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Learning Objectives

1. Recognize medical research’s history of 
implicit and explicit sexism and racism, and 
its potential impact on health;

2. Identify systems and methodologies that 
could detect biases in the research plans, 
execution or publication;

3. Understand the new IRB processes and form 
related to assessing for potential biases in 
research studies.
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Research historically has been plagued by racism and 
sexism, fueling health inequities
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• Overt biases:  consideration of male physiology as 
the “norm”; “proving” superiority of intelligence of 
white men

• Implicit biases:  gendered and racialized language, 
failure to consider racism’s role in inequities

• Changing the culture and practice of medical research 
complex and requires widespread systems-level 
change, with continuous improvements over time
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History of Women’s Participation in Clinical Trials
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• 1977: FDA issues a policy that no women of child 
bearing age should be included in Phase 1 or 2 drug 
trials

 Tremendous adverse impact on women’s health with 
conditions relevant for women’s health ignored and lack of 
data about side effects and efficacy for women

• 1993: NIH Revitalization Act: Women and Minorities 
as Subjects in Clinical Research (introduced by MA 
Senator Kennedy)
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Women as Scientific Mentors

• ”We also find that increasing the proportion of 
female mentors is associated not only with a 
reduction in post-mentorship impact of female 
protégés, but also a reduction in the gain of female 
mentors.”
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Women as Scientific Mentors
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Journal of Vascular Surgery Article by BMC Investigators
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Journal of Vascular Surgery Article: #medbikini
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J Vasc Surg Questions
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• What research study did the authors plan?

• Was the research team diverse? Did it need to be?

• Definitions of professionalism were adopted from prior 
papers. Were the prior papers important, credible? Well 
done? 

• What information did the Department chair have to review 
for signoff on the study? Was it sufficient to make a decision 
on the study design? 

• How did the authors get a list of graduating residents? 

• A major critique was that the three men gathering the data 
was not diverse. Did they need to be? 

• Was there stigmatizing language used?
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BUSM & BMC Approach

• What systems and established methodologies 
could have been in place that would have 
detected any implicit biases in the research 
plans, execution or publication, and allowed 
the authors to reach their intended research 
goals while avoiding even the appearance of 
sexism or bias?
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Study Question Generated: What research 
study do the authors plan? 

Study Team Established: Is the research team 

diverse? Do they have the correct expertise? Is 

there thoughtful conceptualization of the 
study? 

IRB Submitted: Should IRB review be 

broadened? What about studies that do not go 
through the IRB? 

Chair Sign Off: Does the Chair have 
sufficient information to review? 

Research Conducted including Acquiring Data: 

Does the study team take time to question 

assumptions and definitions? 

Paper Written, Edited, Signed Off and 

Submitted: Do the authors have sufficient time 

and outside input? 
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BMC and BUSM are committed to equity, diversity 
and inclusion across our tripartite mission
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• Committee goal to recommend systems-level 
changes to identify and minimize racism, sexism and 
other forms of bias in research design and reporting.  

• For research, embedding principles of equity, vitality 
and inclusion from study inception through 
publication leads to more innovative, creative science 
that improves health across diverse communities.  
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Questions Considered by the Committee

• What key systems can we adopt to recognize and 
minimize racism, sexism and other forms of bias in 
research design and reporting?  How do we 
operationalize these systems in a way that is feasible and 
timely?

• How do we accomplish the following:    

 change the culture and climate of research to raise awareness;

promote scientific freedom and ensure that research is high 
quality and free of bias;

promote the creation of study teams that are diverse;

 teach the next generation of researchers these concepts.
•
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Core Values around the Recommendations

(1) Moving towards the shared goal of minimizing bias in 
research requires collective responsibility; 

(2) Broad-based training is critical; and 

(3) Given the complexity of this issue, and the role of our 
Institution in forging this path across the country, 
implementing these recommendations will need to be 
done within the frame of continuous improvement.

(4) Efforts should focus on support and education as 
opposed to punitive action

Note: Equitable research also requires building meaningful community partnerships 
and including diverse participants in studies.  This research approach was not within 
the Committee, but is noted to be a valuable “piece of the larger puzzle.”
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Key Recommendations- Recommendation #1

• Create and implement a system to minimize 
racism, sexism and other forms of bias in 
research design and reporting by recognizing 
studies that may be impacted by bias, and 
providing supportive resources when needed. 
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Key Recommendations- Recommendation #1

• Implementation Steps:  

Within IRB, application routed to PI to answer 
questions which are sent to the Chairs for sign off and 
confirmation they have evaluated the potential for the 
study to have implicit and explicit biases.  

Designed to:

Ensure a “pause” and reflection

Provide Departmental leadership with sufficient information

Provide opportunities for early support
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Let’s Look at the Form Together
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Key Recommendations- Recommendation #2

• Continue and expand education of medical students and 
doctoral students, residents, fellows, faculty and 
leadership about the history of racism and sexism in 
medical research as well as ways in which to combat 
these biases. This education must be ubiquitous across 
career levels and must include continuous learning.

 Journal club-didactic lecture/lecture series using case examples
 Included in RCR training for researchers

Medical school curriculum

T32 didactic sessions for early career researchers

 Specific training for Chairs
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Key Recommendations- Recommendation #3

• Leverage and customize technology platforms to 
identify biased language in publications. 

Partnering with BU colleagues to customize a technology 
platform that uses machine learning or other algorithms to 
identify gendered and racialized language

• Possible Implementation Steps:

Most difficult and potentially costly to implement

BU does have some background with AI to flag concerning 
language
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Key Recommendations- Recommendation #4

• Create an online platform for anonymous reporting of 
concerns related to explicit and implicit bias in research.

Note Value #4: Efforts should focus on support and education 
as opposed to punitive action
 Identify common concerns, and deploy resources accordingly. 

 Enhance awareness of the potential impact of explicit and 
implicit bias in research, and the need to create and align 
systems that minimize this bias. 

 Serve as a metric by which to track progress 
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Questions for the Group

1) How will this impact the research you are doing/will do?

2) Will the proposed approach help to identify biases in 
research? If not, how might we improve our approach?

3) Any suggestions around technology/AI to help screen 
for biases?
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The BU CTSI Community Engagement Program presents:

Communicating to Engage Workshop
Enhance your skills to communicate with 

diverse partners to advance health equity. 

Join us for a workshop to increase 
awareness of personal bias, power 
structures that promote inequities in health, 
and strategies to balance power dynamics in 
communication. 
 For community members, researchers, 

professionals – anyone!
 Zoom session is Friday, March 26, 2:00 –

4:00 pm
 For more information or to register, 

email Dema Hakim, dkhakim@bu.edu by 
March 19
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Thanks and Questions?
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