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The COVID-19 Vaccine & the
Political Determinants 

of Health
 By Gary D. Nelson, PhD

President of Healthcare Georgia Foundation

        In January 2021, Healthcare Georgia Foundation partnered with Public Policy Polling to conduct a
statewide public opinion survey among 1,379 Georgia voters on their perceptions of the COVID-19 vaccine.
The survey results indicate that a majority of Georgia voters (58%) are likely to get the coronavirus vaccine,
with a plurality (45%) saying they would definitely get the vaccine if it were available to them now and a
further 13% saying they would probably get the vaccine. Just 22% say they would definitely not get the
vaccine.  What we have subsequently learned is that there are forces driving individual decision-making
that rival the effectiveness of public health science and its strategic response to COVID-19.
        The Foundation’s concern then and today was that acceptance of the COVID-19 vaccine would likely
resemble the path of COVID-19 testing: inequities would exist among Georgians across many demographic
factors-age, race, ethnicity, geography, income, etc. Further, we believed that the social determinants of
health, the “causes of the causes” (Dr. Paula Braveman, UCSF), would assume greater importance than the
heroic efforts of public health. These demographic factors and social determinants were found to be very
important but not sufficient to account for an individual’s decision to receive the vaccination. Instead,
what emerged and became our focus was one of the most powerful factors contributing to health
inequities--the political determinants of health. As we are reminded, “politics shape policy and policy
impacts health” (Georges C. Benjamin, American Public Health Association).
        Daniel Dawes, Director of the Satcher Health Leadership Institute and author of the Political
Determinants of Health points out the powerful effect of policy and politics on health inequities. Health
inequities have become the yardstick for measuring effective health policy. Our statewide COVID-19
vaccine survey findings support his position and the emerging narrative he advances on politics and policy.
Among Georgia voters responding to the survey, Democrats (72%) expressed greater confidence in the
vaccine’s safety and effectiveness compared to Republicans (59%). Democrats (68%) were more likely to
indicate that they would get the coronavirus vaccine than Republicans (53%). More Republicans (44%)
would probably not or definitely not get the coronavirus vaccine compared to Democrats (25%).
        Finally, the response of Georgia voters was examined based on their voting preference for 2020 U.S.
President. Among voters, differences were found between Trump and Biden supporters regarding their
beliefs that the vaccine is safe (Trump 36%, Biden 64%); effective (Trump 33%, Biden 58%); and their
likelihood of getting the coronavirus vaccine once available (Trump 25%, Biden 70%).
        That we are a nation and state with deep divisions is abundantly clear. However, we have long ignored
the role of policy and politics in the distribution of money, power and good health. A belief that the health
of each and every one of us is inextricably linked to the health of all of us is today the subject of political
theatre and the basis for partisan politics. We must connect the dots between beliefs regarding individual
rights and responsibilities evident in policy and legislation and their detrimental effects on health. If not,
we surrender to further production and perpetuation of health inequities.
 
Note: Survey findings can be found on the Healthcare Georgia Foundation website www.healthcaregeorgia.org.  An
upcoming commentary will address survey findings aligned with race ethnicity, and health inequities.
 

https://www.healthcaregeorgia.org/
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A BETTER WAY GROCERS

How did A Better Way
Grocers begin its mission to
bring fresh food to people
living in a food desert? Can
you tell us about the origin
of your organization and
some insight into what you
all do?
 
H.E.R.O's is an acronym for
Helping Everyone Reach
Opportunities. So when there
were talks about food deserts
here in Albany, back in 2017,
we looked at what we can do.
We worked with school-aged
children as well, and it was
something that was already
kind of happening around

food. When we would pull out
certain foods or we would go
to serve them certain foods,
and they would say it was
grass or something, they
didn't know what it was. So
we had many things that
pushed us when the light bulb
that came on around food
deserts for us. We actually
went to a senior hunger
conference in Atlanta, which
really brought it home when I
saw that there was a van that
was delivering food in Texas.
When I came back home, I
said well, I know we're talking
about food deserts and food
insecurity; I think there's

something that we can do. We
purchased our grocery truck
the Friday after I returned
from that conference, I
believe. Then we started to
research on how we can build
it out, what departments that
we had to get licensed in, how
we will be able to accept S.N.
A.P benefits, and which
neighborhoods that we would
pursue to roll around in. So it
all started back in 2017. 

