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Soapbox: Moving Forward with Planetree: Sharing My Joy
Wendy Leebov, Ed.D.,  
Language of Caring, Branch of Planetree International

I’m blessed to have found my calling many years ago. My 
calling is humanizing healthcare. I feel this calling so strongly  
that I suspect I will “retire” from it only when I become infirm or 
die. Now that Language of Caring has merged with Planetree 
International, I am thrilled and excited because, as part of the 
Planetree family, I feel like I, along with all of us, have even 
greater opportunities and resources for humanizing health care. 

Why my excitement about Planetree? I have been a follower for decades. I 
remember visiting the first Planetree Unit at Pacific Presbyterian Medical Center 
in the early 1980’s and it blew me away. Before there was any such thing as a 
patient experience movement, I saw concretely what a patient-centered healing 
environment in a hospital looked and felt like and, believe me, it was a radical 
departure from what I had ever seen before.

I remember seeing nurses’ stations replaced by spaces conducive to 
conversations among patients, staff and families. I saw family members invited 
to visit without time limits, and staff educating and supporting family members 
so they could be engaged and competent “care partners” for their loved ones. 
I saw patients reading and making entries into their own medical records. I 
appreciated healing spaces, complete with waterfalls, massage, music, art, 
medication gardens, labyrinths, and soft lighting, as well as open kitchens 
designed to be hubs for patients, family and staff. 

I remember asking why the name “Planetree” and learned that Planetree is a 
type of tree under which Hippocrates, the father of modern medicine, sat and 
taught. Hippocrates had been a strong advocate and visionary for a holistic 
approach to health care that addresses the patient’s body, mind and spirit. And 
now, so is Planetree carrying the torch.

Since my visit, I have watched, learned from and admired Planetree, as they have 
established nothing short of the international standard for person-centered care. 
Planetree’s Certification for Excellence in Person-Centered Care has become 
the highest mark of achievement for creating an organizational culture that 
engages patients, families, staff, and the community to improve overall health 
and well-being. This evidence-based program provides a structured pathway 
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and operational framework for establishing the systems and processes necessary 
to sustain culture change across your organization. A whopping 135 healthcare 
organizations are certified in 11 different countries, and many more are currently 
in the thick of the certification process. The results? Improved patient outcomes, 
stronger survey scores, a better reputation, prestige and market distinctiveness, 
and the Planetree designation as a source of heartwarming pride and joy for staff.

The Language of Caring team is gung-ho! While Planetree is already a powerful 
force in transforming healthcare, their leaders have embraced the need to help 
organizations achieve further breakthroughs in communication quality. And that’s 
where Language of Caring comes in. Planetree recognizes Language of Caring for 
our focus on concrete language, proven programs and state-of-the-art skill-
building methods that complement and strengthen their work on person-centered 
care, and together we believe that we can make a far-reaching contribution to 
advancing healthcare quality. We agree that empathic, caring communication is 
essential to pervasive cultures of caring in which patients, residents, families, and 
staff build and enjoy human connection, trust, heartwarming relationships, and 
collaboration for the good of all. And that will continue to be the focus of Language 
of Caring and what we hope is our growing contribution to our shared mission.

An Invitation to You: I hope you’ll seize the opportunity to learn more about 
Planetree and consider how it can help you. 
 y Read this inspiring article about Planetree’s evolution by its visionary 

president Susan Frampton. And you can download Planetree’s list of services 
at www.planetree.org/ how-we-help

y Take a look at the webinar we offered recently to introduce Language of 
Caring enthusiasts to Planetree’s mission and services.

 y Watch your email for terrific tools and resources from Planetree, as well as 
information about Planetree’s wonderful conference—the longest running, 
progressive healthcare event on person-centered care and one that I have 
attended enthusiastically over the years. 

 y Save the date to attend the conference (October 27–30th in Orlando)! This 
year, Language of Caring will sponsor several great sessions. Note: you can 
apply to present a breakout session at planetreeconference.org (proposals 
due April 15).

 y Welcome Offer from Planetree! Before July 1, take advantage of Planetree’s 
special Welcome Offer for our Language of Caring community. Schedule a 
Certification Readiness Visit at a substantial discount. Contact Sara Guastello 
at 203-732-7171 or via email at sguastello@planetree.org to learn more.

The best is yet to come! Now that Language of Caring and Planetree are 
working together, I’m convinced we can do an even better job of helping you 
achieve and sustain a culture of caring—a culture in which patients, residents, 
families, and staff are fully empowered to partner in their own healthcare and 
where they thrive in an atmosphere of compassion and emotional support.

Want to learn more about how your organization can benefit from the 
Planetree-Language of Caring synergy? Contact Jill Golde at 
jgolde@languageofcaring.com; 314-571-9607. 

