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Black History Month: 
3 critical steps for reducing health disparities

Health disparities can be 
particularly dangerous when 
people are not aware or don’t 
understand that they’re at 
risk. Creating awareness, 
both within the medical com-
munity and among individu-
als whose lives are impacted 
by disparities, is a critical 
step toward better health for 
all.

We hear a lot these days 
about how social determi-
nants of health—or the eco-
nomic and social conditions 
that infl uence individual or 
group health status—are re-
sponsible for health dispar-
ities among different popu-
lations. Closing those gaps 
in care is what the not-for-
profi t Visiting Nurse Service 
of New York (VNSNY) has 
been doing for more than 129 
years—ever since founder 
Lillian Wald fi rst cared for 
vulnerable New Yorkers on 
Manhattan’s Lower East Side.

“Black Health and Well-
ness” is the theme for Black 
History Month this year, and 
with this in mind, three VN-
SNY public health nurses 
who visit New Yorkers in 
their homes every day of-
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During Black History Month, in addition 

to celebrating the remarkable achievements 
of African Americans throughout history, it 
is important to think about how race and 
ethnicity affect health and quality of life. 

fer the following guidelines 
for better health. Remember 
to speak with your doctor or 
a health professional if you 
have any questions, concerns 
or think you might be at risk 
for serious illness. 

Know the Risks
According to the U.S De-

partment of Health and 
Human Services, African 
Americans are twice as like-
ly as whites to die from type 
2 diabetes, 3.2 times more 
likely to be diagnosed with 
end-stage renal disease, and 
2.3 times more likely to lose 
a limb from diabetes related 
illness.

“Early diagnosis is a major 
factor in successful treatment 
of diabetes. Most diabetic 
patients start out with elevat-
ed prediabetes blood sugar 
levels, and they can delay or 
even prevent type 2 diabetes 
by working with their home 
care provider to lose weight, 
become active, quit smoking, 
and eat better,” says Denise 
Simmonds, RN, who cares 
for individuals and families 
in the Bronx. 
Collaborate with Families 

and Caregivers

Each year, approximately 
100,000 home care patients 
in the U.S. report having a 
second stroke due to uncon-
trolled blood pressure. Often 
diffi cult to detect, hyperten-
sion or high blood pressure is 
known as “silent killer,” with 
African Americans experi-
encing twice the mortality 
rate as their white peers. 

Ruth Caballero, RN, who 
sees patients in their homes in 
Washington Heights, knows 
how important it is to keep hy-
pertension in check. Often that 
means dietary and lifestyle 
changes that can be diffi cult to 
do without help and support.

“Home Care clinicians are 
also teachers. It’s one of the 
most important things we do. 
My goal is to instruct a pa-
tient and their family how to 
live effectively and to support 
them step-by-step,” Ruth says. 
“One of the fi rst things I do 
when someone with hyperten-
sion comes into care is take a 
tour of their kitchen cabinets 
with them. We all have favor-
ite comfort foods, and usually 
they can be made in healthier 
ways without sacrifi cing good 
taste.” 
Utilize Available Resources

Heath disparities are preva-
lent during end life care as well 
with Hospice and Palliative 
Care services being signifi cant-
ly underutilized among minori-
ties in the U.S. as well. A mere 
8 percent of African American 
Medicare benefi ciaries enroll in 

Hospice, compared with 48 per-
cent of white enrollees. Since 
2015, the VNSNY HOPE (Hos-
pice Outreach, Patient and Pro-
vider Education) Program has 
worked with faith-based, com-
munity-based organizations 
and health care providers in the 
community to debunk myths, 
close knowledge gaps and pro-
vide information and access to 
care for residents living in Har-
lem and the Bronx.

“This stark disparity means 
that millions of Americans are 
missing out on the many ben-
efi ts of hospice care at the end 
of life, which includes getting 
skilled symptom management 
while living with their loved 
ones at home, rather than lan-
guishing in the hospital,” says 
Michelle Drayton, RN, MPH, 
Director of Hospice and Pallia-

tive Care Outreach for VNSNY.
We still have a long way to 

go to eliminate health dispar-
ities in the United States. But 
as we continue to learn more 
about the kind of health care 
support people respond to on 
the community level, we’re 
getting a much better picture 
of how to extend our health 
care knowledge and resources 
to all Americans, regardless of 
race, ethnicity, income, gen-
der, or sexual orientation. One 
thing that’s clear is that home- 
and community-based health 
care organizations like VNSNY 
will be on the front lines of this 
growing effort to provide equi-
table health care for all.

To learn more about VNSNY 
Home Health Care services visit 
www.VNSNY.org or call 1-800-
675-0391.
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