
Listen, Listen, Listen and Learn! 
 
The first virtual ASCLS & AGT Joint Annual Meeting 2020 closing keynote speaker featured Dr. Leonard 
Egede presenting “Understanding Health Disparities and Social Determinants of Health: A New Era for 
Health Care Professionals.”  This closing speech was timely in an era of increased awareness of structural 
racism and its impact on health, this presentation discussed the historical basis for health disparities, the 
impact of social determinants of health and the convergence of health disparities and social 
determinants of health and how they impact health and health outcomes. 
 
Dr. Egede opened with a case study, which he used to demonstrate how a 61-year-old male who lived 
alone in impoverished neighborhood impacts the access and quality of healthcare this person was able 
to receive.  This case was non-responsive, 911 was called, and hospitalized.  He had a glucose reading of 
559.  Patient was not taking medications due to cost and stretches them out by skipping doses. He could 
not afford test strips and does not have transportation.  He takes the bus to the clinic, but due to gun 
and gang violence, he rarely leaves his apartment.  The patient is unemployed and relies on support 
network. 
 
As health professionals, we all need to listen, listen, listen and learn to be part of the solution and not 
contribute to this historical differences in access to health care, in quality of care within the healthcare 
delivery system and differences in social, policies, economics, or environmental exposures which result 
in differences in underlying health status. 
 
Historical perspective, pre-1900 where racial inferiority was taught in medical schools.  The lexicon of 
“Negro Diseases” – Struma Africana (Negro consumption), Cachezia Africana (dirt eating), and 
Drapetomania (the disease-causing slaves to run away). Dr. Samuel Cartwright concluded that Africans 
are inferior, and these diseases were specific to slaves.  Since the pre-1900, we have made progress 
however, studies conducted during 1990-2000 provided data to document the differences in access to 
care, differences in receipt of care and differences in quality of care. From 2000 to 2010, federal grants 
to study health disparity – National Institutes of Health (NIH), Agency for Healthcare Research and 
Quality (AHRQ), Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and Health Resources and Services 
Administration (HRSA); reports produced by the Institute of Medicine (2002), Nation Health Dispartities 
(2003), Health People 2010 and 2020; and the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA) of 2010 
which is on the chopping block.  All of these agencies highlight the differences to access of health care 
including preventive and curative services, to the quality of care received within the health care delivery 
system and in social, political, economic, or environmental exposures which result in differences in 
underlying health status. 
 
A point that Dr. Egede made, legacy of distrust.  He shared that “History combines with contemporary 
social experiences to further cement the perspective of mistrust in the psyche of the African American 
community.  They wonder if they will be given equal treatment by a health care system that treated 
blacks as guinea picks not so long ago… This reality justified or not, is ever present with African 
Americans.” 
 
Dr. Egede highlighted that health disparities are not new; however, recently this concern has been 
bought to the forefront. In closing, he shared effective strategies to eliminate racial/ethnic disparities in 
health by:  

 Creating meaningful disparities reduction through research and translation programs.  
 Developing cultural and linguistic competence. 



 Understanding components of cultural competence. 
 Developing cross-cultural education. 

 
My takeaway from this closing speech, let’s all do our part by contributing to improving our 
neighborhood environment, lobbing for better access to health and healthcare, actively participate in 
social and community concerns, provide education and help with economic stability.  Let us make the 
right choices to create a better environment for all!  Dr. Egede closed with Equity is Achievable! “Quote 
by John F. Kennedy, “One person can make a difference and everyone should try.” 


