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// GETTING IT RIGHT: SAGE ADVICE

By Prof. David C. Whitcomb, MD, PhD, FACG

I WAS SHOCKED BY A REQUEST TO 
PROVIDE “SAGE ADVICE” BY THE 
LEADERSHIP OF THE AMERICAN 
COLLEGE OF GASTROENTEROLOGY.  
I see myself as one of many peers, trying 
to do my job to the best of my abilities. 
But, in retrospect, I have enjoyed a 
wonderful career (so far) and am honored 
to provide some perspectives and advice 
to trainees and the next generation of 
physicians and scientists.

Several years ago, I was honored to 
receive the “Palade Medal” from the 
International Association of Pancreatology 
(IAP) at their annual meeting in Shanghai, 
China. This is the highest honor of the 
IAP, awarded to one physician or scientist, 
conferred once every other year. I realized 
that, for my acceptance speech, nobody 
wanted to hear a rehash of my research 
papers! Instead, many members of 
the association wanted guidance and 
encouragement. So, I told five short 
stories about my struggles and successes. 
Afterwards, dozens of attendees 

approached me, many with tears running 
down their face, thanking me for these 
words. The talk has now been published.
(1) Here, I want to summarize three of the 
short stories that make important points 
about life, and then 10 personal attributes 
that my colleagues believe contributed to 
our successes. 

MY LIFE IN A NUTSHELL. First, I suffer 
from dyslexia, a language processing 
disorder that affects reading, spelling and 
listening to boring lectures. I struggled 
in elementary and high school with my 
junior high school guidance counselor 
determining that I was “not college 
material” and that I should seek a manual 
labor job in landscaping. Thankfully, 
there were a few teachers that pulled me 
aside, told me that I was actually very 
talented, and helped me navigate my way 
to college. I worked so hard to get my 
education, but things didn’t click. Then, 
near the end of my sophomore year I 
discovered coffee. With adequate doses 

of caffeine I could understand and retain 
written material, my grades went from 
C- to A+, and the rest is history. Through 
this I learned that everybody has strengths 
and weaknesses, and we are not all from 
the same cookie cutter. Embrace your 
strengths and work with others who are 
strong in the areas where you are weak 
so that together the whole is greater than 
the sum of the parts. Finally, I learned 
compassion for those who struggle. I 
determined to be like the few teachers 
who believed in me and gave me the 
encouragement that I needed when it 
appeared that all the cards were stacked 
against me. 

TWO OLD LADIES. During my GI 
fellowship at Duke University, I met two 
old ladies in the outpatient clinic with 
painful calcific chronic pancreatitis. 
There was no explanation. My attending 
physician insisted that they were 
alcoholics, a hypothesis that I rejected 
since they were conservative Baptist who 
don’t drink and don’t lie. I can still see 
their faces when I told them that I had 
no explanation—but I knew that it was 
not alcohol! Then, to my surprise, I told 
them that research into pancreatitis was 
considered a “hopeless cause.” But every 
hopeless cause needs a champion, and 
at that moment, I determined to study 
pancreatitis for my career. I determined to 
be that champion.(1) This was among the 
best decisions that I ever made. The lesson 
is that dedication to a noble cause is an 
important thing. Physicians and scientists 
are uniquely positioned to champion noble 
causes, but it takes life-long dedication, 
innovation, and hard work. The benefits 
of your efforts go to others—but there is 
that personal satisfaction that your efforts 
made the difference. 

I PUT A MAN ON THE MOON! As a 
child, I remember traveling with my 
father to various small Bible churches 
in rural Indiana. He was a brilliant and 
internationally acclaimed theologian, but 
a humble man who was always happy to 
support regional ministries (I wrote his 
biography, now in press(2)). One Sunday, 
after church, I found myself in a small 
home where my dad was invited for lunch. 
I was sitting across from an older man 
in the living room while everyone else 
was in the kitchen. I tried to strike up a 
conversation by asking what he did for 
a living. He told me, “I put a man on the 
moon!” He explained that he grew up in 
the Great Depression, and although his 
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ambition was to be a doctor or a lawyer, 
his family needed him to earn some 
money, and he got a job as a welder, 
joining pieces of metal together. He 
decided to be the best welder he could 
be, and it became his career. “But,” he 
explained, “when the U.S. government 
was building the Saturn V rockets to take 
a man to the moon, some key parts were 
made by our company and they asked 
ME to do the welding.” Then, as he gazed 
upward and pointed to the sky, he said 
emphatically, “When that rocket was 
speeding to the moon with our astronauts 
on board, and those parts were called 
upon to do their function, my welding 
did not fail! And because of me, a man 
walked on the moon.”(1) I realized that 
he was right! Although few people knew 
his name, he knew that he had done his 
job well, that his small contribution was 
important. He contributed to one of the 
greatest achievements in recorded history. 
The same is true for most of us, who work 
hard but go unrecognized. Our work is 
important, and if we work hard and do our 
jobs well, we can say that because of our 
efforts, many lives have been impacted for 
good—and this is more important than the 
fact that a flag sits on the moon. 

