
Ecological health models guide our
thinking about the complex rela-

tionships between individuals and the
multiple dimensions of their environ-
ment. In Promoting Health Through Or-
ganizational Change, Harvey Skinner
examines an important component of
these models: the interaction between
health care organizations and individu-
als, with a focus on creating capacity at
the organizational level. Skinner, a
leading academic authority in behav-
ioural medicine and public health sci-
ences, declares that the past few
decades have seen “a transition from
reacting to disease to preventing
health problems through behaviour
change and more recently organiza-
tional change.” He argues that “there
is a compelling need
to shift our ap-
proach to develop
organizational re-
sources for preven-
tion and behav-
ioural health care”
as well as “a need to
shift our approach
to a population per-
spective that integrates individual,
organization and community health.” I
could not agree more. This is truly the
direction of the many disciplines now
attempting to improve the health of
our population.

Skinner has chosen a challenging
and timely topic. With the assistance of
the 14 contributors who authored and
coauthored 9 of the book’s 19 chapters,
he provides theoretically based and
practical strategies for implementing
organizational change to facilitate the
development of effective health pro-
motion and disease management pro-
grams. This unique body of work is a
much-needed attempt to address both
individual and population-level ap-
proaches for improving outcomes.

Skinner skillfully integrates the

value of two parallel dimensions of
health-behaviour change: the need for
individual change, and the need for or-
ganizational change. The health care
organization, he argues, has primary
importance and serves as a precursor
of effective outcomes in patient health
behaviour change and physician be-
haviour practices. At the same time,
Skinner appropriately embeds the ra-
tionale and strategies for behaviour
change at the level of the individual
patient and physician within the
process of organizational change.

The content and engaging presen-
tation of Promoting Health Through Or-
ganizational Change will appeal to a
wide audience of health professionals.
Indeed, it would serve very well as a
generic, primary text for medical stu-

dents, graduate and
postgraduate health
science students,
health care profes-
sionals, and practi-
tioners engaged in
continuing educa-
tion in this area.
The book will res-
onate particularly

with physicians who want to improve
the effectiveness of their practices with
respect to both patient- and popula-
tion-level health outcomes.

The book is effectively presented in
three major parts. Part I addresses the
major challenges and forces driving
health care and health promotion and
clearly establishes the need to apply
new approaches. To reinforce his
points, Skinner presents examples and
data from both Canada and the United
States. Part II details a five-step model
for improving health organizations
through behaviour change. These
steps are: building motivation for im-
provement; strengthening capacities;
identifying strategic directions; con-
ducting critical functions analysis (i.e.,
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This book is a strong reminder that
stories form the basis of shared human
experience. Those told here are candid,
sometimes tragic or redemptive, but al-
ways authentic in tone and content.
Humanist psychological interpretation
is provided throughout, but the narra-
tive remains faithful to the context of
the author’s developing relationships
with his subjects. Medical culture is
portrayed as deeply flawed in the ways
it prevents physicians from connecting
as people with their patients, dealing
with distress and emotional difficulties,
seeking and receiving help and building
a supportive practice environment.
The focus on marginalized doctors in a
marginalized setting perhaps amplifies
these issues, but it is not hard to apply
that emphasis more generally to our
profession.  

Who should read this book? The
many people who plan and organize
primary care services and who are now
considering and implementing reforms
would do well to heed the messages of
this book. Practising physicians, espe-
cially those early in their careers or ex-
periencing dissatisfaction, boredom,
distress or burnout might gain insight
into changes they could make in their
professional and personal lives. Medical
educators interested in aligning the un-
dergraduate curriculum and residency
training with the realities of medical
practice can also gain valuable perspec-
tives here. 

West offers no prescriptive answers
on how to realign medicine with a
more humanistic and interpersonal ap-
proach, but the necessity of doing so is
clear. His study also makes plain the
need to organize care delivery in ways
that support individuals, enable them
to seek help, promote improvements in
practice and facilitate collaboration
across disciplines. 

Richard H. Glazier
Associate Professor
Family & Community Medicine
University of Toronto
Staff Scientist
Inner City Health Research Unit
St. Michael’s Hospital
Toronto, Ont.
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a series of linked activities or processes
to accomplish a specific goal in behav-
ioural health care); and making im-
provements using rapid-cycle change
(i.e., testing a small series of changes).
Although specific details and refer-
ences are not provided, Skinner claims
“the approaches and tools have under-
gone extensive trials over the past
seven years” across a wide variety of
North American settings. The model
appears to be a worthwhile heuristic; it
is premised on theoretical and evi-
dence-based support, is intuitive, prac-
tical, adaptable to a broad range of set-
tings, and has relevance across a wide
array of programs. Part III provides
useful information for implementing
information technology as an impor-
tant and rapidly emerging mode of
health care delivery.

Skinner’s work has a number of
strengths in dealing with the com-
plexities of behaviour change within
organizations. He provides theoreti-
cal support for practical strategies
with appropriate summaries of much
of the key literature, along with case
studies, practical applications and nu-
merous user-friendly assessment and
planning tools that appear to be intu-
itively sound. 

The book can be used in various
ways, e.g., in self-directed learning,
courses, workshops, case studies and
organizational auditing. Practitioners
and managers will undoubtedly gravi-
tate to the “how-to” of the second
part. Readers will also find the vari-
ous links to other resources and refer-
ences beneficial.

For the busy practitioner not fully
cognizant of the complexities of orga-
nizational behaviour change in health
care settings, there are no magic bul-
lets or overnight fixes to achieve effec-
tive and sustainable solutions. To this
end, reading this text (or parts within)
will certainly be worthwhile for gain-
ing solid guidance.

Ronald C. Plotnikoff
Associate Professor
Centre for Health Promotion Studies
University of Alberta
Edmonton, Alta.
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Amid banter about the futility of
life and the inevitability of death

in Samuel Beckett’s play, Waiting for
Godot, Vladimir says to Estragon,
“We have time to grow old.” Yet in
our society aging is a process that is
often disguised, unacknowledged and
delayed for as long as possible. In 
A Body, a new collection that repre-
sents a 20-year history of nude self-
portraiture, John Coplans reveals the
traditionally concealed reality of the
aging male body .

In 1980, at age 60, after a highly in-
fluential career as a writer, critic, cura-
tor and a founding editor of Artforum
magazine, John Coplans committed
himself to becoming a photographer.
His initial period of experimentation

and exploration with the camera lasted
about five years and brought him to
recognize his artistic subject: his own
naked body. Twenty-two years later
his headless, nude form, or various
parts of it, remains the exclusive sub-
ject of his work.

These photographs, shot in black
and white against an unobtrusive
white background, not only display
images that are culturally invisible,
but also delve into what binds all hu-
mans together. Coplans believes that
his body, like everyone else’s, is the
culmination of a process of evolution.
His genes link him to “remote ances-
tors, both male and female.” It is as if
the history of all humankind were
written in the creases of his aging
flesh. In a photo of his chest and ab-
domen, void of his head or ap-
pendages, Coplans’ nipples form eyes,
his umbilicus creates a mouth and his
copious body hair works together

Lifeworks

Deep skin

John Coplans, 2000. Interlocking Fingers, No. 16. Polaroid Type 55 Positive/Negative
film, 33“ × 26”
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