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<Social Factors of Health and Research Being Conducted towards Improving Health in 

Rural Areas> 

S.1 

 Hello, everyone.  My name is Tsujiguchi, and I am from the department of  environmental and 

preventive medicine of  Kanazawa University.  Today I would like to introduce social factors of  health 

and the research being conducted towards improving health in rural areas.  In the first half, I would 

like to explain about the social determinants of  health, as well as their significance, background, and 

importance.  In the second half, I would like to introduce the experimental efforts being made 

towards improving health in rural areas including the social determinants of  health. 

 

1. Regarding Social Factors of Health and Monitoring Thereof 

S.2 

 In the first half, I would like to explain about the social determinants of  health, their significance, 

background, and importance, as well as the importance of  monitoring. 

 

S.3 

 Have you heard of  the phrase ‘social determinants of  health’?  Although it may be difficult to 

grasp what it means, in general it is defined as ‘social factors that influence health’.  Specifically, it 

includes regional environments; health, treatment, and welfare policies; social capital; workplace 

environments; familial and marital status; individual education level; affiliations; and employment 

status. 

 

S.4 

 Regarding regional environments, as an example, being able to access hospitals depends on the 

robustness of  local transportation networks, and it is known that such factors impact health.  

Additionally, the various health, treatment, and welfare policies enacted by each local municipality 

affect the health of  residents differently, an example being the variety of  different plans for health and 

caregiving.  The term ‘social capital’ was coined by the American political scientist Robert Putnam 

and is defined as, “features of  social organization, such as trust, norms, and networks, that can 

improve the efficiency of  society by facilitating coordinated actions.”  In other words, it is the idea 

that health, and especially mental health, is improved if  networks between people are robust.  

Additionally, workplace environments are also important, and everyone is aware of  the negative 

impacts on health caused by people putting in excessive overtime.  As for familial and marriage status, 

living with family gives rise to interpersonal interactions, which can positively affect health.  It is 

known that an individual’s education level, income, and employment status affect health. 
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S.5 

 Why is it that social determinants of  health are attracting so much attention?  Even within Japan, 

which has long been called an equitable society, in recent years, the existence of  widening disparities in 

income, education, and employment opportunities have been attracting attention.  Furthermore, this 

trend shows no signs of  stopping, and the increasing solidification of  these disparities is seen as a 

problem.  Health disparities caused by such social structures are gathering attention as one of  the 

social determinants of  health. 

 

S.6 

 Additionally, shifts in attitudes about improving health are also gathering attention, and form one 

part of  the backdrop of  social determinants of  health.  In the past, it was thought that the cause of  a 

disease could be found within an individual.  It was thought that efforts made by individuals to 

maintain their own health were of  utmost importance.  However, even if  everyone wanted to try to 

improve their health through exercise, if  there are not adequate local facilities that enable exercise, then 

there are no opportunities to do so.  Another issue is being in a noisy environment that does not 

enable getting enough sleep.  Furthermore, it is difficult to improve one’s diet if  they are living in an 

environment in which nothing but unhealthy food is being sold.  In this way, mainstream thinking has 

shifted towards the idea that not being able to improve one’s health due the lack of  an enabling social 

environment is not the responsibility of  the individual, but of  society. 

 

S.7 

 This was also seen in the results as determined by the Ministry of  Health, Labour and Welfare 

(MLHW) for the ‘Health Japan 21’ (the first term) project.  Within this, goals were set in 59 

categories to be met by 2010 in nutrition, dietary habits, physical activity, and exercise; rest, 

recuperation, and mental health; tobacco; alcohol; and dental health, among others.  However, in the 

final evaluation of  the project carried out in 2011, improvements were only seen in 35 categories, and 

the situation actually worsened in a considerable number of  categories.  What this means it is that, 

although improvements in lifestyle habits can be seen in some categories, at the same time, I believe 

that those improvements were not enough. 
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S.8 

 MLHW then set up a new Health Japan 21 (the second term), and it is a work in progress.  This 

time, the program runs from 2013 through 2022, and they set out the basics for promoting the overall 

health of  citizens by promoting citizen activities around the twin goals of  increasing people’s healthy 

life expectancy and decreasing health disparities. 

