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o r i g i n a l  c o m m u n i c a t i o n

IntroductIon

In order to make improvements in the health status 
of underrepresented minority (URM) populations in 
the United States, the Office of Minority Health sug-

gests that, “we need the active engagement and sustained 
efforts of all stakeholders working together with us and 
each other to effect the necessary changes at every level 
and across all sectors over time.”1 In the 2003 publica-
tion Unequal Treatment there are a series of recommen-
dations to address health disparities, including a focus 
on the role for academic medicine, which is one of the 
key stakeholders that provides primary care, is responsi-
ble for training health care professionals, and is an inte-
gral part of the country’s research enterprise.2 Academic 
medicine is uniquely positioned to play a leadership role 
in eliminating health disparities.

In 2002, as part of the national effort to engage aca-
demic medicine to address health disparities, the 
National Institutes of Health’s (NIH) National Center on 
Minority Health and Health Disparities (NCMHD) 
launched the Centers of Excellence in Partnerships for 
Community Outreach, Research on Health Disparities 
and Training (Project EXPORT). The NCMHD is the 
focal point for planning and coordinating minority 
health and other health disparities research within the 
NIH. “According to Public Law 106-525, the NCMHD 
was established by Congress to foster, coordinate and 
assess the progress of all NIH-sponsored research activ-
ities involving minority health and other health dispari-
ties” by working in collaboration with the NIH’s insti-
tutes, centers, and other program offices within the office 
of the director. In the 2007 grant application cycle, Proj-
ect EXPORT was renamed Comprehensive NCMHD 
Research Centers of Excellence. The Centers of Excel-
lence were established to “develop novel programs 
across America, Puerto Rico, and the US Virgin Islands 
that would make significant advances in easing the 
health burden in underserved populations and in reduc-
ing and ultimately eliminating health disparities in sev-
eral priority diseases and conditions.”3 

In 2002, with funding from Project EXPORT, the 
University of California San Diego School of Medicine 
(UCSD SOM) and San Diego State University (SDSU) 
Graduate School of Public Health, in collaboration with 
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In order to create a cohort of investigators who are engaged 
in health disparities research, scholarship, and practice, and 
to increase the amount of funding in the university that is 
invested in research focused on reducing health disparities, 
the San Diego EXPORT Center implemented 2 major initia-
tives: (1) the support of underrepresented minority (URM) 
junior faculty development and (2) the funding for pilot 
research grants in health disparities. This paper describes the 
activities employed by the center and summarizes the out-
comes of these two initiatives. Ninety-five percent (18 of 19) 
URM junior faculty completed the faculty development pro-
gram, and 83.3% (15 of 18) of the completers are advanc-
ing in their academic careers at University of California San 
Diego (UCSD) and are teaching, working with populations at 
risk and/or conducting research in health disparities. EXPORT 
awarded 7 investigators a total of $429 186 to conduct pilot 
research, and 71.4% (5/7) have now obtained $4.7 million 
in independent extramural funding. The San Diego EXPORT 
Center has increased the research capacity, strength-
ened the infrastructure for health disparities research, and 
created a cohort of successful URM junior faculty who are 
advancing in their academic careers. These investigators 
are already changing the climate at UCSD by their leader-
ship activities, research focus, peer-networking, and mentor-
ing of students.
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