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FACULTY HONORS & AWARDS
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Jeffrey Kidd: Predisposed to Understanding How Things Work

YOUTH NEVER HAS PRESENTED A BARRIER TO JEFFREY
Kidd, Ph.D., whose nascent career already rivals that of a senior
basic science researcher.
Kidd, who joined the faculty in the Department of Human
Genetics in January as an assistant professor, has drawn considerable attention with his work toward a better understanding of
human evolution at the genomic level. Last spring, Forbes magazine named him one of its “30 under 30” rising stars in science
and innovation. Five of them were also recipients of the Early
Independence Award from the National Institutes of Health,
including Kidd, who already had coauthored 20 manuscripts by
the time he earned his Ph.D. in genome science in 2010 from the
University of Washington.
“The idea is that somehow, coded information in the genome
gives rise to the tremendous diversity of living organisms that we
see,” says Kidd, “and that when things are wrong in that code,
it gives rise to genetic diseases. It’s becoming clear that we all are
predisposed to different diseases and that we respond in different ways to treatments.” Understanding why
that’s the case, he says, will give us basic insight into the effectiveness of diagnosis and treatment.
Sickle cell anemia is, of course, the textbook example of how this might work. “Some people argue that
type 2 diabetes could have a similar story,” says Kidd. “If you’re in an environment where food is scarce, you
might process it differently than where it’s plentiful.”
The rate at which genetic information is collected and processed has been growing exponentially, increasing challenges as well as possibilities. “There’s always more to do,” Kidd says. “Just in the past four years,
the way technology has changed is completely altering what we thought was possible in terms of getting
full genomes from every patient that comes in for treatment — or understanding how evolution has acted
in different parts of the world to alter allele (gene variants) frequencies over tens of thousands of years. We
now have a better understanding of how to interpret these changes. There was even a recent paper arguing
in favor of a genomic explanation of why northern Europeans are taller than southern Europeans.”
It’s been said that education is not filling a bucket but lighting a fire. Kidd still remembers who ignited his.
“I had a really amazing ninth grade biology teacher — Mr. Shively,” he recalls. “I remember being challenged to think about biology in a molecular way, and to recognize the connections among all of the topics
covered in the course. I was always interested in understanding how things worked, and I also got into
computers and math at an early age and kind of stumbled on a way of combining those two fields into
genomics.”
It’s a thrilling field and, in Kidd’s view, the U-M is an ideal place to be working in it. “There are some exciting opportunities at Michigan to build genomics in terms of its relevance for these clinical applications,”
he says. “There’s a massive medical center. There’s expertise across multiple areas. And there are advantages
to being physically close to all these people.”
Even though he grew up in the computer era, Kidd values old-fashioned proximity. “Whatever else Web
2.0 has done,” he says, “it’s made Silicon Valley more important as a physical location, not less. The same is
true of medical centers.” —JEFF MORTIMER
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