
 

BEYOND THE 
MASK INTERVIEW 
Dr. Viren Naik 

Dr. Viren Naik, currently Director of Assessment at the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons of Canada, is a high-profile leader 
in simulation training and education. Most notably, in 2009, having established a reputation as an innovative thinker about 
medical education and particularly the role of simulation, he was recruited as the inaugural Medical Director to establish the 
University of Ottawa’s Skills and Simulation Centre (uOSSC). He went on to become the Vice President of Education for The Ottawa 
Hospital where one of his areas of interest was leading interprofessional education initiatives to enhance the learner experience 
and improve quality and safety for patients. Jane and Emily sat down with him recently to discuss his leadership journey and some 
of the lessons learned along the way. 
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“Seek from the get-go what 
fits and what you love” 

 

Interviewed by Dr. Jane Cooke-Lauder, BA, MBA, DM, CMC, BTM Strategic Consultant, and Emily Hill, the Section’s 
Administrative and Communications Coordinator 
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Viren describes figuring out his fit with anesthesiology early in his medical training. As part of 
completing his medical school and residency training at The University of Toronto, he had realized 
quickly that anesthesiology was different from other rotations, “…when it came the anesthesia, I 
was actually kind of waking up before the alarm and was happy to be there early and stay late.”   

ONTARIO ANESTHESIA MEETING AND CONFERENCE WEEKEND 
Thursday, September 20th-Sunday, September 23rd, 2018 
 
 

                                   
                     Space is still available for this year’s Ontario Anesthesia Meeting and  
             Conference weekend. This year’s meeting is being held September 20 – 23, 2018 at the  
  Westin Harbour Castle hotel and conference center in downtown Toronto. As always, the program includes 
outstanding speakers from across Ontario as well as engaging problem-based learning sessions, practical hands-on 
workshops, the annual leadership day and the section’s Annual General Meeting. Hot topics for this year: optimization 
of co-existing disease, interpretation of sleep studies and how to take action, managing emergencies including front-
of-neck airway access and stroke treatment, addressing end-of-life care for operative patients, and hands-on workshop 
in spine ultrasound for neuraxial anesthesia 
 
An innovative Self-Assessment Program (SAP) is being designed for this year’s meeting. The SAP will include an online 
pre- and post-test for many of the sessions, a self-directed learning plan for the meeting and a reflection tool for 
afterward. Accredited SAPs are eligible for MAINPORT Section 3 credit, which would add to the already outstanding 
CME value of the Ontario Anesthesia Meeting. 
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He was also aware at an early age of his interest in teaching. Having enjoyed coaching sports all through high school, he was drawn 
to the great teachers in Medical School and Dr. Richard Reznick in particular, a juggernaut in medical and surgical education. 
Recognizing a kindred spirit, Dr. Reznick recruited Viren into the Wilson Center for Research and Education telling him “…what 
we're doing here is actually pushing beyond teaching. It's really about looking at the way we educate physicians, challenging 
existing paradigms and the way we do things.” That was where Viren, with co-supervision from Dr. Patricia Houston, began his 
study of the role of simulation, challenging many existing practices from the standpoint of an anesthesiologist.  He was drawn to 
academic medicine and the opportunity presented to be at the forefront, breaking new ground. 
 
Viren is of the view that leading is not optional for physicians. He describes leadership as the role of influencing others, something 
that physicians do on a daily basis. There are different kinds of leadership for different situations and leadership can shift among 
players, particularly in a dynamic environment such as the OR, “…collaborative leadership is something we all need to demonstrate 
in the operating room, and that's really about listening to others, leading from behind when the time comes, leading from the 
side and then, really leading from above when necessary. There are times where we have to shift into that ‘command and control’ 
kind of format of leadership. My concern is that sometimes that command and control type of leadership is mistaken as the kind 
of leadership that always needs to be displayed.”  
 

If leadership is not optional for physicians, then getting good at it for Viren requires three actions:  

• Acknowledging what it takes - understand the currency of the world in which you want to have an impact. In academic 
medicine, it is degrees and research output. So, in 2001, he obtained a Master of Education degree from UofT and a 
Fellowship in Education from The Wilson Centre for Research in Education. Viren attributes significantly accelerated 
opportunities in his career to his research experience and higher education, “I think that opportunities presented because 
I have the credibility of understanding concepts of validity, reliability and other things learnt through the course of my 
graduate training and research.”  

 

 



 

 
 

Contribute to our Newsletter 
 
We are always looking for Newsletter topics or Anesthesiologists to profile, who are going 
Beyond the Mask.  Please email our section administrator, Emily Hill, with any suggestions 
info@ontariosanesthesiologists.ca 
 
 

 

 

 
 

CHOOSING WISELY 
IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE  
 

ONE YEAR LATER…  

Dear Members, 
 
It has been a year since the launch of our Choosing Wisely Implementation Guide (CWIG), a 
toolkit crafted to support anesthesiologists and enable them to demonstrate leadership skills 
within the perioperative suite, while helping elevate efficiencies in patient care. We are 
extremely proud of all the hospitals, peri-operative teams and anesthesiologists across 
Ontario who have stepped forward to demonstrate their commitment to patient focused care 
and health system improvement – and we trust that you have found the CWIG helpful support 
in this regard. 
 
