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A Critical Examination of Health, Wellbeing and Sustainability Policies at Global, National and Local Levels: A Focus on SDG 3 and SDG 10

Introduction
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide a global framework for addressing interconnected challenges relating to health, wellbeing, and sustainability. SDG 3: Good Health and Wellbeing, which aims to ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for everyone, is at the core of this agenda (Ferrando, M.R., et al, 2025). However, achieving SDG 3 is dependent on progress across other SDGs, especially SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities, which focuses on the structural, social, and economic inequalities that influence health outcomes. Globally and in the UK, disparities in income, education, housing, and access to service continue to be important factors in determining morbidity, mortality, and wellbeing (Marmot et al., 2020).
This report critically examines how SDG 3 and SDG 10 influence the health and wellbeing of citizens at global, national, and local levels. It evaluates major policies and initiatives, drawing on contemporary literature from the past decade, including WHO, UN, NHS, and UK Government sources. As an example of how policy and practice interact with theoretical frameworks, the report includes relevant theories including the Social Determinants of Health model, Social Cognitive Theory, the Ecological Model, and the Health Belief Model.
SDG 3 is critically analysed in Section 1, which also examines national policies in the UK, international frameworks, and local initiatives in Birmingham. Section 2 focuses on SDG 10, evaluating how inequality reduction strategies influence health outcomes. The report emphasises the need for integrated, sustainable, and equitable approaches to improve population health and concludes with evidence-based recommendations to strengthen policy and practice. 
Section 1: SDG 3 - Good Health and Wellbeing
Overview of SDG 3 
SDG 3 aims to ensure healthy lives and promote wellbeing for all, addressing key targets such as reducing premature mortality, improving mental health, strengthening health systems, and achieving universal health coverage (UN, 2023). Progress has been uneven around the world. Non-communicable diseases (NCDs), mental health issues, and health disparities are still on the rise, despite advancements in maternal health, infectious disease control, and immunisation coverage (WHO, 2023). The COVID-19 pandemic widened existing inequalities and exposed weaknesses in health systems.
Health outcomes are influenced by socioeconomic circumstances, education, the environment, and service accessibility, according to the Social Determinants of Health model (Farideh I, S., et al 2024). Therefore, achieving SDG 3 will need coordinated effort across several sectors.
Global Policies and Initiatives
The WHO Universal Health Coverage (UHC) Framework, the WHO Mental Health Action Plan 2021–2030, and the Global Health Security Agenda are important international projects that support SDG 3. The goal of the UHC framework is to guarantee that people can obtain necessary medical care without facing financial hardship. Evidence shows that UHC improves health outcomes and reduces inequalities, but implementation varies significantly between countries due to funding constraints and political instability (WHO, 2025).

The WHO Mental Health Action Plan places a strong emphasis on stigma reduction, community-based care, and early intervention. Though many nations allocate less than 2% of their health budgets to mental health services, worldwide investment in mental health is still inadequate (WHO, 2023). This reduces the efficacy of international strategies.
The Health Belief Model (HBM) helps explain why some global health initiatives struggle to achieve behaviour change. Cultural attitudes, structural barriers, and low perceived awareness - all lower participation in health programs (The Health Foundation, 2024). Similarly, the Ecological Model emphasises how international programs frequently concentrate on societal-level change but may overlook community-level barriers like discrimination or a lack of local resources. Alyafei, A. and Carr, R.E. (2024).
National Policies and Initiatives (United Kingdom)
SDG 3 is reflected in a number of significant UK policies, such as the Mental Health Implementation Plan, the NHS Long Term Plan (2019), and the creation of Integrated Care Systems (ICSs), early intervention, digital health, and better access to mental health services are given top priority in the NHS Long Term Plan. Additionally, it places a strong emphasis on lowering health disparities while acknowledging the influence of social exclusion, ethnicity, and deprivation on health outcomes (NHS England, 2019).

In order to provide place-based care, ICSs seek to integrate health, social care, public health, and community services. Evidence indicates that ICSs have enhanced cooperation and data exchange, allowing for more focused interventions for underprivileged groups (NHS England, 2024). However, challenges remain, including workforce shortages, long waiting times, and regional disparities in service provision.
According to the Marmot Review (2020), austerity, increased child poverty, and less support for local authorities have all contributed to the widening of health disparities in England during the previous ten years. This draws attention to a significant flaw in national policy: whereas initiatives recognise the need of preventive and reducing inequality, institutional limitations make implementation difficult.

Making Every Contact Count (MECC) and other national behavior-change projects can be evaluated using the Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986). Although MECC seeks to boost self-efficacy and encourage healthy habits, socioeconomic limitations that limit people's access to health advice may hinder its success. Public Health England (2020).
Local Initiatives (Birmingham)
Birmingham faces significant health challenges, including high levels of deprivation, ethnic diversity, and unequal access to services. The Birmingham and Solihull ICS Health and Wellbeing Strategy, school-based Mental Health Support Teams, and community-based wellbeing programs are examples of local activities that comply with SDG 3.

Improving mental health access, lowering digital exclusion, and removing obstacles for immigrant populations have all been given priority by the ICS. According to local data, early mental health intervention in schools has improved, and participation in community wellbeing programs has increased (Birmingham City Council, 2019).
However, austerity has significantly reduced local authority funding, and Birmingham has one of the highest rates of child poverty in the UK. The efficacy of local initiatives is further hindered by minority communities' mistrust of services, language hurdles, and digital exclusion.

The Ecological Model (Kilanowski, 2017) demonstrates that local interventions must address multiple levels of influence, including individual, community, and structural factors. Local health interventions have little effect if upstream determinants like housing and poverty are not addressed.



