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What is Health Habitus
- it is what shapes our behavior



The fundamental question: 
what shapes our behavior?

Each person behaves the way they choose, yet there are similarities in the 
behavior of different groups: 

• Women vs. men vs. gender-fluidity gender matters 

• Resource-low vs. resource-high socioeconomic status matters

• Aging vs. young age matters



Cockerham’s Model of Health Lifestyle* (Revised) 

* Cockerham W.C. Bourdieu and an Update of Health Lifestyle Theory. (2013). In W. C. Cockerham (ed.), Medical Sociology 
on the Move, (pp. 127-154). DOI: 10.1007/978-94-007-6193-3_7, © Springer Science + Business Media Dordrecht



Social and Structural Forces



Part of the answer: social and structural 
forces

Family, neighborhood/community, county, state, federal policy

• Social and structural forces: exist outside a person and influence 
socialization and resources/opportunities available to a person

– Health insurance
– Housing
– Socioeconomic status
– Policy …

• Social and structural forces can influence our choices and behavior



Cultural Forces



Part of the answer: cultural forces

Shared values, norms, religious/spiritual beliefs, worldviews …

• Cultural forces: views and beliefs about the world shared by society and 
by social groups in our lives that, in turn, influence socialization and 
resources/opportunities available 
• Stigma of mental and physical health challenges
• Blaming the poor/admiring the rich
• Gendered views of family roles …

• Cultural forces can influence our choices and behavior



Our Choices



Part of the answer: choices we make
People are influenced by their past experiences and oriented towards the 
future and the present in choosing their actions

• Three steps:
– 1st  think about past experiences
– 2nd project into the future what will happen
– 3rd  evaluate the present situation and make a choice

• This 3-step decision making process is referred to as Agency: 
– Defined as our capacity to do what we choose to do



Behavior: the intersection of agency & 
social/structural and cultural forces

We have agency – will to choose -- but our choices may have limits

• The interplay between social/structural and cultural forces influence our 
socialization and the opportunities/resources available, but does not 
erase our agency, our ability to make choices

• In between choices and opportunities we find Habitus



Health Habitus

• Set of tendencies related to taking care of our health, how we manage 
our mental, emotional and physical wellbeing

• Shaped by the interaction between health choices and health-related 
opportunities/resources available

• Shapes our health behavior

• Over time, with repetition, health behavior becomes health lifestyle



Social Structure
Age, gender, race/ethnicity, social 
class, living conditions, geography

Health-Related 
Opportunities/Constraints

Access to healthcare services, health 
insurance, transportation

Health-Related Choices
Decision to dis/engage from/with 

healthcare services

Culture
Shared values, norms, 

religious/spiritual beliefs, world views

Health Lifestyle Model (Cockerham 2013) Revised

Socialization and Experience
Initial socialization in family, social 

experiences 



Health Lifestyle
 Health-related behaviors repeated over time

crystalize into a lifestyle

Health Habitus
Tendency to take care of our health in certain ways

Health Behavior
Actions to take care of our health and well-being

Health-related 
Opportunities/Constraints

Social Structure

Health-related Choices

Socialization & 
Experiences

Culture



What is Health Habitus
- it is what shapes our behavior, and 
- the focal point of our work to achieve cultural and structural equity in behavioral health




