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Canada’s health-care system made great strides forward in the second half of the 20th century, 
and was a model of innovation and social responsibility. Today we stand at the beginning of a 
demographic shift that will send both the number of people with non-communicable diseases 
(diabetes, cardiovascular disease, cancer), along with our health-care budgets, into the 
stratosphere. Facing this onslaught is an outdated model of health care built around doctors’ 
offices and hospitals that is costing Canada $200 billion per year. And the returns to the 
taxpayer are steadily diminishing. As Canada slides down the world rankings of health care on 
all measures, except for cost, we are hearing a call to action for health-care transformation 
across the country. The Canadian Nurses Association (CNA) responded with a National Expert 
Commission that asked Canadians what they want in a health-care system. Their answer was 
clear: a system centred on individuals and families, with a focus on building lifelong health 
while continuing to take care of sickness and injury in communities across the country.

The commission’s report, “The Health of Our Nation, the Future of Our Health System: A 
Nursing Call to Action,” recognized that Canadians want, and need, a new model of health care. 
One that reduces high health-care dollars by getting patients out of acute care systems like 
emergency rooms, doctors’ offices and hospital beds and by getting nurses into people’s homes, 
on the streets, in schools and in shopping centres. It is clear that nurses need to be everywhere. 
It is equally clear that Canadians expect this of nurses.

New models of care
For change to happen, we need new models of care — models that nurses are perfectly equipped 
to develop, implement and lead. The commission report focused on directing nursing talent and 
resources where it can make the biggest impact on health-care outcomes, and also to steer the 
juggernaut of the old health-care system into the more productive territory of primary care, 

Page 1 of 2The time for change has come: Canada’s nurses are up for the challenge! - The Globe and...

12/17/2012http://www.theglobeandmail.com/partners/advcna1212/the-time-for-change-has-come-ca...



health promotion and public health. Research shows that the solution does not lie with more 
doctors and nurses, clinic hours or acute services. The new focus needs to be on keeping people 
out of the acute care system, preventing illness, supporting people to manage chronic 
conditions, and addressing the complex issues of mental health and addiction that burden so 
many. We need to pay attention to the top one per cent and five per cent of health-care service 
users that government talks about these days. The system currently does a bad job with these 
complex high-need individuals, families and communities, yet we have solid evidence that 
nurses can provide effective, sustainable and resource-efficient interventions.

Top five in five
The commission charges Canada to lift its performance against international peers so that we 
rank among the top five in five indicators in five years — in time for our 150 birthday in 2017. To 
do this, we need to pay attention to Canadians at risk of falling behind — First Nations, Inuit 
and Métis people, young children and older Canadians, especially those who are poor and 
marginalized. It is also a call to arms for nurses to work more closely with individuals, families 
and communities wherever they are in the system: from prenatal to palliative care, from 
community to critical care units. Nurses should be engaging Canadians in their health care, 
working in high-functioning multidisciplinary teams, and always keeping the person/patient or 
client at the centre of all that they do. This is the only way the system can reinvent itself from 
provider-centric to patient-centred.

A bold agenda
The commission’s report has issued a bold agenda for nurses to lead and drive the fundamental 
transformation of the system. These goals are within reach; I see effective change happening 
daily, but it is a system of transformation that must be embraced by all partners in the health-
care system. No more excuses, no more good money after bad. Health-care transformation is 
the solution, and nurses are up to the challenge.
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