
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ethics Made Real 

After the Flu Shot and Outbreaks: What’s next in 
Seasonal Influenza?  
 
It’s almost over. For football anyways. The 
final two NFL conference champions will 
square off in the Super Bowl on February 1st. 
Unfortunately, my team was eliminated from 
the playoffs weeks ago, and within a month 
the rest of the players will be vacationing 
somewhere, too. That is, everyone with the 
exception of most coaches and management.  
 
Even before the season ends work is 
underway preparing for the upcoming draft, 
making trade acquisitions, signing and hiring 
new personnel, and addressing myriad other 
details in preparing for next year. A big part of 
the focus is looking back at what worked well 
during the 2014 season, what didn’t, and what 
the team needs to do differently to be 
successful in the future.  
 
You can rest assured the winner of this year’s 
Super Bowl will do the same. And so will all of 
us at Covenant Health involved with this year’s 
seasonal influenza campaign and outbreak 
management challenges. 
 
 

Long after the last unit is reopened for 
admissions and flu season is officially declared 
over, our IPC, OHS, and other clinical and 
corporate service teams will be meeting to 
debrief this year’s experience. 
 
We will ask ourselves the same set of 
questions as any other winning football team 
does: what worked well, what didn’t, and what 
could we do better. Success is contingent 
upon this critical and continuous evaluation to 
drive quality performance. We know this in 
health care. We never quite “arrive” in fulfilling 
our mission as there is always more that we 
can do. 
 
Like any sports team, we build on our 
accomplishments and look to continued and 
future success by playing tape. We review 
game film, as it were, debriefing together with 
peers from a slightly different vantage point 
and away from the immediacy and heightened 
emotions as experienced during the critical 
periods of managing outbreak and capacity 
pressures. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our debrief will acknowledge the added 
pressures involved this year with Ebola 
response preparation, coping with the highest 
concentration of influenza activity in Canada, 
compounded by the rapid antigenic drift of this 
year’s major cause of influenza (H3N2) from 
its vaccine strain, which happens from time to 
time.  
 
And of course, this on top of the already 
growing capacity pressures we face, water 
main leaks, and other infection control 
breaches impacting services. Not to mention 
regulatory and other legislative parameters 
that at times complicated our ability to respond 
in a timely way in identifying who was fit to 
work on declared outbreak units, or in 
facilitating the provision of TamiFlu 
(Oseltamavir) prophylaxis. 
 
And this was all happening in real time, during 
Christmas, when historically we know we will 
always experience higher service volumes. 
There was no luxury to sit back and reflect on 
what to do. 
 
Decisions needed to be made quickly and 
workarounds pursued, trusting that choices 
were made that were consistent with our value 
of integrity given the extenuating 
circumstances. 
 

Needless to say, the pressure was enormous. 
When many staff were home enjoying time 
with their families a number of others were 
working alone well into the evenings trying to 
ensure we had enough staff fit to work to meet 
patient and resident needs or addressing 
infection control issues. 
 
There are indeed some invaluable lessons 
learned. During a multispecialty rounds in 
September before the launch of the influenza 
campaign we publicly committed that 
Covenant Health would exhaust every 
voluntary effort to reach our provincial 
influenza immunization targets. 
 
Our influenza campaign remains built on a 
voluntary model, at least for now. We can look 
back and hold our heads high at the many 
successes that contributed to reaching our 
best ever flu shot response rate among 
Covenant Health personnel, and there are 
certainly aspects worth repeating even if we 
are mandated in the future. 
 
In fact, we believe that our strategy to 
emphasize vaccination and receiving the 
highest vaccination rates to date (>60%) 
resulted in a significant reduction in the 
number of our staff reporting in sick with 
influenza over Christmas. 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s one thing to focus on the successes, as 
rightly we should, but it is perhaps that equally 
necessary and humbling look back at what we 
could have done better that give us pause.  
 
In keeping with our Just Culture policy and our 
Code of Conduct (Our Commitment to Ethical 
Integrity), however, we are nevertheless 
committed to continuously deepening a culture 
of learning and discovery as we would do in 
addressing any other near miss or error. This 
requires an honest assessment of what we 
could have done differently in order to improve 
quality and safety, and to advance our 
mission. 
 
Yes, it is one thing to voluntarily roll up our 
sleeve to get a flu shot. But we are also called 
to freely and voluntarily give our support, 
understanding, and respect to all those 
involved in keeping our patients and residents 
safe, including our staff.  
 
It is quite possible to mandate influenza 
immunization as a condition of employment or 
privileging, but you cannot mandate 
compassion.  

It takes a voluntary spirit to suspend judgment 
and look back together, not to assign blame, 
but to imagine walking in another’s shoes and 
build one another up to get ready for work we 
must begin now for next year’s influenza 
season. 
 
It is indeed tempting to let down our guard as 
we near the end of influenza season, lulled 
into thinking we survived another flu season, 
yet again. That is unacceptable. Rather, we 
need to keep this memory fresh in our mind, to 
deepen our commitment to being better 
prepared for the future, building on what we 
did well and where we can always improve.  
 
Perhaps it is only when we have finally 
debriefed and all taken to heart invaluable 
lessons learned that we can truly say we have 
exhausted every possible and imaginable 
voluntary effort.  
 
Thank you to all staff, physicians and 
volunteers for what you have done during this 
year’s influenza season and outbreak crises, 
and for living our mission.  
 
Gordon Self, D.Min  
Vice President, Mission, Ethics and Spirituality  

 
 
 
 


