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project brief 

We want to decrease the overall level of anxiety patients may 

have before, during, and after radiation treatment through an 

improved explanation of the process. 
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The original timeline
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Adjusting for IRB approval
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agenda

current state

external beam radiation treatment (EBRT) experience 

discussion guide

next steps
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current state
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how it’s done 
today

RTanswers.org

Radiation Therapy and You, National Cancer Institute

Patients are given resources at initial 
consultation and/or can look online. 
Resource materials are:

● Mostly text
● 11th-12th grade reading level

Physician and nurse supplement 
resources with verbal review of 
treatment strategy.
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visual narrative 

Fast changing medium, tackling very 
serious topics:

● Abortion
● Mental health
● Death
● Cancer survivorship
● Urban planning education

https://thenib.com/your-work-is-killing-you?t=default
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A new discussion guide
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Anatomy of the 
Discussion Guide

Intro

Journey

● Consult
● Simulation Scan
● Planning
● Treatment
● Post-Treatment

My Information
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Anatomy of the 
Discussion Guide

Intro

Journey

● Consult
● Simulation Scan
● Planning
● Treatment
● Post-Treatment

My Information
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driving principles 
content

● Patient-centered 

● Help anticipate possible needs to reduce surprises

● Visualize what’s coming next in journey to help decrease anxiety

● Empower patient to be an active participant in conversation

● Allow patients to reference information throughout their journey

● Promote positive relationship between physician and patient to improve care delivery

● Relatable across multiple organizations and geographies (for use outside of U of C)
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driving principles 
form

● Printing and assembly requires standard equipment and minimal time

● Illustrations are relatable to patients

● Text at a fifth grade reading level
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EBRT experience
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secondary research Principles of healthcare communication

Comics 101
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principles of healthcare communication

● Reduce noise

● Describe what should be done, not what should 

be avoided

● Tell stories to engage audiences

● Use visuals and texts to support each other

● Choose the right abstraction level

● Consider who may also access and use the tool

● Take into account where it will be used
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Comics are 
different

Attributes of comic narratives:

● Clarity

● Intensity
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primary research multi-level requirements framework

clinic visit

interviews

insight structuring
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multi-level 
requirements 
framework

Credit: Kim Erwin
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multi-level 
requirements 
framework

Credit: Kim Erwin

Formal process

Medical, procedural 
information about 
radiation therapy

Experiential information

Patient and family 
member experience

Care team perspective

Broader context

How and when tool will 
be used during treatment 
journey and in a clinic 
setting
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clinic visits
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who we talked to

currently undergoing 
radiation treatment 

8
patients

supporting a patient

4
family members

physicists, dosimetrists

2
medical staff

non-patient facing

social workers, 
patient service reps, 
practice admins

3
non-medical staff

patient support

radiation oncologists, 
radiation therapists, 
nurses

10
medical staff
patient facing
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protocols
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protocols

● Patient journey from diagnosis to treatment
● Communication and support
● Needs

patients

medical staff
non-patient facing

family members

● Perspective on patient journey
● Resources and information
● Clinic context 

non-medical staff
patient support

medical staff
patient facing

● Perspective on patient journey
● Clinic context, contribution 

to journey 

● Perspective on patient journey
● Resources and information
● Clinic context
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protocols

Understanding patient 
journey and resources 
along the way
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protocols

Early tests for visual style
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Interviews are open ended for wider 
contextual understanding; need to 
distill what we heard to meet our 
design objectives

Challenges:

Compressed timeframe

Need for outcome specific approach 
and methods

distilling data to 
make it useful

raw data processed data

Interviews

Debriefs*

Audio

Transcripts
Visual narrative 
filter

Insight 
extraction*

Higher level
insights

Methods from design research practice
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Insights that inform content

Interview content includes much more than we need. 
How to distill into meaningful categories?
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Insights that inform content
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Consult Simulation Planning Treatment Post Overall process

Insights that inform content
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Consult Simulation Planning Treatment Post

Treatment activities
What can we show visually?

What patients 
need to know
What information needs to 
accompany visuals?

Resources
What suggestions and tools 
can we offer to patients?

