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Academic Year 2009-2010 in McGill Programs in 

Whole Person Care 

 
This was a very busy year in 
McGill Programs in Whole Person 
Care. In addition to our usual ac-
tivities, many details of which can 
be found on our web site 
(http://www.mcgill.ca/wholeperson
care/) the following unusual activi-
ties occurred throughout the year: 
 
• Drs. Hutchinson, Dobkin and 

Liben each presented at 
Grand Rounds at different lo-
cations and in different disci-
plines (medicine, psychiatry 
and pediatrics) on aspects of 
Whole Person Care. 

• Our visiting Professor from 
New York, Dr. Danielle Ofri,  

 
gave four seminars on litera-
ture and medicine at Health-
care Institutions in Montreal 
including Hôpital Sacre 
Cœur, Jewish General Hospi-
tal, and McGill Programs in 
Whole Person Care.  

• Drs. Hutchinson and Liben 
gave a Mindfulness Based 
Medical Practice 8 week 
course for the first time to 2nd 
year medical students. 

• Drs. Allen and Hutchinson 
launched their bilingual video 
on “Living with Kidney Fai-
lure” and distributed it across 
Canada.  

 

 
• Dr. Hutchinson gave a ple-

nary presentation and 
workshop on mindfulness 
to the General Practice 
Psychotherapy Association 
in Toronto at the end of 
May.  

 
We appreciate the support of 
Dean Levin, Dr. Gerald Batist 
and the Department of Oncol-
ogy, and the Donner Cana-
dian Foundation that made 
these and our  o ther  
activities possible.   
 
 
 

Dean Levin introducing Dr. Danielle Ofri at McGill Programs in Whole Person Care. March 5, 2010. 

just for the day ($175.00). 
 

Starting on October 8, Dr. 
Patricia Dobkin is again 
teaching an 8-week course 
on “Mindfulness-Based 
Stress Reduction for People  
with Chronic Disease”.   
 
To find out more, call our of-

fice at 514-398-2298 or 
send an email to  
angelica.todireanu@mcgill.ca. 
The cost is $550.00. We 
will provide receipts hon-
ored by many insurance 
companies.  

      On 
 O c t o -
ber 5, 
2 0 1 0 , 

Whole Per-
son Care is hosting a 
one day workshop at 
the 18th International 
Congress on Pallia-
tive Care in Montreal. 

Upcoming 

events 

 The workshop entitled 
“Whole Person Care: Care 
for the Caregiver” will in-
clude such noted speakers 
as Michael Kearney, Ronald 
Epstein, Patricia Dobkin, and 
Helen Mc Namara. The 
workshop is open to people 
who register for the Con-
gress but you can register 



A thoughtful colleague 
pointed out that over the past 
50 years we have experi-
mented with many different 
ways to humanize medicine. 
Recently, a few of our at-
tempts have included explic-
itly promoting empathy,1 in-
culcating cultural compe-
tence,2 and offering courses 
on narrative medicine.3 This 
is not to say that any of these 
approaches have failed, but 
we are still searching—and 
recent evidence suggests 
that medicine retains power-
ful dehumanizing characteris-
tics.4 The continuation of the 
problem might reflect the 
challenge that ongoing ex-
pansion of medical capabiliti-
es5 and demand poses to hu-
mane care, but it might also 
reflect an important omission 
in the humanizing initiatives—
an explicit focus on self-care 
of practitioners’ own human-
ity. The increasing awareness 
of burnout and stress among 
physicians6 and how physi-
cian well-being affects patient 
care7 might explain the devel-
oping interest in mindfulness, 
one of the few selfcare prac-
tices for which there is empiri-
cal evidence of benefit.8 A 
PubMed search of the terms 
mindfulness and mindful re-
vealed the following trend: 10 
articles published between 
1969 and 1978; 22 articles 
published between 1979 and 
1988; 93 articles published 
between 1989 and 1998; and 
300 articles published be-
tween 1999 and 2008 
(including 80 in 2008). In ad-
dition, we found that 16 medi-
cal schools in North America, 
including Harvard, Duke, and 
McGill, offer courses on 
mindfulness to medical stu-
dents and health care practi-
tioners. Our purpose here is 
to point out some features of 
mindfulness that could 
threaten its long-term viability 
in medicine, while clarifying 
its potential role in improving 
medical practice. 

