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Lewis Morgenstern: Closing the Gaps

When Lewis Morgenstern was 5 years
old, his mother’s mother came to live with him and his
parents in their Manhattan apartment.
“She was a wonderful woman who played a pivotal
role in raising me,” he says. “When I was 12, she had a
large stroke. I remember that as if it happened yesterday.
She survived for a couple of months with all the ravages
of disease, then had another stroke and died. As I grew
older and became more interested in the brain, I decided
to be a neurologist. It was then I realized that stroke was
an unbelievably common disease that nobody studied or
took as a specialty.”
As the director of the U-M Stroke Program, a collaboration among neurology, emergency medicine, neurosurgery, radiology, physical medicine and rehabilitation,
and cardiology since its inception in 2002, Morgenstern
(M.D. 1990) has been doing as much as one person can
to change that.
“Stroke is the No. 1 cause of adult disability in this
country, the No. 1 reason people end up in nursing
homes, and the third-leading cause of death. It’s a very
complicated disease of the body’s most complicated
organ,” he says. “To treat it appropriately and aggressively requires people from a lot of different backgrounds
working together.”
Given its significance, and an aging population, the
fact that it’s such a small blip on the medical radar is both
alarming and all but incomprehensible. Morgenstern
points out that in Texas, where he worked for seven
years before returning to his alma mater, “There are
more than 1,000 board-certified cardiologists, but only
12 stroke doctors.”
Such a state of affairs makes outreach, prevention and
education as vital as helping patients get better. “We
have a fantastic stroke fellowship program here,” he says,
“and we recruit and train only the best individuals who
we think will be leaders in the country.”
A major focus of Morgenstern’s research has been disparities in stroke rates and outcomes between Mexican-

Americans and non-Hispanic whites in the U.S. What he and
his colleagues have learned is that Mexican-Americans have a
much higher incidence of stroke, and their strokes are just as
severe, but they’re less likely to die than non-Hispanic whites.
“As a researcher,” he says, “I have two questions that
follow: What can I do to lower the stroke rate in MexicanAmericans, and what can I learn from Mexican-Americans
that would reduce the death rate in non-Hispanic whites?”
While health disparities research yields information ultimately useful for all populations, Morgenstern’s motivation is
rooted in social justice. “One group should not suffer more than
others,” Morgenstern says. “It’s incumbent upon all of us to
reduce disease in minority populations for clear ethical reasons.”
And what might he have done if he hadn’t become a physician? “I would have enjoyed being a commercial airplane pilot,” he says. “I’ve always had this incredible love of airplanes
and of travel, and I think that would be really cool.”
Instead, Morgenstern keeps the Stroke Program flying.
—Jeff MortimeR
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