I am also delighted to share that we have received positive feedback about the CWIG from 
both physicians and Section stakeholders.  Members of the Beyond the Mask (BTM) Working 
Group and the Executive have shared the document at important meetings and conferences,  
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• Stepping up when presented with opportunities - Dr. Jack Kitts, a fellow anesthesiologist and CEO of The Ottawa 
Hospital, together with Dr. Jim Worthington, then VP Medical Affairs of The Ottawa Hospital, encouraged Viren to do 
his MBA, “You have to stand up and take notice when someone in authority is asking you to be a leader because that's 
a real marker of whether you have leadership competencies.”  At first, Viren was resistant given he was juggling clinical 
and family obligations and it was only much later that he says he understood the value of the degree, “Effective 
leadership is about that ‘below the waterline stuff’: the politics, how to manage our team, how to harness people with 
different bandwidth and strengths, how to play to their strengths. I learned all that from being immersed in it for two 
years.” And while an MBA is still very niche for doctors, Viren believes that is will be an important credential for 
leadership moving forward, “the competencies that are required for our health system transformation may be 
garnered through an MBA as well as that credibility to solve complex and challenging problems.” 

• Being willing to ask for help - being coachable and actively seeking out mentors are critical parts of learning to lead 
well. For Viren, the mentor-mentee dynamic is a special relationship formed in many different ways: “I think that there 
has to be some degree of fit between the mentor/ mentee professionally and personally. And I think the mentor is not 
going to be able to help the mentee with every problem. I’d argue that you actually need a board of mentors, a council 
you use interchangeably depending on what it is you're trying to work through.” Even though anesthesiology is Viren’s 
career, his mentors aren’t exclusively anesthesiologists, “I think it's important for perspective, especially when you're 
talking about going beyond the mask, to have mentors who may see things through a different lens.” 

• .” 
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including at the OMA’s bi-annual council meeting. Over 250 hard copies have been distributed to anesthesiologists and surgical 
colleagues. More recently, we shared the guide with national and international anesthesiologists at the CAS conference in 
Montreal. Feedback received indicate its relevance for other Canadian provinces, as well as for perioperative teams in countries 
such as Australia, Belgium, Taiwan, and France. We continue to acknowledge that none of this would have been possible 
without the heavy lifting by the Canadian Anesthesiologists’ Society (CAS) and Choosing Wisely Canada’s (CWC) whose initial 
hard work led to the development of these important recommendations. 
 
So - one year later, where are we? Implementation efforts at the initial five sites continue.  Supplementing those are two smaller 
case studies that have been developed to bring new perspectives to the implementation process. Rounding out the Newsletter 
content are observations from Health Quality Ontario based on the Hospital Performance Series Reports, as well as an update 
from CWC. 
 
We encourage our Members to support positive system change on an ongoing basis. Your Section Executive is continuing to 
champion new and transformative projects, so please feel free to reach out to them with suggestions or requests for support.  If 
you would like to hear more about our upcoming projects, participate in our BTM Working Group and/or share news of your 
local successes, please contact our Section Administrator, Emily Hill.    
 
Warm Regards, 
 
 
 
Dr. Christopher Harle, Ontario’s Anesthesiologists' Section Chair 
 
 
 

Click here to access the full 
CHOOSING WISELY  

YEAR IN REVIEW 

“I think that if you approach leadership as 
trying to climb the ladder or through your own 

personal glory, you're bound for failure. I'm 
always drawn to the Harry Truman quote, “it's 
amazing what you can accomplish when you 
don't care who gets the credit.” And that really 
has to be where a leader anchors themselves 
in a greater purpose, as opposed to their own 

self adulation and self-promotion.” 

 

Viren’s final message is about taking ownership of your leadership journey.  

The journey starts with self-awareness and knowing what is important to 

you which includes, as a physician, taking care of your mental and physical 

well-being. Viren describes really enjoying his experience at The University 

of Toronto and attributes the diversity of UofT’s associated hospitals to 

influencing his education experience and also helping shape him as a well-

rounded physician, “I would argue that medical school is an important 

place to start to appreciate and strike the work life balance that you need 

for a sustained career in any discipline. There are so many outlets and 

options and opportunities to be involved in extra-curricular activities.”  
Further, he explained the importance of physicians seeking out ways to diversify and advance their work, “For physicians, some 
of the issues related to burnout are the realities of the monotony and the repetition of doing the same thing, which the general 
public doesn't necessarily experience. And what I would say about volunteerism whether it's in academia, your community, in 
your cultural community, I think that all physicians need some other outlet to diversify their work and their interests.” 
 
Dr. Naik has been a true example of going Beyond the Mask over the course of his career, exemplifying leadership and  
innovation towards the advancement of physician education.  We thank him for his thoughtful perspectives on  
leadership and wish him the very best in his new role with the Royal College. 
 
 
 
 
 

 


