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My Story



Health Care Disparities - Defined
Organization/Group Definition

NAMS Racial or ethnic differences in the quality of healthcare that are not 
due to clinical needs, preferences, and appropriateness of 
intervention.

CDC/Healthy People 
2020

Type of difference in health that is closely linked with social or 
economic disadvantage. Health disparities negatively affect groups 
of people who have systematically experienced greater social or 
economic obstacles to health. These obstacles stem from 
characteristics historically linked to discrimination or exclusion such 
as race or ethnicity, religion, socioeconomic status, gender, mental 
health, sexual orientation, or geographic location. 

NIH Health disparities are differences in the incidence, prevalence, 
mortality, and burden of diseases and other adverse health 
conditions that exist among specific population groups in the United 
States. 

NIMHD A population is a health disparity population if there is a significant 
disparity in the overall rate of disease incidence, prevalence, 
morbidity, mortality or survival rates in the population as compared 
to the health status of the general population.





US Demographics
Variable 2000 (N, %) 2010 (N, %)

Total Population 281,421,906 (100) 308,745,538 (100)

White 211,460,626 (75) 223,553,265 (72)

Hispanic or Latino 35,305,818 (12.5) 50,477,594 (16.3)

Black or AA 34,658,190 (12.3) 38,929,319 (12.6)

AI/AN 2,475,956 (0.9) 2,932,248 (0.9)

Asian 10,242,998 (3.6) 14,674,252 (4.8)

Native Hawaiian or Other PI 398,835 (0.1) 540,013 (0.2)

Other 15,359,073 (5.5) 19,107,368 (6.2)

Spoke a language other than English at home 47,278,956 (16.5) 55,076,078 (18)

Spanish spoken at home 31,586,729 (11) 34,183,622 (11)

U.S. Census Bureau, 2010



Finding Good Pain Treatment Is Hard. If 
You’re Not White, It’s Even Harder.

August 9, 2016  



Extent of Pain in the US
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Unequal Burden of Pain

Variable White Hispanic Black

Rates of “illicit” drug 
use1,2

8.8% 9.6% 7.9%

Drug induced deaths2 12.6% 9.5% 8.9%

1National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2010 survey.
2CDC, 2011



Race and Pain
Minority patients with pain:

• Have less access to pain management
• Less likely to have pain recorded/assessed
• Receive less pain medications
• Are at risk for under-treatment



Consequences of Pain

Physical Function
Family/Social Role
Economic
Psychological function



Factors Responsible for Disparities
Health systems-level factors

Clinician-level factors

Patient-level factors

Disparities arising from clinical encounters



Race and Pain

Meghani, et. Al. Pain Medicine 2012; 13: 150–174

Meta-analysis 1989-2011



Race and Pain: Children

Goyal, MK. JAMA Pediatr. 2015;169(11):996-1002. 

Children up to 21 years presenting to ED with appendicitis. National
Hospital Ambulatory Medical Care Survey from 2003 to 2010.
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Race and Pain: Children

Goyal, MK. JAMA Pediatr. 2015;169(11):996-1002. 



“The great thing about self-medicating is that there is a low co-pay”
New Yorker 6.16



Disparities in the Clinical Encounter: The 
Core Paradox

How could well-meaning and highly educated health 

professionals, working in their usual circumstances with 

diverse populations of patients, create a pattern of care 

that appears to be discriminatory?



Perceptions of Disparities in Health 
Care

What their race or ethnic 
background is

How well they speak English

Whether they are male or female

Whether or not they have insurance

27%
15%

47%
29%

58%
43%

70%
72%

Generally speaking, how often do you think our health care system treats 
people unfairly based on…

Doctors The Public
Percent Saying “Very/Somewhat Often”

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation, National Survey of Physicians, March 2002 (conducted March-October 2001); 
Survey of Race, Ethnicity and Medical Care: Public Perceptions and Experiences, October 1999 (Conducted July –
Sept., 1999)



Physician Barriers: Underestimation

Staton, LJ, et al. JNMA. May;99(5):532-8.

Non-Blacks Blacks
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 Patient and physician 
perception of pain (chronic 
non-cancer pain) in 12 
academic medical centers

 Physicians underestimated 
pain in 33% of non-blacks 
as compared to 47% of 
blacks (p<0.005)



System Barriers: Pharmacies

Morrison, RS, et al. N Engl J Med.. 2000 Apr 6;342(14):1023-6.



System Barriers: Pharmacies
54% reported little demand

44% concern about disposal 

20% fear of DEA investigations

19% fear of robbery

7% problems with reimbursement

Morrison, RS, et al. N Engl J Med.. 2000 Apr 6;342(14):1023-6.



System Barriers: Pharmacies

Green, CR, et al. J Pain. 2005 Oct;6(10):689-99



System Barriers: PDMPs



PDMP’s: Medicaid Beneficiaries

Wen H., et al. Health Aff. 2017 Apr 1; 36(4): 733–741



PDMP’s: Medicaid Beneficiaries

Wen H., et al. Health Aff. 2017 Apr 1; 36(4): 733–741



System Barriers







Viscous Cycle



Suggested Solutions
Enhance access
Address cultural differences
Care coordination
Address potential provider bias
Access to palliative care



"The test of our progress is not 
whether we add more to the 
abundance of those who have 
much. It is whether we provide 
enough for those who have little." 
-- FDR
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