
1

The state of the science on metrics 
and data sources

NASEM
06/21/2023

Fernando De Maio, PhD
Vice President, Health Equity Research and Data Use
American Medical Association

Professor, Dept. of Sociology
DePaul University



© 2023 American Medical Association. All rights reserved.

The fundamental problem facing health equity 
researchers
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“We are not were we need to be. And it is 
critical that we understand why... …our 
response …has often been to retreat into ever 
more technical approaches; to believe that 
somehow data can protect us and that 
evidence-based interventions will improve the 
health of our nation.
…So we lie to our young. We train them in 
technical skills when we know policy is not 
determined by p values or by data, but by 
power and politics." 
(Linda Rae Murray, APHA Presidential Address 2011)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jilAipJeyac
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“Galvanizing” Action with Data

“Concerted efforts that familiarize Americans with 
the meaning of the measures, such as portraying 
them in terms of the “GDP of health,” will be a key 
step in building the understanding that can 
galvanize action in and on behalf of populations 
and communities where health disparities are 
prominent.” (p. 84)
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‘Radical’ Statistics

• Describes and challenges inequities (inequalities that are avoidable, 
unnecessary, and unfair)

• Concerned with power, social structure and p values and data

• Historical and political

• Objective but not detached
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Two Core Assumptions

We can measure the social world (with some degree of precision).

Measurement of inequities can spur social change (with the right approach).
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Lesson from COVID: Missing Race and Ethnicity 
Data are not an Accident
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Data as a two-edged sword

• One edge of the sword is "no data, no problem" -- where data suppression is 
done by those who want to keep problems invisible and to shirk accountability.

• The other side is "bad data, big problem" -- where data "gets used badly," often 
to entrench injustice.

Source: Krieger N. (2021) Front. Public Health  



© 2023 American Medical Association. All rights reserved. 11



© 2023 American Medical Association. All rights reserved.12

Speakers

Amy Branum, associate director for science at the National Center for 
Health Statistics, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

Carolyn Liebler, associate professor of sociology at the University of 
Minnesota College of Liberal Arts and the Minnesota Population Center

Sam Harper, associate professor in the department of epidemiology, 
biostatistics, and occupational health at McGill University (virtual)
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