Attributes for Success. I have been told 
that I have accomplished an amazing 
number of things in my career. Perhaps 
one of the keys is being dyslexic, 
where people “think differently.” While 
we typically are terrible at reading, 
spelling and languages, we are great at 
understanding how complex systems work. 
Prof. Adam Slivka, MD, PhD, Associate 
Chief of the Division of Gastroenterology, 
Hepatology and Nutrition at the University 
of Pittsburgh described my ability to 
think differently by saying, “It is amazing 
to watch you solve unsolvable problems: 
sideways.” But it has been through 
teamwork with other talented people 
that revolutionary insights into pancreatic 
diseases have been achieved, such as the 
>100 people who worked with me within 
the North American Pancreatitis Study 
group (NAPS2).(3-5) 

Teamwork. As Chief of the Division of 
Gastroenterology, Hepatology and Nutrition 
at the University of Pittsburgh for 17 

7. Celebrate all faculty, clinicians 
and staff, as important team 
members—not everyone has the 
same intelligence, accomplishment, 
and skills as the leaders, but this is 
their career (see, “I put a man on the 
moon.”) 

8. Love learning—show that you love 
to learn from your colleagues and 
trainees as well as from experts in 
your own field and in other fields.

9. Stamina and dedication—lead by 
example. Young people need to see 
the hard work and persistence of 
successful leaders. 

10. Never give up—regardless of 
difficulties, keep moving forward  
and success will follow. 

In conclusion, I believe that God put us 
on the earth for a purpose. In retrospect, 
my odd combination of strengths and 
weaknesses were of little value without 
the complementary contributions 
and efforts of some great friends and 
colleagues. More importantly, the future 
is now very much in the hands of the next 
generation of physicians and scientists 
that I helped mentor. And for a field 
of medicine that was once considered 
“hopeless,” the future is now bright. 
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“Embrace your strengths and work with others who are strong in the areas where 
you are weak so that together the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.”

years, I tried to create an environment 
that allowed each faculty to be a “world 
expert” in a specific area, being part of a 
disease-specific clinic on the one hand, 
and representing the group from a unique 
scientific discipline on the other.(6) This 
gave me the chance to work with talented 
pancreatologists with different scientific 
and investigational skill sets, while being 
united in finding solutions to pancreatic 
diseases. The team began with Dr. Slivka 
and me working on understanding and 
classifying his patients through my 
translational studies. We then recruited 
and helped develop the careers of Randall 
Brand, MD, FACG (biomarkers, familial GI 
cancers), Dhiraj Yadav, MD, MPH (pancreatic 
epidemiology), Georgios Papachristou, MD, 
PhD, FACG (clinical acute pancreatitis) and 
others by intentionally working together. 
We have published hundreds of papers 
together, with each faculty recognized 
for their translational focus—in contrast 
to me insisting on being senior author on 
“everything.” Thus, we are all colleagues 
with enormous respect for each other and 
the talent that each brings to the team. 

For this “Sage Advice” column, I asked 
three of my colleagues, Professors Brand, 
Papachristou and Yadav, what they learned 
from my example that may have contributed 
to our successes. Besides noting the power 
of collaborations, they each listed six 
attributes that they believed to be important. 
I integrated these into 10 principles: 

TEN ATTRIBUTES MODELED BY 
PROFESSOR WHITCOMB

1. Don’t believe dogma—approach 
diseases scientifically from scratch. 

2. Push the envelope—advances require 
new knowledge, new approaches and 
rejection of failed concepts. 

3. Show your enthusiasm for your 
research—it is contagious. 

4. Make long-range plans to accomplish 
important goals —this provides a 
vision for the future. 

5. Promote and showcase your trainees’ 
work—this helps young investigators 
to be successful. (Trainees need to 
find a good mentor!)

6. Be generous with opportunities—this 
expands capabilities and benefits 
everyone. 