Customization
What clinic and physician 
differences do we need to 
consider?

Overall process

Insights that inform content
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discussion guide
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Simultaneous exploration in 

• Text: language simplicity

• Images: level of abstraction, style

• Form factors: easy to use 
   and produce

Content 
creation

Form 
giving

text

images form 
factor

from insights 
to real

prototypes Today ~

Form 
refinement

weekly 
reviews
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prototyping form 

content
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Patient education materials get stacked and ‘never looked at again’
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Education materials get stacked and ‘never looked at again’

Guide needs to look and feel unique

5.75 x 11
Single page, double-sided
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Detailed images are hard to relate to, 
while abstract images seem childish and unrefined
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Detailed images are hard to relate to, while abstract images seem childish and unrefined

Images must meet the ‘Goldilocks principle’
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Visual narratives have their own pacing and language, 
making them a strong medium for helping patients envision 
what’s to come
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Visual narratives have their own pacing and language 

Reduce surprises by providing substantial 
visual narrative

MOMENT IN Machine screen shot 

And quote

“If i had known beforehand…”
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Current material is written at a 12th grade reading level

www.radiologyinfo.org
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Text should score near fifth grade 
reading comprehension
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Everyone’s cancer journey is different



Tomoko Ichikawa | Faculty Research | Fall 2017

Everyone’s cancer journey is different

Provide areas to customize patient 
information, textually and graphically  

My information section 
+ diagram avery 
labels
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There are differences across RT clinics 
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There are differences across RT clinics 

Guide should accommodate differences in 
environment and care team

Icons of the care team;
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Patients do not retain information given during consult 
because of stress and sheer quantity of new content 

Exercise with Dan
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Patients do not retain information given during consult 

Divide experience and information into 
phases for timely references

1. Consult

2. Simulation Scan

3. Planning

4. Treatment

5. After Treatment

Discussing radiation treatment

Determining the best position 

Creating your custom plan

Visiting your clinic for radiation

Assessing the effects of treatment
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Patients want to start treatment immediately, and do not 
understand why they have to wait

Do you talk to the patients about the 
physicists and their role?

I don’t. Um, sometimes, if they’re in the 
room, then I introduce them and let them 
know why they’re there. Sometimes when 
we’re talking about the treatment plan I 
say “there’s a whole team working on your 
plan”. But I generally don’t talk about 
them…
maybe I should.

“

”
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Patients want to start treatment immediately, and do not understand why they have to wait

Be transparent regarding treatment planning
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Patients do not understand the long-term implications 
of radiation on healthy tissue

There was a swallowing specialist, we 
went and had swallowing tests, and my 
husband thought that was a complete and 
utter joke.

I didn't think it was a joke, and really it's 
come back to haunt us because he still 
can't swallow and she wanted him to do 
swallowing exercises and he thought it 
was a complete joke and he would never 
do any of them. But in retrospect he 
should have, because he has all these 
problems now.

“

”
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Patients do not understand the long-term implications of radiation on healthy tissue

Highlight after-treatment care as an
important part of the journey

After treatment section
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next steps
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next steps 1/2

Dissemination of the tool

Presentation at international meetings 
(ASTRO, American Association of Cancer 
Education, Graphic Medicine, etc)

Publication in peer review journals

Dissemination via Radiation Oncology 
Education Collaborative Study Group

Pilot of clinical implementation

Evaluation of patient perceptions of 
communication tool

● Does tool improve knowledge of 
the radiation treatment course?

● Does tool alleviate anxiety associated 
with radiation treatment?

Evaluation of physician/care team 
perceptions of communication tool

● Does tool facilitate communication 
between care team and patient?

● What works? What doesn’t?
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next steps 2/2

Extending the visual narrative concept

Consider developing graphic narrative into 
animation/video

Refining tool based on feedback

Form factor changes

Specific variations for common disease 
sites (breast cancer, lung cancer, prostate 
cancer, etc.)

Specific variations for other radiation 
therapy types: stereotactic body radiation 
therapy (SBRT), stereotactic radiosurgery 
(SRS), and brachytherapy
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discussion


