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Abstract
The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has had a terrible and long-lasting impact on the world. As the infection
spreads, the projected mortality and economic devastation are unprecedented. Racism and its subsequent effects on social and
economic factors have resulted in the virus disproportionally effecting Black people. Given that the virus has hit the Black
community the hardest, I am concerned now that vaccine hesitancy may perpetuate the health disparities that we are currently
seeing in the numbers of infections and deaths taking place in the Black community.
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Introduction

The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has
had a terrible and long-lasting impact on the world. As the
infection spreads, the projected mortality and economic dev-
astation are unprecedented.

From the pandemics infancy, my team and I foresaw the
challenges this virus would create for Blacks in particular. We
published the first peer-reviewed paper on COVID-19 and the
Black community entitled “The COVID-19 Pandemic: A Call
to Action to Identify and Address Racial and Ethnic
Disparities” in the Journal of Racial and Ethnic Health

Disparities [1]. This paper was the first to provide definitive
data showing higher rates of COVID-19-related infections and
deaths in Blacks. Our follow-up paper discussed the fact that
Blacks are experiencing what I have termed a Pandemic on a
Pandemic—COVID-19 and racism [2, 3].

Background

According to the CDC, as of December 6, 2021, in total, there
have been over 20million cases and over 365,000 deaths from
the virus [4]. A further dive into these numbers shows that our
initial hypothesis has been unfortunately true; Blacks have
suffered tremendously and disproportionately from this virus.
The racial and ethnic disparities in the effects of COVID-19
are striking. According to APM Research Lab, Blacks are
experiencing COVID-19 death tolls exceeding 1 in 800 na-
tionally, while White Americans are experiencing a death toll
at 1 in 3125 nationally [5]. Blacks have COVID-19 death rates
of more than 2.7 times White Americans.

Racism and its subsequent effects on social and economic
factors have resulted in the virus disproportionally affecting
Black people. Our first peer-reviewed paper on COVID-19
stated that Blacks are disproportionately affected by poverty,
mass incarceration, infant mortality, limited healthcare access,
and health-related conditions including heart disease, diabe-
tes, stroke, kidney disease, respiratory illness, and human im-
munodeficiency virus (HIV) [1]. We are also more likely to
contract the virus and spread it within our communities be-
cause we are less likely to be able work from home and
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physically distance ourselves due to living, working, and com-
muting [6]. Again, all of these factors have historical roots of
racism and segregation that have been consciously and uncon-
sciously carried on for decades, and to this day, creating direct
and indirect negative effects on Blacks.

Given that the virus has hit the Black community the
hardest, I am concerned now that vaccine hesitancy may per-
petuate the health disparities that we are currently seeing in the
numbers of infections and deaths taking place. Most studies,
for instance, at this point, have found that Blacks as a com-
munity have the highest levels of individuals who state they
will never get the vaccine or are not sure if they will get the
vaccine, Fig. 1 [7, 8].

Many studies have noted that Black people cite distrust in
the government and in the medical profession. Black people
cite our nation’s history of racism in medical research and in
medical care as key reasons for their hesitancy [9, 10]. This
distrust is totally justified. There are also systemic and struc-
tural challenges relating to inadequate vaccine production
and distribution; availability of needed vaccination supplies;
and geographic, access, and transportation barriers. Recent
studies have found that the Black communities are receiving
low vaccination rates when compared to their total popula-
tion. For example, data reported from 35 states by the Kaiser
Family Foundation (KFF) showed that the vaccination rates
in Whites are two times higher than in Blacks (13% vs. 7%).
[11].

Discussion

What can be done? One thing is to address the lack of Blacks
in medicine, and particularly Black men and understand how
this lack contributes to mistrust in the healthcare system. In
2018, I served as editor for the National Academies publica-
tion entitled “An American Crisis: The Growing Absence of
Black Men in Medicine and Science” [12]. The publication
addressed how Black men are increasingly underrepresented
in the medical profession and how a healthcare workforce
with representative numbers of Black men is critical for build-
ing trust in the Black community. New studies have suggested
that increasing numbers of Black physicians may result in
improved quality of care for Black patients, perhaps by ad-
dressing conscious and unconscious biases. While Blacks
make up 13% of the US population [13], we comprise only
4% of US doctors [14], and less than 7% of medical students
[14, 15].

In addition, the mass spread of false information on social
media can play a large role in decision-making and hesitancy.
Access to health information to educate the Black community
on vaccines is key. Thus, I am here today to advocate person-
ally for Black people to proceed with the vaccine. I have been
a consultant for Johnson and Johnson helping them with work
on vaccines. Recently, the Johnson and Johnson vaccine has
been made available along with the Pfizer and Moderna
Vaccines. Soon, vaccines will be produced by other
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Fig. 1 COVID-19 national vaccinations and data by race [7]
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companies and will be in broad supply. I think we should
obtain any vaccine that is available. I have received the
Pfizer vaccine.

Future Directions

Future directions must focus on building trust in the Black
community. We must increase the numbers of Black physi-
cians, and increase the number of Black nurses, pharmacists,
dentists, and allied health professionals. We also need to focus
a great deal of effort on improving vaccine confidence by
providing more information to the Black community on the
scientific research involved in vaccine development. Medical
establishments, including public health agencies, should do
more to inform the populations [16]. There is also a major
need for clear communication and lay language for commu-
nities to understand any health-related information pertaining
to the vaccine [17]. Providing vaccine information/
communication geared towards ethnic and minority popula-
tions online and in physical locations such as churches,
mosques, faith-based institutions, barber shops, hair salons,
and other trusted community-based organizations in address-
ing vaccine hesitancy and providing vaccine and health-
related information is key for ensuring that information
reaches these communities and answers any questions regard-
ing the vaccine [18, 19].

Conclusion

In sum, questions and hesitancy on the part of the Black
Community exist. I want to emphasize that they are complete-
ly justified. I believe in the balance that the Black Community
should proceed in being vaccinated against the COVID-19
virus. I also believe that the medical profession must do more
to improve care and create trust in the Black community.
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