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Overview 

Accreditation Canada requires hospitals to develop a Global Communication Plan to guide activities related to 
public relations and two-way communication & engagement with internal and external stakeholders. The Local 
Health System Integration Act requires community engagement.  This plan guides both activities for BWH. 

The mantra of the Communications & Public Affairs department is: Inform, Involve, Inspire. This promise is 
delivered with principles of timeliness, effectiveness, openness and transparency.  Communication & Public Affairs 
efforts are strategic in nature, and support BWH’s Mission, Vision, Values; Strategic Priorities; Executive Council 
goals; and legislated requirements.  

In 2013-15 there are a number of known corporate initiatives that will require the resources of the 4-member 
Communications & Public Affairs team. The list below of organizational initiatives, represents an overview of some 
of the main communication needs known at this time. Many of these have or will require a more detailed 
communication plan:  

• Best Practice Spotlight Organization (BPSO) candidacy; BPGs, special events & progress reports 
• Strategic Plan (launch, sustained awareness, and progress) 
• Health System Funding Reform (HSFR), Health Based Allocation Method (HBAM) 
• Post Construction Operating Funding (PCOP) 
• Mitton Site Decommissioning 
• Strengthening Our Capacity: QBPs, Medication Reconciliation, Collaborative Care 
• BWH Performance & Transformation System (training, progress, LEAN successes) 
• Quality Improvement Plan (targets, progress) 
• Accreditation 
• Program/Service changes (ie telemetry/medicine, Withdrawal Management, Infusion Clinic, Chronic 

Conditions Clinic etc) 
• Renewed Rural Health Strategy 
• Senior Friendly 
• Health Links 
• Innovative Management Program (materials, curriculum) 
• Patient and Family Centred Care (PFCC)  
• Engagement Survey (promotions, results, progress) 
• AODA compliance re: communications standards 



• Bridging Excellence Awards program (promotions, finalists, recipients) 
• Recruitment (physicians, volunteers, patient experience partners, Board) 
• Facility changes 
• Technology upgrades, downtimes & new introductions  (eg HUB) 
• Implementation of new Digital Screens for corporate messaging, patient entertainment and education,  

& fundraising 
• Patient Education (ie Med Rec, pre-hab/re-hab, patient handouts, web content etc) 

With regard to these corporate initiatives, a significant communication challenge is competing air time for ‘culture 
defining’ initiatives.  (e.g. patient safety, quality, patient and family-centred care, accessibility, performance).  
These can cause misunderstanding about the priorities in the organization, and therefore will be consistently 
packaged under the overarching framework of the strategic priorities (Inspired People, Exceptional Relationships, 
Quality Care, Culture of Innovation, Outstanding Performance); and the mission statement: We create exemplary 
healthcare experiences for patients and families every time.  

These identified corporate initiatives supplement the daily work of the department which is responsible for:  
intranet/internet development and maintenance, corporate publications, media relations, multi-media production, 
issues management support, crisis communications, branding/marketing, and operational communications 
support to the Board, Executive Council and Management team.   

In 2013-15 we expect that public and government scrutiny of healthcare will continue to escalate, creating 
increasing demands for the organization, its leaders, and the communications team.  Additionally, the department 
will support compliance of communication requirements of legislation including Canada’s new Anti-Spam 
Legislation, Excellent Care for All Act (ECFAA); the Broader Public Sector Accountability Act (BPSAA); Accessibility 
for Ontarians with Disability Act (AODA); and Freedom of Information and Personal Information Protection Act 
(FIPPA).  BWH will continue to work with its partners within the ESC LHIN, the Ontario Hospital Association, OMA, 
CPSO and others to ensure the hospital is well positioned within these regulations, and to address systemic issues 
which impact the hospital sector as a whole. 

The cascade approach to communications – executive council, strategic leadership council, operational leadership 
team to staff, and vice versa, will continue to be encouraged, advancing the philosophy that we all have a role in 
leading, sharing, and contributing to communications  & community engagement within and beyond the 
organization. 

