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Government Relations Plan



CHALLENGE/OPPORTUNITY:

As a relatively new, member-funded, not-for-profit company, SEARCH Canada has focused much of its stakeholder relations activity on members and strategic partners. While efforts have been made to inform and engage government, these efforts to date have been infrequent and opportunistic. There exists no formal method of tracking this activity at present; the organization does not conduct formal environmental monitoring, nor does it have dedicated resources in the area of government relations. 

Short term, this plan leverages the opportunities created by a positive mid-point review and new government players to initiate a focused awareness campaign on the value SEARCH Canada brings to the government table. Longer-term, this plan establishes the basis upon which a more formal and focused government relations program could be initiated at SEARCH Canada as part of a consolidated effort to ensure government clearly recognizes the impact of the long-term investment in SEARCH Canada, and the value of continued public funding.  
SITUATION ANALYSIS:

SEARCH Canada has existed formally as a not-for-profit organization for just over two years; although, as a capacity building program, SEARCH Canada programs have operated for more than a decade. Repeated evaluations of program participants and their managers consistently point to positive impacts – on individuals, their professional lives and the health system in which they work. In addition to SEARCH Classic, the organization’s Custom and Knowledge Management programs are gaining momentum, and are also demonstrating a positive impact in building capacity within the health system. 
A three-year, or mid-point funding review, conducted in December 2006 summarizes it this way, 
“SEARCH is working; it is a jewel in Alberta’s health care system. The 10-year investment in the SEARCH program is starting to pay off.” 
Panel members will turn in their final report in mid-February, and are expected to recommend, among other things, that SEARCH Canada explore a greater role for public funding as part of ongoing sustainability, and that it reposition and market itself in more relevant ways to its stakeholders, including government. 
Currently, SEARCH Canada operates in an environment where elected officials are not aware of or don't fully understand the organization's mandate and contributions. This is partly because they choose not to (they do not see how it affects their ability to be re-elected or impacts their constituents). This government is focused on concrete issues that matter to Albertans, with stated priorities of fiscal sustainability, recruitment and retention of qualified personnel, and efficient, effective delivery of services (fewer complaints).  Thus, speaking to Ministers and bureaucrats about ‘social innovation’ or ‘knowledge transfer’ isn’t sufficient – how our programs and services will specifically and materially impact these priorities ‘on the ground’ is a critical success factor.

These are the issues that impact their constituents, their livelihood, and their ability to return to the legislature after each election. In order to be successful, SEARCH Canada must make its messages personal. What does SEARCH Canada mean to them and their constituents in basic terms? How does what SEARCH Canada does have a personal impact on their constituents? Make it personal, high impact, meaningful and relative, and they will take notice.

As with any initiative, there are no guarantees. However, regular consistent contact with key elected officials and public servants will increase SEARCH Canada’s visibility over time and make it easier to gain access to key individuals.

OBJECTIVES:

The goals of this government relations campaign are to cultivate a favorable public environment in which SEARCH Canada can:
· Maintain/increase level of investment from government sources by:
· Raising awareness of the impact of the SEARCH way (to date and potential) - as a change agent and social innovator 
· Demonstrating the value of SEARCH CANADA as a catalyst for building capacity, as a mechanism for investing in the system, and as a provider of sustainable solutions 

· Demonstrating alignment with provincial strategies (focused on workforce and rural development strategies)

· Develop and nurture relationships, as a means of exploring opportunities with government decision makers for SEARCH Canada to support government priorities 
· Be seen (and used) by government as a strategic resource to build capacity within Alberta’s health (and other) systems
AUDIENCE:

SEARCH Canada is a proven change agent in the Alberta market. A formal government relations program will focus initially on the provincial government.

Provincial government

· Elected officials  - Ministers of Health and Wellness, Advanced Education and Technology, Employment, Immigration and Industry, Cabinet Policy Committees on Community Services and Managing Growth Pressures
· Public servants – Deputy Ministers, Assistant Deputy Ministers (and some line managers)

· Other boards/agencies of interest to government– AHFMR, Health Quality Council of Alberta, HBA
In addition to government, SEARCH Canada will continue to cultivate its networks through its members, funding organizations, related organizations and NGOs.
MESSAGING
Government Priorities:
Upon being elected, Alberta’s 13th premier, Ed Stelmach, outlined his five priorities as: 
· Govern with integrity and transparency

· Manage growth pressures 

· Improve Albertans’ quality of life
· Build a stronger Alberta, and

· Provide safe and secure communities

Under the “Improve Alberta’s quality of life” priority, Mr. Stelmach outlined a number of specific goals to which SEARCH Canada can contribute:
· Implement a health workforce strategy and make the health system more productive
· Expand long-term care and improve standards of care
Mr. Stelmach also issued specific mandates to each of his ministers. Outlined below are the key government priorities of interest to SEARCH Canada, and the key messages SEARCH Canada can to be communicating in response to these priorities:

HEALTH

· Implement health care productivity reforms and long term sustainability initiatives in consultation with health care professionals and regional health authorities. 

