
EDITORIAL

In Memoriam: Jimmie C. Holland, MD, 1928–2017

My father said never give up son
Just look what Amelia and Joan done
Or Rosa, Teresa their war won
Not scared to be strong

–Berryman et al. (2017)

Jimmie C. Holland, MD, internationally recognized
as the founder of the field of psycho-oncology, died
suddenly on December 24, 2017, at the age of 89.
Dr. Holland, who was affectionately known by her
first name “Jimmie,” had a profound global influence
on the fields of psycho-oncology, oncology, supportive
care, psychiatry, and psychosomatic medicine.
Dr. Holland was the attending psychiatrist and
Wayne E. Chapman Chair at Memorial Sloan-Ketter-
ing Cancer Center (MSKCC) and professor of psychi-
atry, Weill Medical College of Cornell University in
New York.

In 1977, Jimmie was appointed chief of the psychi-
atry service in the Department of Neurology at
MSKCC, by Jerome Posner, MD, then chair of neurol-
ogy at MSKCC. The psychiatry service at MSKCC
was the first such clinical, research, and training ser-
vice established in any cancer center in the world. In
1996, Dr. Holland was named the inaugural chair of
the Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sci-
ences at MSKCC; again, the first such department
created in any cancer center in the United States or
the world.

During a 40-year career at MSKCC, Jimmie cre-
ated and nurtured the field of psycho-oncology, estab-
lished its clinical practice, advanced its clinical
research agenda, and, through her pioneering ef-
forts, launched the careers of the leaders of a national
and worldwide field who mourn her passing and con-
tinue to work in what has become a shared mission to
emphasize “care” in cancer care. Dr. Holland founded
the International Psycho-oncology Society (IPOS) in
1984, and founded the American Psychosocial Oncol-
ogy Society in 1986. More than 25 years ago, Jimmie
founded and coedited the international journal
Psycho-Oncology. Dr. Holland edited the first major
textbooks of psycho-oncology and edited the third
edition of the textbook Psycho-oncology in 2015.
Jimmie cowrote two well-received books for the

public: The Human Side of Cancer and Lighter as
We Go: Virtues, Character Strengths, and Aging,
with the latter reflecting her interests in geriatric
oncology as she approached her 90th birthday
(Greenstein & Holland, 2014; Holland & Rowland,
1989; Holland et al., 1998, 2010, 2015).

Dr. Holland has received many awards recogniz-
ing her achievements in psychiatry, psychosomatic
medicine, psycho-oncology, and oncology over the
course of her career. Some of her notable awards in-
clude the Medal of Honor for Clinical Research
from the American Cancer Society, Clinical Research
Award from the American Association of Community
Cancer Centers, American Association for Cancer
Research Joseph H. Burchenal Clinical Research
Award, Marie Curie Award from the Government of
France, Margaret L. Kripke Legend Award for contri-
butions to the advancement of women in cancer med-
icine and cancer science from the MD Anderson
Cancer Center, T. J. Martell Foundation 2015 Women
of Influence Award, and Distinguished Alumnus
Award from Baylor College of Medicine in 2016. She
served as president of the Academy of Psychosomatic
Medicine in 1996 and was the recipient of the Acad-
emy of Psychosomatic Medicine’s Hackett Lifetime
Achievement Award in 1994. She was the inaugural
recipient of the Arthur Sutherland Award for Life-
time Achievement from The International Psycho-
oncology Society.

THE PERSONAL SIDE

The preceding several paragraphs are what you will
read in every other obituary, memorial tribute, or an-
nouncement of the life and death of Jimmie Coker
Holland. But this memorial tribute is different, be-
cause each and every member of the Editorial Board
of Palliative & Supportive Care, every associate edi-
tor, and the editor in chief, has had a personal and
life altering relationship with this remarkable
woman of strength. With the real, flesh and blood
and heart of a woman who, with the occasion of her
death, has become an icon, a legend, a myth, a histor-
ical figure for the ages, a “miracle.” Jimmie was very
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real to many of us, and our tribute to her is to that
very real woman who we loved and who loved us.