Corporate Publications 

Corporate publications in 2013-15 will include: 

PULSE: Created in partnership with the Foundation, PULSE is our external venue to the community. It is a 
supplement to the Sarnia Observer and Sarnia This Week, and features donor stories and news of hospital 
progress, people and programs. In print, it reaches almost 45,000 homes in Sarnia-Lambton in addition to an 
electronic distribution of health service providers, lead donors and prospects, CAP/RHAP, Board, elected officials 
and media. PULSE is available upon request for free e-subscription; is posted on the Hospital and Foundation 
websites, and mentioned on Facebook. A fresh new design was launched in 2013, with positive feedback. 
 



LiFE: Redesigned in 2013 (formerly called Bedpost), LiFE celebrates people, programs and progress inside BWH. 
The employee newsletter is produced monthly and distributed electronically, internally to “all users”, physicians 
and Board members. Its high readership rate was evaluated during the 2012 corporate communications survey.  

 
Annual Report: The annual report is released electronically each June with a broad internal and external 
distribution including health service providers, elected officials, lead donors and prospects, CAP/RHAP and media. 
For the past 2 years it has been web-based and interactive with its own url,  linked from the hospital and 
foundation websites and intranet. Facebook and a News Release further annual report promotions. The 
Communications team continues to seek ways to deliver this annual publication affordably and efficiently, and is 
proposing a short video in 2013/14. 

 
Program/service brochures & templates:  Templates have been designed to standardize patient information and 
presentation materials including brochures, patient education materials, and promotional fliers. Program/service 
brochures are developed as needed by program leaders using the corporate Visual Identify Guidelines. Brochures 
are vetted by Communications and available to order in Custom Point software.  

 
Patient & Family Guide:  The Guide is published annually at no cost to the organization due to advertising 
sponsorships. It is available in print (15,000 copies) for pick-up in high traffic locations at both hospitals, and is 
available electronically on the hospital’s website. Facebook posts routinely points viewers to content in the Guide. 
 
Bluewater Health’s Top 10 List: New in 2012/13, this brochure aids in recruitment, presentations, media relations, 
community engagement and marketing. It is posted electronically on our website, and available in print.  
 
Electronic Communication Tools 

Website traffic remains steady at an average of almost 50,000 visits/month, the majority of whom are job seekers.  
BWH’s website continues to evolve with new and improved content and photography.  As transparency is 
paramount to building confidence and meeting public and government expectations, content includes BWH 
performance reporting, FOI, BPSAA, and executive team bios, contracts and expenses. The Communications team 
continually expands Program/Service content, adds high resolution photography for use by media and trade 
publications, and ensures timely updates and accuracy of web content. Additional patient education materials, info 
on how to access your health record, video content, enhanced recruitment content, and a refreshed Contact Us 
process aligned with the new Patient Advocate, are identified as priorities. Format changes to comply with Level A 
- AODA requirements have been completed. 

With the 2013 Citrix upgrade, Intranet users enjoyed greater speed and ease.  We eliminated the need for a 
separate sign-on, making it quicker for users to access Inside BWH. There are approximately 45 new posts on the 
front page ‘news feed’ each month; and almost 30 events posted monthly in the Calendar. Dozens of minor 
functionality and design changes have been implemented with a larger refresh planned in 2014-15. Random 
internal audits show an average of 90 users on the Intranet at various times throughout the weekday, representing 
a 50% increase over 2012. 

Rapid information delivery in a 24/7 news cycle has moved us beyond traditional media to a vastly expanding 
social media reality.  2012 saw BWH’s entrance into social media to expand our reach and support community 
engagement efforts. The Communications department creates and maintains BWH’s presence on Linked In, 
YouTube and Facebook, with expansion to Twitter currently under consideration.  Each weekday, staff updates 



BWH’s Facebook page with timely content and photographs related to hospital activities, services, disruptions (e.g. 
downtime), provincially-recognized health topics, patient quotes, and wellness content. We develop the daily 
schedule one-month in advance for core messages, which are augmented with more timely posts as the 
opportunity arises. Our current Facebook followership is about 460/week. Monthly reach (the number of unique 
people who received impressions of a page post) is over 25,250; monthly impressions (the number of times a post 
from our page is displayed) is over 107,000; and monthly engagement is almost 4,900.  