· Implement a comprehensive workforce strategy to secure and retain the health professionals needed over the next 10 years. 
· Strengthen public health services that promote wellness and injury and disease prevention and provide preparedness for public health emergencies.
In addition, Alberta’s new Minister of Health and Wellness and, coincidentally, former Minster of Education, Dave Hancock, cited the following priorities related to health and education during his election campaign:
· Develop a provincial health system performance framework that incorporates international best practices and benchmarks. Manage and report on our performance, and take concrete action to improve.
· Strengthen today’s health system and provide for future needs by making Alberta the international employer of choice for health professionals. This strategy includes working with the health regions to ensure the work environment we provide is responsive and supports retention of skilled professionals.

· Equip primary care providers and the system with the tools they need to improve and manage health status.

Key issues/focus (Health):

· Recruit and retain highly qualified health professionals in a competitive and shrinking world job market
· Support the above goal/personnel with the highest quality infrastructure and tools

· Build more efficiency and effectiveness into the system, making it more affordable and, ultimately, improving the level of care for all Albertans
ADVANCED EDUCATION AND TECHNOLGY

· Build on initiatives to increase access, affordability and quality in post-secondary education.

· Increase support for community education and literacy programs.

· Lead the establishment of a Value-Added and Technology Commercialization Task Force to develop a strategy for technology commercialization and economic diversification, with a focus on:

· Encouraging investment in research and knowledge-based industries
Key issues/focus (Advanced Education and Technology):

· Create, deliver and maintain a world-class educational experience and make it available to all Albertans (better access – affordable, community-based delivery of education)
· Support made-in-Alberta knowledge-based industries as a means of diversifying the economy
EMPLOYMENT, IMMEGRATION AND INDUSTRY

· Improve and strengthen Alberta’s immigration approach by developing a “Made in Alberta” immigration strategy that includes:
· Improved recruitment and attraction initiatives

· Continue to implement a comprehensive labour strategy that includes:
· Sector strategies to address needs in such areas as tourism and hospitality, construction, manufacturing, health care, energy and mining.
· Continue to make progress on Alberta’s Rural Development Strategy by considering opportunities in bio-energy, tourism and community development. 
Key issues/focus (Employment, Immigration and Industry):

Recruit and retain highly qualified professionals across Alberta’s key sectors in a competitive and shrinking world job market

Make the best use of existing human resources pool, training and development, and through better use of the rural resources (human and natural)

SEARCH Canada’s Response

While there are a variety of responses SEARCH Canada might develop to address these priorities, we feel a better/stronger approach is to focus our discussions around priorities that cross ministries. These cross cutting themes include workforce and rural development, and present opportunities for SEARCH Canada to be seen as offering innovative and sustainable solutions that address broad government issues. 
Workforce Development – a key issue for Alberta and the health sector.
· The integrated reform of health care (examining new and better ways of delivering health care) requires a more multi-disciplinary perspective, requiring that we leverage the full scope of practice for all health professionals. 

· SEARCH Canada is building the professional of tomorrow – excellent in their own discipline, but able to participate with others in a broader dialogue about what it is going to take to deliver really excellent health care to a population in a sustainable way.
· Engaging mid-career professionals from diverse communities in the innovation and research endeavor, supports professionals in their advanced learning goals, and builds Alberta’s long-term research potential.
· SEARCH Canada supports cohorts learning and working across disciplines to break down professional silos. SEARCH provides a mechanism by which to explore innovative opportunities and develop sustainable solutions for inter-professional, health professional teams that actually can deliver within the shortages that are going to be faced. This approach results in communities of practice that are multidisciplinary so that people are working together for solutions.
· SEARCH Canada works to synergize and strengthen services already in place, rather than building them separately.
Rural Development Strategy – focused on four pillars: economic growth; community capacity, quality of life and infrastructure; health care; learning and skill development.
· Rural communities are strengthened when they can build on the skills of the human resources they have in place, because these people are already committed to the community. SEARCH Canada is a mechanism for investing in people where they live; communities do not have to send their people away to build capacity.
· SEARCH Canada recognizes the unique needs of different communities and regions, and enables local jurisdictions to leverage their resources to build capacity. We bring resources to the table, allowing communities to build capacity in ways that are important to their own context.
· SEARCH Canada works collaboratively with communities, regions, governments and academic institutions in delivering its build capacity programs.
· SEARCH Canada also employs technology to improve access, and to enhance teaching and learning in rural communities. Quick access t key research information resources and a broad network of collaborative colleagues increases the quality of work life and job satisfaction among health professionals in all corners of the system.
· By building capacity, SEARCH Canada creates opportunities for rural people and health organizations to engage in a dialogue with academics around what are relevant questions. In turn, academics applying for funding and research have a better understanding of the applicability and relevance of those questions to their local health context.
· SEARCH Canada is narrowing the cultural gap, facilitating a dialogue between providers, decision makers and policy makers and with academic researchers ensure a common understanding/agenda that’s going to be relevant. It is an approach that is helping colleges live up to their mandate for applied research.

