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State Board of Health Priority: Health Disparities

Executive Summary

Board Sponsors: Joe Finkbonner, Margaret Pageler, and Vickie Ybarra

Racial and ethnic minorities in our state have more than their proportionate share of at least six diseases, including HIV/AIDS, cardiovascular disease, tuberculosis, cancer, diabetes, and asthma.  In addition, racial and ethnic minorities have poorer birth outcomes, higher teen birth rates, more behavioral risks, more intentional and unintentional injuries, and poorer access to medical care than our state’s overall population. These disparities are typical of the health status differences racial and ethnic minority groups face nationally. 
Many complex factors interact to produce health disparities among both racial and ethnic minorities.  Poverty, behavioral choices, nutrition, access to medical care, genetic predisposition, and environmental and occupational conditions all contribute.  As a result, many points of intervention are required.  Research indicates that one effective approach among many already under consideration is creating a health care workforce as diverse as the populations it serves.  The Board has a unique contribution to make in minority health care workforce development as a means of addressing disparities in health status among Washington State residents.  Minority workforce development efforts should begin by encouraging young children to believe they can succeed in higher education.  Ongoing efforts should involve working with children and young adults in high schools and undergraduate programs to inspire them to pursue health professions.  In addition, those who want to move into the health field at mid-career should be encouraged. 

The State Board of Health recognizes the importance of other efforts underway to help eliminate health disparities by training a more culturally competent health care workforce and applauds those efforts.  The Board also acknowledges the importance of focusing on specific health problems among racial and ethnic minorities and encourages those efforts.  In addition, other Board activities, such as the Board’s Subcommittee on Environmental Justice, are working to reduce disparities by addressing inequities in environmental risks that are often borne by racial and ethnic minorities.

However, the Board has agreed to retain a narrow, targeted approach to assure workforce development issues for racial and ethnic minorities are adequately addressed.  Many current workforce development efforts encourage diversity in Washington.  Some have existed for years.  By focusing on development, recruitment, and retention of a racially and ethnically diverse health care workforce, the State Board of Health can strengthen collaboration and accountability between community partners and universities, community and technical colleges and the K-12 public school system.  This will help build a future healthcare workforce that can help resolve chronic and long-standing problems to help create a healthier Washington.   

Approved Action for the State Board of Health

Recommendation 1: Minority Health Care Workforce Development Work Group
The State Board of Health will convene a broad-based work group composed of representatives from ethnic and racial minority groups; primary, secondary and higher educational institutions; the legislature; state agencies; tribal governments; local health jurisdictions, and community-based organizations.  The work group will: 

· Review existing strategies to increase outreach to primary, secondary and higher education students from populations at risk into health professions and allied health careers, and recommend additional strategies and linkages among current efforts.
· Recommend actions to link more effectively state and local efforts on eliminating and reducing health disparities to current national efforts.

· Organize a minority health workforce development conference to enhance collaboration, and communication among K-12, community colleges, higher education, health care facilities and providers, affected communities, and community-based organizations.  This conference should focus on training, continuing education, mid-career development and other issues.  The Board will distribute a summary of any "best practices" identified. 

· Review existing minority workforce development, recruitment, and retention outcome data collection methods, data elements, and uses, and recommend improvements to increase simplicity, coordination, and accountability.   

Completion Timeframe: June 2001. 

Recommendation 2: Increase Awareness of Health Disparities, Contributing Factors, and Effective Interventions
The State Board of Health will collaborate with the State Department of Health and other state agencies (e.g. the Department of Social and Health Services, the Health Care Authority, the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction, and the Department of Ecology) to develop an initiative to increase public awareness about health disparities, contributing factors, and effective interventions.  The target audiences should include elected officials, employers, medical care providers, education institutions, and the public. 

Completion Timeframe: June 2001. 
Recommendation 3: Health Disparities 2001 Budget and Policy Recommendations, Expansion of the Health Professionals Loan Repayment and Scholarship Program.

For the 2001 legislative session, The State Board of Health will consider supporting budget and policy initiatives advanced by others, to expand the Health Professional Loan Repayment and Scholarship program if the expansion initiative contains specific and measurable efforts to increase identification and training of ethnic and racial minorities in health care professions.   

Completion timeframe: June 2001. 