Mindfulness 

First of all, what is mindful-
ness? Jon Kabat-Zinn9 at the 
University of Massachusetts 
Medical School in Worcester, 
drawing on his long experi-
ence and many studies,  
described it as the practice of  
 

setting affect patient care and 
outcomes. 

Even if (or when) these data be-
come available, we are not sug-
gesting that mindfulness should 
replace the teaching of empathy, 
cultural awareness, narrative 
competence, or other humaniz-
ing approaches, all of which will 
continue to contribute to the 
practice of better medicine. Nor 
do we wish to ignore the impor-
tant structural elements of how 
medicine is organized that might 
truncate the relationship of pa-
tient and caregiver in ways that 
lead to demoralization and de-
humanization.5 Nevertheless, 
rehumanization probably needs 
to take place within some institu-
tional constraints,5 and mindful-
ness might contribute to this 
process by relieving the stress9 
that distracts from optimal care.7 
This stress relief might allow 
physicians to be more fully pre-
sent with their patients and, at 
the same time, improve their 
own health and well-being. Or, 
as the Canadian Medical Asso-
ciation policy states, “to manage 
professional and personal stress 
to maintain their own health and 
well-being and to maximize their 
ability to provide quality health 
care to their patients.”6 But there 
is a last catch. In order to be ef-
fective, mindfulness requires 
regular practice.9 This require-
ment for regular, formal practice 
is what distinguishes mindful-
ness from other humanizing ini-
tiatives and will be both a chal-
lenge for busy health care prac-
titioners and a part of the unique 
potential of mindfulness to trans-
form the lives of those practitio-
ners and the medicine that they 
practise. Is mindfulness just an-
other medical fad? 

We hope not! 

 

Dr Hutchinson is a Professor in 
the Department of Medicine and 
Director of the McGill Programs 
in Whole Person Care at McGill 
University in Montreal, QC. 

Dr Dobkin is an Associate Pro-
fessor in the Department of 
Medicine at McGill University. 

Competing interests.  

None declared. 

 

being in the present moment. 
To get a sense of what is 
meant, recall when you were at 
the top of your game in an activ-
ity you enjoyed, when you lost 
yourself and your sense of time 
in listening to someone’s story, 
or when you were absorbed in 
an activity that you love. Mindful 
practice and meditation aim to 
foster this capacity to let go of 
our preoccupations and be fully 
alive and present in the mo-
ment. Put like that it is hard to 
argue against the value of mind-
fulness in medicine or any other 
field. So why might mindfulness 
become a passing fad? 

Mindfulness a passing fash-

ion? 

We can think of 2 main reasons. 
The first relates to a radical dif-
ference between mindfulness 
and some of the other ap-
proaches to humanizing medi-
cine that we as a discipline have 
tried. In preparing this article we 
read many of those 300 papers 
on mindfulness published in the 
past 10 years. We found that 
writing (and reading) about 
mindfulness can rapidly turn into 
a sterile scholastic exercise. 
The difficulty in comprehending 
mindfulness by reading about it 
arises because mindfulness, in 
a distinction proposed by phi-
losopher Jacob Needleman,10 is 
an idea not a concept. Ideas, 
according to Needleman, have 
an experiential component that 
must be effectively transmitted 
in order to reach their full effect. 
Concepts, on the other hand, 
only need the right words to be 
effectively communicated. We 
are concerned that if mindful-
ness is discussed at a concep-
tual level, rather than practiced 
experientially, it will become a 
passing fashion. 

There is a second problem. 
Mindfulness does not appear to 
have a clear medical goal or 
purpose. Being more alive and 
aware sounds laudable, but will 
it fix a fractured hip or get you a 
grant? We believe that mindful-
ness has 2 distinct but inti-
mately related goals that are at 
the heart of good medical prac-
tice: the promotion of well-being 
among health care workers and 
the facilitation of healing in pa-
tients. Healing is a complex indi-
vidual process,11 and the physi-
cian’s task is further compli-
cated because he or she has 2 

divergent jobs to perform simul-
taneously12: curing disease and 
fostering healing in patients. 
Nevertheless, without attempt-
ing to summarize the recent lit-
erature on healing in medicine, 
we would point out that healing 
is an ancient part of the health 
care mandate that involves pa-
tients moving from suffering to a 
sense of integrity and whole-
ness, whether or not their dis-
ease is cured or even improv-
ing. 13 Clinical experience sug-
gests that health care practitio-
ners facilitate healing by being 
open, accepting, and focused in 
the present moment.14 Mindful-
ness meditation training helps 
us practise this way of being so 
that we can be effective facilita-
tors of healing for ourselves and 
our patients. 

