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Respite Retreats, Inc. is a Howard County, Maryland based 501(c)(3) non-profit organization whose mission is to provide retreats of respite for cancer patients, their caregivers and families and to encourage healthy living for all.  
Cancer affects our physical, mental, and spiritual bodies. Conventional treatment is invasive, and to say the least, life changing. It’s why we offer patients an experience of holistic therapies and fun activities to disconnect from everyday life with cancer. 
Our grant request of $8100 would allow us to utilize the innovative, immersive, and proven technology of a Virtual Reality (VR) Experience into our retreat activities.  VR is consistently listed as one of the Top 10 medical technologies for the future.  VR has proven success with patient rehabilitation and recovery, pain relief (lessening the need for pain medications and opioids), lessens anxiety, creates a meditative experience, and is also shown to boost the effectiveness of other medical treatments.
Background     
Respite Retreats currently offers one-day retreats at the Bon Secours Retreat and Conference Center located in Marriottsville, Maryland. Long term plans for our organization include building our own retreat center to be located in Howard County, Maryland as discussed in the attached May 13, 2019 Baltimore Sun article, “Howard County-based Respite Retreats wants to give cancer patients a break from daily routine”.  Retreat dates are already contracted for the upcoming years of 2020, 2021, and 2022 at the Howard County based Bon Secours Retreat and Conference Center.    
Each retreat provides necessary respite for those affected by cancer through a range of holistic therapies and activities focused on healing the mind, body and spirit. Our group retreats range in size from 25-30 participants. Retreat activities currently include a range of therapies such as: meditation, yoga, art therapy, guided imagery, journaling, music and sound therapy, massage, acupressure, Reiki, nutritional counseling, skin care, and other fun restorative activities.
A cancer diagnosis affects the entire family. We have found that often caregivers do not take the necessary time out to care for themselves because they want to be available for their loved one who is fighting cancer. Including a caregiver in the retreat gives them the opportunity to relax and rejuvenate while still being close to their loved one. Gifting the caregiver respite gives them a re-boot in energy so they can return to their caregiving duties refreshed and ready to give their best. 
Our fundraising efforts and community support allow us to offer these retreats at NO COST, giving participants the opportunity to disconnect from everyday life with cancer in order to focus on healing, cultivate personal introspect and experience a deeper connection with one’s self. While all meals and programs are included, participants are responsible for their own transportation. 
Innovation Idea
Respite Retreats is submitting our grant request of $8100 under the Non Profit Community Innovation Grant for Thriving and Healthy Residents.  As we strive to help improve the quality of life for cancer patients and caregivers within our community, we are always looking for ways to integrate creative and innovative therapeutic activities into our retreats.  We believe that adding a Virtual Reality experience into our range of activities would be cutting edge and ahead of the curve– according to our research, there are no other local cancer support organizations using this technology yet.   Our proposed VR experience is aimed at creating a prosperous community and improving the lives of Howard County residents dealing with a cancer diagnosis.    
Virtual reality (VR) is the use of computer technology using 3-D images to create a simulated experience that can be similar to or completely different from the real world.  These immersive experiences allow users to manipulate objects or perform a series of actions using both visual and auditory cues. Applications of virtual reality can include entertainment, gaming, and usage for educational purposes. Examples of virtual reality include: VR exposure therapy for military veterans suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder; training for medical students learning complex surgical procedures; military fighter pilot training; empathy training for caregivers of Alzheimer’s and depression patients; and, most relevant to our proposal – virtual reality use with cancer patients. 
Virtual reality as a technology has been around for decades.  After years of continual research and development, VR is now an affordable and accessible tool.  Cumbersome VR equipment setups requiring expensive gaming computers have been replaced by user-friendly, all-in-one gaming systems.  
After consulting with VR technical experts from Mind Grub Technologies and reviewing the VR industry rating reports, we are proposing to purchase eight (8) of the Oculus Quest VR All-In-One Gaming Systems which retail for $499 each. The Oculus Quest is wireless, does not require a gaming computer, and includes the headset, two (2) touch controllers, a 15W Power Adapter, a frame-friendly spacer (to set boundaries), and AA batteries.  
VR experiences would be downloaded from the Oculus Mobile App or other VR websites such as Steampowered.com, via a portable mobile device.  We have proposed using 32 GB IPad (using Wi-Fi) retailing at $329 each due to their affordability (much less expensive than a gaming computer and/or mobile phone). 
Once the VR experience is downloaded, users are free to explore.  Sensors inside the headset precisely track movements and instantly translate users into virtual reality.  The Oculus Quest touch controllers allow user’s hands to be in the game, seeing their every gesture, and feeling the impact of each image. The Oculus Quest works with your environment so you can play standing or sitting in spaces big or small. In our retreat setting, we are proposing participants relax in a zero gravity chair to enjoy their VR experience. Some patients may have mobility issues and sitting is a safer option.  We have proposed eight (8) chairs at a retail cost of $50 each.   
Although there are many VR experiences to choose from, we have identified approximately eight (8) experiences to encourage relaxation and adventure.  Since every participant is different we would encourage them to pick VR programs to fit their various interests, cognitive and mobility levels.  Participants would be offered a VR menu to include: Relax VR - relax on a beautiful sandy beach, or watch the clouds go by while resting on a quiet grassy mountaintop; Guided Meditation; National Geographic– travel to areas like Antarctica, Machu Picchu, Peru; Travel VR & Trek - includes 500 videos of travel around the world; Travel Iceland – explore Iceland’s Snafellsjokull National Park; Nature Treks VR – visit a rainforest waterfall, an alpine lake, a winter landscape, beach dunes; The Grand Canyon; and, Ancient Journey – admire antiquities from ancient Greece, Egypt, India & Asia.  
