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OBJECTIVES

• Review the impact of bias on health care

• Identify evidence-based ways to mitigate personal and systemic 
bias in health care

• Discuss bias-related topics such as helpful versus unhelpful 
responses to bias and effective ways of improving community 
cohesiveness



Strong Links to Major 
Bioethics Principles

• Respect for patients

• Beneficence and non-
maleficence

• Wise resource allocation

• Justice



Agenda

• Why we care

• Bias: a feature and a glitch

• Impacts on health care workers

• How to mitigate the harms of bias

• Individuals

• Teams 

• Pitfalls

• Neighborliness



Values

Fairness Wise 
allocation

Positive 
impact

Belonging



Heuristics, a.k.a. rules of thumb

Don’t touch!





Two Cognitive 
Biases 

(among many)



Availability Bias

• Likelihood of risk equated to ease of recollection

Airplane safety and highly 
publicized plane crashes

Frequency of tornados 
in Kansas vs Nebraska

Threat from terrorists vs trampolines



Representativeness Bias

• Resemblance used to characterize likelihoods

The hippie professor Muslim experiences of bias after 911



Linda is 31 years old, single, outspoken, and very bright. 
She majored in philosophy. As a student, she was deeply 
concerned with issues of discrimination and social justice 
and also participated in anti-nuclear demonstrations. 

Which is more probable?

1.Linda is a bank teller.

2.Linda is a bank teller and is active in the feminist movement.





Cognitive / social biases

• “Agentic” adjectives most commonly used for men, “communal” for women 
(Carli et al 2016)

• Stereotypes stable from 1980’s to 2014 (Haines et al 2016)

“Agentic” Adjectives “Communal” Adjectives

Strong Caring

Decisive Nurturing

Stubborn Emotional

Authoritative Dependent

Competitive Nurturing

Assertive Emotional

… …
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Cognitive / social biases

• Similar patterns by racial identity (Ghavami and Peplau 2013)

White Black Latino Middle Eastern

Rich Criminal Poor Terrorist

Intelligent Athletic Have many children Oppress women

Arrogant Loud Illegal immigrant Muslim

Racist Poor Uneducated Hairy

All-American Have an attitude Family-oriented Turban

… … … …



Heuristics in health care



Heuristics in health care

Call 
cardiology!



Biases affect patients & health care workers

EXAMPLES:
- Physicians with greater anti-

Black bias were rated more 
poorly by Black patients

- Nurse anti-IDU bias 
associated with poor job 
satisfaction

- 20 of 25 studies correlated 
bias with changed clinical 
practice



Biases affect patients & health care workers



Silver linings

• Patients seen by doctors of the 
same race are more likely to 
mention health concerns and 
follow physician advice

• Greater availability of Black 
physicians associated with 
improved life expectancy for 
Black patients

• AAMC “Do Black patients fare better with Black doctors?”; Snyder JAMA Network 
Open 2023;6(4):e236687.

• Elderly hospitalized patients 
treated by female doctors have 
lower mortality and 
readmissions compared to 
those treated by male doctors

• Tsugawa et al JAMA Intern Med 2017; Miytawaki et al Ann Intern Med 2024

https://www.aamc.org/news/do-black-patients-fare-better-black-doctors


Biases & health care learners

Medical educators 
use different sets of 
words to describe 
female vs male 
medical students

Rojek et al JGIM 
2019



Biases & health care learners

Medical educators use 
different sets of words 
to describe URM vs 
non-URM medical 
students

Rojek et al JGIM 2019

*URM=under-
represented in 
medicine



Making health 
care more 
hospitable for 
everyone is 
good medicine



It’s complicated



Being good neighbors



Unlearning bias

• Individuals

• Institutions



Evidence for anti-bias interventions

RESULTS:
- Workshops and other 

educational sessions can 
reduce implicit bias

- Many studies used self-
selecting participants or did 
not use formal assessments 
of bias

- Effects lasted for months, 
rarely assessed longer

 Anti-bias measures can 
work AND we’re still 
working out the details



What works, part 1

• Bias awareness, a la implicit association test, especially if 
done without defensiveness (van Ryn et al JGIM 2015)



https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/selectatest.html
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/selectatest.html


Implicit association test



Implicit association test



Implicit association test



Implicit association test



Implicit association test



On 
imperfect 
evidence & 
skepticism

Someone said 
IAT isn’t perfect 

so shouldn’t I just 
tune this whole 

thing out?



