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Sustainability and the impact on health 
and wellbeing

Health promotion initiatives can support diverse 
health and sustainable development benefits due to 
their broad scope [1]. The 10th Nordic Health 
Promotion Research Conference, ‘Sustainability and 
the impact on health and wellbeing’, was held in 
Halmstad, Sweden, on 14–16 June 2023 and hosted 
by the Academy of Health and Welfare at Halmstad 
University. More than 150 researchers from 10 coun-
tries participated in the conference. In addition to 
the keynotes and invited speakers, 118 researchers, 
PhD students and Master’s students presented their 
research during the conference, either orally, via 
posters or in round table discussions. The whole pro-
gramme and the abstracts can be viewed at the home 
page of Halmstad University: https://www.hh.se/om-
hogskolan/evenemang/nordic-health-promotion-
research-conference.html. The 11th Nordic Health 
Promotion Conference will occur in Harstad, 
Norway, on 10–12 June 2026.

The conference’s main theme was sustainability 
and the impact on health and wellbeing, specifically 
focused on UN Agenda 2030 and the impact on 
health and wellbeing in the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The conference emphasised goal 3, 
good health and wellbeing, and how it impacted the 
other 16 goals, particularly goal 5, equality, and goal 
10, reduced inequality. Eckermann [2] argues that 
goal 3 is problematic for health promotion research-
ers and practitioners because the wording of SDG 3 

on promoting good health and wellbeing starts with a 
holistic approach to health and wellbeing but then 
proceeds to focus predominantly on preventing death 
and disease rather than actively promoting positive 
wellbeing. However, one of the critical questions in 
the 10th Nordic Health Promotion Research 
Conference was how Agenda 2030 could be under-
stood from a health promotion perspective and what 
efforts had to be made to maintain sustainability 
beyond 2030.

Other scholars [3] emphasise the importance of 
aligning health goals and targets with systemic actions 
addressing health’s social and environmental determi-
nants to achieve health equity. They highlight the need 
for researchers and health promoters to adopt empow-
ering, participatory and salutogenic approaches, mov-
ing beyond a narrow focus on disease reduction. 
Furthermore, they call for sustained action on climate 
change and sustainability, with particular attention to 
these global challenges’ inequitable impacts on indi-
viduals and communities.

Kickbusch and Holly [4] emphasise that digitali-
sation is now integral to all aspects of life, including 
health, creating a new sphere where health is shaped. 
The digital and physical worlds are deeply intercon-
nected for younger generations, influencing health 
through social, political and commercial determi-
nants. The rapid adoption of tools such as ChatGPT 
highlights the fast-paced evolution of this digital 
health landscape. Health systems and promotion 
must adapt, requiring new forms of literacy to 
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navigate digital health. While digital tools potentially 
empower individuals to manage their health, they 
also amplify risks such as increased inequity, misin-
formation and harmful trends, raising concerns 
among young and older users worldwide.

Thus, the conference aimed to incorporate these 
issues but also to strengthen existing traditions in 
health promotion in the Nordics and facilitate the 
transfer of knowledge and the exchange of research 
experiences between Nordic researchers, PhD stu-
dents and Master’s students across disciplinary 
boundaries and between generations of researchers. 
The conference offered an opportunity for a multidi-
mensional approach. It was also about comparisons 
of similarities and differences within the various 
Nordic countries, and the goal was that the knowl-
edge would contribute to a Nordic added value.

This supplement of the Scandinavian Journal of 
Public Health (SJP) represents the main and sub-
themes addressed at the conference and provides 
eight articles of keynote speakers, Nordic invited 
speakers and selected researchers (based on their 
presentations) discussing sustainability and its 
impact on health and wellbeing. All articles published 
in this supplement underwent a double-blind review 
process, in line with SJP’s high academic standards.

Global challenges and how inequalities impact 
health outcomes

Concerning the main theme, ‘Sustainability and the 
impact on health and wellbeing’, the conference 
invited two renowned international scholars as key-
note speakers because of their prominence in the field 
regarding current research and publication. The first 
keynote speaker was Evelyne de Leeuw, professor of 
public health at the School of Public Health at the 
University of Montreal (ESPUM). Evelyne de Leeuw 
focused in her speech and her article in the current 
supplement on global challenges, risks and opportuni-
ties for the next generation of health promotion. She 
highlighted that health promotion must: (a) extend 
beyond the anthropocentric and involve an apprecia-
tion of the complex interactions between geosphere, 
biosphere and anthroposphere; (b)include humans’ 
journey beyond the atmosphere into outer space; and 
(c) account for temporal determinants of health more 
consciously and conscientiously. She emphasised the 
role of urban health and policy in addressing inequali-
ties and fostering sustainable health practices.

