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EXECUTIVE
MESSAGE

We are pleased to present the Maritime SPOR SUPPORT 
Unit  (MSSU) 2023-2024 Report to Community 

Better health, care and cost across the Maritimes through evidence-informed decision-making. OUR VISION 
& MISSION To support the conduct and implementation of patient-oriented research addressing Maritime 

health priorities. 
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As a collaborative unit working across Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island, 
we are proud to partner with patients, the public, researchers and decision-makers to ensure 
that health research in the Maritimes reflects the needs and priorities of our communities. 

Last year marked a significant milestone for the MSSU as we celebrated our 10th anniversary in 
June 2023. Over the past decade, the MSSU has attracted, trained and mentored hundreds of 
new patient-oriented researchers, delivered impactful research that will improve health care 
and strengthened relationships between patients and researchers. In the past year we have 
specifically focused on our value of responding to the aligned priorities within each province 
we serve. In fact, 89% of all priority projects this past year have supported  at least one of these 
provincial priorities, further underscoring our commitment to making research meaningful and 
impactful for the health system.

We are also pleased to announce that this year saw the integration of our MSSU Moncton team 
into Vitalité Health Network. This integration has further enriched patient-oriented research 
services available in the region: 

“These research professionals [MSSU staff] have enriched the team’s services by providing 
expertise in patient-oriented research, making it possible to increase the number of projects 
and partnerships efficiently. We are aiming to include patient partners in all the Network’s 
research projects within the next year.”  - Erika Dugas, Regional Director, Research and Health 
Evaluation at Vitalité Health Network .

It has been an incredible year of growth– with increases in clients requesting our expertise, 
trainees interested in our support program, the number of patients involved in new projects and 
so much more. 

We thank our team, science leads, Patient/Public Partners and other collaborators for making 
these achievements possible. Your commitment and dedication to patient-oriented research 
contributed to these efforts and will lead us to new opportunities in the coming years.   

“Thank you for 
your continued 
partnership and 
trust as we work 
together to improve 
health outcomes for 
all people living in 
the Maritimes.”  
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TIMELY RESPONSIVENESS TO 
ALIGNED PRIORITIES

OF ALL PRIORITY PROJECTS*  
ALIGN WITH A PROVINCIAL 
PRIORITY

in 2023-2024

89%

*A priority project is... 

HEALTH PRIORITIES SHARED BY  
ALL MARITIME PROVINCES

*A priority project is a research project that the 
government or health authority has identified as 
a priority, incorporates meaningful patient/public 
partner engagement and the MSSU provides 
extensive resources to support its completion.



BY THE 
NUMBERS

Facts and Stats about the MSSU
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new clients accessing
MSSU consult and project
services

92 49

research projects 
completed

170
MSSU consultations 
completed

5,611

hours of support
provided to SPOR-
funded entities 

$4.4
million

in grant funding 
awarded to project
teams supported
by the MSSU

2

interprovincial projects
were completed

7
active multi-
jurisdictional
data requests

80%

of MSSU clients feel
they learned useful
skills to help with patient-
oriented research

Part of a national movement
We are one of 11 Support for People and Patient-Oriented 
Research and Trials (SUPPORT) units that form an integral 
part of the Strategy for Patient-Oriented Research (SPOR), a 
Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) initiative that is 
match-funded by the provinces. 

What is patient-oriented 
research? 
Patient-oriented research values the knowledge that patients 
with lived or living experience can bring to health research by 
engaging them as partners in the research process.   

We are a collaborative unit working across three provinces. 

We provide expertise that better equips researchers 
to conduct meaningful patient engagement. 

