Pushing Back on Anti-Black Prejudice in Medicine and Healthcare
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February is an important month in the public health awareness day calendar. We acknowledge the lives of
people who have been affected by cancer on World Cancer Day, the burden of epilepsy on International
Epilepsy Day, and the impact of rare diseases, which affect an estimated 300 million people® around the world,

on Rare Disease Day.

February has also been marked as Black History Month in the US since 1976. Black History Month is an
opportunity to reflect on important historic events and the achievements of Black people and people of
African descent around the world. The occasion is also observed in countries such as Canada, France, the
Netherlands, the UK and Ireland.?®

Each year, a different theme for Black History Month is chosen by the Association for the Study of African
American Life and History (also known as ASALH). The theme for 2023 is “Black Resistance”, which focuses on
historic and ongoing rejection of oppression and discrimination.’

One area in which discrimination and prejudice against Black people is well characterized is in medicine and
healthcare.®71% In response to this, healthcare professionals have made concerted efforts to establish nursing
schools, hospitals and clinics that provide spaces for Black people to receive appropriate medical care, which
has historically been lacking at mainstream facilities.”

For medical communications agencies, healthcare awareness days are an opportunity to bring attention to
breakthroughs in medicine that can improve therapeutic outcomes for people affected by disease. This is
especially relevant when healthcare disparities driven by multiple factors, such as absence of education, lack of
ability to pay for healthcare, food insecurity, housing instability and exposure to toxic substances, are leading
to increased morbidity and mortality for socioeconomically disadvantaged people.?*™3 A significant percentage
of Black people and people of African descent in countries such as the US and UK live below the poverty

line 1415

Exacerbating the issue of racialized socioeconomic disparities in healthcare is the medical skepticism that is rife
in Black people and people of African descent, who report feeling disrespected and dismissed by healthcare
staff.®1% World Cancer Day, International Epilepsy Day and Rare Disease Day have more in common than
simply being globally recognized public health awareness days. Poor healthcare outcomes in all three therapy
areas (oncology, neurology and rare diseases) have been found to affect Black people and people of African
descent.

Cancer

Epidemiologic studies have found Black people to have consistently higher rates of cancer death compared
with people of other racial and ethnic groups. Prostate cancer mortality rates are a particular cause of concern.
A 2019 study found that Black men were five times more likely to die of prostate cancer than Asian or Pacific
Islander men.'®* When Black men have access to treatment in the same way as other racial groups, they have
similar or potentially improved prostate cancer-specific mortality rates compared to White men after
accounting for differences in clinical factors. In the real-world prostate cancer setting, Black men are typically
diagnosed later than White men, present with more advanced prostate cancer, receive less guideline-
concordant treatment, and have more comorbid conditions. ’

Despite the lower incidence of breast cancer in Black women compared to White women in the US, statistics

from the American Cancer Society show that Black women are 41% more likely than White women to die from
breast cancer. Endometrial cancer is also 2.5 times more likely to kill a Black woman than a White woman. For
breast cancer, this disparity persists across all stages of disease, with 5-year survival rates 10% lower for Black
women than their White counterparts.’* These differences are not only linked to racism in healthcare, but also


https://www.worldcancerday.org/
https://internationalepilepsyday.org/
https://internationalepilepsyday.org/
https://www.rarediseaseday.org/

the fact that Black women are more likely to be diagnosed with triple-negative (estrogen, progesterone and
ERBB2-receptor deficient) breast cancers, which are highly invasive and difficult to treat.'*8 This highlights the
critical importance of early diagnosis, which in many cases makes it possible to employ non-pharmacological
treatment options such as radiotherapy and surgery to increase the chance of achieving remission. Although
the Black-White cancer mortality disparity has narrowed in recent decades for both men and women, targeted
approaches that promote use of screening programs and diagnostic facilities are needed to ensure that
patients are identified at the earliest opportunity.

Epilepsy

Underutilization of health services is a key issue for African American patients with epilepsy, who report higher
frequencies of seizures, hospitalizations and emergency room visits and lower rates of epilepsy surgery than
White patients.'® Compared with White patients, African Americans have been found to be less likely to adhere
to antiepileptic drug treatments. Lack of knowledge, limited financial resources, and poor communication
between healthcare providers and African Americans are well-established barriers to receiving adequate care
in the epilepsy space.

Depression and anxiety are common psychiatric comorbidities in patients with epilepsy.?%?! Inadequate and
insufficient data on psychiatric conditions in Black people has been a longstanding issue in this therapy
area.?? Gaps in knowledge may lead to incorrect treatment. Without treatment, depression can result in poor
quality of life and self-injurious behaviors.?? Effectively addressing mental health comorbidities such as
depression and anxiety will continue to play an important role in optimizing care for patients with
epilepsy.2o%

Rare Diseases

The field of rare diseases is fraught with challenges, such as diagnostic delays, lack of effective treatments, and
the negative psychosocial effects of living with a disease that is not prevalent in the general population. Some
rare diseases, such as X-linked adrenoleukodystrophy, may not be diagnosed in a timely manner in Black
people because of a lack of knowledge about how the disease presents in Black patients. One of the symptoms
of this disease is hyperpigmentation. In one case, a Black infant was presented to a pediatrician on multiple
occasions over two years before a genetic evaluation was finally requested.?* Although it is possible that the
attending physician did not have enough exposure to educational materials on hyperpigmentation and adrenal
insufficiency in non-White children, there are other rare diseases with well-known symptoms that are often
diagnosed at a later stage in Black patients than their White counterparts.?*

Testing for creatine kinase in order to establish a diagnosis of Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy typically occurs
later for Black patients than White patients.?>?% Determining the reasons for these disparities and addressing
them in a considered way will be key to minimizing the gap between morbidity and mortality among Black
people and other racial groups. Newborn screening has been recommended to prevent delayed diagnosis of
Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy, although the importance of prompt initiation of treatment or enrolment in
time-sensitive and age-restricted clinical trials cannot be underestimated.?

It is clear that there is no one-size-fits-all solution to the complicated issue of adverse healthcare outcomes for
Black patients. Nevertheless, patient-centered approaches that raise awareness of advocacy groups,
interpersonal support networks, and increased involvement of patients in treatment decisions may be a
welcome step towards greater equality in healthcare and medicine.

Medical communications agencies can play a key role in addressing disparities in this area by developing
materials that connect with underserved patient populations and help them to access treatment that could
one day improve their quality of life.
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