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Figure 1: Building Benefits for Alberta 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The Alberta Heritage Foundation for Medical Research (AHFMR) launched 
SEARCH in 1996 to help strengthen capacity in Alberta’s Health System for 
developing, disseminating and using information to meet the challenge of 
improving health outcomes.  It is now clear that, under the wing of AHFMR, and 
with help and support from Health Authorities, Universities and Government, 
considerable progress has been made in achieving the original goals of the 
Program, and a unique resource has been created.   

SEARCH has put down strong roots across Alberta.  Participants, Faculty, 
Advisory Committees and stakeholders express much pride in what has been 
accomplished over the past eight years in the development of SEARCH.  Health 
and education organizations across Canada and internationally recognize its 
innovation and value.  These roots have created a basis for the continued growth 
and development of capacity, enduring collaborative networks and curricula that 
will benefit Albertans and give us something of considerable value to share with 
other health systems around the world. 

SEARCH has proven to be successful on many levels, from the development of 
skilled leaders of change to the building of organizational research capacity.  
However, it is clear that SEARCH is at a critical crossroads. The needs and 
opportunities now presented surpass the scope of AHFMR’s original intent, and 
challenge the stakeholders in the Program to determine how it will respond over 
the next five years.   

This report describes a vision and a strategy for the SEARCH Program that 
ensure it will build on the established foundation and develop even greater 
return on investment for the people of Alberta.  The alternative is to maintain the 
status quo but, given the opportunities and threats in the current and future 
environment, this brings the risk of losing over time the infrastructure that has 
been built.   

Figure 1: Building Benefits for Alberta, illustrates the key messages of this Plan.   

AHFMR Incubation: Laying the Foundation.  By the spring of 2005, over 100 
participants will have completed the core SEARCH Training Program.  All nine 
regional health authorities, the Alberta Mental Health Board, Alberta Health and 
Wellness, as well as other health service organizations, and physician practices, 
have sponsored participants.  More than 130 applied research projects, linked to 



 

   
 

organizational need and relevant to Provincial policy and regional priorities, 
have been done by SEARCH participants to inform local decisions in health care.   

The Program is now firmly embedded in the Alberta’s Health System and is 
helping in a very material way to strengthen and broaden the infrastructure of 
that System.  A few examples of the impact of SEARCH participants and projects 
include: 

• safe early maternity discharge policies across the Province based on 
assessment of readmissions and health outcomes.  

• decreased duplication and increased access to care for infants and 
mothers through integration of public health nursing and family 
physician services.  

• province-wide standardized assessment of mental health patients and 
outcomes on discharge. 

• improved access to psychiatric services through telepyschiatry, first as a 
pilot and then province-wide based on evaluations of outcomes and 
satisfaction. 

• decreased utilization of travel vaccinations based on identification of 
groups with high likelihood of pre-existing immunity. 

• improved information and education for parents to increase the uptake 
of childhood immunizations. 

• early identification and treatment of post-partum depression through 
region-wide implementation of a tested assessment scale. 

All of these examples have had a favourable impact on quality outcomes and /or 
system costs. 

SEARCH benefits extend beyond the formal two-year Program.  After 
completion of the SEARCH Training, participants continue to use the SEARCH 
Network to pursue new information, contacts and projects.   The Program has 
created an Alberta-wide virtual community of individuals who have key skills 
and expertise to support decisions about health care planning and priorities with 
sound, locally relevant evidence.   They continue to work in health services 
planning and management, research and evaluation, outcome assessment and 
knowledge brokering.  SEARCHers help each organization meet demands for 
accountability, performance indicators and quality improvement.  



 

   
 

Building on Strengths and Responding to Needs:  

One of SEARCH’s successes is its strong partnerships and linkages.  Alberta’s 
rural health authorities are consistent supporters of the Program and strong links 
have been developed with the Universities and Health Authorities in both 
Edmonton and Calgary.   

Benefits of linkage include the powerful computerized access tool that has been 
developed in cooperation with the Centre for Health Evidence at the University 
of Alberta, which permits SEARCHers to collaborate in innovative ways, and to 
access sophisticated knowledge resources.  

The needs that have been identified by stakeholders include:  

• expanded access to the learning and knowledge resources of SEARCH,  

• increased use of the SEARCH Network of participants,  

• ability to include SEARCH as a long-term strategy for organizational 
development,  

• further alignment of SEARCH projects and participants with Executive 
level priorities.   

Opportunities for growth include partnerships to replicate SEARCH inter-
provincially, grant-funded extension of SEARCH nationally, and agreements to 
duplicate the model internationally.  

Such growth can be reached only with a model which allows for long-term 
commitments, increased accountability to stakeholders, an ability to nimbly 
respond to evolving opportunity and a mission that includes extended activities.  
The current model of funding, structure and governance limits the growth 
potential of SEARCH, and does not address the threats and opportunities 
identified.  

AHFMR’s goals in putting forward this Plan are to sustain success and increase 
impact, while responding to needs and strengthening Alberta’s leadership in the 
field.   

Going Forward 

This Draft Five-Year Plan has been developed to provide the detail on what 
SEARCH will do, why it needs to be done now, how it must be governed and structured 



 

   
 

to achieve the best likelihood for success, and how implementation of the Plan will 
evolve. 

The Plan proposes a strategy that increases the involvement of existing partners 
who bring skills, experience and support to complement the continuing support 
of AHFMR.  It envisions development, extension and enhancement of all current 
program offerings and rests on the establishment of a full partnership with all 
stakeholders. This partnership would explicitly adopt an ambitious vision for 
SEARCH’s contributions, with shared commitment and shared leadership for the 
Program’s ongoing success.   

SEARCH plans to: 
• create a new organizational entity focused on the mission of SEARCH 

with shared governance, leadership, and support by AHFMR and 
partners. 

• continue to provide the current and core elements of the SEARCH 
Program to Alberta’s health professionals, specifically the two-year 
training opportunity. 

• develop capacity to enter into cost-recovery or revenue generating 
agreements. 

• develop new and enhanced programs and services that extend the 
accessibility and scope of SEARCH, both in Alberta and beyond. 

• increase the impact of the Program through custom training programs, 
extended information services, consulting services, and additional 
research and evaluation activity.  

• activate and expand the extensive collaborative network to capitalize on 
its potential to meet evidence needs of the system. 

• strengthen partnerships and alliances that support program delivery, 
impact, and sustainability. 

• enhance Alberta’s leadership nationally and internationally. 

Figure 2: SEARCH Today and Tomorrow illustrates that the future of SEARCH will 
be achieved through the common commitments of a broader range of Alberta 
stakeholders, with sustained commitment from AHFMR.  The impact of the 
Program, and its recognition, will be international while meeting Alberta’s 
needs.  Joint governance is the mechanism for managing threats and creating 
opportunity for SEARCH, and will result in significant benefits to the Health 
Authorities, the Government, the Universities and the Foundation, and most 
significantly to the people of Alberta. 



 

   
 

 
 

Figure 2: SEARCH Today and Tomorrow 



 

   
 

ABBREVIATIONS AND DEFINITIONS 

“ACHRN” means Alberta Consultative Health Research Network. 

“AHFMR” means Alberta Heritage Foundation for Medical Research. 

“AHW” means the Department of Health and Wellness of the G/A. 

“CHE” means Centre for Health Evidence, at the U of A. 

“Community Health” means the framework of services, health promotion and 
infrastructure intended to support, encourage and deliver improved heath 
outcomes for a community.  

“ebdm” means evidence-based decision-making. 

“Foundation” means Alberta Heritage Foundation for Medical Research. 

“G/A” means Government of Alberta. 

“Health System” or “System” means the system in place in the Province of 
Alberta for research, policy development, planning, management and delivery of 
services related to promotion and care of the health of Albertans. 

“Plan” or “Five-Year Plan” or similar terms refer to the plan contained in this 
document, and its revisions, as to the structure, operations and activities of 
SEARCH from April 1, 2004 until March 31, 2009. 

“nfpCo”  means the SEARCH not-for-profit Company, to be incorporated. 

“Program” means the SEARCH Program. 

“RHA” means Regional Health Authority of the Province of Alberta. 

“SEARCH” means Swift Efficient Application of Research in Community Health, 
the Program to which this Five Year Plan relates. 

“U of A” means University of Alberta. 

“U of C” means University of Calgary. 

Other definitions are contained in the body of the Plan, particularly in the section 
related to Linkages and Partnering. 
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1. SEARCH: AN ALBERTA RESOURCE 

1.1. Why is SEARCH unique? 

The Health System faces new challenges in the years ahead.  Recent studies 
commissioned by Provincial and Federal Governments and other groups 
interested in the needs of the System have differed in some respects, but broad 
consensus exists on several  key fronts, including the urgent need to use the best 
information available in future planning and delivery of health care. 

Within this framework for reform, an essential element is the development of 
programs that will train Health System workers across the full spectrum of job 
responsibilities to frame questions that need to be answered to improve 
outcomes delivered by the System. Dynamic, high stress, technically advanced 
and knowledge-based environments such as the Health System will have an 
absolute and urgent requirement for such research skills at many levels as near-
term demands hit the System.  The programs that must be in place to respond to 
System needs are called capacity building programs, and nowhere is there a 
stronger start at developing such a program than with Alberta’s “SEARCH” 
Program, an acronym for Swift, Efficient Application of Research in Community 
Health. 