5
Sites across 
the Maritimes

23
Partner 
organizations

Provincial 
data centres

2
MSSU Patient/
Public Partners

54



Being a patient partner means 
having a voice in shaping 
research that directly impacts 
my life. It’s about collaboration, 
sharing lived experiences, 
and ensuring that diverse 
perspectives are not only 
heard but valued. Being a 
patient partner empowers me 
to contribute meaningfully, 
making health outcomes more 
relevant, compassionate, and 
impactful not just for me but 
for my entire community.” 
Trudy Flynn, Patient/Public Partner Council 
Co-Chair 
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WE BELIEVE 
PEOPLE’S LIVED 
EXPERIENCE 
MAKES HEALTH 
RESEARCH 
STRONGER

DEcisions infused with patients’ 
unique insights

 
   REDUCING STRESS FOR BREAST CANCER PATIENTS

The Maritime SPOR SUPPORT Unit led a patient-oriented research project in 
Saint John, New Brunswick, which provided essential evidence for expanding 
an innovative care model for rural breast surgery patients. The program, a 
collaboration between the Breast Health Program and Delta Hotels, offers 
outpatient lumpectomy and mastectomy patients living over 100 km away 
from the hospital, a night of free accommodations, meals, parking and 
extramural care.

With 51% of New Brunswick’s population in rural areas, many patients must 
travel long distances or bear extra costs. Researchers, including two Patient/
Public Partners, Karen Irving and Peggy McLean, evaluated the Delta Oasis 
program to inform the development of similar initiatives in Moncton and 
Fredericton. Their insights, especially regarding post-surgery household 
challenges, were crucial in shaping the findings, which showed the program 
reduced financial and emotional stress.

Despite initial challenges in expanding the program to other cities, the 
persistence of a Patient/Public Partner helped secure cooperation from 
Delta Hotels in Moncton and Fredericton, leading to the program’s successful 
expansion. 
Read the full story 

    INCLUSIVE DIGITAL MENTAL HEALTH FOR YOUTH
Last fall, the Maritime SPOR SUPPORT Unit (MSSU) played a key role in 
enhancing mental health services in Nova Scotia by supporting a project 
focused on inclusivity in digital mental health resources. Partnering with IWK 
Mental Health and the Digital, Inclusive, Virtual, and Equitable Research Training 
in Mental Health Platform (DIVERT Mental Health), MSSU co-hosted an event to 
gather feedback on developing more inclusive mental health supports for youth, 
particularly amid Nova Scotia’s growing and diversifying population.

The event brought together 38 participants, including policymakers, clinicians, 
researchers and equity advocates, to discuss anti-racism, diversity and 
inclusion in youth mental health care. 

The following stories showcase how 
incorporating lived experience into 
research has improved outcomes 

and led to interventions that address 
pressing health concerns.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 8

94
of all new priority projects
involved Patient/Public Partners

80
feel they were given a
choice about how to be
engaged in research 

100
of Patient/Public Partners
feel they were valued for

their skills, knowledge
and expertise

https://mssu.ca/improving-care-for-rural-breast-surgery-patients/
https://mssu.ca/improving-care-for-rural-breast-surgery-patients/
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Dr. Lori Wozney, Scientific Lead for Integrated Youth Services 
Nova Scotia, praised MSSU’s guidance in structuring the event to 
maximize diverse input and prioritize recommendations.

The feedback gathered will inform training for service developers 
through DIVERT and shape IWK’s strategic plans, improving 
digital mental health care for diverse populations. The event 
also fostered new collaborations, resulting in co-authored 
publications, grant applications, and continued conversations 
among participants. Dr. Wozney highlighted that MSSU’s support 
was crucial in enabling effective knowledge exchange and driving 
significant impacts on health service and research decisions.

Read the full story 

   IMPROVING CHILD SUPPORTS DURING CRISES
During the COVID-19 pandemic, families with children who 
have complex care needs faced significant challenges due to 
strict public health measures, which limited access to in-home 
support and vital educational resources. In the Maritimes, 
these challenges were amplified by fragmented health 
systems and the reliance on a single pediatric care facility 
for the region. Recognizing the burden on these families, the 
Maritime SPOR SUPPORT Unit (MSSU), launched a study, led 
by Dr. Janet Curran, to examine the pandemic’s impacts and 
inform better care practices for future crises.

