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Racial and Ethnic Health Disparities
• Begin before birth
• Reflect the cumulative effects of health insults over the life course
• Are strongly influenced by the social factors

• Education 
• Poverty
• Stress
• Housing conditions
• Pollution
• Criminal victimization and the carceral state
• Medical care

• Hence, there are a broad array of federal policies that affect health 
disparities.



Differences in Life Expectancy are One
Important Measure of Health Disparities

Source: Schwandt, Currie et 
al. JAMA 2022



General tendency over the past 30 years 
for Black-White gaps to close

Source: Schwandt and Currie et al. PNAS 2021.



Causes that contributed to the closing of the 
Black-White mortality gap, 1990-2018

Source: Schwandt and Currie et al. PNAS 2021.



Why has progress stalled recently? Loss of 
Access to Care May be One Factor

Source: Currie and Chorniy, Ac Peds 2021
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Declines occurred despite federal “maintenance 
of effort” requirements

• Regulations prevented states from lowering income eligibility 
thresholds but did not bar them from imposing administrative 
procedures that reduced enrollments.
•Arbogast, Chorniy, and Currie (2022) show that increases in 

administrative burdens reduce public health insurance by 
5.9% in the year after implementation and these negative 
effects are sustained for at least two years.
• Estimated impacts are 3x greater for Hispanic than non-

Hispanic children, and 3x larger in families without a college-
educated parent.



Long-Term Effects Expansions in Prenatal and Infant Medicaid 
Coverage Improved Health in Young Adults

(Miller and Wherry, JHR 2019)
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“Deaths of Despair” Have Also Contributed to 
the Downturn in Life Expectancy (More for 

White than Black People)

Source: Schwandt and Currie et al. PNAS 2021.



Patterns are similar looking only at overdoses

Source: Schwandt and Currie et al. PNAS 2021.



Residential segregation is an underlying 
cause of health disparities

Location affects:
- wealth
- access to education
- access to jobs
- access to health care
- pollution exposure



COVID-19 losses in life expectancy were greatest in 
poorest places even within racial and ethnic groups

Source: Schwandt, Currie et al. 
JAMA 2022, Data is all deaths 
for California.



One important characteristic of place is 
exposure to environmental pollution

Distribution of 
Black and white
People by ventiles
of U.S. PM2.5
exposure in 2000.
Source: Currie, 
Voorheis, 
and Walker (2022)



Race-specific estimates of the effects of the 2005 
amendments to the Clean Air Acts for PM2.5 



NJ zip codes 
with > 25% 
Black 
population 
and top
25 point
sources of 
PM2.5
Source: Alexander and Currie, JHE 2016.



Consider Black/White Gaps in Asthma  

Source: Alexander and Currie, JHE 2016.

All asthma 
diagnoses
in NJ hospitals 
among children
0-3.



Within-mother estimates of the effects of 
birthweight on asthma in “Black” zip codes vs.

other zip codes

Source: Alexander and Currie, JHE 2016.
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Location affects access to education which 
strongly predicts health behaviors 

Souce: Cutler and Lleras-Muney, JHE 2010



Increasing 
spending by 
$1000 over 4 
years would
increase college-
going rates by 
2.6pp.  

Source: Jackson and 
Mackevicios, NBER 2022

Increasing funding for low-income students 
would increase educational attainment



The relationship between poverty and poor
health is well established

Source: Chetty et al.
JAMA 2016



Poverty and its Effects on Health Could be 
Addressed by Restoring the Refundable Child 

Tax Credit
• A “refundable” credit is one available to all households with children.  

Before the American Rescue Plan (ARP), 27 million children (~1/2 of 
Black and Latino children) received either no credit or less than the full 
credit because their family incomes were too low.
• ARP temporarily made the credit larger (rising from $2000 to $3000 or 

$3600 for children<6), refundable, and available on a monthly schedule.  
This reduced poverty in 2021 by an estimated 56%.  The reduction was 
larger among non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, and American Indian and 
Alaska Native (AIAN) people, relative to all people.
• The changes were allowed to expire at the end of 2021.

Source: Macartney and Ghertner, CBPP Feb. 2022.



Summary:
• It is important to maintain and improve access to health care 

for low-income people and groups that have historically been 
disadvantaged.
• But health is impacted by a wide range of federal policies 

including environmental regulation, housing policies, 
education funding, and income support.
• Since the roots of many health conditions are in early life,

policies to support child health are especially important for 
longer-term population health.    