There is no program in Alberta, in Canada, or elsewhere, that delivers the 
mixture of features and benefits that are offered by SEARCH in building the  
foundation for future Health System analysis and improvement.  Others within 
and outside Canada now seek to copy many of its features and to benefit from its 
experience.  The SEARCH Program has been continuously improved based on a 
strong and efficient feedback loop amongst the faculty who deliver the Program, 
stakeholders who support it and participants who learn from it.  SEARCH is 
uniquely positioned to support and develop leaders for the next stage of Health 
System development.  

Only the SEARCH Program combines these features: 

• Offers, as a matter of entitlement, to all health regions in Alberta and the 
Department of Health and Wellness, an opportunity to select participants 
locally and inform their learning with organizational priorities. 

• Engages participants from a full range of disciplines.  Participants have 
included nurses, physiotherapists, nutritionists and physicians, as well as 
hospital, public health and government management personnel. 
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• Integrates health research training with practical skills in information 
management, evidence-based decision-making and practice-based projects. 

• Integrates job-related skill development with an academic curriculum that 
addresses the full cycle of knowledge generation to application, through the 
three themes of Choosing, Creating and Using Evidence in Context (see 
Figure 3, page 3). 

• Delivers a constantly updated curriculum through experienced faculty drawn 
from leading centres of learning across the Province. 

• Delivers a leading-edge virtual network of knowledge resources and 
collaborative research tools. 

• Provides a focus on action-oriented, applied research and evaluation, 
addressing issues that will assist decision makers to find solutions that are 
both cost and results effective. 

• Develops, as an intentional outcome, a Collaborative Network that can be 
accessed by all health regions, universities and government, across a broad 
range of care providers and managers, providing a uniquely powerful tool to 
facilitate cooperation in researching and responding to issues across the 
System. 

• Responds in an expedited, broad-based and stakeholder-driven way to the 
urgent need to develop a more research-intensive Health System. 

• Consults with managers and executives to determine priority research 
projects most relevant to the needs of the Health System, region and 
government.  

• Responds to the context and needs of both rural and urban health regions, 
and organizations of all sizes. 

• Is perceived as a strong source of leadership development across the entire 
System so that health care in Alberta can benefit from “Researchers at Every 
Level”, committed to and skilled in evidence-based practice. 

• Builds capacity which is broadly accessible through a neutral agency -- not 
mediated by any single institution or health system group. 
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Figure 3: SEARCH Curriculum Framework 
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1.2. What are the elements of SEARCH? 

SEARCH has evolved by responding to constant and extensive feedback from 
users and stakeholders.  At its core is a two-year cycle of professional 
development and training in applied research and its use in decision-making, but 
SEARCH has many facets including: 

SEARCH Modules: Participants take part in seven residential learning sessions 
held at sites throughout the province, each consisting of five days of intensive 
instruction and team-building. 

SEARCH Projects: Participants undertake at least two agency-driven, 
collaborative projects in applied research or research application.  One project is 
needed by the participant’s organization and one is relevant to a number of 
organizations.   

SEARCH Desktop: the SEARCH virtual learning community is supported by a 
sophisticated on-line common ‘workspace’ that provides state-of-the-art 
electronic knowledge and communication resources for curriculum delivery, 
project collaboration, and information access.   

SEARCH Curriculum: the skills and knowledge learned through SEARCH are 
based on a unique, cross-disciplinary, integrated curriculum under the themes of 
‘Creating Evidence’, ‘Choosing Evidence’, and ‘Using Evidence’, all within the 
context of the working environment (see Figure 3, page 3). 

SEARCH Faculty Team:  the core faculty team of the Program has ten members 
from five faculties in two universities, with a wide range of disciplines and 
expertise, who provide teaching, research mentoring and liaison.  

SEARCH Network: SEARCH has created a vibrant Alberta-wide network of 
talented individuals who champion the cause of applied research done on a 
regional level, and its application in health care organizations.  They remain 
connected and continue to collaborate within the health system.  

SEARCH Managers:  the immediate managers of SEARCH Participants are 
involved in the identification and selection of project priorities, and are provided 
with opportunities to discuss the challenges of building organizational capacity 
through individual development.  
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SEARCH ‘Plinths’: above and beyond the knowledge content, the Program 
explicitly supports the development of skills and knowledge in using 
information tools, developing collaborative networks and becoming a change 
agent (See Figure 4, page 5).  

 

 
 

 

Figure 4: SEARCH Supporting Skills 
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1.3. Who are the partners? 

This Plan is based on the assumption that SEARCH is a shared resource, the 
future of which rests on the continued commitment of and benefit to all 
stakeholders, including the people of Alberta.  It proposes that we evolve to a 
governance model for SEARCH that allows all partners to direct the future of the 
Program and ensure the needs of all are addressed.  Increasing the involvement 
of the partners and stakeholders will bring skills, experience and support to 
complement the continuing support of AHFMR. 

The Foundation leads and funds the SEARCH Program to ensure the generation 
of new knowledge through research and the application of that knowledge to 
improve health and health services throughout Alberta.  The emerging need for 
research on health services, population health and health technology to inform 
system management, also requires the development of system-wide capacity to 
engage in health research. This capacity is needed in rural as well as urban 
communities. 

Alberta’s health authorities support the time of their staff to attend modules and 
conduct projects, and work to integrate their skills into the work setting. As 
sponsoring organizations, the RHAs have consistently over-subscribed the 
available spaces in SEARCH, committing a full complement of participants for 
each round of the Program.  In 1996, many health authorities used SEARCH to 
enhance their immediate capacity to meet their new mandate for population 
health needs assessment, priority setting and service integration. RHAs also 
commit management support, data for projects and involvement in Program 
advisory committees. 

Alberta’s universities have been engaged in the design and delivery of the 
Program from the beginning, and house the talented and committed faculty 
team, supported by AHFMR, that now comes from five faculties located within 
the two large Universities in Edmonton and Calgary.  This team has brought 
their expertise in research, teaching and health care management to the 
development of a unique, highly regarded multi-disciplinary curriculum. 

The Alberta government has engaged in the Program through the sponsorship 
of participants in every SEARCH cohort.  Since 2001, Alberta Health and 
Wellness has also supported the ongoing activity of participants in the extensive 
SEARCH Network, through the Health Research Collaboration agreement with 
AHFMR.  



 

7 

   

1.4. What is the impact of SEARCH? 

The SEARCH Program has been continuously and extensively evaluated for 
quality, value and impact, from the perspectives of participants, sponsoring 
organizations and faculty.  Formal external evaluations have been complemented 
by consultations with partner organizations, including a province-wide 
consultation with health boards in 2000.  

Important impacts have been identified and measured for people, organizations 
and research, including: 

People: skills and knowledge for research and evidence-based practice, 
continued involvement in research, improved leadership abilities and connection 
with a strong province-wide network of collaboration. 

Organizations: improved information access and use, more research and 
evaluation activity, better collaborative opportunities, positive attitudes to 
research and improvements in services, programs and policies. 

Research: additional agency-driven research projects after SEARCH 
participation, ongoing dissemination of results, increased organizational support 
for research, and successful competition for funds. 

The overall messages from evaluations are that SEARCH results in: 

1. Positive impacts in all areas related to its goals (not necessarily consistent 
across all organizations and participants), with the most common and highly 
valued impacts being:  

• Infrastructure for information technology and access to knowledge 
resources. 

• Well developed skills and knowledge of participants often disseminated 
to others. 

• Recognition and utilization of expertise, both for organizations and 
individuals. 

• Leadership development, seen in the career enhancement of participants. 

• Better informed management decisions in practice, program and policy. 

• Effective changes to service delivery. 
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• More research and evaluation activity, including success in funding 
applications.  

2. Significant development of human ‘capital’ and readiness for change across 
the Province, particularly embodied in the vibrant network of participants 
and committed faculty team.  

3. Impacts that are mediated at the interface of the organization and individual, 
so that engagement with multiple levels of the system is an effective and 
essential element of SEARCH, with high potential to contribute to greater 
impact in future.  

4. Continuous skill application, with a ‘permeable barrier’ to the Program, 
which allows for organizational value as well as individual benefit, and 
challenges traditional notions of training programs and outcomes. 

Appendix 7.1, page 32, details a few of the stories from over 130 projects, 
illustrating the various kinds of impact that SEARCH has had at different levels 
of the System. 
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2. SEARCH AT A CROSSROADS 

2.1. Why make a change now? 

By the spring of 2004, SEARCH will have been in operation for eight years. The 
Foundation’s original commitment to pilot, test, revise and evaluate the Program 
has been achieved and has established that this Program fills a unique niche in 
the health system, enhancing the use of evidence for better health care and 
improved health outcomes.   

Over the past few years, SEARCH has also become the focus of increased 
attention and demand from both within and outside Alberta.  Requests for 
consultation, collaboration, contributions, extensions, or other types of 
exchanges, are received on a monthly basis.  SEARCH is now uniquely 
positioned to respond to some important needs and opportunities provincially, 
nationally and internationally.  

It is, therefore, timely to look at a long term plan for SEARCH in the context of 
the demonstrated need for, success of, and recognition of, the Program.  AHFMR 
believes that further evolution and development of SEARCH must occur to meet 
the current needs and opportunities, and that such evolution will capitalize on 
the substantial investment to date, to bring further benefits to Alberta.  

