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DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION IN GI
Achieving Health
Equity Through
Digestive
Diseases
Research and
Scientific
Workforce
Diversity
n recent years, the COVID-19
Ipandemic, economic instability,
and tragic cases of race-based violence
and injustice have brought to light
deep-seated inequalities with profound
impacts on health. These events have
served as a clarion call to confront
health disparities related to race,
ethnicity, and gender. This moment
compels us to listen, reflect, and take
collective action in a meaningful way
within our spheres of influence in
research and medicine, including the
field of gastroenterology. We applaud
the American Gastroenterological As-
sociation (AGA) on its efforts to
address disparities in digestive dis-
eases and ensure health equity,
including its Equity Project and this
“DEI in GI” column in Gastroenterology,
emphasizing diversity, equity, and in-
clusion activities. The National Insti-
tute of Diabetes and Digestive and
Kidney Diseases (NIDDK) is actively
working, together with the AGA and
other partners, to create more dispar-
ities-focused research programs with
engaged participants, inclusive training
opportunities, and diverse scientific
workforces, ultimately aimed at
achieving health equity for all.

Health Disparities in
Digestive Diseases

Health disparities can be found in
many of the chronic diseases within
the NIDDK’s mission, and digestive
diseases are no exception. Several
forms of digestive disease, whether
common or rare, are more predomi-
nant in some racial, ethnic, or gender
groups. These groups can also face
greater barriers to participating in
clinical research and to receiving the
care they need, in terms of access to
high-quality treatment and preventive
services, issues of health literacy
and trust, and health care providers’
biases.

Examples of digestive conditions
that disproportionately affect one or
more ethnic or racial minority pop-
ulations, often correlated with more
severe or advanced disease, include
constipation, Helicobacter pylori infec-
tion and associated gastritis, hepatitis B
and C, nonalcoholic fatty liver disease
and nonalcoholic steatohepatitis, gall-
bladder disease, pancreatitis, and
obesity.1–3 Health care–related in-
equities resulting in poorer outcomes
have been noted for people from racial
and ethnic minority groups with irrita-
ble bowel syndrome and inflammatory
bowel disease, though these groups
remain understudied.4,5 Women are
disproportionately affected by some
gastrointestinal (GI) conditions, such as
constipation and irritable bowel syn-
drome.1 Racial and gender-based health
disparities exist in accessing life-saving
liver transplants.6 Many digestive dis-
eases in the NIDDK’s mission with
greater impacts on some ethnic or racial
groups can heighten the risk of cancers,
such as H. pylori–related gastritis and
gastric cancer, inflammatory bowel
disease and colon cancer, pancreatitis
and pancreatic cancer, and cirrhosis
and liver cancer.

Tracing the origins of these health
disparities requires consideration of
the social determinants of health
(SDoH)—the conditions in which peo-
ple live that influence a broad range of
health outcomes.7,8 Many of these
SDoH are relevant to GI conditions,
such as access to health care and
medications, education and health lit-
eracy, and food and nutrition, some of
which are shown in Supplementary
Figure 1. COVID-19—through its
hard-hitting impacts on many people
from racial and ethnic minority groups,
direct GI manifestations, increased risk
of severe illness in people with un-
derlying conditions such as obesity and
chronic liver disease, and effects on
SDoH such as food insecurity and
delayed care—represents a potent
amplifier of health disparities in GI-
related conditions.9,10
The National Institute of
Diabetes and Digestive
and Kidney Diseases
Approaches to Alleviating
Digestive Health
Disparities

Many institutes, centers, and offices
at the National Institutes of Health
(NIH), including the NIDDK, fund
research on digestive diseases and on
health disparities.11 The NIDDK often
cofunds digestive diseases research
with the NIH Office of Research on
Women’s Health, Office of Dietary
Supplements, Office of Disease Pre-
vention, and Office of Behavioral and
Social Sciences Research. Ongoing
collaborative research programs and
partnerships demonstrate the NIDDK’s
enduring commitment to supporting
research on digestive diseases where
health disparities exist, such as in
pancreatitis, liver cirrhosis, and GI
symptoms associated with neurode-
generative diseases.12–16 Additionally,
research efforts focused on nutrition
and obesity in children and adults are
supported by the NIDDK and others
at the NIH, in coordination with the
NIH Office of Nutrition Research. The
NIDDK’s efforts in this area include
studies of bariatric surgery and new
treatments for people with obesity
based in part on NIDDK-funded
research and work related to
metabolic effects of the gut
microbiome on both over- and
undernutrition.17–20

Broader, trans-NIH efforts in which
the NIDDK participates include the
following21–25:

� the NIH Obesity Research Task
Force and its Strategic Plan for
NIH Obesity Research, which iden-
tifies health disparities as a cross-
cutting issue (the NIDDK co-leads
the task force together with other
NIH institutes);

� the Strategic Plan for NIH Nutri-
tion Research, which was co-led by
the NIDDK and other NIH in-
stitutes, with ongoing NIDDK
participation in the Plan’s Nutri-
tion and Health Disparities Imple-
mentation Working Group; and
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� the NIDDK’s COVID-19 related
programs, which are part of trans-
NIH efforts relating to people who
are medically underserved and
individuals with long-term symp-
toms, including those affecting the
digestive system.

