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In the mid-2000s, research uncovered a 
shocking truth: in Chicago, Black women 
were dying from breast cancer 62 percent 
more often than white women, even though 
they were diagnosed less frequently.

That alarming discovery sparked action 
and, in 2008, gave rise to Equal Hope, an 
organization determined to close the gap 
and save lives.
 
Initially launched as the Metropolitan 
Chicago Breast Cancer Task Force, the 
nonprofit is dedicated to saving lives and 
improving quality of life by eliminating 
women’s health inequities and dismantling 
systemic barriers to care.
  
In nearly two decades of targeted, 
persistent work, Equal Hope has helped 
make Chicago a national leader. Today, 
Chicago ranks first for reducing breast 
cancer deaths among Black women, with 
the mortality gap having narrowed from 62 
to 39 percent1.
  
Despite this massive achievement, 
inequities persist, and pressing health 
challenges affecting women, especially 
women of color, continue to arise. This 
demands the resilience of and investment 
in organizations that listen, respond, and 
adapt, year after year.

“The impact of Equal Hope stands on 
deep community relationships, consistent 
persistence, and infrastructure that persists 
when headlines fade,” Dr. Thomas added.

Equal Hope provides free breast and 
reproductive cancer services and resources 
to uninsured and underinsured individuals 
across Chicago. It also conducts advocacy 
and community-based participatory research 
and provides outreach and education.  

“Our mission is to guarantee that access 
to high-quality screening, diagnostic, and 
treatment is a right for all women, regardless 
of where they 
live, play, their 
background, or 
the size of their 
paycheck,” Dr. 
Thomas said. 

The organization 
helps individuals 
navigate the 
healthcare system, 

“Creating equity is not a sprint; 
it’s a generational relay,” Dr. 
Paris Thomas, Chief Executive 
Officer of Equal Hope, said.

Dr. Paris Thomas,  
CEO of Equal Hope.



which often and increasingly tries to keep  
them out. 

Through its decentralized model, patient 
navigators support individuals across different 
hospital systems—ensuring they receive the 
high-quality care they deserve, wherever their 
treatment takes them.   

In doing so, the organization strengthens 
healthcare access by addressing social 
determinants of health and building increased 
trust in the healthcare system. 

Continued investment is integral to this work. It 
allows Equal Hope to invest in what works and 
push back against systems that allow so many 
people to fall through the cracks. Sustained 
funding allows Equal Hope to innovate and 

respond to real-time needs and changes in the 
health equity landscape. It also ensures that 
Equal Hope can retain expert staff like patient 
navigators, who come from the communities  
they serve.

 

She noted 
that cuts to 
Medicaid are 
just one example 
of women’s 
diminished 
access to care. 

“Today’s need 
may be food; 
tomorrow’s 
need may be 
transportation,” 

“We are there as a conduit  
when the system is too 
complex or too slow or simply 
just built too big for those 
who need it most, including 
ourselves,” Dr. Thomas added.

“In today’s environment, as we 
see policy shift and resources 
disappear overnight, the 
commitment to women and 
families has to stay consistent,”  
Dr. Thomas said.
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Dr. Thomas said. “All of these things are needed 
to sustain women and their families.” 
 
Equal Hope’s direct engagement with advocacy 
has traditionally been challenging to fund. The 
organization received its first grant from Chicago 
Foundation for Women in 2010 and has been a 
sustained grantee partner since then.  

“CFW’s partnership has created room for us to 
innovate in this space in a different way,” Dr. 
Thomas noted, highlighting a program called 
Health Ambassadors.  

The program teaches young people between 
18 and 24 the principles of health equity and 
advocacy. 

“These are individuals who have traditionally not 
engaged with the system or understand that they 

have the power to make movement with their 
legislators,” Dr. Thomas said.

For Dr. Thomas, traditional philanthropy can 
sometimes think through “a funnel,” exclusively 
wanting to fund direct service due to its ability to 
produce quantitative results.  

“That has been historically where they put all  
of their markers, but in order to address systemic 
inequities, you have to address the system as a 
whole,” Dr. Thomas said, noting that this includes 
policy, advocacy, and research as well as direct 
service. “It’s not a one-size-fits-all model; it’s 
encompassing.” 

Although it can be more difficult to measure 
advocacy’s impact, it is integral to address 
inequities.
 
“Advocacy ensures that every individual has 
access to something—that it liberates them in a 
certain way,” Dr. Thomas said. “That is a different 
way for philanthropy to think.” 

Dr. Thomas appreciates the open, qualitative 
relationship Equal Hope has cultivated with CFW 
for this reason.  

“[CFW] is giving nonprofits the ability to liberate 
their communities and advocate for the things that 
they need because that is the only way that we 
change a system in place,” Dr. Thomas said.   

The resilience Dr. Thomas observes in her 

“The steady support from CFW 
has made it possible for us to 
stick to our core values, test new 
ideas, and embed that progress 
into the DNA of Equal Hope,”  
Dr. Thomas added.  



communities, as they demand better 
health outcomes and dignity, is what 
sustains her work in the current political 
climate.   

“We’re asking for our progress to move 
forward,” she said. “We’re saying, ‘No, 
we’re not going several steps back. We 
are starting from where we were, and 
we’re pushing forward regardless of 
what you’re throwing at us.’” 

The determination and passion of Equal 
Hope staff and partner entities also 
motivate her.   

“Even when policy or funding are taking 
a step back, the communities remind me 
that change is possible, specifically 
when it is driven from the ground 
up,” Dr. Thomas said.
  
“Equal Hope embodies both the 
courage to stand in the middle of 
this gap and the vision to imagine 
more than just a healthcare 
system but a transformative way 
that people live and the ability of 
people to thrive.”
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