
Making the Case for Health Equity

What is health equity?
For the American Cancer Society (ACS) and our nonprofit, nonpartisan affiliate, the American Cancer Society Cancer Action 
NetworkSM (ACS CAN), health equity means everyone has a fair and just opportunity to prevent, find, treat, and survive cancer. 

Why is health equity important?
Cancer is a disease that affects everyone, but it doesn’t affect everyone equally. Healthy People 2020 describes a health 
disparity as a particular type of health difference that is closely linked with economic, social, or environmental disadvantage. 
Health disparities adversely affect groups of people who have systematically experienced greater social or economic obstacles 
to health based on their racial or ethnic group, religion, socioeconomic status, gender, age, or mental health; cognitive, sensory, 
or physical disability; sexual orientation or gender identity; geographic location; or other characteristics historically linked to 
discrimination or exclusion.i, ii Changes in health disparities help us measure progress toward health equity.
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“Show me the data!”: Cancer Disparities Facts

People with lower socioeconomic status (SES), which is approximated by a person’s 
educational, economic, or work status, have higher cancer death rates than those with 
higher SES. The largest gaps are for the most preventable cancers.iii, iv Socioeconomic 
inequalities in cancer mortality have widened over the past three decades.v

Racial and ethnic minorities tend to receive lower-quality health care than non-Hispanic 
whites.iii For most cancers, African Americans have the highest death rate and shortest 
survival of any racial/ethnic group in the US.vi Thirty-two percent of African Americans 
surveyed said they have experienced racial discrimination at a health care provider visit.vii

Despite historically lower incidence rates, African American women are 40% more likely  
to die of breast cancer than white women overall and are twice as likely to die if they are 
over 50.viii Hispanic/Latina women have the highest rate of cervical cancer compared to 
other races/ethnicities, nearly 35% higher than non-Hispanic whites.ix, x

A systematic literature review found that residential segregation contributed to cancer 
and cancer-related racial disparities in 70% of analyses.xi Furthermore, living in segregated 






