to return to being a marathon runner
after his or her broken leg heals, or does the 80-year-old patient hope to be able to take
a 5-minute walk without experiencing pain? The nurse should find out what activities
bring satisfaction and enjoyment to the patient so that changes can be planned that
build on existing health habits; incorporate social supports; substitute realistic alternatives to unhealthy behavior given the patient’s preferences; and consider relevant
economic, cultural, and environmental influences (Saylor, 2004).

Medical Model and World Health
Organization Definitions of Health
Health, in the medical model, has been defined primarily as an absence of physical and
mental disease. The illness paradigm typically emphasizes disease rather than health
and well-being (Larson, 1999).
Health has also been defined much more broadly by the World Health Organization
(WHO) (1948) as a complete state of physical, mental, social, and emotional well-being,
not merely the absence of disease. The Ottawa Charter of the WHO (1986) stressed
that peace, shelter, education, food, income, a stable ecosystem, sustainable resources,
social justice, and equity are necessary for health. Therefore, their definition of health
included attention to conditions where peace is uncertain because of war, areas ravaged
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by natural disasters such as earthquakes and floods, countries where infectious disease
abounds, situations where pollution is widespread, and locales where education is not
available to everyone. Included in the WHO definition is the idea that physical, mental,
and social health is a fundamental right of all people (Larson, 1999).
Since few of us are in a complete state of physical, mental, social, and emotional
well-being at all times, the WHO definition gives us a goal to motivate us to grow in a
multitude of ways. Consider for a moment what physical challenges, mental constructs,
social obligations, or emotional feelings are keeping you from a holistic sense of wellbeing as you pursue your nursing studies.
This case study about Jane illustrates how nursing school affected her well-being.
Jane was delighted when she was admitted to nursing school, but she had a persistent
worry that someday a clinical instructor would recognize what she didn’t know and
she would then be abruptly removed from the program. The stress of worrying about
exams and late night clinical write-ups kept Jane from sleeping as much as her body
required. She was so busy with school work that she felt isolated from her family and
friends. Jane gained 5 pounds in one semester just by snacking during late night study
sessions in the weeks before exams. She went into each exam believing she would get the
lowest grade in the class and be humiliated. What else would you want to know about
Jane before you began a conversation about promoting her well-being and health?
What barriers could be interfering with Jane’s health promotion goals?

Additional Definitions of Health
The WHO definition of health is the most accepted definition, but numerous other
definitions of health have been proposed. Authors have defined health as a capacity for
living (Carlson, 2003); an optimal individualized fitness so that one lives a full, creative
life (Goldsmith, 1972); as having a good quality of life (Brown et al., 1984); or as actualization of inherent and acquired human potential through goal-directed behavior,
competent self-care and stratifying relationships with others . . . while maintaining
harmony with relevant environments (Pender, Murdaugh, & Parsons, 2002, p. 22). Yet
other definitions of health include: (1) the state of optimum capacity to perform roles
and tasks one has been socialized into; (2) a joyful attitude toward life and a cheerful
acceptance of one’s responsibilities; and (3) the capacity to maintain balance and be
free from undue pain, discomfort, disability, or limitation of action including social
capacity (Goldsmith, 1972, p. 13).

Meaning and Purpose as Part of Health
The concept of health also includes a sense of meaning and purpose or knowledge that
one’s life makes a difference (Pender, Murdaugh, & Parsons, 2002). Nurses need to
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explore what brings a sense of meaning to the patients and communities they work
with to effectively design health interventions that will be satisfying. Perception is a
vital aspect of health that nurses must consider. Nurses should explore how a patient’s
lifestyle will be altered by their illness, what that change will mean to the patient, how
the patient previously coped with similar challenges, and which family members/friends
will be influenced by this illness.
Many authors have argued that illness can be a catalyst for health and growth. Illness
often prompts individuals to reflect on their life, to consider what is most important to
them, and to imagine how life will be after the acute phase of their illness is over and
their health is restored (Diemert-Moch, 1998). Relationships, health behaviors, and
daily routines that the individual previously took for granted are now redefined by the
current threat to their health. Illness can offer individuals an opportunity to recreate
and shape their health.
Likewise, health crises that affect entire communities can bring an opportunity to
rebuild infrastructures, laws, and policies that support health. Consider how the people
of New Orleans were affected by Hurricane Katrina, which flooded their hospitals,
schools, homes, and places of employment. Have there been any improvements to that
community since the hurricane? What remains to be done? Think about the economic,
social, and physical devastation faced by the people of Germany in the years following World War II. Were there any economic, social or political changes that followed
decades later that helped reorganize their society in a positive way?