In addition to these collaborative
efforts, the NIDDK stands together
with all of NIH in actively supporting
the UNITE initiative to address struc-
tural racism in science, with a funding
opportunity on understanding and
addressing the impact of structural
racism and discrimination on minority
health and health disparities, and the
Transformative Research to Address
Health Disparities and Advance Health
Equity Common Fund program.26–28

The NIDDK’s activities also extend
to interagency partnerships, such as its
leadership of the Digestive Diseases
Interagency Coordinating Committee
with other NIH and federal partners.29

The Digestive Diseases Interagency
Coordinating Committee most recently
convened a meeting on gallstones,
which highlighted the higher preva-
lence in American Indians. The NIDDK
partners on interagency liver
disease–related efforts, exemplified by
a collaboration with the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention
tracking the prevalence of nonalcoholic
fatty liver disease across racial, ethnic,
and gender groups through the Na-
tional Health and Nutrition Examina-
tion Survey and through participation
in the US Department of Health and
Human Services Viral Hepatitis Na-
tional Strategic Plan for the United
States, featuring a goal to reduce viral
hepatitis–related disparities and health
inequities.30,31
Promoting Diversity and
Inclusion in Digestive
Disease Research

The NIDDK is guided by a vision
statement that emphasizes the impor-
tance of diversity and inclusion—of
women, people from racial and ethnic
minority groups, and other people who
are underrepresented in biomedical
research—in the clinical studies we
support and in the scientific workforce
through opportunities for training,
1598
mentoring, and career development.32

These efforts are aimed at making
our study populations and research
community reflective of the diverse
experiences of the nation as a whole,
resulting in the highest-quality science.
Recent NIDDK Advisory Council meet-
ings featured a 3-part forum on
fostering investigators, as well as areas
of science, that are underrepresented
and a forum on patient and community
engagement in NIDDK research, with
presentations by representatives of
patient advocacy groups, including the
Crohn’s and Colitis Foundation.33

These commitments to diversity and
inclusion in research are critical,
particularly in the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic and the threat it
has posed to the careers of scientists,
including those who are early-career,
from a racial or ethnic minority group,
and/or women.

To help increase diversity in the GI
research workforce, the Institute sup-
ports training and career development
opportunities at each stage (see
Table 1).34 For example, the NIDDK
Office of Minority Health Research Co-
ordination manages the Short-Term
Research Experience Program to Un-
lock Potential (STEP-UP), providing
summer internships in laboratories for
high school and undergraduate stu-
dents. Undergraduates are also eligible
for the NIDDK Diversity Summer
Research Training Program. Addition-
ally, the NIDDK offers travel awards
for undergraduates, residents, and fel-
lows to attend national conferences
focusing on populations who are
medically underserved. The NIDDK’s
Network of Minority Health Research
Investigators provides postdoctoral-
level researchers and higher with ac-
cess to mentoring opportunities,
workshops, and travel awards. The
NIDDK also participates in NIH-wide
training programs, such as the Maxi-
mizing Opportunities for Scientific and
Academic Independent Careers
(MOSAIC) Postdoctoral Career Transi-
tion Award to Promote Diversity, and
funds NIH research supplements to
promote diversity in the research
workforce and to support career re-
entry after an extended absence.35–37

For many years, the NIDDK has
partnered with the AGA to support
diversity-related research training and
mentoring activities through the R25
program. Currently, the NIDDK sup-
ports the AGA’s Fostering Opportu-
nities Resulting in Workforce and
Research Diversity (FORWARD) pro-
gram, which matches early-stage
physician-scientists with top GI in-
vestigators to help develop leadership,
research, and management skills.38

This program has resulted in success-
ful outcomes for participants, such as
high rates of grant awards and selec-
tion for leadership positions within
AGA.
Future Plans for
Enhancing Digestive
Health Equity and
Community Engagement

Although the NIDDK has demon-
strated its commitment to combatting
health disparities in its mission-area
diseases through past and ongoing
initiatives and programs,39,40 there is
more work to be done, and now is the
time for matching our values with
further action. Looking forward, the
NIDDK Strategic Plan for Research:
Pathways to Health for All, released in
December 2021, reaffirms this
commitment with an emphasis on
health equity, workforce diversity, and
stakeholder engagement as major,
cross-cutting themes (see Figure 1).41

This strategic plan was developed
with extensive stakeholder input,
including from the AGA and other
professional and patient advocacy
groups in digestive diseases, and
complements disease-specific research
plans, such as past planning efforts
related to digestive diseases.

