
AnC Mini Session:

“Recalibrating” the use of race in health 

research: Why, when, and how?

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1s-LW5LcL7TIZH2i4FMkP_jGn4WSdBRhR/view?usp=sharing


Key points of the article

● Race is a historical, poorly-specified 

measure that nevertheless has a great 

deal of explanatory power when it comes 

to health

● Race is used both implicitly and explicitly 

in medical research
○ Implicitly: social determinants of health

○ Explicitly: assessing lung and kidney 

functioning, screening for diabetes, etc.



Some rhetorical (and legitimate) questions asked by the editorial

What does “race” define?”

Is any progress addressing [health] inequities possible if race as a measure is 

banned? 

How much would be lost if [race as a variable] were eliminated?

Is there a better tool in research and policy efforts?

Are there some situations in which race variables remain valuable?

What strategy would generate research that diminishes rather than increases 

inequalities and injustice?



Some paths forward?

1. Execute a systematic review of prior research because race may have been 
exhausted as a tool and is futile to study again, or may offer insight for how a new 
study may best leverage past work, or create novel hypotheses; 

2. If race measurements are deemed appropriate, carefully consider collateral, 
explanatory biological and sociologic variables appropriate to include in the 
same investigation, and how standardization, accuracy, and relevance may 
be enhanced in explaining race-based signals;

3. In any comparative analyses, investigators should consider whether White race  
should be the reference standard because normative values are reasonable, but 
normal designations that characterize some humans as aberrant are problematic; 

4. Carefully consider the potency of any race-related research and gauge a holistic 
portfolio of clinical and social consequences, including the amelioration or 
aggravation of existing inequalities.



“The Masquerade of Racial Group Differences in Psychological Sciences”

“Race is not a 

variable.”

- James Jackson

https://vimeo.com/45247299

https://vimeo.com/45247299
https://vimeo.com/45247299


If race is not a 

variable, what is it?

From: VanderWeele TJ, Robinson WR. On the causal 

interpretation of race in regressions adjusting for 

confounding and mediating variables. Epidemiology. 

2014;25:473–484



A comment on within-group vs. between-group analyses

“Caucasians have traditionally been considered as the ‘‘control group’’ by which an understanding 

of minorities is gained from observing differences. There are some inherent difficulties with this 

perspective. 

● First, there is a long history of research that does not include ethnic groups other than 

Caucasians. The validity of that research is seldom questioned in relation to the 

generalizability to the population but the validity of the reverse, research focused on a 

minority groups, is often examined. 

● Second, Caucasians are sometimes thought to be needed in an analysis of ethnic minorities 

to assess differences. There is an assumption of differences, but different from what? The 

assumption seems to be that Caucasians represent some sort of standard from which ethnic 

minorities deviate. 

● Finally, group-difference studies sometimes assume that the same underlying processes 

produce the outcome of interest. However, the process might be different and therefore leads 

to a difference in outcomes.”

Keith E. Whitfield, Jason C. Allaire, Rhonda Belue, and Christopher L. Edwards. Are Comparisons the Answer to Understanding Behavioral Aspects of Aging in Racial and 

Ethnic Groups? J Gerontol B Psychol Sci Soc Sci. 2008 Sep; 63(5): P301–P308. doi: 10.1093/geronb/63.5.P301

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Whitfield%20KE%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18818445
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Allaire%20JC%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18818445
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Belue%20R%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18818445
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Edwards%20CL%5BAuthor%5D&cauthor=true&cauthor_uid=18818445
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-ejZCWdGp2ieM0YJ8SgEjRTgsj7guS9G/view?usp=sharing
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3663459/
https://dx.doi.org/10.1093%2Fgeronb%2F63.5.P301


Within-group (Path C) and 

between group (Path A) 

analyses are asking (and 

therefore answering) different 

questions



Discussion

How does the construct of race inform or intersect 

with your research program?



Resources for learning, data, and 

connecting with researchers

Program for Research on Black Americans (PRBA)

Resource Centers for Minority Aging

● Michigan Center for Urban African American Aging Research 

(MCUAAAR)

● Michigan Center for Contextual Factors in Alzheimer’s 

Disease (MCCFAD)

National Institute on Minority Health and Health Disparities (NIMHD) 

Summer Training Institute (Applications due March 8)

Hispanic Community Health Study

Jackson Heart Study

Annotated Bibliography on within-group vs. between-group 

differences

https://prba.isr.umich.edu/
https://www.rcmar.ucla.edu/
https://mcuaaar.org/
https://mccfad.isr.umich.edu/
https://www.nimhd.nih.gov/programs/edu-training/hd-research-institute/
https://sites.cscc.unc.edu/hchs/
https://www.jacksonheartstudy.org/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1cEYu18ua8M9kIhddZ3WaXIyUxHuPdF9g4Ks5k5Z2Sdo/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/RCMD/