In considering the future, AHFMR has consulted with over 50 representatives of 
University, Health Authority, Government and other stakeholder groups.  All 
partners expressed their interest, in principle, in continuing to strengthen and 
build on the SEARCH Program.  They also identified numerous synergies with 
existing and planned initiatives in the Health System, as well as potential 
efficiencies to be gained through closer cooperation.  The SWOT analysis and 
Health System trends discussed in Appendix 7.2 (page 35) elaborate upon the 
opportunities facing SEARCH as well as its fit with the trends expected to 
dominate Health System policy, planning and service delivery in the coming 
years.  

AHFMR wishes to ensure that Alberta capitalizes on the opportunities presented 
through SEARCH, and to avert the threats that would undermine its future 
success.  In particular, it is important to capitalize upon the current momentum 
to secure the substantial intellectual and human capital that has been developed 
among faculty, staff and participants.  To realize the potential benefits, it is also 
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essential that the SEARCH resource become more integrated into the planning 
and activities of all sectors of the Health System.   

At this stage, the Program partners need to determine whether and how to 
respond to demand for extensions, as well as other applications within and 
outside Alberta.  SEARCH has the potential to make a much greater contribution 
to the Health System, and to contribute to Alberta’s leadership in health system 
design and research. The return for Alberta can include leverage of external 
funds, a unique infrastructure supporting evidence-based decisions, continued 
innovation and recognition.  However, this cannot occur without sustained 
commitment and increased engagement of all partners, as well as more resources 
over time.  

2.2. What is the opportunity? 

The immediate opportunities for SEARCH include: 

• Extensions of the Program elements to support Alberta’s health system 
such as those outlined in Section 4: Program Activities; 

• Expanded collaboration with CHE to develop information services that 
meet broader needs of stakeholders for easier access to information, to 
tools that support research and to expertise; 

• Alignment of activities, or merger, with other programs, such as ACHRN, 
to increase synergies and efficiencies; 

• Partnerships with other Provinces or international jurisdictions to provide 
similar programs or develop customized programs built on the 
intellectual assets of SEARCH; 

• Grants to build on SEARCH’s existing knowledge transfer research; 

• Alliances with national agencies to establish Canada’s international 
leadership in this type of capacity-building. 

In Alberta, the needs of the health system and the partner organizations in 
SEARCH are changing and expanding.  Many ways have been suggested for 
SEARCH to address additional needs through broader access and a wider range 
of services, including customized programming, consultation, information 
services of various kinds, and activation of the network to meet system needs.  

Beyond Alberta, demand for dissemination of the model is growing.  SEARCH 
has opportunities to work with other organizations to develop similar programs 
in other jurisdictions, supported by funding sources such as grants or contracts. 
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The practical, outcome-focused nature of SEARCH develops the type and level of 
skills needed by many health systems worldwide to access the best information 
and apply it to clearly formulated questions, allowing planners and providers of 
health services in any setting to make better decisions related to resource 
allocation and service delivery.   

2.3. How will benefits increase? 

As the SEARCH Program builds on its strengths, the benefits foreseen for key 
stakeholders in the Health System include: 

For the Universities: 
• enhanced knowledge translation capacity for health research; 
• facilitating partnership of all Health Science Faculties with rural 

communities province-wide; 
• development of multi-disciplinary teams and research across faculties; 
• opportunities for relevant health services research, with links to decision-

makers in health regions and to skilled evidence-based practice resources 
in every RHA; 

• student recruitment and placements; 
• a cross-disciplinary, tested curriculum for evidence-based practice by 

health professionals; 
• growing international leadership in the development of health informatics 

infrastructure with SEARCH providing the crucial trained human 
resources capacity, unavailable in other jurisdictions, to support and test 
that development. 

For the Government of Alberta: 
• Health System innovation and accountability;  
• a strengthened continuous learning environment to support health human 

resource development;  
• better planning decisions;  
• valuable additions to health information systems through knowledge-

focused services;  
• strengthened collaboration on health matters among RHAs and 

Universities. 

For the Regional Health Authorities 
• in-house skills and knowledge at all levels to support evidence-based 

decisions and practice;  
• improved capacity to implement innovation coupled with evaluation; 
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• an infrastructure provincially that supports knowledge management 
locally;  

• access to quality information and dissemination of research results to 
inform resource allocation and improve outcomes;  

• access to a province-wide network of expertise to respond to common 
questions;  

• improved service delivery and health outcomes; 
• increased competitiveness for innovation and research funding; 
• increased collaboration and recognition.  

The People of Alberta are the ultimate partners in and beneficiaries of the 
capacity gained through SEARCH.  
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Figure 5: Building on Strengths – SEARCH Goals 
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3. LOOKING AHEAD 

3.1. What are the vision and goals for the future? 

This plan results from the partners’ wish to ensure that the next five years see: 

• Sustained success of the SEARCH Program. 

• Increased impact and value for partners, stakeholders and the Health 
System. 

• Integration of SEARCH and its capacities into existing Health System 
structures and processes. 

• Stronger response to needs and opportunities in Alberta. 

• Further development of the province-wide network of health 
professionals and academics established through SEARCH. 

• Shared leadership and commitment of partners to achieve the specific 
mission of the SEARCH Program. 

• Strengthening of Alberta’s leadership in the field of evidence-based 
health system development through applied research and its use in 
decisions. 

Since 1996, the leaders and stakeholders of SEARCH have envisioned a program 
which provides capacity to do and use research among a broad range of 
professionals in the Health System.  While building capacity, the Program also 
aims to support the development of a culture that is committed to achieving 
continuous improvement in population health, health services and health 
outcomes, through evidence-based decisions and increasingly effective 
cooperation across all health care disciplines.   

This vision is still the cornerstone of the SEARCH Program today and is 
summarized in the goals of the Program: 

1. Evidence Use  

To have health professionals using current, relevant and appropriate 
information to assist in identifying priority health issues and making 
decisions on these issues based on research results. 
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2. Collaborative Network 

To develop a collaborative network of expertise across Alberta to initiate 
and carry out health research on a local, regional or provincial basis. 

3. Culture Shift  

To create a culture in which policy-responsive research is both valued and 
supported. 

Following in-depth consultations and on the basis of the strong ‘proof of concept’ 
demonstrated by progress towards these goals, in future the SEARCH Program 
will also encompass the goals of: 

4. Integration and Sustainability 

To integrate capacity for applied research and evidence-based practice 
into the core activities of all sectors of the Health System, ensuring long-
term sustainability. 

5. Dissemination of Knowledge 

To increase the dissemination of research-based knowledge through 
enhanced Program services in response to health system needs. 

6. Contributions to Knowledge 

To conduct research and evaluation that contributes to world-wide 
knowledge about capacity-building for applied research in the health 
system. 

3.2. What will the strategy be? 

In its next five years of activity, these goals will be achieved by the SEARCH 
Program through a strategy that includes the following: 

• Transferring ownership, management and operation of SEARCH to a 
not-for-profit corporate entity, with founding members such as AHFMR, 
the Government of Alberta, the University of Alberta, the University of 
Calgary and all RHAs in Alberta. 

• Continuing to offer the core SEARCH Training Program developed over 
the past 8 years to health professionals nominated by Alberta’s health 
authorities, the Ministry of Health and Wellness and others. 
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• Developing and activating the health networks and collaboration 
initiated and supported by SEARCH to respond to the needs of the health 
system. 

• Developing new programs, products and services consistent with the 
vision and goals of the Program, which may include the following: 
o programs for non-Alberta participants. 
o programs for particular health regions, needs or audiences. 
o Collaborative research support services for multi-disciplinary teams in 

health regions, universities or other health system participants. 
o Information services, including an inventory of expertise, projects and 

people and extended knowledge access through the SEARCH Desktop. 
o Consulting services. 

• Investing revenue from non-core services into new benefits for Alberta 
stakeholders. The new programs, products and services provided for 
clients outside Alberta will be delivered on a cost-plus basis and the 
revenue from these sales used to develop and refine the core programs for 
Alberta stakeholders. 

• Forming new alliances and partnerships, including with other AHFMR 
programs where this will enhance synergy and efficiency. 

3.3. What are our values? 

The implementation of this strategy and the pursuit of Program goals will 
continue to be informed by the values that have actively guided the operations of 
SEARCH from its inception: 

Excellence 

Innovation 

Accountability 

Cooperation 

Engagement  

Inclusiveness 

Flexibility 

Relevance 

Responsiveness 

Building on Assets  

Learning

 
In addition, we will adopt the values of: 

Partnership        and    Sustainability
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4. PROGRAM ACTIVITIES  

4.1. Continued core program delivery 
SEARCH Program activities will build on the current activities and will be 
undertaken in five areas: 

1. Training 
2. Network and Collaboration 
3. Information Services 
4. Knowledge Asset Development 
5. Consulting Services 

 
Core programming will be provided to Alberta members of the SEARCH 
Program through the core funding arrangements of the Program.   The current 
core offerings are the SEARCH Two-Year Training Program and the SEARCH 
Network facilitation of past participants, with supporting Information Services.  
This plan envisions that by Year 3, specific Information Services will be added to 
meet the needs of participating organizations.  

The momentum, reputation, capacity and potential contribution of the SEARCH 
Program depends on the continued success of the high quality two-year training 
Program.  This is the source of many of the developments, designs, and 
approaches that provide the potential for new programs and products.  It is also 
the foundation of Network capacity, the inventory of expertise, collaborative 
team development and consulting opportunities. 

Year 1 will complete the currently running SEARCH IV Program, ‘graduating’ 28 
participants in May 2005.  Recruitment for SEARCH V will take place in Year 1, 
through member organizations and others throughout Alberta.  Years 2 and 3 
will offer the SEARCH V Program, consistent with previous offerings, but 
enhanced and modified.  Years 4 and 5 will offer another core training program 
(either VI or VII, depending on the outcomes of new program development).   

