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Celebrating the Legacy:  SEARCH Canada events

Speaking Notes – Sarah Hayward
Creating Knowledge Cultures – perhaps we didn’t understand at the beginning the full meaning or challenge of that vision, but our founders certainly saw its potential.
In 1995, Matt Spence and Sharon Read began setting up a program that was designed to have health professionals in regional health authorities assess the needs of the population, set priorities and design programs based on the best information from research.  
At a time of massive system change, they saw the need and the potential for a ‘training program’ that would:
· create a network of expertise across the province to conduct research, 
· create a culture in which policy responsive research was valued and supported, and 
· provide data to know whether it worked.

Today the product of their vision - SEARCH Canada – leaves a legacy they can be proud of.  
Before evidence based anything became fashionable, they knew that better information would lead to better health, and they knew that both money and lives were being lost to outdated or premature practices.  

Cindy Mulrow, in a landmark study, had demonstrated that 16,000 people had been denied a live-saving intervention after a heart attack, because no-one had paid attention to the accumulating evidence.  They were unnecessarily assigned to the ‘control group’ in studies funded up to 20 years after there was proof the new medication, streptokinase, worked. 
Another groundbreaking work, Effective Care in Pregnancy and Childbirth, had demonstrated how many obstetrical ‘innovations’ were in fact harming the health of women and infants – that routine fetal monitoring, ultrasounds and episiotomies created worse outcomes, not better.  Building on that classic publication, the Cochrane Collaboration had just been established; but at that time, if I asked a group of public health nurses if they had heard of systematic reviews, I can assure you no hands went up.

In Alberta, new short stay post-partum discharge guidelines were being implemented, but no-one knew what impact they would have on readmissions and infants’ health, nor how practices compared across the province.  Telepsychiatry was a novel innovation and no one knew if it would really help people in rural Alberta receive quality mental health care.   The PARTY program was being implemented everywhere to reduce alcohol and drug use among teens, but it wasn’t clear whether it would have an impact in the long run.
The health boards were responsible for the health of their population, but where was the support for the quality information they needed to help them make the best decisions?

SEARCH was created to ensure swift efficient application of research in community health.   Did it work?  
Those of you who were around remember that post partum care, telepsychiatry and school based prevention were just the start of the hundreds of policy relevant projects that SEARCHers undertook to inform system decisions. 
14 years later, all the evidence is that the original SEARCH program and its many progeny have had a profound effect on the health and research systems of Alberta and of Canada.

Now, at another time of massive system change, leaders are again looking for capacity in their organizations, and they are finding it.  They are finding people who: 
· have the capacity to manage knowledge,

· who have the capacity to lead change,
· who embrace and manage innovation processes,
· who understand the fine balance between overly enthusiastic adoption of the new and overly tenacious attachment to the old,
· and who support their teams in creating, choosing and using evidence to make the best possible decisions in tough times. 

A remarkable number of these people, both in research and service institutions, have been touched by SEARCH.  They understand the need for a bridge between academia and practice, and not only are they able to cross that bridge, they can actually live on it - they can translate and interpret, they respect both research and practice knowledge and they can meld the two.

Above all, they can meet what Bertrand Russel saw as “the greatest challenge to any thinker” – they can “state the problem in a way that will allow a solution.”  
Capacity, I was told by a panel of experts at a conference a few years ago, is very hard to see.  In fact, you generally only know it by its absence.  Our academic and practice partners currently have confidence in their capacity for applied research and knowledge translation, and that is a testament to SEARCH’s legacy. 
We did learn, as we progressed, about what works to build a system where research is useful.  And one of the first things that we learned was that ‘sticking to our knitting’ wasn’t going to get us there – it just gave us the same sweater every time.  
From the SEARCH experience – the experience of faculty, of participants, of managers and executives, of the governing councils and advisory bodies - we learned that the vision of creating knowledge cultures in health has many facets and many layers. A traditional training program just wasn’t going to move them all forward.  

The vision requires ethics review for practice driven projects – so the Community Research Ethics Board of Alberta was set up.  It requires coordination of reviews and clarity between research, evaluation and QI – so the Alberta Research Ethics Community Consensus Initiative began.  It requires ongoing consultation and just-in-time support for evidence in practice across a whole province – so the Alberta Consultative Health Research Network was established.  It requires sharing of skills and experience among the knowledge brokers in many sectors, so the Research Transfer Network of Alberta started.  It requires access to research information, so the Health Knowledge Network was supported, and it requires knowledge management at the front line, so the Centre for Health Evidence was engaged.
And all that before SEARCH Canada became an organization.   We must remember that SEARCH Canada was, in itself, a world class innovation.  It was not just another organizational structure to deliver programs.  It embodied the deep and extensive cross-boundary relationships that are going to be required if Canada is ever going to truly overcome the divide between what we know and what we do.

