
 



 

 
 

 

 

To the Residents of Houston/Harris County: 

 

The Houston Health Department is pleased to present this Summary 

Report of the Health Disparity and Health Inequity Trends and Data 

Report, 2019. The full report is available in two parts at 

http://houstontx.gov/health/chs/index.html. 

 

Houston/Harris County is at the center of the most diverse large 

metropolitan area in the US. It is also a place where many health 

disparities exist. Often, these disparities are evident in differences in 

the health of various racial/ethnic groups in the city and county. 

Other disparities are seen in the access residents have to quality 

education, housing, transportation, and healthcare. In some richer 

Houston ZIP codes, life expectancy is more than 10 years longer 

compared to ZIP codes where incomes are less. 

 

Houston has changed in the past 10 years. One obvious difference is 

the growth of minority groups in the population. Trends in health 

have changed as well. Some health measures have improved. Births 

to adolescent mothers, below age 18, are down by half, from 4.4% 

of all births, to 2.2%; decreases were most dramatic in the Hispanic 

and black populations. There are fewer smokers in Houston/Harris 

County, a drop from 17.3% to 12.5%.  

 

However, poverty levels are essentially unchanged in Houston/ 

Harris County, and the area remains one of the most segregated  

 

 

 

 

 
metropolitan areas in the US, with pockets of poverty and 

disadvantage that disproportionately affect minorities, those with 

disabilities or less education, children, and other vulnerable groups. 

No one sector can address these health issues alone. Improving 

health disparities will need to involve many aspects of our 

community, with partnerships across the private, public and non-

profit sectors.   
 

                   
  

This report is intended to serve as a resource for our community 

partners for initiating conversations, setting goals, and planning 

programs and processes. We hope the conversations will continue, 

so that new ideas can emerge and creative recommendations can 

be implemented, and Houston/Harris County can move closer to 

addressing health disparities and health inequities as a community. 

Letter to the Community 

http://houstontx.gov/health/chs/index.html
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Our ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ άƭƛŦŜΣ ƭƛōŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ƘŀǇǇƛƴŜǎǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ 

equal standing and equal opportunity are deeply rooted in our 

ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΦ 

 

Health equity is a key and basic component of these rights. The 

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation defines health equity as 

άŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŦŀƛǊ ŀƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘƛŜǊΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

requires removing obstacles to health such as poverty, 

discrimination, and their consequences, including powerlessness 

and lack of access to good jobs with fair pay, quality education and 

ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎΣ ǎŀŦŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŎŀǊŜΦέ IŜŀƭǘƘ Ŝǉǳƛǘȅ 

benefits everyone, not just those who are disadvantaged, through 

results such an improved economy, better quality of life in 

communities, and a stronger current and future work force. 

 

The study of health equity began over 50 years ago when Sir 

Michael Marmot, the seminal scholar and pioneer in the field of 

social epidemiology, spoke of the socioeconomic gradient in health 

among British civil servants in the 1960s. He observed a relationship 

between socio-economic status (described as education, occupation 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜύ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-

economic status increased, their health outcomes appeared to 

improve.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since that time, many studies have expanded on this observation, 

and have identified measures of unequal status in health, along with 

core causes of these measures and the health outcomes that follow.  

 

This report delves into health equity in Houston/Harris County, with 

measures of health disparities and health inequities among our 

population. This summary ends with recommendations for action to 

provide a road map for the way forward.   

 

Introduction 
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Health inequity is a result of disparities in the core causes of health 

that are less than optimal. Access to health care and medical care 

are obviously important; however, health is also affected by many 

more aspects of life. Among the key factors are: socio-economic 

variables such as education, income, and occupation at the 

individual and the neighborhood level; environment; institutional 

and systems level discrimination; poverty; racism; neighborhood 

conditions; biology; access to health care; housing; immigration 

status; and individual risk behaviors. In general, those with lower 

incomes and less education face more stressors in their daily lives, 

with resulting higher rates of disease and disability. 

 

    Minorities are unequally impacted by upstream    

    factors that impose many barriers to healthy living  

    such as less: income, access to healthy foods, medical  

    care, education and recreational facilities; and greater  

    exposure to environmental toxins such as lead paint.    

     

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
   

    Did you know that your ZIP code is more important   

    than your genetic code to predict how many years  

    you will live? 
 

                                        Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (2009) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

        

 

 

Upstream Factors: Root Causes of Health Disparities 
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Addressing Health Inequities in the Houston Area 
Adapted from the Bay Area Regional Health Inequities Initiative Framework 
 


