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Black and Brown residents have been disproportionately impacted by COVID-19 with
155,450 positive cases per million for Black residents, 

This is significantly higher than for all other race groups, and similar disproportionate rates
for COVID-related deaths.

(State of Michigan, February 2022)

how can progress be made? 
Though healthcare infrastructure and the relationship between 
Black and Brown residents and the healthcare field have been 
concerns for years, the COVID-19 Pandemic has increased 
attention and urgency in addressing these issues. But what are 
the healthcare related concerns and experiences for Black and 
Brown residents of Grand Rapids, specifically? 

In February of 2022, the Diatribe held three listening sessions 
with over 60 participants, focusing on their healthcare 
experiences in Grand Rapids (GR), their thoughts on 
COVID-19/vaccination, and the declaration of racism as a 
public health crisis in GR.  While there were varying views 
on many topics, the experiences and recommendations from 
participants showed a high degree of consensus.  
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communityexperiences
When asked about if they had a primary care physician 
and what their experiences with healthcare in GR 
were, Black and Brown residents were clear –
a lot is left to be desired. 

74% 
of listening session participants saidthey had a primary care physician
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In discussing COVID-19, similar themes of distrust were clear.
Residents discussed the mixed messages, lack
of transparency, and changing narratives as reasons for their hesitancy. 
Previous negative experiences with the healthcare system were echoed in discussing COVID-19 
experiences, as residents talked about being misdiagnosed, told to “wait it out” at 
home even while extremely ill,and watching loved ones receive questionable 
care before succumbing to COVID-19.

If Black and Brown folks did not feel trust in the healthcare system prior to COVID-19,
mixed messages and overly enthusiastic incentive campaigns 

seem to have doubled down on that distrust.

Participants who did get the vaccine cited reasoning including having high risk loved ones, 
wanting to travel, and job requirements. There was also a theme of 
feeling pressured or “sold to” regarding the vaccine with participants noting 
that the incentives and marketing gimmicks raise more concerns for them.  If Black and Brown folks did not 
feel trust in the healthcare system prior to COVID-19, mixed messages and overly enthusiastic incentive 
campaigns seem to have doubled down on that distrust.
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true trusting relationships with 
healthcare providers: requiring those 
relationships to be well established before a health 
crisis comes into play.  
 
more healthcare providers 
and staff who look like the 
communities they serve and whose 
medical knowledge includes comprehensive 
knowledge of the diagnosis and treatment of 
illnesses in Black and Brown bodies.  

the need for not just Black 
and Brown doctors and nurses, 
but also public health and 
outreach professionals: Residents 
indicated they trust health information when it comes 
from someone they know, who looks like them, and 
who also has formal healthcare training. 

clear, consistent, accessible 
information:  Mixed messages, changing 
narratives, or obfuscated data will further degrade 
trust.

Residents want action. Covid-19 has brought Healthcare to the 
forefront of many people’s concerns, and while racism has been declared a public health crisis in Grand Rapids, 
there needs to be changes regarding equity in healthcare, residents were clear, that what we need isn’t more talk 
or declarations. Residents want the following:

Though experiences were overwhelmingly negative with the healthcare system, participants and
the Diatribe team had numerous recommendations. These recommendations all fall under the theme of

“putting your money where your mouth is”. 

promotion of health: Beyond illness, residents described wanting a healthcare system that 
was invested in their wellbeing all of the time, not just in times of acute illness or global pandemic.



build pathways for young 
people, especially young people of color, in 
our city to become medical professionals, along with 
scholarships and incentives

create incentives to bring 
healthcare professionals of 
color to Grand Rapids

Most healthcare sites 
should be encouraged or 
incentivised to have individuals of color at 
every location

create a database where all 
BIPOC health professionals 
are listed, something easy to read and 
accesible for the community. 

community recommendations

When you mix this with issues around systemic racism, institutional racism, and the extreme disinvestment in 
BIPOC communities, you face an even more urgent crisis that can truly only be remedied with radical policy 

changes designed to create equitable results. This needs to be done not only in the healthcare industry, 
but throughout the public and private sectors of our city.

representation matters: everywhere from admission to oncology specialists,
ensure that healthcare professionals of color are represented in all areas of our healthcare system


