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Throughout 2021, The Root Cause Coalition (TRCC) conducted a series of national surveys to explore 
Trends, Attitudes and Perceptions (TAP) about health equity and related issues. These monthly pulse 
surveys test attitudes and perspectives regarding specific aspects of health equity including hunger, 
poverty, technology, climate change, and how COVID-19 continues to affect individual and public  
health. Findings and trends identified by this research are used to help raise public awareness  
about how these factors influence health and well-being and to guide the coalition’s education,  
advocacy and research work. What follows in this report are the key takeaways and trends, along  
with additional considerations including several calls to action for TRCC and its members. 

TRCC’S TAP TAKEAWAYS
Economic stability (having enough money to meet 
basic needs), is considered the most important 
influencer of health and well-being and, inversely,  
the lack of economic stability is identified as having 
the most negative impact. 

When presented with a list of 11 possible factors 
influencing whether someone lives in poverty,  
the top three factors are job status, access to health/
healthcare and education level/degree. 

Other key factors include access to transportation and the number of family members in a household.  
Blacks were significantly more likely than whites to cite ethnicity as a significant contributor to living in poverty.

Additionally, crime, violence and social disorder are among those factors negatively impacting family 
health, with a particularly strong impact among those living in cities. Racial and social discrimination also 
significantly impact a family’s health, particularly among Black families. 

Where we live is something that connects many of the issues mentioned above. And Americans have a keen 
understanding of the importance of neighborhood. More than 90% believe that where we live impacts 
our individual health and well-being a great deal or somewhat, across all demographic segments 
studied. The most passionate about this issue are those making more than $80,000 a year, and parents. 

One of the challenges in creating a narrative to 
describe, educate and increase awareness about  
the importance of addressing key socioeconomic 
factors that influence health and well-being are  
the words used to describe those factors. 

The need to guard against using words or phrases 
that might be meaningless – or at a minimum,  
not widely used or understood by the general public 
is important. For example, Americans have little 
recognition of the phrase “social determinants of 

health,” a commonly used research term to describe societal factors influencing health and well-being. In 
general, females, whites, those earning less than $40,000 a year, individuals that are non-college educated 
and non-parents were less familiar with these terms.

 1. POVERTY  
 and ECONOMIC   
 SECURITY are the  

 roots in addressing   
 health and well-being.

2. There is a critical 
need to increase 
AWARENESS and 
EDUCATIONAL 
EFFORTS.
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Using more common phrases appears to help Americans make the connection between social determinants 
and health. When the term social determinants is defined as those conditions in which people are 
born, live, learn, work, play, worship and age, over 9 in 10 (92%) of Americans believe these various 
conditions impact a person’s health, functioning and quality of life. Those over age 55 and those living 
in large cities were most aligned with this belief. Conversely, those living in rural areas and those making 
more than $100,000 were the most inclined to believe that these social factors did not impact them. 

Not surprisingly, those under age 45 were more likely to report hearing about these phrases through social 
media while those 65 and older were more likely to hear about them from TV news. Interestingly, Hispanics 
were significantly more likely than either Blacks or whites to have heard about it from their child’s school.

Even with all that is being done to educate and increase awareness about how societal factors impact 
health, many still are not connecting these factors to their individual well-being. A significant percentage  
of Americans did not identify any of the factors tested as having an impact on their family’s health, 
particularly among people age 55 or older and white. Those in suburbs and rural areas also were  
less likely to believe that social determinants of health impacted them personally.

The need for businesses to address societal issues, and to continue to increase awareness about these 
factors among business leaders, is reflected in survey results. Overall, 51% of respondents are likely to 
purchase a service from an organization addressing social determinants. This is particularly true among  
the following groups: those who believe that “where you live, learn, work, play, and worship impacts 
health and well-being,” that individuals have a responsibility for the health and well-being of the greater 
community and that it is important to address social determinants of health. 

Findings from TRCC’s Nutrition Insecurity, Hunger 
and America’s Policy Priorities survey indicates that 
nearly a quarter of Americans worry significantly 
about their family having enough to eat. These 
numbers are higher still among those under age 
45, individuals earning less than $40,000 a year and 
parents (37% say they worried a great deal). For 
those expressing personal concern about not having 
enough to eat, more than one-third (37%) say they 
didn’t have enough money to buy food while another 

30% indicate they used their money to purchase other necessities.

Recognizing that hunger is still a significant issue in America , survey participants overwhelmingly 
support hunger as a policy priority (76%). This is true across all demographics – age, gender, race, 
income, region, education level and both parents and non-parents.

It is not surprising then that the public also overwhelmingly supports nutrition assistance programs 
designed to address food and nutrition insecurity. More than eight in 10 (81%) say they at least somewhat 
support the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) while a similar number (83%) say they at least 
somewhat support the Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program. Parents and those earning less than 
$40,000 a year are among those who express even greater support – nearly seven in 10 (69%) of parents say 
they wholeheartedly support SNAP and more than seven in 10 (72%) say they wholeheartedly support WIC.