Critiques of Definitions of Health
Each of the commonly used definitions of health, along with the WHO definition,
is holistic and includes aspects of well-being. However, these definitions have been
criticized for being difficult to measure, idealistic, and hard to implement in busy
healthcare settings.
The RAND Health Insurance Experiment used measurement methods to assess
whether the WHO definition of health was practical and measurable. Physical health
was measured by a standardized functional health status tool and the ability to complete daily self-care, household work, and leisure activities. Mental health was measured
using depression scales, anxiety scales, measures of positive well-being, and self-control.
Social health was measured in terms of participation in social activities. Physical and
mental health was found to be an independent dimension of health that could be measured. Social well-being in the RAND study was not found to be an independent dimension of health. RAND researchers summarized that although social factors affect health,
they should not be used to define personal health status. It is important to remember
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the RAND study summarized findings from only one study (Ware, Brook, Davies, &
Lohr, 1981).
Other authors have criticized the WHO definition for being too utopian and
abstract, emphasizing that there is no consensus about the meaning of well-being,
and commenting that meanings of health differ in different countries and cultures
(Larson, 1999; Saylor, 2004). Even though different cultural views influence how
health is defined and what interventions are acceptable, and in spite of the fact that
well-being can be measured in multiple ways, still the WHO statement is the most
accepted and comprehensive definition of health worldwide. Some have suggested
that the WHO definition represents a goal more than a guideline for concrete action
(Larson, 1999).
Each individual nurse must reflect on the concepts included in the WHO definition
(physical, mental, social, and emotional well-being) and apply them in an individualized manner in their daily practice (Larson, 1999). Nurses also need to think about the
organizational, environmental, economic, and sociocultural factors that influence the
health of patients, families, communities, and populations.
Do you agree that social factors are a defining part of health for individual patients?
Have you worked with a patient who struggled with social factors that influenced his or
her health? Have you ever seen the discharge of a heart patient delayed or a rehabilitation facility transfer be needed because the patient’s spouse had Alzheimer’s disease and
could not assist in the recovery? Have you worked with homeless patients who did not
have anyone to help them pick up a prescription or change a dressing after they left the
hospital? What other examples of social factors have you observed that have influenced
the health of patients?

Organizational Factors Affecting Health
Considering which organizational factors influence health is an important aspect of
what nurses do when promoting the health of their patients. Think about an organizational factor that affected the health of a patient you cared for during the last year.
Did you encounter anyone who had to wait a long time for a healthcare appointment,
schedule a health visit at a time that was really difficult for them, wait to get their
medications refilled, or work to understand what a busy healthcare provider was actually saying?
Consider the case of Ramon, who spoke very little English. When he came to the
Urgent Care Clinic he had difficulty registering because he did not feel comfortable
standing at the front counter, where everyone could hear, and saying that frequent
urination brought him to the clinic. Once he met with the nurse practitioner (NP) and
a urine screen showed he had a urinary tract infection, he did not know how to tell
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Environmental Factors Affecting Health
It is necessary for nurses to consider environmental factors that influence health before
working with clients. Think about an environmental factor that affected the health of a
client you cared for in the last year. The two case studies that follow illustrate environmental factors that impact the health of two very different 10-year-old children. What
would you, as a nurse, do in each case to promote the health of the child?
Marcella was a 10-year-old girl who lived in a low-income, urban area where gang
activity, prostitution, and drug abuse was rampant. Her mother would not let her go
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the busy NP he did not have enough money to get the antibiotic prescription filled for
5 more days. Frustrated, he left the clinic and went home. Discomfort, burning, and
frequency prompted him to go to the emergency room later that night, where he had to
wait 12 hours before being seen. Which organizational factors interfered with Ramon
getting adequate care? What could a nurse do to advocate for Ramon?
Think about the introduction of electronic medical records, the use of bar codes
for dispensing medications in hospitals, and pill bottles that buzz to remind patients
to take their medications at home. How have those organizational changes affected the
health of patients and the workload of nurses who care for those patients? What are
the advantages and challenges associated with these changes? Has the hospital where
your clinical placements are scheduled incorporated nursing notes, pharmacy orders,
laboratory results, pain assessment inventories, fall risk tools,
pressure ulcer rating systems,
and advance directives as part of
their electronic medical record
system? How has the introduction of each of those components affected the health of the
patients you have cared for in
that hospital? Have you used bar
code scanning as part of medication administration? If so, what
did you like about bar code scanning? What sort of errors could occur with bar code
scanning for medication administration? Have you seen wristband reminders or pill
bottle caps that include a microchip used to remind patients to take their medication at
home? So far these devices have been used with blind, noncompliant, congestive heart
failure, organ transplant, and elderly patients. Are there other populations in which
talking pill bottles might be useful?
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outside after 4 pm because several other children in her neighborhood had been shot
while riding their bikes. Marcella lived in a small apartment with her three sisters and
her mother. Due to their limited budget, her mother routinely bought foods that were
high in calories because they were convenient and affordable. There was no space inside
the crowded apartment to exercise. However, the school nurse kept telling Marcella
that she was 25 pounds overweight, so she had to exercise and change what she ate.
What else could the school nurse do to actually be helpful to Marcella? What could
the school nurse learn by placing a telephone call to Marcella’s mother or scheduling
a home visit?
Aboyo was a 10-year-old girl who lived in a rural village outside of Kumasi, Ghana
in West Africa. The power went out in her village on a regular basis, leaving the community without water when the electric pumps stopped working. To earn money for
food, children in the village regularly went to the dump barefoot to collect plastic water
bottles that had been discarded. The children would refill the bottles with stagnant
water and superglue the lids back on the bottles before reselling them in the market.
All of the bottles that were discarded went to the same area for disposal irrespective of
who had previously used them. One day Aboyo cut her foot on a piece of glass while
collecting water bottles and was taken to the village clinic. Besides attending to Aboyo’s
cut, what should the nurse at the village clinic teach Aboyo? What else could the village nurse do besides working with Aboyo and getting her perspective? How could
the Queen Mother (the most influential female in the village) and the village elders be
involved to improve the health of the village children?

