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Suzanne urpecz received plenty of support from family and 
friends after she was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s lymphoma in may. 
But some well-wishers’ messages, aimed at boosting her spirits, 
left her feeling hurt and offended.

urpecz, 35, of toronto, says she realized that those responding 
to her cancer diagnosis with calls for positivity and perseverance 
may have done so because they were uncomfortable or unfamiliar 
with facing illness and mortality. But when you’re on the receiving 
end, she says, “trying all the time to be positive or warrior-like … 
it undermines some of the grief you have to go through.”

Writers, such as Barbara ehrenreich, author of the 2001 Harper’s 
magazine essay Welcome to cancerland: A mammogram leads 
to a cult of pink Kitsch1, have challenged the assumption that 
cancer patients should face their disease with cheerfulness.

even in clinical settings, health professionals recognize the 
importance of validating patients’ negative feelings. Cognitive 
behavioural therapy (CBt), a widely used form of psychological 
treatment, has become much more nuanced, as psychiatrists 
aim to help patients constructively cope with adversity, says Ari 
Zaretsky, psychiatrist-in-chief at toronto’s Sunnybrook Health 
Sciences Centre. 

Yet, despite this resistance and limited evidence of its health 
benefits, beliefs about the power of positive thinking are now as 
strong as ever.

1  http://archive.bcaction.org/index.php?page=welcome-to-cancerland-2 reprinted on this site with 
the gracious permission of Harper's magazine.  Accessed november 21, 2016. 

Contemporary virtues
not only are patients expected to remain upbeat and soldier on 
through serious illness, being positive now also involves trying 
to be grateful, resilient and mindful, says Judy Segal, an english 
professor at the university of British Columbia, who focuses on 
the rhetoric of health and illness.

the ability to laugh through difficult times has become a 
contemporary virtue, Segal adds. For example, she notes the 
emergence of popular memoirs tackling illness and adversity  
with humour, such as comedian tig notaro’s I’m Just a Person, 
which delves into her experience with breast cancer and the 
death of her mother. Cartoonist roz Chast’s Can’t We Talk About 
Something More Pleasant: A Memoir deals with her elderly 
parents’ final years.

that’s not to say that taking a rosy or comedic view is the wrong 
approach to health crises. But the ubiquity of positive illness 
narratives makes it “much harder for people who are going 
through difficult times and who feel like complaining or crying 
– which are things people do, it’s just that they don’t do it very 
much in public or even in some close relationships because they 
feel those things are disallowed or dispreferred,” Segal says.

She explains that her own experience, having been diagnosed 
with breast cancer in 2009, did not transform her into a better, 
stronger person, contrary to the typical trajectory of prevailing 
cancer stories.

So how did staying positive become the accepted way to deal 
with illness?
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Attitudes elsewhere
Associate professor Andrew ryder, director of the culture, health 
and personality lab at Concordia university, says our bias toward 
positivity is not universal, but is specific to contemporary north 
American culture.

in russia, negative emotions are to be expected, ryder says. 
there, having a full range of emotions is considered authentic 
or realistic, he says, noting that it can sometimes be difficult to 
detect depression in russians because it’s accepted as part of life 
that people experience tough times.  When faced with adversity, 
“i think they even say, sometimes explicitly, ‘We don’t have to be 
[like] Americans and smile about it,’ ” he says. 

Positivity in the air
Segal suggests that the north American imperative to be positive 
is tied to a current focus on happiness. it’s impossible to walk past 
a bookstore or magazine stand these days without encountering 
self-help titles promising advice on becoming a happier self. many 
workplaces support efforts to improve emotional and physical 
health, she says, noting an emergence of smartphone apps aimed 
at mindfulness.

“if you have happy workers, then happiness cashes out in 
productivity, or so the thinking goes,” she says.

in this cultural environment in which positivity is valued, people 
who feel uncomfortable or don’t know how to respond to illness 
tend to fall back on what’s familiar, ryder says. in part, well-
wishers may offer encouragements to stay strong because they 
believe that’s the message patients need to hear. But this can be 
self-serving at the same time.