I am personally so grateful to Jimmie for 34 years
of mentoring: as a fellow, a faculty member, her ser-
vice chief, and, more recently, the honor of being
the incumbent of the Jimmie C. Holland Chair in
Psychiatric Oncology. I would refer to Dr. Holland
in public as Jimmie, but even as her chair, whenever
I sought out solace or private advice, I would always
call her “boss.” As with many of us who knew Jimmie
and worked alongside her for decades, I truly be-
lieved that Jimmie would live forever. That she was
invincible. Although many referred to her as the
mother of psycho-oncology, Jimmie preferred the title
of “the oldest living psycho-oncologist on the planet.”
In a recent interview I conducted for IPOS on “Pio-
neers in Psycho-oncology” (https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=t5UkEAY754M&feature=youtu.be), we
joked that given that this was true “we better get
this interview done while we had the chance.” And
now the unimaginable has happened, and we are
here 7 months later, mourning her death, but more im-
portantly celebrating her life; and grateful, so very
grateful, for the privilege of the many wonderful years
of inspiration, guidance, and support she gave us. On
behalf of all of us connected to Palliative & Supportive
Care, our deepest condolences go out to James Holland
and the entire Holland family. Thank you for sharing
Jimmie with us and the world for these past 40 years!

HOW IT ALL STARTED

Jimmie Holland changed the world! She changed the
world with an IDEA. The IDEA was that “under-
standing the experience of the human being with
cancer was as important as understanding the biol-
ogy of the cancer itself.” An IDEA cannot change
the world by itself. It has to be communicated effec-
tively and it has to inspire others to take up the
idea and create a movement. Jimmie was a great
communicator, and soon a group of fellow believers
were drawn to MSKCC and to Jimmie, to hear her
words, to breathe the same air as her, to join her mis-
sion, and make this idea a reality.

Jimmie created the field of psycho-oncology, but
she’d be the first to admit that she didn’t do it alone.
It took a visionary leader, Jerry Posner, to support
the establishment at MSKCC of the first psychiatry
service in any cancer center anywhere in the world.
It took the early fellow pioneers who joined her fac-
ulty and training programs at MSKCC (Paul Jacob-
sen, David Cella, Bill Redd, Jamie Ostroff, Sharon
Manne, Alice Kornblith, Kathy Kash, Jennifer
Hay, Tim Ahles, David Kissane, Susan Tross, Harvey
Chochinov, Andy Roth, Christian Nelson, William
Pirl, Matt Loscalzo, Lori Wiener, Jon Levenson, and

so many others too numerous to count: more than
50 faculty over the past 40 years and more 400 clini-
cal and research fellows), and international col-
leagues such as Lea Baider, Maggie Watson, Barry
Bultz, Luigi Grassi. Maria Die Trill, Luzia Travado,
Uwe Koch, Christopher Johansen, and so many oth-
ers. And then there was Jimmie’s “secret weapon:”
James Holland! As James, a cancer pioneer himself,
said to me, they were “joined at the heart.”

Dr. Jimmie Holland was born in the small farming
community of Nevada, Texas, in 1928. She credits the
local family physician in that community with her in-
terest in medicine and caring for those who were suf-
fering. Jimmie was one of only three women in her
class at Baylor College of Medicine. In 1956, she mar-
ried the renowned oncology pioneer James Holland,
MD, who was then chief of medicine at Roswell
Park in Buffalo, New York. Jimmie recently de-
scribed her early collaborations with James in the
video interview with IPOS. “I started the Special
Medical Clinic to provide psychiatric care to cancer
patients. They didn’t balk at being seen by a psychi-
atrist because it was, after all, special.” In the early
days of collaborative oncology group research, Jim-
mie would chide James and complain that cancer pa-
tients were asked every conceivable question about
their physical functioning, but no one ever asked
them “how do you feel emotionally?” Jimmie subse-
quently chaired the Cancer and Leukemia Group B
Quality of Life Committee for many years, pioneering
the inclusion of psychological and emotional well-be-
ing patient-reported outcomes in quality of life mea-
sures and as a component of clinical outcomes in
clinical trials.

