
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Prepared for:  
The Carley’s Angels Foundation 
Fall 2023 

Focusing on Holistic Care: 
Enhancing the 
Cancer Experience 
at Princess Margaret Cancer Centre 

Impact 
Report 



A Letter of Gratitude from 
Dr. Gary Rodin 
Sending our deep appreciation and thank you, Riley, to you, your family and to 
the Carley’s Angels community for your generous support for the Cancer 
Experience Program at Princess Margaret Cancer Centre. This support has 
played a vital role in helping our program to enhance the “soul of medicine,” 
and to maintain and improve the wellbeing of our patients, their loved ones, 
caregivers and staff. 

I am pleased to report back to Carley’s Angels on the progress that your 
support has enabled. As you will see, your thoughtful gifts have been 
instrumental in bringing our vision to life, and we join Carley’s Angels in our 
commitment to improving equity and access to information and services for all 
patients and their loved ones. 

Your support for the Cancer Experience Program, and its initiatives such as 
Project Empathy, is helping to fill critical and often overlooked gaps in cancer 
care. Carley was a remarkable young woman and Carley’s Angels inspires us 
to continue her legacy. 

Thank you for helping our patients and their loved ones feel seen and heard as 
they navigate through their cancer experience and for your belief in our work.  

Sincerely, 

Dr. Gary Rodin 
Director, Cancer Experience 
Princess Margaret Cancer Centre 
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Strategic Priorities and Initiatives: 
Enhancing the Cancer Experience 
Princess Margaret Cancer Centre is one of the top five cancer research centres in the world and 
Canada’s largest cancer centre. We are home to game-changing discoveries in cancer diagnosis, 
treatment and aftercare that make a profound impact on our patients and their loved ones. 
 
Led by Dr. Gary Rodin, the Cancer Experience Program was established to ensure our patients, their 
caregivers and loved ones experience a holistic and supportive environment throughout their cancer 
trajectory. The Program supports the development, investigation and implementation of patient-
centered programs and our goal is for these initiatives to become a global standard of care. 
 
The Princess Margaret attracts the best and brightest individuals from around the world. Our Cancer 
Experience team brings a great breadth of expertise and experience, which helps spark innovative 
approaches to our program. This team also reports into The Princess Margaret Executive Committee, 
which includes a broad representation of healthcare experts. 
 
Our team has identified the following priority areas to enhance the interconnected wellbeing of patients, 
caregivers, trainees and staff, and to ensure that opportunities for cancer care, education and 
employment are inclusive, equitable and accessible for all. These foundational elements are 
represented in the SuNDAE Framework: 
 

1. Supportive Communication 
2. Navigation 
3. Diversity, Inclusion, Equity, Access and Anti-Racism 
4. Ambiance; and 
5. Engagement 

 
Buoyed by your generosity, we are pleased to share our current initiatives aligned with each strategy. 



 

1. Supportive Communication  
Information about disease and treatment must be communicated to patients 
and their loved ones in an honest, sensitive and empathic manner. 
Supportive communication of this kind has been shown to increase the 
satisfaction of patients and their loved ones, reduce distress, promote 
faster recovery and improve quality of life. While extensive training is 
provided in almost all other aspects of medical care, most healthcare 
providers have not received sufficient communication training. This can 
have a negative impact on mental health and patient outcomes. 
 
With support from donors like Carley’s Angels, The Princess Margaret is 
taking a systematic approach to training its healthcare providers in 
supportive and empathic communication with patients and their loved ones. 
Communication of this kind has enormous benefits for the wellbeing of 
patients and their loved ones as well as satisfaction with their care.  

 
An Update on Project Empathy 
Your support is helping to fuel Project Empathy – a series of cinematic 
vignettes designed to improve communication between oncologists and 
patients, as well as with their loved ones. These vignettes demonstrate the 
importance of compassionate communication in patient interactions and 
highlight how leading with empathy results in better outcomes, builds trust, 
and reduces stress and uncertainty. 
 
Developed with the production team that created the famous Canadian 
"Heritage Minutes" short films, the cinematic vignettes are high-quality 
productions with professional actors. Throughout the development of these 
scenarios, the production team consulted with experts, including cancer 
educators, oncologists and patients from diverse communities. We will 
continue to incorporate these voices in future vignettes to ensure inclusivity. 
 
One vignette, for example, features a young patient who is in remission 
from breast cancer and is ready to start a family when she learns that she 
has a gene mutation and must consider removing her ovaries. Another 
vignette shows a middle-aged patient with prostate cancer deciding 
between radiation and surgery and after the cancer returns, regretting the 
initial treatment decision.  
 