Video Production 

Video production will focus on the Bridging Excellence Award Finalists (estimated 15); ED physician testimonials to 
support the new recruitment website (est 10); patient education opportunities (ie eating disorders, and 
withdrawal management programs) and BPSO progress.  Recruitment, wayfinding (eg virtual tour), patient 
testimonials, and video footage to accompany media’s interest are other identified opportunities.  

Digital Screens 

In 2014, the BWH Foundation will sponsor a revenue-generating project that will bring approximately 25 digital 
screens to the hospitals to be located in high traffic locations and waiting rooms. Co-managed by the Foundation 
and the Communications & Public Affairs team, the screens will be used to advance corporate messaging, provide 
cable TV for waiting room entertainment, provide the weather, and show local advertisements to offset costs and 
create a new revenue stream for the Foundation. The technology is the result of a partnership with Two Yellow 
Boots (content providers and ad sales) and Connected Signs (software and hardware). Projects such as this in 
hospitals elsewhere have generated significant revenue for Foundations. 

Media Relations 

The Communications & Public Affairs department is the first point of almost daily contact by print and radio news 
media. The team triages requests, selects and prepares background for the designated spokesperson, helps 
establish key messages and monitors and shares media coverage with the management team, Board, CAP and 
RHAP.  

We recognize that timely and accurate media attention can support organizational reputation, patient and family 
awareness of our services, recruitment and retention, employee and community engagement, reward and 
recognition, and fundraising and funding. Sarnia-Lambton is well covered by weekly and daily newspapers and 
radio outlets.  

Our media relations are guided by a Media Relations Policy which is website posted. With a goal of ensuring that 
BWH news and events continue to receive coverage in traditional mainstream media, the Communications team 
identifies media opportunities 1-month in advance, and issues an average of 50 news releases per year, resulting in 
earned media coverage of 2-3x/week. Every effort is made to communicate with media in respectful and timely 
way in a pro-active vs reactive manner via designated media spokespersons. This spokesperson model has helped 
to profile and build credibility for hospital and board leadership, and sustain consistent messaging.  In 2013 we 
repeat media relations in-service for executive and board leaders. 

A monthly media calendar of newsworthy activities, helps pitch and point local media to healthcare story 
possibilities. Attention is paid to demonstrating the excellence of our physicians and staff in providing quality care 
and patient safety, including patient care areas perhaps lesser known to the public. Promotions will also focus on 



areas of innovation, leadership, award-winning initiatives, modern technologies and new procedures or policies 
that make BWH stand out in local, regional and provincial healthcare.  CEEH developments, decommissioning, 
funding, wait times, ALC rates, performance indicators related to hospital-acquired infections, hand hygiene, 
patient falls and other patient safety issues, and withdrawal management services will continue to be of media 
interest.  

We publish ‘Board Highlights’ following each monthly Board meeting, to support media who are unable to attend 
the Board meeting. These result in next-day requests for interviews. Board Highlights are also re-purposed on our 
intranet, website, and Facebook. 

We publish a monthly column within the Sarnia Observer. This donated space, called ‘Hospital Heartbeat’ features 
articles authored by physicians and other healthcare providers on current health topics, BWH services and 
expertise, and/or Foundation activities. The column is repurposed on the Intranet, website, and Facebook. 

Government Relations 

BWH has healthy relationships with the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, ESC LHIN, local health service 
providers and hospitals, and local elected officials. Many BWH leaders and staff serve on LHIN committees and 
other community organizations to help give BWH an important presence in discussions about healthcare delivery 
and change. 

The Communications department is often the first point of contact for the ESC LHIN and local elected officials who 
have questions about our services or advocacy on behalf of their constituencies. 

With Administration, the Communications & Public Affairs Department arranges twice annual (Spring and Fall) 
face-to-face meetings with local elected officials (municipal, provincial and federal).  The agenda focuses on issues 
of mutual importance/interest re: progress, challenges and opportunities at BWH. Meetings help bridge 
relationships, support accountability and transparency and expand awareness of local healthcare and broader 
health system issues, with a goal of shared advocacy efforts for quality, accessible, patient and family centred care. 

