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A Brief History of BWHS
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In 1995 . . .

• 59,000 black women completed the first 
postal questionnaire

• Essence subscribers, members of 
professional organizations (educators, 
healthcare), family and friends

• 21-69 years (median=38 years)

• Information updated every two years 
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75% of BWHS participants have completed at least 10 questionnaires!



Today (2026) . . .

•Ages 51 - 100 years (median = 69 years)

•Participants now or turning 100 this year:  11

•Active participants: 46,500



BWHS Participants By State, 2026

>1000 101-1000 1-100

US territories, 
international 
locations, including: 

• Caribbean
• Central America
• Africa,
• Asia,
• Europe



Questionnaire data: 1995-2024
• Demographics
• Anthropometry
• Lifestyle factors

– Diet
– Sleep

• Medical history
– Physical and mental health 
– Reproductive history

• Medication use
• Psychosocial factors (e.g., racism, stress, trauma)
• Other 

– Environmental exposures (chemical hair straighteners, air pollution)
– Oral health
– Memory / cognition



Dietary Assessment: 
1995, 2001, 2013, 2021

Block G, Hartman AM, Naughton D. Epidemiology 1990;1:58-64.



Additional Data Sources

• Cancer registries

• Medicare 

• Census bureau
– Neighborhood SES
– Built environment

• EPA 
– Environmental exposures



BWHS Research Areas: 1996-2024

Cancer
Breast

Colorectal

Liver

Ovarian

Lung

Pancreatic

Endometrial

Cervical

Leukemia/Lymphoma

Non-cancer conditions
Obesity Cognitive health

Type 2 diabetes Parkinson’s Disease
Uterine fibroids Hip fracture

Sarcoidosis Osteoarthritis
Hypertension Kidney health

Lupus Urinary tract health
Preterm birth CVD

Asthma Rheumatoid Arthritis 
Oral health Inflammatory Bowel 

Disease



BWHS Sub-Studies

1996: 
Diet Validation 

Study
(408 women)

1997-2001: 
Physical 

Activity Study
(100 women)

2002-2007: Saliva 
Sample Collection
(>28,000 women)

2005-2006: 
Phase I Blood 

Collection
(550 women)

2010-present:
Tumor Tissue 

Collection
(>2,000 women)

2013-2019: 
Phase II 

Blood Collection
(>13,000 women)

2015:
Oral Health

Study
(80 women)

1995

2018-present:
Mammogram 

Collection
(11,500 women)

2019:
Insomnia

Study
(2500 women)

2020: 
COVID-19

Study
(>10,000 
women)

2023:
Return of Genetic 

Results Study
(930 women)

2023-present:
Inflammatory Bowel 

Disease Study
(770 women)

2022-present: 
Parkinson’s

Disease
Study

(140 women)

2024-present:

Cognitive Health 
Study

(2,500 women)

Environmental 
Health Study

(4,000 women)

Lung Cancer 
Screening

(150 women)

2016:
Religion/

Spirituality 
Study 

(2500 women)



BWHS research highlights and 
current projects



Breast cancer risk prediction

• Estimated 5- and 10-year risk
based on medical, reproductive,
and family history

• Model showed improvement over
existing models established in
non-Hispanic white women

• New AI models in development
based on mammogram images

Palmer et al., JCO 2021
Zirpoli et al., Breast Cancer Research 2024



Lung cancer screening guidelines

Potter et al., JAMA oncology 2022
Potter et al., JCO 2024

2021 USPSTF 
guidelines

2024 NCCN 
guidelines

50-80 years old 50+ years old

20+ pack-years
smoking history

20+ years
smoking history

Currently smoke or 
quit within the past 

15 years
No restriction

BWHS eligibility 43% 64%



Neighborhood disadvantage & lung cancer risk

Among never smokers, living in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods 
was associated with increased 
risk of lung cancer

Erhunmwunsee et al., Lung Cancer 2022



Experiences of racism and diabetes and CVD risk

Bacon et al., Diabetologia 2017
Sheehy et al. JAMA Netw Open 2023
Sheehy et al., Circulation 2024

Racism in employment, housing, 
and the police was associated 
with increased risks of:

• Diabetes

• Coronary heart disease

• Stroke



Racism and neighborhood disadvantage and cognitive health

• Neighborhood disadvantage was
associated with increased risk of
Alzheimer’s disease & related
dementias

• Experiences of racism were
associated with worse subjective
cognitive function

Coogan et al, Alz Dement 2020
Coogan et al, Alz Dement 2025
Hill-Jarrett et al, Psychol Aging 2025



Chemical hair relaxers and reproductive health

Long-term use of chemical hair 
relaxers was associated with higher 
risks of :

• Uterine fibroids

• ER-positive breast cancer

• Uterine cancer

Wise et al., AJE 2012
Coogan et al., Carcinogenesis 2021
Bertrand et al., Env Res 2023



BWHS Environmental Health Study



Socio-environmental influences 
on health

Étienne Holder, PhD
Postdoctoral Associate



Black women are diagnosed with breast cancer slightly less 
often than White women but are more likely to die from it.