The first five vignettes have been completed and the team is sharing them 
internally before circulating them more widely. The team will then measure 
the impact of Project Empathy with an accompanying survey, intended to 
gather feedback to improve the project as it moves forward. Plans are 
already underway to develop further scenarios.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
“For many cancer 
patients and their loved 
ones, the diagnosis and 
treatment of cancer can 
be a terrifying and 
confusing time in their 
lives. The Cancer 
Experience Program will 
ensure the inter-
connectedness of 
patients, loved ones, 
healthcare providers and 
trainees in a framework 
that reflects that we’re all 
in this together.” 
 
 
 
 

- Dr. Gary Rodin 
 

Director  
Cancer Experience Program 

Princess Margaret Cancer Centre 
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2. Navigation 
The health system of cancer care is complex. Cancer patients and their loved ones require routine 
access to accurate information, timely care, and both traditional and non-traditional supportive care 
resources. Online and in-person navigation tools and psychosocial interventions are being developed to 
ensure access to optimal cancer care and maintain the wellbeing of patients and their loved ones. 

 
Stepping into the Digital World  
The Cancer Experience team is developing a new digital platform by which information, navigation and 
emotional support will be provided to address the diverse needs of patients and caregivers at all stages 
of disease and treatment. This platform will help ensure that essential resources and mental health 
support are accessible for all patients and caregivers, including those from marginalized communities 
and for whom English is not the first language. 
 
Enabled by donor support, new tools will feature an e-coach model originating from the Healing Beyond 
the Body Program (see below) that connects cancer patients with specially trained volunteers for 
support. This one-to-one approach provides patients with emotional support, reassurance and 
understanding every step of the way – from the time of diagnosis and treatment through the phases of 
survivorship or progressive disease and, in some cases, grief. By recruiting volunteers from diverse 
racial and cultural groups in partnership with community agencies, patients and caregivers will be able 
to access information and support, tailored to their individual needs. 

 
Healing Beyond the Body 
Made possible exclusively by donor support, Healing Beyond the Body (HBB) connects trained 
volunteers directly with cancer patients and their caregivers. In these one-on-one supportive and 
trusting relationships, volunteers bridge the gap for people between their medical appointments and 
help with navigating the healthcare system. They support the mental, emotional, social, interpersonal 
and practical aspects of living with cancer. 



 

We recruit compassionate, multi-lingual 
volunteers to support our diverse community. 
They help patients and caregivers feel 
empowered in their care by providing a sense 
of control and agency. This past year, HBB 
volunteers have connected with over 160 
patients and caregivers and contributed more 
than 1,400 hours of support. The team aims to 
strengthen their recruitment by engaging more 
than 150 new volunteers in 2023 and is on 
track to meet this goal. 
 
Further reflecting the importance of this 
approach, the team is working with centres in 
Ontario, Australia and the UK, to translate this 
innovative model for care of patients and 
caregivers beyond The Princess Margaret.  

 
Managing Cancer and Living Meaningfully (CALM) 
The impact of cancer on mental health is the cause of enormous suffering and adverse effects in the 
quality of life for patients and their caregivers. More than one third of people with advanced cancer, and 
their loved ones, report symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder soon after the diagnosis of 
advanced cancer. What’s more, clinically significant symptoms of depression and demoralization are 
equally common as the disease progresses. 
 
To support mental health and wellbeing of patients with advanced cancer, the Supportive Care team 
developed a psychotherapeutic intervention called Managing Cancer and Living Meaningfully (CALM). 
CALM is an evidence-based, semi-structured intervention designed to help people manage practical 
and profound problems associated with advanced disease. It helps patients manage symptoms of their 
disease and communication with their healthcare providers. It provides guidance on the impact of the 
disease on their sense of identity and personal relationships, and on the meaning of life in the context 
of advanced disease. It also helps create a safe space to address hopes, fears and plans for the future. 
 
CALM psychotherapy has shown a reduction in and prevention of depressive symptoms, and improved 
end-of-life preparation in advanced cancer patients. To ensure access to high-quality psychosocial care 
for patients and caregivers nationally, The Princess Margaret provides CALM toolkits, CALM therapist 
supervision and certification, and hosts CALM training workshops to implement this effective 
intervention at other institutions. What’s more, we have also introduced iCALM, an online version of the 
program to broaden access to more people who need it. Training and implementation of CALM is 
underway with partners around the world, including in Australia, China, Germany, Israel, Italy, Japan, 
the US, UK and others. 
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3. Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, Access & Anti-Racism (IDEAA) 
Equity in access is a fundamental principle of cancer care, but strategies are needed to ensure that this 
is achieved. The Cancer Experience Program team is working to ensure that resources and information 
are tailored to specific linguistic and cultural groups of our patient population. The Program strives for 
all patients and their loved ones, including those from more vulnerable or marginalized groups, to 
receive seamless and appropriate care across the complex system of a comprehensive cancer 
treatment centre. 
 
