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Speaker 1: Welcome to Stayin' Alive in Technology. The series of conversations with 
Silicon Valley veterans touching on war stories from the past and 
practical advice for today. Now, here's your host, Melinda Byerley, 
founding partner of Timeshare CMO. 

Melinda Byerley: Welcome back to our next episode of Stayin' Alive in Tech. This week's 
guest was referred to me by a previous guest. Paula Buchanan 
suggested that I introduce you all to Dr. Tiffani Bright and I think you're 
going to find her story fascinating. 

Melinda Byerley: Dr. Tiffani Bright, PhD, is the Biomedical Informatician Evaluation Team 
Lead at IBM Watson Health. We're going to talk a little bit about what that 
means on the podcast. Dr. Bright provides technical informatics and 
evaluative leadership in the design, development, and execution of 
evaluation research for Watson Health products. Additionally, she offers 
consulting services in health, IT, and grant support. She has a 
background in biomedical informatics and information systems, with 
expertise in clinical decision support, mobile health, and usability 
evaluation. 

Melinda Byerley: Dr. Bright is the recipient of several awards and honors, including a 
Meyerhoff Scholarship from the University of Maryland Baltimore 
County, a National Library Medicine Biomedical Informatics Pre-doctoral 
Fellowship, and a Columbia University Center for Interdisciplinary 
Research to Reduce Antimicrobial Resistance Pre-doctoral Fellowship. 
She is an elected board member of the American Medical Informatics 
Association and holds leadership appointments on numerous 
committees throughout the AMIA and the STEM communities. As an 
art/IT/STEM advocate, Dr. Bright uses her platform to advance diversity 
and inclusion and STEM education through local and national initiatives. 

Melinda Byerley: She received her BA degree in sociology from the College of William and 
Mary, her Bachelor's in Science degree in information systems from the 
University of Maryland, Baltimore County, her PhD degree in biomedical 
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informatics from Columbia University. She completed her post-doctoral 
fellowship in the division of clinical informatics at Duke University. 

Melinda Byerley: That's who Dr. Bright is on paper. But when you hear Dr. Bright talk, 
you're going to hear much more than the incredible accomplishments of 
her life. She had a very non-traditional role in science in the sense that 
she started out interested in science but did not complete her first 
Bachelor's degree and had to go back and get a second one in order to 
pursue the path that she really decided she needed to be on. 

Melinda Byerley: Her story resonates and is amplified and supported by other stories 
we've had on this podcast about sort of the courage and the persistence 
that it takes to get to certain places in technology. What Dr. Bright has 
had to overcome both inside of herself and well as with society as a 
whole, I think, hold lessons for all of us. I find her personally incredibly 
inspiring and uplifting to listen to and I think you will as well. 

Melinda Byerley: Dr. Bright, welcome to the podcast. 

Tiffani Bright: Thank you for having me today. I'm super excited to be here. 

Melinda Byerley: Thank you. Dr. Bright, I want you to tell me what you do for a living. 
Assume I haven't met you and I haven't had all the wonderful 
conversations I've had with you. What do you do? 

Tiffani Bright: I guess I'd start by saying I'm a Biomedical Informatician and that usually 
makes peoples eyebrows gets them raised. What is that? 

Melinda Byerley: Yeah. I think that's a totally fair follow up. What does that mean? 

Tiffani Bright: Which is fair. I presented at NSBE, the National Society of Black 
Engineers, a couple weeks ago. Maybe a month ago. I feel that I can 
actually answer this in a reasonable way. To them, I described biomedical 
informatics as the science of how to use data, information, and 
knowledge to improve human health and the delivery of healthcare 
service. That's the tightest definition. But, really, when you start to 
unpack it, it's this idea that it builds on computing and communication 
and information sciences and how they apply to biomedicine. If you were 
to close your eyes and visualize a white piece of paper, I would say that 
biomedical informatics can really be distilled in three circles like a Venn 
diagram. 
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Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Tiffani Bright: The first circle represents mathematical and computational sciences. You 
would find mathematics and computer science, information science, 
information technology. That's the first circle. You'd put a second circle 
there and that would represent health and life sciences. Your biology, 
your medicine, bioengineering. Things of that nature. Those disciplines. 

Melinda Byerley: Okay. 

