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After years of decline, cardiovascular disease mortality is on the rise, with a disproportionate impact on Black
Americans
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ShantaQuilette, 42, never saw herself as someone at risk for a heart condition. But in 2012, that all changed.
During her usual run on the treadmill, the former accountant felt her heart flutter and immediately told her
doctor. After several misdiagnoses and trips to the emergency room, she still hadn’t received the care she
needed. Six years later, she suffered a heart attack and a stroke.

Her stroke led her to seek answers. She learned that cardiovascular disease runs in her family, including her
mother, who suffered a minor heart attack. She also learned that Black Americans have a disproportionately

higher risk of cardiovascular disease.1 Today, ShantaQuilette, the “vivacious” mother and tax accountant from
Dallas, TX, dedicates her time to advocating for women – especially Black women like herself and her mother
– helping them take charge of their cardiovascular health.

The Disproportionate Burden of Cardiovascular Disease Among
Black Americans

ShantaQuilette is not alone in her struggle. Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death each year in

the US.2 While the general US population loses 655 000 lives to cardiovascular disease annually, Black

Americans are 30% more likely to die of cardiovascular disease than others.1,3 And after decades of decline,
cardiovascular disease mortality is on the rise in the US, with the alarming trend more pronounced among

Black Americans.4 

Why is this happening? Statistics show that Black Americans have higher rates of high blood pressure, obesity

and diabetes – common conditions that increase the risk of cardiovascular disease.5 Genetic factors contribute

to these higher rates, as do societal factors such as gaps in income and education.6 Other inequities, such as

discrimination and health care access, can have a profound impact on treatment and health outcomes.7

Cardiovascular disease is not usually discussed in the Black community, but we need to talk about
these real issues – it could potentially save lives.

That’s why ShantaQuilette is committed to increasing awareness in the Black community. “Cardiovascular
disease is not usually discussed in the Black community, but we need to talk about these real issues – it could
potentially save lives,” she said.

Fighting for Equity in Health Care

With February designated as both American Heart Month and Black History Month, now is an opportune time
to call attention to rising cardiovascular disease mortality and the need to reduce health care disparities. But1/3



these issues are complex and require multi-faceted solutions and a year-round focus.

Lasting change starts with education. Promoting a healthy lifestyle can go a long way in preventing and

curbing the risk of cardiovascular disease.8 ShantaQuilette became an informed patient and decided to make
lifestyle changes that included scaling back her hours at work to make time for healthier habits. She was able
to change her work hours, exercise more and start spending more quality time with her children.

I need someone who understands me culturally. To relate to my doctor in that way makes a
difference.

Education and awareness are just the beginning. Systemic changes are needed as well. Implicit biases exist in

the health care system, which can affect treatment access for patients with cardiovascular disease.7 So
ShantaQuilette now looks for doctors who “look like” her, underscoring the importance of having diverse health
care providers and a strong patient-provider relationship.

“I need someone who understands me culturally,” she said. “To relate to my doctor in that way makes a
difference.”

Finally, ShantaQuilette encourages Black women to discuss their family histories because it can inform their
risks of cardiovascular disease or other chronic conditions. She’s also teaching her children to make healthy
choices and take seriously the risk of cardiovascular disease.

Taking the Pledge Against the Rise of Cardiovascular Disease

While the statistics for cardiovascular disease are disheartening, there are steps each of us can take to help
create a healthier future. The Legacy We Lead is a Novartis initiative dedicated to halting the rise of
cardiovascular disease-related deaths in the US. Centered on stories of patients like ShantaQuilette,
caregivers, advocates and providers, The Legacy We Lead aims to inspire individuals to take a pledge to help
stop the rising trend. Together, we can create a better future for people at risk of cardiovascular disease.

It’s important to take the pledge because my heart matters and so does yours. I think it’s an
important pledge that challenges everyone to be proactive in their heart health.

ShantaQuilette, cardiovascular disease patient

Meet ShantaQuilette, who uses her voice to inspire the Black community to take charge of their heart health.

Take the pledge today to lead a legacy of fewer lives lost to CVD.

Join the effort to create a healthier future. Take the pledge today – you’ll complete it in a heartbeat, and the
benefits will last for generations to come.

Learn more

References:

1. Graham G. Disparities in cardiovascular disease risk in the United States. Curr Cardiol Rev.
2015;11(3):238-245. doi:10.2174/1573403X11666141122220003

2. Virani S, Alonso A, Benjamin EJ, et al. Heart disease and stroke statistics-2020 update: a report from the
American Heart Association. Circulation. 2020;141(9):e139-e596. doi:10.1161/CIR.0000000000000757

3. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Heart disease facts. Cdc.gov. Accessed September
8, 2020. https://www.cdc.gov/heartdisease/facts.htm2/3

https://www.thelegacywelead.com/?utm_source=NVS&utm_medium=article&utm_campaign=the-legacy-we-lead2021&utm_content=hearthealth
https://www.cdc.gov/heartdisease/facts.htm


4. Curtin S. Trends in cancer and heart disease death rates among adults aged 45-64: United States, 1999-
2017. National Vital Statistics Reports. 2019;68(5):1-9.

5. American Heart Association. African Americans and heart disease, stroke. Heart.org. Accessed
December 10, 2020. https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/consumer-healthcare/what-is-cardiovascular-
disease/african-americans-and-heart-disease-stroke

6. Carnethon MR, Pu J, Howard G, et al. Cardiovascular health in African Americans: a scientific statement
from the American Heart Association. Circulation. 2017;136(21):e393-e423.
doi:10.1161/CIR.0000000000000534

7. Brewer LC, Cooper LA. Race, discrimination, and cardiovascular disease. Virtual Mentor.
2014;16(6):270-274. doi:10.1001/virtualmentor.2014.16.6.stas2-1406

8. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Lower your risk for the number 1 killer of women.
Cdc.gov. Accessed August 20, 2020. https://www.cdc.gov/healthequity/features/heartdisease/index.html

Source URL: https://www.novartis.com/us-en/stories/understanding-heart-health-inequities-during-black-
history-month 

List of links present in page

https://www.novartis.com/us-en/us-en/stories/understanding-heart-health-inequities-during-black-history-
month
https://www.novartis.com/us-en/taxonomy/term/61
#paragraph--10041
https://www.thelegacywelead.com/?utm_source=NVS&utm_medium=article&utm_campaign=the-legacy-
we-lead2021&utm_content=hearthealth
https://www.cdc.gov/heartdisease/facts.htm
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/consumer-healthcare/what-is-cardiovascular-disease/african-
americans-and-heart-disease-stroke
https://www.cdc.gov/healthequity/features/heartdisease/index.html

3/3

https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/consumer-healthcare/what-is-cardiovascular-disease/african-americans-and-heart-disease-stroke
https://www.cdc.gov/healthequity/features/heartdisease/index.html

	Understanding Heart Health Inequities During Black History Month
	The Disproportionate Burden of Cardiovascular Disease Among Black Americans
	Fighting for Equity in Health Care
	Taking the Pledge Against the Rise of Cardiovascular Disease
	Take the pledge today to lead a legacy of fewer lives lost to CVD.



