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WHAT WILL IT 
TAKE TO 

HARNESS 
DATA?:

1. Data to measure and model structural 
racism 

2. Data to identify and measure the 
mechanisms that link racism to 
population health and well-being over 
time



Forms and Faces   
of Power

Source: Lukes, Grassroots Policy Project



“Not everything that matters is 
measurable, and not everything that is 
measurable matters.” ~ A Einstein

Finding balance of measuring what 
needs to be dismantled and our progress 
toward a transformed state

We aspire to ensure public infrastructure 
and social systems nurture collective 
wellbeing and help create the conditions 
where everyone has what they need to 
thrive.

Data to measure and model 
structural racism



The push and pull of objectivity

Who decides what matters and what is measurable? 

There is power in determining what can be measured, 
investment in data collection infrastructure, and who has 
access.

Seemingly objective methodologic choices can have 
important implications for research and action

https://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMms2035717?articleTools=true

https://www.nejm.org/doi/pdf/10.1056/NEJMms2035717?articleTools=true


Methodological approaches 
that can move the field 
forward:

• Historical Context
• Geographical Context
• Multi-faceted, theory-based, 
qual + quant to capture 
systemic properties of 
structural racism

https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2021.01489



Can one measure structural racism in a data 
system that is structurally racist? 

Systems and structures are set up for a reason – which may 
knowingly or unknowingly be racist 

Racial wealth divide and the systems that reinforce the gap:
• Credit scores 
• Lending
• Medicaid expansion 
• Higher education
• Tax code 

“Tax policies ignore the day-to-day reality of most black 
Americans, who are still playing catch-up in a system that 
deliberately excluded them for many years.”



*According to the Federal Reserve, the 'Other/Multiple Races' racial category listed throughout this document includes "those identifying as Asian, American Indian, Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian, Pacific 
Islander, other race, and all respondents reporting more than one racial identification." The White racial category listed throughout this document refers to non-Hispanic Whites.

Median Household Wealth in the U.S among Racial and Ethnic Groups, 2019 



What we know about the racial wealth divide

Policies and 
practices created 
and maintain the 

divide 

Wealth is passed 
from generation 

to generation

In the U.S., many 
households build 
wealth through 
homeownership

Community wealth 
is vital to funding 
public goods, e.g.

education



University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute. County Health 
Rankings National Findings 2022. https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/

A long history of structural racism continues to impact the flow of community resources today.

https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/


Politicization 
of Data

The US Census is fundamental to population health 
data, critical for public health, and has also proven to be 
a potent political instrument.

• 1790 census, slavery, and partial inclusion
• Indigenous populations and inaccurate census and 

health data
• Politics of place (census tracts)
• Attempt to exclude unauthorized immigrants from 

census counts for representation

Addressing structural racism requires data, …

and requires political will

“The problems we are 
facing are probably 

not knowledge 
problems…. They are 

power problems” 

Nancy Krieger, 2019:The US Census and the People’s Health: Public Health Engagement From Enslavement and 
“Indians Not Taxed” to Census Tracts and Health Equity (1790–2018) American Journal of Public 
Health 109, 1092_1100, https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2019.305017 



We reckon with the past and 
current harms of systems of 
oppression.

Data to identify and measure the 
mechanisms that link racism to population 
health and well-being over time



Conceptual 
Models & 

Frameworks 
as Tools

• Conceptual models and frameworks can shape how we all 
make sense of the world, what we measure, how and why

• Population health is one area where many researchers and 
practitioners have developed graphically represented 
frameworks showing broad pictures of health and its drivers

• Health and equity frameworks can serve many purposes:
◦ inform research agendas 
◦ serve as boundary-spanning tools for engagement 
◦ help organize thinking and shape narratives
◦ raise awareness of the influences and interconnections 

that shape health and equity



What Do We Know About the Drivers of Health and 
Equity? A Narrative Review of Graphic 
Representations

M L  G I V E N S ,  B B .  C AT L I N ,  S P.  J O H N S O N ,  E A .  P O L LO C K ,  V N .  
FA U S T,  P  T R A N ,  A N D  D A .  K I N D I G .  H E A LT H  EQ U I T Y. D E C
2 0 2 0 . 4 4 6 - 4 6 2 . H T T P : / / D O I . O R G / 1 0 . 1 0 8 9 / H EQ . 2 0 2 0 . 0 0 1 3

Among the 27 health and equity frameworks that met inclusion criteria:
◦ Few clearly articulated their underlying theories
◦ Most were found in publicly available grey literature--only 8 were 

published in peer-reviewed literature
◦ Earlier frameworks (2001-2004) were intended to guide policy 

development or research, more recent frameworks focused on 
community practice or research.

