
HEALTH EQUITY RESOURCES 
 

GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
 
Equity is the absence of avoidable, unfair, or remediable differences among groups of people, whether 
those groups are defined socially, economically, demographically or geographically or by other means of 
stratification. Health equity or “equity in health” implies that ideally everyone should have a fair 
opportunity to attain their full health potential and that no one should be disadvantaged from achieving 
this potential. (World Health Organization)1 
 
Health equity means that everyone has a fair and just opportunity to be as healthy as possible. This 
requires removing obstacles to health such as poverty, discrimination, and their consequences, including 
powerlessness and lack of access to good jobs with fair pay, quality education and housing, safe 
environments, and health care. (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation)2 
 
What’s the difference between health inequities and health disparities or inequalities? 
Inequities are created when barriers prevent individuals and communities from accessing these 
conditions and reaching their full potential. Inequities differ from health disparities, which are 
differences in health status between people related to social or demographic factors such as race, 
gender, income or geographic region. Health disparities are one way we can measure our progress 
toward achieving health equity. (American Public Health Association)3 
 
Discrimination: The unjust or prejudicial treatment of different categories of people or things, especially 
on the grounds of race, age, or sex.4 
 
Implicit bias: The attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, and decisions in an 
unconscious manner (Kirwan Institute).5  
 
Racism: Prejudice, discrimination, or antagonism directed against a person or people on the basis of 
their membership in a particular racial or ethnic group, typically one that is a minority or marginalized.6 
Racism can operate on multiple levels: 

 Structural/systemic racism: The ways in which the joint operation of institutions (i.e., inter-
institutional arrangements and interactions) produce racialized outcomes, even in the absence 
of racist intent.7 

 Institutional racism: Differential access to the goods, services, and opportunities of society by 
race.8 

                                                           
1 https://www.who.int/topics/health_equity/en/  
2 https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2017/05/what-is-health-equity-.html  
3 https://www.apha.org/topics-and-issues/health-equity  
4 https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/discrimination  
5 http://kirwaninstitute.osu.edu/research/understanding-implicit-bias/  
6 https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/racism  
7 https://www.intergroupresources.com/race-and-racism/  
8 Jones CP. Levels of racism: a theoretic framework and a gardener's tale. Am J Public Health. 2000 ;90(8):1212-5. 
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 Internalized racism: acceptance by members of the stigmatized races of negative messages 
about their own abilities and intrinsic worth.8 

 Interpersonal/racism: An individual's racist assumptions, beliefs or behaviors and is "a form of 
racial discrimination that stems from conscious and unconscious, personal prejudice" (Henry & 
Tator, 2006, p. 329) that occurs between individuals.7 
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interdisciplinary research institute works to deepen understanding of the causes of—and solutions to—
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