Mindful medical practice 

How do you foster a practice 
that is aimed at improving the 
well-being of practitioners and 
the quality of the medicine that 
they practise? We have begun 
to teach this approach in the 
Faculty of Medicine at McGill 
University in Montreal, Que, 
where we combine training in 
mindfulness with communication 
exercises and role playing. Par-
ticipants (physicians, nurses, 
psychologists, and other health 
care practitioners) practise be-
ing mindful in reality-based clini-
cal interactions with patients 
and colleagues. Preliminary 
analyses of the pilot data from 
an 8-week mindfulness-based 
medical practice course with 27 
health care professionals 
showed that participants had 
enhanced awareness of and 
ability to disengage from rumi-
native thoughts, and they re-
ported increases in self-care 
practices and psychological 
well-being after the course.15 
We realize that our experience 
with small numbers of volunteer 
health care practitioners does 
not prove the benefits of mind-
fulness. We are, however, en-
couraged by empirical evidence 
of benefit (with health care prac-
titioners, nursing students, and 
medical students) shown in 
other centres.8 Future work 
needs to address whether mind-
fulness can be taught to all 
health care practitioners or only 
to those who volunteer. We also 
need to determine how the 
changes in those who practice 
mindfulness within the medical 
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Date Title Speaker 

October 1 Disruptive physician behav-

iour and students' learning 

environment - a novel ap-

proach to healing through 

simulation 

Helen McNamara, M.D., M.Sc. 

Assistant Professor, Department of  
Obstetrics & Gynecology, McGill Univer-
sity 

November 5 Naturopathic medicine as a 

whole system of care: evi-

dence and application in real 

world practice 

Dugald Seely, B.Sc., ND, M.Sc. 

Research  D i rec t o r ,  Canad ian  
College of Naturopathic Medicine,  
Toronto  

December 3 Telemedicine and Palliative 

Care 

Antonia Arnaert, Ph.D., MAP, M.Sc., 

IA 

Associate Professor, School of Nursing, 
McGill University 

October 15 Optimizing wellness before, 

during and after cancer treat-

ment  

Kathleen Wesa, M.D. 

Physician-Scientist, Integrative Medicine 
Service, Memorial Sloan-Kettering Can-
cer Center, New York, USA 

SEMINARS ON HEALING FALL 2010 
All seminars take place at 546 Pine Avenue West, from 12:30—2:00 p.m.  

Please RSVP to 514-398-2298 or wpc.oncology@mcgill.ca 

Correspondence 

Tom A. Hutchinson, McGill Pro-
grams in Whole Person Care, 
McGill University, 546 Pine Ave 
W, Montreal, QC H2W 1S6; tele-
phone 514 398-8679; fax 514 
3 9 8 - 5 1 1 1 ;  e - m a i l 
tom.hutchinson@mcgill.ca. 
The opinions expressed in com-
mentaries are those of the au-
thors. Publication does not imply 
endorsement by the College of 
Family Physicians of Canada. 
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Tom Hutchinson is editing a book entitled “Whole Person 

Care: A New Paradigm for the 21st Century” that will be  

published by Humana Press. Among the authors are Balfour 

Mount, Michael Kearney, former Dean Abraham Fuks, Richard & 

Sylvia Cruess, Eric Cassell as well as many other notable academics inside 

and outside McGill. The book will appear in Spring 2011.  
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FILMS THAT TRANSFORM: IN DIALOGUE WITH OTHERS ON THE JOURNEY 

                                                                                        2010-2011 

The mandate of McGill Pro-
grams in Whole Person Care is 
simple yet profound: to trans-
form Western healthcare by pro-
moting healing in synergy with 
curing as the objective of care. 
But what brings healing? We 
explore this complex question 
through a film series that chal-
lenges and explores our notion 
of healing and transformation—
on both a local and global level. 
In the past 5 years we have 
shown films that range in scale 
from the very personal (a young 
girl’s lesson from a dying piano 
teacher in “Mr Mergler’s gift”) to 
the planetary scale (in 
“Baraka”). The common thread 
is the use of compelling images 
and stories to bring us inside the 
process of transformation. Once 
again, we have a line-up of out-
standing films that do exactly 
that! 

1. October 19, 2010 Departures 
(2008): This Academy Award-
winning best foreign language 
film in 2009 tells the story of a 
young Japanese man whose life 
a n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h 
his missing father is transformed  

 

by a change in jobs - he makes 
the unusual transition from play-
ing cello in an orchestra  to be-
coming an undertaker. You will 
laugh, you may cry, but you will 
not remain unmoved by this 
fabulous film that explores death 
and relationship.  
 

