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In the UK, Black History Month (BHM) is observed during the month of October.1 The first BHM was 
established in the US in 1976, and countries such as Canada, France, the Netherlands, and Ireland have their 
own BHM traditions.2–6 A key objective of BHM in the UK is to recognize the contributions of people of African 
and Caribbean descent to British society.7 It is also important that we use BHM as an opportunity to look at 
ways that we can create a fairer society that addresses inequalities that affect marginalized groups. Black 
Britons have historically faced discrimination in a number of domains including employment, recreational 
settings,8 and the criminal justice system.9 

Another critical area in which Black Britons are often disadvantaged is medicine and healthcare.10 Experiences 
of Black people with the UK healthcare system are not always identical to each other. This is partially explained 
by the fact that individual humans have overlapping characteristics that can affect how they’re perceived: a 
Black man can face different challenges than a Black woman – even though they may both experience racism. 
The concept of intersectionality refers to how multiple characteristics such as gender, race, sexual orientation, 
disability, and socioeconomic background can contribute to how individuals are treated within wider social 
contexts.11 An area where this concept is starting to be studied is the field of reproductive health. 

The alarming statistic of Black women being four times more likely to die in pregnancy and childbirth than 
White women in the UK12 has been cited in several news reports. Maternal healthcare scandals are not new to 
the UK: Incorrect medical decisions, preventable neonatal deaths, and life-changing injuries were featured in 
an inquiry that found that in one NHS trust alone, 201 babies and nine mothers may have survived if they had 
received appropriate care.13 Even when inquiries investigate the causes of suboptimal maternal outcomes, 
underrepresentation of the experiences of ethnic minorities contributes to a persistent lack of insight in this 
area.14 

 

This is an important concern to us as a medical communications agency because it is one of our goals to share 
information that is balanced, accurate, and addresses knowledge gaps where data is lacking. 

Adverse maternal outcomes for Black women have been linked to a lack of physical and psychological safety 
and feeling ignored or dismissed by healthcare professionals.15 Difficulties accessing adequate care can begin 
even before pregnancy. There is a discrepancy between successful outcomes for Black women receiving 
fertility treatment and the birth rates of women from other ethnic backgrounds.16 The Human Fertility and 
Embryology Authority (HEFA) in the UK published a report stating that Black patients aged 30–34 who receive 
fertility treatment have an average birth rate of 23%, compared to 30% for Mixed and White patients.16 

On average, Black women are more likely to start fertility treatment at a later age than their White 
counterparts.17 Not receiving timely fertility care can negatively affect outcomes: it has been documented that 
per-cycle pregnancy rates with ovulation-inducing medication can be lower for women who are older than 
38.18 It is also important to acknowledge that the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) 
guidelines state that (in addition to satisfying other requirements) women aged between 40 and 42 should be 
offered one cycle of in-vitro fertilization (IVF) on the NHS. Comparatively, women younger than 40 may be 
offered up to three cycles on the NHS.19 If Black women are less likely to seek treatment for infertility until 
they are older, the barriers to success may not only be health-related but also socioeconomic. A report on 70 
fertility clinics in the UK found that the price of one cycle of IVF ranged from £2,650 to £4,195.20 Fertility-
preserving methods such as egg freezing are not typically covered by the NHS unless the patient is undergoing 
treatment for another condition that could affect their fertility.21 Cost-related barriers in this arena are 
concerning, given that this creates a dynamic where underprivileged people are not afforded the same 
opportunities for family planning and managing their reproductive health. 

BHM is an opportunity to intensify efforts to level the playing field and ensure that Black women are equipped 
with knowledge that will help them make informed decisions that suit their goals in this therapy area. 



Addressing mistrust and communication issues with healthcare providers will play a pivotal role in instilling 
confidence in Black women, who deserve an equal chance to build the families they desire. 
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