Patient and community partners, including parents of children 
with complex needs like Julie Clegg, were central to the 
research. These partners contributed to the entire research 
process, ensuring the study reflected lived experiences. The 
study included a sex- and gender-based analysis to uncover 
health inequities and explored socio-structural determinants 
such as gender, race, and disability.

The research resulted in a set of recommendations aimed 
at improving healthcare and support systems for these 
vulnerable families. By grounding the study in lived experience 
and patient-oriented research, MSSU ensured the findings 
are relevant and can drive meaningful change in health care 
practices for children with complex care needs. 

Read the full story

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 7

https://mssu.ca/news/divert-ns/
https://mssu.ca/no-family-is-left-behind/
https://mssu.ca/no-family-is-left-behind/
https://mssu.ca/news/divert-ns/


Having a navigator 
made all the 
difference. They 
helped me 
understand my role, 
guided me through 
the process, 
and gave me the 
confidence to use 
my voice. I felt 
supported every 
step of the way, 
knowing that my 
experiences were 
valued and that I 
was truly making a 
difference in health 
research.” 
Darshana Saravanan, 
new MSSU Patient/Public 
Partner
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MSSU launches Peer Navigation 
Program to support new Patient/
Public Partners

In 2023, the Maritime SPOR SUPPORT Unit (MSSU) introduced a Peer 
Navigation Program aimed at providing guidance and support to 
Patient/Public Partners who are new to the MSSU or interested in 
expanding their understanding of patient engagement in research or 
governance. This initiative reflects MSSU’s commitment to fostering 
meaningful patient and public involvement in health research, 
ensuring new partners feel empowered and supported as they 
navigate their roles.

“The program not only helps new partners build confidence and 
capacity, but also fosters a community of shared learning and 
support that is essential to advancing patient-oriented research 
across the Maritimes,” says Linda Verlinden, MSSU Patient/Public 
Partner Council member. 

THE PEER NAVIGATOR ROLE 

The Peer Navigation Program pairs new Patient/Public Partners 
with experienced peers who can provide guidance based on shared 
interests, skills, and backgrounds. 
As part of the mentorship, navigators can help new partners 
develop coping strategies, recognize their strengths and talents and 
encourage them to use these skills in their involvement. They may 
also assist new partners in finding relevant resources that align with 
their interests. The program emphasizes confidentiality, respect for 
lived experience and fostering a safe, inclusive environment for all 
participants. 
Through this initiative, MSSU continues to emphasize the value of 
lived experience, creating a research environment that truly reflects 
the needs and perspectives of the people it serves.



I have had several 
opportunities to learn about 
and work directly with patient 
partners. I completed the 
MSSU patient-oriented 
research training, which 
provided such meaningful 
insight into the importance 
of including patient partners 
in all aspects of my research. 
I’ve also worked closely with 
patient partners across the 
Maritimes on several MSSU 
projects. This experience 
has been invaluable as I get 
to see the direct impact of 
our work on individuals in the 
community. The resources and 
connections I’ve gained as an 
MSSU Scientist have enhanced 
my research and have 
empowered me to contribute 
more meaningfully as I work to 
improve healthcare practices 
in our region.” 
Dr. Mari Somerville, MSSU Scientist

The power of creative, productive 
collaborations
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WE BUILD 
PARTNERSHIPS 
BETWEEN 
RESEARCHERS 
AND PATIENTS

 
   A NEW PRACTICUM FOR BUSY PROFESSIONALS

This past year we refreshed our patient-oriented research training program 
to make it easier to access and fit into the busy schedules of our participants. 
Launched in September 2023, the new format replaced the previous two, half-
day sessions with a single, immersive 2.5-hour session. This practicum focuses 
on patient engagement specific to the Maritimes, providing participants with 
hands-on experience and an opportunity for networking and dialogue amongst 
participants. 

