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The New Life of Janet Gilsdorf, M.D.

JANET GILSDORF’S 2006 ACCOUNT OF HER
experiences as a patient, Inside/Outside: A Physician’s Journey
with Breast Cancer, changed her life — and, potentially, the
lives of countless others — almost as much as her malignancy did.
Physicians inevitably become patients, and Gilsdorf isn’t
the first to write about the subject. She was, however,
especially well-positioned for the task. There was substantial distance between her own expertise as a professor
of pediatrics and communicable diseases and the skills her
treatment required; her husband is a surgeon; and she had
been writing seriously for years. The result is eloquent and
unflinching; it pulls no punches about the patient experience, and patients responded.
“Sales are important,” Gilsdorf says, “but what’s more
important to me is the mail and e-mail I received about
the impact this had on people who were going through
cancer themselves or had a relative going through it.”
She shares one example: “A nurse here had recently lost
her mother, and not long after that her sister developed
the same kind of breast cancer I had. The nurse’s father
couldn’t handle the illness of his daughter. He wouldn’t
talk about it, seemingly wouldn’t think about it. The nurse
had my book in her living room; he sat down and started to read it, then took it to his bedroom and finished
it that night. If I could help that man understand it wasn’t necessarily going to be all bad for his daughter,
that was a very rewarding thing.”
It was also rewarding to sign a contract for the publication next year of the novel she put on hold when she
wrote the book, but what truly lights up her life these days is what she calls “the new life” of Inside/Outside.
“During my time as a patient, some really wonderful things happened, and then there were some things
that everyone wished hadn’t happened,” she says. “There were things in my book that didn’t always put the
U-M in an excellent light, although I received excellent care.”
When Ora Pescovitz, M.D., the U-M executive vice president for medical affairs and CEO of the Health
System, read the book, “She told me she was very taken,” says Gilsdorf. “What she brought away from it was
that we have some work to do as a health system in making sure that patients have a good experience here.”
Pescovitz distributed copies to the Health System’s senior leaders, and they’ve asked Gilsdorf to serve on
committees regarding the patient experience. “Every organization can always do better, and I’m thrilled that
this organization is taking this seriously,” she says. “These attitudes flow from the top, and Dr. Pescovitz,
right at the top, has embraced this.”
Toward the end of Inside/Outside, Gilsdorf describes a few telling interactions that reveal how her approach
to her own patients has been informed by her experience. “I have a heightened awareness to their situation,”
she says, “and I think, in some ways, I enjoy them even more because of that.” —JEFF MORTIMER
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Pancreatic cancer
is deadly, and
survival rates
haven’t changed
in more than
30 years.

BUT THERE
IS HOPE.
New discoveries at
the U-M Comprehensive
Cancer Center hold the
promise to revolutionize
pancreatic cancer
care by detecting it
earlier and treating it
more effectively.
Find out how you
can help at
www.mcancer.org/
pancreatic-giving
or call (734) 998-6893.
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