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The time has come for health care profes-
sionals to stop being passive observers of a
health support network that is losing

touch with an increasingly well-informed and
empowered population. Dentists may be
providers of care, but they are also among the
most knowledgeable patients or clients in the
national health care system. We have com-
mitted our working lives to developing ways to
help people be healthier, we have pioneered
preventive methods, and we have developed
effective and efficient management models for
care. It is now time for our profession to
embrace its role as a leader in the evolution of
health care in Canada.

Ten years ago I decided to make a difference
in the crisis in the Canadian health care system.
To this end, I have written Journey to Wellness, a
book about the radical idea of designing a health
care system centred around the patient, and have
helped to create a national organization, the
Canadian Association for People-Centred Health
(CAPCH), through which the grassroots can be
heard. The experience has been rewarding, but
much remains to be done. I invite each of you to
become part of the solution by helping to create
a health care system in which people come first.

The Times Are Changing but the System
Is Not

Information technology is creating a new
paradigm in health care, and we must embrace

this reality. Consider the following quotation
from a report of the Information Therapy 
conference that was held in September 2005:

Paul Wallace (Executive Director of the
Kaiser Permanente Care Management
Institute and new Chairman of the Center
for Information Therapy Board of
Directors) closed the conference by
describing the 3 shifts in the last 1000 years
of teaching medicine. From about 1000 to
1500, “the only person who had the book
was the professor.” After the invention of
the printing press, “the medical students
finally had the book,” which posed a big
challenge to the medical school faculty of
the time. That archetype basically lasted
for the next 500 years, but “now, the
patient has the book.” That represents the
paradigm shift of the new millennium.1

As a result of this current shift, people are
able to access information and manage their
health in ways that were previously impossible.
Gone are the days when people blindly did
what their health care providers told them to
do. The role of health care professionals in this
new paradigm is to support the informed
client rather than simply to care for the
patient. A rapidly increasing number of clients
know their options, and indeed these people
constitute the driving force for change. As a
result, we must have effective teams of profes-
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sionals who can help Canadians to make informed deci-
sions and who can provide the services necessary to fulfill
their needs, rather than the services the provider thinks
they need.

Canadians keep looking to governments to find solu-
tions for the health system crisis, but to date governments
at all levels have failed to be visionary. The results of public
opinion polls and the promises needed to win the next
election are not criteria on which we can build a system
that helps each person to realize his or her potential with
respect to a personally defined balance of mental, physical,
spiritual and emotional well-being. Perhaps it is time to go
to the people for ideas.

On October 20, 2005, CAPCH and Journey to Wellness
were launched with one fundamental objective: to make a
difference in the future of health care by making our
health care system more responsive to the needs of the
people. CAPCH is a national not-for-profit, nonpartisan,
grassroots organization that is committed to researching,
designing and sharing ways to make our system a “people
first” system. The book Journey to Wellness presents a
vision and comprehensive proposal for a people-centred
system and will challenge you to change the way you look
at the issues in health care.

Eight Ways Dentists Can Be Leaders and Make a
Difference

1. Examine our office policies and procedures from the
patient’s perspective, and evaluate how we can put
people first and support principles of optimal health.
We claim to treat everyone as family, but do we? Do we
really empower each person to be the manager of his or
her own care? Do we present all options to clients, or
just the ones that fit an insurance plan?

2. Challenge health leaders to re-evaluate the system from
the patient’s perspective. Use the current federal elec-
tion campaign as an opportunity to stop the political
rhetoric, encourage debate about the real issues and
begin to clarify a vision. The health of those we love is
in the balance. Challenge politicians and health leaders
to address the following issues:

• Since the Canada Health Act was written, virtually
everything has changed in health and health care:
who can provide care, the types of illnesses that
occur, the types of care that are available, the ability
of patients to participate in their own care, the goals
and expectations of the people, the diversification of
cultures, even the definition of health. All of this has
changed, but the underlying system of providing
care has remained the same. Why?

• We don’t have a health system — we have an illness
system. What does this mean, and why is this situa-
tion not openly discussed?

• We don’t have a health act — we have an insurance
act. Why is this not open for discussion?

• We don’t have health principles — we have insurance
principles. What are principles of health, and why
don’t we build our system around them?

• We are supposed to know all our options, have the
right of choice and the right of informed consent.
Outside of the publicly funded system, it is unethical
for providers to design their diagnosis and treatment
plans according to the limitations imposed by an
insurance company. Inside the publicly funded
system, doctors are penalized if they accept reward
for going beyond the limitations of the publicly
funded insurance plan. Why do we allow govern-
ments to continue this double standard?

3. Challenge our clients to stop passively accepting polit-
ical or provider solutions and begin to be managers of
their own health care system.

4. Challenge other health care professionals to be leaders.
Together we can make a difference.

5. Challenge our provincial and national associations to
be leaders in developing a people-centred vision.

6. Share your ideas and encourage others to do the same.
Enter the “CAPCH Challenge” on how to make the
system more responsive to the needs of the people.
Details will be available in January 2006 at the CAPCH
Web site (www.capch.ca).

7. Become a member of CAPCH and support the many
not-for-profit initiatives to put people, not politics or
providers, first.

8. Most importantly, begin your own personal wellness
program and demand a system that supports it.
Wellness begins with each one of us. It will take 32 mil-
lion people to save our health care system.

This new paradigm means moving to a people-first
system, not because politicians or health care professionals
are leading the way but because informed people are no
longer willing to compromise their health care to fit the
existing system, are demanding access to (and manage-
ment of) their health records and will demand people-
centred funding, management and legislative models.

It is time to create a system that encourages Canadians
to stop being patients in the system and to start being
managers of their personal health systems. Putting more
money into the current system and making small tweaks
may help politicians win elections, but it will not save the
health care system. The system must evolve. The crisis will
only be averted when each person accepts responsibility
for their part of the solution; the people who have invested
their working lives in health care (including dentists) must
lead the way.

––– Glover –––
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The board and members of CAPCH invite you to stop
pointing fingers and to challenge yourself and others to be
part of the solution. C
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Got an opinion? Discuss this article in the CDA Members’
Forum at www.cda-adc.ca/forum. Not sure how to log in?
It’s as easy as…

1. Go to the Web address provided above
2. Type in your password
3. Choose a topic and start “chatting”.

Don’t know your password? Forgot your password?

Online instructions are provided to help you retrieve that
information. Or contact CDA at 1-800-267-6354, between
8 a.m. and 4 p.m. EST, e-mail: reception@cda-adc.ca.
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