3. HUNGER  
and NUTRITION 
SECURITY remain 
significant concerns  
for Americans.
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At multiple points during the year, TRCC surveyed 
Americans to better understand the impact  
of COVID-19 on behaviors and attitudes related  
to daily life. 

As the pandemic gripped the United States and the 
entire globe, and as it continues to do so, the public 
health and socioeconomic impact of the pandemic 
has been keenly felt, particularly by those most in 
need. Millions of people lost jobs or income, or 
both, making it hard to pay expenses for even basic 
needs such as food and housing. TRCC’s research 
found that roughly one-quarter (26%) had a decrease 

in their income and nearly one-in-five had trouble paying household bills. Hispanics represent the highest 
percentage of individuals in which someone in their household lost a job (31%, compared to 13% nationally). 

The pandemic also impacts whether people can access needed health care. Thirty-three percent  
of respondents did not go to a routine appointment with their doctor, and nearly 20% didn’t  
go to the doctor even when they were sick. 

Americans also experienced a wide range of emotions throughout the pandemic. Nearly nine in 10 are 
concerned about the future at least some of the time (87%), however a similar percent feel optimistic (82%). 
Americans also report feeling joyful some of time (86%), feeling isolated/lonely some of the time (61%) and 
feeling worried/scared some of time (71%). 

Those reporting to be optimistic are largely those under 45 years of age and those earning more than 
$80,000 a year, while those in the lowest income bracket (those earning less than $40,000 a year) report 
higher levels of isolation/loneliness. 

When it comes to getting the COVID-19 vaccine, the percent of people who do not want to be vaccinated 
has remained relatively constant from Spring 2021 through Fall 2021, around roughly one-quarter of 
Americans. Females, those earning less than $40,000 a year, and those without a college education seem  
to be those least likely to want a vaccine.

Roughly eight in 10 Americans are familiar with using 
technology to meet their daily needs. More than 
half of Americans use technology more frequently 
in 2021 than in prior years, and feel the use of 
technology will continue to rise. Males, those under 
age 45, those earning more than $80,000 a year, 
parents and those who are college-educated are 
more likely to feel that technology use will continue 
to increase.

These same demographic groups believe that using 
technology to meet daily needs – such as shopping online and buying groceries virtually – is preferable to 
doing these tasks in person. Specifically, when given a list of ways the internet can help meet daily needs, 

4. The PANDEMIC  
presented – and  
continues to present –  
unique challenges when 
addressing societal  
factors that influence  
health and well-being.

5. TECHNOLOGY’S 
IMPACT on how we  
meet our most basic  
daily needs continues  
to escalate.
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6. The connection 
between CLIMATE 
and health and well-
being is a critical and 
concerning issue.

shopping online for clothes, school supplies, toiletries, and grocery shopping, and video meetings  
with family or friends are the most frequently cited uses of technology. Perhaps because of the pandemic,  
36% of participants indicate they access their doctor through virtual visits. Twenty-three percent of 
respondents use video conferencing for work and nearly 20% use virtual education technology. Using  
a mobile phone to meet daily needs is the preferred type of online device. 

With the increased influence of technology in our lives, nearly one in five Americans (18%) do not use 
technology to meet their basic needs. Of this group, people over 65 years of age were significantly more  
likely to say they have no interest in using technology; low-income earners were significantly more likely  
to say they do not have enough money to purchase electronic devices. 

Americans are overwhelmingly concerned about  
the immediate impact of climate change on health 
and well-being, and for generations to come. 

Three out of four Americans are either very 
concerned or somewhat concerned about severe 
weather. Nearly eight in 10 Americans believe that 
our climate has at least somewhat of an impact on 
everyday life. And more than eight in 10 believe  
that our climate will have an impact on everyday  
life for future generations. 

Changes to the ecosystem, weather extremes and 
unpredictability are the top reasons why Americans feel the world’s climate will impact future generations.  
Air quality is of significant concern to Americans, ranking second behind neighborhood safety, and slightly 
ahead of access to medical care and access to nutritious food. 

Americans not only recognize the impact of climate and air quality on health and well-being, they want 
policy makers to do something about it. Nearly nine in 10 Americans feel that policy makers should 
make the connection between climate hazards and health a priority, with 46% saying it should  
be the top priority.

Interestingly, while recognizing the role of the 
government and the health care industry in 
addressing health equity, a majority of Americans 
(59%) feel individuals collectively have a 
responsibility for the health and well-being  
of communities. 

Those most likely to believe that each individual is responsible for the health and well-being of the greater 
community are Black, those under 35 years of age, and those with an income of $100,000 a year or more.  
In addition, people in large cities are more likely to say we all have an individual responsibility to address  
these social factors compared to those living in a suburb, small city, or rural area. 

