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We have to acknowledge however, another major issue that impacts nurses health and wellbeing, and
one that can also contribute to burnout: structural and cultural racism and discrimination. These issues
have always been present, but are now receiving the widespread recognition it has long deserved.
Historically nurses have encountered racism and discrimination from employers, colleagues, and
patients. These racist and discriminatory actions can be made against themselves or against their
colleagues. Marcus Henderson, the frontline nurse, who we heard from earlier experienced a moment
like this during the summer of 2020,

Marcus Henderson (16:52):

I was taking care of a patient, a white patient, a white child, from a suburb of the city and I deal every
day with anxious parents or guardians who are worried about their child being in the hospital and trying
to kind of ease their anxiety, talk to them about the experience. But this child's parent was particularly
challenging. And at this time their was no hospital visitation. So no parents could come in and see their
child. They could only speak with them over the phone and if we had Zoom capabilities which was only
during the week. And this mother drove up to the hospital and came to the lobby and requested to
speak with the nurse.

So I do my job as I would with any patient. I walked up to the front lobby, the mother is there,
anxious, and I begin talking with her about what's going on, what to expect, call on Monday morning, ask
to speak with your social worker and ask these questions. Kind of like helping her to advocate for herself
and her son. And the woman looks at my colleague sitting at the front desk, a black woman. She turns
her back to the woman sitting at the front desk and looks at me and says, "Is it those kind of people that
work [inaudible 00:18:00] here? Because my son isn't exposed to those people."

I was in shock. I never said anything about race. I just said, "Your son is doing well in the unit.
He's interacting with all of the children. He's playing appropriately. He's excited. He has a bright affect.
He's very engaged in groups and in therapy. So your son has not identified any issues with his
interactions with other patients on the unit and our staff on the unit."

Dr. Sharmaine Lawson (18:33):

Marcus found himself in a dilemma. He had to address the patient's family member, but he also didn't
quite know how to immediately address their racist behavior.

Marcus Henderson (18:45):

Most of the patients that I work with are children of color and the staff that I work with, most of them
are people of color. And I remember reflecting on that experience of was I wrong to not call out her acts
of racism in that moment? I think that I had the appropriate response. I didn't feed into the prejudices
and the racism that she was giving off.

Dr. Sharmaine Lawson (19:07):

Marcus was also unsure of how to handle this situation because of his own identity and lived experience.

Marcus Henderson (19:15):

I'm biracial, I'm African American and white. Most people don't recognize that, but I think what just
struck me the most was that she just had the audacity and she felt comfortable enough to look at me,
say, okay, this is is a white man. So I'm going to ask him about the black staff here. That really was like
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Dr. Sharmaine Lawson (22:57):

After making it clear that racism and discrimination from anyone is not tolerated. Health systems must
examine why these biases exist in healthcare in the first place.

Dr. Marshall Chen (23:10):

We need to have that hard look inwards within the health professions of why is there bias and structural
racism within healthcare generally, or the nursing profession. What can we do to recruit more nurses of
color into the profession? What can we do to support them when they're in the profession so there
aren't these both outright explicit structural biases, as well as implicit biases that people have in all. We
can do much better within healthcare. Nurses in basically all of healthcare would do much better
regarding addressing the issues of structural racism within our professions.

Dr. Sharmaine Lawson (23:53):

Health systems may not be able to stop patients from speaking or committing racist acts, but health
systems can support their nurses and fully back them should a nurse encounter racism. Health systems
may not be able to stop harassment or discrimination, but health systems can examine the biases that
perpetuate it.

Frank Boz (24:13):

I believe that institutions should have guidelines and standards against discriminations. They should
reinforce, monitor and follow that these guidelines are being met just to make sure no one is feeling
discriminated against. They should also have channels for nurses to be able to express themselves if
they're being discriminated against. They should make nurses aware that if they feel a certain way, they
can speak up.

Dr. Sharmaine Lawson (24:44):

Hospitals can and should set up a clear system where nurses can safely report incidents of racism,
incidents of bullying from peers or incidents of workplace violence. Thes sh bu es
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They should make sure that reporting issues is not something nurses are penalized for. I mean,
sometimes nurses are afraid to report issues within an organization because they're afraid that they'll
somehow be penalized for it.

Dr. Sharmaine Lawson (25:53):

Unfortunately, what Marcus and other frontline nurses have observed is that when nurses re
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support their own health and wellbeing, employers must do everything possible to create safe work
environments t
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