Economic Factors Affecting Health
Economic factors have a major impact on health and health promotion activities. For
example, sometimes elderly patients on limited incomes have to decide which of their
medications they will get refilled. Or, elderly clients only take half the medications
prescribed by their physician or nurse practitioner because they can’t afford to fill the
entire prescription.
Think about Louise’s situation. Her husband worked on and off as a carpenter in a
state with 13% unemployment. For the last year he had been unable to find steady work
due to a downturn in the construction industry. They did not have health insurance.
Louise began having heavy menstrual periods at the age of 57, two years after she had
gone through menopause. Her doctor determined that she had uterine cancer and performed a hysterectomy. The cost of the surgery, on top of the decrease in her husband’s
employment, resulted in the family losing their home to foreclosure. They had to move
into a travel trailer on the property of one of their long-time friends. Two years after
her surgery, Louise noticed a lump in her breast. Because she could not afford regular
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visits with her physician, and did not qualify for low-income medical care due to her
husband’s fluctuating income, she relied on the emergency room for her health care
when absolutely necessary. After a needle biopsy determined the lump in her breast was
not a cyst, Louise’s doctor ordered a mammogram. The results came back indicating
Louise now had breast cancer. If you were the emergency room nurse working with
Louise, how would you approach her? What would you say to her? What economic
factors influenced Louise’s health and health promotion activities?
Consider how Thomas, a community health nurse, became involved in promoting
the health of Oak Park, a low-income area where he worked. As Thomas made home
visits, he was consistently frustrated by the lack of grocery stores that sold fresh fruits
and vegetables in Oak Park. He attempted to do health education about nutrition with
families on his caseload only to hear over and over that local convenience stores only
stocked prepared foods, cigarettes, and alcohol. Most of his families did not own a car
and had difficulty traveling the 5 miles to the nearest grocery store that stocked fruits
and vegetables. Walking was out of the question as well, due to the active presence
of gang violence in Oak Park. Finally, Thomas volunteered to participate in a community development task force that was being organized. The task force interviewed
key community members and then presented their findings to the mayor. As a result
of the key informant interviews, the Senior Gleaners (a community organization that
harvests leftover vegetables from surrounding fields) partnered with a well-respected
local church to use their parking lot to distribute free farm produce each Saturday. In
addition, the task force successfully advocated for increased police presence in Oak
Park. The task force also partnered with developers and submitted a grant to renovate
a square block of buildings in a dilapidated Oak Park strip mall. Within two years the
grant was funded and construction began for a library branch, a grocery store, and a
healthcare complex surrounded by ample lighting within a park-like setting. Thomas
concluded that the hours he had volunteered had a major impact on the daily life of the
families that he worked with in the Oak Park community.

