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Monkeypox: Where are the racial disparities?
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In the United States, 18,101 people have reported mon-
keypox infections with the top cases coming from New
York, California, Florida, Georgia, Texas, and Illinois as
of August 30, 2022.1 The Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) reports that an overwhelming
majority of positive cases are from men (98%) and from
younger adults (median age is 35 years).1,2 Black and
Latinx people comprise the majority of the total cases
reported from August 14th to 20th (33% and 32%,
respectively) even though they make up just a third of
the national population.2,3

Although the CDC has the most comprehensive
national demographic data, they are insufficient and
give a limited snapshot of the ways that monkeypox is
affecting people by race and ethnicity. Only 48% of the
total cases had any race and ethnicity information.1

Because the jurisdictions that report race and ethnicity
are more likely to have racially diverse populations, our
most detailed national demographic assessment of
monkeypox may not be representative across the US.2

Currently, most states do not publicly report cases by
race, which is reasonable for states with a small number
of cases who may have privacy concerns. However,
states with large and growing case numbers should dis-
aggregate data by race and ethnicity. Of the states with
the highest monkeypox burden (>1000 cases), only Cal-
ifornia, New York, and Georgia disaggregate monkey-
pox data by race on their public health agency websites.

This period of the monkeypox outbreak draws paral-
lels to the early months of COVID-19 when the lack of
comprehensive racial data hid the disproportionate
impact of the pandemic on certain racial and ethnic
groups. A lack of comprehensive data needed to combat
an emerging outbreak can lead to inequitable distribu-
tion of resources to the communities most in need and
delay in targeted and culturally appropriate communica-
tion to curb the spread of the disease. There is already
emerging evidence of racially inequitable vaccine distri-
bution. For instance, as of August 24th, 2022, Black resi-
dents in Georgia make up 79% of the positive
monkeypox cases but only 45% of the recipients who
received the first dose of the Jynneos vaccine.4 The
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mismatch in racial burden and treatment may be impor-
tant as the White House recently announced 1.8 million
additional doses to jurisdictions to request.5 With only a
few states publicly reporting on race and ethnicity, deci-
sion-makers may not fully know the racial and ethnic
groups who may need the vaccine more urgently.

Based on data collected by the COVID Racial Data
Tracker, the Boston University Center for Antiracist
Research outlined specific recommendations for
improving racial data collection that also applies to our
early responses for the growing monkeypox epidemic
today.6 First, we must require standardized race and
ethnicity case reporting among all the stages of surveil-
lance systems. The CDC’s encouragement of the Office
of Budget and Management’s race standards is a good
place to start with its inclusion of five race options,
selection of multiple races, and two ethnicity categories.
However, more granular race and ethnicity categories
will better reflect the US demography and highlight the
burden of subpopulations. Second, we must convey the
importance of collecting race and ethnicity to patients,
providers, and staff at the point of data collection. This
is no easy feat because of the historical misuse and mis-
trust involved with reporting race. Third, we must fund
local and state public health agencies to strengthen the
public health workforce and bolster electronic reporting
infrastructure so that race and ethnicity can translate
from one reporting system to another.7 Antiracism pub-
lic health action demands that we first identify groups
most affected so that we can craft policies that prioritize
those needing the most alleviation. Failure to collect
and report racial data during these critical months will
manifest what COVID-19 has already shown: that racial
minorities will be overrepresented in burden and under-
represented in testing and vaccinations nationwide.
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