Tiffani Bright: Then your third circle would represent social sciences like cognizance 
science, management science, sociology, psychology. Things of those 
disciplines. 

Tiffani Bright: That sweet spot where they all join is really where biomedical informatics 
lives. 

Melinda Byerley: That's a actually phenomenal explanation. It's hard for PhDs, I'm sure, to 
actually sort of simply say what they do because you're so steeped in the 
details. 

Tiffani Bright: That's going to be my money answer for the rest of the day. That's it. I'm 
done. 

Melinda Byerley: Okay, we're done now. We can hang up. That's good. We've explained all 
of that. 

Melinda Byerley: It's fascinated because you describe these three overlapping circles and 
what I hear is a cross functional, or a cross disciplinary, profession. 

Tiffani Bright: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Melinda Byerley: Am I interpreting that correctly? 

Tiffani Bright: It is. It's very interdisciplinary. Very transdisciplinary. That's so true. 

Tiffani Bright: That's the strength. In one way it's the challenge and it's the strength of 
our field that, really, it's so broad. I think you see the parallels because 
you're someone like myself. I've got sociology so I have that social 
sciences cap so I have a degree there. I have a degree in information 
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technology. I sit in the mathematical circle. I have a background as a 
pharmacy technician so I touch that health and life sciences. 

Tiffani Bright: Yet, it's the bringing together those skills and the methods and how you 
apply it. 

Melinda Byerley: How did you come to study this? I want to actually drill into each of those 
three Venn diagrams because I think there's an interesting story in your 
life for each of those areas. How did you come to sort of pull all of these 
three things together? Did someone point you towards it? Was it a magic 
thing you ran across? How did you find this profession? 

Tiffani Bright: I'd like to say it was a magic trick. For me, it was just a series of just 
fortunate events I was blessed to have. 

Tiffani Bright: I started off at William and Mary and I knew I always wanted to be a 
scientist. I have diagrams from when I was in sixth grade showing how I 
was going to be a scientist. Particularly, curing cancer by 2020 and things 
of that nature. I always had that interest. I went to William and Mary, had 
a great experience, made some great friends. But after that freshman 
year, my science courses, I felt like I wasn't working. I felt that I was 
broken. It made sense in high school but all of a sudden, the concepts, 
the formulas, didn't make sense. 

Tiffani Bright: I really internalized that and said, "You were smart and now you're not." 
Of course, freshman year can be overwhelming for the average kid. I 
think I look at it now and I understood that I did perform due diligence 
and I sought out resources and tutors but I really internalized it and 
rather than sticking with it, I found safety in sociology. So I decided to 
pursue a different discipline. That was okay for three years until senior 
year. With sociology, I felt I was engaged. It was interesting to understand 
the interactions between people and cultures and I loved it. But I hadn't 
thought about what happens when you graduate and how are you going 
to use this degree? 

Melinda Byerley: You're talking to a theater major. I can completely relate to that. 

Tiffani Bright: Yeah. It was just this moment senior year where it's like, okay, September 
senior year. You're going to graduate. Holy crap. What are you going to 
do? I spoke to a mentor. That was when I first had my encounter with 
somebody who I would now call a mentor. She said, "Hey, this university 



 
 

https://www.stayinaliveintech.com/podcast/2019/s2-e11/tiffani-bright-girl-on-fire pg. 5 
 

Paula Buchanan: “An American Girl” 

is starting a pharm d program. Have you thought about going on and 
pursuing studies and become a pharmacist?" I was like, "No. But okay. I'll 
become a pharmacy tech to see if I like it." 

Tiffani Bright: That took me down this path that's becoming a pharmacy technician 
while I was a senior at William and Mary and still completing that 
program as a option. Okay, well, I'll do this and then I'll apply and I'll go to 
pharm d. I'll go get this degree. It'll be fine. That was just not going to 
happen. I became a pharmacy technician. I loved my coworkers. I was 
working at this retail pharmacy store and it was interesting because that 
was my exposure to informatics. You're filling these prescriptions and 
you're working with this pharmacy information system and there are 
errors. Even now, for me, I was just like, "Why is the computer telling me 
that this is contrary indicated when the doctor prescribed it? Well, who's 
right? The writer or the machine?" 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Tiffani Bright: Or what about this and how is this information...Where's the feedback 
and where is this information coming from? The pharmacist detected 
this as inappropriate. How do we change this? I had an interest in 
science as a kid but I also had an interest in technology. I broke our first 
computer. All of a sudden, those early childhood experiences and 
interests just kind of tumbled out of me. They really started to surface as 
it wasn't enough just to accept this is the way it is. I wanted to know 
more about this system that we were using and our patients were 
depending on. I didn't have a word for it. There was nobody who could 
say, "There's this field called informatics." 