All requirements for program delivery, including faculty team recruitment and 
support, virtual learning community development and delivery, curriculum 
design and delivery, and administration will remain in place throughout the five 
years. 

Continued core programming also includes support for and activation of the 
SEARCH Network of participants, managers and faculty.  Through the network, 
ongoing engagement, exchange and mentoring will be facilitated and provide 
the foundation for further activities.  Merging of the Alberta Consultative Health 
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Research Network with SEARCH would create synergies and enhanced services 
for the current SEARCH Network and the extended network of ACHRN, 
including building on ACHRN’s initial development of partnerships with 
Alberta’s Community Colleges.  Such alignment will provide an opportunity to 
sustain current offerings while rapidly strengthening the capacity for new 
program development.  

An extension of the existing SEARCH Info-structure and Services will be the 
focus of early program development.  SEARCH provides to participants an 
extensive and sophisticated set of information services, for knowledge access and 
collaboration.  An important resource developed over 8 years is an inventory of 
expertise, projects, people, and products.  The need for a province-wide 
inventory that allows for easy access to research activities and reports from 
across the Province has been identified consistently since 1999 as a critical 
infrastructure support for evidence use in decision-making.   In addition, tools 
for collaborative research teams provided to SEARCHers, will be extended to 
other applied researchers trying to work across geographic and sectoral 
boundaries.  The SEARCH Desktop, developed and provided through the Centre 
for Health Evidence, will continue to be enhanced, and access will be extended 
beyond the SEARCH Network.  

4.2. New programs and products 

“New” programs and products are services and offerings that will be extensions 
of existing capabilities, but will be developed in response to current and 
emerging opportunities and will largely be resourced on the basis of revenue 
generated on a not-for-profit basis through agreements and collaborations such 
as grant applications, contracts for service, or cost-recovery fees. These sources 
may involve member organizations of the Program, or may arise from external 
sources.  

During Year 1, detailed business plans for the implementation of all new  
Program activity will be developed. These plans will identify the requirements 
for each new or extended Program activity and will refine the implementation 
plans and timing, addressing: 

• Faculty affiliation, recruitment and development. 
• Staff and management recruitment and training. 
• Partnership development with member and non-member 

organizations. 
• Funding agreements/applications. 
• Contract management. 
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In Year 1, the initial stages of some new Program activity will be implemented, 
particularly related to the development of new Information Services and 
extensions of the core training.   

The anticipated priority and order of implementation of core and new programs 
and products are summarized in Figure 7 (page 20) and Appendix 7.3 (Page 39). 
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Figure 7: Program Activities Summary Table 

Training 

� Continue Classic  two-year SEARCH Training (i.e. SI – SIV currently) 
� Double capacity for Classic SEARCH Training and expand access beyond 

Alberta  
� Offer Custom SEARCH Programs (e.g. for professional groups (environmental 

health officers), on service areas (mental health), executives) 
� Develop Post-SEARCH training and professional development options, such as 

Train the Trainer. 
� Develop a calendar of short term training for choosing/creating/using evidence 

for general audiences in the health and human services sector 
� Expand Classic and Custom SEARCH Programming internationally  
� Maintain quality and relevance of SEARCH Training 

 

Network and Collaboration 

� Strengthen and expand the base SEARCH Network of participants and faculty 
for mentoring and information access 

� Enhance dissemination and communication mechanisms  
� Facilitate research consultation and collaboration through brokering and 

mentoring, including extended faculty access and engagement 
� Facilitate development of responsive teams to collaborate on priorities, 

including student and participant placements 
� Develop mechanism to  increase linkage and exchange between operations, 

policy and research environments using the Network 
 

Information Services 
� Use extended SEARCH Inventory of people, expertise, projects and products 

to provide province-wide knowledge management resource 
� Offer SEARCH Curriculum packages and products 
� Extend and customize SEARCH Desktop for access beyond participants 
� Enhance and offer SEARCH Research Team Toolkit supporting 

multidisciplinary research project management and methodologies.  
 

Knowledge Asset Development 
� Establish SEARCH as a ‘laboratory’ for studying capacity building for evidence 

based decision making and research transfer 
� Implement a research and evaluation program to learn from SEARCH and 

contribute to knowledge 
� Disseminate learnings from and about SEARCH 

 
Consulting Services 

� Establish a recognized consulting capacity  
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4.3. Partnerships and linkages 

The ultimate success of the SEARCH Program will depend on its ability to 
continue to build alliances with various bodies and agencies.  SEARCH already 
works in collaboration with many Alberta initiatives to deliver and enhance its 
services, through a variety of mechanisms, including the leadership of key 
members of the SEARCH faculty team, contracts for service, work with shared 
stakeholders, and other joint activities.  One of the key alliances, intended to be 
confirmed by agreements early in Year 1, is with the Center for Health Evidence 
(“CHE”) at the University of Alberta.  CHE develops and supports the Desktop 
and other critical information resources and services of SEARCH. 

There are immediate opportunities for additional collaboration and joint 
initiatives with the following organizations: 

Alberta Consultative Health Research Network, Universities of Alberta, Calgary and 
Lethbridge, which was established in part to meet the ongoing needs of SEARCH 
participants and others for research support. 

Alberta Family Practice Research Network, which engaged and supported the first 
physician participants in SEARCH (1998-2000). 

Centre for Health Evidence, University of Alberta, which provides knowledge-
based information tools to health practitioners and is critical to the delivery of 
the Program and the development of the virtual learning community. 

Centre for Health and Policy Studies, University of Calgary, which works in 
collaboration with health regions and shares an interest in policy-responsive 
research.  

Center for Knowledge Transfer, University of Alberta, which shares a common 
interest in decision-maker support for research application. 

Community Colleges: The ACHRN already engages with Alberta’s community 
colleges, which provide an important local resource to support relevant research 
development.  

Health Knowledge Network, Universities of Calgary and Alberta, which provides 
knowledge access through contract to SEARCH in collaboration with CHE. 
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Rural Physician Action Plan which supports rural physicians’ participation in 
SEARCH and encourages applied research and evidence use in practice.  

Some of the additional relationships of SEARCH are listed below.  In many cases, 
information exchange has already occurred (*), and in some cases active 
collaboration has taken place (**) such as exchange visits, workshops, joint 
activity, or memoranda of understanding.  Through the five years, collaboration 
and partnerships will be actively developed with these organizations as 
appropriate in accordance with the SEARCH Program goals. 

Alberta 
• Health Services Utilization and Outcomes Commission * 
• Rural Physician Action Plan** 
• Professional Education Research Centre/Centre for Advancement of 

Health University of Calgary** 
• Centre for Knowledge Transfer, University of Alberta* 

Canada 
Research funders with a similar mandate or interest:  
• Canadian Health Services Research Foundation 

o Executive Training in Research Application (EXTRA 
Program)** 

o Knowledge Brokers Program ** 
• Canadian Institutes for Health Research  

o Knowledge Translation Program* 
• Nova Scotia Health Research Foundation* 
• Michael Smith Health Research Foundation (BC) 
• Health Quality Council (SK)** 
• FRSQ (QU) 

University/Research organizations delivering or planning similar programs: 
• Institute for Health Promotion Research, BC*  
• Vancouver Coastal Health Research Institute, BC** 
• University of Manitoba/Manitoba Health, MB* 
• Consortium Nationale de Formation en Santé, Fed* 

International 
• University of Liverpool/South Sefton Primary Care Trust, UK** 

(potential NHS University or NHS Workforce funded) 
• La Trobe University Bendigo, Victoria, Australia ** 
• University of Makarere, Uganda** (potential CIDA funded) 
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4.4. Awareness strategy 

During the consultation process leading up to the development of the Five Year 
Plan, it became clear that the role, activities and potential of SEARCH are not as 
broadly understood as would be desirable.   The SEARCH Program must invest 
in a comprehensive awareness strategy, in order to sustain the momentum and 
recognition that will ensure the Program meets its goals.  Broader understanding 
of the offerings and quality of the Program will drive the need and uptake of 
extended activities and services.   

A consistent, planned investment in this undertaking will be initiated in Year 1 
and sustained throughout the five years.  Although many of the elements are 
already an ongoing part of the Program’s activities and management, the intent 
is to strengthen and intensify the commitment to awareness-building as a  critical 
support for achieving the Program’s goals.  

Key elements of the Awareness Plan include the following: 

• Development of electronic and print information about: 
o the Programs, Products and Services of SEARCH. 
o the evolution of SEARCH and changes undergone and planned in 

relation to the  scope and nature of its activities. 
o specific examples of types of needs which SEARCH can serve. 

• Addressing health, research and education groups about the activities of 
SEARCH in such forums as: 
o meetings of associations of various health professionals  
o meetings of RHA Chairs, CEO’s and managers  
o health faculty and other University – based meetings  
o meetings of those interested in building research capacity  
o conferences touching on issues relevant to activities of SEARCH  
o SEARCH alumni and other health-oriented network groups  

• Periodic meetings and ongoing communications with research, education, 
health, government and other leaders and front line managers as well as 
existing and potential partners. 

• Publication of articles, information and updates in magazines, journals, 
newsletters and other print or electronic media that reach audiences 
referred to above. 

