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Defining 
cancer 

disparities 
and health 

inequity

• Cancer disparities:
• Differences in “incidence, prevalence, 

mortality and burden of cancer among 
specific population groups”

• Health inequities:
• Unfair/unjust—a consequence of social 

determinants of health
• Avoidable—stem from institutional 

racism/government policies  (e.g., 
taxation, business, healthcare)
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Which US 
Population 

Groups 
Experience 

Health 
Disparities?

AACR Cancer Disparities Progress Book, 2021
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What factors 
contribute to 

health 
disparities?

AACR Cancer Disparities Progress Book, 2021



MD Anderson 

Social 
determinants 
of health

• “Conditions in which people are born, 
grow, live, work and age, including the 
health system”

• Considered at the levels of:
• Individual
• Communities
• Society

• Acknowledgement of the role of structural 
and systemic racism as an important driver 
of adverse differences in the SDOH and 
health outcomes experienced by racial and 
ethnic minorities

6AACR Cancer Disparities Progress Book, 2021
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Socioeconomic status/health insurance 

7AACR Cancer Disparities Progress Book, 2021
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Disparities in 
cancer and 

cardiovascular 
risk
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Environmental 
factors 

associated 
with Physical 

Activity
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Would you 
rather walk 

here?
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Or here?
Where you live matters!
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Warnecke et al., AJPH

Understanding and addressing cancer 
disparities requires a biopsychosocial 
framework that integrates biological, 
behavioral and community-based 
research.
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Slide borrowed from 
Melinda Stolley, R25 
presentation 
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As we consider ways to address cancer disparities and obesity – it will be important that efforts address these multilevel contributors both in understanding how obesity impacts cancer outcomes as well as in understanding how best to address obesity in populations most impacted by social determinants of health – as reflected in the intermediate and distal factors here.  Soemthing that is not reflected here but that is critically important to also consider is the added context of cancer and being a cancer survivor.  For many communities, cancer is seen as a certain death sentence and often a taboo subject.  For reasons that those of us with privelege cannot necessarily understand – the vulnerability of being ill is not congruent with strength and reslilience, characteristics thatt allow those living in underresourced communities to survive and thrive.  At the same time, there is interest in and need for focused attention and support as shown in the few qualitatie studies among minority – mostly AA and most breast – cancer survivors.  
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Community engagement is powerful and can 
increase participation in and relevance of our cancer 
research
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• Communities:
• Patients
• Families
• Non-profits
• Cultural groups
• Faith-based organizations
• Clinical partners
• “the public”

There is a big difference between research 
performed…
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ON 
Population/

Communities 

IN
Population/ 

Communities 

With
Population/ 

Communities

Adapted from Nina Wallerstein, DrPH/Chris Heaney, PhD
NM CARES Health Disparities Center, 2011
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African American churches

• Black churches have promoted health, education, business, & 
political activism within the African American community

• Provide health services and programs
• Effective partners for health promotion efforts, including cancer, 

diet and PA
• 70% of African Americans regularly attend church
• Families have been members for generations; increases our 

ability to locate participants in later years. 
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Engagement of racial/ethnic minorities in energy balance research
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Implications for cancer and cardiovascular health disparities
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Health inequities in cancer and cardiovascular disease have significantly 
impacted communities of color

• Exposure to preventable risk factors, screening, treatment, etc.
• Address social determinants of health, including racism in health care

Research has driven tremendous progress against cancer and 
cardiovascular disease; not everyone has benefitted

• Transform the way we ensure clinical trials include populations experiencing disparities

Community engagement and increased community collaboration with all 
stakeholders can help achieve the bold vision of health equity
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