The second keynote speaker was Professor Sir 
Michael Marmot, professor of epidemiology at 
University College London. He is an expert in the 
social determinants of health and has extensively 
studied how inequalities impact health outcomes, 

including environmental determinants. He discussed 
the importance of addressing health inequalities as a 
matter of social justice, emphasising that policies and 
interventions must extend beyond the healthcare sys-
tem to address the conditions in which people are 
born, grow, live, work and age. Sir Michael Marmot 
also addressed the challenges of global health ine-
qualities and discussed actionable steps for sustain-
ing health beyond the UN 2030 Agenda. His keynote 
emphasised the importance of reducing health dis-
parities as a foundation for global sustainability. Sir 
Michael Marmot does not provide an article in this 
supplement, but his research and ideas are already 
presented in numerous publications, for example 
Marmot and Allen [5] and Marmot [6, 7].

Social sustainability in relation to equal health 
and social justice

The research conference was structured around three 
subthemes. The first subtheme, ‘Social sustainability 
in relation to equal health and justice’, was about 
sustainability issues from a critical welfare perspec-
tive. The invited Nordic speakers for the first sub-
theme were Professor Terje Andreas Eikemo from the 
Norwegian University of Science and Technology 
and Professor Pernille Tanggaard Andersen from the 
University of Southern Denmark. Terje Andreas 
Eikemo addressed the persistent health inequalities 
across the Nordic region despite its reputation for 
strong welfare systems and equitable policies. The 
presentation explored three key dimensions: measur-
ing, explaining, and reducing health inequalities. The 
Nordic countries often serve as benchmarks for social 
equity, but this session underscored that even in 
these nations, health inequalities persist. Eikemo’s 
research challenges policymakers and stakeholders to 
evaluate critically the performance of welfare systems 
and innovate approaches to achieve health equity. 
Pernille Tanggaard Andersen’s presentation exam-
ined social inequality in health and its relation to 
social sustainability. She explored the social determi-
nants of health and how addressing these inequalities 
is essential for promoting long-term sustainability in 
society. She emphasised the need for policies that 
reduce disparities in health access and outcomes, 
particularly in vulnerable populations.

Camilla Ihlebæk, Emma Nordbøe and Ragnhild 
Ånestad organised a roundtable discussion on social 
sustainable places and how knowledge from the 
field of health promotion may contribute to under-
stand better the interplay between physical and 
social factors in the local community. In their dis-
cussion article of this supplement, they refer to 
other researchers claiming that social sustainability 
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is the ‘forgotten’ pillar of sustainability, with the two 
other pillars being environmental and economic 
sustainability. They show how the research on social 
sustainability is dominated by academic fields such 
as planning, urban development and architecture, 
and that social sustainability is rather rare as a topic 
in health promotion research. The authors argue 
that researchers in health promotion should take a 
more prominent role in developing the theoretical 
and empirical foundation of social sustainability as 
the dominating academic fields focus primarily on 
the physical environment, and these fields generally 
have rather poor knowledge about health and its 
determinants.

Ragnhild Ånestad, Emma Nordbøe and Camilla 
Ihlebæk follow up on this conclusion in their second 
article by presenting a population-based study from 
Norway on social sustainability. They document that 
physical and non-physical factors are important for 
people’s satisfaction with their local community, but 
that the non-physical factors accounted for far more 
of the variance in satisfaction than the physical fac-
tors. The presented study is a good example of how 
health promotion researchers may contribute to and 
broaden the research field of social sustainability.

Lars Bauger has investigated subjective wellbeing 
among Norwegian retirees. In accordance with inter-
national research, he hypothesises that approximately 
one-fourth of retirees would experience the transi-
tion from being a worker to becoming a retiree would 
influence their wellbeing (while the wellbeing of the 
others would not change). Surprisingly, he does not 
find the transition to influence the Norwegian retir-
ees’ wellbeing very much, neither in a positive nor a 
negative way. He discusses whether the reason for 
this may be a result of the Nordic welfare system with 
its rather comprehensive and generous social welfare 
benefits. Among significant positive predictors of 
subjective wellbeing among retirees, he shows that a 
positive attachment to the local community is impor-
tant. This result aligns with the general results of 
Ånestad et al. (see above) and underlines the impor-
tance of health promotion to focus on social sustain-
ability, as highlighted by Ihlebæk et al. (see above).

