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How can health communication 
help eliminate health disparities?

I.  Expand reach
• Enrich information-poor environments

• Build on community networks and infrastructure

• Increase access to existing information resources

• Use population-specific channels 



How can health communication 
help eliminate health disparities?

II.  Increase effectiveness
• Personally relevant

• Community specific

• Culturally appropriate

• Trusted sources



How can health communication 
help eliminate health disparities?

III.  Maximize efficiency
• Use what works

• Build on strengths

• Activate community partners

• Integrated into existing systems



St. Louis, MO



St. Louis, MO
Percentage African 
American population 
by census tract, 2000



St. Louis, MO
Incidence of late-stage 
breast cancer 2X 
expected rates for MO, 
by census tract



St. Louis, MO
Neighborhood health 
centers serving 
predominantly African 
American populations



“Reflections of You”



Getting a mammogram 
18-month follow-up (n=192)

% women 40+ reporting mammogram in last 12 months

54.5
64.6 63.6

75.6

CONTROL BCT CRT BCT + CRT

OR=2.6 
(1.1, 6.1)

Kreuter MW, Sugg-Skinner C, Holt CL, et al (2005) Preventive Medicine, 41, 53-62.



Fruit and vegetable consumption 
18-month follow-up (n=599)

women < 40 years, mean change in FV servings per day

0.96

0.25

0.43

0.59

CONTROL BCT CRT BCT + CRT

(p<.05)

Kreuter MW, Sugg-Skinner C, Holt CL, et al (2005) Preventive Medicine, 41, 53-62.









Mean use per kiosk day, by setting 
(n=10,228; p<.001)
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Audience engagement by video length
“Stories” versus other talk (n=449)



• Character development
• Concrete language
• Dramatic tension (B = 1.98, p < .05)
• Emotional power and range
• Self-disclosure (B = 0.99, p < .05)
• Simple language/clear delivery
• Socio-cultural themes

What make a story engaging?
Narrative quality indicators (n=298)



Do stories obscure health messages?
Correct identification (n=321, p<.05)
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Integrating culture in health communication
What strategies work?

• Images

• Facts

• Cultural norms, values, beliefs



Reactions of African American adults
Formative research findings (n=126)

• Disparity data showing Blacks worse off than 
Whites evokes negative emotions and mistrust

• Using “social math” to contextualize data, make it 
perceptible by the senses enhances understanding

• Don’t want to burden family with health problems

• Spirituality an important source of support



• Trusted and read

• Community focused

• Historically, culturally important

• 188 Black newspapers in U.S.

• 6 million circulation 

Population-specific mass media:
Black newspapers



Health coverage in Black papers
2004-2005 (n=6,177 stories) 

<.00116%44%Personal mobilization

<.0015%18%Community mobilization

<.00111%33%Disparity information

<.00124%40%Localized information

<.00110%14%Cancer stories

P-value
Mainstream 

papers (n=12)
Black papers

(n=24)



The Ozioma News Service





“In Buffalo, 109 African 
American men and women lost 
their lives to colon cancer…”

“In Buffalo, 109 African 
American men and women lost 
their lives to colon cancer…”



“…African American men and 
women over age 50 in New 
York were more likely to 
complete the test…”

“…African American men and 
women over age 50 in New 
York were more likely to 
complete the test…”



“…African Americans have 
higher rates of colon cancer 
death…”

“…African Americans have 
higher rates of colon cancer 
death…”





The Ozioma News Service





• 10 releases sent

• 19 stories published

• 6 papers, 154,000 circulation

• More localization (88% vs. 28%; p<.001)

• More prevention (2.7 vs. 2.0; p<.05)

• More mobilization (81% vs. 35%; p<.01)



Summary:
Expanding reach

• Going where people live and work

• Activating existing information channels

• Building new systems of health information



Summary:
Increasing effectiveness

• Community members as health messengers

• Community- and race-specific information

• Integrating health into cultural values, beliefs



Summary:
Maximizing efficiency

• Finding “active ingredients” of survivor stories

• Identifying cultural strategies that work

• Applying established methods from other fields


