
T oward a Healthy Future: Second Report on the Health of Canadians summarizes the
most current information we have on the health of Canadians and the factors that

influence or “determine” health. It suggests several priority areas for action in the new
millennium. One of these is renewing and reorienting the health sector to increase
accountability and effectively improve the health of all Canadians. This backgrounder
discusses two important aspects of reorienting the health sector: trends in health services
and the role of a population health strategy.

Ca n adians va lue their health-care sys tem and want to maintain high - qu a l i ty care . But
health services are among many factors that influence health. Toward a Healthy Future
s h ows that factors in the soc i oecon omic and physical envi ron m en t , as well as healthy ch i l d
devel opm en t , pers onal health practi ces and bi o l ogy have a major impact on health. Th e s e
factors operate independently of whether we spend more money on health care.

Highlights: Health Services Trends
◆ Disease and injury prevention activities in areas such as immunization, seatbelt use

and mammography, as well as health promotion efforts in areas such as early child
development are showing positive results. These activities must continue if progress 
is to be maintained.

◆ The annual growth rate of Canada’s insured health-care expenditures fell from 11.1%
between 1975 and 1991 to 2.5% between 1991 and 1996. Despite these spending slow
downs, Canadians did not report a significant increase in unmet health-care needs i n
1 9 9 6 – 9 7 , and most measu res of pop u l a ti on health (su ch as life ex pectancy) con ti nu ed
to improve.

◆ At the same ti m e , little inform a ti on on the qu a l i ty of c a re or the impact of re s tru ctu ri n g
was available. However, there is some evidence to suggest that the public’s assessment
of the overall quality of the health-care system, although still largely favourable, has
declined to some extent since the beginning of the decade.

◆ While overall access to universally insured care remains largely unrelated to income,
l ow- and modera te - i n come Ca n adians are less likely than high - i n come Ca n ad i a n s to
h ave insu ra n ce for health servi ces su ch as eye care , den ti s try, m ental health co u n s ell i n g
and prescription drugs, and they tend to report lower rates of use of such services.

◆ There has been a substantial decline in the average length of stay in hospital. Shifting
care into the community and the home raises concerns about the increased financial,
physical and em o ti onal bu rdens placed on families, e s pec i a lly wom en . The demand for
home care has increased in several jurisdictions and there is a concern about equitable
access to these services.

Back grounder:
Health Services and 
Population Health



◆ Expenditures on medications and the use of prescription drugs have increased
dramatically since 1975. In 1996–97, 30% of Canadians aged 12 and over and 46% 
of Canadians aged 75 and over used three or more medications.

A Population Health Approach
A population health approach focuses on the conditions that underlie health, and then
uses what is learned to suggest policies and actions that will improve the well-being of all
Canadians.A population health approach uses both short- and long-term strategies to:

• improve the underlying and interrelated conditions in the environment that enable
all Canadians to be healthy; and

• redu ce inequ i ties in the underlying con d i ti ons that put some Ca n adians at a disadva n t a ge
for attaining and maintaining optimal health.

How can the health sector, whose traditional role is treating the sick, influence the
root causes of health and help to reduce inequities in health status? The answer lies in 
a collaborative effort to renew and reorient the health sector so that it can:

• take action to meet the emerging challenges in health promotion, injury and disease
prevention and health protection, as well as in treatment services;

• increase the accountability of health services through improved reporting on the
quality of health services, and improving access to all needed services;

• increase our understanding of how the basic determinants of health influence
collective and personal well-being;

•  evaluate and identify policy and program strategies that work; and

•  influence sectors outside of health that can significantly affect health status.

The Need for Dialogue and Collaboration
Obviously, the health sector has a key direct role in improving health. But, since many of
the determinants of health are out s i de the trad i ti onal sys tem , building all i a n ces with other
sectors is a primary strategy for improving the health of the population. Other health-
determining sectors that need to be involved include finance, justice, housing, education,
recreation, the physical environment, employment, transportation and social services.

The ideal outcome of these collaborations will be healthy public policies in a variety
of sectors, as well as in the health sector itself. The health sector cannot do it all, nor can
it impose its agenda on other sectors. It can, however, initiate dialogue and partnerships
with others, and act as a collaborator for change. All sectors stand to benefit from
improvements in health and the conditions that influence health. Healthy, well-educated,
produ ctive citi zens who nu rtu re their young people and live in a civi c , ega l i t a ri a n , su s t a i n a bl e
society feel in control of their destiny. They are better prepared to address the local,
provincial/territorial, national and global challenges of the new millennium.

Improving health is everyone’s business. Collaboration in the pursuit of the public’s
health needs to occur at all levels — families, neighbourhoods, communities, provinces
and terri tori e s , regi ons and in the co u n try as a wh o l e . Pa rtn ers need to inclu de vo lu n t a ry,
profe s s i on a l , bu s i n e s s , con su m er and labour or ga n i z a ti on s , priva te indu s try, govern m en t s
and representatives of communities of faith, various cultures, population groups and
disadvantaged groups. Together, we can give no greater gift to the next generation than 
a healthy future.
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For More Information
Toward a Healthy Future: Second Report on the Health of Canadians was developed
by the Federa l , Provincial and Terri torial Advi s ory Com m i t tee on Pop u l a ti on Health in
co ll a bora ti on with Health Ca n ad a , S t a ti s tics Ca n ad a , the Ca n adian In s ti tute for Health
Information and the Cen tre for Health Prom o ti on , Un ivers i ty of Toron to. The full tex t
can be found on the Health Canada Web site: h t tp : / /www.hc-sc.gc.ca. Printed copies of
the Report are available from Provincial and Territorial Ministries of Health or from:

Publications
Health Canada
Tunney’s Pasture (AL 0900C2)
Ottawa, ON  K1A 0K9
Telephone: (613) 954-5995
Fax: (613) 941-5366
E-mail: Info@www.hc-sc.gc.ca
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