An Interview with Tiffany and Tommie Terrell, Founders
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It seems like an
understatement to say that
the COVID-19 pandemic has
brought an increased need for
your mobile grocery. What has
it been like for you all, as you
continue to provide this
nutritious food to
communities while we're all in
this heightened state of
urgency that we're
experiencing?
 
We've seen the need increase
drastically - it's almost doubled.
We got calls from family
members from all over Atlanta,
Texas and Florida for their loved
ones that live here in Albany
requesting for us to deliver food
directly to them and keep them
from having to go to the
grocery store. Many people
didn't know this type of service
exists.
 
The demographics here in
Albany for African Americans
were affected heavily,
especially with the pre-existing
conditions. It kind of started a
buzz of people wanting to eat
differently. So then we
researched a bit from that -
people were curious about
what this food did and what
that food did, and will this help
for diabetes and would this
help for my high blood 
pressure, etc.

In what ways have you all adjusted your typical mobile
grocery store schedule in the face of the pandemic? Are
you shifting to more of a grocery basket delivery model or
are people still able to board the bus and choose their
selections?
 
We do still allow people to board the bus - with that, it takes
a little bit longer, but we sanitize them coming on and
coming off. Then we only allow one family unit at a time to
board the bus. Though that has increased our wait times to
get to different spots, but we look at it the same way as a in
a grocery store: we just have to wipe down the rails that
people use to walk up and wipe down the cooler doors.
 
We still use the drop off model, too. I had a call from a lady
who was feeling sick but didn't want to go out, so she was
quarantining. For those people, we gather the items they
want, and drop it off at their door.
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Since you were already delivering to a food desert, how have you seen the pandemic affect
these communities that were already struggling to have access to fresh foods? 

 
If we were located in a storefront, we would be your typical mom and pop store. So we know
that those stores have a harder time getting access to quality items or maybe getting put on
the back burner for certain items. I've had to have a heart to heart talk with some of our
vendors saying, “Hey, I know you have big stores that you're serving, but we need food. We
need it here for many reasons”. Once we had that talk, things shifted a little bit and we were
able to get some of our quality foods delivered.
 

 
What are you all most looking forward to in 2021 with A Better Way Grocers?

 
Providing more access. We've had a demand for us to come to different communities, so
maybe adding some additional buses and expanding the Better Way model.
 
There's a segregation between what people see when they look at the (Better Way Grocers)
bus providing fresh food access. They'll say, “I'm not going to shop from that bus - that's for
low income people.” We want to keep building on the Better Way model, and keep letting
people know that we all can stand to eat better. It's just not for a certain demographic of
people. we're looking to maybe integrate a community-wide event to switch the culture or
even people like you, me or whoever that can stand to eat better. That way, it's a community-
wide thing, and it's not going to segregate this class of people to this other class of people.
Food is food is food; food should be for everybody.
 
 There's a narrative that's being written about low income communities, and we see the data.
But when we're out here collecting data, it's a little different. Some data says that even if you
provide it (healthy food), they won't buy it. But our data is showing us that if it's available and
they can see it and it looks good - and you have people who are on the ground ground floor
with them, (like us) that can tell them that you know how to cook it and how to prepare it -
they're more inclined to buy it and then they'll become repeat buyers of it.
 
 
 
 
 
 

To learn more about A Better Way Grocers,
visit www.abetterwaygrocers.com

https://www.abetterwaygrocers.com/


ATLANTA WEALTH 
BUILDING INITIATIVE

An Interview with Latresa McLawhorn Ryan, Executive Director
 

Can you tell us a little bit about how the Atlanta Wealth Building initiative was
founded and what your main areas of impact are focused on?

