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Building an Equitable Precision Health Care System 

• Precision medicine has been built on a foundation of inequity

• Health care is unfair, unjust, racist, and discriminatory

• What strategies will overcome disinvestments, flawed science?
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What is health equity?

The absence of avoidable, unfair, or remediable 
differences in health outcomes among groups of 
people whether those groups are defined socially, 
economically, demographically or geographically.  
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https://www.who.int/topics/health_equity/en/



WHICH POPULATIONS ARE INCLUDED IN HEALTH EQUITY RESEARCH?

NIH-designated U.S. populations experiencing 
inequities:

•American Indians/Alaska Natives
•Asian Americans
•Blacks/African Americans
•Hispanics/Latinos
•Native Hawaiians and other Pacific Islanders
•Sexual and gender minorities
•Socioeconomically disadvantaged populations
•Underserved rural populations

As of May 5, 2021 https://www.nimhd.nih.gov/about/overview/ @DrCHWilkins



Artist Angélica Dass rethinks the concept of race by showing the diversity of human skin colors in her global 
photographic mosaic. https://www.angelicadass.com/humanae-project 
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Race is a sociopolitical construct

Race: group a person belongs to (or is 
perceived to belong to)

• based on physical attributes –
skin color, facial features, hair, etc

• fluid (changes over time) 
• no biological or scientific basis
• In the U.S., race has been 

primarily used for oppression
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Genetic 
Ancestry

Race

BioVU Study: 30,000+ patients
Kidney disease
Sickle Cell anemia

Hypertension
Fatigue

Acktins et al; Using electronic health records to identify health disparities. Manuscript in 
progress.

U54 - MD010722 – Vanderbilt Miami Meharry Precision Medicine Disparities Collaborative@DrCHWilkins



1% 5%% Non-European, Non-Asian

Popejoy and Fullerton 2016
Quansah and McGregor 2017
Sirugo, Williams and Tishkoff 2019 @DrCHWilkins

Foundational Inequity: Genomics is 
Exclusive



Hall et al 2009; Caswell-Jin et al 2018; Ndugga-Kabuye and Issaka 2019; Chapman-Davis et al 2020; 
Kwon et al 2020; Roberts et al 2020.

Foundational Inequity: Variants of Undetermined 
Significance More Common in Minoritized 
Groups 
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Wilkins CH. Slide created April 2018.
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Asian, Black, and Hispanic patients received less 
supplemental oxygen than White patients



Unequal Treatment
• Published in March 2002 by Institute 

of Medicine  

• Refers to racism >150 times
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Carlos RC, Obeng-Gyasi S, Cole SW … Wilkins CH. Linking Structural Racism and Discrimination and Breast Cancer 
Outcomes: A Social Genomics Approach. J Clin Oncol. 2022 May 1;40(13):1407-1413. 

Linking Structural Racism and Discrimination and Breast 
Cancer Outcomes: A Social Genomics Approach
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Consuelo H. Wilkins, MD, MSCI; Senior Vice President and Senior Associate Dean for Health Equity; 
Professor of Medicine; Vanderbilt University Medical Center

A
• Bolus of funding for higher quality reference data, identify 

novel variants,  accurate  sets

B 
• Acknowledge some racial/ethnic groups benefit less from 

precision medicine; commit to remedying

C 
• Include social and structural determinants of health data; 

prioritize diverse teams; engage marginalized communities

• Center the needs & preferences of minoritized groups; health & 
science must be trustworthy; acknowledge differing risks 

Building Equitable Precision Health Care
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Are we including the right data?

Health records

Genomics

Images

Proteomics

Poverty

Metabolomics

mHealth

Geospatial

Patient/person reported

Twitter: @DrCHWilkins Slide adapted from Josh Denny 2017
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