Sofie Lundström, Hrafnhildur Gunnarsdottir and 
Ellinor Tengelin’s article argues for a need to pro-
mote young people’s mental health. In their study 
among young people in Sweden, they describe that 
the importance of promoting mental wellbeing often 
coincides with the resources and strategies that are 
important in managing mental health problems. The 
authors conclude that even if young people have 
some resources and strategies, they cannot promote 
mental health on their own. They need access to 
social networks and support from adults in their lives 

so that the existence they struggle to navigate feels 
comprehensible, manageable and meaningful.

Katja Ilmarinen, Anna-Mari Aalto and Anu L. 
Muuri’s study examines unmet needs and barriers to 
accessing Finland’s health and social welfare ser-
vices, highlighting their importance for health pro-
motion, equity and universalism. Using data from the 
nationally representative FinSote surveys (2018 and 
2020) and multivariate logistic regression analysis, 
the study identifies a high prevalence of unmet needs, 
which increased during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Barriers include inconvenient service hours, chal-
lenging travel to service units and high fees. Women, 
younger individuals, those needing income support, 
and those with poor health or quality of life are dis-
proportionately affected. Despite Finland’s commit-
ment to equity, significant portions of the population 
face access challenges, likely exacerbated by the pan-
demic. The researchers argue that immediate action 
is needed to address these barriers and ensure equi-
table access to essential services.

Anne Seneca Terkelsen et al. from the Department 
of Public Health, University of Southern Denmark, 
won the poster competition entitled ‘Co-creation and 
co-production of health-promoting activities address-
ing older people – a scoping review’.

E-health and the implementation of digital 
innovations for health promotion

One notable focus in recent research has been on 
using e-health and m-health (mobile health) tech-
nologies for health promotion, emphasising increas-
ing participation and efficiency in healthcare services. 
Scholars [4] address the digital determinants of 
health, stressing that health promotion must lead the 
charge in addressing the challenges posed by digital 
transformations. They highlight how digital health 
ecosystems can promote or hinder public health, 
tying into broader sustainability goals such as SDG 3 
(good health and wellbeing) and SDG 10 (reduced 
inequality). The Nordic invited speakers for the sec-
ond subtheme, ‘E-health and the implementation of 
digital innovations for health promotion’, were 
Karoliina Kaasalainen, PhD student from Health 
Promotion and Health Education, University of 
Jyväskylä, Finland and Henriette Langstrup, associ-
ate professor of health services, University of 
Copenhagen, Denmark. Karoliina Kaasalainen’s 
speech was about the co-design of digital health 
coaching. She discussed how digital tools could be 
tailored to promote psychological flexibility and sup-
port behaviour change, focusing on developing inter-
ventions that engage users and encourage long-term 
health improvements. Henriette Langstrup delivered 
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an insightful presentation on the concept of ‘Digital 
health citizenship’. Her talk traced the evolution of 
individual engagement in digital health from passive 
participation to active advocacy, focusing on how 
technology shapes relationships between individuals, 
health systems and broader societal structures.

Lena Petersson presented a study which also 
formed an article in this supplement. The aim of the 
study was to explore healthcare leaders’ perceptions of 
the contribution of artificial intelligence (AI) to per-
son-centred care. The study used an explorative quali-
tative approach, in which individual interviews were 
conducted with 26 healthcare leaders at a county 
council in Sweden. An abductive qualitative content 
analysis was conducted based on McCormack and 
McCance’s framework of person-centred care (PCC). 
Healthcare leaders perceived that AI applications 
could contribute to the four PCC constructs through: 
(a) prerequisites, including supporting professional 
competence and establishing trust among healthcare 
professionals and patients; (b) the care environment, 
including AI’s ability to facilitate patient safety, enable 
proactive care, provide treatment recommendations, 
and prioritise healthcare resources; (c) person-centred 
processes, including AI’s ability to tailor information 
and promote the process of shared decision making 
and self-management; and (d) expected outcomes, 
including improving care quality and promoting 
health outcomes. The healthcare leaders perceived 
that AI applications could contribute to person-cen-
tred care at different levels of healthcare.

