This evening is highly reminiscent, for me, of a closing circle – a SEARCH phenomenon – and thanks to my fellow SEARCH VI colleague Jackie Egg, I have a rock to honour this.

SEARCH for me was all about collaboration. From our intake interviews, I met with colleagues in research whose expertise and willingness to support me and my SEARCH VI Calgary colleagues proved to be absolutely invaluable. To the day, I still use the templates for posters that was shared by a SEARCH custom colleague.

From day one of our first module, the SEARCH VI cohort (like others before it) entered into an amazing collaboration. We worked together, exercised together, supported each other and relaxed together (especially after the day’s work was done!) 

The first module also introduced me to what proved to be one of the most successful collaborations throughout my two years – the peer learning group. Here, I was able to meet with, work with and give and receive support to peers who were in entirely different fields with vastly divergent professional and personal experiences. The members of my peer learning group proved to be some of the most influential people in my SEARCH experience. We bounced ideas off each other, talked to each other on a weekly basis and were thus able to really share our own experiences and perspectives on not only SEARCH work, but our own professional experiences.

I was also introduced to my Peer Support Match colleague early in the SEARCH cohort. She was a SEARCH from a previous cohort who was interested in and wanting to help me, as a new SEARCHer, successfully navigate the whole process. As she shared the experience of participating in SEARCH, she truly understood the challenges and joys of the program so when, after one of the first modules, I called her to discuss throwing the new laptop (with the newly installed desktop) and all of my SEARCH papers, books and binders off the closest cliff, she was able to help me regain focus and continue on the journey that I had just started. 

The assignments both in and out of the actual residency modules provided opportunities to connect with health professionals that I, as a front line staff member, thought to be outside of my sphere of influence. We had an assignment looking at exploring all the perspectives around a major capital expense. For this assignment, we were encouraged to seek out senior management. I was shocked at how approachable and receptive these individuals were (although my knees were trembling and palms were sweating throughout the ½ hour meetings I was able to arrange). 

The same was true in subsequent modules where we had the opportunities to interact with senior management from the former health regions where our residency modules took place. 

One of the most remarkable experiences I remember was when we were asked for our thoughts on Emergency department flow. Our group decided to look at the long term care facility side, and in jeans and button up shirts went to a facility and were promptly escorted into the CEO’s office for what turned into a 45 min fact finding meeting which we summarized later on flip charts as the group decided to rebel against yet another powerpoint presentation! One of the immediate changes we were told about came out of this meeting. The expert panel identified a road block to flow occurred once a patient had officially left the bed to the point a new, clean bed was available. Our group suggested having a couple of surplus beds, precleaned and wrapped ready for use. We were told that this idea was implemented shortly after the module. Who’d have thought they’d listen to us!!

I learned that an individual’s voice can matter and that collaboration with senior management is not only encouraged and welcome, but is far less scary than originally perceived.

My local project allowed me to experience another form of professional collaboration which crossed provincial boarders. I looked into admission process in major Canadian cities when my literature review revealed little. Initially I worked with a large Canadian organization to identify other cities that shared similar hospital configurations. After receiving indications of interest, I was able to contact key individuals to explore their admission practices in order to make recommendations to a steering committee here in Calgary. What an amazing experience to call someone in another city and province and to be received in such a positive fashion. Everyone I spoke with showed a true collaborative manner and freely shared not only their experiences but also a wide variety of grey and research literature that they had either produced or referred to in their own processes. This was a far cry from the one-on-one focus so common in my everyday experience and the information I found proved helpful as a source of background research for the steering committee.
Of course, not all collaborations are successful, but even the ones that don’t go as expected can present an amazing opportunity. For a variety of reasons, the initial collaboration I entered for my provincial project didn’t go as expected and I had the amazing opportunity to work on what I now understand was a really unique new learning opportunity for SEARCH. I was encouraged and supported in conducting an embedded project with a couple of teams of health professionals in Calgary. Working across disciplines and with professionals who rarely have the opportunity to collaborate together, we implemented a new evaluative tool that has now been incorporated in the routine assessment of a sub-population of admitted patients. In this process, I was able to work with part of the team to refine an assessment tool, define and clarify the normative means of assessing the results of the tool and determine the best means for the tool’s use. Then I was able to work with the front line nurses to implement the tool in a manner that would help to ensure success without putting more of a strain on their already busy workdays. The project worked so well that the nurses kept using the tool long after the project’s end date and in fact continue to use the final version of the tool to this day. With the new provincial focus on embedded research, cross discipline, and intra-provincial collaboration, this project has really helped me to start on the road to an entirely different way of implementing change in practice.

So for me, SEARCH really reinforced the idea of collaboration and expanded on my understanding of what it means to collaborate and with whom is it possible to form collaborative partnerships. Without the opportunities presented in my SEARCH experience, I’d never plan an elevator speech with the VP of the hospital or feel as comfortable picking up the phone to compare practices with colleagues at other healthcare sites. I know that my practice has forever been changed thanks to SEARCH and I am looking forward to my role in the on-going SEARCH network especially now when collaborative practices are so important in healthcare
Wendy Gillespie, SVI
