
PRESENTER 

Amani M. Allen, PhD, MPH 
 
Executive Associate Dean 
Associate Professor 
UC Berkeley School of Public Health 
 
@DrAmaniAllen1 
 



The biology of racism 
To Biologize Racism is to Ignore Its 

Full Impact on the Human Body 
Amani M. Allen 

UC Berkeley School of Public Health 
 

June 9, 2020 



General Adaptation Syndrome  
“fight or flight” 

Selye H. Oral Surgery, Oral Medicine, Oral Pathology and Oral Radiology. 1954 Apr 1;7(4):355-67. 



McEwen, 1998 
McEwen BS, Seeman T. Annals NY Acad Sci. 1999 Dec;896(1):30-47. 

Allostasis & 
Allostatic Load 



The Stress Response Process 

McEwen, B. N Engl J Med 1998; 338:171-179 

McEwen BS, Seeman T. Annals NY Acad Sci. 1999 Dec;896(1):30-47. 



Biopsychosocial Model of  
Racism Stress 

Clark R, Anderson NB, Clark VR, Williams DR.  
American Psychologist. 1999 Oct;54(10):805. 



“Weathering” 

 • Numerous studies show 
Blacks/African Americans have 
higher allostatic load whites. 
 

• Greatest disparity observed 
among Black/African American 
women. 
 

• Pattern consistent after controls 
for socioeconomic factors. 

Geronimus AT, Hicken M, Keene D, Bound J. Am J Public Health. 2006 May;96(5):826-33. 



African American Women’s Heart & Health Study 

Allen AM, Thomas MD, Michaels EK, Reeves AN, Okoye U, Price MM, Hasson RE, Syme SL, Chae DH. Psychoneuroendocrinology. 2019 Jan 1;99:225-35. 
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Alexis N Reeves, Elizabeth K Michaels, Marilyn D Thomas, Uche Okoye, Melisa M Price, Rebecca E Hasson, David H Chae, Amani M Allen. Precision in Stress Measurement: Racial Discrimination, Stress and Blood Pressure 
among African American Women. [embargoed-do not photograph/ share] 

 

African American Women’s Heart & Health Study 
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Hunt SC, Chen W, Gardner JP, et al. Aging cell. 2008 Aug;7(4):451-8. Diez Roux AV, Ranjit N, Jenny NS, et al. Aging cell. 2009 Jun;8(3):251-7. 



Biological Sensitivity to Context 

African American boys age 9 

 

N. Adler et al.  Brain, Behavior, and Immunity 27 (2013) 15–21. 

black and white men and women age 70–79 in Pittsburgh, PA and Memphis, TN 

Mitchell C, Hobcraft J, McLanahan SS, et al. PNAS. 2014 Apr 22;111(16):5944-9. 



Chae DH, Nuru-Jeter AM, Adler NE, Brody GH, Lin J, Blackburn EH, Epel ES. Am J Prev Med. 2014 Feb 1;46(2):103-11. Chae DH, Nuru-Jeter AM, Adler NE. Psychosomatic Med. 2012 Nov;74(9):961. 



https://www.centerforhealthjournalism.org/2018/04/03/treating-racism-biology-problem-totally-ignores-real-forces-perpetuating-it 



THE COLOR OF COVID-19: DEATHS BY RACE AND ETHNICITY IN THE U.S. 
 

  The latest COVID-19 mortality rate for Black Americans is 2.4 times as high as the rate for Whites and 2.2 times as high as the 
rate for Asians and Latinos. 

Black Americans represent 13% of the population in the U.S. but 25% of Covid-19 deaths. 
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APM Research Lab, 5/27/20 



“In New Mexico, the Indigenous death rate is 8 times as high as the White mortality rate. In Arizona, it is 
more than 5 times the rate for all other groups.” 



Testing disparities  morbidity and mortality disparities? 
Black residents make up 37 % of Illinois’ Covid-19 deaths, but only received 13 percent of the state’s tests, as of April 23. 

10% 

25% 

http://www.dph.illinois.gov/covid19/covid19-statistics 



Racially diverse/VL inc 

90+% Black/VL inc 

~70% white/hshld inc $67-$100k 

~60% white/low inc 



Marilyn D Thomas, Nicholas P Jewel, Amani M Allen. Black and Armed: Statistical interaction with aging and with perceived mental illness among males fatally shot by police during 2015-18 using case-only design 
[embargoed -  do not photograph or share] 
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Marilyn D Thomas, Nicholas P Jewel, Amani M Allen. Black and Armed: Statistical interaction with aging and with perceived mental illness among males fatally shot by police during 2015-18 [embargoed-do not photograph/ share] 
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Interaction estimates of the risk of being armed versus unarmed for Black compared to White males fatally shot by police 2015-18, WaPO 

Marilyn D Thomas, Nicholas P Jewel, Amani M Allen. Black and Armed: Statistical interaction with aging and with perceived mental illness among males fatally shot by police during 2015-18 [embargoed  do not photograph/share] 
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Multivariable negative binomial regression of municipal and county-level police killing rates on 2013 
LEMAS policies/practices by agencies in The Counted (2015-16) by all and race-specific killings 

Marilyn D Thomas, Alexis N Reeves, Nicholas P Jewell, Eli K Michaels, Amani M Allen. The role of US law enforcement agency policies and practices on race-specific police killings, 2015-16.  
[embargoed -  do not photograph or share] 
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Population’s-at-Risk 

Benach J, Malmusi D, Yasui Y, Martinez JM, Muntaner C. Int J Health Serv. 2011;41(1):1-9. 
 



Proportionate Universalism 



Step 1. Establish a universal goal based upon a broadly 
shared recognition of a societal problem and collective 
aspirations  

 

Step 2. Assess general population performance relative to 
the universal goal 

 

Step 3. Identify groups and places that are performing 
differently with respect to the goal and disaggregate them 

 

Step 4. Assess and understand the structures that support 
or impede each group or community from achieving the 
universal goal 

 

Step 5. Develop and implement targeted strategies for 
each group to reach the universal goal 

 
 

 

Recognizes different groups are situated differently relative to 
the institutions and resources of society. 
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