 
 
The Atlanta Wealth Building Initiative was originally founded at the Community Foundation of
Greater Atlanta, and then it was adopted in 2017 by the Annie E. Casey Foundation and The
Kendeda Fund to focus on racial wealth equity. Before 2017, the organization was dormant for
several years, but the original tenets of the purpose of the organization aligned with a more
dedicated focus on racial wealth equity. Before establishing this new AWBI, the board was very
intentional about ensuring the work was grounded and really focused on identifying and
addressing gaps in the ecosystem versus recreating work already happening in the community.
To this day, we are very focused on ensuring that we are not doing anything repetitive. We are
here to fill gaps and to raise awareness about what’s happening in the city as a whole. We
convened stakeholders over eighteen months to get a sense of what work they were doing,
ways they could work together, gaps that they saw in the ecosystem, and what they felt was
needed to close the racial wealth gap. These Community of Practice convenings led to the
development of recommendations to establish an organization to act as a convener and
coordinator of resources to ensure organizations were not working in silos, and find ways to
raise awareness about the work across the broader community. In order to close the racial
wealth gap, to address the root causes and to do so with our groundwater solutions, we have
to ensure that everyone is involved.
 
As a very data driven organization, our development was based on a Prosperity Now report we
commissioned which found that 96% of Black-owned businesses in Atlanta are sole
proprietorships. We also found that the median income of a Black family in Atlanta was
$28,000 compared to $83,000 for a White family. While their income was $28,000 for
individuals or families, for entrepreneurs their business asset value was around $58,000. Based
on that data, we decided to begin with focusing on business enterprise. Our work focuses on
entrepreneurship, small businesses, as well as cooperatives and worker-owned collaboratives as
an initial focus, because even though the asset average is $58,000 it exceeds the median Black
family income by $30,000. It is also important to note, however, the average value of a White-
owned company is $658,000 in Atlanta. Accordingly, there is still great disparity across the
board, but we see this as a model and a first step for our many community wealth building
initiatives, or strategies that we implement to lift the community as a whole.
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"In order to close the racial wealth gap, to address the root
causes and to do so with our groundwater solutions, we have to

ensure that everyone is involved."

Much of your work involves the serious income inequality that exists in Atlanta, which was
such a longstanding issue before the COVID-19 pandemic. In what ways have you seen the

landscape of financial security shift since the pandemic began?
 
As you mentioned, COVID-19 merely highlighted disparities that already existed. We know that
the number of Black-owned businesses nationally has plummeted from 1.1 million in February
of 2020 to 640,000 in April of 2020. We are currently undergoing a pretty extensive evaluation
process to assess where businesses are in Atlanta right now as a result of COVID-19. We know
businesses are closed, there is a significant increase in food insecurity, and a number of people
have lost jobs.
 
Those losses combined with the recent awakening and uprisings which further highlighted
racial disparities across the board since COVID-19 started in March of 2020, families have been
just drastically impacted on all levels. We are trying to quantify that with specifics, particularly
for the Black community, but we know from our partners and from the work that we've done,
that there are not enough resources across the board to help families as they are trying to
sustain themselves - much less recover.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
AWBI has provided grants and zero interest loans to Black-owned businesses through the

COVID-19 small business relief fund. Can you tell us a little bit more about these programs
and other elements of your pandemic response?

 
It all began the weekend before the Monday morning when things started to shut down. We
started receiving calls that weekend from our Community Practice members sharing that many
of the businesses they support already had conferences and events that were cancelled. In
some cases, these events constituted their revenue for the rest of the year. So there was a need
to respond quickly.
 
We launched our COVID-19 small business impact survey in short order within a couple of days
so partners could focus on helping as many people as possible as quickly as possible. Helping
funders as well as resource providers was critical to immediately address the greatest
immediate needs then grow and evolve those resources over time. Through our survey, we
learned that 68% of businesses would not be able to survive more than two to three weeks
without revenue. With the shutdowns pending both formally and informally, we knew capital
needed to be available for these businesses. As a result, we dedicated some of our annual grant
making capital to create our COVID-19 Small Business Relief Fund. This fund was quickly
matched by the Greater Atlanta COVID-19 Response and Recovery Fund established by United
Way and the Community Foundation of Greater Atlanta.
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It was critical to ensure the criteria was flexible, and to provide the support we knew our
businesses needed. We also required technical assistance as a requirement for the grants or
loans to allow for more flexible terms and underwriting criteria.
 
While we were among the very first, most programs that have been announced now include a
technical assistance component due to a developing understanding that more than just capital
is needed: businesses need emergency capital, but they also need technical assistance,
financial assessments, marketing promotions, the ability to transition to e-commerce
platforms, and more. We started a fund with initially $615,000. By the end of 2020, we
provided $1,200,000 in grants, technical assistance, and loans to 70 businesses and 13
nonprofits.
 