“even if you mean well, you’re kind of saying: ‘i care about you 
and i want you to be happy.’ But there’s a subtext of ‘i’d rather 
not have to be around an unhappy person,’ ” ryder says.

Positivity research
to coax patients to look on the bright side can be extremely 
unempathetic and can result in a kind of victim blaming, in 
which a relapse of illness or inability to recover may be seen as 
a consequence of not trying hard enough to overcome it, says 
Zaretsky, the psychiatrist at Sunnybrook.

And while some research indicates that one’s outlook may have 
physical effects on one’s health, Zaretsky says the findings are 
limited.  Studies have shown, for example, that strategies aimed 
at mitigating stress may have an indirect impact on the immune 
system, observed through measures such as reduced levels of  
the stress hormone cortisol or the functioning of t-cells, Zaretsky 
says.  But to make the leap to suggest positive thinking can help 
people live longer, “that is not at all what the science shows,” 
he says.

madeline Li, a psychiatrist at the Princess margaret Cancer 
Centre in toronto, adds that more recent, larger and better-
designed studies have “pretty clearly showed there is neither 
a health outcome benefit to survival … for being optimistic nor 
psychological therapies, like support groups, that reduce stress.”

What optimism and psychological therapies can do is improve the 
quality of one’s life – at least for some people, she says – but 
there’s no evidence that it prolongs it.

even if there were evidence to support the idea that people 
could fight disease by boosting their immune system through 
reducing stress, for some people, trying to be positive, may itself 
be stressful, Li says.  “if the mechanism is that stress reduction 
works through your immune system to help you, it’s not going to 
work if you have to work that hard at being positive,” she says.

in the face of this relentless positivity, what advice is best?  

Further thoughts on talking with someone  
with cancer:

•	 	Just	listen.	Sometimes	just	being	there	to	listen—really	
listen—	is	the	best	thing	you	can	do.	Let	the	person	with	
cancer talk without interrupting them. You don't have 
to have the answers, just a sympathetic ear. talking can 
help them cope with the emotions they are feeling. Be 
prepared for a range of responses. Some may welcome 
your invitation to talk, and others may prefer to say 
as little as possible or not talk at all. it's okay to sit in 
silence. don’t feel the need to drown it out with chatter.

•	 	Let	 your	 body	 and	 facial	 expressions	 convey	 your	
message of caring and support. Keep eye contact and 
listen attentively. And save the pity eyes and voice.  

•	 	Don't	 minimize	 their	 experience.	 Avoid	 "Don't	 worry,	
you'll	be	fine,"	because	you	don't	know	that.	Instead	say,	
"I'm	sorry"	or	"I	hope	it	will	be	okay."	

•	 	Let	 them	 set	 the	 tone	 about	 what	 they	 want	 to	 talk	
about. Chances are they want to feel as normal as 
possible. When they want to talk about cancer, let them. 
Some people may seem cheerful because they simply 
cannot deal with the sadness. 

•	 	Be	humorous	and	have	fun	when	appropriate	and	when	
needed.  A funny story can make anyone’s day.

•	 	Avoid	clichés	like	"hero"	and	"battle."	If	the	person	gets	
worse, does it mean they didn't fight hard enough? don't 
tell	them	to	"stay	positive.”		It	will	cause	frustration	and	
guilt if they are unable to do so. 

thanks to these sites for the input. 

http://www.cancercenter.com/community/caregiver-tips/
cancer-etiquette/

http://www.cancer.net/coping-with-cancer/talking-with-family-
and-friends/talking-about-cancer/talking-with-someone-who-
has-cancer

Barbara ehrenreich expanded on her original 2001 essay with Bright-
sided: How Positive thinking is undermining America  in 2010.   
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entertainment Sponsors 

 ■ Farmer Jack's

 ■  Long and mcQuaid, for the loan of our  
sound equipment 

 ■ roberts Financial Group

Gold Sponsors

 ■ Beaverhall Homes

 ■ Fieldgate developments

 ■ town of Whitchurch Stouffville 

Silver Sponsors

 ■ dixon Garland Funeral Home

 ■ Kawartha rock Quarry inc.