Tiffani Bright: It was a great experience and it told me I didn't want to become a 
pharmacist. 

Melinda Byerley: Okay. Experience is what you get when you didn't get what you wanted. 
Yeah. 

Tiffani Bright: Yeah. I'm still learning. But it didn't tell me what I did want. 

Melinda Byerley: Right. 

Tiffani Bright: I touched base with this mentor. I said, "Okay. We're graduating. I don't 
know what I want to do. I don't know what I'm going to do." And she said, 
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"Well, there's a school up the road. University of Maryland, Baltimore 
County. They have this amazing program called the Meyerhoff Scholars 
Program. Why don't you reach out to them? Talk to them." And I did. I 
was blessed that after applying and after interviewing that I was 
accepted. It was this option of doing a second Bachelor's degree. 

Tiffani Bright: I remember some of the comments I received, not from my family. My 
family, they were very supportive. But outsiders who like- Why would you 
"go back and get a second Bachelor's?" They just didn't understand why 
you would not follow the expected path, that trajectory of getting a 
Master's, and here I was going to go get another Bachelor's just seemed 
backwards. But, for me, it was very deliberate. It was going to pursue a 
Bachelor's this time in STEM. Something that had direct roots to what I 
did as a child and even continued into high school. Science programs 
and what I excelled in. That's what I committed to. Do it now. Pay now or 
pay later with a crisis or dissatisfaction or just- 

Melinda Byerley: Why wait until you're 30 if you think you're on the wrong path? I'm right 
there with you. 

Melinda Byerley: The first time I went to graduate school was in theater arts and I left two 
years into a three year program because it just hit me that it wasn't right. 
Even my mother was- 

Tiffani Bright: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Well, aren't you going to stay? You could teach. It was like, no, this is not 
the right path for me. 

Tiffani Bright: You've got to trust your instinct. I know it's so easy just to go with it 
because that's the expected plan and people are there saying, "Just do 
it." But when you know, you have to know yourself to say it's just not 
right. I was very young and, so it was a lot to be going through and to be 
trusting that inner voice but I did. I went to UMBC. 

Melinda Byerley: I want to pause you for a second there, Dr. Bright. And ask you to tell 
people who are listening who don't know what the Meyerhoff Program, 
what it is. Because I was so interested by this story. 

Tiffani Bright: Wow. Sure. The Meyerhoff Program is... Funny that you should ask. I just 
received my invitation for the 30th anniversary celebration in the mail. It 
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was established 30 years ago by Mr. And Mrs. Robert and Jane Meyerhoff 
with Dr. Freeman Hrabowski. It came out of a need when they observed 
that African-American men were not pursuing MD and PhDs. That really 
was the genesis of this partnership. 

Tiffani Bright: They focused on African-American men for the first couple years and 
then they expanded to African-American women and then, after a few 
years, they expanded to high qualifying students with an interest and 
disparities and things of that nature. But it really provided a foundation, 
a pipeline, to increase STEM diversity in those fields. It's such a 
community. It's such a family. It starts with a summer bridge sort of 
summer where incoming freshman live on campus without cellphones 
and- 

Melinda Byerley: Good. I advise this. I approve. 

Tiffani Bright: Yeah. You really learn to live together as a family and it focuses on not 
competition but supporting each other and teaches you how do you look 
out? How are you your brother's keeper? How are you your sister's 
keeper? It was transformative for me. I was one of the first students who 
came in with another undergraduate degree. I wasn't the only but I was 
one of the first. For me, to come from... We say a PWI, predominantly 
white institution, that didn't have that foundation, it was amazing to 
come in such a inclusive- It's hard. I'm so sorry. I'm going to get choked 
up on words when I think about it. But it makes a difference. I don't know 
how... 