Corporate Special Events 

While there are a number of celebratory events in each hospital year to mark special weeks, accomplishments and 
recognitions, the Communications & Public Affairs department heavily supports those at the ‘corporate’ level.  
These are:  

• Annual General Meeting (June)  
• Internal United Way campaign (October)  
• Annual Recognition Event / Bridging Excellence Awards (Spring) 
• BPSO celebrations 
• Town Hall sessions 
• Visiting Dignitaries 

NB We are not planning to repeat our participation with Doors Open Lambton, due to a very low turnout (less 
than 10 pp) in the previous year.  

BWH recognizes and encourages staff who choose to become involved as volunteers in community. 



Crisis Communications Plan 

BWH initiates an Incident Management System (IMS) in the event of crisis. A crisis can be defined as a service 
disruption, Code situations such as an external accident with multiple casualties, quality of care issue, reputational 
damage etc.  To support IMS and other unexpected emergencies, in 2013 the Communications & Public Affairs 
team developed BWH’s first Crisis Communication Plan, to address each potential scenario. This manual, designed 
for internal departmental use, ensures readiness to respond to the unexpected. It has been endorsed by Executive 
Council and is reviewed and updated as needed. 

Capacity Building 

Communications & Public Affairs has developed core curriculum for Bluewater Health’s Innovative Management 
Program, taught by the team leader to 11 existing managers at BWH who participated in Wave I in 2014. Program 
content helps to develop communication skills in our leaders and support them with tools, techniques and 
templates, readily available for their use while communicating with internal and external stakeholders. 

Community Engagement (CE) 

Community engagement refers to the methods by which Bluewater Health interacts, shares and gathers 
information from and with key stakeholders. The purpose of community engagement is to inform, educate, 
consult, involve, collaborate and empower stakeholders in planning and decision-making processes that improve 
the system. Community engagement activities can be ongoing or project specific, outbound or inbound.  
Bluewater Health’s CE activity is guided by the public participation spectrum of the International Association of 
Public Participation: 

  



BWH has a robust combination of processes that span the spectrum of community engagement.  These include 
communications, media relations, government relations, volunteerism, patient and family involvement in decision 
making, patient experience partners, advisory panels (CAP/RHAP), interface with health service providers (HSPs), 
and personal contact with various internal and external stakeholders depending on the issue.  

We recognize that successful implementation of BWH’s CE strategy requires a shift in behaviour (e.g. engage 
community members in planning) and attitudes (e.g. believing that the contributions of community members will 
result in a stronger final product).  Hospital leaders must identify and pursue opportunities for stakeholder 
engagement within their area of responsibility as part of their leadership role such as was the expectation during 
the most recent Strategic Planning process. 

Stakeholder Identification 

 

BWH uses several methods to communicate community engagement opportunities including:  
• CAP/RHAP 
• Patient Experience Partners 
• Advertising (eg Board recruitment) 
• BWH website:  www.bluewaterhealth.ca 
• Facebook: Facebook.com/bluewaterhealth 
• Health Service Provider communications 
• Media releases  
• Public Service Announcements  

BWH welcomes both general and initiative-specific feedback at any time via: 
• CAP/RHAP meetings 

http://www.bluewaterhealth.ca/


• Patient Experience Partners / Patient Advisory Council 
• Meetings with Health Service Providers 
• Board meeting delegation 
• Facebook comments 
• BWH website (Contact Us link) 
• Project specific avenues such as: public meetings, focus groups, surveys, education sessions 
• Telephone 
• Mail 

Processes for Accountability, Transparency and Engagement 

Process or Action Contributes to or Demonstrates 
 Accountability Transparency Engagement 
REQUIRED BY LEGISLATION    
Entering into a Hospital Service Accountability Agreement 
(HSAA) √   

Posting HSAA on website √ √  
Public reporting of Quality of Care Indicators  
(required under the Public Hospitals Act, Regulation 965) √ √  

Public reporting of Annual Audited Financial Statements √ √  
Community Engagement  
(required under Local Health System Integration Act) √ √ √ 

Public Sector Salary Disclosure Act compliance   √  
Quality Improvement Plans  
(required under Excellent Care for All Act) √   

Quality Improvement Plan available to public, LHIN, and 
Health Quality Ontario (Excellent Care for All Act) √ √ √ 

Executive Compensation linked to Performance Improvement 
Targets in Quality Improvement Plan (Excellent Care for All 
Act) (pay for performance) and described in the Quality 
Improvement Plan 