7. We are all in  
this TOGETHER.
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A CALL TO ACTION
This Trends, Attitudes and Perceptions (TAP) research over the last year has shown that there is broadening 
education and understanding of issues related to health equity. These data points help validate and support 
the ongoing effort and need for increased advocacy and policy that addresses health disparities and health 
equity, as well as the continuing need to enhance and increase awareness and education of these issues 
among critical audiences. This includes issues such as poverty and hunger, along with more recent areas 
of focus such as the pandemic, technology and climate change - and the significant and growing impact 
these factors have on the overall health and well-being of individuals and communities. The data from these 
consumer insight surveys also suggest that Americans are not uniform in their beliefs and actions, further 
emphasizing the need for targeted education and awareness with a recognition that demographic segments 
have different attitudes and perceptions about these issues.

EIGHT POINT CALL TO ACTION
In 2020, the Coalition published the Status of Health Equity Report that included key actions  
to achieve by 2025: 

1. Significantly increasing the number of commercial health plans and health systems  
to embed addressing health inequity goals into their strategic and operational plans. 

2. Payment reform to ensure payment for demonstrated value related to addressing health inequity.

3. Creating a more robust system of educating and training providers about health equity  
and the role health care providers play in addressing these issues. 

4. Defining a national target for healthcare expenditures. 

5. Creating a standardized integrated health benefit technology that connects patients,  
providers and community organizations. 

6. Developing a comprehensive plan to address our nation’s deficits in infant mortality,  
mental health, and substance use disorders.

7. Establishing clearer, standardized metrics for measuring health outcomes related  
to health disparities.

8. Encouraging healthcare organizations to change ongoing education among its critical  
audiences related to health and racial equity, and cultural competency issues within the workplace. 

The need to continue to build and expand on this Call to Action is clearly illustrated in the research 
conducted by TRCC over the last year. The pandemic has underscored and laid bare that the playing field 
isn’t level. Research has shown that poverty and economic stability are at the heart of American’s ability to 
achieve health. And technology will increasingly impact how Americans meet their most basic needs now 
and for generations to come. Telehealth has expanded since the onset of the pandemic, which has worked 
well in some circumstances but less well in others. 

Of the seven key takeaways from the survey findings over the last year, climate change has emerged as  
a major factor to be considered in addressing health and well-being. Global warming, which jeopardizes  
the health and well-being of tens of millions around the globe, is no longer a ‘separate’ issue. The need  
for clean drinking water, land for farming, protection of habitats and species, and the ability to produce 
affordable clean, renewable energy is very much linked to nutrition and hunger, affordable housing, 
transportation and isolation.  
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The Root Cause Coalition’s three pillars of advocacy, education and research guide the work of the  
Coalition. The research conducted this past year underscores the interconnectedness of these three  
major areas of focus. For The Root Cause Coalition, that means providing the right educational tools  
to members so they can advocate for policies that address the many issues that support health equity.  
Research has shown that there is a need for thoughtful change and engagement at all levels. This  
consumer insight research has been conducted with an eye for leading with data and science, and  
ensures that education and advocacy efforts are not done in a vacuum. This past year has shown how  
critical it is to lead with the facts. 

ABOUT THE ROOT CAUSE COALITION
The Root Cause Coalition was founded in 2015 by ProMedica and the AARP Foundation to address  
the socioeconomic factors influencing health and well-being, such as economic stability, nutrition and  
hunger insecurity, housing insecurity, education, isolation and mental health, by working with cross-sector 
organizations from around the nation.  Today the Coalition is more than 90 member organizations strong, 
representing healthcare, insurance, business, education, faith communities, social services, local  
government, foundations, food banks and food assistance organizations; large and small.  We come  
from different backgrounds but share a common mission – to reverse and end the systemic root causes  
of health inequities for individuals and communities.

CONTACTS
Barbara J. Petee Tom Dorney Alexandra Lewin-Zwerdling 
Executive Director Director Senior Advisor, Research and Communications 
bpetee@rootcausecoalition.org tdorney@rootcausecoalition.org alexandra@rootcausecoalition.org

This report was developed using the surveys listed below.   
Methodology is included within each report’s release.

Social Determinants of Health: Consumer Sentiment and Insights 
www.rootcausecoalition.org/post/health-beyond-medicine-americans-significantly-impacted- 
by-underlying-social-determinants-of-health#viewer-a9cfg

Perceptions of COVID-19 on Health Equity and Social Determinants 
www.rootcausecoalition.org/post/routine-doctor-s-appointments-missed-and-a-salary-decrease- 
two-reported-trends-over-the-past-year

COVID-19 Behaviors and Implications for Health Equity 
www.rootcausecoalition.org/post/your-age-as-the-telltale-sign-of-covid-19-habits

Nutrition Insecurity, Hunger and America’s Policy Priorities 
www.rootcausecoalition.org/post/americans-overwhelmingly-support-hunger-as-policy-priority

Perceptions of Poverty in America and Understanding of Social Determinants of Health 
www.rootcausecoalition.org/post/america-s-understanding-of-place-as-a-health-indicator-falls-short

Consumer Insights: Technology and Daily Needs 
www.rootcausecoalition.org/post/consumer-insights-technology-and-daily-needs

Climate, Health and Well-Being: Attitudes and Perceptions 
www.rootcausecoalition.org/post/americans-are-deeply-concerned-about-severe-weather- 
and-related-health-issues
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