Sociocultural Factors Affecting Health
Sociocultural factors can have a major impact on health beliefs, health practices, health
communication, and the trust that patients have in healthcare providers. Consider, for
example, Oleg’s perspective about taking medications. Oleg was a 45-year-old Russian
male admitted to the hospital for a blood pressure of 215/110 mmHg. His nurse practitioner had prescribed a spectrum of blood pressure medications at increasing dosages
over the last few months without seeing any change in his blood pressure. When Oleg
was admitted to the cardiac floor, his inpatient nurse followed the written orders in
his chart, which were based on the last dosage of blood pressure medication that his
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NP had tried. Thirty minutes after the nurse gave him the medication, Oleg’s blood
pressure dropped so dramatically that he had to receive a bolus of fluid to bring it back
within normal ranges. When a Russian-speaking nurse interviewed Oleg, he shared
that he got the prescriptions his NP ordered filled because he worried that she would
not continue to see him if he did not fill the prescriptions. However, Oleg did not take
the medications because he shared a common view among Russian individuals that
he was too young to have to take medication on a daily basis for the rest of his life.
Which sociocultural factors should his NP and nurse have considered when working
with Oleg? What else could the NP have done? What else should the staff nurse do in
this situation?

Behavioral Factors Affecting Health
A variety of behavioral factors influence whether patients comply with their ordered
treatments. Sometimes lack of compliance or adherence with ordered care is based on
previous negative experiences with the healthcare system. Consider the example of Judy,
a 350-pound, 84-year-old woman who had hip surgery the previous year. During that
hospitalization, the lift team was delayed and the nurses who were moving her from the
gurney to the bed dropped her. Her back was broken and required numerous painful
injections to manage the fracture and the associated pain. When Judy left the hospital
after that surgery she vowed to never return to any hospital. One year later her friend
called on the phone and noticed Judy was confused. After arriving at her home, the
friend called the paramedics because Judy was disoriented and had a fever of 103°F.
When the paramedics arrived at her home Judy refused to go to the hospital. Finally,
after almost 30 minutes, her friend persuaded Judy to go to the emergency room just
long enough to get checked out and she consented. At the hospital it was determined
Judy had a severe urinary tract infection. After one day in the hospital Judy insisted that
she be discharged. Her temperature had gone down to 99°F and her mental status was
back to normal. When Judy arrived home she got a call that her best friend had just
passed away. In addition, the pharmacy employee who was supposed to deliver her antibiotics made a mistake and a day and a half went by before she was able to get her antibiotic prescription delivered. When Judy’s friend called she said she felt too nauseated to
eat or take her antibiotics. Judy said “when life isn’t fun anymore there is no reason to be
around.” Which experiences, feelings, attitudes, behaviors, and medical conditions were
influencing Judy at this moment? How might a visit by a home health nurse help Judy?
As the case studies here illustrate, health promotion requires empowerment, collaboration, and participation by the client. Sometimes health promotion requires
community level intervention if effective health goals are to be accomplished. Health
promotion can also require the nurse to take an active role in promoting environmental,
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organizational, or social change at the local, regional, or national level (Maben &
Macleod-Clark, 1995).

The Relationship Between Health, Health
Promotion, and Illness Prevention
Defining health as well-being laid the foundation for health promotion practice and
expanded the role of nursing and medicine beyond just disease prevention and treatment (Saylor, 2004). Including a focus on well-being and wellness expanded health
care from disease prevention and treatment to a consideration of the patient’s capacity
to cope with stress, choose healthy behaviors, recognize their health-related limitations, participate in lifestyle modifications, and manage changes in their health status
(Manderscheid, Ryff, Freeman, McKnight-Eily, Dhingra, & Strine, 2010).

Wellness
Dunn (1959), the father of the wellness movement, advocated for maximizing human
potential by simultaneously focusing on the mind, body, and spirit. He stressed the
importance of personality, motivation, environment, and capacity for change. Dunn
advocated for improving quality of life and active engagement of individuals and communities in health promotion, health maintenance, and disease prevention.

