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‘Nine times out of 10, I was completely brushed off’: Black
Chicagoans confront bias in health care, hope for change

By LISA SCHENCKER
CHICAGO TRIBUNE | AUG 13, 2020

Onna Ford, a nurse practitioner at Chicago Family Health Center, on July 22, 2020. Ford has personally experienced how racism can seep into health care. (Zbigniew
Bzdak / Chicago Tribune)

Onna Ford has had enough experiences in her life — both as a nurse practitioner and a patient — to know how
racism can seep into health care.

Years ago, Ford gave birth to a daughter who had a heart defect and would die seven days later. Ford was at the
hospital when a relative of hers, a physician, visited. The hospital’s medical staff was glad to see the doctor, she
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recalled — a person who they felt could help Ford understand the baby girl’s medical situation.

They hadn’t realized Ford was a nurse. They just assumed she would have a hard time comprehending.

When she was younger, Ford also suffered seven miscarriages. None of her doctors suggested testing her to find out
why — something that, as a nurse, she never understood. Ultimately, she found a solution herself after reading a
study in a medical journal about progesterone suppositories. Her doctor agreed to try them, and she ultimately had
four children, including the infant daughter who passed away.
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Now 50 and living in West Pullman, Ford can’t shake the feeling that she might have been treated differently had she
been white.

“You can’t put your finger on it, and say, ‘This is why this happened to me,’ but I feel like they would have
investigated,” she said. “It’s almost like a belief that, as a Black woman, that you don’t deserve a baby.”

Many Black Chicagoans have had similar experiences when seeking medical care: times a doctor didn’t believe them,
dismissed their concerns or didn’t fully explain their options. Sometimes racial prejudices are obvious. But even
well-meaning medical providers can act differently toward Black patients because of a phenomenon known as
implicit bias, which is bias that can surface automatically, and often unconsciously, when encountering a person of
another race, gender or group.

When it occurs in medicine, it can have devastating consequences for patients, and may be one factor leading to
worse health outcomes for Black people, such as higher rates of deaths from COVID-19, experts say.

Ads by Teads

ADVERTISING

ADVERTISEMENT

https://www.chicagotribune.com/coronavirus/ct-coronavirus-chicago-coronavirus-deaths-demographics-lightfoot-20200406-77nlylhiavgjzb2wa4ckivh7mu-story.html
https://hp.teads.com/?utm_source=inread&utm_medium=credits&utm_campaign=invented%20by%20teads
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-chicago-health-care-racism-george-floyd-implicit-bias--20200813-nxrujltiyvg37pks2hyf6iwb7m-st%E2%80%A6


9/24/2020 Racism in medicine: Chicago hospitals work to fight bias, improve outcomes for Black patients - Chicago Tribune

https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-chicago-health-care-racism-george-floyd-implicit-bias--20200813-nxrujltiyvg37pks2hyf6iwb7m-st… 3/9

Those higher death rates, along with the recent death of George Floyd in Minnesota and the unrest that followed,
have spurred many organizations to act. In the Chicago area, three dozen health systems — including all the city’s
biggest hospitals — recently announced plans to ramp up their efforts to fight racism, including by focusing on anti-
racism and implicit bias training for doctors, nurses and other employees. The effort is part of the city’s Racial Equity
Rapid Response Team.

Onna Ford, a nurse practitioner at Chicago Family Health Center, does telehealth consultations from her home in Chicago on July 22, 2020. (Zbigniew Bzdak / Chicago
Tribune)

Many health care leaders and Black community members say eliminating the effects of racism and implicit bias in
health care is an attainable goal.

But they also acknowledge that health systems have a long way to go.

“I think that health care has realized that the impact that COVID has had on Black and brown communities is not
happenstance, that long years of compounding health care disparities, structural issues, policies that are basically
racist policies that impeded equity in our organizations, are a reality,” said Brenda Battle, vice president of
University of Chicago Medicine’s Urban Health Initiative and its chief diversity, inclusion and equity officer. “We
have to realize that we have contributed to these realities and we have to do our part in addressing them.”

The effects of bias

Black people, as a group, have worse health outcomes than whites in many areas, including when it comes to dying
of pregnancy-related complications, cancer and heart disease.
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There’s no doubt that factors such as poorer air quality in Black neighborhoods, less access to high-quality health
care and less availability of fresh fruits and vegetables play a role in some of the differences. Some Black patients also
trust doctors less than white patients, following a long, ugly history of being experimented on without consent, such
as in the Tuskegee syphilis study, in which Black men with the disease went untreated for years.