At MSKCC, Dr. Holland conducted groundbreak-
ing clinical research examining the course and treat-
ment of anxiety in cancer patients, examining the
relationship of depression to pancreatic cancer and
most significant demonstrating the utility of screen-
ing for distress in cancer patients. As chair of the Na-
tional Cancer Center Network Distress Management
Guidelines since 1997, Jimmie’s advocacy work led to
the National Cancer Center Network Distress
Screening Guidelines being adopted in all National
Cancer Institute–designated cancer centers. “Screen-
ing for Distress” became a practice that was a require-
ment for accreditation of cancer centers by the
American College of Surgeons. Psycho-oncology
programs became mandatory in all National Cancer
Institute–designated cancer centers.

In addition to her pioneering research at MSKCC,
Dr. Holland established the largest clinical and re-
search training post-doctoral training fellowship pro-
grams for psychiatrists and psychologists in the
world. The clinical programs and innovations created
at MSKCC during the past 40 years helped establish

Editorial 125

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1478951518000093 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5UkEAY754M&amp;feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5UkEAY754M&amp;feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5UkEAY754M&amp;feature=youtu.be
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1478951518000093


Jimmie’s department as the “Center of Excellence” in
psycho-oncology and supportive oncology worldwide.

Jimmie the mentor was “unique.” Jimmie was not
the type of mentor who sat down and wrote out that
research project with you, or worked out the details
of that innovative clinical program with you. Instead,
Jimmie was the kind of mentor who taught you that
you had the strength and the ability to create your
own ideas and to make your passion and mission a re-
ality. She stood as the example. If she could create her
dreams and make them a reality, you could. And once
you did it, she’d say “terrific, just terrific!” I remem-
ber, in 1984, being Jimmie’s clinical fellow and going
on supervision rounds in the hospital. I remarked to
her that I had encountered many patients with brain
tumors on high-dose corticosteroids who developed
depressions, manias, or delirium. I asked Jimmie
what the underlying pathophysiology of theses ste-
roid-induced disorders could be and what the best
treatments were. She stopped and there was silence
for a moment. And then in her Texas twang, she
said, “Well, Bill, I really don’t know. I guess you’ll
have to just go out and figure that one out for your-
self!” Not the answer I expected! But it was the an-
swer that launched a 34-year career of clinical
research spent trying to answer clinical questions
that Jimmie Holland did not have the answers for.
She essentially said to me that she had full confi-
dence in my ability to discover the answers to the
questions about clinical care and ultimately the exis-
tential questions we humans have in confronting our
mortality. Four years after that conversation, Jimmie
and Julia Rowland were editing the first Handbook of
Psychooncology. It would be the first textbook in a
new field that we were virtually naming with the
publication of this text. Jimmie asked me to write
six chapters. I knew something about the topics of
three of the chapters that I would be writing, but
nothing about the three others. I stopped by Jimmie’s
office to discuss my trepidation. “Jimmie, I don’t
know anything about these three other topics that I
am assigned to write chapters for. I’m not an expert
on the psychosocial aspects of head and neck cancer!”

Jimmie calmly responded, “Well, Bill, frankly no one
is, so after you review all the clinical and research lit-
erature and write the chapter, I suppose you will be
the world’s expert!” And then I was.

Dr. Holland stepped down as chair of the MSKCC
Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences
in 2003; however, she kept working full time, seeing
patients, conducting research, training and supervis-
ing fellows, traveling the world lecturing and teach-
ing, establishing a geriatric psycho-oncology
program in the department, and committing her at-
tention and energies to bring psycho-oncology to Af-
rica through her work with the African
Organization for Cancer Research & Training in
Cancer. Jimmie was seeing patients up until 2 days
before her death. We’ve lost a pioneer, a remarkable
woman, a once-in-a-generation influencer. Her death
is a profound loss for all of us.
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