
 

A medical moonshot would help fix
inequality in American health care
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COVID-19 has put the American health care system's deeply entrenched
inequities into high relief. The social, economic and political structures
that predated the pandemic's public health crisis and resulting recession
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have meant that Black and Latino people are more likely than white
people to be exposed to, hospitalized for and die from COVID-19. But
Black and Latino people also died at higher rates than whites from non-
COVID-19 causes in 2020, underscoring the harm of delays in medical
care generally.

Simply put, inequity kills.

As a health economist, an expert in social determinants of health and a 
professor of health policy, we have seen the evidence that new medical
interventions can serve as a great leveler and help change the trajectory
of health disparities in the United States. A concerted national effort to
develop cures or enhanced treatments for conditions that
disproportionately affect communities of color—such as high blood
pressure, diabetes and obesity—would benefit all patients, while
narrowing racial and ethnic disparities.

How innovation can transform health outcomes

Medical breakthroughs, as well as new ways of delivering existing
treatments, can help advance health equity. How? Improved testing,
diagnosis and treatment can help identify those who need care and can
get them better care. But innovations don't do that on their own.

Hypertension provides a good example. Breakthroughs in treatment over
the past few decades—including antihypertensive medications,
cholesterol-lowering drugs and heart surgery—helped decrease overall 
deaths in the U.S. from heart disease by 47% over two decades. But
mortality among Black Americans is improving at a slower rate than for
their white counterparts, even though Black Americans are more likely
to develop serious hypertension and have worse health outcomes—in
part because they are less likely to receive key diagnostic tests and
treatments.
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/health-equity/racial-ethnic-disparities/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6942e2.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/69/wr/mm6942e2.htm
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=E3XmWfEAAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.com/citations?hl=en&user=_SxNaQYAAAAJ
https://www.aging.columbia.edu/about/people/Rowe
https://dx.doi.org/10.1056/NEJMsa053935
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/67/ss/ss6705a1.htm
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/health+outcomes/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jacc.2004.04.043


 

The story has been somewhat different with HIV. Since the first wave of
complex drug treatments in the 1990s, significant innovations—from
combination treatments to single-tablet regimens to pre-exposure
preventive treatment—life expectancy has increased and infection rates
are down. People on single-tablet regimens, for instance, have been
better able to maintain treatment regimens, leading to improved viral
suppression and fewer hospitalizations.

These simplified regimens help close disparities in HIV infection and
treatment among people of color, who due to historic inequities found it 
more difficult to adhere to the earlier, more complex HIV treatment
regimens. Improving outcomes for this population was a key component
of the national strategy to end the HIV epidemic.

Linking innovation to equity

New COVID-19 vaccines promise similar benefits. Single-dose
administration, for example, eliminates the scheduling, transportation
and child care needed for a second dose, making it ideal for hard-to-
reach populations. Community leaders in Washington, D.C., for
example, used single-dose jabs at a mobile vaccination clinics stationed
in African American churches.

Similar innovations could help improve management of asthma or
diabetes, which both afflict nonwhite people at higher rates than white
Americans. Or make screenings for cancer and other chronic conditions
more accessible, promoting earlier detection in another arena where
significant health disparities exist.

Innovation is also key to addressing the health care needs of older adults,
including older adults of color. The pandemic's disproportionate impact
on those living and working in long-term care facilities has exposed the
need to assist all health care workers, not just doctors and nurses.
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https://doi.org/10.1080/09540121.2018.1442554
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0031591
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0031591
https://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.162086599
https://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.162086599
https://www.hiv.gov/federal-response/hiv-national-strategic-plan/hiv-plan-2021-2025
https://www.wusa9.com/article/news/health/coronavirus/vaccine/dc-leaders-mobile-COVID-vaccination-clinic-black-and-brown-communities/65-0da58697-3ae7-4ff8-adfb-3763962d62fd
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2011.02.047
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2011.02.047
https://www.lung.org/research/trends-in-lung-disease/asthma-trends-brief/current-demographics
https://www.kff.org/racial-equity-and-health-policy/issue-brief/COVID-19-risks-impacts-health-care-workers-race-ethnicity/


 

Beyond these measures, technological advances—from telemedicine to
remote monitoring to therapeutic robots—have the potential to promote
healthy, successful aging and improve disparities.

Innovation is just part of the solution

The White House and the National Institutes of Health have proposed a
new public-private initiative to improve health. It would be modeled on
the successful DARPA effort by the Department of Defense, which led
to such technologies as the internet and GPS. To achieve equal access to
health care, this initiative needs to work on not just developing new
technologies, but also ensuring equal access.

It may not seem like much to simplify the steps in a treatment regimen
or reduce the necessary number of visits to a doctor—but these can
make a difference in people's lives.

We also need more inclusive research designs. Including patients of
color in clinical trials to test new drugs is vital to learn how well new
interventions work across the entire population.

Communication strategies tailored to and respectful of marginalized
communities would reach them with messages that resonate with their
concerns.

Medical advances are often costly as well. The promise of innovation
can be realized only if new technologies are appropriately reimbursed by
Medicare and Medicaid—the U.S.'s key public payers. So any health
moonshot must also eliminate financial and other barriers to accessing
new innovations.

Many factors contribute to health disparities. A systemic, multifaceted
and trustworthy approach to closing them should not overlook the
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https://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.abj8547
https://www.darpa.mil/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1158/2159-8290.CD-ND2020-015
https://dx.doi.org/10.1158/2159-8290.CD-ND2020-015
https://www.kqed.org/news/11861810/no-the-tuskegee-study-is-not-the-top-reason-some-black-americans-question-the-COVID-19-vaccine
https://www.kqed.org/news/11861810/no-the-tuskegee-study-is-not-the-top-reason-some-black-americans-question-the-COVID-19-vaccine
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/innovation/


 

potential of new medical innovations in the fight to end health disparities
for patients of color. Lives and livelihoods depend on it.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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