• Selected media presentations or information sessions related to SEARCH. 
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5. Structure and Governance 

5.1. Governance and management 

Realizing the potential of SEARCH will depend on establishing shared 
leadership and the capacity to respond to needs and opportunities.  This will be 
accomplished by having the current key partners become members in a not for 
profit entity which would assume responsibility for the activities of SEARCH.   

During the wide consultation process with SEARCH stakeholder groups in 2003, 
SEARCH was repeatedly advised to maintain and build upon its responsiveness.  
In developing the new governance structure some of the key elements for 
maintaining responsiveness will be: 

• governance which is directed at  

o the interests of developing SEARCH as a leading multi-disciplinary, 
workplace focused, distance education, capacity building program 
and  

o adopting a long term view pursuant to which SEARCH would be 
used as the vehicle to build such capacity from an overall health 
system perspective; 

• avoiding of layers of decision-making and approvals which would 
undermine the adaptability, flexibility and ability of SEARCH to meet the 
objectives of this Plan; 

• Board terms sufficiently long to gain intimate knowledge of how to make 
SEARCH increasingly and effectively integrated within Alberta’s health 
system; 

• Board membership committed to SEARCH, the above principles and the 
Five-Year vision. 

Year 1 will see the incorporation of the not-for-profit entity to be established by 
the key stakeholders of SEARCH (nine RHAs, the Universities of Alberta and 
Calgary, the Government of Alberta and AHFMR), as described in Appendix 7.4.  
A transitional advisory committee of senior decision-makers from all partner 
organizations will be established during the first quarter of Year 1 of the Plan to 
guide the implementation of the new governance and management structures.  
By the end of the second quarter of Year 1, it is intended that a new Board will be 
in place and executive leadership of the Program will have been confirmed.   
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During this year, reporting and accountability processes will be established.  
Advisory committees of AHFMR will continue to be utilized as a resource to the 
SEARCH program with makeup and terms of reference to have been determined 
by end of Year 1.     

Business and operational planning for all Program elements, core and new, will 
occur in detail in Year 1, and inform developments in Year 2 for new program 
activities, which will be established in large part by Year 3.  Separation of 
SEARCH responsibilities from other elements of AHFMR’s Applied Health 
Research Programs will also be addressed during Year 1. 

5.2. Infrastructure 

Although continuing to be housed in and supported by AHFMR, at least in the 
early stages, the SEARCH Program will operate at arms length from, but with 
close affiliation to all partner organizations, including AHFMR.  The 
infrastructure will continue to reflect the values, requirements and goals of the 
Program. 

The SEARCH Core Program will continue to utilize the SEARCH Desktop as its 
unified ‘info-structure’, which includes communications and contacts. In Year 1, 
all current in-kind corporate infrastructure will be maintained through the 
partner member, with AHFMR continuing to provide space and corporate and 
financial services for central staff and management.   During Year 1 the options 
and implications of independent infrastructure will be examined, including 
transferring to a separate location from AHFMR or a shared location with 
segregated space during the latter years of the Plan.   

By the end of Year 2, corporate infrastructure needs for an independent SEARCH 
Program will be established, which will include identified space, where some 
central administration and program delivery may be housed.   

However, SEARCH will continue to be a distributed organization with 
operations running through a number of sites and integrated into a number of 
member organizations.  The degree and nature of the distribution will be 
determined by the requirements of optimal program delivery. 
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5.3. Funding mechanisms 

Funding mechanisms refer to the channels and nature of funding sources, rather 
than to the distribution of funding sources and contributions.  For example, the 
current funding mechanism for SEARCH Faculty is through the program 
delivery arm of the AHFMR, and is essentially on a contract basis.  Funding for 
SEARCH participants is through the mechanism of program delivery costs to 
AHFMR coupled with employer organization support for the full salary cost of 
participants.   Funding for the ACHRN is through a Special Initiatives Grant 
from AHFMR.  Funding mechanisms also include the ways in which the 
SEARCH Program is able to generate or receive funds, such as through contracts, 
grants or other exchange agreements. 

Appendix 7.4 sets forth a proposed model for contributions of funding for the 
SEARCH Program from Members over the first three years 

During Year 1, the current and possible funding mechanisms for the SEARCH 
Program will be reviewed in light of recent evaluations and consultations.  A 
plan will be developed to ensure that all funding mechanisms are designed with 
the highest level of sustainability and integration into core business processes.  
The following options will be considered: 

• Faculty support through an Awards mechanism (e.g. personnel 
award). 

• Participant support through a Scholarship mechanism (e.g. scholarship 
flows through Program). 

• Core Program funding through a Grants mechanism (e.g. five-year 
infrastructure grant). 

• Mechanisms for member support to Program elements both in-kind 
and other. 

• Capacity for grants application and management by SEARCH. 

• Capacity for contracts, fee-for-service and licensing agreements. 

Core funding mechanisms and sources will function as outlined in the MoU and 
other agreements reached amongst stakeholders during Year 1 of the Plan, as 
well as the administrative processes required to manage these.  Years 3 to 5 will 
see the expansion of funding sources from organizations other than the MoU 
signatories, and through a variety of mechanisms including grants and fees, 
depending on the opportunity.  
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6. BUDGET PROJECTIONS 

6.1. Summary 

The current total budget of the SEARCH Program, including all costs related to 
participant support and infrastructure, is approximately $1.9 million per annum 
split evenly between cash and in-kind costs.   

The projections presented here are based on the goals and activities outlined in 
this Plan.  The amounts shown graphically in Figures 8 and 10 below have been 
derived from an analysis of the cost of expanding the existing program activities 
or developing new activities as outlined in Section 5.2.  Detailed budget 
projections showing the assumed costs of implementing the Plan have been 
prepared and summarized for Years 1, 3, and 5.  Those projections will be used in 
refining the SEARCH Business Plan for approval by the SEARCH Board of 
Directors during Year 1, and are available for review by the key stakeholders 
upon request.  It is anticipated that core Program activities, including some new 
offerings, will be provided to member organizations on the basis of the core 
funding arrangements with partners.   Other extensions and new programming 
will be supported through additional funding from other agreements. The 
projected Program costs shown in Figure 8 would be covered to an increasing 
extent by external, non-member sources. 
 

Figure 8: Projected Program Costs 
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6.2. Costs 
Current 

Program expenses are  
1. Personnel: including central SEARCH staff and non-teaching personnel, 

wherever they are located. 
2. Faculty support: teaching faculty appointed in Alberta’s universities. 
3. Corporate services and Infrastructure: including central information 

technology and network capacity, space in various locations, and all 
corporate services. 

4. Program delivery: including participant time and expenses, information 
and knowledge resources and tools, equipment and curriculum material, 
network and operating expenses.  

The current distribution of Program expenses for the fiscal year ending March 31, 
2004, shown in Figure below demonstrates that program delivery to participants 
is the most resource intensive category of costs.  Survey feedback indicates that 
the method of program delivery by qualified instructors in locations throughout 
the Province complimented by sophisticated distance education tools and 
techniques is a major reason for its success to date.  
 

Figure 9: Current Costs by Category 
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Projected 

The cost projection anticipates an initial increase in resources required to 
establish the infrastructure and program capacity to respond to immediate plans 
for additional core programming and to move towards greater independence 
from AHFMR.    

Over the course of the Plan, costs related to faculty engagement and support, 
together with program delivery will become an increasing proportion of the 
budget, as programs expand, building on established core capacity to generate 
new opportunities and offerings.  
 

Figure 10: Projected Costs by Category 
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6.3. Revenue 
Current 

The AHFMR currently provides for all costs of the Program except for 
participant time which is supported by the sponsoring health organizations, and 
the infrastructure support of faculty, provided by the universities.  Alberta 
Health and Wellness, through the Health Research Collaboration Agreement 
with AHMFR, contributes to the support of the SEARCH Network. 

SEARCH does not receive funding from any source outside the core partners and 
stakeholders.  Some of the opportunities for external funding or revenue that 
have been identified already include grants for programs or research, contracts, 
for services, and licenses or fees for products.  

 
Figure 11: Current Contributions 
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Projected 

Projections of revenue anticipate that the ratio of cash to in-kind contributions 
will rise, generated largely by the extended offerings and external sources, 
outside the current Program partners.  Additional resources however will be 
needed in Year 1 and sustained throughout the five years to support the 
implementation of this plan.   

In-kind contributions of partners are projected to rise somewhat as mutual 
exchange of benefit occurs through greater engagement in the networks, 
activities and collaborative opportunities of the Program.  These include the time 
of network participants and faculty members engaged in collaborative projects 
and activities of common interest, which meet the goals of the partners.  

External revenues are forecast to increase from $0.0 at present to $1.8 million by 
year five, through grants, fees and licenses, and contracts.  To the extent that 
these revenues were not forthcoming, expenses would be monitored and 
controlled to be kept in line with actual revenues. 
 

Figure 12: Projected Revenue by Source 
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7. APPENDICES 

7.1. Stories of impact 
7.1.1. SEARCH I: the PARTY Program 

In 1997, 27 communities in Alberta (of 43 in Canada) were offering the PARTY 
Program (Prevent Alcohol and Risk-Related Trauma in Youth) to educate youth 
in Grade 9 about the dangers of risky behaviour, especially drinking and driving.  

A SEARCH team from six different regions which supported the PARTY 
Program looked at whether the Program actually influenced risky attitudes, 
behaviours and the ability to assess risk, resulting in fewer motor vehicle 
collisions and injuries.  They not only surveyed students but used provincial data 
on health utilization and traffic offences to determine long-term effects.   

