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The Ask
Capital Health is committed to 
involving people in the decisions 
that affect them.

Capital Health’s commitment to 
involve citizens in our business 
planning process stems from our 
belief that involving people in 
making decisions that matter to 
them and affect them produces 
better outcomes. We initiated the 
Citizen Panel process knowing 
that the fi rst year would be imperfect and provide us with 
valuable learning. This is important so we will know how 
we can expand the scale of future citizen participation in 
other facets of the organization.

For the fi rst time, Capital Health brought together a panel 
of people from the community to provide input on the 
business planning process. The panel consisted of 10 
volunteer citizens from throughout the Capital Health 
district.

Panel members were selected after expressing interest to 
a call-out that Capital Health made through community 
partners, stakeholders, community health boards and their 
networks, and others who had previously shown interest in 
becoming involved in the organization’s decision-making 
processes. 

The mandate of the citizen panel was to review and 
critique the business plan from the citizen’s perspective, 
raise questions and challenge Capital Health’s thinking and 
assumptions. 

Citizen Panel Mandate
• Provide informed citizen input into business planning and 

priority setting.
• Challenge entrenched internal thinking, assumptions and 

decisions.
• Offer recommendations to expand the scope and scale of 

public input in future business planning processes.

“I wanted to be 
involved because 
this is a wonderful 
opportunity to learn 
and be engaged in 
the business planning 
process and ultimately 
help shape the long-
term direction of 
health care within 
Capital Health.” 

Citizen Panel member

Guided by the International Association of Public 
Participation (IAP2) Spectrum, specifi cally the consult 
level, the role and work of the citizen panel would parallel 
the business planning process, intersecting with it only 
when shared learning is needed (see Spectrum page 2).

The Journey
Timelines were ambitious. Over 
the course of 6 months, 7 evening 
meetings were held and hours 
of preparation were undertaken. 
The panel worked diligently with 
citizen engagement, fi nance and 
decision support, ethics support 
and community volunteer staff 
through a rigorous orientation 
and exploration process. 

The panel members and 
co-facilitators (one citizen 
engagement staff member, 
the Chair of Capital Health’s Organizational Ethics and 
ethics analysis support from faculty member of Dalhousie 
Department of Bioethics), embarked on the journey that 
was guided by the following decision statement and 
questions: 

What citizen views and expectations should inform Capital 
Health’s 2012-13 planning priorities and budget decisions?
• What are the issues from a citizen perspective?
• How closely are Capital Health’s values aligned with citizen 

values?
• What are the points of disconnection between the fiscal/

operational reality and citizen views and expectations?
• How closely does the proposed plan and budget reflect citizen 

views and expectations?
• What must Capital Health do to more closely align its business 

plan with citizen views and expectations?
• What context will citizens need to understand Capital Health’s 

business plan?
• How do we improve upon and build this process, involve more 

people, and create greater impact?

“Like us – and don’t 
be like us. That is, we 
want you to like us 
so we can work well 
together. But we don’t 
want you to be like us. 
Your perspective as a 
citizen of our district 
who funds and needs 
the health system, but 
does not work in it, is 
of tremendous value to 
the business planning 
discussions.”  

Capital Health VP
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Example Tools: 

Public comment

??? 

Focus groups??? 

Surveys??? 

I N C R E A S I N G  L E V E L  O F  P U B L I C  I M P A C T

INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE COLLABORATE EMPOWER

Public 

Participation 

Goal: 

To provide the 

public with 

balanced and 

objective 

information to 

assist them in 

understanding 

the problems, 

alternatives, 

opportunities  

and/or solutions. 

Promise to 

the Public: 

Promise to 

the Public: 

Promise to 

the Public: 

Promise to 

the Public: 

Promise to the 

Public: 

We will keep 

You informed. 

Example 

Techniques to 

Consider:

Public 

Participation 

Goal: 

Public 

Participation 

Goal: 

Public 

Participation 

Goal: 

Public 

Participation 

Goal: 

To obtain 

public 

feedback on 

analysis, 

alternatives 

and/or 

decisions. 

We will keep you 

informed, listen 

to and 

acknowledge 

concerns and 

provide 

feedback on 

how public input 

influenced the 

decision. 

To work directly 

with the public 

throughout the 

process to ensure 

that public 

concerns and 

aspirations are 

consistently 

understood and 

considered. 

We will work with 

you to ensure 

that your 

concerns and 

aspirations are 

directly reflected 

in the alternatives 

developed and 

provide 

feedback on 

how public input 

influenced the 

decision. 

   polling

To place final 

decision-making 

in the hands of 

the public. 

We will 

implement what 

you decide. 

To partner with 

the public in 

each aspect of 

the decision 

including the 

development of 

alternatives and 

the identification 

of the preferred 

solution. 

