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Dr. Ester Shapiro: Background 

- Born and raised in Cuba before moving to southern Florida 

- Eastern European Jewish immigrant family 

- Extremely conservative 

- Emphasis on economic security for fear of destitution 

- “Cultural, intergenerational struggle for survival” 

- More about Dr. Shapiro’s story here 

- Culturally-oriented clinical psychologist and health equity educator at University of 

Massachusetts (UMass) Boston & globally 

- Participatory action researcher: finding out what motivates people to create change for 

themselves and for others 

- Involvement with Spirit of 1848 (people concerned about social inequities in health) 

 

Context 

- Compared with other high-income nations, U.S. healthcare is expensive and ineffective 

- The commodification of healthcare / rise of for-profit medicine has hindered healthcare 

access and affordability for many 

- Some states / localities approach healthcare with the stance that the individual is to 

blame for their health issues, and that their efforts alone will determine their fate.  

- This fails to account for social determinants of health (such as the influence of 

oppressive systems, polluted or unsafe environments, and access to healthy 

foods, healthcare, and education) 

 

Changing the Approach 

- Instead of guiding patients to “deal with” their issues and situations in isolation, 

practitioners should apply a more holistic perspective to: 

- Validate patients’ experiences  

- Help patients access the resources they need to get the healthcare they deserve  

- Show patients how they can create significant change in their communities 

- Narrative medicine: reconnecting doctors to the humanity components of illness 

- Utilize active authentic listening to learn patients’ stories 

- What are their lived experiences with healthcare? Have they or their 

loved ones been betrayed or harmed by it? 

http://blogs.umb.edu/cecsprogram/2018/04/15/intergenerational-legacies/
http://www.spiritof1848.org/
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2018/03/u-s-pays-more-for-health-care-with-worse-population-health-outcomes/
https://nmaahc.si.edu/learn/talking-about-race/topics/social-identities-and-systems-oppression
https://www.mhe.cuimc.columbia.edu/our-divisions/division-narrative-medicine


- Be aware that it can be “emotionally and ethically rigorous” to respect 

the subjectivity of others 

- Consider what it takes for people to heal and what it takes to inspire them 

- Be mindful of the perspective, values, education, and dignity of the individual 

you’re working with 

- After learning a patient’s story, propose ways to address the underlying issues—not just 

voting, but also opportunities to connect with health, community, and activist 

organizations 

- Given a person’s values and interests, who might they work with to create 

change? Their feelings aren’t in isolation! 

 

Framing the Discussion 

- Enter these conversations with self-awareness and humility 

- Inquire about others’ sources for ethics of responsibility 

- Humanize healthcare issues by establishing common moral values:  

- You should not die because you can’t get health insurance 

- You should not have to choose between healthcare and food 

- Prepare a narrative script that speaks to specific audiences and their values 

- Share something about yourself (your inspirations, why you’re involved) to build trust 

- Localize the discussion: frame it in terms of what has happened and could happen in 

your own community / state 

 

Resources 

- Paulo Freire: Emphasis on elevating the voices of society’s most vulnerable & affirming 

compassionate understanding of their dilemma 

- Martin Buber: Empathize without judgement, even with people who have done you 

wrong 

 

Conclusion 

- The ethics of care that unite healthcare workers can lead to community conversations 

about values and change 

- Duty to work together to create the conditions where society shares responsibility for 

the wellbeing of all, especially the most vulnerable 

- Critical consciousness: once we are aware of injustices, it’s important to know what to 

do about it! Emphasize that there is a path to unite and accomplish huge change  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paulo_Freire
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1179/2044024313Z.0000000006

