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African American Perspectives on Cancer Prevention
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Abstract

The Health Disparities in Cancer Awareness research project 
yielded 32 in-depth interviews with African Americans discussing 
cancer prevention. Participants were recruited primarily through 
street outreach methods. The results indicate prevention messages 
should relay the risks of smoking and alcohol use, as well as counter 
negative health beliefs such as feelings of invincibility and mistrust 
of healthcare practitioners. African Americans may feel more 
comfortable, be more revealing of their true behaviors, and more 
accepting of health information, if there were more neighborhood 
health centers staffed with African American doctors and nurses. 
Media campaigns targeted toward African Americans should 
promote overall good health, healthy diet and exercise, and the 
importance of regular and frequent doctor visits.
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Findings

Cultural Factors 

Health Beliefs and Behaviors
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American culture is Black culture and Black culture 
is American culture. American culture is so unhealthy 
with all the fried foods, McDonald’s and other fast 
food places, so it’s not Blacks, it’s America. 

You have to keep your body in shape and up to par. 
You can’t just sit around and expect your body to be 
healthy all the time.

Socially, that’s what we do and that’s why you see 
high cancer rates in African American women and 
men. It’s hard because it’s what we do.
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Alcohol and smoking are a problem for us. It’s a major 
factor in the health status of African Americans.

Educational Needs
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I don’t think there is enough knowledge out there and 
some forms of cancer are put above others and there 
should be more of a spectrum of cancer education 
and healthy behavior.

I really don’t know how to prevent it. Most of the time 
you fi nd out stuff too late.

I think they should try to get people to be more aware; 
market to youth at a younger age and tell them about 
preventive measures.

Start providing information at a young age, teens 
think they know everything but they don’t. We should 
inform them about their bodies and if we know what 
prevents cancer, we can teach them to stay away 
from it.

Encourage and Motivate Screening
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Outreach is important and letting people know that 
support and help is there and making it accessible. 
Further, universal healthcare would include free 
visits and transportation to testing sites. 

Maybe get free testing about breast cancer so that 
they can have more information about it.
For instance, they have free shuttles that go to 
hospitals maybe they can have free shuttles or bus 
passes and people can come down to testing sites.

People are more apt to talk to and get help from 
members of their own communities so use people from 
our communities. Have diversity in the agencies; that 
would make me feel more comfortable about going to 
the doctor.

Media Prevention Campaigns 
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They can go to cancer education meetings to get 
more information about it. Use celebrities to put out 
the word they can role model to the youth or to the 
people.

Organizations can market to the community-like have 
picnics and barbeques, and have awareness days at 
the barbeque. We’ve seen walk-a-thons but that’s 
been done. Let’s try a new marketing technique, use 
incentives like free stuff or cash payments.

Barriers to Accessing Cancer Prevention Messages

Poverty
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I mean it’s obviously a cycle of poverty so that people 
are born in poverty and stay in poverty.

If I don’t have money how am I going to look for 
help?

If there’s no insurance then you can’t or won’t go to 
the doctor. People have to worry about eating and 
rent… and then something else comes up.

Perceptions of Racism and Mistrust
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It affects the African American communities in many 
ways: don’t like, don’t trust so they stay away from 
them.

Racism can affect everybody because if I’m feeling 
mistreated I’m not going to look for help.

If I think you are racist, why would I tell you the truth 
(about symptoms and risk factors) or go see you?

We don’t believe the information we won’t come 
because we can’t trust you then you rush us out of 
the offi ce.

Lack of Rapport and Communication
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If I didn’t feel comfortable with my doctor, I wouldn’t 
tell them everything because I wouldn’t want to share 
that information with them.

African Americans would feel more comfortable 
going to a Black doctor. They might want to go to 
the doctor and would be more willing to tell the truth 
about symptoms and behavior

Sometimes in the Black community they need 
someone like them in terms of race and gender.

Every culture would feel more comfortable with their 
own. More minorities need to move to self-help to 
help out their own kind.

Lack of doctors affects us greatly, African Americans 
would feel less intimidated because we could relate 
to them, if more African American’s become doctors, 
scientists, nurses, teachers then African Americans 
as a whole would better itself.

Discussion
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Theater as a Tool to Educate African Americans about HIV/
AIDS: The Role of Historically Black Colleges in Addressing 
the AIDS Epidemic in the African American Community
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