Melinda Byerley: Do you ever think about if you'd had that support when you were in 
college the first time, would you have internalized what happened to 
you? Or would you have stayed with science if you'd had the support that 
you had in the Meyerhoff Program back when you were an 
undergraduate the first time? 

Tiffani Bright: I would've stayed had I had a Meyerhoff-like experience. I think that's why 
when we looked at the announcement with the Zuckerberg Chan 
Foundation investing to expand the Meyerhoff model to several schools 
in California, it was so exciting for us because if you've had that 
experience, you know how valuable it is. I'm one of the few who have had 
both experiences so I really am grateful and I know that it makes a 
difference when you have a community to support you and stand with 
you. Yeah. I'm grateful for the experience I had at William and Mary 
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because when I transitioned to graduate school at Columbia, there were 
skills that I was able to draw upon from that first undergrad experience. 
Work resiliency that helped me there. I'd like to say that all things really 
do work together. 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). Hey, you're a cross disciplinary researcher. You're 
going to think in terms of systems. 

Tiffani Bright: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Everything is a big system. 

Melinda Byerley: You mentioned your social science degree. You mentioned your health 
and life sciences interest and then going back to undergraduate school 
the second time to prepare yourself for your doctorate. Where does the 
math and computational science come in? 

Melinda Byerley: You mentioned that as a pharmacy tech and then... Have you learned to 
program or been involved with that stuff? 

Tiffani Bright: I did. I did. That was my degree at UMBC. I got the Bachelor's in 
information systems there. That's where I learned to code. 

Melinda Byerley: Oh my gosh. What language? 

Tiffani Bright: We did C, C++, Java. 

Melinda Byerley: That's amazing. I tried to learn once in Ruby and I cried the first time I 
made a program run. It was so hard for me. 

Tiffani Bright: I felt that way but I, again, being a part of this community where I just- It's 
so cool because you're so connected to this family and, so, I can go on 
Instagram and be like, hey, the person who taught me how to code and, 
really, when it clicked, we're still friends. You're just grateful for those 
people who are still a part of your community and those lasting 
relationships. But it was amazing. That's where I got that foundation. The 
sociology and people and just understanding systems and the desire of 
how do you think and how do people operate and organizational issues, 
which I love. I love to people watch. I love to understand why do we do 
the things we do? How do we function as cultures and organizations? I'm 
grateful for that perspective. 
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Tiffani Bright: The mathematical piece of information systems from UMBC and that 
pharmacy tech piece was also when I was at William and Mary when I 
was working. It's that blend. So then I graduated from UMBC and went to 
Columbia University where I received my PhD in biomedical informatics. 
But when I was at UMBC, I did my first internship and that is where I 
discovered biomedical informatics. I was working in a lab at the National 
Institute of Aging and it was just a summer. It was a summer internship 
and it was during my break. 

Tiffani Bright: Part of the Meyerhoff experience requires you to commit to go on to 
pursue a PhD or ND PhD in STEM. And, so, I committed to that. I was just 
thinking, oh my God, what am I going to do? I made this commitment. I 
don't know what I'm going to do. I've got to figure this out. It was just 
overwhelming. Okay. I'm here. But what am I going to do? I was doing 
this random search and it was old so it's Ask Jeeves and I was just 
searching. This is old. Somehow, I don't even remember the terms, if I 
could, I would. But I don't remember the exact terms but it lead me to 
Columbia's website. The biomedical informatics program page. A 
departments page for Columbia University. 

Tiffani Bright: They had that Venn diagram that I articulated for you except it was 
medicine and people and technology. Something like that. That's the 
sweet spot where they join--was biomedical informatics. That was how I 
came to discover this is who I am. This is where you live and this is your 
path forward. From that moment, I emailed the Chair- 

Melinda Byerley: Nice. 

Tiffani Bright: And I was like, "Oh my gosh." I introduced myself and it was just, "Sir, 
what do I have to do to become a student in your program?" That was 
my path forward, which was to come in in the freshman year of- Yeah. 
That was between the summer of right after I completed my first year. I 
was so relieved and so excited because I clearly knew my path forward 
and that was revolutionary. 

Melinda Byerley: You knew what you needed to study and that's a Bachelor's degree to 
get you ready. 