The team found that there were short term (3-5 months) advantages for students 
involved in the Program, but in the long term there were no significant 
differences in attitudes or behaviours.  

These findings led to changes in services in some communities across Alberta 
including enhancing the Program to improve its effectiveness by adding a 
‘refresher’ in Grade 12, deciding to fund other programs instead of PARTY, and 
evaluating the immediate effects of the program in the local community.  

Investigators: Kelly Deis, Aspen RHA; Sandy Doze, Crossroads RHA; Michael 
Weinrath, University of Winnipeg; Vickie Boechler, Capital Health Authority; 
Sharon Johnston, Capital Health Authority; Leona Liski, Calgary P.A.R.T.Y. 
Program; Neale Smith, David Thompson Health Region; Jennifer Wood, 
Mistahia Health Region. 
 

7.1.2. SEARCH II: The Global Assessment of Functioning (GAF) tool  

The GAF tool is widely used in Alberta by psychiatrists and clinicians working 
with mental health patients to assess psychosocial and psychiatric functioning on 
admission and discharge.  In 1998, the CEO of Alberta Hospital Edmonton was 
concerned about criticisms of the tool because of its potentially important role in 
meeting the need for outcome measurement and reporting in mental health. 

A SEARCH team led by Steven Clelland, a Forensic Therapist, examined how the 
GAF was being used across the whole mental health system, and whether it 
identified improved outcomes for patients.  
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The results suggested, firstly, that there are improvements in patient functioning 
from admission to discharge.  However, the greatest and longest lasting impact 
for the health system was the standardization and increased consistency of GAF 
use across all sites and throughout the Province. 

The GAF continues to be used in mental health facilities and programs today for 
assessment of patient progress, and for reporting patient status and the outcomes 
of care at the level of programs, sites and service-wide.  It now provides much 
better information to support the decisions of managers and policy-makers 

Investigators:  Steven Clelland, Alberta Mental Health Board; Teri Myhre, 
Chinook Health Region; Jean Ann Nichols, Alberta Mental Health Board. 

 
7.1.3. SEARCH III: Immunization information for parents 

In 2001, the public health nurses in the Black Diamond office of Calgary Health 
Region were finding that “there seemed to be a cluster of folk who were 
beginning to mistrust and doubt the validity of immunization”.  Nancy Kay 
Miller, a team member with 20 years experience, wanted to know “what we 
could do better”.  

As her SEARCH project, Nancy Kay wanted to find the answer to the question 
“what is parents’ perspective on information public health nurses are giving 
them?”    After extensive searches, she found no adequate answer from existing 
research.  She conducted a rigorous qualitative study, interviewing parents in her 
area, asking them about their needs and views of information they received.   

What she discovered by analyzing those interviews brought practical and 
immediately useful evidence to the Black Diamond office and changed the way 
she and her colleagues interact with parents.  “I stress that I want them to have 
the information they need before they immunize. We now also hand out a list of 
credible websites so they can research on their own.  I tell them, ‘these 
information sheets are to help you think about any other questions that you need 
answered.’” 

Investigators:  Nancy Kay Miller, Headwaters Health Authority (now Calgary 
Health Region), and Marja Verhoef, University of Calgary.   
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7.1.4. SEARCH II: Taber Primary Health Care Project 

In 1999, in the rural community of Taber in southern Alberta, patients were 
traveling to three different sites for care at the lab/hospital, physician clinic and 
health centre.  Wait times were unacceptable and the hospital was always full, 
with many patients awaiting placement. The ER was always busy, with too many 
inappropriate visits. Health providers felt they spent too much time playing 
phone tag with each other. Physicians were working faster and longer and 
burnout was a real issue. 

Between 1998 and 2003, three SEARCH Participants (Rob Wedel, a family 
physician, Eileen Patterson, project coordinator, and Janet Lapins, a senior health 
services manager) were leaders in implementing and evaluating a health reform 
project to integrate primary care in Taber across services and sites.  

By 2003, patients traveled much less because their visits to different providers 
were integrated and providers were in one site.  Providers found they had more 
access to each other and better communication.  Physicians still worked too hard 
but were more satisfied with the care they provided and had fewer patients in 
hospital or going to emergency.  In fact, all providers were more satisfied 
because they felt they were providing better care, had more time to communicate 
with clients and colleagues, and were better able to impact patient behaviour.   

The residents of Taber were also very satisfied with the new programs and with 
the health system in general, although they felt they used it less.  Taber hospital 
admissions and emergency room visits decreased and the occupancy rate was 
stable despite a 25% bed reduction in 2002.  Quality of care, particularly for 
chronic diseases improved, according to both providers and patients.   

This project has provided a model for primary care reform elsewhere in the 
Province.  

Investigators: The implementation and research team included investigators 
from Chinook Health Region and Taber Medical Clinic (Paul Hasselback, Lisa 
Halma, Eileen Patterson, Robert Wedel) as well as researchers from the 
Universities of Alberta, Lethbridge and Victoria, including SEARCH faculty  
(Duncan Saunders, Ali Dastmalchian, Arif Alibhai, Bob Boudreau, Samia 
Chreim, Kristene D’Agnone, Linda Janz, Trish Reay, Karan Sonpar, Bernard 
Williams). 
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7.2. Strengths, threats, trends 
7.2.1. Strengths and Opportunities 

The substantial potential of SEARCH is reflected in these strengths and 
opportunities: 

Strengths 

The SEARCH Program must build on and sustain the following: 

• Long-term, successful province-wide, multi-institutional collaboration. 

• The niche focus on the “individual within organization” as the unit of 
participation. 

• Advanced, sophisticated delivery of a well-tested dynamic curriculum 
with complementary pedagogy. 

• State-of-the-art on-line tools for decision support, research and 
collaboration.  

• Strong administration, management, infrastructure and staff.  

• Good will and positive branding among health regions and participants. 

• A reputation for flexibility and strong working relationships. 

• Comprehensive multi-disciplinarity.   

• Demonstrated outcomes and impacts in key areas. 

• A unique combination of interventions at multiple levels of the system.  

Opportunities 

Over the next five years, the SEARCH Program faces opportunities to: 

• Expand to serve growing demand through expanded customized or 
‘packaged’ offerings based on current capabilities. 

• Focus on SEARCH’s contribution to a broad package for leadership 
development in the Health System. 

• Tap the networking and collaboration capacity already established to 
serve the needs of the Health System. 

• Strengthen links of researchers to health system organizations. 

• Collaboration linked to a provincial research agenda. 
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• Build on complementarities with university and other programs to 
strengthen synergy with faculty development, student education and 
research capacity.  

• Focus on a clear ‘niche’ that clarifies the specific objectives and partner 
roles.  

 
• Weaknesses and Threats 

The future plan for SEARCH must address the following weaknesses and 
respond to some underlying threats to the Program’s sustainability and stability. 

Weaknesses 

• SEARCH is a complex program that is difficult to define and therefore to 
communicate. 

• It is difficult to meet the high and varied needs of stakeholders for data on 
impacts. 

• With current resources, opportunities for dissemination and marketing of 
the concept and products are being missed. 

• There is a tension between continued responsiveness and development, 
and the need for stability and sustainability of the Program offerings.  

Threats 

The primary threats to the Program are centered around uncertainty in terms of 
secured commitments and clear relationships with stakeholders and partners.  
These areas of uncertainty are: 

• Faculty succession and supply. 

• Funding and shared ownership. 

• Relationship with universities. 

• Commitment of Regions and Government. 

• “Intellectual property” definitions and ownership. 

The Five-Year Plan is intended to resolve these uncertainties in the near future.  
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7.2.2. Trends:  Fit with the Future 

Trends in health care will be an important determinant of the success of this 
Plan.  They will shape the needs and opportunities to be served by SEARCH.  
Fortunately, SEARCH features and capabilities are strongly matched to the needs 
created by the trends identified below.  Those trends have been broken down 
into four areas with the SEARCH alignment to each trend briefly outlined. 

Health Policy Trends 
 

TRENDS SEARCH ALIGNMENT 

Primary health care reform: integrated, multi-
disciplinary teams providing comprehensive 
primary care to communities. 

Gives all health professionals experience 
and skills in multi-disciplinary collaboration 
and information exchange. 

Innovation: investment in the infrastructure of 
innovation – information technology, 
information sources, and testing new 
services delivery models. 

Invests in the human capital for innovation 
– people with the skills, knowledge and 
know-how for applying best information to 
innovation. 

‘Reform from within’: that relies on change at 
all levels, mediated especially by middle 
management. 

Develops new capacity in the middle (low-
mid management and its support) for 
generating and managing innovative 
practice.  

‘Informed decision-making at every level’ 
(from micro to macro): the critical importance 
of institutional capacity for supporting 
‘rational diffusion of ideas and technology’ 
through use of research as a tool for priority-
setting.  

Embeds at every level of the system people 
with the skills and knowledge to include 
research evidence in decision-making. 

Rural and remote health care: equal capacity 
in urban, regional, rural settings to find and 
use relevant information for decisions.  

Provides a unique capacity-building 
mechanism to support the generation of 
high quality information from research in 
rural settings, responsive to local contexts. 

Accountability: continues to increase to meet 
public demands for demonstrate health 
outcomes and transparency.  

Increasing the ability to respond to 
accountability requirements through people 
skilled at accessing and developing 
information to demonstrate accountability. 

Health Care Management Trends 
 

TRENDS SEARCH ALIGNMENT 

Integrated services for continuity of care and 
efficiency: require mechanisms for 
collaboration and communication across silos 
that have been historically disconnected. 