Siegel et al., 2026. CA: A Cancer Journal for Clinicians 

133.2
139.5

19.3
26.5

40% difference in 
mortality

Breast Cancer Incidence (2018-2022) and Death Rates 
(2019-2023) by Race and Ethnicity, United States



Our Environment

Community & Social 
Conditions
• Income and

financial stability
• Education and

employment
opportunities

• Chronic stress and
discrimination



Our Environment

Pollution & Toxic 
Exposures
• Air and water

pollution
• Industrial and traffic-

related exposures
• Chemicals in

consumer products



Our Environment

Our Physical 
Surroundings
• Housing quality and

safety
• Access to parks and

greenspace
• Access to healthy

foods





Neighborhood disadvantage & breast cancer risk

Living in disadvantaged 
neighborhoods is associated with:

Increased risk of ER-negative 
breast cancer

Increased risk of breast cancer 
death

Barber et al. Breast Cancer Research 2021
Holder et al. JAMA Network Open 2025



Environmental Factors in the BWHS

How the environment affects 
health:

Study wristbands measure 
everyday chemical exposure

Helping us to understand how the 
environment influences health 
outcomes

For example, 



We have completed wristband 
collection!

4,014 women participated 

To date, 816 wristbands were sent to 
the lab to be analyzed

Pilot study - Wristband Project



• Policy changes for the 
chemicals allowed in our 
environment + personal care 
products 

• Disease prevention

• Improve quality of life and 
survival outcomes after a 
diagnosis

The Public Health Impact





BWHS Cognitive Health Study



BWHS 
Cognitive 

Health 
Study

Dan Bejar, Oprah Daily



Other, including 
mixed dementia

Chronic loss of memory, 
language, problem 
solving, and other 
thinking skills

Severe enough to 
interfere with daily 
functioning



Dementia is 
a growing 
health 
concern for 
our aging 
population

• Today 1 in 8 older Americans
(>65 years of age) are affected by
Alzheimer’s disease and other
dementias, at an annual cost of more
than $200 billion.

• With projected population increases in
the oldest age groups, ~13.5 million
individuals in the USA will have
Alzheimer’s by the year 2050.

• Thus, prevention is a public health
priority.



Higher incidence of Alzheimer’s dementia among 
African Americans

Mayeda, Glymour, Quesenberry, et al., Alz Dement, 2016

Women are at greater risk of Alzheimer’s Dementia

Alzheimer’s Disease Facts and Figures, 2026



 African Americans 2x as likely as
White Americans to have AD or
another dementia
 Reasons not well understood
 Higher rates of cardiovascular

disease are thought to play a role

But what else could be the reason??



Most of our health is influenced by factors outside the walls of a hospital

Tarlov AR. Ann N Y Acad Sci 1999



Systematic and unjust 
distribution of economic, 
social, and environmental 
conditions needed for health

Conditions in which people 
are born, grow, work, live and 

age

Race is a social construct, rooted 
in cultural identity, and shaped by 

historic events



Early-life experience attending segregated schools

African Americans who attended legally desegregated 
schools in the South, performed worse on cognitive tests

Lamar et al., JGPS, 2019



African Americans who report more perceived stress have faster rates of cognitive 
decline

Turner, et al., Am J Geriatr Psychiatry, 2017



• Utilized questions from the Structured Telephone
Interview for Dementia Assessment (STIDA)

• Experiences of daily and institutional racism (2009) were
associated with lower cognitive function in 17,320
women aged 55 and older

• Women who reported the highest levels of daily or
institutional racism were estimated to have ≥2.5 times
the risk of poor cognitive function as women who
reported the lowest levelsAlzheimer’s Dement; 2020;12:e12-67



What is the BWHS Cognitive Health Study?

• A sub-study in 2500 BWHS participants
• Age 55+
• Donated blood samples
• Agreed to be tested over the phone annually for up to 5

years
• 4 goals of the study

• Measure cognition with a brief battery of
neuropsychological tests (via telephone)

• Measure brain proteins (biomarkers) in stored blood
and examine their relationship with cognition

• Assess the relationship between stress measures and
cognition

• Determine the genetic profile of participants & combine
genetics with biomarker data to see what predicts
cognitive decline



BWHS Cognitive 
Health Participants 
to date:

• Interviews completed:
• 1 interview – 2554
• 2 interviews – 1822

Thank you to all the women 
who are participating!!



The 2026 BWHS Questionnaire
• June 2026 – Web version available

• August/September – Paper version mailed

• Themes:
• Lifestyle (weight, smoking, exercise)
• Preventive health services (screening, vaccines)
• Medical history (physical and mental health)
• Medication use (over-the-counter, prescriptions)
• Reproductive health (menopause, symptoms)
• Sleep quality
• Aging, Cognitive function
• Access to medical care, Trust in the health care system



For the Next Generation

Lauren E. McCullough, 
PhD, MSPH

Associate Professor
Emory University

BWHS Advisory Board 
Member

• Goal: to enroll a large number of Black women between
the ages of 25 and 55.

• If you know anyone (daughter, sister, cousin, friend) who
might be interested in taking part in this research, they can
learn more at this website: https://voices.cancer.org.

• VOICES is not affiliated with BWHS or Boston University,
but we share a commitment to advancing Black women’s
health research

http://www.voices.cancer.org/


Lynn Rosenberg, ScD
Professor, Boston University School of Medicine

Dr. Lynn Rosenberg, 
Founding BWHS Investigator

Thank you, Dr. Rosenberg!



• If you’ve moved recently, please contact BWHS with your current address, email, and 
telephone number.

• If possible, add the main BWHS telephone number to your contacts to recognize our 
number on your caller ID.

• Otherwise, will appear as “Boston University School of Medicine” or a “617” area code

• Could your voicemail box be full? Please check. So that BWHS will be able to leave a 
message.

Staying in Touch
SPRING 2026 NEWSLETTER

Contact Us:

Telephone Email Website Facebook

800-786-0814 bwhs@bu.edu www.bu.edu/bwhs/ www.facebook.com/TheBWHS

mailto:bwhs@bu.edu
http://www.bu.edu/bwhs/
http://www.facebook.com/TheBWHS


Thank you, BWHS Participants!!
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