“...I saw concretely 
what a patient-
centered healing 
environment in a 
hospital looked 
and felt like."
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A Dying Mom Reminds Us about How to Live 
(Joanna Goddard, A Dying Mother’s Letter to Her Daughters) 

Julie Yip-Williams was born blind in Vietnam. She narrowly escaped euthanasia 
at the hands of her grandmother, fled political upheaval with her family to Hong 
Kong, and then moved to America, where a surgeon gave her partial sight. Intent 
on creating a happy ending, she became a Harvard-educated lawyer, married a 
wonderful man and had two daughters. Then, at age 37, she was diagnosed with 
terminal metastatic colon cancer. In her memoir, The Unwinding of the Miracle, 
Julie tells the amazing and touching story of her life, and writes this final letter 
to her two beloved daughters. 

Building Rapport

Activity’s Purpose: Strengthen our rapport with each other on this team. Why? 
Because rapport is the foundation of great team relationships. And it’s easy. All it 
takes to strengthen rapport and connection is finding things we have in common 
with each other. 

Instructions: Let’s a take a few quick minutes to find things we have in common 
with each other. 
1. Ask people to find a partner, ideally someone they know less well than

others.
2. Talk for 5 minutes with each other to find out 3 things you have in common

with your partner—any three things.

A few ideas:
 y Life history
 y Family
 y Weekend activities
 y Favorite TV programs or movies
 y Famous people you admire
 y What you would do with an extra day of the week
 y Vacation preferences
 y Hobbies or quirky interests, like collecting turtles
 y Anything goes!

3. Afterward, invite a few people to share with everyone one thing they
discovered they have in common with their partner.

4. End by reinforcing the point that, interest in each other and finding things we
have in common helps us strengthen our teamwork, trust and respect for
each other… and it’s a great break from the pressures of work.
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Back to Basics
“What chills my bones is indignity. It is the loss of influence on what happens 
to me. It is the image of myself in a hospital gown, homogenized, anonymous, 
powerless, no longer myself. It is the sound of a young nurse calling me, “Donald,” 
which is a name I never use—it’s “Don,” or, for him or her, “Dr. Berwick.” It is 
the voice of the doctor saying, “We think…,” instead of, “I think…,” and thereby 
placing that small verbal wedge between himself as a person and myself as a 
person. It is the clerk who tells my wife to leave my room, or me to leave hers, 
without asking if we want to be apart. Last month, a close friend called a clinic 
for her mammogram report and was told, “You have to come here; we don’t give 
that information out on the telephone.” She said, “It’s OK, you can tell me.” They 
said, “No, we can’t do that.” Of course, they “can” do that. They choose not to, 
and their choice trumps hers: period. That’s what scares me: to be made helpless 
before my time, to be made ignorant when I want to know, to be made to sit when 
I wish to stand, to be alone when I need to hold my wife’s hand, to eat what I do 
not wish to eat, to be named what I do not wish to be named, to be told when I 
wish to be asked, to be awoken when I wish to sleep.”
Call it patient-centeredness, but, I suggest, this is the core: it is that property 
of care that welcomes me to assert my humanity and my individuality. If we be 
healers, then I suggest that that is not a route to the point; it is the point.”

Don Berwick, MD,  
Former President of Institute for Healthcare Improvement  

and Secretary of Health and Human Services
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After the groundbreaking global 
research by The Beryl Institute 
confirmed the primary 
importance of patients feeling 
cared for by their caregivers, the 
Language of Caring team is all 
the more determined to help 
healthcare organizations make 
pervasive caring their 
distinguishing characteristic and 
competitive advantage.

Caring Communication.

 Caring Experience.

Learn more about our
evidence-based solutions.

This newsletter is brought to you by:

Driven by a passionate commitment to improve the human experience in healthcare, Language 
of Caring, a Branch of Planetree International partners with healthcare organizations to make 
caring visible in all interactions with patients, families, and coworkers. Our evidence-based 
solutions effectively engage staff and providers in building the skills for consistently 
communicating with empathy and for creating a culture that makes caring its defining trait. 

Register Now!

“ I feel quite certain that we have selected the best partner on this journey to a culture of excellence. It 
was remarkable to see professed skeptics convert to believers in a matter of hours and I was shocked 
at the impact on me personally.”

Edith Jones-Poland, MD. Medical Director, Desert Oasis Healthcare

Communicating 
with Empathy

Engaging 
Patients 

and Families
Collaboration 
& Teamwork Mindfulness Hard

Conversations And more…

We help the caring staff, physicians and teams in healthcare communicate their caring by 
building the evidence-based skills for:

Please join us on March 14th to learn more in our introductory webinar! 

https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://www.languageofcaring.com/webinars/intro-to-communication-skill-building-solutions/
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