All equipment would be stored on a VR cart which would hold the Oculus Quest All-in-One System, an IPad, and a few other supplies like disposable face mask covers, and equipment carrying case.  All VR equipment and VR experience activities would be monitored by VR-technology trained Respite Retreats volunteers.
In the interests of cost effectiveness, we also researched the possibility of renting VR equipment from a local VR rental company. We were quoted a rate of $800 per retreat and determined that for our long-term use (of 6 -10 retreats per year for up to 5 years), it was not a reasonable option.   
Evidence/Research
Our research into the use of VR within the oncology community was expansive and yielded many reports and clinical trials within private hospital settings and government agencies, including National Institutes of Health (NIH).   VR is currently listed as one of the Top 10 medical technologies for the future with proven success with patient rehabilitation and recovery.  Benefits include relaxation, pain management, reduction in anxiety and depression by serving as a distraction, and boosts the strengths of other treatments. 
In a February 27, 2019 healio.com feature article, “Virtual reality program offers ‘positive, relaxing distraction’ for patients undergoing chemotherapy”, author Cynthia Waddington, MSN, RN, AOCN, and Clinical Director of Cancer Programs at Christiana Care’s Helen F. Graham Cancer Center & Research Institute, states “our objective was to offer our patients a positive, relaxing distraction – an escape from the confinement of the chemotherapy infusion suite and boredom, anxiety or discomfort they may associate with their chemotherapy treatment”.
As reported in the ascopost.com, August 25, 2019 article “Virtual Reality May Improve Pain, Vision, Functioning in Patients With Cancer” written by Meg Barbor, MPH – she concludes “that virtual reality can be used to address areas we have struggled with as clinicians such as pain management. In the wake of the opioid crisis in the United States, non-narcotic alternatives are desperately needed for effective pain management”. The article goes on to discuss that when patients removed the VR headsets, that they had sustained pain relief for a two to three hour period. In addition, multiple studies have conducted functional magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scans on individuals with pain and have demonstrated that the areas of the brain affected by pain actually shrink when a patient is immersed in a virtual-reality world.  
Even as far back as 1997, NIH released an abstract titled, “Virtual Reality for the palliative care of cancer”.  The abstract states “we have been developing a VR system to provide patients with emotional support and to encourage them to assume an active life against cancer, since patients with an active lifestyle survive longer than those with a passive lifestyle”.  
Team Composition/Collaborations 
The Respite Retreats team consists of our Executive Director, Wendy Letow and our Director of Programs, Lisa Gresham.  Board of Director members include: Larry Letow (Chrimata Capital), Robin Thomas (BB&T), Linda Ostovitz (Offit Kurman), Scott Dudash (Accolade), Lisa DeVries (Waverly Real Estate Group), George Gillis (Arch Systems), and Cathy Ward (4Ward by Design). The heart of our Respite Retreats team consists of over fifty (50) practitioners and community volunteers.  
As a Howard County based non- profit dedicated to serving its community, we pride ourselves on cross-sector collaborations and partnerships with other Howard County based businesses and practitioners who refer patients and caregivers to attend our retreats. Some of those partnerships include: 
· Howard County General Hospital/Claudia Mayer/Tina Broccolino Cancer Resource Center
· Maryland Oncology Hematology
· Healing Point Acupuncture & Healing Arts
· Julian Center for Comprehensive Dentistry & Wellness Center
· Business Women’s Network (BWN)
· Chrimata Capital – technical support

Project Metrics and Implementation
According to the National Cancer Institute, approximately 38.4% of men and women will be diagnosed with cancer at some point during their lifetimes (based on 2013-2015 data).  Using the Howard County Census data (ACS 2018) reporting a population of 323,196 (as reported on the HoCo Dash website), we were able to extrapolate an approximate number of 124, 107 Howard County residents facing a possible cancer diagnosis. 
Hopefully a cure will be found soon, but for now, that number is staggering!  Many factors need to be considered when looking at metrics such as not everyone will be living in Howard County when facing a diagnosis and some diagnosed in Howard County may choose treatment outside of the county, etc.  At Respite Retreats, we hope to serve approximately 180 retreat participants in 2020, and 300 participants each year in 2021 and 2022.  
Another important metric that could also be affected by our proposed VR technology is the reduction in needed pain medications and opioids.  According to the HoCo Dash website, Howard County is far below the state and national average of reported opioid-related deaths, but, we are not totally exempt from the opioid crisis.  Any reduction in the number of opioid-related deaths would support greater efficiencies and provide a cost savings to the county.     
In an effort to constantly improve our retreats, we ask that each participant complete a Retreat Feedback Survey so we may better serve participants in future retreats.  If our grant request is approved to add the innovative Virtual Reality Experience, we will incorporate additional questions on that survey to measure factors such as pain management, anxiety reduction, and levels of relaxation. 
Upon approval, we anticipate implementing our Virtual Reality Experience into our first scheduled 2020 retreat on April 19, 2020.  Our submission is a one-time funding request to cover Virtual Reality equipment costs.  It is anticipated that there may be a few small costs associated with equipment maintenance but these expenses would be covered by our 2020 Operating Budget.
Conclusion
Our 501(c) (3) organization was founded with a fierce determination to let everyone affected by cancer take a break. Respite Retreats strives to create a healing environment focused on fun, relaxation and self-care that will encourage healthy living long after the retreat ends. 
We thank you for this opportunity to propose a unique and innovative use of Virtual Reality technology into our Respite Retreats experience.  We look forward to partnering with you and making a difference in the lives of cancer patients, caregivers and family members within our community.
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