Tiffani Bright: Mm-hmm (affirmative). I did. 

Melinda Byerley: Crazy. 
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Tiffani Bright: That's how. 

Melinda Byerley: You know what I love about your story? Well, one, it's like me so, 
therefore, it must be interesting. But, seriously, I think there's a lesson 
there about there's so many prescribed paths, if you will, and some of 
the people we've had on this show, their paths are very linear. They 
studied engineering, they became an engineer, then they became a 
manager of engineers, and so on. There's a whole world of careers out 
there available. I think people get frustrated when they don't fit in the 
box and then they give up. They say, "I don't fit in any box," instead of 
looking for either the box that they fit in or making their own box. So I 
think that's amazing about your story. 

Tiffani Bright: Wow. Thank you. 

Melinda Byerley: But it's just such a great lesson to take away. One of the things I'd love to 
talk to you about is kind of where biomedical informatics is now and 
what are some of the great sort of problems it's wrestling with and what 
you're working on that intersects with that. 

Tiffani Bright: We can start with data in-operability. I think that is- It's not sexy but it's a 
problem. 

Melinda Byerley: What's an example of data in-operability? Just a basic example. 

Tiffani Bright: Sure. 

Melinda Byerley: I go to my doctor's office or I go to the hospital and when do I, as a 
patient, or when is my care being affected by this problem? 

Tiffani Bright: Well, your care is affected when you go see your doctor and they say, 
"Well, you need to follow up with a specialist." And you go see a specialist 
and they don't have access to your notes. 

Melinda Byerley: Oh gosh. Yes. Everybody's listening now going, "Oh yeah. Been there." Or 
I had to carry a CD of information with me when I go to my specialist 
appointment. Yeah. 

Tiffani Bright: It's not a sexy issue but it's something that most in healthcare will say, 
"Yeah. We're behind." There are a lack of standards in how we share, 
how data is transmitted. That's the big issue. 
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Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Tiffani Bright: There's this thing. The EHR. 

Melinda Byerley: That's the Electronic Health Record. Right? 

Tiffani Bright: The Electronic Health Record. We have to have it. It's a federal thing. We 
have to have it and, yet... It's great for documenting but it seems it's 
broken down the communication. In one way, it helps clinicians 
communicate in terms of what's happening. They came, they saw you 
today, they documented your weight, they documented the nature for 
your visit, your symptoms and things like that. But medicine is just more 
than documenting and encodes. It's that greater level of depth and that 
art of science, that art of practice, that so many clinicians rightly complain 
about. That they're not practicing. They're not really getting to dive into 
the deeper issues of- It's not just you came in complaining about these 
symptoms but the ability to look beyond those symptoms to get to the 
baseline. What's really causing them? 

Tiffani Bright: The EHR, while its got many blessings, it also creates mini burdens and in 
biomedical informatics, we are constantly looking at how our clinicians 
having to adapt to this. How is it easing workflow? How is becoming a 
burden to workflow? It's just something that we haven't solved and that's 
not where I kind of put my head. That's not an issue that I focus on right 
now, I guess, is what I'm trying to say. My role is evaluating AI based tools 
because AI is just something that has really exploded in healthcare. 
Artificial intelligence. I'm learning from you. "Wait, what is it?" Artificial 
intelligence. 

Tiffani Bright: That's the hard thing in medicine. Everybody's talking about it. It sounds 
great and there's a lot of promise for it but there are a lot of challenges. 
I'm definitely not an expert in AI and, so, I can't speak to a lot of it. But I 
will say that there are challenges with transparency and explanability and 
understanding how these AI based tools reason and making sure that we 
explain that capability to our clinicians and build trust. 

Tiffani Bright: Issues around bias. Because when you build them, you inherently build 
in bias. And, so, there are these issues that I'm starting to learn with my 
new role that you have to think about with AI. My dissertation focused on 
clinical based decision making and how do you build computers to 
reason. That was relatively, not easy, but I loved it. My dissertation 
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focused on antibiotic decision-based tools and, so, I used rules. You 
could say, well, if you have this type of infection, prescribe this. It wasn't 
too complex in how you represented that logic and reason. But with AI, 
it's just a whole new world. There's much for me to learn and there's 
much for us to learn when we're dealing with AI based tools. I think 
there's a lot of energy focused in these algorithms. It's crazy. 