 ■ O'neill's Funeral Home

 ■ Pace Credit union

 ■ Sorbara Group of Companies

 ■ tiny Seedlings and united Soils management

Bronze Sponsors

 ■ Cesaroni & Son

 ■ Schell Lumber & Home Building Centre

 ■ Stouffville toyota Scion

 ■ teva Canada

 ■ torres and trentadue real estate Brokers

in Support

 ■ mayfair Pools

 ■ Genoscape inc.

 ■ Hughes Bros. Custom Builders

 ■ Alsop insurance Brokers

taste of Stouffville has grown a great deal and, as this year shows, there’s even more room to grow in the future.  
if you would like to help out, give rebecca Simkin a call at 416 499-2185 ext 109. We made about $34,000 this year,  
up about $14,000 from last year! Our date for next year will be saturday, August 26, 2017. Our committee is stoked 
to bring you even more and better entertainment and food in the coming year and is starting earlier for 2017. We’ll be 
celebrating Canada’s 150th and more! Look out for more details in the coming months!

taste of Stouffville  
– A taste of great things to come

By Rebecca Simkin

On	Saturday,	August	27,	2016,	Stouffville	was	rocked	to	the	core.	The	day	was	hot	and	bright—just	what	the	committee	
hoped and prayed for. People came in droves, bringing their whole family, including loads of kids who flooded the 
children’s area.  there was a jumping castle, obstacle course, wrecking ball and mechanical bull, as well as a petting 
zoo, a magician and a balloon artist. 

Smoke and BBQ aromas pervaded the park as our chefs cooked up all sorts of great foods from shrimp tacos to indian 
dishes. it all went down really nicely with a micro-brewed beer from one of several suppliers available. 

entertainers kept the music going all day long with great jazz, blues, country and more. When darkness fell, our special 
guest, maestro Fresh Wes, made the day by inviting all the youngsters up on stage to dance with him. the whole park was 
moving to his music as they relived their favourite classic hip hop tunes. the energy was electric!

it takes a huge team of volunteers to plan the event such as this and even more people to run it. We’d like to thank our 
committee, who worked so hard to pull it off: John Bouwmeister Jr., nick Bidwell, George Bigelow, Lynn dawson Parker, 
Councillor rob Hargrave, Kevin Ker, david mills and Christopher Waye.

Our sponsors are definitely a huge part of making the event happen. We’d like to thank:
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heAlthy liVing noW  
pArtnership With mosAic 

Following the successful completion of several sessions 
in markham, evergreen is working with mOSAiC Home 
Care Services to provide a series of Healthy Living now  
sessions at the thornhill offices of mOSAiC, in the Shops 
on Steeles near the 404. this partnership helps evergreen  
extend the program to a large group of regular “mall 
walkers” who might not otherwise connect with evergreen.  
An information session was held on January 12th to  
introduce the program to the local visitors.

Healthy Living now is a Stanford university, evidence based 
self management program.   research shows that the vast 
majority of participants who complete the 6- weekly series 
of sessions report having a higher quality of life regardless  
of the medical condition they are living with.

For information on the next Healthy Living now programs 
starting soon, call evergreen at 416-499-2185.

A Walk to remember October 2016 edition
By Rebecca Simkin

Our annual fall walk is always a pleasant time for a memorial and to explore the local walking paths. With trees turning  
shades of orange, red and yellow and the sky intermittently bright and cloudy, we gathered to remember and  
raise funds on Sunday, October 16th. 

thanks to Amica at unionville, we had an elegant spot to shelter the walkers while we selected our prizes and lunched.  
the doves were lovely as we opened each basket, one after the other, letting the pretty white birds fly up and circle 
around before they headed home. 

Once again, we must thank dixon Garland Funeral Home and Clintar Landscaping for sponsoring the event, as well as  
Amica of unionville for hosting and providing a delicious lunch. About $12,000 was raised. thanks to all the walkers  
who participated.

next year, we are planning a new holiday event and will be consolidating our two walks into one to be held on  
Sunday, may 28th. the location is to be announced, but it will be somewhere in the west side of markham. 

