
 

June 21, 2021 

University of 

King’s College: 

Research Project 

Description 
Undergraduate Scotia Scholars 

Award | 2021-22 



University of King’s College Proposal for Pilot Scotia Scholars Undergraduate 

Research Opportunity 
 

Title: Humanities in Hospital Healthcare: A Study of Books by Heart 

 

RNS Mission: Strengthening health care delivery systems 

 

Research Project Summary: 

This is a project to study the construction, implementation, and success of Books by Heart program 

planned for the Cardiology Ward of the QEII Hospital in Halifax. 

This project will be a study of the effectiveness of such a program for healthcare, its comparison 

with other programs nationally and internationally that bring humanities to bear on clinical 

healthcare experiences, with suggestions for further research and implementation. This will involve 

(a) a literature search; (b) sets of interviews of patients and staff; (c) data analysis; (d) 

recommendations for healthcare; e) identification of where the dissemination of this research will 

take place (e.g. journal, website, etc.).  

 

Books by Heart Initiative: 

Books by Heart is a new program planned for the Cardiology Ward of the QEII Hospital in Halifax, 

which intends to use modern technology to help healthcare providers and others who spend time 

on the inpatient units to connect on a deeper level with their patients. This will be accomplished by 

creating a free curated collection of ebooks and audiobooks embedded in our inpatient unit. The 

intention of the program is to offer an opportunity to engage with patients over matters central to 

their identity and independent of the illness they are facing: their pastimes, interests, story 

preferences, and values. The Books by Heart program is currently in the pre-funding stage, having 

been designed, feasibility-tested, and gained NHSA clearance.  

Modern medicine has vastly improved the prognosis for our patients, but it has also taken the 

humanity out of health care. When doctors talk to patients the focus is test results and treatment, 

and the doctors change in rotation every few days. Nurses used to provide holistic care, getting to 

know patients in the context of their lives. Now nursing is task driven, with little space for anything 

more than a superficial connection with patients. Although patients see many members of the care 

team in the course of a day, no one is tasked with building a relationship with them.  

Patients discharged from hospital with heart disease are at significant risk of depression (refs for 

depression post myocardial infarction) and when depression develops it is a risk factor for poor 

clinical outcomes. Hence, anything that can be done to bolster heart patients’ defences against 

depression may actually improve their long-term survival. Consequently, a focus on emotional 

wellbeing during the inpatient stay has the potential to provide far reaching health benefits including 

improved survival.  

Books by Heart aims to use literature  delivered by modern technology to (1) improve patient 

wellbeing directly through their reading experience and (2) improve patients’ social connectivity by 

helping healthcare providers (and others who spend time on the inpatient units) to converse on a 

deeper level with patients. We describe the pilot phase for this program, focusing on feasibility and 



implementation.  The long-term goal will include exploration of the patient experience with respect 

to cognitive and social defences against depression as well as the effect on patient clinical 

outcomes. 

 

RESEARCH PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

 

Literature Review 

The study will involve a comprehensive literature review of related programs worldwide that attempt 

to use the fruits of the humanities to make a positive contribution to healthcare or patient 

experience, particularly in hospital. To our knowledge, Books by Heart is unique in the world, but 

other programs involving literature have been used as programs to enhance healthcare delivery 

(reading groups, writing groups), as have programs centred on art, music, religion, philosophy, 

artifacts, etc. In Ontario and Quebec, a program has been in the pilot stage for a number of years 

that allows doctors to prescribe a visit to a museum or art gallery as a treatment for certain 

conditions such as depression and diabetes, and the Montreal Museum of Fine Art has devoted 

significant resources to this emerging field of museotherapy. Central concerns in the integration of 

the humanities into modes of healthcare delivery are the impacts of meaning-making, 

connectedness to something greater than oneself (friends, community, history, world), and mood 

on physical and mental wellbeing. Holistic supports for mood and meaning are of interest in the field 

of cardiology in particular because depression is a major risk factor for mortality in cardiac patients. 

The student researcher will survey programs that integrate humanities into healthcare delivery, with 

particular attention given to hospital in-patient programs, as well as other programs that unite 

patient, family, and staff in the same experience. The student researcher will conduct a comparative 

analysis of how these projects came into existence, their successes and lessons learned, and 

develop recommendations for implementation in the Nova Scotia context. 

 

Surveys 

The research will also entail a series of surveys related to this work, subject to ethics review board. 

Questions under investigation could include—on the patient side—self-reporting of improved mood 

in patients, attitudes towards the healthcare process, quality of relationship with staff, and self-

efficacy. On the staff side, question could include self-reporting of pride in workplace, energy and 

patience for patient and family interactions, ease of relationship-building with fellow Books by Heart 

readers, relationship to personal stress management, and impact on collegiality of workplace 

interactions with various staff who are fellow Books by Heart readers.  

 

Critical Observation of Program Development 

The study will take advantage of the fact that Books by Heart is in the pre-funding stage. Collecting 

data prior to implementation will allow for pre and post comparisons. Furthermore, student 

engagement at this stage provides the student researcher with the opportunity to follow the project 

as it moves from pre-funding to funding, implementation, and evaluation. The student researcher 

will be embedded with program developers to observe the decision-making, fundraising, and 

implementation of the project. The History of Science and Technology Program at King’s has 20 

years of experience placing students in scientific laboratory settings to conduct observational 

research on the scientific process.  



Deliverables: 

1. Literature survey for comparative engagements between humanities and health sciences, for 

use of the Books by Heart program, and forming the core of a discussion document to be 

submitted to Medical Humanities (a subsidiary of the British Medical Journal). 

2. Parallel study of Books by Heart’s impact on both patients in the program and health care 

providers, comparing data at baseline and after implementation of Books by Heart. 

3. Mentoring of student in comprehensive research in medical humanities and in survey 

implementation. 

4. Set of proposals/recommendations for the Books by Heart program and for similar programs in 

healthcare in Nova Scotia and nationally. 

 

Supervision: 

The research mentor of record will be Dr. Gordon McOuat, lead of the Medical Humanities Program 

at King’s and former Director of the SSHRC-funded Strategic Knowledge Cluster, “Situating 

Science: Cluster for the Humanities and Social Studies of Science.” The student researcher will also 

benefit from close contact with Books by Heart lead Dr. Gabrielle Horne, Staff Cardiologist at the 

QEII Health Sciences Centre and Associate Professor, Cardiology and Biomedical Engineering, 

Dalhousie Faculty of Medicine. Nancy Carter, Evaluation Scientist with the NHSA, may be engaged 

as a further resource.  

 

Qualifications of Student Researcher:  

We seek an undergraduate student trained in humanities and social science research, who is 

prepared to work at the intersection of sciences, medicine, and the humanities and/or social 

sciences. The incumbent should have taken the course “Origins of Modern Medicine” or bring with 

them equivalent experience or study. The incumbent should ideally be in Medical Humanities or 

History of Science and Technology. Students from other relevant streams of study will also be 

considered and should demonstrate their preparedness to undertake research in this area. 

 