What are some things that AWBI will be focusing on in 2021?
 

As an organization, we are specifically focused on the Black community because that's where
the greatest disparities lie throughout Atlanta. In closing the racial wealth gap, it's important
to be explicit and to start within the Black community because the numbers were so drastic.
The disparities that exist across the board, not just with wealth, but within healthcare,
education, the criminal justice system, access to capital - within pretty much every facet of
society, the drastic disparities are very much the same.
 
Going into 2021, as part of the COVID-19 recovery and addressing the needs of the
communities that we serve, we will continue our evaluation effort. We're also launching an
Advancing Enterprise Prosperity 1,000 Black Businesses in 1,000 Days campaign. The campaign
is focused on increasing the number of Black-owned businesses that can hire employees and
pay them a living wage. It’s become even more important as a result of COVID-19 and more
critical to provide assistance, and to facilitate holistic support for businesses as a result of the
pandemic. The campaign includes focus on anchor institution strategy, workforce development
at the neighborhood level for neighborhood residents and businesses, as well as retention and
placement efforts.
 
Often, when people think about wealth, they think about individuals or families increasing
their income or increasing their assets. However, the way that we define wealth is as your net
worth tied to financial performance; but wealth is also the social capital of connection. It is
the intellectual capital of access to quality education. It’s really the freedom of choice; it's the
freedom to have options, the ability to make decisions and have control over the life you create
for yourself, your family, those you love, what you care about, and being empowered to have
options to make decisions and have agency.
 
 
 
 
 

To learn more about the 
Atlanta Wealth Building Initiative, 

visit www.atlantawealthbuilding.org/

https://www.atlantawealthbuilding.org/


Register at www.georgiaerc.org
for free access to the Evaluation
Toolkit!
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HealthTecdl is a statewide distance learning program designed to
strengthen the core operations of nonprofit health organizations

and community partnerships in Georgia.
 

Register today at www.healthtecdl.org to access our full library of
free resources!
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The Georgia Evaluation Resource Center offers evaluation
tools and services tailored to help nonprofit health

organizations achieve better outcomes.
 

http://www.georgiaerc.org/
https://www.healthtecdl.org/
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Service In the Midst of Crisis: How Georgia's
United Way Organizations Are Navigating

the COVID-19 Pandemic

As part of Healthcare Georgia Foundation's COVID-19 crisis relief
response in July 2020, the Foundation awarded grants to
intermediary organizations who redistributed their funding within
their communities to further increase the impact of the relief
effort.
 
These intermediary organizations included three United Ways:
United Way of Bartow County, United Way of Southwest Georgia,
and United Way of Coastal Georgia. In the video above, leaders
from these organizations share their COVID-19 impact
experiences with the Foundation.

http://vimeo.com/532321452
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FAMILIES AND YOUTH 
INNOVATION, INC

Tell us a little bit about Families and Youth Innovation, Inc. What are some of your
goals, the programs you all have, and focus areas of impact?

Families and Youth Innovation, Inc. (FYI) was created in order to provide an opportunity for
innovation and advancement to Wilkinson County, GA, and the Middle GA area. Ensuring
families have access to resources and capacity to grow are some of our main priorities. Due to
being located in the rural Middle Georgia area, access to transportation, resources, and
affordable pricing has been a recurring issue for our population. FYI offers educational
programs, including one-on- one tutoring and mentoring, in addition to hosting exhilarating
community events like our annual vision board party that promotes goal setting and
accountability.
 
Bud Dupree, formerly #48 with the Pittsburgh Steelers, founded and funded “First 48 Charity”,
a program under FYI. Under First 48 Charity, we provided complementary FUNdamental
football camps, along with Christmas, Thanksgiving, and back-to-school giveaways. Annual
Charity Weekend is the signature event for First 48 Charity. We promote community
togetherness and organize a legal ATV rideout escorted by local police. All proceeds are
donated to the Children’s Hospital of Macon, GA.
 

An Interview with TaKarah DuPree, Executive Director
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How is your organization navigating the COVID-19 pandemic? In general, how is the
Wilkinson community handling this crisis?

