
For the past eight years, 
Covenant Health has oper-
ated a unique employee en-
gagement program utilizing 
hundreds of specially trained 
staff dubbed as engagement 
ambassadors to improve the 
lives of fellow employees.

Specially trained in the 
issues surrounding engage-

ment, the Edmonton-based 
health-care provider currently 
has 296 ambassadors charged 
with sharing knowledge of en-
gagement best practices and 
promoting a positive work en-
vironment.

“The senior team recog-
nized the importance of focus-
sing on employee engagement 
and created a program to sup-

port it,” says Karen Zarsky, the 
health-care provider’s direc-
tor of organizational effective-
ness, learning and develop-
ment.

The ambassadors, spread 
out across the province of 
Alberta, have allowed the or-
ganization to provide train-
ing to leaders to support and 
strengthen employee engage-

ment as well as to identify and 
celebrate “everyday heroes” 
who have done something 
large or small for patients or 
fellow employees. “To me, the 
biggest win [from the ambas-
sador program] is celebrating 
our everyday heroes,” says 
Zarsky.

Engagement ambassadors 
also organize celebratory 

events for their teams, advo-
cate for resources for their 
team or department and cre-
ate new employee recognition 
programs.

“I think that people are 
more open to sharing their 
ideas for improvement,” says 
Sherry Lucas, a clinical safety 
co-ordinator with Covenant 
Health’s Bonnyville Health 
Centre, with 335 employees 
located two hours north of 
Edmonton.

She has been an ambas-

sador for the past two years, 
adding she hopes to stay in 
the role of engagement cheer-
leader for “as long as I’m here, 
probably.”

While somewhat geograph-
ically isolated, she connects 
with other ambassadors either 
online or through conference 
calls to share ideas and suc-
cesses. 

“We discuss how to keep 
people’s hearts at work and 
keep them happy here — and 
engaged.”
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Mind, body and soul: Covenant Health employees live its values every day — at the bedside, in decision-making and in how colleagues treat one another.

For more than 150 years, Coven-
ant Health has provided health 
care across Alberta, serving 
some of the most vulnerable 
people in Alberta with dignity 
and compassion: frail seniors, 
those with mental health and 
addiction issues and palliative, 
end-of-life patients.

The  Edmonton-based 
health-care organization has 
been named by Waterstone 
Human Capital as one of Can-
ada’s 10 Most Admired Cor-
porate Cultures of 2014 in the 
Broader Public Sector category 
for its holistic and values-based 
approach to delivering health 
care across the province.

The country’s largest Cath-
olic provider of health care, 
Covenant Health attributes 
much of its success to its ability 
to foster core values that pro-

mote human dignity, service 
and ethics across its workforce.

 “We attract people who feel 
they have a calling to serve 
others and who believe that the 
dimensions of health encom-
pass all facets of being human 
— body, mind and soul,” says 
president and chief executive 
Patrick Dumelie. “Our staff, 
physicians and volunteers 
come from all faiths, traditions 
and cultures and are commit-
ted to providing compassion-
ate, quality care.”

The organization’s mission 
calls for staff to be “collabora-
tive, courageous, resourceful 
and innovative,” notes the CEO. 

“Covenant Health employees 
are problem-solvers, they advo-
cate for their patients and resi-
dents, they constantly look for 
ways to improve and enhance 
their own skills.”

Ensuring that Covenant 
Health meets or exceeds its 

high ethics and standards for 
both patients and employees 
is the responsibility of Gordon 
Self, the organization’s vice-
president of mission, ethics and 
spirituality. 

“Our goal is to uphold our 
commitment to ethical integ-
rity and alignment of our deci-
sion-making with our values,” 
he says.

The ethics code’s chief over-
riding goal is to create and sus-
tain a culture “where our values 
are embedded, not just at the 
bedside but also around how 
we treat one another and how 
we make decisions.”

Covenant Health has a for-
mal ethics service and a con-
fidential whistleblower “hot 
line,” as well as corporate poli-
cies and reporting systems that 
support all team members to 
voice problems and issues as 
they arise.

“We want people from a just-
culture perspective to come for-
ward if they have any concerns, 
so that we can learn from them. 

From a just-culture perspec-
tive we don’t want to demon-
ize anyone. There is no perfect 
person, no perfect leader, so 
[the goal is]: How can we learn 
from issues to minimize them 
or make sure that they do not 
re-occur?”

Covenant Health is regularly 
identified as a top employer; no 
surprise, given its employee-
first commitment. “We want to 
ensure we are supporting our 
staff in the work that they do,” 
says Self. “Ultimately, we are 
here for patients and residents, 
that is our core ministry, core 
business, but we can’t provide 

that excellent care at the ex-
pense of our staff.”

Covenant Health is justi-
fiably proud of the fact that 
more than 25% of its staff have 
served for over a decade, and 
outside observers such as Ac-
creditation Canada regularly 
comment on staff commitment 
to the organization’s mission 
and goals. (Since 2012, in fact, 
Covenant Health has achieved 

accreditation with exemplary 
standing from Accreditation 
Canada, which is an independ-
ent agency that works with 
health-care organizations to 
help them improve quality, 
safety and efficiency).

Karen Zarsky, director of 
organizational effectiveness, 
learning and development, says 
that the unique and caring cul-
ture is immediately apparent to 
new employees.

“I work with a lot of new 
staff in my role and they tell 
me, ““It’s different here,” she 
says. “Employees go above and 
beyond; they will do whatever 
it takes to make that difference 
in people’s lives, whether it is a 
patient or a co-worker.”

Successfully recruiting em-
ployees who embrace Covenant 
Health’s compassionate goals 
and values is no accident but, 
rather, it is the result of a care-
ful process, says Dumelie. “We 
spend a considerable amount 
of effort and energy ensuring 
that, as we attract people to our 
organization, we attract people 
who want to be part of our  
mission.”

Attracting and retaining the 
right people is critical for the 
organization, which has 15,000 
physicians, employees and vol-
unteers, given the steady popu-

lation growth of increasing 
demands for health care as the 
average age of Albertans rises. 
“We are a large organization 
that is growing rapidly,” says 
Dumelie. “Population growth, 
demographic shifts and the ris-
ing need for seniors care has 
meant that the demands for 
our services continue to grow.”

Engagement is a well-worn 
buzzword among employ-
ers that are focused on issues 
such as employee morale, mo-
tivation and job satisfaction. 
Covenant Health has an estab-
lished engagement program 
and also measures its employee 
engagement every two years to 
ensure that staff not only share 
and live the organization’s val-
ues but see a continuing or 
growing role with the health-
care provider.

“We spend time with our em-
ployees to make sure that we 
provide them the opportunity 
to learn and grow, contribute to 
our culture and also be leaders 
within it,” says Dumelie.

The organization-wide en-
gagement program “on all ac-
counts improves quality,” says 
the Covenant Health chief exec-
utive. “It improves retention, 
it improves every dimension 
of the workplace. Ultimately, it 
benefits those that we serve.”
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