Caregiver Support group  
partnership with CHAtS 

evergreen is partnering with CHAtS (Community and  
Home Assistance to Seniors) to provide a Caregiver  
Support Group at evergreen’s thornhill office twice every 
month. this is in addition to the two current Caregiver 
group sessions at the markham office. individuals of  
all ages, caring for a loved one who is at home or in an 
institution, are welcome at either location. talking with 
others who are also struggling with the ups and downs of 
caring for a loved one can be very helpful.  Groups are 
facilitated by a trained volunteer or a staff member and 
allow caregivers to share strategies, learn about local 
services that may help their family, and encourage self-
care as a way to be successful in caring for others.

Coping with the HOLidAYS 

A group gathered at evergreen’s markham Office to 
remember their loved one and gather tips on how to handle 
holidays and special days after a loved one has died. After 
the short memorial ceremony and candle lighting, the 
group shared refreshments and the participants had the 
opportunity to share stories about their loved one with 
each other and the staff and volunteers.   

On Thursday, November 24, 2016 
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e message from the executive directorf
evergreen was stunned at the unexpected death of Brian Foley, evergreen’s  
Chairman of the Board of directors, on december 14th. Brian was very passionate 
about the needs of families in our community and used a very specific measuring  
stick when making Board decisions: Will this decision result in more service for  
more families? He was a breath of fresh air at meetings where government 
representatives were consumed with “efficiencies” and “lower costs,” saying,  
“we have been here two hours and no one has mentioned the patient,” or “what’s in 
this for the patient and their family?” 

this mantra inspired the staff to over achieve, as they knew he and the Board  
really believed in improving care rather than focusing on administrative   

gobbledygook. He insisted that meetings began with a story of a client’s experience, helping the Board remain  
grounded in their purpose with evergreen. 

Brian had been Chairman of evergreen since 2011, leading the amalgamation of evergreen with Hospice thornhill. 
Brian’s wife, monica, was one of the women who established evergreen (then called Hospice markham Stouffville)  
in 1989, and Brian was a client volunteer for many years back in the 90’s. moving away from the area for a while, 
evergreen and the Foleys connected again when Brian met up with Ann Burkholder, an evergreen Board member at the 
time, who recruited him to be treasurer. the devastating death of the Foley’s son, matthew, of ALS in december of  
2014, cemented Brian’s view that hospice care was “all about the client and family.” 

Brian was always questioning the status quo, always teaching the world about hospice care and always a great leader.  
Like everyone at evergreen, i feel at a loss of how to carry on. However, i know that the rest of the Board are also 
passionate and committed to the spirit of Hospice and will continue to focus on the needs of the client and family above  
all else. i can only offer evergreen’s condolences to monica and her sons, Sean and Adam, and their families for their 
tremendous loss of husband, father, grandfather and friend.

Also in december, evergreen lost don Ferguson, philanthropist, past board  
member and long time supporter. don was instrumental in establishing  
evergreen’s infrastructure in the 90’s and early 2000’s and developing the 
Gala into the largest fundraiser of the year. He was always watching for 
opportunities for evergreen, connecting staff to foundations and donors who 
were supportive of the work being done. We have lost a great man in don 
Ferguson. Our condolences to don’s wife June, his children and grandchildren.

eVerGreen’S AnnuAL  
General meeting and Volunteer recognition dinner

evergreen’s Annual General meeting was hosted by Amica at unionville (formally 
the marleigh) on September 21, 2016. Attended by almost 60 of evergreen’s 
volunteers, supporters and staff, we enjoyed a lovely cocktail reception and 
fabulous dinner donated by Amica. the business of the organization was completed 
after acknowledgement and recognition of the volunteers who have been providing 
service for five, ten, fifteen and twenty years. Congratulation’s to:

FiVe yeArs:  Katy Kwan, don Yeatman, Caroline Allen, margaret mcLaren,  
Suzanne Ceseroni.

ten yeArs: Peter Brazier, Bictoria early
FiFteen yeArs: Glenda mercer
tWenty yeArs: Hayward Hann 

COminG 
SOOn

C-Care cancer  
support groups will 
begin in the spring. 
Call 416-499-2185  

for details and  
to register.



in Home
Our volunteers can offer help with 
practical needs – whether it is reading 
aloud, respite for the caregiver, a 
compassionate listening ear or legacy 
work. Professional staff provide social 
and emotional support to clients of  
all ages.

