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Dr. Stephen Hwang

Dr. Stephen Hwang is not only a doctor and a scientist; he is also a
worker on the frontlines. Through over twenty years of clinical and
research work as well as teaching, he has tried to improve the health

of homeless people, advocating the concept that housing is a social
determinant of health. His efforts have aroused public concern for

this marginalized group, prompting the government to develop better
policies to address this social issue. In the eyes of many homeless people,
Dr. Stephen Hwang is someone who looks after their physical and

mental health, helping them in their predicament.

Dr. Stephen Hwang is the leading world expert in research in the area
of homelessness, health and housing. Since 2008, he has been the Co-
Principal Investigator of the Toronto site of the At Home Study funded
by the Mental Health Commission of Canada. This study received

a grant of $110 million dollars over four years in five cities: Toronto,
Vancouver, Montreal, Winnipeg and Moncton, with over two thousand
people participating. Through this study, the largest research project

of its kind in the world, over a thousand people received subsidized
housing, social assistance, psychiatric care, education and job training.
As a result they were able to live independently and turn over a new
chapter in their lives. The results from the study prompted the federal
government to introduce better policies to resolve the homeless issue

and the results have been sustained to now.
Over the past few years, Dr. Hwang has published quite a few seminal

papers on this topic, such as Mortality among Homeless People, which

demonstrates that the mortality rate of the homeless is eight times
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more than the national average. His paper “The effect of traumatic
brain injury on the health of homeless people” identifies the high
prevalence of traumatic brain injury among homeless individuals. It
reports that 70 percent of these brain injuries happen before the
individuals become homeless, and that brain injury could be one of the
contributing factors to homelessness. Another research paper soon

to be published, Interventions to Improve the Health of Homeless

and Marginalized Populations’, points out that providing affordable
housing for the homeless is one of the keys to improving their health.
It presents irrefutable evidence that will prompt the federal government

to review its housing policy.

All these are but a small part of Dr. Hwang’s outstanding achievements,
and a way to realize his ideals. He believes deeply that science and
humanity cannot be separated. If you ask Dr. Hwang why he wants

to help the most vulnerable sector of our society, he would answer, ‘I
believe that God has called us to love and to serve our brothers and
sisters, especially those who are poor and marginalized.” For him, it is

important that faith and science work together towards this goal.

Dr. Hwang was born in Los Angeles in the United States. His parents
came from China: his father was a graduate in aerospace engineering at
Stanford University, and his mother, also a university graduate, stayed
home to take care of their two sons. Growing up in this privileged
environment, Stephen loved to watch little tadpoles evolve into frogs
when he was small. When he entered Harvard University, he majored
in biochemistry. He also found his faith after leaving home and became

a more committed Christian, evolving just like a tadpole.

One cold wintry night while at university, Dr. Hwang was helping a
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church set up a temporary shelter for people who were homeless. As

he was struggling to mop the floor, a man who was staying at the
shelter came up to him and kindly took the mop from him. He showed
him how to properly mop the floor until it was spotless. At that very
moment, Stephen felt a great deal of respect for this man and a personal
connection to him, which he remembers to this very day. Now when

he thinks back, it is that very night that he realized how important it

is to see each person as a unique and valuable individual. This moment

helped set the direction for his life.

After graduating from Harvard, Stephen studied medicine at Johns
Hopkins University, one of the best medical schools in the United
States. 'This is where he met his future wife, Angela Cheung. After
they got married and completed their medical training, they returned
to Boston, where Stephen became a doctor for homeless people for the
first time, while his wife studied for a doctorate degree in health policy.
At that time, Boston was building a program to provide health services
for homeless people and was recruiting physicians for this program.
'The director of the program was pleasantly surprised to see his strong
resume and his friendly and easygoing manner. Stephen was happy to

join the clinic, and very soon, he became a popular doctor there.

Always curious and keen on research, Stephen was interested in
investigating the root causes of homelessness and better understanding
the health problems of people who are homeless. He returned to study
for the master’s program in public health at Harvard, thus beginning
his pioneer research work, completing several papers on the homeless in

Boston.

In 1996, Dr. Hwang and his wife moved back to Toronto to establish a
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new home here.

On a cold winter night in 1996, news that three homeless men froze
to death on the streets aroused public concern about the increasing
homeless population and insufficient shelter beds. St. Michael’s
Hospital, under the Inner City Health Care Program, added a research
department and was recruiting researchers. Stephen stood out among
the seven candidates, not only because of his hands-on experience with
the homeless and his understanding of their needs, but also because he
had a vision of delving into the root causes of the problem and finding

solutions to those problems.

'The addition of Dr. Hwang brought new impetus to the research
centre. On the one hand, he launched multiple research studies; on

the other hand, he visited weekly Seaton House, the largest homeless
shelter in Toronto, to provide treatment to the homeless there. Stephen
regards that as an integral part of his work, because providing care to
the homeless is his favorite work, and this clinical work adds a human
dimension to his research so that it is not just data or theory, making

his research reflect more fully the crux of the problem.

It is estimated that there are about 5,000 homeless people in Toronto,
with 30 per cent having been on the streets for over five years; half
of these have some kind of mental or other illness; half have a drug

addiction problem, and one-third of them have a police record.

According to Dr. Hwang, relatively few homeless people are of Chinese
or Southeast Asian origin. This is possibly due to Asian culture. Those
who have no place to live may be more likely to be taken in by family,

rather than having to move into a homeless shelter. Homeless people
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of Chinese origin quite often suffer from mental illness, and some
have not been able to receive proper treatment. They may encounter

language and cultural barriers to obtaining psychiatric treatment.

Currently, Dr. Hwang is a specialist in internal medicine at St.
Michaels’ Hospital, and a professor at the University of Toronto,
Department of Medicine. Despite his heavy workload, he continues his
weekly patient visits to Seaton House without interruption. He enjoys
taking the ten-minute walk there from the hospital each time, not

only for the exercise, but also because he likes to stay in touch with the
reality in the streets. He says, with a smile, that he tries to ride a bike to
work from his home each day — the thirty-minute ride is his only and

best exercise each day.

As a spokesperson for the vulnerable, an invisible street warrior, Dr.
Hwang sometimes would receive an expression of gratitude from the
homeless. He recalls that in the year he said farewell to Boston, a
female patient gave him an exquisite pink porcelain castle. He was very
moved because it could have come from her meager savings. 'This is
why he works tirelessly and without regret to help the most vulnerable

sector of our SOCiny.

Dr. Hwang is now a father of three children. Maintaining a balanced
lifestyle is very important to him, and it could also be one of his
secrets to success. He places equal importance on the three aspects
of his work: clinical, research and teaching. In particular, he says that
teaching does not mean passing on just the practice of medicine to
the new generation of doctors, but it also means, more importantly,
nurturing their sense of social responsibility. They must not forget the

responsibility of the doctor is to the patient’s health, which includes
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speaking up for the rights of their patients.

Since ancient times, the practice of medicine and science have changed
the world, changed the way people live, but science can do nothing to
convince a person to care about his fellow beings in the world. Perhaps

this is the frontier where Dr. Hwang can cross!
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