But implicit bias is also likely partly to blame for the health disparities between Black and white people, experts say.

The existence of implicit bias in health care is well-documented and was highlighted in a landmark 2003 report by
the Institute of Medicine. That report noted that while most health care providers find prejudice “morally
abhorrent,” they may not recognize how implicit prejudice shows up in their own behavior, such as reduced eye
contact with nonwhite patients or adopting a more closed posture.

“Doctors who are more implicitly biased spend less time with Black patients, they’re less patient centered, they tend
to display less empathy,” said John Dovidio, an emeritus professor of psychology at Yale University who’s studied the
issue. “Black patients detect this and have less trust and confidence in their physician.” Patients who are less trusting
of their doctors are less likely to follow their recommendations and return to those doctors for care, he said.

Doctors may also implicitly associate Black people with self-destructive behaviors, such as drug abuse, the Institute
of Medicine report said. Such stereotypes may make doctors less likely to recommend treatment to Black patients or
lead them to spend less time trying to get to the bottom of a Black patient’s medical problem.

In situations where there’s a clear ailment with a clear solution, a doctor’s implicit bias may not make a difference in
medical treatment, Dovidio said. But when it’s less obvious what’s going on, such as when it comes to gauging a
patient’s pain level, implicit bias can change how a doctor treats a patient, he said.

For example, a 2012 study found a correlation between pediatricians’ implicit racial biases and how they treated pain
in a simulated Black teenager versus a white equivalent following surgery.

Overall, health care professionals have low-to-moderate levels of implicit racial bias — about the same levels as the
general population, according to a 2015 review of 15 studies.

Researchers often measure implicit bias using a test called the Implicit Association Test, which is available for
free online. The test presents participants with a series of faces and words, and asks them to categorize those faces
and words as fast as they can. A greater implicit preference for white people is inferred if the test taker has faster
reaction times when categorizing negative words alongside pictures of Black faces, as well as positive words with
pictures of white faces, than vice versa.

“In the health care setting, just because someone is a doctor, and a very good doctor, and a wonderful or decent
person, doesn’t mean they don’t have biases,” said Adaeze Enekwechi, who served as the federal government’s chief
health care budget official under President Barack Obama, and is president of IMPAQ, a policy research firm.

‘So degrading'

Even when the bias isn’t obvious, many Black patients are on guard for it, given what African Americans have
endured for so long in this country, said Barrett Hatches, CEO at Chicago Family Health Center, which has six health
centers on the South Side.

Growing up in Mississippi in the 1960s, Hatches didn’t see a doctor until he was 13 years old — partly because of the
cost and partly because he and his family didn’t feel welcome at the local medical facilities.
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“Every time you hear a ‘no’ or hear, ‘You can’t get in to see this doctor for three months,’ you’re looking through that
lens, you’re hearing through that earpiece,” he said.

The effects of bias sometimes emerge as soon as a patient walks through the door, said Chris Harris, pastor at
Bronzeville’s Bright Star Church and founder and CEO of Bright Star Community Outreach.

Harris was on Medicaid as a child and as an adult. A lifelong asthmatic, he remembers being turned away from
certain health care facilities because he was on Medicaid, and even when he was given treatment, he felt unwelcome,
he said.

“Imagine walking in, you already know that you don’t have health insurance or good insurance and the first question
they ask is, ‘Can I have your insurance card?’” he said.

He said some of his congregants have shared similar experiences with him. They don’t feel comfortable going to
Chicago’s most prestigious hospitals because they don’t think they’ll be welcomed.

Instead, they go to community health centers or forgo care altogether, instead relying on “grandmom and grandpop
remedies,” he said.

“That’s a lot of the reason why Black and brown people don’t want to go, because the experience is so degrading, the
way people talk to you, what you feel, what you experience, what you see,” Harris said. “How I’m greeted should not
be based on the type of insurance I have or the color I am, or clothing I wear.”

Xavier Ramey, who grew up in North Lawndale, said Black patients’ complaints are often dismissed. When he was in
his 20s, he had pain in the back of his head. He had to ask doctors multiple times if he could get an MRI before one
agreed to order the test for him. He said he had similar experiences with doctors throughout his life.