We will look to 

you for direct 

advice and 

innovation in 

formulating 

solutions and 

incorporate your 

advice and 

recommendations 

into the 

decisions to the 

maximum extent 

possible. 

   building

   decision-

   making

Public comment

Focus groups

Surveys

Public meetings

Ballots

    decisions
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Example 

Techniques to 

Consider:

Example 

Techniques to 

Consider:

Example 

Techniques to 

Consider:

Example 

Techniques to 

Consider:
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The learnings in working through the process and 
questions (see page 1) proved to be many. The process that 
was originally presented to them changed almost daily. 
This was an unfortunate outcome of the existing business 
planning process and requirements from the Provincial 
Treasury Board to meet certain deadlines. Regardless, 
the panel showed excitement, fl exibilty and eagerness to 
continue learning and contributing in any way possible. 

Using deliberative engagement methodology as a 
framework for discussions, the panel developed substantive 
values and principles to act as a lens and criteria for working 
through the issues and options and making decisions. 
Below is a synopsis of these values and principles: 

• Attention to what “matters” from the standpoint and perspective 
of citizens

• Justice (of distributive, formal, social and procedural sorts)
• Health equity 
• Evidence, economics and ethics-informed decision making that is 

meaningfully attentive to the gap between “what is” and “what 
should be”

• Appropriateness and sustainability of health care

Working with the business planning team (BPT), the initial 
design facilitated a process that had the BPT bringing 
challenging questions and issues for the citizen panel’s 
(CP) consideration and perspective. Three templates were 
developed to aid in this process:

These mechanisms allowed for and supported the 
application of a citizens lens to the decision making 
framework within the business planning process.

The Challenges
There were highs and lows in the 
process for everyone. Notably, the 
moving business planning targets 
and timeline created a lot of angst 
and frustration. The work of the 
panel was dependent on the work 
of BPT, and the goals of the BPT 
during this particular phase of 
the business planning process 
were unclear. Panel members 
and facilitators found it equally 
diffi cult to “sit on their hands.” Threaded through the 
recommendations below are suggestions on how Capital 
Health can create a more effi cient and effective process 
that decreases the amount of time, energy and resources 
allocated to business planning.

The Successes
The highs were clearly identifi ed and articulated 
throughout the 6 months. For the most part, panel 
members appreciated the investment of time, energy and 
availability of the project lead, facilitators and Capital 
Health staff. They felt the genuine desire of the organization 
to make this fi rst attempt a success. From the call-out for 
members, to the interviews by senior staff and the warm 
welcome at the fi rst orientation by two of Capital Health’s 
VP’s, they felt the signifi cance of their investment. 

Panel members appreciated the invitation to participate 
in Capital Health’s larger business planning forums. Such 
engagement contributed to their wider understanding of 
the breadth and complexity of the challenges facing district 
health authorities. The differing perspectives of panel 
members, good meeting times and locations and recordings 
of the sessions were vital to the success of this citizen 
engagement initiative.

The Learnings
Pre and post surveys were conducted with the citizen 
panel members. Pre-surveys were also conducted with the 
business planning team members to assess their readiness 
for and understanding of a citizen panel.  Staff and 
volunteer facilitators involved also provided feedback and 
observations throughout the process. 

”Going into this 
project, I understood 
that it was a new 
effort for Capital 
Health and that a lot 
of uncertainty would 
be involved.”

Citizen Panel member

BPT request
for CP’s 

consideration

CP’s response
to BPT’s request

BPT response
to CP’s input
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The following comments/questions were captured during 
debriefi ngs and surveys:

• Consensus or agreement on 
an item may not be needed or 
even desirable- the different 
perspectives are key feedback 
for Leadershift Enabling Team 
(LET) deliberations.

• Facilitated discussion, diverse 
views and exploratory 
questions of panel members 
were helpful in getting a better understanding of some of 
the underlying issues.  

• Expectations of the citizen panel were high.  The overall 
business planning process moved very fast, driven by 
some pretty intense budgeting requirements. 

• Observation that business planning ended up being a 
very condensed process and very top down.

• The approach seems better suited to the work of a budget 
team than the work of a business planning team.

• There is a perception that these decisions refl ect short 
term planning initiatives and we need to plan for long 
term. The focus needs to be on the entire delivery of the 
system and not just on beds. 

• Tremendous opportunity for a citizen panel to be 
involved in many other facets of the organization.

• How can we better utilize the Community Health Boards 
and their community connections in this process or 
something even bigger?

• There were points of frustration and disappointment for 
all involved- citizen panel members, business planning 
team and the organization itself.