Networks and Integration 
· SEARCH Canada is connected to all the players. 
· SEARCH Canada represents a decade-long investment by Alberta’s health authorities, academic institutions, research funding agency and government in an integrative mechanism that facilitates province-wide collaboration.
· SEARCH Canada maintains collaborative relationships with every health region in Alberta, the Alberta Cancer Board, Government of Alberta, and health research funding agencies through joint governance and collaborative delivery of province-wide programs.
· SEARCH Canada maintains an active network of health professionals, with members embedded in health organizations from High Level in the north to Taber in the south, which provide support to students, link research to decisions, and engage system leadership in research collaboration.

· SEARCH Canada benefits are most significantly realized through a network strategy to which we’re already committed.
In addition to these specific areas of focus, SEARCH Canada can leverage the mid-point review to share its role and contribution more broadly, and to ensure its stakeholders understand the opportunity costs associated with a loss of funding. *Messaging to be refined on delivery of final report.
SEARCH Canada

· Is a proven social innovation, and has created an infrastructure that can be leveraged for other advantages.
· Is maximizing the use of research in practice, bringing the benefits to Albertans of the original research (*Advanced Education and Technology only – the idea of enhancing applicability of research being done and grounding it in practice priorities.) 

· Acts as an enabler or resource in the environment, building on what else is going on and creating connections that enable jurisdictions from particular health regions to create capacity.
· Is an investment in the entire health system; the money invested in SEARCH Canada stays in the province for the sustaining benefit of the province.
· Allows Alberta to influence the Canadian Health System – with additional funding we could create the platform to work and develop systems in other provinces that don’t rely entirely on their funding.  
· Is creating communities that are able to participate very vigorously in the dialogue about how to reform health care in a sustainable way. These communities are connected to each other through SEARCH and by SEARCH.  
· The SEARCH model can be adapted to other areas needing capacity development, including inter-professional practice, management and leadership development, quality and safety in healthcare, electronic health record adoption and Aboriginal health.
STRATEGIES:

1. Implement a focused campaign, capitalizing on the positive results of the mid-point review to share impact, and begin a dialogue with members, funding organizations and key stakeholders around the opportunity costs associated with discontinued (and static) funding.
2. Leverage the campaign to continue the dialogue with key stakeholders, focused on nurturing these relationships and uncovering opportunities for SEARCH Canada to provide relevant solutions to member and government priorities.
TACTICS:

Implement a focused campaign around mid-point review:

· Obtain final copy and executive summary of the report

· Summarize key messages and SEARCH Canada response into generic presentation (with customization by group/request, etc.). At this point, the bottom line messaging might look something like this:
· The benefits to be realized through SEARCH Canada are at the cusp – we have begun to see a significant impact and expect even greater impact in the next two to five years.  
· We have built up 10 years of relationships which are really starting to bear fruit. People are starting to understand how to leverage those networks. CC as an example of something possible because of established relationships in region.
· Funding for SEARCH Canada runs out in two years. To pull the rug out from under that would be a tremendous opportunity cost for the government.
· If you want us to continue having a positive impact on the system, we have to start talking about what happens after that, so you will be in a position in a year’s time to confirm that you would like to continue getting those benefits. 

· Proactively arrange meetings with members and key stakeholders to present findings; arrange for these meetings to be face-to-face as often as possible. Suggested meetings include, but are not limited to:
· Board of Chairs meeting, February 20
· Senior management team at AHFMR

· RHA Chief Executive Officers

· Ministers of Health, Advanced Education and Technology, and Employment, Immigration and Industry
· Dr. Ronald Dyck, Assistant Deputy Minister. Research, Advanced Education and Technology; and Oryssia Lennie, DM of Western Economic Diversification
· Doug Griffin, MLA - Battle River-Wainwright – and original leader of the Rural Development Strategy  
· Tim Schultz, Executive Director of the Alberta Association of Colleges and Technical Institutes
· Cabinet Policy Committees on Community Services and Managing Growth Pressures 
· Make a specific request at each of these meetings. Stakeholders will be in a position to help SEARCH Canada only if they know how they can help and what is required. It will be up to us to tell them what we need to continue having an impact. Some examples include:
· Board of Chairs – Engage them in a discussion about what else SEARCH can do to deal with some of their issues. Ask them to lend their united voice to a call to fund SEARCH Canada centrally. This approach would help rural small voices contribute to the conversation without jeopardizing their core funding. 
· AHFMR/RHA CEOs – Ask for their support to do what is required to ensure continued funding past 2009.
· Ministers of Health, Advanced Education and Technology – focus on the positive impacts, specifically related to workforce and rural development. Explore their areas of greatest priority and solicit their advice related to making connections, where possible, between ministries and to SEARCH Canada capabilities.