Primary, Secondary, and Tertiary Prevention
The terms primary, secondary, and tertiary prevention came from an epidemiological
understanding of risks experienced by particular groups. Primary prevention has averting the occurrence of disease as its goal. Interventions occur before the disease process
starts. Primary prevention includes health promotion and protecting at-risk individuals from threats to their health. Harris and Guten (1979) describe five dimensions of
health protective behavior, including personal health practices, safety practices, preventive health care, environmental hazard avoidance, and harmful substance avoidance.
Primary prevention and health promotion both focus on protecting individuals and
communities from disease and increasing health and well-being. Disease prevention
typically targets specific disease processes while health promotion is focused on general
health and well-being, not necessarily one specific disease (King, 1994).
Secondary prevention aims to halt disease progression before it becomes more acute
and is designed to lessen complications and disability (Breslow, 1999). Early diagnosis
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and prompt treatment are the priority. Tertiary prevention is often called rehabilitation. It begins once a disease has been stabilized and aims to restore the individual to
their highest level of functioning (King, 1994).
Health promotion includes health education, health maintenance and protection,
community and environmental development, and health policy advocacy (King, 1994).
Given the provided definitions of health, health promotion, wellness, and primary prevention, which healthcare professionals are well prepared to implement these health
promotion activities both at the individual and community level?

The Importance of a Trained Health
Promotion Workforce

© iStockphoto.com/asiseeit

Authors have argued for making health promotion a specialized practice and profession. Those who support this view argue that professions other than nursing, medicine,
and health education should be trained in health promotion practices. They argue for a
need for identifying health promotion competencies, accreditation standards for health
promotion, and development of professional standards of practice.
Core competencies for such a role include the ability to: (1) catalyze change and
empower individuals and communities to improve their health; (2) provide leadership
in developing public health policy and building capacity in systems for supporting health
promotion; (3) assess the needs and assets in communities to analyze the behavioral,
cultural, social, environmental, and organizational determinants of health; (4) develop
measurable goals after assessing needs and assets and
identifying evidence-based interventions; (5) carry
out efficient, culturally sensitive strategies to improve
health; (6) evaluate the effectiveness of health promotion policies and disseminate results; (7) advocate on
behalf of individuals and communities while building
their capacity by incorporating an understanding of
their assets; and (8) work collaboratively among varied disciplines to promote health (Barry, Allegrante,
Lamarre, Auld, & Taub, 2009).
Given the scope and definitions of nursing
practice, do you think health promotion competencies are part of the role of a nurse? The WHO
in the Munich Declaration called for active involvement of nurses in health policy development. But as
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Whitehead (2003c) stressed, nurses often struggle with finding the time and having the
skills needed to take an active role in shaping health policy. As Smith and colleagues
(1999) commented, the immediacy of the situation in most inpatient settings diverts
nurses from participating in community-level interventions, environmental assessments, and health policy development. Most health policy design occurs with little
input from nurses even though health policy has a profound influence on nursing
practice (Whitehead, 2003c).
A number of nurses who work in the community in public health settings, nurse
researchers, and some advanced practice nurses are engaged in health policy development and evaluation. However, many acute care nurses who work in busy inpatient
settings do not see health promotion as part of their role. Activities such as political
involvement, health policy development, and community advocacy are not typically
easy to do in an inpatient setting (Casey, 2007a). In addition, within the literature too
few examples are presented of how inpatient nurses might engage in these expanded
activities that are part of health promotion.
A variety of authors have begun to describe how inpatient nurses might fulfill
some of these broader health promotion–oriented roles. Wilson-Barnett (1993) suggested nurses need to view health promotion as a guiding philosophy about advocacy, participatory involvement, enhanced social support, and individualized care. By
incorporating advocacy, considering social support, involving patients in care planning, and providing individualized care, nurses are promoting health. Casey (2007b)
agreed that by engaging in active listening, checking with the patient and/or family,
eliciting patient involvement in care planning and daily care, and individualizing care
based on patient priorities, nurses are engaging in participatory care, an important
component of health promotion. Since developing a therapeutic nurse–patient relationship requires patient participation, this too is part of health promotion. Nursing
interventions that foster social support, decrease barriers to care, and improve selfefficacy are also health promoting. Determining the client’s and family’s perceived
needs based on their societal position, along with developing realistic objectives and
ways to monitor progress, is a vital part of health promotion (Whitehead, 2001). By
mediating and advocating for a patient’s rights or needs with other healthcare professionals or community organizations, especially during daily rounds or discharge
planning activities, nurses are fulfilling these broader health promotion oriented roles
(Casey, 2007a).
However, Whitehead (2001) has cautioned against busy inpatient nurses ignoring
the complexity underlying health behavior by offering overly simplistic patient education without exploring barriers to behavior change or environmental/cultural influences. He argued that nurses must explore why patients adopt a particular lifestyle,
what would work for them, and how to engage the patient in setting realistic goals.
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Discussion Questions
1. Do you think nurses should focus exclusively on health education for individual
patients or should they also assess sociocultural, organizational, political, and
environmental aspects of health promotion? Please explain your answer.
2. Do sociocultural factors like educational status, employment status, marital
status, place/country of residence or birth, access to health care, and cultural
beliefs/customs impact the health status of individuals? Please explain your
answer.
3. Do you believe that individual health behaviors such as smoking, drinking, drug
use, exercise/eating patterns, and access to preventative care primarily determine a person’s health? Please explain your answer.
4. Should a separate health promotion practitioner role be created? Or should
health promotion be retained as an integral part of nursing practice? Please
explain your answer.
5. Do the definitions of health, health education, and health promotion have any
influence on your nursing practice? Please explain your answer.
6. Imagine how health care will be provided 10 years from now. Describe how the
different definitions included in this text could influence how you practice nursing 10 years into your professional career.

