
 

Genetics: No evidence of role in racial
mortality gap
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There is still no evidence of genetic difference between blacks and
whites to account for the health disparities in cardiovascular disease
(CVD), according to a new study by McGill University researchers.
Published in the American Journal of Epidemiology, the researchers
suggest that after a decade of genetic studies, factors such as lifestyle,
education and socio-economics - not genetics - are more promising
avenues to understanding racial health disparities.

The researchers focused on cardiovascular disease, the largest
contributor to the racial mortality gap, and conducted a systematic
review for articles published over a seven year period in which genetic
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data from African and European populations were available. The team
found no explanation for racial disease disparities amongst any of the
hundreds of genetic variants reported.

"After nearly a decade of genome-wide association studies (GWAS), no
assessment had yet been made of their contribution toward an
explanation of the most prominent racial health disparities observed at
the population level," says Jay Kaufman, of the Department of
Epidemiology, Biostatistics & Occupational Health in the Faculty of
Medicine.

Kaufman and colleagues assessed the reported associations from
published genomic studies, "The fact that our results show so little stable
evidence of genetic explanations for racial disparities in CVD could be
attributed to a general failure of GWAS to explain observed disease
phenotypes," adds Kaufman.

"Despite the enormous social investment in genomic studies, we have not
advanced our understanding into disparities in the most common cause
of morbidity and mortality between races," says Kaufman, "Given this
outcome, more research and investment is needed to examine the effects
of social and environmental inequalities, such as exposure to unhealthy
food and psychosocial stressors. It is possible that the answer may lie in
some kind of interaction between genetic factors and these
environmental and behavioural differences, but based on current
technology, the detection of such interactions is even more challenging."

  More information: "The Contribution of Genomic Research to
Explaining Racial Disparities in Cardiovascular Disease" Jay S.
Kaufman, Lena Dolman, Dinela Rishani and Richard S. Cooper, 
American Journal of Epidemiology DOI: 10.1093/aje/kwu319
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