WHOLE HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
Person-Driven and System-Supported by Integrative Medicine
The U.S. Veterans Health Administration (VHA) is leading the world and inspiring its healthcare leaders
with a steady system-supported march toward “personalized, proactive, patient-driven care.” For the
last 10 years, the VHA has taken some bold steps forward in integrative medicine and health,
translating research and commitment into approaches, results and, most recently, the focused pursuit
of measurement toward whole health for U.S. veterans. It is an impressive success story worth telling,
importantly, with templates and models worth sharing and replication by other healthcare systems of
the components that work for their populations.
Benjamin Kligler, MD, MPH, Executive Director, VHA Office of Patient Centered
Care & Cultural Transformation (OPCC-CT), reports “the Whole Health approach is
working for the nation’s Veterans.” “Preliminary outcomes from a three-year
Congressionally-mandated demonstration project at 18 Whole Health flagship sites
around the U.S. show that 31 percent of Veterans with chronic pain engaged in
Whole Health services. We also found a 38 percent decrease in average opioid
dose, and a reduction in perceived stress as well as reported improved engagement
in life meaning and purpose.”

A Little History
The Institute for Healthcare Improvement co-founder and
former administrator for the Center for Medicare and
Medicaid Services, Dr. Donald Berwick, served as an
inspiration for the VHA Whole Health approach to care.
Following his call for a 30-year refocus on “health
creation” or “salutogenesis,” he and his colleagues urged
the nation's hospitals and medical delivery organizations
to engage “new rules for radical redesign of health care.”
A personal story shared by Dr. Berwick at the 2011
Institute of Medicine Summit on Integrative Medicine and
the Health of the Public raised the concept of personal
health motivation and the question of what healthcare
would look like if it began with what matters most to the individual and this became the foundation of
every person’s health care. “At the VHA, we have found that the shift from patient-driven to persondriven care requires less a redesign than a reorientation of priorities and how we measure them,” says
Dr. Kligler. “Expanding the focus of a large healthcare system like the VA remains a huge challenge
today, but one that we are meeting, with results showing important improvements in health and wellbeing for those participating in Whole Health.”

System-wide Transformation
The VHA has matrixed the importance of individual
well-being throughout its 2018–2024 strategic plan,
placing action steps, outcomes targets and budget
behind a strong commitment to nationally supported,
system-wide transformation. The NCCIH (National
Center for Complementary and Integrative Health),
under the direction of Helene Langevin, MD, has
made a similar system-wide strategic commitment to
this direction last year by placing research on "whole
person health" at the center of its 2021-2025 plan.
At the VHA, implementing a Whole Health System
of Care (WHS) to transform how healthcare is
delivered involves a collaboration with patients,
peers, clinical providers and integrative health specialists. Within this collaborative community, the
OPCC+CT developed three WHS interconnecting components, including:
(1) The Pathway, peer-led programs to help Veterans identify develop personal health goals.
(2) Well-Being Programs (e.g. acupuncture, chiropractic, yoga and tai chi), to equip Veterans
with self-care skills.
(3) Whole Health Clinical Care, allopathic and integrative, focused on treatment
aligned with personal health goals.

Current Challenge
One of the most important challenges
still ahead is the area of outcomes
evaluation and measurement – not an
easy assignment. As a start, the VHA
is piloting implementation of the WellBeing Signs (WBS) a validated
clinical measurement tool developed
by VA Health Services Researcher
Dawne Vogt, PhD, and her team to be used as part of routine clinical care, similar to the taking of vital
signs. The WBS tool asks a series of questions that can be used to gather information about veterans’
everyday life, providing important new insight and adding a baseline for measuring changes in their wellbeing over time. Initial evaluation of WBS psychometric quality has shown high reliability.

What's Next?
The VHA will focus on a national initiative to fully integrate the Whole Health approach into primary care
and mental health settings across the VHA, beginning with the 18 flagship sites within the next three
years and extending over time to include the entire VHA network. “The goal is full integration, and we
recognize this is a long-term project,“ says Dr. Kligler, “but we now have the detailed implementation
steps to make this happen on behalf of all veterans, and we are ready to share these implementation
materials with other health systems to help guide their interest in providing Whole Health to the
communities they serve.”

Advancing Integrative Medicine & Health toward System-Supported
Whole Health
1. Find out more about the VHA’s Whole Health System approaches from the resources
listed below and start a conversation with your team to explore interest, priorities and
strategy for building your system-wide program.
2. Find a cross-section of individuals dedicated and passionate about this direction and
initiate a work group to communicate, test and implement a whole health system.
3. Contact Benjamin.Kligler@va.gov to connect to specific targeted resources available from
the VHA.

Resources:
Whole Health: Focusing on What Matters || FORUM (va.gov)
Whole Health in the Veterans Health Administration - Benjamin Kligler, 2022
Making Connections to Improve Health Outcomes - Helene M. Langevin, 2022
Whole Health Home (va.gov)
Whole Health in the Whole System of the VA: How Will We Know We Have Reached This Future
State?
Whole Health Changing the Conversation – podcast with Dr. Kligler and Dr. Zeev Neuwirth
Evaluating the impact of VHA's implementation of the Whole Health System of Care
Development and Validation of the Well-Being Signs (WBS): A Clinical Measurement Tool
Returning Wholeness to Health

These 4 workshops during the International Congress on Integrative Medicine and
Health, May 23-26, 2022, should also be of interest:
…Whole Health for All: Equity and Anti-Oppression in Healthcare
…Whole Health Across Disciplines: Connecting Emerging Pattern
…Gut Microbiome and Whole Person Health
…From Disease to Whole Person: Transforming the Approach to Healthcare

WHOLE HEALTH IN THE STATES (WHITS) Initiative, a program of the Academic Consortium, is
a coalition of state-level collaboratives that use a multi-stakeholder approach to solve a range of
problems that states face in providing whole person care to medically underserved patients. The
inaugural program area works to create state-based consensus and implementation strategies
that increase access to and utilization of evidence-based nonpharmacologic treatments while
providing high quality, comprehensive pain care for underserved populations. The WHITS
Initiative, with foundational funding from The David and Lura Lovell Foundation, supports efforts in
six pilot states (Arizona, California, Colorado, Illinois, Oregon, Vermont) and Washington,
DC.
Note: The project welcomes the opportunity to expand to more states, improving comprehensive
pain care, expanding to more health conditions and reducing provider burn out by transforming
health care delivery barriers.
LEARN MORE
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