As a result of the pandemic, FYI established Wilco C.P.R. (Wilkinson County COVID Pandemic
Relief). We sought funds to provide monthly bill assistance, food boxes, and COVID-19 wellness
kits to the community. We thought it was important to facilitate conversation around
budgeting being that we are unsure how long this hardship will continue, so we also sought
funding to facilitate a virtual financial literacy learning opportunity for youth and adults. With
the help of the school district and local leaders, we aimed to reach the most vulnerable
members of our community by taking referrals and sending special invites to identified families.
We thoroughly screened interested candidates and prioritized recipients based on level of
urgency. This initiative provided financial, hunger, and safety support during this challenging
time and emphasized the ability to adjust budgets and maintain financially. The residents have
been very thankful for the help offered.

This is the year of the ‘pivot’ – how have you all pivoted your programs, events, and
outreach to accommodate for the pandemic?

All face-to-face interactions have ceased until further notice. We’re continuing to offer the
mentoring program and continuing to connect residents to resources via a virtual status. We’re
working on transitioning to a virtual tutoring option, albeit a challenge due to funding and
consideration of the students being burned out from excessive screen time. In the meantime, we
help our former tutees virtually as parents reach out to us.
 
At this time, we’re planning to pivot our annual vision board party into a virtual participation
contest. We’re also planning on working with Family Tree Counseling and Training Center, LLC,
to provide a giveaway for therapy sessions. We feel that individual mental well being is at stake
due to the extensive length of the pandemic. Furthermore, we’re approaching the holiday season
and people are having to decide on being safe within their household or taking a risk to be with
loved ones.
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To learn more about Families and Youth Innovation, Inc. please
visit their website at www.familiesandyouth.org

Families and Youth Innovation, Inc. has established Wilco C.P.R. for COVID-19
pandemic relief for Wilkinson residents. Can you tell us about this initiative?

Wilco C.P.R. stands for Wilkinson County COVID Pandemic Relief. As a result of the pandemic,
we were seeking funds to provide monthly bill assistance, food boxes, and COVID-19 wellness
kits, and to facilitate a virtual financial literacy learning opportunity for youth and adults.
This initiative has provided financial, hunger, and safety support during this challenging time
and emphasized the ability to adjust budgets and maintain financially. We thought it was
important to facilitate discussion around budgeting being that we are unsure how long this
hardship will continue. Furthermore, it’s a skill that would be beneficial in life and not only
during a crisis such as COVID-19. We aimed to reach the most vulnerable members of our
community by taking referrals and sending special invites to identified families with the help
of the school district and local leaders. We thoroughly screened interested candidates and
prioritized recipients based on the level of urgency for each individual. The residents have
been very thankful for the help offered.

What is your biggest takeaway from 2020 and the impact it had on your
organization?

Our biggest takeaway from 2020 has been the opportunity to have The Wilco C.P.R. Project
funded by a grant from Healthcare Georgia Foundation. This opportunity has allowed us to
help our county when in a dire need. It has been so refreshing to be able to provide
assistance. Furthermore, we were accepted into a Resiliency Cohort held by Georgia Center
for Nonprofits. The program has been filled with vital details. Ultimately, 2020 has forced us
to take a step back, reassess our approach, and develop plans for growth.

What are you most hopeful about in 2021?

In 2021, we’re most hopeful about implementing all of our lessons from 2020. We have been
planning day in and day out for pivoting, advancing, and bringing more opportunities to our
underserved county.

https://www.familiesandyouth.org/
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Medication Access and COVID-19:
An Interview with Kiah Williams of

SIRUM
For years, the issue of medication access has been a significant barrier for
Americans. In 2011, Kiah Williams along with George Wang and Adam
Kircher, founded SIRUM: a nonprofit online platform that matches unused,
surplus medications with patients who can't afford their prescriptions.
 
Healthcare Georgia Foundation spoke with Williams to learn more about
how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted SIRUM's work, price hiking,
pharmacy deserts, and how the public can advocate for affordable
medication access.
 

http://vimeo.com/527313051


191 Peachtree Street, NE, Suite 2650  Atlanta, GA 30303
 

Phone: 404.653.0990  
 

Website: www.healthcaregeorgia.org
 
 

https://www.facebook.com/HealthcareGeorgiaFoundation
https://twitter.com/HealthcareGA
https://www.instagram.com/healthcaregafdn/
https://vimeo.com/healthcaregafdn