“Nine times out of 10, I was completely brushed off,” Ramey said. “If there was ever a book on medical racism, it
should probably just be called, ‘They Don’t Believe Us.’”

That’s why he was so taken aback when he finally had a good experience in 2015 at the University of Chicago Medical
Center, where he underwent surgery for knee problems. His orthopedic surgeon was also a person of color, he said.

“I didn’t have to fight any doctor, any nurse or any person to believe me,” Ramey said. “When I said ‘ouch,’ they said
‘where?’ rather than something like, ‘Are you sure?’”

‘It can be fixed'

Ramey is now CEO of Justice Informed, a social impact consulting firm that’s worked with many organizations,
including local hospitals and medical schools.

At Rush Medical College, Ramey has reviewed elements of the curriculum and trained core teaching faculty on the
different types of racism and on how to teach students not to let racism, or their implicit bias, affect the care they
give patients.

Ramey has also met with the school’s first-year medical students in North Lawndale to talk about the connections
between racism, poverty and health.
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Rush University Medical Center also has a training course for its leaders where they are taught concepts such as how
to recognize and avoid microaggressions, which are comments or actions that subtly and often unintentionally
express prejudice toward a member of a marginalized group. For example, they’re told not to tell a Black person, “I
don’t see color,” which can minimize that person’s racial experience.

“It’s getting everyone to understand how we all have biases and how these biases are automatic and can affect our
behavior with one another,” said Dr. David Ansell, senior vice president for community health equity at Rush
University Medical Center. “We’re in the process, at this moment, of looking at everything we’re doing and saying,
‘Can we do it better? Can we do it differently?’”

University of Chicago Medicine also already trains workers throughout its system on implicit bias, through an 18-
hour course. In one of the exercises, participants are asked to close their eyes, listen to descriptions of people, form
mental pictures of those people and then pay attention to how those images change as they’re given more
information.

Participants may be told to picture an African American woman who is a single mother. They will then be told that
she’s extremely wealthy and the chief of cardiology at a hospital. Participants will then be asked how their mental
pictures shifted as they heard more about the woman, and what they learned about themselves and their own biases
as a result.

“We’re able to really see in ourselves what stereotypes we might hold about others,” said James Williams Jr.,
executive director of diversity, inclusion and equity at University of Chicago Medicine. “How might our biases and
stereotypes impact our work with each other?”

The system has trained more than 500 people in an array of departments who have then gone on to train thousands
more, said Battle, the system’s chief diversity, inclusion and equity officer.

University of Illinois Hospital has worked to battle bias in its system by hiring diverse workers and recruiting
employees from the Near West Side neighborhoods surrounding its campus, said Nicholas Haubach, chief of human
resources for the hospital. Also, those who sit on committees responsible for hiring medical school faculty must
undergo implicit bias training every three years, said Charu Thakral, associate vice provost for diversity at University
of Illinois at Chicago. There are discussions now about expanding implicit bias training into the medical school
curriculum as well, she said.

“Unless we name it and address it head on, it will continue to be a factor,” said Marcus Betts, assistant vice
chancellor for external engagement at University of Illinois at Chicago.

That is something Ford, the West Pullman woman who lost her daughter so many years ago, couldn’t agree with
more.
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Ford now works as a nurse practitioner at a Chicago Family Health Center in South Shore. She chose to work in that
neighborhood in hopes of being the change she wants to see. She also is on the nursing faculty at Malcolm X College,
where she teaches her students to recognize their own biases.
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She has one lesson based on “Power Flowers.” Each petal contains the name of a characteristic such as “religion,”
“race” and “sexual orientation.” The students consider which group within each petal is considered more powerful or
valued by society, such as men versus women or Christian people versus Muslim people.

They then discuss how this might affect their interactions with people from the groups considered less powerful or
valued and how they can make sure, as medical professionals, that they don’t become part of the problem.

“I think it’s something that can be fixed,” Ford said, of implicit bias in health care. “I think you have to do an
assessment and recognize the biases that may exist within yourself.”

lschencker@chicagotribune.com

Lisa Schencker
  

Lisa Schencker is a Tribune business reporter covering health care. She writes about patients, hospitals, health insurers and
pharmaceutical companies. Before joining the Tribune in 2016, she worked at Modern Healthcare and at daily newspapers across the
country, including the Salt Lake Tribune for seven years.
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