
Unveiling the Hidden Bias: How Unconscious
Bias Affects Patient Care

When it comes to providing quality healthcare, one might assume that doctors
and healthcare professionals make impartial decisions based solely on medical
expertise. However, beneath the surface lies a deeper issue that often goes
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unnoticed - unconscious bias. This article explores the presence of unconscious
bias in healthcare settings and its impact on patient care.

What is Unconscious Bias?

Unconscious bias refers to the automatic associations, attitudes, and stereotypes
that unconsciously influence our decisions and actions. These biases are formed
through experiences, societal influences, and cultural factors, often without our
awareness.

In healthcare, unconscious bias can manifest in various ways. It may influence
the way healthcare professionals perceive and interpret symptoms, schedule
appointments, prescribe treatments, and even conduct research studies.
Unfortunately, this bias can lead to unequal treatment and health disparities
among different patient populations.
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Identifying the Presence of Unconscious Bias

While unconscious bias is not intentional, it can significantly impact the
healthcare provided to patients. Recognizing and addressing these biases is
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crucial to ensure equitable and unbiased care. Here are some potential signs of
unconscious bias in healthcare:

Differences in the quality and timeliness of care provided to different patient
groups

Presumption of certain behaviors or attitudes based on a patient's
background or appearance

Differential treatment based on factors such as race, ethnicity, gender, or
socioeconomic status

Inadequate communication and patient engagement with certain groups

Prescription of medications or treatments based on assumptions rather than
evidence-based guidelines

The Impact of Unconscious Bias on Patient Care

Unconscious bias can have detrimental effects on patient care and health
outcomes. When healthcare professionals operate under the influence of bias, it
can lead to:

Misdiagnosis or delayed diagnosis

Unequal access to healthcare services and treatments

Disparities in healthcare outcomes

Lack of patient trust and engagement

Poor patient-provider communication

Inadequate pain management

Neglect of patient concerns and symptoms



Addressing and Reducing Unconscious Bias in Health Care

It is essential to foster a healthcare ecosystem free from bias to ensure optimal
care for all patients. Here are some strategies and initiatives aimed at addressing
and reducing unconscious bias:

1. Education and Awareness: Healthcare professionals should receive training
on unconscious bias and its implications. Recognizing bias is the first step
towards combating it.

2. Cultural Competence: Encouraging healthcare professionals to understand
and respect diverse cultures and backgrounds enables better patient
understanding and engagement.

3. Standardized Protocols: Implementing evidence-based guidelines for
diagnosis, treatment, and care can help reduce bias and ensure uniformity in
patient management.

4. Collecting Data: Tracking patient outcomes and disparities can shed light on
potential biases within healthcare systems and inform targeted interventions.

5. Checkpoints and Accountability: Regularly evaluating healthcare practices
and policies and holding professionals accountable for their actions can help
prevent and address biases.

Unconscious bias in healthcare presents a significant challenge, but awareness
and active efforts to combat it can lead to positive changes. By acknowledging
the presence of bias, understanding its impact on patient care, and implementing
strategies to reduce bias, healthcare professionals can work towards a healthcare
system that caters to the needs of all patients equitably.
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This book uses the story of one of the authors, Gus White, as a way to talk about
unconscious biases and their consequences to the medical profession and
beyond. White is an orthopedic surgeon, who grew up in Tennessee under Jim
Crow, went to Brown, and was the only black student at Stanford Medical School.
He was the first black chief resident at Yale, the only black surgeon in Vietnam,
and was the first black chief of service in a Harvard teaching hospital. His life
spans an enormous change in American race relations, and he has many eye
opening stories to tell. His description of his early years in an extremely
segregated and racist society now reads like something from another world.
White and Chanoff want to use the autobiographical approach of this book to
show how great the disparities still are, and make the case for “culturally
competent” medical training, in a way that is more vivid and memorable than a
research review or policy paper. The book looks at White’s life, but always with an
eye to what moved him to the idea of equality in medicine and problems of
disparities in medicine.
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