Family Caregiver 
Support
Friends and family receive help and 
guidance in caring for their loved ones and 
themselves. Caregiver focused support 
groups and calls can make the difference 
in managing the very special work of the 

family caregiver.

For Seniors
We understand the concerns of seniors 
who are living with a life-threatening 
illness. residents of nursing homes or 
seniors residences and their families can 
also receive social and emotional care on 
an individualized basis.

Living room Program
Provides life-affirming activities for  
adult clients of all ages and respite 
for caregivers every week. Activities 
include  yoga, exercise, art, legacy work, 
massage, and complementary therapies. 
Guest speakers and information sharing 
sessions help those individuals and their 
family members wanting to “take charge” 
of their own care. Share a delicious meal 
and conversation with staff, volunteers 
and others who are living with the impact 
of life threatening illness.

drop-in  
Bereavement Groups
drop-in groups providing education  
and resources for individuals impacted 
by death are available at both locations 
regularly.

Bereavement  
Correspondence 
Support 
this educational bereavement program 
is distributed by mail for one year to all 
interested Hospice families.

Circle of Hope 
An 8-week bereavement self-help group 
for adults who have lost a loved one. it is 
not a therapy group, but is based on the 
belief that sharing common experiences 
and concerns can aid in the healing 
process of the bereavement experience. 
Offered as required.

Stormy nights... 
Sunny days
this bereavement support group for 
children aged 7 to 12 years provides an 
opportunity to meet in a structured, 
positive setting to explore feelings of 
loss and develop ways to cope with the 
changes in their lives.

Short term  
individual Counselling
Professional Hospice staff offers 
assessment, support and guidance in 
dealing with life threatening illness and 
the grief process. 

Speaker for  
Community meetings
Speakers are available for meetings 
of service groups, faith groups and 
community groups about the services 
of the Hospice, palliative care, family 
caregivers and coping with grief  
and bereavement.

Healthy Living now
An evidence-based self-management 
education series developed by Stanford 
university empowers adults of all ages 
to live well while dealing with conditions 
such as cancer after chemotherapy 
and radiation and any other chronic 
condition. the 6-session program helps 
participants take control of the things 
they can, in order to live better. Anxiety, 
depression, sleep problems, exercise, 
diet and communication are all covered 
in the interactive program.

the evergreen 
team  

and extensions
executive director:
Jan Pearce  x100 at markham 
x200 at thornhill

supportive care coordinators:
michelle Juer x102
Patti enright x103

counsellors for care and 
Bereavement
Bonnie Strand x106   
Lerryn Pitcher x101

living room coordinator:
Hedi Spiar  x108

coordinator of Volunteers
Virginia Bidwell  x107  

Fund development coordinator:
rebecca Simkin x109

Administrative Assistant:
Hannah mak x101

hospice support, thornhill:
delrine Jones x110

PrOGrAmS & SerViCeS
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Calling for  
Summer StudentS

do you know a student currently in a fulltime college 
or university program for nursing, social work/social 
services, volunteer management, fundraising or 
business /marketing and planning to return to school 
in September?  Please have them email a resume 
to jpearce@evgcares.org.  evergreen plans to hire 
students this summer through Summer Jobs Canada, 
a federal government initiative. Hiring will depend 
on the receipt of the federal grant.
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did you know?
donations to evergreen can be made through:

 ■ united Way donations at your workplace

 ■ transfer of securities

 ■ Your will 

Are you a  
complementAry therApist? 

Would you be willing to volunteer your services 
occasionally for clients in the office or in their own 
homes? We would love to hear form you! Call Virginia 
Bidwell for more information on volunteering.

 
 { Save the dates }

evergreen Hospice Annual Gala, A night down under

Spring Hike for Hospice/A Walk to remember 

taste of Stouffville

thursdAy, mArch 30, 2017

sundAy, mAy 28, 2017

sAturdAy, August 26, 2017