√ √  

Patient Declaration of Values (Excellent Care for All Act) 
developed after consultation with the public and made 
publicly available 

√ √ √ 

Patient Relations Process (Excellent Care for All Act) to reflect 
Patient Declaration Values, and publicly available (includes 
Patient and Family Concerns and Compliments 
monitoring/feedback system) 

√ √ √ 

Patient Satisfaction Surveys (Excellent Care for All Act) √ √ √ 
Employee/Staff Satisfaction Survey (Excellent Care for All Act) √ √ √ 
Critical Incident Reporting  
(Public Hospitals Act, Regulation 965) √ √  

Broader Public Sector Accountability Act and Directives 
requirements √ √  

- not using public funds to engage lobbyists √   
- reporting on use of consultants √ √  
- managing expense claim reporting √ √  
- setting expense claim rules √   
- setting procurement standards √   



- establishing allowable perquisites rules √   
- creating compliance reports √ √  
Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act 
(applicable to hospitals as of January 1, 2012) √ √  

VOUNTARY PROCESSES    
Patient Experience Partner Council    √ 
Annual Report, including audited financial statements and 
info on BWH achievements and performance √ √  

Open Recruitment Process for Board √ √ √ 
Open Board Meetings & Open Annual General Meeting √ √ √ 
Posting information on website and Intranet related to 
governance structures and processes  
(eg. list of Board members and bios,  Board policies, Terms of 
Reference and composition of Board standing committees, 
open Board meeting packages, Board meeting highlights, 
Board evaluation results) 

√ √  

Posting of CEO Report (monthly) on website and Intranet √ √  
Website Posting of public performance indicators beyond 
those  required by legislation √ √  

Media Relations, including corporate policies for responding 
to media enquiries  √ √  

Public Website and Intranet √ √ √ 
Partner Websites (eg MOHLTC, ESC LHIN, etc.) √ √  
Social Media (Facebook, LinkedIn YouTube) √ √ √ 
On site Tours of BWH  √ √ √ 
Direct Mail to communicate important changes in programs 
and services √ √  

Relationship-building with stakeholders (Foundations, 
volunteers, LHIN, Ministry, local government, academic, 
health service providers, other community partners, 
municipal, provincial and federal elected members of 
government) 

√ √ √ 

Publications (eg. Pulse, LiFE, Annual Report, Patient & Family 
Guide, program/service brochures, patient education 
materials, backgrounders ) 

√ √  

Community and Rural Health Advisory Panels √ √ √ 
Non-Director Committee Members on Board Committees 
(selected from the community through the Board 
Nominations process) 

√ √ √ 

Stakeholder Feedback Sessions/Targeted Focus Groups √ √ √ 
Speaking Engagements/Presentations to Community and/or 
Stakeholder Groups   √ √ √ 

BWH Special & Community Events √ √ √ 
Participation in and sharing results of the national voluntary 
accreditation process through Accreditation Canada √ √  

 

 



Evaluation of Communications & Community Engagement 

In 2012 we conducted the first internal communication effectiveness survey to measure use of corporate 
communication vehicles. Responses from almost 500 staff, physicians and volunteers indicated strong use of 
Intranet, Bedpost and BWH e-mail. Areas of needed improvement were the ease of access to electronic 
communications, varied technology across departments, and management’s face-to-face communication.  

For internal audiences, feedback to leaders, questions in forums and meetings, attendance at meetings and special 
events, responses to the engagement surveys,  and intranet traffic help provide an indication of the effectiveness 
and receptiveness of corporate messaging.   

Measure of external communication effectiveness can be gauged by media coverage (positive, negative, neutral), 
participation in hospital events, letters to the editor, survey responses, Facebook followers, complaints related to 
communications, and website traffic. Informal feedback in meetings with elected and other officials on their 
perception of the hospital and its programs also provides a glimpse into the usefulness of outreach efforts. 

An additional measurement of communication effectiveness is the annual entry into communication award 
programs. Judges comments from these experts in their field, can provide unbiased professional feedback, taken 
into consideration and future planning. The Communications team has earned three national/international awards 
for communication excellence to date. 

The Board’s Governance & Nominating Committee monitors our Community Engagement work.  
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