Melinda Byerley: Dr. Bright, what are you doing today? What are you working on right 
now? 

Tiffani Bright: A couple things. In February of this year, IBM made a 10 year deal, a $50 
million dollar investment, in research collaborations with two separate 
academic centers. Brigham and Women's Hospital, which is a teaching 
hospital of Harvard Medical School and their developed University 
medical center. They're focused on advancing the science of AI and its 
application to major public health issues and with each academic partner 
focusing on different critical health problems. My role is to oversee the 
implementation of this partnership with Vanderbilt University. I'm 
working on setting up these research collaborations with their faculty 
members and, so, that means identifying research opportunities, 
partnerships. It's pretty massive. 

Tiffani Bright: Until the contracts are signed, that's pretty much what I can say publicly 
but it's part of this $50 million dollar investment. The topics of the 
projects that we're focusing on, especially with Vanderbilt, are patient 
safety, precision medicine, and health equity. It's interesting thinking 
you're working with these amazing informatics expertise to say, well, how 
is AI changing precision medicine? How is AI changing the physician and 
provider experience? It's an opportunity to examine that with, again, 
these leading experts. That's the commitment they've made and 
somebody has to go do that work. As you can imagine, it's a lot to make 
happen before the end of the year. That's really what I'm focused on 
right now. 

Melinda Byerley: That's phenomenal. It's just interesting to hear how your whole career 
has come to this place where you're helping sort of drive the discussion 
and the work forward and people's lives are going to benefit which is 
amazing. 

Melinda Byerley: I have two last questions for you, Dr. Bright. First is if you were to go back 
in time and give advice to your younger self, I'll let you pick the age of 
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your younger self, what would that advice be? Sort of besides invest in 
Google. 

Tiffani Bright: It was a quote from- Oh. I don't know. You see so many great quotes and 
I've really come to live by them. The one from the Meyerhoff Program 
sticks with me and we're taught, when we first come in, part of "Dreams" 
by Langston Hughes. I think I would've whispered that into my ear at 
night as I slept because, had I held on to my dream of being a scientist 
when I encountered some resistance at William and Mary, I think I 
might've acted. I might've moved a little bit faster. I might've just done 
things differently. 

Tiffani Bright: I know that all things still worked out for my good but I'd like to believe 
that I wouldn't have doubted myself. I wouldn't have internalized it the 
way that I had if I remembered that quote. So I think that would've been 
a source of inspiration for me. 

Melinda Byerley: That's a great answer and I'm going to look forward to reading it. I don't 
think I've ever read that. 

Tiffani Bright: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: My last question for you is to ask you, I now you just said that you've 
talked to young students, young black students in engineering, but 
thinking about that group of folks now, what are your hopes for them? 
Folks that are going to graduate from college now. What do you wish 
they'd do? 

Tiffani Bright: That tomorrow is what you make of it. 

Melinda Byerley: Mm-hmm (affirmative). 

Tiffani Bright: The future is so, so bright and that they, too, need to hold fast to their 
dreams. I think it's easy to look around and be defined by labels that 
people will try to apply to you but I think it goes back to my time at UMBC 
and what I learned about the power of you and that inner voice and even 
what we've spoken about. 

Tiffani Bright: Just you have to trust. I believe in God. Others might not. But you have to 
trust that inner voice that's inside of you and that vision that you've been 
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given. You have to trust that and you have to bet on yourself. That's what 
I would tell them. 

Melinda Byerley: That's fantastic advice for all of us no matter what age we are. Bet on 
ourselves. 

Tiffani Bright: Yeah. 

Melinda Byerley: Dr. Bright, I can't tell you how much I appreciate you taking the time out 
of your busy schedule saving the world to talk to us for a few minutes 
today. 

Tiffani Bright: Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you and your audience. I 
really am grateful for it. 

Speaker 1: Thanks for listening to Stayin' Alive in Technology. We want your 
feedback and comments. Find us on the web at stayinaliveintech.com 
where you can talk to us, learn more about the show and our guests, 
and subscribe to the show. Follow us on Twitter at @stayinpodcast. Until 
next time, keep stayin' alive. 

 

 

 


