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The power of definitions



Health Disparity

• The differences or variations in the 
health achievements of individuals 
and groups

• A descriptive term, referring to 
measurable quantities

• Adversely affect groups of people 
who have systematically 
experienced greater obstacles to 
health 



Health Inequality

• Interchangeable with health disparity

• Health disparities/inequalities 
include differences between the 
most advantaged group in a given 
category-e.g., the wealthiest, the 
most powerful racial/ethnic group-
and all others, not only between the 
best- and worst-off groups (Braveman, 
2002)



Health Equity

• Inequalities in health that are 
deemed to be unfair or 
stemming from some form of 
injustice

• Inequity and equity…are 
political concepts, expressing a 
moral commitment to social 
justice. (Kawachi, Subramanian, 
Almeida-Filho, 2002)





“History … does not refer merely, or even principally, to the 
past. On the contrary, the great force of history comes 
from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously 
controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally 
present in all that we do.” — James Baldwin 



Structural racism refers to “the totality of ways in which societies 

foster [racial] discrimination, via mutually reinforcing [inequitable] 

systems…(eg, in housing, education, employment, earnings, benefits, 

credit, media, health care, criminal justice, etc.) that in turn reinforce

discriminatory beliefs, values, and distribution of resources”, reflected 

in history, culture, and interconnected institutions.

What is structural racism?

Krieger, N. (2014). Discrimination and health inequities. International Journal of Health Services, 44(4), 643-710.



Structural causes of inequalities are 
difficult to see because:

oWe are so embedded in them

oThey are woven into the fabric of our 
assumptions about how things operate

oThey are self-perpetuating and don’t require 
active work to be maintained

o“Racism without racists” (Bonilla-Silva, 2003)



Edwards,E., Bunting,W., Garcia,L.(2013). The War on Marijuana in Black and White. New York,NY: American Civil Liberties Union. Available at: 
https://www.aclu.org/sites/default/files/field_document/1114413-mj-report-rfs-rel1.pdf (p.47).

https://www.aclu.org/sites/default/files/field_document/1114413-mj-report-rfs-rel1.pdf


Bertrand, M., & Mullainathan, S. (2004). Are Emily and Greg more employable than Lakisha and Jamal? A field experiment on labor market 
discrimination. American economic review, 94(4), 991-1013.
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Childhood Asthma Emergency Department Visits 

NYS Department of Health (2019). Asthma Emergency Department Visits in New York State by Region and County (2016)



NYS Department of Health, (2019). New York State County/ZIP Code Perinatal Data Profile 



Key findings: 2007-2016 national data 
on pregnancy-related mortality

• For women over the age of 30, PRMR for black and AI/AN 
women was four to five times higher than it was for white 
women.

• The PRMR for black women with at least a college degree was 
5.2 times that of their white counterparts.

• Cardiomyopathy, thrombotic pulmonary embolism, and 
hypertensive disorders of pregnancy contributed more to 
pregnancy-related deaths among black women than among 
white women.

Petersen EE, Davis NL, Goodman D, et al. Racial/Ethnic Disparities in Pregnancy-Related Deaths — United States, 2007–2016. MMWR 

Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2019;68:762–765. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6835a3external icon.

http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6835a3


Petersen EE, Davis NL, Goodman D, et al. Racial/Ethnic Disparities in Pregnancy-Related Deaths — United States, 2007–2016. MMWR 

Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2019;68:762–765. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6835a3external icon.

http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6835a3


Risk factors cannot fully explain African Americans’ higher 
maternal and infant mortality rates

• Most research on health disparities in maternal and infant mortality 
focus on African American women’s greater exposure to risk factors 
around the time of pregnancy, including poverty and low 
socioeconomic status; limited access to prenatal care; and poor 
physical and mental health

• Does not fully account for the racial gap in outcomes; rather, these 
disparities stem from racial and gender discrimination over the life 
span
– African American women who initiated prenatal care in the first 

trimester still had higher rates of infant mortality than non-Hispanic 
white women with late or no prenatal care

– A recent study from the New York City Department of Health and 
Mental Hygiene showed that African American women of normal 
weight were still at higher risk of dying in the perinatal period than 
non-African American obese women



To Be Seen video



Life Course Perspective
• Social and economic forces can profoundly affect African 

American women’s development across the life span
• Chronic exposures to stress leads to higher allostatic load 

and burden on body systems
• During pregnancy, chronically elevated levels of the stress 

hormone cortisol lead to immune suppression, increasing 
women’s risk of perinatal infections

• Even if African American and non-Hispanic white women 
report similar levels of stress during their pregnancies, 
African American women’s increased exposure to stress 
throughout their lifetimes increases their allostatic load, 
which increases their risk of maternal and infant 
mortality

Source: Lu, M. C., & Halfon, N. (2003). Racial and ethnic disparities in birth outcomes: a life-course perspective. 
Maternal and child health journal, 7(1), 13-30.



Housing Stability and Perinatal Outcomes

• Unstable housing documentation is 
associated with adverse obstetric 
outcomes and high health care 
utilization

• Housing and supplemental income for 
pregnant women should be explored 
as a potential intervention to prevent 
preterm birth and prevent increased 
health care utilization 



Maternal Mortality
Infant Mortality

Maternal Morbidity
Preterm Birth, Low Birth Weight

Pre-existing Conditions (CVD, 
Asthma, hypertension, obesity)

Clinical treatment

Toxic Stress, Vigilance
Weathering, Medical System structure

Structural and Interpersonal 
Racism, Unconscious Bias, 

Economic Stability



Social determinants of health



Structural racism sets the table over and 

over again to serve up poor population 

health outcomes. 
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What are the causes of the causes?
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Health Equity: 
Seven 
Foundational 
Practices

I. Expand the understanding of health in words and 
action 

II. Assess and influence the policy context 

III. Lead with an equity focus 

IV. Use data to advance health equity 

V. Advance health equity through continuous learning 

VI. Support successful partnerships and strengthen 
community capacity 

VII. Assure strategic and targeted use of resources

Source: Foundational Practices for Health Equity: A Learning and Action Tool for State Health Departments



It understands 
that an edifice 
which produces 
beggars needs 
restructuring.”  
- Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

"True 
compassion is 
more than 
flinging a coin 
to a beggar. 
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