Check Your Understanding
How many of these health promotion competencies do you see as being part of nursing practice? Complete the following chart by writing “yes” or “no” in the grid next to
each competency. Provide in the middle column an example of a time you observed a
nurse demonstrate the given competency at the local, national, or international level.

© Jones & Bartlett Learning, LLC. NOT FOR SALE OR DISTRIBUTION

Check Your Understanding

Is this competency
an aspect of nursing
practice? Write
“yes” or “no” in this
column next to the
given competency.

Describe a scenario
you have observed
where a nurse
demonstrated the
given competency.

19

Health Promotion
Competency

1. Catalyze change and
empower individuals and
communities to improve
their health.
2. Provide leadership in
developing public health
policy and building capacity
in systems for supporting
health promotion.
3. Assess the needs and
assets in communities to
analyze behavioral, cultural,
social, environmental, and
organizational determinants
of health.
4. Develop measurable goals
after assessing needs
and assets and identifying
evidence-based
interventions.
5. Carry out efficient, culturally sensitive strategies to
improve health.
6. Evaluate the effectiveness
of health promotion policies
and practices and disseminate results.
7. Advocate on behalf of individuals and communities
by building their capacity
and incorporating an understanding of their assets.
8. Work collaboratively among
varied disciplines to promote patient health.
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In your list of scenarios where nurses performed these nursing competencies, did you
include the following examples?
●● For Competency 1, have you ever seen a nurse catalyze change in a community
and empower individuals by offering a health screening fair in a local church to
motivate individuals with high blood pressure to seek out a primary care physician or nurse practitioner to manage their blood pressure?
●● For Competency 2, did you include a description of how nurses in California
lobbied the governor to support the nurse–patient ratio law to increase the
capacity of hospitals to provide quality health care?
●● In terms of Competency 3, did you include an example of a nurse researcher who
interviewed community members to determine the behavioral, cultural, social,
environmental, and organizational determinants of childhood obesity and how
to best prevent it?
●● Did you include a description of your own clinical write-ups or concept mapping when listing examples of Competency 4? Have you developed measurable
goals after assessing patient needs and assets by using evidence-based nursing
interventions that you learned about in lecture?
●● As an example of Competency 5, did you describe patient care that you have
provided in an efficient and culturally sensitive manner? Have you ever allowed
a Spanish-speaking or Hmong-speaking patient to have family visits beyond
the scheduled visiting hours because it was more convenient for the families’
schedule or needs? Have you ever altered your teaching method based on the
patient’s culture?
●● In terms of Competency 6, did you describe a poster or a podium presentation
from a professional nursing conference where the researcher was discussing the
effectiveness of health promotion practices and disseminating the results?
●● Did you describe a public or community health nurse who you observed demonstrating Competency 7 when advocating for a mother by building on one of
her existing parenting strengths?
●● In terms of health promotion Competency 8, did you mention that nurses work
collaboratively with social workers, psychologists, occupational therapists,
speech pathologists, physical therapists, physicians, and pharmacists when promoting patient health?

