
Unit 1, Lesson 4

AOHS

Global Health

Vulnerable Populations

Copyright © 2012–2016 NAF. All rights reserved.



A vulnerable population is a group of people who 

are likely to suffer from health problems

Physical conditions make 
people vulnerable:

• Disability/chronic illness

• Age

• Genetic predisposition



Some populations are vulnerable because of their 

income or legal status

These groups include:

• Poor people

• People who live in places with 
limited medical care

• Immigrants

• Refugees

What health risks might people in a refugee camp face?



Some vulnerable populations are marginalized 

by society

• Need permission from a 
father or husband to do 
many things.

• Keep conditions secret 
out of fear of getting in 
trouble with male 
authority figures.

• Only eat after the boys 
and men have eaten.

Women and girls are a vulnerable population in some 
cultures. They may: 

Some cultures do not allow women to 
receive necessary medical care. 



Street children are a very vulnerable population

• In the Philippines, some 
children live on the 
streets because they ran 
away from home or their 
entire family is homeless.

• These children are at 
greater risk of contracting 
infectious diseases and of 
becoming victims of child 
trafficking.



Butch is a street educator in 
the Philippines.

He never knew his parents 
and spent his childhood on 
the streets. He led a gang, 
sold drugs, and pimped 
boys. At 17, he knew his life 
had to change.

Now he helps kids get off 
the streets.

Educators provide street children with 

information and access to resources

Butch with one of the street 
children he helps



Developed countries like the United States also have 
groups at risk of not getting the health care they need.

Vulnerable populations exist in every country

Which groups do you think are 
vulnerable in the United States?



Vulnerable populations suffer more from 

noncommunicable diseases (NCDs)

• Some NCDs may not be diagnosed quickly.

• Lack of access to health care means chronic 
conditions are not as well managed.

• Poor living conditions can also contribute to the 
severity of NCDs.



World population aged 80 or over: 1950–2050

The world population is aging at an unprecedented 

rate, creating new groups vulnerable to disease

0 100 200 300 400

1950

1975

2000

2025

2050

Millions

379

153.4

69.2

31.4

13.8



Many new migrants to 
cities can’t afford 
housing. They create 
spontaneous 
settlements called 
shantytowns. 

Rapid unplanned urbanization creates dangerous 

living conditions

Rapid urbanization creates 
ideal conditions for 
diseases such as cholera. 
Pollution creates lung 
disease and breathing 
problems.   



Vulnerable populations are at greater risk from 

unhealthy lifestyles that can cause NCDs

• Low-income communities often have less healthy 
eating habits, making them prone to obesity.

• The rising obesity rate puts more people at risk for 
heart disease, diabetes, cancer, and other disease.



Vulnerable populations need special attention

• They are more likely to contract diseases and more 
likely to suffer additional complications once they 
are ill.

• They may not be able to get the help they need 
from local resources.

• They face increased risk from global trends like 
unplanned urbanization, population aging, and the 
globalization of unhealthy lifestyles.



There is hope for vulnerable populations all around 

the world

USAID partners with the 
Namibian government to 
fight HIV/AIDS and 
promote sustainable 
national ownership and 
leadership of HIV/AIDs 
programs.

A health extension worker educates 
Himba women about malaria, 
diarrhoea, HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, 
and other infectious diseases. 

What programs do you know of that address the needs of 
vulnerable populations?