Provides a highly effective integrative 
experience providing ongoing opportunities 
for cross-silo collaboration.  

Multi-disciplinary, multi-sectoral programs are 
the key to new service models:  need 

Establishes sustained channels for multi-
directional information sharing and creative 
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integrated teams but there are few 
opportunities that prepare for multi-
disciplinary teamwork.  

problem solving.  

Rapid information exchange is critical to 
service improvement as it leads to more 
efficient problem solving, but there are few 
horizontal channels established across 
organizations and sectors.  

Provides unique cross-sector, cross-
discipline experience and ongoing 
relationships that enhance teams.  

Workforce pressures mean that the 
‘research’ and ‘knowledge’ demands of the 
system are going to be difficult to meet less 
likely to be met. 

Meets need for distance learning on the 
job, with enhanced satisfaction, especially 
in under serviced areas.  

Health Professions Trends 
 

TRENDS SEARCH ALIGNMENT 

Professional accreditation systems are 
increasingly emphasizing the use of research 
results as a requirement of professional 
development and accountability, and this 
requires worksite evidence access and 
interpretation.  

SEARCH meets professional 
accountability requirements and supports 
organizations in meeting accreditation 
requirements. 

Workforce strain is a growing problem with 
lowest morale and highest burnout rates in 
the health sector in Canada compared to 
other sectors.  

SEARCH provides high level professional 
development opportunity with reported 
increases in job satisfaction and career 
development. 

Health Research and Academic Trends 
 

TRENDS SEARCH ALIGNMENT 

Research policy and funding increasingly 
requires multi-disciplinary collaboration, 
decision-maker collaboration and knowledge 
translation.   

Develops ‘research partnering capacity’ in 
health service organizations.  
Develops strong linkages for researchers 
into service delivery organizations. 

Post-secondary education is investing in 
distance learning options and multi-
disciplinary education.   

Provides a unique opportunity for innovative 
program design and development.  
Successfully demonstrate fully integrated 
education for wide variety of disciplines. 
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7.3. Program activities: details and timing 

The following tables describe the Program activities that are expected to be 
undertaken in each of the five activity areas:  

1. Training 
2. Network and Collaboration 
3. Information Services 
4. Knowledge Asset Development 
5. Consulting Services 

The offerings in each area will be implemented systematically over the five years, 
using a three stage design process which involves design and planning, 
prototype development and testing, and full implementation.  
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Component / Activity Year 1 
2004-5 

Year 2 
2005-6 

Year 3 
2006-7 

Year 4-5 
2007-8, 8-9 

Training 

Continue Classic  two-year 
SEARCH Training (i.e. SI 
– SIV currently) 

Finish SEARCH IV.  Recruit 
SEARCH V Recruit Faculty 

Start SEARCH V 
 

Finish SEARCH V 
Recruit SEARCH VII 

Start and Finish 
SEARCH VII 

Double capacity for Classic 
SEARCH and expand 
access beyond Alberta  

Identify potential partners for 
beyond Alberta access and 
begin to assess means, 
logistic details 

Recruit SEARCH VI 
Recruit Faculty 

Start SEARCH VI Finish SEARCH VI 
Recruit and Start 
SEARCH VIII 
Recruit SEARCH IX 

Offer Custom SEARCH 
programs (e.g. for 
professional groups 
(environmental health 
officers), on service areas 
(mental health), executives) 

Start discussions for 
SEARCH with a Program 
Focus (S-P), SEARCH Exec 
(S-Ex) offerings – identify 
potential partners (eg CKT) 

Priorize major needs and 
demand and design basic 
outline, plan offerings  
Recruit Faculty 

Start SEARCH with a 
Program Focus (eg EHO, 
MH) (S-P-1) 
Begin discussions for 
SEARCH-P-2 
Start SEARCH -Exec-1 

Finish S-P-1 
Design and Start 
SEARCH P-2 

Develop Post-SEARCH 
training and professional 
development options 
(egTrain the Trainer) 

Integrate with ACHRN 
workshop and training 
capacity 
Priorize major needs and 
demand and design basic 
outline, plan calendar of 
offerings 

Offer broader post - 
SEARCH training and PD 
opportunities (workshops, 
webinars, short courses) 
 

Offer post SEARCH PD 
opportunities  
Offer open PD 
opportunities in curricular 
areas 

Offer post SEARCH 
PD opportunities 

Develop calendar of 
training for 
choosing/creating/ using for 
public 

 Priorize needs and likely 
demand; design basic 
outlines, plan calendar of 
offerings 

Offer general ebdm 
education sessions 

Offer general ebdm 
education sessions 
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Component / Activity Year 1 

2004-5 
Year 2 
2005-6 

Year 3 
2006-7 

Year 4-5 
2007-8, 8-9 

Training (cont’d) 

Expand SEARCH 
internationally  

Confirm partnerships with UK, 
Uganda 
Submit  for funding with 
partners (CIDA, NHSUni) 

Final funding applications 
Finalize partnership 
agreements 
Initiate new partnership 
discussions 

Start international 
SEARCH S-I -1 (Uganda) 
 
Submit for next round of 
funding 

Finish  SEARCH –I -1 
Start S-I-2 (UK) 
 

Maintain quality and 
relevance of SEARCH 
training 

Consolidate core curriculum 
and Program elements. 
Design and resource models 
for expansion (post-, 
partnership, customization, 
packaging) 
 

Strengthen QI and QA  
strategies  
Review evaluations and 
revise Programs as 
required  

Ensure ongoing QI and 
QA. 
Program revision as 
required 
 

Ensure ongoing QI 
and QA 
Program revision as 
required 
 

Network and Collaboration 

Strengthen and expand the 
SEARCH  base network of 
participants and faculty for 
mentoring and information 
access 

Hold annual meeting 
Provide Desktop access 
Identify and engage mentors 
Start to identify interested 
people in particular cluster 
areas 

Hold annual meeting 
Provide Desktop access 
Support cross-region 
projects/collaboration 
Develop and provide 
mentorship  development 
program  

Hold annual meeting 
Provide Desktop access 
Support cross-region 
projects/collaboration 
Extend mentoring 
network and support 
 

Hold annual meeting 
Provide Desktop 
access 
Support cross-region 
projects/collaboration 
Extend mentoring 
network and support 
Provide mentorship 
development 
program 
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Component / Activity Year 1 

2004-5 
Year 2 
2005-6 

Year 3 
2006-7 

Year 4-5 
2007-8, 8-9 

Network and Collaboration (continued) 

Maintain dissemination and 
communication 
mechanisms  

Continue to provide 
SEARCHLight weekly 
newsletter 
 

Integrate special interest 
elements to SEARCHLight 
in support of research 
interests 

Continue to provide 
SEARCHLight weekly 
newsletter 
 

Continue to provide 
SEARCHLight weekly 
newsletter 
 

Facilitate research 
consultation and 
collaboration through 
network and mentoring 

Integrate with ACHRN 
consulting and support 
capacity and agreements 
Continue to provide research 
consultation services 
Identify links in inventory  

Recruit interest and 
participation of broader 
cadre of researchers  
Continue to provide 
research consultation 
services 
Market capacity 

Continue to provide 
research consultation 
services 
Broker and link supported 
by inventory for 
collaboration and 
consultation 

Continue to provide 
research consultation 
services 
Broker and link 
supported by 
inventory for 
collaboration and 
consultation 

Facilitate development of 
responsive teams through 
the network to collaborate 
on priorities 

 Identify through inventory 
related expertise and 
capacity 
Develop ‘question asking’ 
mechanism 

Link with consultation and 
collaboration capacity to 
catalyze ‘responsive team 
formation and support’ 

Work with funding 
agencies to enhance 
approach to grant 
funding protocols that 
supports 
collaboration 

Develop mechanism to  
increase linkage and 
exchange between 
operations, policy and 
research environments 
through network 

Review opportunities and 
partners for development of 
exchange and placement 
opportunities 

Pilot use of the network for 
student placement 
Pilot use of the network to 
identify research for 
SEARCH participant 
placement 

Develop ongoing 
placement and exchange 
agreements and 
mechanisms. 
 