Sustainable health in physical activity and 
sport

The third subtheme, ‘Sustainable health in physical 
activity and sport’, was about strategies to facilitate a 
health-promoting society in which all people can be 
healthy and reach their full potential through participa-
tion in various organised and unorganised physical 
activity environments and activities. The invited speak-
ers were Nikos Ntoumanis, professor at the University 
of Southern Denmark; Ellen Merethe Melingen Haug, 
associate professor at the University of Bergen; Suzanne 
Lundvall, professor at the University of Gothenburg; 
and Sami Kokko, associate professor at the University 
of Jyväskylä. Nikos Ntoumanis presented a compre-
hensive exploration of how motivation influences sus-
tained physical activity. His research focuses on 
advancing theoretical frameworks and refining meth-
odologies better to understand and promote long-term 
exercise and physical activity engagement. Sami Kokko 
focused on how sports clubs can better contribute to 
physical activity and health, particularly for children 

and adolescents. He emphasised the role of sports 
clubs as settings for health promotion and how they 
can offer more inclusive, sustainable and health-pro-
moting environments for young people. Suzanne 
Lundvall presented her research on integrating sus-
tainable development perspectives into physical educa-
tion (PE). Her work critically examines how PE can 
evolve to foster physical fitness and promote broader 
social, environmental and cultural sustainability. She 
was also linking PE to the UN SDGs. Suzanne 
Lundvall does not provide an article in this supple-
ment, but her ideas are already presented in several 
articles. Two reviews: one explorative review to investi-
gate how the Agenda 2030 and the SDGs have been 
related to PE [8] and one scoping review to explore 
empirical studies in PE with a focus on holistic (sus-
tainable) perspectives on health [9]. In parallel, she and 
her colleague conducted a literature study of the edu-
cation and sustainability development research field to 
learn more about teaching and learning strategies and 
pedagogical considerations [10].

One of the invited Nordic presenters, Ellen Haug, 
presented a study exploring how sedentary screen 
use impacts young people’s ability to maintain sus-
tainable engagement in sports and physical activity 
in Norway. Her article in this supplement docu-
ments that adolescents spend much time on screen-
based media (SBM) activities. Boys spend more 
time than girls on gaming, whereas girls spend more 
time on social media. The older children use more 
time on SBM compared with the younger ones. 
Overall, she shows that high use of SBM is corre-
lated with less participation in sports clubs and 
active commuting such as walking or cycling to 
school and leisure time activities. Haug’s novel and 
nuanced results about the relationships between 
SBM and physical activity among adolescents can 
be used in developing public health initiatives to 
increase ‘sustainable physical activity’ to the best for 
individual health and create sustainable societies for 
the future.

Future directions

A significant feature of the conference was the panel 
debate moderated by Charli Eriksson, professor emer-
itus of public health science, which brought together 
the Nordic invited speakers. The discussion focused 
on strategies for sustainable health promotion, shared 
perspectives on challenges and successes, and future 
directions for health promotion research and practice, 
highlighting the importance of collaboration across 
disciplines and countries in tackling global health 
challenges. The presentations at the conference 
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showcase a diverse range of research focused on health 
promotion within the framework of social sustainabil-
ity and the UN Agenda 2030.

Conclusions

The Nordic Health Promotion Research Conference 
brought together a range of studies focused on 
health promotion, sustainability and innovation. 
Key topics included integrating digital tools into 
health interventions, the importance of social and 
environmental factors in health, and the role of 
physical activity and sport in maintaining health 
and wellbeing. The conference highlighted the need 
for holistic and inclusive approaches that address 
both the social determinants of health and the role 
of emerging technologies in shaping health futures 
and safeguarding the planet. This supplement 
explores some of the critical opportunities we need 
to focus on improving the health and wellbeing of 
all individuals over the coming decade. Nordic 
research on health promotion in relation to Agenda 
2030 is progressing.

Thus, the ongoing research in health promotion 
within the Nordic region is characterised by signifi-
cant diversity, encompassing a wide range of 
approaches and perspectives. This diversity reflects 
the presence of rich and dynamic research environ-
ments that foster innovation. However, there is an 
emerging need for more strategically coordinated 
research agendas. Such agendas could benefit from 
an interdisciplinary approach, leveraging insights 
from multiple disciplines and adopting a transna-
tional perspective effectively to address shared health 
challenges across Nordic countries.
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