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From Culture Wars to 
Shared Fate: 

A Public Health Lens on 
Eliminating Health Disparities 

Nebraska Total Care (August 2024)Division of Health Equity 
& Planning

Andy Wessel
Community Health Planner

What is Health Equity?

What is Leadership? 
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A Starting Point

Health Equity – Everyone has a fair and just 
opportunity to be as healthy as possible (RWJF).

Leadership – Accepting Responsibility for 
Enabling Others to Achieve a Shared Purpose in 

the Face of Uncertainty (Marshall Ganz). 

Making It More Concrete

What I want for myself and my family (goals)?
Do I want that for others (fairness)?

Am I willing to work to make it happen 
(leadership)?
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Check-in

What Distinguishes a Public 
Health Approach? 

Credit: Niskanen Center
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Us versus Them / Zero Sum 
and “Culture Wars” (1991) 

• Originally from German kulturkampf and 
referred to the battles over education 
between Protestants and Catholics in the late 
19th Century.

• Breakdowns occurs when groups have 
different sources of ultimate moral authority 
(e.g. Scripture versus science).

• Exacerbated when methods of 
communication heightens division and 
demonization

The Righteous Mind (2012) 
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Differences 
in Our 
Moral 
“Palettes”

Check-in
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Public narrative 
is about your 

call to 
leadership and 

how it can 
motivate others 

to join you in 
action on behalf 

of a shared 
purpose. 

Storytelling as Leadership: 

Credit: Marshall Ganz

Equity as 
Innovation 

(Public 
Health 

Example)

https://www.gapminder.org/facts/life-expectancy-increased/
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Dignity is our inherent value and worth.

While respect has to be earned, dignity is innate. We are all 
born with dignity and it can never be lost or taken from us. 

BUT

Dignity can be either honored or violated. 

From Dr. Donna Hicks’s 
Dignity Model 

Biological 
Basis for 
Human 
Dignity
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Doing for 
Health Equity 
and Mental 

Health What 
We’ve Done 
for Physical 

Health

Equity as Innovation

Credit: Oregon DOT
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Equity as Innovation

Credit: NYT (Boyoun Kim)

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_curb_cut_effect

Equity as 
Innovation 

(Healthcare 
Example)

“There’s this sense that one person’s gain is another person’s loss but all indications suggest the 
opposite, that when we work on improved care for the most marginalized communities, we build better 

systems of care for everyone.” 

–Kedar Mate, president and CEO of the Institute for Healthcare Improvement

Dr. Bram Wispelway

Dr. Michelle Morse 

Thought that Black & Hispanic 
patients with heart failure at Brigham 
& Women’s Hospital were less likely 
to be admitted to cardiology.

Study found that was true for Black & 
Hispanic but also for women and 
people over 75.

Three factors:
• Patients advocating for 

themselves
• Having a regular cardiologist
• Provider bias

When general medicine is selected 
for any heart failure patient in the 
EHR system, the physician receives a 
“best practice advisory” to admit them 
to cardiology, which they must 
override with justification. 
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The Stories We Tell Ourselves & Others

Source: Marshall Ganz,       
Harvard Kennedy School
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Story of Self Discussion

● What times of pain taught you the world needs changing?
● What times of hope taught you that success is possible?  
● What are the personal experiences and values that motivate you 

to action around improving health outcomes for everyone?
● Are you using a Gap or Gain perspective for that motivation?

Other Questions?
www.douglascountyhealth.com

This work is only possible through the dedication of people 
like Dr. Frank Peak and Ms. Scharol Bronson, who 
championed health equity at DCHD for years.

Andy Wessel
he/him/his

Community Health Planner

Division of Health Equity & Planning

Douglas County Health Department

1111 S. 41st Street

Omaha, NE 68105

Phone 402-444-7225

andy.wessel@douglascounty-ne.gov
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