
A 2011 policy paper from the British Columbia 
Medical Association illustrated that gains could be made 
by taking a co-ordinated approach that looked at quality, 
efficiencies and access to surgical care. With more than 
400,000 surgeries completed annually and the rising 
costs of healthcare, there was an opportunity for the 
province to upgrade OR processes. 

This was the call to action that was needed to 
tackle the challenge head on. Shortly after the paper 
was released, British Columbia’s Ministry of Health, 
six health authorities and Provincial Surgical Advisory 
Council (PSAC) began collaborating on a three-year 
effort to improve operational care or processes across 
the province. 

“Our task is system-wide improvement for surgical 
patients in B.C.,” says Dr. Andy Hamilton, Program 
Medical Director, Surgical Services, Interior Health 
Authority, and Chair of the PSAC. “What do patients 
want? They want to know how long they are going to 
wait and that the quality of the surgery is good.” 

The paper made 12 recommendations, which 
provided a framework for the groups to follow, says 
Simon Barton of the Hospital and Provincial Services 
Branch, Ministry of Health. The recommendations 
included creating a multi-stakeholder panel, developing 
standardized quality and efficiency performance indicators, identifying 
clinical champions in the surgical healthcare system to support the 
improvement process, and involving patients in the process. 

Assessing the province’s surgical system
Before further steps were taken, the groups decided to undertake  
a current state assessment on the surgical system in the  
province. After a thorough request-for-proposals process,  

GE Healthcare was selected to conduct the assessment. 

“In three months we completed 23 site visits in all areas of the 

province and spoke to each of the health authority directors,” says 

Mary Guerrero, Performance Solutions Manager, GE Healthcare. Her 

team observed how each hospital managed its patients and pre-

operative process. They interviewed operating room teams about 

successes and challenges as well as what indicators they used to 

measure performance. GE Healthcare collected quantitative data about 
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turnover times, delays and cancellations for every health authority in 
the province. 

“We discovered there are no standardized measures throughout the 
system,” says Guerrero. “They all used different measures, and as a 
result the data was not comparative because the times didn’t measure 
the same things.” 

To help with this lack of consistency, her team did an extensive 
literature review to determine the most widely used surgical 
performance indicators and benchmarks so the province could have a 
target to measure against. 

This robust data will help shape how all hospitals across the province 
will track, measure and report on their surgical process. Dr. Hamilton 
says this standardization will improve operational efficiency and the 
patient’s surgical experience, and will help the health authorities make 
a more informed case that they need funding to address surgery wait 
time challenges. 

“We have to measure accurately so we know how we are doing and 
we can show that we are efficient,” he says. “We will have a much 
more accurate level of demand and can identify the bottlenecks. Then 
we can present a stronger argument for needing more resources in 
specific areas of the process.”

Planning for implementation
With this information now collected, the provincial bodies are ready 
to take the next steps forward. This includes creating working groups 
inside the health authorities and hospitals and selecting clinical 
champions to build support and excitement for the process. 

Barton says engaging and managing all the various stakeholders 
— including the Ministry, the health authorities, surgeons, 
anesthesiologists, nurses and OR co-ordinators, as well as patients — 
is one of the challenges the collaborative group faces. “We do that by 
collaborating, communicating regularly and being transparent in our 
process,” he explains. 

Once the working groups are set, the project will move on to 
deciding on the performance indicators that will be used provincially. 

GE Healthcare’s assessment and literature review will inform the 
decision-making process. When the group decides on these and 
identifies benchmarks, all the hospitals will eventually be able to 
submit them electronically to a database and see how they measure up 
individually, says Dr. Hamilton. 

That’s one step closer to collaboration across the province. Ideally, 
he wants to see hospitals sharing their knowledge around surgical 
process improvement to help each other reduce wait times and 
overcome challenges. 

“Managing surgical wait time is a growing challenge across the 
country,” notes Kathy Winter, National Performance Solutions Leader 
for GE Healthcare. “B.C. has taken an important step to implement the 
required change to improve surgical wait times.” 

While the project is just getting started, the key stakeholders are 
pleased with the results so far. Barton believes that the process 
is unique in its collaborative approach and the understanding that 
it will take a number of years. Guerrero is most impressed by the 
commitment to including patient voices and stories in the development 
of an improved surgical system. 

Dr. Hamilton is proud of the bottom-up, inclusive approach to 
identifying challenges and opportunities and, later on, implementing 
solutions. “There is a lot of systemic work we’re doing to put a more 
efficient process in place that, ultimately, will improve the patient 
experience,” he says. •
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Ideally, hospitals will share their 
knowledge around surgical 
process improvement to help 
each other reduce wait times and 
overcome challenges. 