We aim to be responsive to the learning needs of participants and provide 
practical advice and resources to maximize the benefits and minimize 
challenges of patient engagement in research. Topics may include: recruiting 
for diversity, creating welcoming inclusive spaces, navigating power dynamics, 
considerations for engaging people who have experienced inequities, and 
trauma-informed engagement practices. The purpose of this course is not to 
provide an all-encompassing training, but to get people started on their patient 
engagement in research journey.    

To enroll, participants must first complete the self-paced learning modules 
from the Canadian Institutes of Health Research – Institute of Musculoskeletal 
Health and Arthritis (CIHR-IMHA). This approach ensures participants gain both 
an understanding of the foundational concepts of patient-oriented research 
and their practical application, creating more impactful and relevant research.

See our next sessions 

  RECORD-SETTING YEAR FOR TRAINEE PROGRAM
The Maritime SPOR SUPPORT Unit (MSSU) Trainee Support Program received 
a record number of applications in 2023, showing the increasing interest and 
value placed on MSSU and patient-oriented research.

This year, applicants came from a wider range of backgrounds—not only from 
medical fields but also from areas like Adult Education in Health from St. 
Francis Xavier University, Computer Science and Pharmaceuticals.

36 patient engagement opportunities 
were shared on our website resulting in 
1,067 page views, making it one of the 

top 5 visited pages on mssu.ca. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 12

159
individuals trained in
patient-oriented research  

213
MSSU Scientists
(up from 188) 

1042
Participants reached
through 47 capacity  development events

https://mssu.ca/mssu-events/
https://mssu.ca/mssu-events/
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Patient/Public Partners have been 
involved in every step, from helping 
rebuild the program in 2021 to reviewing 
and selecting candidates. Donna 
Rubenstein, a selection committee 
member, says, “It’s wonderful to see the 
positive impact of the improvements we 
made, along with the growing awareness, 
interest, and quality of applications.”

What does this mean for MSSU? With 
more applicants, we can bring in diverse 
perspectives and experiences, helping 
us expand our support to a broader range 
of research projects and learn from new 
viewpoints. This milestone reflects our 
commitment to quality in patient-oriented 
research education and trainee support. 

$210,000
in funding awarded 

to 10 trainees

75
trainee applications
were received 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 11

MSSU Trainee Support 
Program Recipients

Anastasia Harris Emma Connell

Erin Bigney Julia Keilty 

Erin Luther Erin McConnell

Em Mittertreiner Momina Raja

Justin Shimizu Adrienne Thornton 

2023-2024

Learn more about our trainees and their projects 

https://mssu.ca/news/maritime-spor-support-unit-announces-2023-2024-trainee-funding-recipients/
https://mssu.ca/mssu-events/


WE WORK 
TOGETHER 
TO TURN 
EVIDENCE 
INTO ACTION

Quality, impact and innovation

Supporting Collaborative Family Practice 
Teams in Nova Scotia
In 2023/24, the MSSU published a visual summary 
of implementation strategies to support the 
implementation of Collaborative Family Practice 
Teams (CFPTs). These strategies were identified 
during a knowledge sharing event held in October 
2022. The event brought together CFPT clinical 
and administrative staff, health service managers, 
government stakeholders, and patients and caregivers 
to co-develop ways to address barriers and enablers 
to the implementation of CFPTs in Nova Scotia. Five 
overarching implementation strategies were identified, 
with specific actions that could be taken to optimize 
scope of practice for patients and providers; organize 
regular and accessible meetings; support team and 
professional development opportunities; and support 
non-clinical activities. Findings from a related literature 
review, and previous survey along with the knowledge 
sharing event were published in BMC Primary Care, 
presented in a national forum, and in June 2023, the 
research team shared findings and a visual summary 
of implementation strategies with Nova Scotia Health 
Primary Health Care (PHC) leaders. 

These research findings built from direct feedback 
and experience of patients, providers and leaders, are 
helping us to advance ongoing efforts to establish new 
and strengthen existing collaborative primary care teams 
across Nova Scotia.” 
 
