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Are we doing research that 
makes a difference to the health 

of the public?

Does the research we do help to 
alleviate disparities in health?



From Brownell and Roberto, Lancet 2015



DEVELOPING RESEARCH QUESTIONS



Strategic research questions
• Be inspired by the things that make you angry, 

upset, things that are unfair, things that you want to 
change.

• Understand the gaps in our understanding OR the 
gaps in awareness that research can address.

• Know what questions you have the tools to address.

• Who is the audience?  Who are the change agents?



Additional considerations

• Be wary of research questions chosen only for 
expediency
– But recognize that publications are important

• A good strategic research question may still 
require several smaller questions to lay the 
groundwork.

• The value of working in teams/ 
transdisciplinary research



UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT OF 
YOUR RESEARCH



Understanding patterns of health and disease
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Adapted from Braveman et al., for RWJ Foundation
Commission to Build a Healthier America | 
www.commissiononhealth.org

Interaction with genetic/other biological factors



Dankwa-Mullins et al.  



CONDUCT AND PUBLISH HIGH 
QUALITY RESEARCH



Academic currency
• Rigorous analysis
• Skeptical objectivity
• Peer review publication
• High impact journals
• Who is the audience you are trying to reach?

• Researcher or advocate?



CASE STUDY:  MY PATIENT
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Causes of premature mortality in SF

African American (○)
Latino/Hispanic (△)
Asian/Pacific Isl (×) 
White (+)

Similar data for women 
(heart disease #1) but 
trauma/drugs replaced 
by cancers

Aragon, et al. BMC 
Public Health 2008



When do Heart Failure Deaths Occur?
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Source: Jolly S, Bibbins-Domingo K. Am J Med 2010; 123(9):811-18 





New Cases of Heart Failure in the Black 
and White Young Adults

Source: Bibbins-Domingo et.al. NEJM 2009; 360(12):1179-90.

In our study of over 5000 
young adults followed for 
20 years:

• 1 in 100 black men and 
women develop heart 
failure before age 50.

• Blood pressure 
elevation in 20’s was 
strongest predictor.

• Development of 
diabetes in 20’s and 
30’s also important.



HEALTH

Behaviors Medical Care

Living & Working Conditions
in Homes and Communities

Economic & Social 
Opportunities and Resources

My mental map for heart failure and hypertension

Adapted from Braveman et al., for Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
Commission to Build a Healthier America | 
www.commissiononhealth.org

Interaction with genetic/other biological factors

• Young people less likely to 
have access to medical care

• Doctors less likely to treat 
young people with high blood 
pressure

• Worse in minority populations

• Poor diet (low fruits and 
vegetables, high processed 
foods- high sodium, high 
sugar)

• Alcohol and drugs

• Overweight/obesity

• Racial discrimination

• Stress

• Housing insecurity

• Incarceration

• Environmental exposures

• Poverty 



CASE STUDY:  POLICIES THAT HARM OUR 
EFFORTS AT PREVENTION



From Brownell and Roberto, Lancet 2015
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Most of us are eating far too much salt

80% from processed or prepared food (already added)

Small reductions in food supply
could result in large benefits in
cardiovascular disease 
prevented. 

Bibbins-Domingo, K. et. al. NEJM, 2010, 362 (7):590-99. 



National Sodium Reduction Initiative (NSRI)
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2006 2011

Slide courtesy of Dr. Cheryl Anderson



From Brownell and Roberto, Lancet 2015



Highly effective cholesterol-lowering agents

Priced at $14,000 per year

Kazi, et al.  JAMA. 2016;316(7):743-753

Effective, 
but not cost-
effective



From Brownell and Roberto, Lancet 2015
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Wang, et al.  Health Affairs (Millwood) 2012 Jan;31(1):199-207.

17 billion dollar savings 
from cardiovascular 
disease avoided

Additional 13 billion 
revenue from tax
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Isn’t the soda tax a regressive tax?
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CASE STUDY:   WRITING TO REFRAMING 
THE DISCUSSION



The story of BiDil
• 1990’s  - V-Heft trial mortality benefit from 

isordil/hydralazine combination
– Use superseded by ACE inhibitors

• 2000’s – Nitromed creates combo pill
– FDA refuses NDA
– Trial in African Americans only
– FDA approves NDA for African Americans
– Price of generic medications -> increases to 3000/yr





1. Drug approval for a specific group implies a differential response that has not 
been tested

2. In approving a drug for a specific race-ethnic group, FDA risks incentivizing 
trials in less diverse patient populations

3.  In turn, this may lead to more studies designed solely for niche marketing



1. By endorsing race as a treatment indication, the FDA unscientifically endorsed a 
biological model of race.

2. The use of the health disparities argument to justify approval suggests a “solution” 
(race-targeted pharmacology) for a “problem” (racial disparities in health) and elevates 
biological difference in medication response to an important cause of health disparities 
without evidence.

3. Using health disparities to justify the “creation” of an expensive medication is perverse.



If we want to get at the root 
causes of disparities in heart 
disease, we need to look at a 
number of factors, such as under-
use of common, standard 
therapies in African Americans, as 
well as inadequate preventive 
care. We need to pay attention to 
the complex social problems --
most notably poverty and 
inequality -- that interact with 
human biology to produce poor 
health. And finally, we must 
recognize that eliminating health 
disparities also requires access to 
high-quality, affordable health 
care for all Americans -- the 
important issue that Congress is 
rightly debating.



Dissemination
• For academic publications – think about the simple take-

home message for the audience you want to reach

• Do not confuse academic publication with the type of 
dissemination that can create change.

• Learn to use the language of:
– Media, Healthcare organizations, Guideline-making 

organizations, Politicians, Advocacy groups, Community 
members

• Takes time, but has its own rewards



From Brownell and Roberto, Lancet 2015
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Interaction with genetic/other biological factors
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