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Presentation Overview 

• Introduction 
– Carole Estabrooks 

 

• How Can You Harness Your Professional Networks for Care 
Improvement? 

– Jim Dearing 
 

• The Advice Seeking Networks in Long Term Care Study 
– Janice Keefe 

 

• Linking Networks to Organizational and Clinical Outcomes 
– Stephanie Chamberlain 
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Objectives of the Advice Seeking Networks  
in Long Term Care Study 

• Identify and understand the structure of advice seeking 
networks among leaders of nursing homes across Canada. 

 

• Use networks to develop more effective strategies to 
disseminate innovations throughout the LTC sector. 

 
Identify 
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Leaders 

Strengthen 
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Save Time, 
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Resources 
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Key Messages 

1. Knowledge of professional networks can be used to 
understand how influence and expertise operates in a 
particular group of people,  to target dissemination of best 
practices, and to change network structure to improve 
communication. 
 

2. The distribution of key roles in the network, such as opinion 
leaders and boundary spanners, varies from one network to 
the next and affects overall network structure and 
functionality. 
 

3. Job title, nursing home ownership, and geographic proximity 
also affect advice network structure. 
 

4. LTC advice networks may influence a facility’s organizational 
context and quality of care. 

 
 



How Can You Harness Your 
Professional Networks for 

Care Improvement? 
 

Jim Dearing 



Analyzing Professional Networks 

• Social network analysis focuses on the power of 
relationships to influence outcomes such as health care 
improvement and the diffusion of innovations 

 

• Types of professional networks: 

– Interpersonal networks of people and inter-organizational 
networks of organizations 

– Formal networks and informal networks 
 

• Common influences on professional networks: 

– Geographic proximity 

– Homophily: birds of a feather flock together 

 
 

 



Steps in Network Analysis 

1. Identify the people or organizations that play 3 types of 
roles in the network: 
– Advice seekers: those who ask the opinion and monitor the 

actions of credible others 
 

– Opinion leaders: most popular sources of advice that are 
accessible, expert and trusted 
 

– Boundary spanners: connect diverse groups in a larger network 
 

 

2. Characterize the overall structure of the network 
– How dense and interconnected is the network? 

– Are individuals or small groups isolated from the larger 
community? 

– What is the distribution of opinion leadership?  

 
 

 



What Do the Results of a  
Social Network Analysis Look Like? 

 



Ways to Use Network Results 

1. Gain an understanding of how influence and expertise 
operates in a particular group of people, organization, 
or sector. 
 

2. Identify opinion leaders and boundary spanners who 
can facilitate the dissemination of a particular best 
practice. 

 

3. Change the overall structure of the network to improve 
communication and diffusion. 

– Add people 

– Add relationships 
 

 



Example 1:  
Mapping Expertise at Procter & Gamble 



Example 2: Empowering  
Opinion Leaders at Kaiser Permanente 



Example 3: Building Links  
Between Rural Health Clinics 



The Advice Seeking Networks 
in Long Term Care Study 
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Timeline  



Survey Methods (I) 

We distributed a survey to 
958 senior leaders of 
nursing homes in 8 
provinces and 3 territories 
in Atlantic, Western, and 
Northern Canada 
• Overall response rate: 52% 

•  Range: 25% - 100% 
 

 
 



Survey Methods (II) 

We asked 2 questions about advice networks: 
 

 

• Q1: “Name 3 individuals whose advice you most value about 
delivery of quality care, care improvement, and innovation”  
  Interpersonal advice network of senior leaders 

 

 

• Q2: “Name 3 nursing homes whose example you follow with 
respect to delivery of quality care, care improvement, and 
innovation” 
  Inter-organizational advice network of nursing homes 

 
 



Interview Methods 

We conducted 39 interviews of people who were 
identified as advice seekers, opinion leaders, and 
boundary spanners in the survey. Interview questions 
focused on: 
 

• Motivations for seeking and providing advice 

• The nature of the advice that was shared 

• The forms and evolution of advice relationships 

• Key characteristics of opinion leaders and boundary spanners 

 
 



Identifying Opinion Leaders & Boundary Spanners 



Opinion Leader Characteristics 

Approachable Heightened Sense of 
Accountability & 

 Commitment to LTC 
Credible 

Lifelong Learner 

Resourceful 

History of Collaboration Passionate 

Sustained Interest in 
Relationship Building 

Heightened Sense of 
“Systemness” 

Broad & Deep Network 
Linkages 



The Role of Job Title 



The Role of Geography 



The Role of Nursing Home Ownership 



Comparing Interpersonal & Inter-organizational Networks 



Linking Networks to  
Organizational & Clinical Outcomes 
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Measuring organizational context 

• Leadership 

• Culture 

• Evaluation 

• Formal 

Interactions 

• Informal 

Interactions 

• Resources 

• Social Capital 

• Organizational 

Slack 

Staffing 

Space 

Time 

The Alberta Context Tool (ACT) 

• Care Aide Job Satisfaction 
• Care Aide Burnout 

• Resident Symptom Burden 
at End of Life 

• Opinion Leadership? 
• Number of Network Ties? 

• Isolation in Network? 



Linking Networks to Quality 

CIHI Quality Indicators 

• Falls 

• Pressure Ulcer 

• Potentially Inappropriate Use of 
Antipsychotics 

• Restraint Use 

• Pain 

• Depression 



Key Messages 

1. Knowledge of professional networks can be used to 
understand how influence and expertise operates in a 
particular group of people,  to target dissemination of best 
practices, and to change network structure to improve 
communication. 
 

2. The distribution of opinion leaders and boundary spanners 
varies from one network to the next and affects overall 
network structure and functionality. 
 

3. Job title, nursing home ownership, and geographic proximity 
also affect advice network structure. 
 

4. LTC advice networks may influence a facility’s organizational 
context and quality of care. 
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