Develop ongoing 
placement and 
exchange 
agreements and 
mechanisms 
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Component / Activity Year 1 

2004-5 
Year 2 
2005-6 

Year 3 
2006-7 

Year 4-5 
2007-8, 8-9 

Information Services 

Use extended SEARCH 
Inventory of people, 
expertise, projects and 
products to provide 
province-wide knowledge 
management resource 

Develop design parameters, 
contract for inventory of 
expertise and people 
Develop draft business plan, 
costing parameters 
Begin development 

Finalize business plan. 
Identify cross-market 
opportunities 
Finish core inventory, 
implement continuous 
update capacity 
Market 

Design and deliver 
products and services  
Continuously update 
inventory through 
members 
Knowledge brokering 
capacity 

Design and deliver 
products and 
services  
Continuously update 
inventory 
Knowledge brokering 
capacity 

Offer SEARCH Curriculum 
packages and products 

Assess base requirements, 
design parameters, costing or 
licensing parameters  
 

Define and develop 
SEARCH core curriculum 
‘package’ and ‘products’ 
Identify users and increase 
awareness  

License or exchange 
curriculum packages  
(depending on member/ 
non-member users) 
 

License or exchange 
curriculum packages 
(depending on 
member/ non-
member users) 

Extend and customize 
SEARCH Desktop access 
beyond participants 

Assess base requirements, 
design parameters, costing or 
licensing parameters  

Market, develop and deliver 
SEARCH desktop access 
to health organizations in 
Alberta 

Market, develop and 
deliver SEARCH desktop 
access 

Market, develop and 
deliver SEARCH 
desktop access 

Offer toolkit supporting 
multidisciplinary research 
project management  

Assess base requirements, 
design parameters, costing or 
licensing parameters  

Define and develop 
SEARCH research support 
toolkit 
Identify users and increase 
awareness 

License or exchange 
curriculum packages  
(depending on member/ 
non-member users) 
 

License or exchange 
curriculum packages  
(depending on 
member/ non-
member users) 
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Component / Activity Year 1 

2004-5 
Year 2 
2005-6 

Year 3 
2006-7 

Year 4-5 
2007-8, 8-9 

Knowledge Asset Development 

Establish SEARCH as a 
‘laboratory’ for study of 
capacity building for ebdm 
and research transfer 

Identify and inventory 
researchers with interest 
Identify and inventory the 
SEARCH-related data sets 
and sources Strengthen 
partnerships with RT 
researchers 

Establish necessary 
processes and structures 

Develop post-grad 
opportunities for research 
projects 
 

Develop post-grad 
opportunities for 
research projects 
 

Implement a research and 
evaluation program to learn 
from SEARCH and 
contribute to knowledge 

Update the SEARCH 
evaluation and research 
blueprint and develop 5 year 
plan 

Commission planned 
research and evaluation 
studies 

Commission planned 
research and evaluation 
studies 

Finalise, publish and 
disseminate research  

Disseminate learnings from 
and about SEARCH 

Begin SEARCH Papers 
series 
Submit evaluations and 
research  for peer-reviewed 
publication  

Submit evaluations and 
research  for peer-reviewed 
publication 
Support publication by 
faculty, students, others 

Submit evaluations and 
research  for peer-
reviewed publication 
Support publication by 
faculty, students, others 

Submit evaluations 
and research  for 
peer-reviewed 
publication 
Support publication 
by faculty, students, 
others 

Consulting Services 

Establish a recognized 
consulting capacity  

As part of business plan 
development, identify 
capacities and resources, do 
prelim marketing, for 
consulting services 

Establish structures and 
processes and key areas 
eg evaluation strategies, 
organization development 
for ebdm, knowledge 
transition strategies 

Market consulting 
capacity 
Do consulting projects 

Market consulting 
capacity 
Do consulting 
projects 
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7.4. Governance, structure and management: a draft MoU 

Following on the collaborative process of the past year aimed at developing a 
Five-Year Strategic Plan (the “Plan”) for the SEARCH Program (the “Program”), 
the purpose of this MoU is to outline the key principles which are proposed to 
govern the next phase of evolution of the Program, described in the draft Plan 
distributed to you and all major stakeholders in November, 2003.  After a round 
of consultations with stakeholders in December, the Plan has been revised to 
reflect the feedback received, and a copy of the Plan is attached. 

In March 2004, the Alberta Heritage Foundation for Medical Research 
(“AHFMR” or the “Foundation”) Trustees will be asked to approve the phased 
transfer of the SEARCH Program to a new entity on the basis of the principles set 
forth in the Plan and in this MoU.  We ask that you endorse these principles as 
the basis for the continuing support of your organization for SEARCH during the 
5 year period ending March 31, 2009.  The Foundation Trustees have received 
reports on the status of the Plan development at their last two meetings, and 
have asked that the proposal for formal approval of the Plan and associated 
steps, to be presented in March, include an indication of the support of the major 
stakeholders.   

During the consultative process that has occurred as the Plan has been 
developed, there has been extensive recognition and support for what has been 
accomplished in the past 8 years in the development of SEARCH.  The 
Foundation is grateful for the support that your organization has provided.  It is 
clear from the feedback of participants, Advisory Committees and stakeholders, 
as well as health and education organizations across Canada and internationally, 
that SEARCH developed strong roots across Alberta.  Those roots have created a 
basis for the continued growth and development of capacity, sustainable 
collaborative networks and curricula that will benefit Albertans and provide 
value to share with other health systems around the world.  But the growth 
potential of SEARCH can be reached only with a new model and governance 
structure which will bring to bear the resources and experience of stakeholders in 
a more complete way. 

To assist us in moving forward with the draft Plan, we ask your support for the 
following steps and principles: 
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7.4.1. Structure and Governance 

Following the March  2004 AHFMR Trustees meeting, a not-for-profit company 
(“Nonprofco”) will be incorporated.  The founders of such an entity are called 
members (“Members”) rather than shareholders; 

• Those invited to be founding Members of the Nonprofco will be the 
entities from the same four key stakeholder groups that have been 
involved since the inception of SEARCH: (i) all Alberta Regional Health 
Authorities (“RHA’s”), (ii) Universities in Edmonton and Calgary, (iii) the 
Government of Alberta through the Department of Health and Wellness 
(“AHW”) and (iv) AHFMR. It is understood that the involvement and 
mode of participation of the stakeholder groups will be subject to legal 
advice and approval of their respective governing bodies; 

• A transitional advisory committee (“TAC”) will be formed by AHFMR, 
with representation from all 4 stakeholder groups to advise with respect 
to all matters related to the implementation of the Plan until the Board has 
been appointed and holds its initial meeting; 

• The Foundation will chair a nominating committee, in conjunction with 2 
TAC members drawn from University and RHA settings, which will 
consult each of the 4 stakeholder groups prior to appointing the initial  
board of directors of the Nonprofco, as well as the Chair.  A standing 
nominating committee, composed as described above, will nominate 
candidates for the Nonprofco Board of Directors as vacancies occur in the 
future. The Board will have between 7 and 11 members with staggered 
terms, a balanced mix of stakeholder perspectives and  a primary focus on 
strengthening SEARCH while meeting the Plan objectives; 

• The existing practice of seeking valuable assistance of Advisory 
Committee(s), with membership drawn largely from the stakeholders, will 
continue to be utilized in relation to such matters as design, content, 
organization and delivery of the Program and meeting objectives of the 
various stakeholders and of the overall Program. This promotes a high 
degree of integration of SEARCH with the needs and priorities of the 
health system. 
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7.4.2. Location, Resources and Funding Mechanism 

The five year support program outlined below is subject to review and approval 
by each of the Member organizations’ governing bodies prior to implementation 
of the Plan and at approximately the half way point of the Plan, during the 
calendar quarter of October 1st to December 31st, 2006. All support provided by, 
or through, the Foundation is subject to receipt of annual reports satisfactory to 
the Foundation. Subject to this review and approval:  

• The Foundation will agree to continue to provide support to SEARCH for 
the 5 year term of the Plan. Foundation support will  include cash as well 
as pre-existing types of ‘in kind’ support such as required office space and 
administrative and other support resources for SEARCH, to a total of 
annual cash and in kind contributions that will not exceed $1,170,000.  The 
breakdown of that total for year 1 will be approximately $900,000 in cash 
and $270,000 of in kind contribution.  It is anticipated that these 
proportions will change over the five years, subject to mutual agreement 
between Nonprofco and AHFMR. 

• The Foundation will continue to provide subject to the availability of 
funds through the Health Research Collaboration Agreement with Alberta 
Health and Wellness: 

o funding for the activities of the Alberta Consultative Health 
Research Network as part of the SEARCH Program Five Year 
Plan to a maximum of $350,000 per annum. 

o funding for the activities of the SEARCH Network as part of the 
SEARCH Program Five Year Plan to a maximum of $200,000 per 
annum. 

• The Foundation will agree to provide, in addition to the above amounts 
and subject to the availability of funds through the Health Research 
Collaboration Agreement with Alberta Health and Wellness:  

o in Year 1 funding for the transitional activities required to achieve 
the Plan, up to a maximum of $560,000. 

o in Years 2 – 5, up to a maximum of  $560,000 per annum. 



 

48 

   

• The nine RHA’s and the Universities of Calgary and Alberta will agree to 
continue to provide in-kind support as currently provided to:  

o participants by the sponsoring health organizations. 

o University based SEARCH faculty members by the universities. 

• The nine Regional Health Authorities and the Universities of Calgary and 
Alberta will agree to provide cash support for the Plan with the goal of 
matching the Foundation’s additional $560,000 funding as soon as 
possible, and no later than by Year 3 of the Plan.   

• This MoU shall be signed by each of the parties hereto in counterpart, and 
the counterpart for each signatory shall attach a schedule which shows the 
intended funding support of such signatory during the term of the 5 year 
SEARCH Plan. 

In implementing this agreement: 

• Strict budgetary discipline and transparency are founding principles; 

• A method of simplifying the mechanics of funding all the above 
contributions will be worked out amongst the partners, with examples 
being channeling all funding through one of the Members or developing a 
consistent annual funding date and procedure.   

 
 



 

 

8. BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS 
 

Detailed documents on the following aspects of this Plan are available on 
request: 

 
A: SEARCH History and Participants 

B: Program Description 

C: Project Listing 

D: Consultation Process 

E: Program Evaluations 

 SEARCH I mid point, final (1997-1998) 
 SEARCH II mid point, final (1999-2000) 
 SEARCH III mid point (2002) 
 SEARCH I and II participant long term follow up (2003) 
 Project impact (2003) 
 Organizational Impact (framework and survey) (2003) 
 Module by Module evaluation summaries (2000-2004) 

F: SWOT Analysis 

G: Alignment with Health Trends 

H: Detailed Budget 

 


