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Floating Doctors is a non-

government organization 

(NGO) that currently provides 

single and multi-day mobile 

medical clinics on a rotating 

basis to 24+ Ngäbe 

communities in Bocas del 

Toro, Panama. When 

available, i.e. available 

volunteers, services at clinic 

can also include dental and 

veterinary care. Support for 

these clinics comes from 

Panama’s Ministry of Health, 

partnerships with various 

local businesses, financial 

and in-kind donations, and 

medical and non-medical 

volunteers. In 2017, Dr. 

Kristina Brown and the 

Founder and CEO of Floating 

Doctors, Dr. Ben LaBrot, 

began collaborating on plans 

to incorporate the provision of 

mental health into the 

services offered. After many 

conversations and 

preliminary learnings about 

the organization, the region, 

and a planned doctoral 

internship to assess mental 

health understanding and 

needs, they created the 

opportunity to pilot mental 

health consultations through 

this Immersion course.

Continuing Work …

• 12-year-old boy with gash 

in his arm needing stitches 

(and his teacher)

• 59-year-old woman with 

spinal cancer (home visit 

with two daughters who 

were care-givers)

• 36-year-old single mother 

with loneliness and anxiety

• 8-year-old boy with 

concerns about his school 

performance and lack of 

social connection and 

bullying by peers

• 32-year-old man with HIV+ 

status experiencing 

isolation and lack of 

medical, financial, and 

social/community support

• 14-year-old female 8 

months pregnant (and her 

mother) with anxiety about 

birth plan

• 35-year-old married mother 

with unplanned pregnancy
“Travel isn’t always pretty. It 

isn’t always comfortable. 

Sometimes it hurts, it even 

breaks your heart. But that’s 

okay. The journey changes 

you; it should change you. It 

leaves marks on your 

memory, on your 

consciousness, on your 

heart, and on your body. You 

take something with you. 

Hopefully, you leave 

something good behind.” –

Anthony Bourdain

Studying Abroad with Couple and Family Therapy 

Students as a Medical Family Therapy Learning 
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Mental Health 

Consultations

From July 29 to August 11, 

2019,  Dr. Brown and seven 

students plus the PhD 

internship on-site already 

for seven months, provided 

volunteer services at two 

multi-day and two single-

day clinics with Floating 

Doctors. Over the course of 

two weeks, we engaged in 

mental health 

“consultations” providing 

time, resources, and 

reflective listening to clinic 

patients both referred and 

who requested services. 

“To check my Western 

privilege as I worked in the 

clinics, I kept reminding 

myself to just listen and not 

try to create anything new, 

but to build from the 

strengths that the patients 

already possess.”

“… different ideas for self-

care and resources rolled 

through my mind. But it 

was the language of 

privilege – babysitters, spa 

days, taking time for herself 

– that choked me.”

“I do not mean to say that I 

did not learn anything; in 

fact, I learned more than I 

bargained for. That is, that 

being culturally competent 

is not just reciting that I am 

aware of my Western 

values and Whiteness. 

Cultural competency is 

knowing that there are 

worlds that I don’t and will 

never understand.”

• Developing orientations 

that include socially 

responsible practice and 

attention to issues of social 

justice

• Assessing the experience 

of past volunteers

• Publishing research and 

experiences for greater 

global discussion of issues 

of medical voluntourism

Thank you to CFT students,

Megan Chapman, Alejandra 

Franco, Travianna Jones, 

Briana Moretti, Marcela 

Ramirez, Carol Salas, 

Catherine Schumacher, and 

Paris Thomas


