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FOCUS ON DEI

Fostering Race-Based Conversations in Nursing
Strategies for addressing racism and promoting cultural competence

The National Commission to Address Rac-
ism in Nursing defines racism as “assaults 
on the human spirit in the form of actions, 

biases, prejudices, and an ideology of superiority 
based on race that persistently causes moral suffer-
ing and physical harm of individuals and perpet-
uates systemic injustices and 
inequities.”1 Those who expe-
rience racism and discrimina-
tion are often patients with 
poor access to health care, 
who have poor health care 
outcomes, and who suffer 
from mental health issues. In 
a 2022 review that evaluated 
the impact of racism on the 
nurse–patient relationship, a 
thematic analysis of the findings led to the develop-
ment of three categories: bilateral ignition of racism, 
hidden and manifest consequences of racism, and 
encountering strategies.2 

Bilateral ignition of racism is when both patients 
and nurses hold racist beliefs and stereotypes that 
influence their behaviors and negatively impact their 
interactions. Racism perpetuated by nurses is often 
rooted in implicit bias and stereotypical attitudes 
toward patients of color or those with limited lan-
guage skills, substance dependencies, or mental illness. 
Hidden and manifest consequences of racism arise when 
nurses work in an environment influenced by racist 
attitudes, creating feelings of insecurity and uncer-

tainty. Nurses may fear making mistakes or crossing 
cultural boundaries, which only increases their work-
related stress and ability to provide appropriate care. 
Encountering strategies are employed by nurses and 
patients to address and minimize the impact of rac-
ism in the nurse–patient relationship. Respect, trust, 
and active participation in nursing care were found 
to be effective in countering stereotypical and racist 

behaviors. Nurses who provided compassionate care, 
communicated respectfully, and addressed patients’ 
concerns received positive feedback from patients.

The review concluded that racism threatens 
patients’ and nurses’ dignity and that a framework of 
action is needed. It’s clear that cultural competence 

and having race-based conver-
sations must be recognized as 
crucial aspects of patient care. 
Addressing race-related issues 
allows nurses to understand the 
unique experiences, perspec-
tives, and health care dispari-
ties faced by patients from 
diverse racial backgrounds. 
The following strategies can 
create frameworks for address-

ing racism and promoting cultural competence in 
nursing:

Developing a common language and protocol. 
For conversations involving race and equity to be 
successful, individuals must commit to staying 
engaged and involved in dialogue, even when that 
dialogue may be uncomfortable. Ngounou and 
Gutierrez developed four principles to promote race 
equity in education: a need for professional learn-
ing about race and equity through a systems-thinking 
lens, a willingness to experience discomfort, people 
sharing their stories, and accepting nonclosure.3 
These principles are built upon the “four agreements 
of courageous conversation,” a protocol introduced 

by Glenn Singleton in Courageous Conversations 
About Race: A Field Guide for Achieving Equity in 
Schools, to establish norms for race-based conver-
sations: stay engaged, experience discomfort, speak 
your truth, and expect and accept nonclosure.4 Sin-
gleton suggests that in order to engage and sustain 
conversations about race, individuals need to 
acknowledge their “personal, local, and immediate” 

Addressing 
racism in the 
nurse–patient 
relationship is 
crucial.

Nurses may fear making mistakes or crossing cultural  

boundaries, which only increases their work-related stress  

and ability to provide appropriate care.
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racial experience, and focus on the ways race has 
impacted their lives.4 When this is done, individuals 
will be  better positioned to isolate and unpack race 
and understand its impact on the systems in which 
they participate.

Targeted professional development and edu-
cation can provide context on the history of racism 
in nursing and increase the willingness to engage in 
race-based conversations. Topics like racism, equity, 
and health care justice require long-term commitment 
because nurses and supervisors may overestimate their 
ability and competency when engaging in such com-
plex topics. While uncomfortable, it is necessary for 
nurses to engage in learning and open discussion 
about racism within the profession, as it allows indi-
viduals to identify the root causes of their biases and 
work toward eradicating them.

Enacting accountability measures. The only way 
we learn and grow is through feedback. Self- 
assessments and a 360° feedback process allow for 
gathering feedback from various stakeholders to 
assess cultural competency, understand areas of 
strengths and growth, and create action plans to fur-
ther one’s development. Additionally, leadership 

teams can use data to evaluate whether equitable med-
ical care is provided to patients. 

Addressing racism in the nurse–patient relation-
ship is crucial for providing equitable and compas-
sionate care. By actively engaging in these efforts, 
nurses and other health care professionals can work 
toward eliminating racism and providing quality care 
to all patients. ▼
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Over the years, we’ve sometimes opted to put a scenic beach set-
ting on our August cover to evoke a sense of calm and tranquil-

ity, something we can all appreciate as school ends, flu and cold sea-
son grinds to a halt, and, if we’re lucky, we embark on a much-needed 
vacation. But this summer, as our staff poured over photos of beauti-
ful beaches, we couldn’t help but think of how summers are changing, 
with some areas of the country facing more extreme weather condi-
tions and hotter temperatures. According to the  Environmental Pro-
tection Agency, since 1901, the average surface temperature across 
the contiguous 48 states “has risen at an average rate of 0.17°F per 
decade,” with temperatures rising more quickly since the late 1970s. 
The most recent decade was the  nation’s warmest on record, and tem-
peratures are expected to continue to rise. At the time of this writ-
ing, the Northeast has just cleared unprecedented hazardous smoke 
that brought the air quality alerts up to the highest levels in some 
states. The smoke descended from Canada, which is seeing its worst 
wildfire season in years, and is expected to continue to affect parts of 
the United States throughout the summer. Consequently, the photo 
chosen for this month’s cover, of a wind power station by the sea in 
Zhoushan, China, seemed appropriate. With the wind turbines in the 
distance offering an alternative to fossil fuels, and a lone man on the 

beach evoking a sense of how small we are in the grand scheme of the world we live in, it is, as the photo site Shut-
terstock described, “a perfect combination of green energy and nature.”—Amy M. Collins, managing editor ▼

mailto:cmsingh712@gmail.com

	20230800.0-00005.pdf

