
The Hospital for Sick Children

Patient & Family Engagement: Making Care Safer Together

• The Hospital for Sick Children 

(SickKids), affiliated with the 

University of Toronto, is 

Canada's most research-

intensive hospital and the 

largest centre dedicated to 

improving children's health in 

the country.
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Gabrielle has a Master of Social Work from the University 

of Toronto. Since 2013, she has held various roles in the 

Centre for Innovation & Excellence in Child and Family-

Centred Care at the Hospital for Sick Children where she 

has been responsible for managing projects and leading 

interprofessional teams to attain project deliverables, with 

a focus on improving the patient experience. In her 

current role, she leads the integration of patients and 

families in hospital committees and in the education of 

staff, thus ensuring that the delivery of care meets the 

needs of providers, and patients and their families.
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Patient and Family Engagement at SickKids
Setting the Context

• Partnership is an integral part 

of child and family-centred care 

at SickKids. 

• The Family Advisory Network is 

a group of patients and family 

members who volunteer in 

person and from home to help 

improve care at SickKids.
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Patient Safety & Caring Safely at SickKids
Setting the Context

• Caring Safely is our organization’s 

strategic mission to eliminate 

preventable harm. The focus of this 

ambitious patient and staff safety 

initiative is to enhance our safety 

culture and reduce the incidence of 

hospital-acquired conditions (HACs) 

and serious patient and employee 

safety events (SSEs).  
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Enhancing Patient & Family Engagement in Safety
Opportunity & Planning to Improve

• Aligned with Caring Safely, we set out to identify new approaches to 

effectively engage patients and families in patient safety that moves 

beyond the traditional model of patient and family advisory councils. 

• Using the Multidimensional Framework for Patient and Family 

Engagement in Health and HealthCare (Carman et al., 2013), a 

working group comprised of family advisors and staff co-designed a 

3-pronged approach.
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Multidimensional Framework for Patient and Family 

Engagement in Health & HealthCare (Carman et al., 2013)
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Direct Care
Patients and families 
receive information

Patients and families 
are asked about their 

preferences

Treatment decisions 
are made in 

partnership with 
patients and families

Organizational
Design

Hospital surveys 
patients and families 

about their 
experience

Hospital involves 
patients and families 

as advisors and 
advisory council 

members

Patients and families 
co-lead hospital 

safety and quality 
improvement 
committees

Policy Making

Hospital conducts 
focus groups to ask 
opinions about an 

issue

Funding decisions 
and plans are based 

on priorities 
recommended by 

patients and families

Patients and families 
have equal 

representation when 
making funding and 
planning decisions

Consultation Involvement Partnership and 

shared leadership

Continuum of Engagement

Level of 

Engagement

*adapted to reflect the SickKids 

Model of Child and Family-

Centred Care as well as the 

experience of patient (child) and 

family engagement
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1. Meaningfully Involving Advisors in Organizational Governance
Method & Approach

• The Caring Safely Steering Committee provides oversight for the 

implementation of the Caring Safely initiative. Two (2) family 

advisors joined the committee after 6 months of activity, but did not 

have a clear role.

• The working group redefined the role of the family advisor to include: 

o acting as a liaison between relevant committees and sharing learnings, 

o providing mentorship to family advisors involved in activities related to 

patient safety.
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2. Revitalizing an Existing Patient Safety Committee
Method & Approach 

• Members of the Families as Partners in Patient 

Safety Committee expressed a desire to revisit 

the committee’s goals and activities.

• The working group collaborated with existing 

members to draft a new terms of reference.

• The new mandate will allow the committee to 

further align its work with organizational goals 

around patient safety, while creating space for 

peer support.
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3. Co-Designing a Staff Tool for Patient & Family Engagement
Method & Approach

• The working group co-designed a 

tool, Hospital Acquired 

Conditions: A Framework for 

Engaging Patients and Families, 

to guide staff to effectively 

engage patients and families in 

the development of policies, 

standard work, and family and 

staff-facing education tools that 

aim to prevent HACs. 
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What We Heard From Family Advisors & Staff
Results

“Being involved with the committee has been 

extremely rewarding. To be able to use my 

experiences in a positive way, made the sacrifice 

of time very worthwhile. I'll have to admit, 

whenever I'm visiting a medical facility, I've got 

my patient safety hat on”. (Family Advisor)

“I can tell you when my child is in the ICU, I am 

stressed and sleep deprived and the last thing I 

need or want is a document that suggests I 

should be repositioning my child regularly during 

the night. We need to be very mindful of what 

‘partnership’ means in the hospital setting when 

we create these documents.” (Family Advisor)

“As co-chair of the Families as Partners in 

Patient Safety (FPPS) Committee for the last 10 

years, I have seen a positive change in patient 

and family engagement in patient safety. Aligning 

with Caring Safely and working closely with our 

Patient Experience Coordinator has resulted in a 

more effective and authentic approach to 

empowering our patients and families to partner 

with us in ensuring safe, quality care at 

SickKids.” (Staff co-chair of the Families as 

Partners in Patient Safety Committee)
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Formalizing Evaluation Processes & Tools
Next Steps

• There is program-wide interest in evaluating the experience of family 
advisors and whether they feel meaningfully engaged in their activities.

• Our approach has been influenced by the Canadian Patient Safety 
Institute’s guide, “Engaging Patients in Patient Safety”.

• As of May 2018, an evaluation tool to measure the process, outcomes, 
and impact of advisor engagement in committees will be implemented. 

▪ Completed every 6 months

▪ Online survey

▪ 12 Likert-scale questions about process, outcome, and impact &                                 
3 multiple choice questions about level of engagement
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Effectively Engaging Patients & Families in Patient Safety
Lessons Learned

1. Engage family advisors at the earliest stages of your work.

2. Work collaboratively to identify how they might contribute or 

advance your efforts; co-design their role.

3. Provide topic-based education and support skill development 

so that advisors can feel confident engaging in the material, 

asking questions, providing input, and sharing stories.

4. Support the emotional impact of storytelling with peer 

mentorship and staff guidelines.