· Talk to Dr. Dyck and Oryssia Lennie about the integration of technology into advanced education and the commercialization or transfer of social technology. Explore their areas of greatest priority and solicit their advice about how SEARCH Canada might proceed.
· Talk to Doug Griffin about plans around the rural development strategy and where he sees that going now; initiative a discussion about how SEARCH Canada might help the government realize those strategies.
· Talk to Tim Shultz about working more closely with SEARCH Canada as a means of supporting their mandate for applied research. Ask them also to lend their collective voice to ongoing support of SEARCH Canada.
· Cabinet Policy Committees on Community Services and Managing Growth Pressures – make presentations to both groups, focused on what’s been accomplished with modest investment and paint a vision of what’s possible with increased investment, with a focus on workforce and rural development. Outline the constraints of episodic funding, and ask for their support for a central funding envelope.
Leverage the campaign to continue the dialogue and build relationships:

· Follow up – in writing or in person to respond to questions/opportunities raised during initial contact and to explore additional opportunities for discussion. The basic message is we’re already in the system contributing and we could be doing more to address system needs. Maintain connections with key players so that we are ready to respond should opportunities arise.
Develop a process and system in-house for staying on top of government priority needs:
Put some formal mechanism in place to track what has been done, and to stay on top of what is important to government moving forward.

· Intelligence gathering / monitoring (issues management) – this includes monitoring/ tracking issues, developments, policy, personnel changes. An understanding of the environment, what the important hot buttons are, who makes the decisions, when issues are being discussed, and who the key contact is on an issue or policy change.
· Who are the players? Build a database containing intelligence on key decision makers at all levels (also a database of like-minded organizations – identify friends and foes). What are their backgrounds, interests, issues?
· Develop a government relations calendar – key events, dates – when does the legislature convene, what are the dates of the throne speech and budget tabling, what are the dates of key cabinet committee meetings, are there public consultations on issues being held in Alberta, etc. integrate this with the contact/activity database
· Dialogue with government – needs to be proactive, rather than reactive. Gathering and synthesizing information will transform communication from being reactive to proactive. It will enable a keen understanding of what's important to government before it reaches a critical stage and who are the key decision makers.
· Timely dissemination of SEARCH Canada news releases, appointment notices, success stories, and collateral materials

· Regular meetings with elected and departmental officials (include communications managers)

· Presentations to committees, boards, agencies

· Third party endorsements - what do regions, participants say about SEARCH Canada, its impact and contributions?

· Facilitate networking events to create synergies

· Partner with like-minded organizations to rally around specific issues

· Develop a promotional piece for government legislators, departmental officials, communications directors – an "experts" roster and/or a FAQ
· Analysis and interpretation – what does it mean to SEARCH Canada? Monitoring is just part of the equation. Once you know what's out there, how does it impact the organization?
· Review government policy documents, news releases, backgrounders and other materials  - highlight key points and distribute situational analysis to senior team

· Strategic planning – effective, efficient and timely. Being ahead of the pack. If there are other voices vying for attention within government, SEARCH Canada needs to be strategic in its interaction, in what messages are being communicated and when.

· Issue special performance reports targeting government decision makers

· Draft papers on key policy issues

· Develop communications/implementation plans around key issues – i.e. public and mental health, wait times
TIMELINES: 
TBD
RESOURCES:
Available:
- SCAN newsletter

Required:
- Subscription to Insight Into Government

- CRM software 

EVALUATION:

How do you know if a government relations program is effective? The following indicators can be used as a partial measurement.

· Increase in awareness of SEARCH Canada among targeted government officials
· SEARCH Canada is consulted on issues of policy and program development
· Unsolicited invitations to key government events, i.e. roundtables, consultations, meetings, etc.
· Increase in level of government support (contracts and grant)
· Receptivity of / access to senior officials
· Increase in number of SEARCH Canada references in government releases, backgrounders, publications, websites
· Increase in number of requests for SEARCH Canada "experts" by government communicators and others

However, an opinion poll to gauge the shift in awareness is a more scientific approach and should be carried out within a year of establishing a program in order to establish a benchmark for government relations initiatives. This data should be re-visited every three to five years to determine levels of awareness within government circles and identify emerging issues or areas of concern.
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