Recommendations
· Investing more money into early detection and prevention, especially in the area of mental health.
· Enhancing collaboration between the housing, employment, education, and health sectors.
· Expanding culturally adapted, community‑led activities to enhance involvement among minority communities.
· Improving digital inclusion strategies to ensure equitable access to health services.

· Enhancing workforce training in trauma-informed, sustainable, and holistic care.

· Addressing structural inequalities through targeted funding for deprived areas.

Section 2: SDG 10 – Reduced Inequalities
Overview of SDG 10
SDG 10 aims to reduce inequality within and between countries by addressing structural, social, and economic disparities. Health outcomes are directly impacted by disparities in housing, education, income, and service accessibility (UN, 2023). The UK has long-standing health disparities, as evidenced by the growing differences in life expectancy and mental health outcomes between affluent and deprived communities (Marmot et al., 2020). SDG 10 therefore plays a critical role in shaping SDG 3.
Global Policies and Initiatives
Global frameworks supporting SDG 10 include the UN SDG Framework, WHO Social Determinants of Health Framework, and international anti‑discrimination conventions. These initiatives prioritise fair access to services, universal social protection, and redistributive policies.

Global progress is still constrained, though. Many nations have seen an increase in income inequality, and vulnerable groups such as immigrants, members of ethnic minorities, and those with disabilities continue to encounter barriers when trying to access social and health services (UN, 2023). A major limitation is the reliance on national governments to implement policies, leading to variability in political commitment and funding.

The Ecological Model highlights that inequalities operate across multiple levels. Global policies often focus on societal‑level change but may fail to address community‑level barriers such as discrimination or lack of local resources.
National Policies and Initiatives (United Kingdom)
In the UK, SDG 10 is reflected in policies such as the Equality Act 2010 (GOV.UK, 2013), the Levelling Up White Paper (2022), and the NHS Long Term Plan. ICSs also have a statutory duty to reduce health inequalities. GOV.UK (2022). 

The NHS Long Term Plan places a strong emphasis on expanded preventative initiatives, better access to mental health care, and focused interventions for underprivileged areas. Research indicates that ICSs have enhanced data sharing and collaboration, allowing for more focused treatments (NHS England, 2024).

However, the Marmot Review (2020) discovered that rising child poverty, austerity, and reduced support for local authorities had all contributed to the widening of inequality. The Levelling Up agenda has been criticised for lacking clear implementation strategies and measurable outcomes.
According to the Social Determinants of Health model, national programs are less effective since they frequently concentrate on downstream interventions rather than upstream factors like poverty reduction.
Local Initiatives (Birmingham)
Local initiatives in Birmingham include the Birmingham and Solihull ICS Health Inequalities Strategy, the Anti‑Poverty Strategy, and community‑based programmes targeting minority ethnic groups. These programs demonstrate the city's dedication to using integrated, place-based approaches to reduce inequality (Birmingham and Solihull ICS, 2022).

The ICS has prioritised reducing inequalities in access to mental health services, improving digital inclusion, and addressing barriers faced by migrant communities. According to local data, early mental health intervention has improved, and community wellbeing program participation has increased (Birmingham City Council, 2025). These developments align with national targets for early intervention and prevention (NHS England, 2019).
However, Birmingham faces significant challenges, including high child poverty rates, digital exclusion, and reduced local authority budgets (Birmingham City Council, 2025). The Social Cognitive Theory explains why some treatments don't work, structural impediments, low self-efficacy, and restricted access to resources make it harder for people to participate in programmes (Bandura, 1986). These difficulties reflect larger structural disparities found in national and international studies (United Nations, 2023; Marmot et al., 2020).
Recommendations
Evidence‑based recommendations include:
· Strengthening collaboration between sectors in accordance with WHO and Marmot Review recommendations to reduce the root causes of inequality (Solar and Irwin, 2010; Marmot et al., 2020).

· Increasing targeted funding for underprivileged communities, especially in places like Birmingham where inequality is most noticeable.

· Increasing community-led, culturally appropriate activities to boost participation among ethnic minorities.

· Improving digital inclusion strategies to provide fair access to health services and information (Birmingham City Council, 2025).

· Improving ICS monitoring and assessment systems to monitor the reduction of inequality (NHS England, 2024).

· Addressing child poverty through national policy reform, recognising its long‑term impact on health and wellbeing (Marmot et al., 2020).
Conclusion
This report has critically examined how SDG 3 and SDG 10 influence health and wellbeing at global, national, and local levels. SDG 10 highlights the need to address structural disparities that influence health outcomes, while SDG 3 emphasises the significance of universal health care, mental health, and prevention (United Nations, 2023). Although global guidelines offer valuable direction, their implementation is difficult because of financial limitations and political unpredictability (WHO, 2021). The UK's national policies show a dedication to lowering inequality and enhancing health outcomes, but austerity, a lack of workers, and growing poverty hinder progress (Marmot et al., 2020). Although there are encouraging developments in Birmingham's local initiatives, especially in the areas of mental health and community involvement, structural barriers still limit their influence (Birmingham City Council, 2024).
The research shows that significant progress on SDG 10 is necessary to achieve SDG 3. The socioeconomic, environmental, and structural determinants of health must be addressed in order to promote health and wellbeing. The need for integrated, sustainable, and equitable approaches is emphasised by evidence-based recommendations, which include targeted funding for underprivileged communities, increased investment in prevention, cross-sector collaboration, and culturally appropriate interventions (NHS England, 2019).

Overall, the report highlights the importance of linking theory with practice and adopting holistic, multi‑level strategies to improve population health and reduce inequalities.
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