 The term ‘healthy life expectancy’ means the age until which a person can carry out the tasks 

needed for daily life without being restricted by health issues.  Although average life expectancy is a 

measure of  the length of  time something is able to live, healthy life expectancy essentially means not 

having to sleep all day and requiring care, but being able to live life in good health.  The goal is to 

extend this as long as possible.  Health disparities are, “inequalities that occur in health across 

different regions and socioeconomic groups.”  Another goal is to reduce these disparities as much as 

possible, and have everyone become healthy.  It is possible to reword the former as improving the 

health of  individuals and the latter as working towards decreasing the difference in health between 

individuals.  Particularly for the latter, reducing health disparities is intimately linked with social 

determinants of  health. 

 

S.9 

 This is a conceptual diagram of  ‘Health Japan 21’ (the second term).  In ‘Health Japan 21’ (the 

second term), all citizens support each other, and it strives to realize a society in which people have the 

drive to live healthy and spiritually enriching lives.  To that end, #1, it raises the issue of  increasing 

healthy life expectancy and decreasing health disparities.  What is needed to realize this goal is #5, 

which is to improve people’s lifestyle habits as well as social environments. 

 The term ‘lifestyle habits’ includes eating, exercise, and sleep habits.  For example, by eating a lot 

of  vegetables, running regularly, and getting enough sleep, people can improve their disease risk factors.  

Improving social environments refers to improving environments where people live so that they have 

access to fitness facilities and equipment. 

 The goal of  lifestyle habit improvements is to mitigate the onset or exacerbation of  #2 

lifestyle-related diseases.  The goal of  social environment improvements is to secure equality and 

improve access to #4 health-related resources.  I believe that, by working towards these goals, 

improvements in both the quality of  life and quality of  social environments will lead to increases in 

healthy life expectancy and decreases in health disparities. 

 

S.10 

 This is a flowchart of  how social determinants affect health.  Everyone’s social situation is 

affected by their living environment, health actions, and psychosocial condition.  Additionally, these 

aspects biologically affect everyone’s body and mind from both a physical and psychological point of  

view.  If  these effects are negative, then it is thought that they will eventually lead to health disorders. 
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S.11 

 As explained above, in order to extend healthy life expectancy and decrease health disparities, it is 

necessary to consider social determinants of  health.  In order to do so, while taking into account 

what I have just said, ideally it is also necessary for everyone to understand the factors around them 

that actually affect their health and continuously monitor these factors. 

 

2. Towards Implementation: Introducing Examples of Empirical Research 

S.12 

 What should we do in order to do continuous monitoring?  In the latter half, I would like to 

introduce examples of  empirical research that is useful in implementation. 

 

S.13 

 The department of  environmental and preventive medicine that I belong to concluded an 

agreement with Shika Town, Ishikawa Prefecture in fiscal 2011, and we are conducting ‘integrated 

lifetime-type/all-resident participation-type research on promoting health’.  Of  course, we are 

building a system for monitoring social determinants of  health.  Shika Town, Ishikawa Prefecture is 

located about 60 km north of  Kanazawa in the Noto region.  The population is around 20,000, and 

the main industries are agriculture, forestry, and fishing. 

 

S.14 

 In March of  2011, our department of  environmental and preventive medicine and Shika Town 

concluded an agreement, and started working on promoting health.  The photo in the middle is of  

Mayor Koizumi and Professor Nakamura of  the department of  environmental and preventive 

medicine signing the agreement.  On that day, lectures were held on promoting health, and 

awareness-raising activities were held for residents about promoting health. 

 

S.15 

 The original length of  the agreement was for five years from fiscal 2011 through fiscal 2015, but 

last year in fiscal 2016, since Kanazawa University newly founded the Graduate School of  Advanced 

Preventative Medical Sciences, that graduate school concluded a new agreement with Shika Towa, 

which continues the activities of  the previous agreement while also expanding its scope. 