◦ In addition to inequities in health outcomes, over half of the 
frameworks acknowledged the existence of inequities in determinants 
or policies and half mentioned multiple disparity domains

https://doi.org/10.1089/heq.2020.0013


What Do We Know About the Drivers of Health and 
Equity? A Narrative Review of Graphic 
Representations

M L  G I V E N S ,  B B .  C AT L I N ,  S P.  J O H N S O N ,  E A .  P O L LO C K ,  V N .  
FA U S T,  P  T R A N ,  A N D  D A .  K I N D I G .  H E A LT H  EQ U I T Y. D E C
2 0 2 0 . 4 4 6 - 4 6 2 . H T T P : / / D O I . O R G / 1 0 . 1 0 8 9 / H EQ . 2 0 2 0 . 0 0 1 3

• Most frameworks did not address how health outcomes or 
determinants are distributed across populations or the drivers 
that influence variation in those distributions

• Only 9 frameworks identified some drivers as “fundamental” or 
“root” causes of health inequity

• Terminology varied - 9 frameworks explicitly named racism, 
while 5 frameworks included political or institutional power as 
drivers of health and equity
• Racism = Power + Prejudice

https://doi.org/10.1089/heq.2020.0013


Schulz and Northridge Social determinants of health-implications for environmental health 
promotion Health Education & Behavior, 2014. 31 (4): 455-471 

Hill CV, Perez-Stable EJ, Anderson NA, Bernard MA (2015). The National Institute of Aging Health Disparities 
Research Framework. Ethn Dis. 2015;25(3):245-254.

Example Frameworks Naming Racism as 
Fundamental or Sociocultural



Example Frameworks Naming 
Power as Fundamental

NHS Health Scotland (2016). http://www.healthscotland.scot/health-inequalities/what-are-health-inequalities Accessed May 6, 2019.

ChangeLab Solutions. A Blueprint for Changemakers: Achieving Health Equity Through Law & 
Policy. 2019. Available at https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/blueprint-changemakers
Accessed February 16, 2020.

University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute (2019) Mobilizing Action Toward 
Community Health (MATCH), Health & Equity Framework. 
https://uwphi.pophealth.wisc.edu/

http://www.healthscotland.scot/health-inequalities/what-are-health-inequalities
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/blueprint-changemakers
https://uwphi.pophealth.wisc.edu/


The variation across frameworks implies that the field of 
population health research and practice has yet to reach 
consensus on the determinants of health and equity

This has implications for measurement, methods, and 
shared understanding of the mechanisms that link 
racism to population health and well-being over time



Who is questioning the questioners? 

T H I S  P O E M  I S  C O M M E N TA R Y  O N  O U R  D O M I N A N T  PA R A D I G M  O F  
E P I D E M I O L O G I C A L  K N O W L E D G E  P R O D U C T I O N  O N  R A C I A L  H E A LT H  

I N E Q U I T I E S .  THE CORE ANIMATING CONCERN 
HERE IS STRUCTURAL RACISM— NOT 
JUST AS A THING ‘OUT THERE’ TO STUDY 
IN RELATION TO HEALTH INEQUITIES, 
BUT ALSO A THING ‘IN HERE’ THAT 
SHAPES HOW WE DO WHAT WE DO AND 
WHO GETS TO DO IT— T H AT  I S ,  E P I S T E M I C  A N D  
M E T H O D O L O G I C A L  N O R M S ,  A N D  M AT T E R S  O F  I N C L U S I O N  A N D  
R E P R E S E N TAT I O N  T H AT  R A I S E  Q U E S T I O N S  A B O U T  P R O C E D U R A L  A N D  
D I S T R I B U T I V E  J U S T I C E .

Ryan J Petteway, Something something something by race, 2021, International 
Journal of Epidemiology, 2022;, dyac010, https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyac010

https://doi.org/10.1093/ije/dyac010


• Recognizing our collective power is 
critical to mobilizing all of our data and 
research tools

• Improving methods and measurement 
requires scholars look inward, to the 
past, and to a new possible in our 
scholarship

• Harnessing data effectively means 
aligning our practices, tools and 
narratives

Marjory Givens, PhD, MSPH
mgivens@wisc.edu

What Will It Take?
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