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Graphic Medicine: Comics as a Therapeutic and Teaching Tool in Gynecologic Oncology Clinics
Graphic medicine, a coin termed by Dr. Ian Williams in 2007,' is a relatively new field that
merges the disciplines of medicine and graphic narrative. Through the visual medium of comics and
graphic novels, these healthcare stories give voice to patient narrative and can enhance patient-provider
communication. In recent years, many acclaimed graphic medicine novels have been published,
including M K. Czerwiec’s Taking Turns and Brian Fies’ Mom’s Cancer. Indeed, several authors have
even written extensively about the potential benefits of implementing comics as a mode of
communication in healthcare settings.!-? For example, because the discipline explores health topics
through the visual aid of comics, it may appeal more to visual learners and can reinforce healthcare
providers’ verbal discussions. This reinforcement may be especially helpful for explaining complex
topics such as chemotherapy. Moreover, this type of educational material may be more accessible for
patient audiences facing low literacy rates or language barriers. Such accessibility issues are particularly
relevant in Louisiana, where this project will be implemented. Indeed, Louisiana has an average reading
level of 4™ grade, below that of the national public;® therefore, parsing the medical jargon and
paragraphs of typical informational brochures may be especially detrimental to this patient population.
Despite graphic medicine’s numerous advantages, there is a paucity of research data on the topic,

particularly clinical research literature. While some promising research projects have developed health
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comics for educational purposes,*>¢ very few have collected quantitative data on the usefulness of a
graphic medicine intervention in clinical settings. Notable exceptions exist both in the United States and
abroad;’82-1011 despite their encouraging results, however, the field is largely unexplored. Therefore, a
graphic medicine research project has great potential to contribute to a current knowledge gap both in
the field of medical humanities and also more broadly in medicine.

As such, this project aims to investigate the potential usefulness of comics as a therapeutic and
teaching tool for patients in gynecologic oncology clinics. The ultimate objective is to create a narrative
about a patient with a newly diagnosed cancer. Through a series of pamphlets styled as comics, readers
will follow this patient through her initial diagnosis and cancer journey. Along the way, the story will
explore topics such as resilience, coping, treatment options, surgery, chemotherapy, radiation therapy,
and clinical trials, to name a few potential options. These pamphlets will be distributed in various
oncology clinics, and patients will then be surveyed on the usefulness of this educational material.

The initial goal will be to create, implement, and collect data on one pamphlet by August 1.
Phase I (Comic Creation) will involve surveying, interviewing, and possibly conducting focus groups
with gynecologic oncologists, oncology nurses and staff, and oncology patients to determine patient

need and the direction of comic development. A first draft of the comic will be produced, and readability
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will be tested using the Flesch-Kincaid readability test. Another focus group will be convened before the
final version of the comic is created. A last review will conclude Phase 1. Phase II (Field Testing) will
involve recruiting participants from several oncology practices, gathering demographic data, and
distributing a pre-intervention questionnaire to assess patients’ initial anxiety (via the STAI scale) and
knowledge levels. After patients are given adequate time to review the comic, a post-intervention
questionnaire will be distributed to assess change in anxiety and knowledge levels as well as the comic’s
perceived relatability, likability, and helpfulness.

Because this project will explore new territory, it will require the involvement of multiple
individuals from a broad array of backgrounds. Two artists have already committed to the project.
Additionally, Dr. Jason Mussell (LSUHSC Department of Cell Biology and Anatomy) and Dr. Ronja
Bodola (LSUHSC Department of Psychiatry)!? have agreed to mentor the project alongside several
gynecologic oncologists practicing in Louisiana (Dr. Cheng, Dr. Jernigan, Dr. Castellano, and Dr. Nair).
This research is a very exciting opportunity to make a real impact and contribute to the existing medical

literature, and I would be very grateful to do so with help from the American Osler Society.
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Dr. Bodola specializes in medical humanities research, including graphic medicine, and has received several awards for her
work in the field.
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