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Healthcare, Poverty, and COVID-19 

By Kurt Mosley 

 When considering what makes peo-
ple in the United States healthy or 
unhealthy, most Americans are likely 
to cite lifestyle choices, such as diet 
and exercise, and genetics as the de-
termining factors, but not poverty. 
The fact is, however, that one’s zip 
code has more to do with health than 
one’s genetic code, as the chart below 
illustrates: 
 
Keys to Personal Health 
Behaviors (diet, exercise, tobacco, 
drugs, sexual activity)—30% 
 
Social/economic factors 
(employment, education, income, 
safety, family support) - 40% 
 
Environment (air quality, water  
quality, housing, transit) -10% 
 
Clinical care (access to care,  
quality of care) - 20% 
 
Source:  Robert Wood Johnson & 
University of Wisconsin Public 
Health Institute 
 
As these numbers show, 60% of 
health is determined by social/
economic or environmental factors, 
while only 20% is tied to access to 
care or quality of care. In general, it 
can be stated that the relative wealth 
of a community largely shapes the 
health of its residents. 
 
We spend $3.5 trillion a year in the 
U.S. on health care. Half of this 
amount can be traced back to just 5% 
of the population, who are mostly 
chronic care patients (so-called 
“frequent healthcare flyers”). Many 

of these chronically ill patients are 
trapped in poverty, which undermined 
their health at an early age. 
 
Since preventive care was largely 
unavailable, beginning at the prenatal 
stage, many of these patients devel-
oped multiple chronic problems that 
require intervention their entire lives. 
The “social determinants of health” – 
including income, job security, envi-
ronmental safety and others – are 
stacked against those who live in pov-
erty, compromising their health and 
driving up what the nation pays for 
healthcare.   
 
The late Richard “Buz” Cooper, a 
highly regarded oncologist and 
healthcare policy analyst at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania, was one of 
the first to point out the poverty/health 
connection in his landmark 
book Poverty and the Myths of 
Healthcare Reform, published in 2016 
by John Hopkins University Press. He 
argued that addressing poverty was a 
better way to reduce healthcare spend-
ing than looking for “efficiencies” that 
may not exist. 
 
As Dr. Cooper observed, providing a 
homeless person with a pair of shoes 
is much less expensive than treating 
his frost-bitten feet. Dr. Cooper’s 
analysis, which was disputed at the 
time, is proving to be prescient.  
COVID-19 has only reinforced his 
point. The virus has infected people 
from all economic stations, but it has 
been particularly prevalent and dam-
aging to people who reside in poorer, 
disadvantaged communities.  

Merritt Hawkins explores the con-
nection between healthcare spending 
and poverty in a speaking presenta-
tion entitled, “The Problem is Pov-
erty”.  If you would like more infor-
mation about this presentation, 
please contact Kurt Mosley at  
kurt.mosley@amnhealthcare.com or 
469-524-1446. 
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which SageWest is a part. “A champi-
on for quality care, John combines 
compassion for patients and staff with 
sharp operational skills. We are confi-
dent that he will be a tremendous lead-
er for the hospital, and we look for-
ward to everything SageWest will ac-
complish with John at the helm.” 
 
Whiteside joins the SageWest team 
from Los Alamos Medical Center 
(LAMC), another LifePoint Health 
facility in Los Alamos, New Mexico, 
where he has been serving as CEO 
since 2016.  Prior to LAMC, he served 
as chief operating officer of Mercy 
Regional Medical Center in Eunice, La 
and assistant administrator at Putnam 
Community Medical Center in Palatka, 
Fl.   
 
“John has all of the ideal qualities and 
experience we are looking for in a new 
leader for SageWest,” said Dr. Mel 
Meyer, SageWest emergency medicine 
physician and chairman of the hospi-
tal’s board of trustees. “His commit-
ment to building relationships, foster-

SageWest Health Care announced 
that John Whiteside has been named 
chief executive officer (CEO), effec-
tive December 6. 
 
“John is deeply committed to our 
mission of Making Communities 
Healthier, and we are excited to 
introduce him to SageWest and the 
Fremont County communities,” said 
Sandy Podley, president of Life-
Point Health’s Western Division, of 

ing growth and prioritizing quality and 
patient safety will be a tremendous 
benefit to our communities. We are so 
pleased he is joining the SageWest 
family, and we look forward to work-
ing with him to continue the exception-
al work already underway here.”   
  
Whiteside earned master’s degrees in 
healthcare administration and business 
management from the University of 
Florida in Gainesville, Florida, and 
Leo University in St. Leo, Florida. He 
is a member of the American College 
of Healthcare Executives (ACHE). 
  
“I am excited to make the move to 
Fremont County and am honored to 
have the opportunity to become part of 
the SageWest team,” said Whiteside. 
“These hospitals are a vital asset to 
Fremont County, and I am looking 
forward to working alongside this ded-
icated team as we embark on the next 
chapter together and continue to seek 
new and greater ways to advance our 
mission of Making Communities 
Healthier.” 

John Whiteside Named CEO of SageWest Health Care 
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  MHSC honored with Chamber award  
 
Memorial Hospital of Sweetwater County recently received the Rock Springs Chamber of 
Commerce’s Industry of the Year Award. 
 
“We were so honored to receive this award,” said CEO Irene Richardson. “We are grateful 
to serve our community and to have our staff be recognized for all of their hard work and 
commitment to our patients.” 
 
The Chamber’s Entrepreneur Award, Small Business, Excellence in Customer Service, 
Community Involvement, and Business of the Year honors also were awarded during a sold
-out event in early November. In the Industry of the Year category, MHSC was included 
among several worthy nominees, including Western Wyoming Community College, Sim-
plot, Ciner, Solvay and Genesis Alkali. 

For more on this and all Sweetwater Memorial offers, go to 
sweetwatermemorial.com. 

 


