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Health Equity Column:

More Than A Moment:

Dismantling Racism

Jenné Johns, MPH

In this months’ Health Equity Column,
| welcome the readers of Neonatol-
ogy Today to journey with me, as we
take a deeper look into health and
racial equity issues plaguing our so-
ciety and impacting Black NICU and
Preemie families. As we move to
the end of 2020, a year with inequi-
table outcomes associated with CO-

AP VID-19, civil unrest, and rising rates
of maternal-infant morbidity and mor-

tality rates for Black families, racism is at the core. According to
the American Public Health Association, racism is now deemed
a public health crisis that must be systematically addressed and
dismantled to eliminate health outcomes disparities. This month,
| have interviewed Deidre McDaniel, MSW, LCSW, maternal and
child health expert with front line NICU and policy/systems change
expertise to share insights on addressing health and racial equity
in neonatal care.

“According to the American Public Health
Association, racism is now deemed a public
health crisis that must be systematically
addressed and dismantled to eliminate
health outcomes disparities."

Question 1: What is your definition of health equity?

My definition of health equity is when health outcomes and life
expectancy are not defined by race and when people of color are
valued within healthcare systems and able to operate with the au-
tonomy to determine and engage in the care that we receive.

Question 2: What are your organizational priorities for ad-
dressing health and racial equity in neonatal care?

Health Equity Resources & Strategies (HERS) provides training
and technical assistance on how to implement equitable quality
improvement initiatives, develop strategies for clinical-community
collaborations in service delivery, and conducts research and ad-
vocacy to eliminate disparities in birth outcomes.

Question 3: What personal and professional experiences led
you to focus on health equity in neonatal care?

| learned very early on in my social work career that the best way
to address health inequities was to develop strategies that shifted
the organizational culture. During my tenure as a neonatal in-
tensive care unit social worker, | witnessed firsthand the impact

of inequitable treatment among families of color. Equity cannot
operate within the bubble of one unit; it must be instilled within
the entire hospital system. Once | started to provide staff training,
serving on NICU Quality Improvement Committees, and engaging
in patient advocacy and began to see changes, | enlisted NICU
Leadership to continue to foster these strategies across units and
within their Leadership Team meetings. In hindsight, | realize that
at the time, | did not have the language to adequately name the
work that | was embarking on but what | did know is that | was
witnessing unfair treatment and needed to do something about it.
Those experiences and many others continue to fuel my passion
and growth personally and professionally to continue to advocate
for and elevate the voices of women of color. My research focuses
on anti-racist healthcare practices through collaborative, partici-
patory research. It is important to engage the community as lead-
ers in their care and to provide spaces and opportunities for their
voices to be heard and respected.

“My research focuses on anti-

racist healthcare practices through
collaborative, participatory research. It
is important to engage the community
as leaders in their care and to provide
spaces and opportunities for their voices
to be heard and respected.”

Question 4: What is your call to action for the industry as
we seek to eliminate health and racial inequities in neonatal
care?

Actively work to dismantle racism. Racist policies and practices
are embedded in the history of medical practice and are prevalent
in medical care today. Organizations such as the American Medi-
cal Association and the Centers for Disease Control have cited
racism as a “threat” to public health. Therefore, if you are working
to eliminate health and racial inequities, you must acknowledge
and address the role of racism in medical education and service
delivery and be committed to its eradication.
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NEONATOLOGY TODAY is interested in publishing manuscripts from Neonatologists,
Fellows, NNPs and those involved in caring for neonates on case studies, research results,
hospital news, meeting announcements, and other pertinent topics.

Please submit your manuscript to: LomalLindaPublishingCompany@gmail.com
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