The 
Recommendations
A lot worked well. A lot still 
needs to be worked out. Below 
refl ects the feedback themes 
and recommendations that 
panel members, facilitators and 
other invested Capital Health 
staff provided throughout the 
process:

Recruitment

• Increase the diversity to ensure that participation refl ects 
the Capital Health district as-a-whole

• Work with various community contacts from the French 
language, newcomer, immigrant, African-Nova Scotian 
and Indigenous populations

• Be conscious to ensure that we capture rural voices as 
this is as important as the inclusion of other under-
represented perspectives

• Initiate discussion with the mental health program, and 
our partners at the Healthy Minds Co-operative about 
citizens who are members of existing committees

• Heighten recruitment efforts with a longer time frame 
built in

• Involve citizen engagement staff with the screening of 
applicants

• Consider the civic lottery model that was used for 
recruiting in similar panels nationally

Process

• Start the process earlier and 
take a more proactive approach

• Schedule the key business 
plan sessions to facilitate the 
participation/observation of 
citizen panel members

• Capital Health, Department 
of Health and Wellness 
(DHW) and citizen panel 
work more closely together on an ongoing basis to 
encourage a proactive approach and the development of 
recommendations as a joint effort

• Create more opportunity for the citizen panel to 
meaningfully engage with the DHW

• Citizen panel meetings and schedule need to be more 
concrete

• Consider the many opportunities to broaden the scope of 
a citizen panel

• Need better alignment of objectives, expectations and 
support materials

• Need more appropriate “asks” of the citizen panel- more 
clearly defi ned role, process and tasks 

• Provide a fl ow chart to demonstrate how the citizen panel 
fi ts into the business planning process and how their 
input will be utilized

“I believe this panel, 
of community-minded 
citizens, will question 
and challenge 
previous thinking 
and assumptions. Just 
as important is the 
opportunity to shape 
and build the model 
for continuous citizen 
input for years to 
come.”  

Capital Health VP

“Considering the 
intensity, timelines 
and complexity 
of budgeting and 
business planning, 
rethinking the role of 
citizens in the process 
may be needed.”

Citizen Panel member

“I applaud CDHA for 
trying a new idea for 
citizen engagement 
and NOT waiting until 
all the kinks were 
ironed out.”

Citizen Panel member
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• Consider alternatives to the deliberative dialogue model

• Explore the possibility of a co-leadership model for the 
citizen panel - staff and citizen member

• Provide as much detail, pre-reading and relevant 
information as possible to panel members before the 
meetings

• The requests of the panel should be framed in a way that is 
appropriate to the work of an advisory panel and not that 
of a budgeting team. Requests should come with a clear 
expectation and statement of the type of feedback needed.

• Provide more specifi c requests to the panel to consider and 
provide feedback

Communication

• Create opportunities to invite select media to observe the 
citizen panel process, or future versions of it

• Communication to the public and internal Capital Health 
should include what decisions were made, why, what 
were the infl uences, and who does it affect. Be open and 
transparent.

• Recognition that the rising costs of health care must be 
better communicated to citizens

• Open and transparent communication to the public on 
the realities of the process and decisions of the business 
planning process with the District Health Authority (DHA) 
and DHW

• Campaign to focus on changing the way citizens view their 
health and their responsibilities

• Provide a progress report to the panel on how their input 
is making a difference

• Using social media, increase the awareness of the citizen 
panel and increase opportunity for broader community 
feedback on issues

• Clearer communication provided to the panel by business 
planning team on what is happening during the business 
planning process

General

• A call for a fundamental paradigm shift towards wellness, 
health promotion, health literacy and illness prevention 
(“health care” versus “sick care”)

• When decisions are being made where to make 
disinvestments, consider carefully those who have been or 
will be burdened by disinvestments

• Continue to seek feedback from staff for cost savings - 
exceptional to see the results compiled from so many 
responses

• Work through the engagement framework and toolkit 
(strategic positioning and practical tools document) as a 
steering committee/design team before work begins with 
citizen panel members

• Engage the Community Health Boards differently- what 
opportunity exists for them?

• Preventive care and the key determinants of health need 
to be considered in the business planning process in order 
to achieve cost savings in the future.  Capital Health, 
DHW, Nova Scotia Department of Community Services 
(community services because many chronic health issues 
are poverty related) and citizens should have a joint 
committee to plan and implement changes to benefi t the 
health of Nova Scotia.

• Provide more information at the beginning regarding the 
structure of the provincial health care system and the 
relationship dynamics with the DHAs to better understand 
the challenges and choices of sustainable, high-quality, 
accessible health care in Nova Scotia

• More clearly defi ne the role for Capital Health Ethics 
Support (CHES)

Moving Forward
Capital Health is committed to 
involving people in the decisions 
that affect them.

We studied similar citizen panel 
initiatives in New Brunswick, 
Ontario, Alberta and British 
Columbia.  We were able to 
incorporate learnings from their 
experiences into the development 
and implementation of our 
inaugural process. 

We will commit to reviewing 
all observations, feedback 
and recommendations and incorporating them into our 
considerations and design for future citizen engagement 
forums.

We are encouraged by those who were involved and have 
expressed deep gratitude and interest in continuing on this 
journey.

Thank you to our fi rst-ever citizen panel members for their 
time, talent and energy. Your commitment and contributions 
have helped shape the future and build the foundation for this 
pillar that we believe is fundamental for our transformation.

For more information contact Citizen Engagement, 
Capital Health at participate@cdha.nshealth.ca or 902-487-0591

“We all understand 
that health care is 
on an unsustainable 
path, and I applaud 
Capital Health 
for expanding its 
approach to seek 
informed citizen 
input to help ensure 
we provide world-
class health care in 
a strategic and cost-
effective manner.” 

Citizen Panel member


