
Strategic Pathways to Achieve Health Equity

 

Health disparities have long been a critical issue in the U.S. healthcare system, disproportionately affecting racially and ethnically minoritised
populations. Despite significant advancements in medical technology and care, these disparities continue to result in unequal access to
healthcare services, poorer health outcomes, and increased economic burdens on society. The 2024 report, "Ending Unequal Treatment:
Strategies to Achieve Equitable Health Care and Optimal Health for All," by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine,
provides a comprehensive analysis of the current state of healthcare inequities and offers strategic recommendations to address these persistent
issues. This article explores the key themes and strategies from the report, emphasising the need for systemic change to achieve health equity.
 

Structural Determinants of Health and Systemic Barriers

The report underscores that structural determinants of health, including socioeconomic factors, racism, and other forms of oppression, are
significant contributors to health disparities. These determinants are deeply embedded in the societal fabric and manifest in unequal access to
resources such as quality education, stable housing, and healthcare services. Structural racism, for example, leads to segregated
neighbourhoods, which often have fewer healthcare facilities, higher pollution levels, and lower access to nutritious food. These factors
collectively result in poorer health outcomes for racially and ethnically minoritised populations.
 

To combat these systemic barriers, the report advocates for policies that directly address the root causes of health inequities. This includes
improving access to social services, enforcing anti-discrimination laws, and implementing policies that promote economic stability and
educational opportunities in underserved communities. By addressing these upstream factors, the healthcare system can mitigate some of the
most profound drivers of health disparities.
 

Health Care Laws, Payment Policies, and Delivery Models

One of the report's critical recommendations is the reform of healthcare laws and payment policies to promote equity. The Affordable Care Act
(ACA) has been instrumental in expanding healthcare access to millions of previously uninsured Americans, including many from minoritised
communities. However, gaps remain, particularly in states that have not expanded Medicaid, where a significant portion of the population
remains uninsured or underinsured.
 

The report suggests that to achieve true health equity, there needs to be a national push for universal healthcare coverage, with policies that
ensure that all individuals, regardless of their racial or ethnic background, have access to affordable, high-quality healthcare. Additionally,
payment reforms that incentivise quality care over quantity, such as value-based care models, should be expanded. These models can help
reduce disparities by rewarding healthcare providers for improving health outcomes, particularly in underserved populations.
 

Community Engagement and Accountability

Community engagement is highlighted as a vital component of achieving health equity. The report emphasises that healthcare systems must
move beyond traditional care models and actively engage with the communities they serve. This involves integrating community health workers,
who often share cultural and linguistic backgrounds with the populations they serve, into healthcare teams. These workers can bridge the gap
between healthcare providers and patients, ensuring that care is culturally competent and meets the community's specific needs.
 

Moreover, the report calls for enhanced accountability within the healthcare system. This includes establishing metrics and reporting systems to
track progress in reducing health disparities. Accountability measures should be implemented at all levels of healthcare delivery, from individual
providers to large healthcare organisations. These measures will help ensure that efforts to address health disparities are not only implemented
but also effective in achieving their intended outcomes.
 

Conclusion

The "Ending Unequal Treatment" report provides a robust framework for addressing health disparities in the U.S. healthcare system. The report
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outlines a path toward achieving health equity by focusing on the structural determinants of health, reforming healthcare laws and payment
policies, and enhancing community engagement and accountability. However, realising these goals requires a sustained commitment from all
sectors of society, including policymakers, healthcare providers, and communities. As the U.S. continues to grapple with health disparities, the
strategies outlined in this report offer a comprehensive approach to creating a more equitable healthcare system for all.
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