What Do You Think?
Think about what health means to you. Rank-order the concepts that others have identified as being central to definitions of health by placing a 1 next to the best definition
of health from your point of view, placing an 11 next to the definition of health that is
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least meaningful for you, and numbering the remaining definitions accordingly. Look
over the list and enter a “yes” or a “no” next to the aspects of health you would include
in a definition. Describe your rationale for including or excluding the given aspect of
health from a definition.
Rank
Order

I would include
this aspect in
my definition of
health—
yes or no

Rationale

Defining Aspect of Health

1. The absence of physical and
mental disease.
2. Living well despite illness
or disability.
3. A complete state of physical,
mental, social, and emotional
well-being, not merely the
absence of disease.
4. The capacity for living.
5. Individualized fitness that
allows one to live a full and
creative life.
6. Good quality of life.
7. Actualization of inherent and
acquired human potential
through goal-directed behavior.
8. Competent self-care and satisfying relationships with others
while maintaining harmony with
relevant environments.
9. The state of optimum capacity
to perform the roles and tasks
one has been socialized into.
10. A joyful attitude toward life and
a cheerful acceptance of one’s
responsibilities.
11. The capacity to maintain balance and be free from undue
pain, discomfort, disability, or
limitation of action including
social capacity.
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Review the common aspects of health in the grid presented. Are any of them unique to a
given society and not a definition that would be acceptable in any society? Which aspect
would not apply to all cultures and societies? For example, do all cultures value individualized fitness, self-care, and maintaining balance? Of individualized fitness, selfcare, and maintaining balance, which aspect of health is typically least valued within the
United States? In your view, which aspect of health is least valued in Asian countries?
Health is a phenomenon that most of us understand, yet it remains difficult to
define. Imagine your health as a large soap bubble surrounding your body that goes
everywhere you go. Also, think back to a time when your health was suffering for a
short period. Now, write the title “Health,” followed by seven sentences that describe
your health on different days when you felt the healthiest during your life. Select specific
phrases that capture what it means and what it is like to be healthy. Just write without
censoring your thoughts and feelings. You can go back afterward to edit your responses.

References
American Nurses Association. (1995). Nursing: A social policy statement. Kansas City, MO: Author.
American Nurses Association (2010). What is nursing? Retrieved from http://www.nursingworld.org
/EspeciallyForYou/StudentNurses/WhatisNursing.aspx
Barry, M. M., Allegrant, J. P., Lamarre, M., Auld, E., & Taub, A. (2009). The Galway consensus conference:
International collaboration on the development of core competencies for health promotion and education? Global Health Promotion, 16(2), 5–11.
Breslow, W. (1999). From disease prevention to health promotion. JAMA, 281(11), 1030–1033.
Brown, J., Kazi, L., Spitz, P., Gertman, P., Fires, J., & Meehan, R. (1984). The dimensions of health outcomes: A cross-validated examination of health status measurement. American Journal of Public Health,
74, 159–161.
Carlson, J. (2003). Basic concepts. In Complementary therapies and wellness (pp. 1–8). Upper Saddle River,
NJ: Prentice Hall.
Casey, D. (2007a). Health promotion: Findings from non-participant observational data concerning health
promotion nursing practice in the acute hospital setting focusing on generalist nurses. Journal of Clinical
Nursing, 16, 580-592.
Casey, D. (2007b). Nurses’ perceptions, understanding, and experiences of health promotion. Journal of
Clinical Nursing, 16, 1039–1049.
Cribb, A., & Dunes, A. (1993). What is health promotion? In A. Dines & A. Cribb (Eds.), Health Promotion
Concepts and Practice (pp. 20–33). Oxford, UK: Blackwell Scientific.
Diemert-Moch, S. (1998). Health-within-illness: Concept development through research and practice.
Journal of Advanced Nursing, 28(2), 305–310.
Dunn, H. L. (1959). High-level wellness in man and society. American Journal of Public Health, 49, 786.
Eldh, A. C., Ekman, I., & Ehnfors, M. (2010). A comparison of the concept of patient participation and
patients’ descriptions as related to healthcare definitions. International Journal of Nursing Terminologies
and Classifications, 21(1), 21–32.
Goldsmith, S. (1972). The status of health indicators. Health Service Reports, 87, 212–220.

