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“I love my job, there are always new problems and lots of 
research that has to be done,” said Dr. Cynthia L. Arfken, PhD.  
“Did I ever think I would live through a pandemic? No, but we 
are learning new information every day about the disease, how 
it affects people and communities and that I find fascinating.” 

Dr. Arfken is an Epidemiologist and a Professor of Psychi-
atry and Behavioral Neurosciences 
at Wayne State University. She re-
ceived her PhD in chronic disease 
epidemiology from Yale University 
and completed a postdoctoral fel-
lowship in alcohol research from 
the University of California in Berke-
ley. She is also a member of the 
Detroit Wayne Integrated Health 
Network’s (DWIHN) Substance Use 
Disorder Oversight Policy Board.  

“I try and improve the health of 
the public, much of my research 

has been aimed at reducing the burden of substance use 
in our communities and increasing the availability of mental 
health services.” 

She has worked on various projects and partnerships to 
bring attention to the number of deaths associated with fen-
tanyl use, training and distribution of naloxone kits, alcohol 
and drug use among the Arab American population and the 
effects of Telemedicine and Telepsychiatry as viable alterna-
tives to face to face contact with health care professionals. 
And although the COVID-19 pandemic is not something she is 
completely familiar with, she can confirm, no one anticipated 
the magnitude of this virus. 

“What we know today about COVID-19 is going to change 
tomorrow,” said Arfken. “The message changes as we gain 

new information. What was said a month ago about the virus, 
may not be the same today or tomorrow or a month from now. 
We are learning as we go.” 

We are also learning just how devastating this virus is, es-
pecially among the black community where 40% of the deaths 
in Michigan have been African Americans. Just recently Gov-
ernor Whitmer appointed Lt. Governor Garlin Gilchrist to chair 
a task force to address the racial disparities from the corona-
virus. 

 “I am interested in these findings as there is a much heavi-
er burden in communities of color and higher death rates of 
men compared to women. There are a lot of theories out there, 
we cannot ignore the history of healthcare access and health 
status of people living in those communities. We must also 
remember that many of our essential workers may have lower 
incomes and need to work so they are traveling on public tran-
sit and to get to their jobs. I believe there isn’t one underlying 
reason for this racial disparity but there are multiple factors.” 

As we continue to learn more each day about COVID-10, 
Arfken continues to support the Governor’s Stay Home, stay 
safe order and offers this advice for people who are strug-
gling. 

“Right now we have all become very aware of the food 
chain and supplies and the demand 
out there on our essential work-
ers. The advantage we have in 
this pandemic that others did 
not have during the flu pan-
demic of 1918 is that we 
have technology. So take 
advantage of that, call your 
friends, keep your routine 
and take care of yourself.” 
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