Through the new digital platform (described above on page 5), our patients will be guided through this 
complex system by trained volunteers from various cultural and linguistic groups to support our diverse 
patient population. The team is also paying attention to the ambience of the Cancer Center (please see 
page 9), with installation of artworks from diverse populations and communities to enhance the 
atmosphere of the Cancer Center and to create a sense of cultural safety and inclusiveness for all who 
visit. 

 
Improving Health Equity by Removing Barriers 
Cancer clinical trials represent an opportunity to better prevent, diagnose and treat cancer. They allow 
patients to access promising treatments and enhanced clinical care that would otherwise not be 
available to them. Understanding barriers to trials is critical to reducing disparities and developing 
tailored interventions to improve access. 
 
In our last update, we introduced you to Dr. Gilla Shapiro, the team’s research lead in IDEAA. With your 
support, in collaboration with the Global Cancer Program and the Cancer Clinical Research Unit, Dr. 
Shapiro launched a health equity project that is gathering comprehensive data about the diversity of 
patients at The Princess Margaret. One of the study’s primary goals is to understand the barriers 
experienced by some patients enrolling in clinical trials. 
 
Dr. Shapiro and team undertook a 15-year retrospective study (between 2006 and 2021) of clinical trial 
enrollment among all newly diagnosed cancer patients, including at The Princess Margaret. They 
explored the sociodemographic characteristics of over 154,000 patients enrolled and observed 
disparities in clinical trial enrollment as a function of age, sex, language, income and geography. There 
were lower odds of clinical trial enrollment for patients who were female, older than 65 years of age and 
non-English language speakers. There were also lower odds of trial enrollment for patients who lived 
furthest from the Cancer Centre and lived in areas with greater material deprivation or higher 
concentration of visible minorities. They also found that patients with metastatic disease and those with 
a primary care provider had greater odds of enrolling in a clinical trial. 
 
Their findings suggest the need for more targeted enrollment strategies and outreach to improve 
access for all. With broader prospective data collection, they can better understand the influence of 
patient, healthcare provider and healthcare system factors on clinical trial enrollment. The team 
submitted their project to the prestigious 2023 American Society of Clinical Oncology Annual Meeting to 
share their findings. 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lived Experience of Black Women with Cancer 
Despite our universal healthcare system, not everyone in Canada is afforded the same standard of 
cancer care. The Cancer Experience team is building on their work in understanding the disparities in 
clinical trial participation by exploring access to breast cancer clinical trials. 
 
Dr. Andrea Covelli, a surgeon-investigator specializing in breast cancer, launched the Lived 
Experiences of Black Women with Breast Cancer project. The study aims to better understand the 
experiences of Black women with breast cancer in Canada, especially in the context of how race and 
sociocultural factors shape their experience in primary care and cancer care systems. The team is 
identifying challenges, barriers, inequities or variations in care, with a broad representation in 
immigration and background, age, ethnicity, sexuality, religion, socioeconomic status and location.  
 
Over the next year, the team will host focus groups with healthcare experts, patient and support 
representatives, community organizations and cancer societies to identify priority themes and inequities 
to address. The team will then collaborate with all parties to implement pan-Canadian strategies to 
make high-quality cancer care available for all. 

 
Improving Sexual and Gender Diversity in Cancer Care 
A healthcare provider’s lack of awareness of sexual orientation and gender diversity can have a 
negative impact on cancer care through a patient’s own experience, as well as limiting access to end-
of-life and bereavement support for their partners. According to recent Canadian research, over half of 
healthcare providers do not feel knowledgeable about the needs of 2SLGBTQ+ people. The local 
findings align with broader evidence suggesting that only 8% of oncologists feel confident in their 
knowledge of 2SLGBTQ+ patients. 
 
To remedy this, The Princess Margaret launched the Sexual and Gender Diversity Program. The 
program, led by Psychiatrist Dr. Christian Schulz-Quach, is promoting knowledge about the unique 
needs of sexual and gender minorities among healthcare providers, administrative staff and trainees. 
 
The team has piloted the first education module of a new curriculum, funded through the Cancer 
Experience Program, which focuses on supportive communication around pronouns, gender, sexual 
orientation and relationship diversity. In future, the team aims to develop a tool that can be used across 
University Health Network, extending the program’s impact and improving care for more patients. 
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4. Ambience 
The environment in which cancer care, research and education is delivered has a significant impact on 
the wellbeing of our patients, their loved ones and healthcare providers. Initiatives in this pillar include 
attention to the aesthetics of the environment and bringing art, music and technology into our space to 
enhance the sensory experience and subjective wellbeing of all who receive care or work or train in the 
Cancer Centre. To bring these initiatives to life, we have partnered with the Art Gallery of Ontario 
(AGO) and the Toronto Symphony Orchestra (TSO), with other partnerships on the horizon. 
 
