
Background 
Patient-centred care (PCC) is a priority for the Ontario 

Ministry of Health (MOH).1 Communication between patients 

and providers is essential to sustain PCC.2 In September 2019, 

the College of Physicians and Surgeons (CPSO)  identified new 

guidelines that make improved communication between 

referring physicians, consulting physicians, and patients a 

priority.3  When these requirements are met, patients will 

have timely access to care and become more informed 

throughout their care transitions.3 

Communication that flows smoothly between referrers, 

specialists, and patients is a key measure to these 

requirements for patient-centred care. Traditional paper-

based referrals make communication difficult.4 Difficulties are 

often due to physician’s time constraints, illegible referrals, 

and missing information.5 Studies show that electronic 

solutions have the ability to enhance the referral process 

through automated communications.2  

eReferral enables automated email notifications that inform 

patients of their referral location updates, appointment 

dates, and preparation instructions. 

So far, Ocean eReferrals has been implemented through the 

System Coordinated Access (SCA) Program in six regions 

across Ontario. To gain insight into the patient experience 

within the eReferral program, 13 patient interviews were 

completed in October 2019. The patients were invited to 

participate through the patient experience survey, which is 

attached to the patient notification received for a booked 

appointment. The phone interviews used semi-structured 

questions to explore patients’ experience with the email 

notifications.  
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So for me getting this notification,  

I was absolutely delighted. It made  

me feel good that I knew the process  

was moving forward.  

So much better than referrals that I have 

had before. I haven’t had a lot, but you talk 

to people... It might even be six or eight 

weeks before you even hear back that they 

have got your referral. So this is great. 

And then my doctor followed up...you just 

feel more connected, you feel that you are 

cared for, that everybody wants to make 

sure this happens. It was really, probably 

the best feeling I’ve had in a long time. 

Anonymous Patient 
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The System Coordinated Access (SCA) Program was originally initiated to support the development and adoption of electronic referral in the 

Waterloo Wellington region. As a result of an investment by the Ontario Government, the program, in collaboration with the Think Research 

Consortium (Think Research, CognisantMD and Centre for Effective Practice), has now expanded to support the implementation of eReferral to 

five additional LHINs.  

eReferral replaces paper-based faxes with electronic referrals. Using integrated electronic medical records, referrals are sent, tracked and  

updated right from the patient’s electronic chart. The local SCA deployment teams provide training, solution set-up and support.  
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Benefits 
The interviews were completed with five male and eight female patients ranging in ages from 30 to 70 and above, all from within 

the Waterloo Wellington region. Overall, respondents appreciated the email notifications and acknowledged the benefits of 

communication during their transition of care. Patients seemed more informed of their care throughout the referral process.  

Contrary to patients’ previous experiences with traditional referral methods, patients reported feeling more informed and 

engaged throughout their referral process.  

“It was really easy to see and follow…and 

there is a spot for comments, where they  

explain the information because I needed to  

prepare for the appointment. So, it was nice 

to receive (the information) that way.” 

“I can actually keep it as a reminder. I can 

document it as a reminder for what’s coming 

up. I like the idea of that...I think that if you 

have it on an email then I can sit and read it… 

It’s not like someone phones you quickly and 

you have to answer all your questions right 

away. So, I like that idea that you could read 

it yourself.” 

Patients also felt that communication of information 

was clear and effective. Having documented information 

in a format that they could easily reference, when  

needed, seemed valuable.  

A key benefit identified was that patients were able to 

track their referrals with the email notification and were 

updated on the progress.  
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