
Shifting Power, Privilege and Politics:  A 
Call to Action for Prevention and Public 
Health

BSAS Massachusetts Statewide Prevention Conference 
December 7, 2021
Presented by Debra Furr-Holden, PhD





By the end of this session, participants will be 
able to:

• Identify power, privilege, and politics as barriers to addressing inequities
• Distinguish between systems- and person-centered solutions to addressing inequities
• Describe the need for equity efforts that are measurable, money-driven, and mandated



Disparities 
versus 
Inequities
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Equality Equity
Social/Political
Determinants

Varying Approaches/Framing Matters



Race Versus 
Racism

Race
A social construct that 
artificially divides people 
into distinct groups based 
on certain characteristics 
such as physical appearance 
(particularly skin color) 
ancestral heritage, cultural 
affiliation, cultural history, 
ethnic classification. Racial 
categories often subsume 
ethnic groups.

Racism
The systemic subordination of 
members of targeted racial groups 
who have relatively little social 
power in the United States (Blacks, 
Latino/as, Native Americans, and 
Asians), by the members of the 
agent racial group who have 
relatively more social power 
(Whites). This subordination is 
supported by the actions of 
individuals, cultural norms and 
values, and the institutional 
structures and practices of society.



Upstream versus Downstream Defined

• The term upriver (or 
upstream) refers to the 
direction towards the source 
of the river, i.e., against the 
direction of flow. 

• The term downriver (or 
downstream) describes the 
direction towards the mouth 
of the river, in which the 
current flows.

Source: thechartroom.com





Opportunities 
before Us to 

Be Better and 
Do Better



An Example from 
the Field of 
Addiction



What the Science/Data Tells Us
About Opioid Overdose Death 

(OOD)
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OOD is preventable and opioid 
addiction is treatable

Social/political determinants 
are key drivers of OOD and  
disparities

The level of solutions often do 
not match the level of the 
problem 

PRESENTATION TITLE



Opioid Overdose Death 
Disparities
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OOD has been historically 
higher among whites

2017-2018 marked the 1st

national decline, and followed 
the DHHS declaration of an 
opioid epidemic

The decline in OOD in 2018 was 
attributable solely to non-
Hispanic Whites

PRESENTATION TITLE
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Blacks now Outpace Whites in OOD



Opioid use and OOD continue to 
disproportionately affect Whites 

But, OOD is increasing more rapidly 
among Blacks than Whites (nationally 
and in 13 states). 

Why?

Racialization of the Opioid Epidemic



Racialization of Opioid Prevention/Intervention 
Efforts
1. Medication assisted treatment in the ED
2. Naloxone (Narcan) administration
3. Recovery-oriented systems of care
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Grapple with the Tough 
Conversations & have an Authentic 

Reckoning with the Past



Poverty: Not an Equal Opportunity Experience 



The Incidence 
and Persistence 
of Poverty is 
Worse for Blacks



The Black Tax: 
Persistent and 
Intergenerational 
Poverty



COVID-19 
disproportionately 

affected African 
Americans
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Resource the Solutions





BUILD A 
BUISINESS CASE 
FOR EQUITY  & 
PREPAREDNESS

Inequity and racism has a real cost
• The Flint Water Crisis has cost more than $1 billion 

dollars of taxpayer money
• Costs to upgrade water treatment system pre-water 

crisis?
Less than $1 million
• Cost of anti-corrosive which could have largely prevented 

the corrosion of pipes and leaching of lead?
$81-$150/day
• Cost to human capital and human potential?
TBD

What is the cost of inequity for communities? 

What’s the ROI of equity?
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Act at the Highest level

Not necessarily the one that feels good







Plug The Leaky Pipeline

With Data, Science, Evidence and Just Incentives



Research-to-Practice Gap: The Leaky Pipeline
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THE DISCONNECT

• We need increased emphasis on Dissemination and 
Implementation (D&I) Research and Practice

• More than 12,000 active NIH/HHS projects with ‘trial’ in 
the keyword/abstract search

• Less than a quarter of that number with ‘implementation’ 
in the keyword/abstract search







Studying More than Individual Risk and 
Resilience



Include the Valued Voice of 
Community

And be honest about what it is and is not





Truth and power at the same table at the same time; We need community voice





How to Track Disparities
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Collect the data, confront 
health data disparities

Disaggregate the data Don’t control/adjust away the 
disparity

Let the data speak for itself



Health Data Disparities

Unacceptable and unnecessary omission 
of race and other demographic data from 

health/public health data

Poorer quality data for certain 
populations (e.g., racial/ethnic minorities, 

un-/under-insured, persons with 
disabilities, rural, etc.)

Lack of contextual variables (e.g., SDoH)





• Our natural drift is to inequity

• If equity matters, it should be law(s) 

• Federal mandate(s) would push states figure it out

• Federal and/or state mandate(s) would inspire 
communities of practice

• Equity should be mandated, enforced, and attached to 
resources

Where there is (good) will, there is a legislative way

#MANDATEEQUITY
Using Legislative Power and Other 
Authority to Ensure Racial Equity



You Cannot Sprinkle 
Equity on after the 
Fact and Call it a 
Cake!



Where are the Solutions?

1. They will need to be upstream
• What’s downstream are mainly the ‘fixes’

2. We will never program our way of these problems
3. We must deal with bias, racism, and white supremacy and privilege to achieve 

equity, especially in education and health care



Barriers

1. Data driving policy and intervention
• Evidence ≠ policy

2. Political will, pettiness, & political meddling
• Played like a zero-sum game with winners and losers
• Does anyone in power really care about equity?

3. Fast Food society
• Some results would be immediately 

visible/measurable
• Some will be undone over time
• The unravelling of racism and its consequences will 

have to be deliberate



Final Words of Wisdom: 
What I say to 
Community 

Members/Stakeholders



“ubuntu” — a concept in which your 
sense of self is shaped by your 

relationships with other people.

I am because WE are.



Contact Information and Questions

HOLDENC3@MSU.EDU DRDEBFURRHOLDEN ON 
SOCIAL MEDIA

443-226-2807 (MOBILE)

mailto:holdenc3@msu.edu
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