Music in the Atrium & Symphony for the Soul 
Led by Artistic Director Andrew Ascenzo, the Music in the Atrium program is a popular live concert 
series accessible for patients and their loved ones to enjoy as they wait for appointments or rest 
between treatments. The program features established artists representing various genres and styles, 
including classical, jazz, opera, Broadway and more. The program is also live-streamed and archived 
on the Foundation’s YouTube Channel. The Princess Margaret also started Symphony for the Soul, a 
monthly concert featuring TSO musicians. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cancer and the Arts 
Led by Art Curator Patricia Rittaca, our Cancer and 
the Arts program is bringing beautiful and inspiring 
art into the Cancer Centre to improve the patient 
experience. The AGO has generously loaned us two 
spectacular pieces that are prominently displayed 
near the Murray Street entrance and artist Steve 
Driscoll recently contributed one of his signature 
landscape paintings. To add more moments of 
reflection and delight, we have new gallery spaces 
that will be thoughtfully curated by partner artists and 
organizations in the coming years. 
 

Music in the Atrium Symphony for the Soul 



 

5. Engagement 
Engagement of our staff and trainees, as well as our patients and their loved ones, is essential for the 
delivery of optimal cancer care. Activities in this pillar will foster bi-directional communication between 
patients, loved ones and their care teams, to support shared decision-making and digital means to 
support all who receive care or work and train in the Cancer Centre. The importance of supportive 
engagement with patients, loved ones, staff and trainees has been highlighted in recent years by the 
stresses and social disconnection imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
The Magic Castle 
The Magic Castle is a one-of-a-kind oasis for children of 
patients or children undergoing cancer treatment, operated 
in partnership with Mothercraft. It provides free childcare, as 
well as a safe, fun and educational space for children while 
their loved ones visit The Princess Margaret for their 
appointment(s). The Magic Castle is funded wholly by 
philanthropy and would not be possible without the support 
of our donor community. 
 
Each year, the Magic Castle helps more than 1,000 
children, aged 12 and under. It is staffed by a registered 
early childhood educator, Alketa Kumbaro, who facilitates 
age-appropriate activities that help the kids in their care. 
The new and improved Magic Castle space opened in 
October 2022. The space is a bright, fun-filled facility with 
brand new toys, books, creative materials and other 
learning opportunities. It provides a place where kids can 
simply be kids. 
 
Looking ahead, the Cancer Experience team hopes to expand the Magic Castle beyond just a physical 
space to include supportive programming tailored to children and loved ones affected by cancer. 

 
EASE-CG 
Emotion and Symptom-focused Engagement (EASE) is an intervention that has been demonstrated to 
effectively provide tailored psychotherapy support for newly diagnosed acute leukemia patients. 
Adapted from this successful program, the team is currently recruiting for a new, comprehensive, multi-
centre program called Emotion and Symptom-focused Engagement for Caregivers (EASE-CG). In 
collaboration with the Hospital for Sick Children (SickKids) – the largest leukemia treatment centre in 
Canada for pediatric patients – the study aims to reduce traumatic stress symptoms and other 
psychological distress, as well as increase wellbeing of primary caregivers of children with acute 
leukemia. Furthermore, the team is expanding the program to offer EASE to parents of all children with 
life-threatening cancer, to integrate psychological support as a standard of care in the Network for 
Family-Centered Care and the Centre for Research and Training in Psychological Care. 
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Office/Courier Address 
700 University Avenue, 4th Floor, Toronto, ON  M5G 1Z5 
T  416.946.6560  /  1.866.224.6560 
F  416.946.6563 

Mailing Address 
610 University Avenue, 
Toronto, ON  M5G 2M9 
      
Charitable Organization No. 88900 7597 RR0001         

 

Thank You for Your Support 
Riley, we offer our heartfelt gratitude to you, your family and to Carley’s Angels for your invaluable 
support for the Cancer Experience Program at The Princess Margaret. By helping us to focus on the 
whole person, and not just the disease, your generosity is creating a lasting legacy that is improving the 
quality of life of our patients and their loved ones. This means the world to all of us here at The 
Princess Margaret. 
 
If you have any questions about this report on the Cancer Experience Program and Dr. Gary Rodin’s 
work, please do not hesitate to contact: 
 
 
 
 Malka Greene 

Senior Director, Major Gifts 
The Princess Margaret Cancer Foundation 
E: malka.greene@thepmcf.ca 
C: 416.995.1376 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

To learn how you can help 
conquer cancer visit thepmcf.ca 
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