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ABSTRACT 
Policy analysis aims to increase the effectiveness of public health 
interventions. Underpinning policy analysis is the accurate appraisal 
of context. Context refers to the political, cultural, social and 
physical environment in which a public health intervention is to be 
implemented.  Within public health literature, history is commonly 
used to organize these elements of context into a coherent narrative 
that supports quantitative observations. However, technical approaches 
to policy analysis, and an activist orientation in public health may 
also reduce complex sequences of events to exchanges between "heroes 
and villains". Can a greater engagement with historical methods lead 
to more accurate appraisals of context? Drawing on recent explanations 
for dramatically increased mortality in the Russian Federation during 
the 1990s, this paper will outline the implications of engaging with 
history for public health policy analysis. 
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