The NIDDK is increasing attention
on this critically important area
through a recently established Health
Disparities and Health Equity Working
Group of our Advisory Council. This
Working Group is charged with devel-
oping an implementation plan based
on the NIDDK strategic plan that will
provide a guiding framework for
enhancing and enmeshing health
disparity and health equity throughout
the research portfolio. With the
participation of external scientific ex-
perts, nonscientist community experts,



Table 1.Examples of NIDDK Sponsorship and Participation in Training/Career Development Programs for Underrepresented
Groups Helping to Increase Diversity in the Digestive Diseases Research Workforce

Program Eligible individuals For more information

Short-Term Research Experience Program to
Unlock Potential (STEP-UP)

High school and undergraduate
students

https://www.niddk.nih.gov/research-funding/
research-programs/diversity-programs/
research-training-opportunities-students/
step-up

Diversity Summer Research Training Program
(DSRTP)

Undergraduate students https://www.niddk.nih.gov/research-funding/
research-programs/diversity-programs/
research-training-opportunities-students/
diversity-summer-research-training-
program-dsrtp

Travel and Scholarship Awards Undergraduates, residents, and fellows https://www.niddk.nih.gov/research-funding/
research-programs/diversity-programs/
travel-scholarship-awards

NIDDK Support for Maximizing Opportunities for
Scientific and Academic Independent Careers
(MOSAIC) Postdoctoral Career Transition
Award to Promote Diversity

Postdoctoral investigators https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-
files/PAR-21-271.html

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-
files/PAR-21-272.html

Network of Minority Health Research
Investigators (NMRI)

Postdoctoral level or higher
investigators

https://www.niddk.nih.gov/research-
funding/research-programs/diversity-
programs/network-minority-health-
research-investigators-nmri

Small Grants for New Investigators to Promote
Diversity in Health-Related Research

New investigators https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-
files/par-21-313.html

NIDDK Support for Research Supplements to
Promote Diversity in Health-Related Research

Principal investigators submit to support
candidates at the high school,
undergraduate, pre-/postdoctoral, or
early investigator stages

https://www.niddk.nih.gov/research-funding/
process/apply/funding-mechanisms/
administrative-supplements-research-
grants/research-supplements-promote-
diversity-health-related-research

NIDDK, National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases.
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and NIDDK staff, the Working Group’s
subgroups are focusing on 4 main
themes for the implementation plan:

� engaging communities and build-
ing sustainable partnerships that
include health care providers,
Figure 1.The National Institute of Diabetes
strategic plan major themes.
researchers, individuals living with
or at risk of disease, their care-
givers, and others interested in the
health of our communities;

� understanding SDoH effects on the
biology of health and disease;
and Digestive and Kidney Diseases
� mitigating the effects of SDoH to
improve health and eliminate dis-
parities; and

� addressing upstream causes of
SDoH and health disparities from
an NIDDK perspective.

Reinforcing the importance of hear-
ing and valuing the voices of those
experiencingdisparate outcomes, part of
this effort entails incorporating input
from individuals living with or at risk for
NIDDK-related diseases and their care-
givers to help shape research recom-
mendations to eliminate health
disparities and promote health equity.
Through community engagement
listening sessions, the NIDDKwill gather
input and suggestions from community
members, patients, and caregivers about
whatwe should be researching and how.
Information that participants share will
be provided to the subgroups and will
directly contribute to the development
1599
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of the NIDDK Health Disparities/Health
Equity Research Implementation Plan
by reflecting the research needs, values,
and priorities of the individuals and
communities that the NIDDK serves.
These activities will be part of broader
ongoing efforts to engage community
stakeholders at each step of the research
process, as articulated in the NIDDK
strategic plan. The Working Group held
its first meeting in December 2021 and
will convene for meetings through the
summer of 2022. A draft of the report
and recommendations is planned to be
presented to the NIDDK Advisory
Council early next year.

Conclusions
The NIDDK continues to make

advancing health equity and diversity
issues a central part of its mission going
forward to optimally promote research
on diseases such as GI and liver condi-
tions. With the recent NIDDK Strategic
Plan for Research and efforts by the new
Health Disparities and Health Equity
Working Group, the Institute is building
upon past progress made in this area.
Through future-looking programs and
partnership efforts, including those
with the AGA and other professional
and patient advocacy organizations, we
continue to work toward realizing
health equity for all those affected by
digestive diseases.

MEGAN E. SINGH
STEPHEN P. JAMES
GREGORY G. GERMINO
GRIFFIN P. RODGERS
National Institute of Diabetes and
Digestive and Kidney Diseases
National Institutes of Health
Bethesda, Maryland
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Note: To access the supplementary
material accompanying this article,
visit the online version of Gastroen-
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Supplementary Figure 1.A complex interplay of determinants affect digestive
health equity.
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