Challenging Boundaries.  Working through Collaborative Relationships.  These are the core values of SEARCH.  Values that we will go to the wall for.  They are values but they are not theoretical.  
They are a way of working that is neither traditional nor easy.  In fact, some of the staff who have worked so hard over the years, might say not even normal!  It is through the staff team that these values have been played out every day.  We know they are not usual, because people who start work with SEARCH always go through a period of bewilderment.  “You mean… let me get this straight…. Everything is connected to Everything??”  What the staff have done is tremendously hard work.  And I am so proud to have worked with a cadre of such brilliant network managers.  As coordinators, communicators, leaders,  administrators, they have the consummate relationship skills that are the foundation of SEARCH’s impact.  


Please join me in acknowledging the SEARCH Canada staff.

Challenging Boundaries.  This is essential.  For the best information to inform the best decisions for the best of health, we can no longer work within the boundaries that have created knowledge silos.  
The paradigm of a knowledge culture challenges deeply held assumptions about power through knowledge.  When knowledge is to be shared, rather than owned; distributed, rather than held; then we must find new ways of crossing the well-defended borders of knowledge kingdoms.  
We have to not only cross the border between researchers and decision makers.  We have to break down barriers between professions, disciplines and educational backgrounds; we have to bring in rural and remote areas, as well as the urban; community and long term care as well as acute; we need the clinical providers, the managers, the planners, the analysts and the governors.  Diversity and inclusiveness are keys to effective information flow. And SEARCH demonstrated their power.
To be effective, SEARCH had to develop pioneering approaches to understanding and managing intellectual assets – moving away from notions of ownership to notions of collective use.  We had to pioneer new  academic roles, catalyze multi-institutional networks and develop a unique level of multi-disciplinary collaboration.  I am very proud of the frameworks, policies and agreements that challenged old ways of doing business and established new ones, often against the grain of deeply institutionalized ways of working.
Contrary to the star culture so prevalent in our society, knowledge translation is best accomplished by equalizing all knowers – and giving equal value to all knowing.   In SEARCH we recognized, as our faculty member Kirby Wright taught me, that knowing is a ‘human act’.  So knowledge translation is a bit of a misnomer.  If knowledge is what exists between the ears, then knowledge translation must essentially be about what is happening in people’s brains, not what’s happening to information.  And in people’s brains, knowledge generation and knowledge use are not so easily separated. 
This weekend in the Globe and Mail, Peter Nicholson wrote about the dilemma of our era, where information is rife but knowledge is in short supply.  This is because knowledge is a combination of information and attention.  And attention requires the means to selectively attend, to reflect, to absorb and to give meaning.  
That was the unwitting genius of SEARCH.  It focused on developing people with the means to pay attention. And around those people it developed the actual information and relationships they needed be effective in knowing and in using their knowledge.  
Unfortunately, we are still a long way from providing people with some of the basic tools they need.  After 14 years, it is a sad story that SEARCH is still the only provider of licensed publications and knowledge databases for so many health professionals across this province.  But that can and should, surely, be solved soon.  

Unfortunately, we are also still a long way from capturing the reality of a knowledge culture in data.  Despite our best efforts to innovate in evaluation – to build models of organizational research capacity and test them, to understand the power of networks and measure them, to track project impacts right up to the health outcomes – we know that we have not succeeded in reflecting reality in data.  The expert panel that reviewed SEARCH a couple of years ago came to the conclusion that SEARCH was creating transformational system change.  But even they could not finger the data that led to that conclusion.  I am only comforted by the comments of one of our board members, Jo Anne Lubin, who often reminded us that ‘not everything that matters can be measured, and not everything that can be measured matters.’

If there is only one lesson that I would want others to remember as they take up the challenge of creating knowledge cultures for health, it is that culture is about values, interactions and relationships.  So we must invest in people as much as in information – whether that be information from research or the technology to distribute it.   People understand problems, they have ideas, they implement solutions, they perceive the results.  
People, professionals in the field, are the best knowledge managers, brokers, translators and users.  And if we give them the support, the rewards and the professional latitude to generated and use knowledge, they will be the source of system transformation. 

I have confidence that will happen. Because of the many SEARCH-touched individuals already in the system supported by dedicated managers who want to make a difference; because of the diverse faculty, from Grande Prairie to Medicine Hat, who have experienced the value of working with the front line; and especially, because of the partners and collaborators across Canada that have worked along side SEARCH as they have taken their own journeys to ensure better evidence leads to better health.
There is a network of institutions, teams and individuals across this province and the country striving for the same vision, and I know that network will continue this work.