© Jones & Bartlett Learning, LLC. NOT FOR SALE OR DISTRIBUTION

References

23

Harm, T. (2001). Patient education in Estonia. Patient Education and Counseling, 4, 75–78.
Harris, D. M., & Guten, S. (1979). Health protective behavior: an exploratory study. Journal of Health and
Social Behavior, 20, 17–29.
International Council of Nurses (2010) The ICN definition of nursing. Retrieved from http://www.icn.ch
/definition.htm
King, P. M. (1994). Health promotion: the emerging frontier in nursing. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 20,
209–218.
Larson, J. S. (1999). The conceptualization of health. Medical Care Research and Review, 56, 123–136.
Larsson, G., Starrin, B., & Wilde, B. (1991). Contributions of stress theory to the understanding of helping.
Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences, 5, 79–85.
Maben, J. & Macleod-Clark, J. (1995). Health promotion: A concept analysis. Journal of Advanced Nursing,
22, 1158–1165.
Mackintosh, N. (1996). Promoting health: An issue for nursing. Dinton, Nr. Salisbury, Wilts, Quay Books.
Manderscheid, R. W., Ryff, C. D., Freeman, E. J., McKnight-Eily, L. R., Dhingra, S., & Strine, T. W. (2010).
Evolving definitions of mental illness and wellness. Preventing Chronic Disease. Public Health Research,
Practice and Policy, 7(1), 1–6.
Morgan, I. S., & Marsh, G. W. (1998). Historic and future health promotion contexts for nursing. Image:
The Journal of Nursing Scholarship, 30, 379–383.
Nightingale, F. (1859). Notes on Nursing: What it is, and what it is not. London, UK: Harrison and Sons.
Pender, N., Murdaugh, C., & Parsons, M. (2002). Health promotion in nursing practice (4th ed.). Upper Saddle
River, NJ: Prentice Hall.
Robertson, A. (2001). Biotechnology, political rationality, and discourses on health risk. Health, 5, 293–309.
Saylor, C. (2004). The circle of health: A health definition model. Journal of Holistic Nursing, 22, 97–115.
Sullivan, M. (2003). The new subjective medicine: Talking the patient’s point of view on health care and
health. Social Science and Medicine, 56(7), 1595–1604.
Smith, P., Masterson, A., & Smith, S. L. (1999). Health promotion versus disease and care: Failure to establish
blissful clarity in British nurse education and practice. Social Science and Medicine, 48, 227–239.
Tones, K. (1985). Health promotion a new panacea? Journal of the Institute of Health Education, 23(1),
16–21.
Tones, K. (2000). Evaluating health promotion: A tale of three errors. Patient Education and Counseling, 39,
227–236.
Tones, K., Tilford, S., & Robinson, Y. (1990). Health education effectiveness and efficiency. London, UK:
Chapman & Hall.
Ware, J., Brook, R., Davies, A. & Lohr, K. (1981). Choosing measures of health status for individuals in general populations. American Journal of Public Health, 71, 620–625.
Whitehead, D. (2001). Health education, behavioral change, and social psychology: Nursing’s contribution
to health promotion? Journal of Advanced Nursing, 34(6), 822–832.
Whitehead, D. (2003a). Health promotion and health education viewed as symbiotic paradigms: Bridging the
theory and practice gap between them. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 12, 796–805.
Whitehead, D. (2003b). Incorporating sociopolitical health promotion activities in clinical practice. Journal
of Clinical Nursing, 12, 668–677.
Whitehead, D (2003c). The health-promoting nurse as a health policy career expert and entrepreneur. Nurse
Education Today, 23, 585–592.
Whitehead, D. (2004). Health promotion and health education: Advancing the concepts. Journal of Advanced
Nursing, 47, 311–320.
Whitehead, D. (2006). Health promotion in the practice setting: Findings from a review of clinical issues.
Worldviews on Evidence-Based Nursing, 3(4), 165–184.

© Jones & Bartlett Learning, LLC. NOT FOR SALE OR DISTRIBUTION

24

Chapter 1

Health Education, Health Promotion, and Health

Whitehead, D. (2008). Health promotion: An international Delphi study examining health promotion and
health education in nursing practice, education and policy. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 17, 891–900.
Williamson, D. L. & Carr, J. (2009). Health as a resource for everyday life: Advancing the conceptualization.
Critical Public Health, 19(1), 107–122.
Wilson-Barnett, J. (1993). Health promotion and nursing practice. In A. Dines and A. Cribb (Eds.), Health
promotion: Concepts and practice (pp. 195–204). Oxford, UK: Blackwell Scientific Publications.
World Health Organization [WHO]. (1948). Preamble to the constitution of the WHO. Official records of the
WHO (No 2, p. 100). Entered into force April 7, 1948.
World Health Organization [WHO]. (1986). The Ottawa charter for health promotion. Ontario, Canada:
Canadian Public Health Association, Health and Welfare Canada, and the World Health Organization.

For a full suite of assignments and additional learning activities, see the
access code at the front of your book.

