Johns Hopkins Center for Mind-Body Research

Faculty Retreat: April 19, 2007

Mt. Washington Conference Center

9am – 5pm

Background:  Our Center is in its 3rd year and, while we have many productive investigators, our sense of intellectual community is still immature.  The overall scientific goal of the Johns Hopkins University Center for Mind-Body Research (CMBR) is to advance understanding of biobehavioral mechanisms that contribute to health and disease and use this understanding to develop evidence-based interventions that improve health.  Our Center focuses on biobehavioral mechanisms that are common to multiple health outcomes, conceptualizing these mechanisms as the cultural, social, behavioral, emotional, and cognitive processes that have known or expected biological connections to health outcomes.  We use the term “biobehavioral” to represent the key principle that psychosocial mechanisms of interest have known (or believed) biological underpinnings related to health and disease, whether the impact is proximal (e.g., platelet aggregation) or distal (e.g., neighborhood environment).  The inter-relatedness of the psychosocial and biological aspects of these mechanisms makes them especially challenging to study, requiring interdisciplinary teams and complementary study designs.  We seek to encourage and support transformative research that illuminates these complexities with the goal of improving the public health.
Our Center is organized around the following three scientific objectives that have guided the overall organization, development and work of the Center: 
1) To understand the impact of emotional and cognitive processes on health-related outcomes. 

2) To identify modifiable psychobiological mechanisms linking emotional and cognitive processes to health-related outcomes.
3) To develop, evaluate, and refine effective mind-body interventions.

In shaping the intellectual community of the CMBR at Johns Hopkins, it became immediately clear that many of our members shared common interests in mind-body research in the area of pain and other members shared common interests in mind-body research in the area of cardiovascular disease (CVD) and that these individuals have attained national and international recognition for their work in these areas.  During the second year of funding, we formed and supported two working groups (cardiovascular disease and pain) that identified new directions to pursue and specific projects to implement that address our scientific objectives. The work of these groups spawned new projects and illuminated three key themes – negative emotions, sleep, and neurohumoral stress responses – which have unified the work of the two groups and become a focus for work of our Center.  These themes derived from existing expertise and ongoing NIH-funded research, clearly spanned multiple investigators and the two working groups, pose unique methodological and scientific challenges and provide fertile ground for mind-body researchers.  

These three themes provide focus to our broad objectives.  The first theme is negative emotions, particularly the role for depression, anxiety, hopelessness, and catastrophizing, in determining a variety of health outcomes.  The second theme is sleep disturbance, particularly the role for restricted or disrupted sleep and insomnia in determining health outcomes. Sleep disturbances are common to multiple types of illness, disease, and disability.  Whereas the behavioral, emotional, and cognitive processes of interest to our Center prominently affect sleep, this area is often neglected in studies of mind-body medicine.  The third theme is neurohumoral stress responses, particularly the role of cytokines, the HPA axis, and the regulation of platelet aggregation in determining health outcomes.  Clearly these themes are inter-related, overlapping, and multi-determined, and our faculty also investigate the unique challenges pertaining to each theme. 

Goals:  A primary goal for the retreat is to further develop our intellectual community through largely informal brainstorming sessions.  Our planning committee has emphasized a desire to break away from the usual meeting structure (i.e., professional presentations structured around powerpoint, data-focused slides) in order to encourage active, participatory dialogues among all attendees.  We are hoping to have a day of intellectually stimulating conversations that stimulate further collaboration, both internal and external.  It is our goal that every attendee come away from the day with some new ideas, that most come away with some new relationships, and that a few come away with a new, productive collaboration (internal and/ or external).
Format:  We debated a number of formats that might accomplish our goals and settled on the attached agenda.  The introduction period is designed to set the tone for the day, focusing on informal conversations among the attendees, with everyone contributing.  This tone will extend into the CMBR project discussions, which will also include much interaction and brainstorming.  In order to maximize the conversational nature of these “presentations,”  Roy Ziegelstein (CVD working group) and Jennifer Haythornthwaite (pain working group) will serve as moderators.  
In order to maximize the conversational nature of the day, we are asking that the external advisors prepare only 4-5 slides (or none if preferred) that address a series of questions that are designed to help you understand why you were selected for participation in this retreat and encourage you to consider the “big picture” issues within your field of expertise.  We would like each of you to have a 20-minute conversation with the attendees during which time you share your thoughts about these questions and integrate comments and thoughts from the earlier CMBR project conversations.  
Here are the questions we have asked our external advisors to address during their conversations with our group:  would like each of you to address:

1) Please comment on the major challenges facing research in your area of expertise that need to be addressed in the next 5-10yrs.

2) Please comment on the most exciting directions for research in your area that might interface with research in pain/CVD
3) Please comment on the most exciting directions for research in your area that might interface with research in sleep.
4) Please comment on the most exciting directions for research in your area that might interface with research in neurohumoral stress responses.

