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Health and disability: Models of health

The biomedical model of health is the 
one used by the NHS and is based on 
knowledge about the biological causes 
of disease. The focus is often on the 
individual ill patient, and it seeks to cure 
through the application of medications 
and/or surgery. This model has little 
regard for environmental and social 
factors that cause ill health.

Within this model, the body is a 
machine with each part of the body 
performing a specific function. It 
occasionally breaks down. Doctors act 
as ‘body mechanics’, using their medical 
knowledge to diagnose the illness and 
treat it through medical or surgical 
treatments. Illness is always seen as 
caused by an identifiable and visible 
physical reason (e.g. viruses).

The sociomedical model of health 
highlights the way that social factors 
are involved in both defining health and 
the causes of ill-health. Health is seen 
as being a relative concept. This means 
that what is defined as health depends 
on what is regarded as ‘normal’ in 
a particular society, which will vary 
over time and between cultures. This 
model examines what it is that makes 
an individual suffer from sickness. It is 
more concerned about the environment 
and the lifestyle of an individual and 
how to prevent every individual from 
catching the disease if there is disease 
prevalence in the society.

Biomedical model

Sociomedical model

Strengths of the biomedical model Weaknesses of the biomedical model

 ■ This model gives attention to an individual’s health and illness. It 
looks at treating a disease/illness with medical knowledge and this 
theory proposes that all diseases and illnesses can be treated by 
medical involvement, e.g. using the biomedical model of health; 
an individual with ill-health would be prescribed medicine to make 
them feel better.

 ■ The biomedical model of health is applicable across the UK and 
with intervention the patient benefits from it.

 ■ Another strength of this model is that it puts all the focus on 
treating and managing the illness, which then brings quick 
improvements for the patient. 

 ■ Additionally, this model of health is effective and successful in 
treating and diagnosing illnesses or diseases.

 ■ The biomedical model does not look at the living conditions of the 
person or the environment they are living in to see if it is related 
to their problem. That means the patient’s health will not be 
improved, which can lead to reoccurrence.

 ■ This model can be very expensive in terms of treatment and 
medicines.

 ■ Foucault (1973) describes the way that doctors view their patients 
(like machines in need of repair) as the ‘medical gaze’. The patient 
is not seen as a person in themselves, but simply as a ‘category of 
ill health’. The person and their social context are overlooked.

 ■ Illich (2002) argues that this model underestimates iatrogenesis 
and exaggerates the extent to which medical intervention always 
produces beneficial results.

 ■ Iatrogenesis can be defined as the number of harms that are 
the result of a treatment programme by a doctor or surgeon, e.g. 
‘medical mistakes’, such as misdiagnosis of disease. Drugs can be 
addictive and cause serious side effects.

Strengths and weaknesses of the sociomedical model

 ■ The sociomedical model does not only concentrate on the individual but also looks at various factors, such as the environment and living 
conditions, to find the root of their problems. This is very effective in getting rid of the problem completely because it does not use “quick-fix” 
methods but focuses on the long-term lifestyle changes. 

 ■ The sociomedical model of health tends to focus on sociological factors linking to illness such as poverty, poor housing and unemployment. 

 ■ It takes some time to look for factors effecting illness and working out the best prevention to stop it happening again.

 ■ Policies that are suggested to combat social issues that affect health and aim to improve living standards are not always implemented by 
government.