2. November 30, 2010 Young at 
Heart (2007): Do you ever really 
grow old or does it just seem that 
way? The seniors who sing in 
“The Chorus” which has ap-
peared to standing ovations all 
over the world (including the 
2010 Montreal Jazz Festival) cer-
tainly challenge some of our as-
sumptions about life, aging, grief, 
and healing. We chose this 
movie because it makes the 
point so clearly that healing may 
require acceptance but is cer-
tainly not about giving up. In this 
poignant story, it’s about going 
on with life, at full blast! 

3. February 22, 2010 Waste 
Land (2009): A 2010 audience 
award winner at Sundance, Ber-
lin and Hot Docs film festivals, 
this powerful documentary tells 
the story of world renowned Bra-
z i l i a n  

zilian photo artist Vic Muniz’s 
transformational journey into 
the lives of garbage workers in 
Jardim Gramacho - the world’s 
largest landfill on the outskirts 
of Rio de Janeiro. Over three 
years, Muniz photographed 
people who inhabited the trash 
city and the art objects they 
created out of the trash. Muniz 
sold these photos at auctions to 
raise money for the garbage 
workers. The film not only 
shows the transformative power 
of art, but also the triumph of 
the human spirit. 

4. April 5, 2010 The Legacy 
(2009): The third in Bernard 
Emond’s brilliant trilogy explor-
ing faith, hope, and charity in 
modern Quebec. We have al-
ready shown the first film in the 
series (“The Novena”, one of 
our most successful films to 
date).  In this film, we follow the 
same Montreal emergency doc-
tor from “The Novena” as she 
takes a job in rural Quebec and 
finds herself getting uncom-
fortably close to her patients. 
Has she made a mistake or is  
this a new opening in her life? 
 

Emond explores the difficult 
issue of a physician’s some-
times overwhelming empathy 
with her patients in his quiet, 
beautifully cinematographic, 
and masterful way.  

5. May 10, 2010 Into Great 
Silence (2005): An acknowl-
edged recent documentary 
classic about the famed Car-
thusian Monastery in France, 
this film is not easily de-
scribed but as the New York 
Times said is “utterly spell-
binding”. It gives the viewer 
some of the same experience 
of being in the moment that 
the almost completely silent 
monks in the movie live on a 
daily basis. As in all transfor-
mation, in a way nothing hap-
pens in the movie, and yet so 
much happens. We chose 
this movie as the last in our 
series because it leaves the 
audience with an experience 
of being in the “now” that is at 
the heart of healing and trans-
formation and our work in 
McGill Programs in Whole 
Person Care.   

Department of Oncology 

Gerald Bronfman Centre 
546 Pine Avenue West 

Montreal, QC  H2W 1S6 
Phone: 514-398-2298 

Fax: 514-398-5111 

wpc.oncology@mcgill.ca 
Tax deductible donations to McGill 

Programs in Whole Person Care 
may be arranged by contacting 

our office. 

www.mcgill.ca/
wholepersoncare 
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Tom A. Hutchinson 
MB, FRCP(C) 

Director, McGill Programs 
in Whole Person Care 

 Balfour M. Mount 
 M.D. 

Balfour Mount is an 
Emeritus Professor of 
Medicine, McGill Univer-
sity.  He was the Found-
ing Director of the Royal 
Victoria Hospital Pallia-
tive Care Service, Pallia-
tive Care McGill, and The 
McGill Programs in  
Whole Person Care. 

 Garry Beitel 
 

 
Garry Beitel is a Montreal 
based documentary film-
maker whose award win-
ning films have challenged 
and moved audiences in 
theatres and on television 
in Canada and internation-
ally for over 20 years. 

 

 Beverly Shaffer 

 
Beverly Shaffer's inter-
nat iona l ly- respected 
films have garnered 
over 40 awards during 
her career at the Na-
tional Film Board, in-
cluding an Oscar® for 
her sensitive portrayal of 
a disabled young girl in 
“I'll Find a Way”.  

 Antoine Maloney 
 

 

 

Antoine Maloney likes 
what he does in his IT 
consulting job, but what 
he really loves, besides 
his wife and boys, is 
when the lights come up 
and people start talking 
about the movie they've 
just seen. 

THE TEAM 

THE FILMS 