What works, part 2

• Mindfulness and other stress-reducing 
interventions



Dovetailing

• 19 weeks of physician discussions about mindfulness, reflection, 
and shared group learning improved empowerment and 
engagement and decreased depersonalization



What works, part 3

• Interventions that combat pre-existing biases, e.g. 
• Trying to overcome bias
• Appeals to egalitarian values
• Engaging with others’ perspectives
• Vivid counter-stereotypes & media that elicit positive emotional responses to 

subjects of bias

• Interventions with biggest effects often had multiple parts

Lai et al Journal of experimental psychology. General, 2014-08, Vol.143 (4), p.1765-1785



From Edgoose et al Fam 
Pract Manag 2019 

On language

https://www.aafp.org/pubs/fpm/issues/2019/0700/p29.html#fpm20190700p29-ut1
https://www.aafp.org/pubs/fpm/issues/2019/0700/p29.html#fpm20190700p29-ut1


On language

Practice to avoid Example Instead

Words disfavored by the 
people they describe

Use words 
people prefer

Dehumanizing language “Addict,” “Convict” “Person first”  
language

Lumping people by 
appearance

Race in the HPI Be alert to 
stereotyping

Dismissal and distrust “Another person 
trying to scam me 
for drugs” Beginner’s 

mind

Seek 
connection

Essentialism Expecting traits to 
predict behavior or 
outcomes



Policing 
language can 
backfire

“Calling 
out”

“Calling 
in”

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fgiphy.com%2Fexplore%2Ffinger-waving&psig=AOvVaw0rK962KHKz03SYlJOGDgcG&ust=1731256065423000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBMQjRxqFwoTCPja3cjVz4kDFQAAAAAdAAAAABAY
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Ftenor.com%2Fsearch%2Farm-over-shoulder-gifs&psig=AOvVaw0G4kMKbF_1fX655NuBKi87&ust=1731256186203000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBMQjRxqFwoTCLDo04TWz4kDFQAAAAAdAAAAABBw


From Edgoose et al Fam 
Pract Manag 2019 

https://www.aafp.org/pubs/fpm/issues/2019/0700/p29.html#fpm20190700p29-ut1
https://www.aafp.org/pubs/fpm/issues/2019/0700/p29.html#fpm20190700p29-ut1


Institutional Bias Interventions

• Build diverse experience into hiring and retention practices

• Promote equity

• Leadership encouragement of anti-bias work w/ words & deeds

• Examine policy & practice to eliminate hidden bias
• If you don’t look, you can’t fix it

• Support employee wellness

• Follow through



Being good neighbors

Have you seen a 
good example of a 

successful 
institutional anti-

bias program?



DEI Pitfalls

• Negative messaging
• Legal requirements
• Shaming
• Leaders who say “They are 

making me”

• Education as punishment

• Tokenizing or short-term 
investment



Avoiding DEI Pitfalls

• Engage worker values

• Reward & tell success stories

• Empower managers in 
diversity task forces

• Provide positive mentorship

• Structure intergroup contact



Resources

Resource URL

Harvard Implicit Association Test https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/ 

AAFP anti-bias training https://www.aafp.org/family-physician/patient-
care/the-everyone-project/toolkit/implicit-bias.html 

AMA equity resources https://edhub.ama-assn.org/ama-center-health-
equity

IHI video by Kedar Mate on QI and equity https://www.ihi.org/insights/why-anti-racism-work-
and-isnt-addressing-patient-safety 

AMA / AAMC equity guide https://www.ama-assn.org/system/files/ama-aamc-
equity-guide.pdf 

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
https://www.aafp.org/family-physician/patient-care/the-everyone-project/toolkit/implicit-bias.html
https://www.aafp.org/family-physician/patient-care/the-everyone-project/toolkit/implicit-bias.html
https://edhub.ama-assn.org/ama-center-health-equity
https://edhub.ama-assn.org/ama-center-health-equity
https://www.ihi.org/insights/why-anti-racism-work-and-isnt-addressing-patient-safety
https://www.ihi.org/insights/why-anti-racism-work-and-isnt-addressing-patient-safety
https://www.ama-assn.org/system/files/ama-aamc-equity-guide.pdf
https://www.ama-assn.org/system/files/ama-aamc-equity-guide.pdf


Summary and discussion

• We all want fairness, and 
belonging

• Bias inhibits that success

• We can improve

• It takes practice

• Measurement matters

• Good neighbors are honest – 
and have a sense of humor
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