 

S.16 

 The philosophy of  our research is ‘advocating advanced preventative medicine’.  In the past, it 

was determined that prevention was needed in the first stage (improving lifestyle habits), second stage 

(early disease detection), and third stage (preventing recurrence/side effects).  We advocate adding to 

this the concept of  a ‘stage zero’, which means retrospectively taking into account such factors as a 

genomes or macro social environments when devising preventative measures. 

 



Kanazawa University Public E-course 
“Social Factors of  Health and Research Being Conducted towards Improving Health in Rural Areas” 

Hiromasa Tsujiguchi (Specially Appointed Assistant Professor, Kanazawa University Graduate School of  Medical 
Sciences) 

5 

 

S.17 

 As for how our research is conducted, we start by examining health information.  At this point, 

we collect large volumes of  information on residents and create a health information database system.  

Based on that database, we analyze resident health information, and then use that for such purposes as  

promoting health and announcing research findings. 

 

S.18 

 Although this research is primarily conducted by Shika Town and the Kanazawa University 

Graduate School of  Advanced Preventative Medical Sciences, we also collaborate with many 

organizations such as the Kanazawa University World Health Organization (WHO) Collaborating 

Center, Kanazawa University Hospital, Tsukuba University, and Keio University. 

 

S.19 

 This shows an overall schematic of  our research.  In 2012, we began a fundamental examination 

of  the health status of  2500 people in our stage one model area.  In 2016, we added the stage two 

model area, and we currently are monitoring the health information of  around 5000 residents.  We 

expect to further expand our model areas in the future.  Using such information, each year we 

evaluate such factors as residents’ health, symptoms, and lifestyle habits to be used in promoting health, 

while also using it for our research. 

 

S.20 

 Up to this point, although we have conducted many resident questionnaires and other activities, 

we have secured the cooperation of  nearly 90% of  residents, and we believe that we are seeing 

progress towards promoting the health of  all residents in a participatory way. 

 

S.21 

 In the questionnaires, we are asking questions in the following categories.  In addition to details 

about residents’ eating habits, we also ask questions on lifestyle habits, past medical history, mental 

health, and QOL, which are details of  residents’ social life situations closely related to social 

determinants of  health.  We then conduct questionnaires on such topics as healthcare expenditure, 

exposure to chemical substances, allergies, and physical pain in order to track the health of  residents 

including social factors. 

 

S.22 

 In addition, in order to objectively evaluate the health of  residents, we are carrying out ‘super 

preventative medicine examinations’.  In addition to the usual medical checkup items, we track the 

health of  residents in a variety of  areas through examinations of  nutrition, detailed diagnostic 

interviews, fatty liver tests, special tests of  hypertension, dementia tests, bone density tests, immune 

function tests, and balance tests. 
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S.23 

 For residents from whom we have received permission, we have set up a treatment information 

tracking system, and we are continuously tracking their health.  We are specifically evaluating from the 

perspective of  how social determinants of  health affect residents’ medical conditions. 

 

3. The Shape of Future Research 

S.24 

 As for the shape of  future research, we are considering the use of  portable computers for 

managing health.  By continuously collecting information on how residents exercise, sleep, as well as 

their living environments, we will be able to better understand the details of  residents’ health, and we 

are thinking of  evaluating how social factors affect health.  Finally, we are considering ways for 

residents to change their lifestyle habits and improve their social environments, and are carrying out 

activities to this end. 

 

S.25 

 In addition, by conducting integration analysis of  a variety of  collected research and government 

data (nursing care information, health examination information, treatment information, regional 

information, etc.) in this way, we aim to provide municipalities with suggestions on how to form health 

policy, especially on how to create enabling environments from a social perspective. 

 This concludes my explanation of  the system of  monitoring that we are experimentally carrying 

out, include for social determinants of  health.  In the future, we are considering ways to create a 

system to promote health from the social perspective that allow us to do so in a continuous way  

Thank you for listening. 