Lindsay Cormier, Manager Planning and Development, Primary Health Care and 
Chronic Disease Management Network, Nova Scotia Health

Co-creating a resource to better 
understand health data
The landscape of the health data and its use are rapidly 
evolving. Advances in electronic health records, the 
introduction of new health data applications, and the 
adoption of Learning Health Systems approaches 
that leverage health data for healthcare improvement 
and innovation have created new opportunities to 
harness health data for public good. However, in this 
rapidly changing landscape, the public may not have 
a good understanding of health data and how it is 
used. In 2023/24, the MSSU engaged four Patient/
Public Partners to co-develop the Health Data Basics 
document to introduce the concept of administrative 
health data – what it is, how its collected and protected, 
and how it can be used to improve health and healthcare.
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4
plain language 
summaries
created 

1
clinical practice
guideline developed 

33
peer-reviewed publications
supported by MSSU

48
reports supported
by MSSU  

https://mssu.ca/research/reports-and-publications/supporting-collaborative-family-practice-team-cfpt-implementation-in-nova-scotia/
https://mssu.ca/research/reports-and-publications/health-data-basics/


15 MSSU • USSM REPORT TO COMMUNITY 2023-2024

Keeping Up with Knowledge Translation
Now in its fourth year, the Keeping up with Knowledge Translation 
webinar series continued to attract a range of health system 
stakeholders from across the Maritimes and beyond, with nearly 
500 registrants for three sessions. The first session introduced the 
Learning Together framework, which will be used to plan and evaluate 
patient engagement at the MSSU. Later sessions focused on Learning 
Health Systems (LHSs), starting with a session focused on the new 
MSSU LHS graphic. This graphic illustrates the concept of LHS, and 
connects elements of the framework to MSSU supports and services. 
This was followed by a session exploring how Canadian Institutes 
of Health Research (CIHR) Health Impact Fellows are supporting 
LHS approaches in Nova Scotia. As in previous years, the sessions 
highlighted research and organizations in the Maritimes, and two were 
co-presented by Patient/Public Partners.

Watch the videos

2023-2024 Sessions

Really appreciated the 
patient partner / care 
provider perspective. 
They talked a lot about 
the interpersonal 
relations required for 
LHS to be embraced 
culturally, which I had 
not thought of... I think 
these considerations 
are really important 
because they help 
us understand how 
to approach people 
and what messages 
resonate.” 
Keeping Up with KT Attendee 
(from evaluation surveys)

Health System Impact Fellows

Learning Health Systems Graphic

Learning Together Framework

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLRnXNmflbRuOiwzP884ytRvGtsQKReM2g
https://youtu.be/MxA81FgKB4k?si=iHJc9iLBk5mq--BM 
https://youtu.be/qVjMPxv4c9w?si=mlAs9C21C6RUV1mU 
https://youtu.be/50KypksWhr8?si=_J3OdiMCVyhaRjp3 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=50KypksWhr8&list=PLRnXNmflbRuOiwzP884ytRvGtsQKReM2g&index=3&t=18s
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLRnXNmflbRuOiwzP884ytRvGtsQKReM2g
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WE MAKE 
HEALTH DATA 
EASIER TO 
ACCESS

Accountability to the public

Most recently, Health Data 
Nova Scotia (HDNS) has 
supported our team to conduct 
a research study that aims to 
develop a predictive model to 
help clinicians decide when to 
order diagnostic imaging for 
patients who present with low 
back pain… Throughout our 
project, the HDNS team has 
been extremely helpful and 
responsive. Without the expert 
support of the  HDNS team, we 
would not be able to conduct a 
study like this in Nova Scotia.” 
Jill Hayden, Researcher 

 
                              PROVINCIAL DATA CENTRES JOIN NATIONAL EFFORT
Health Data Nova Scotia (HDNS) and New Brunswick Institute for Research, Data 
and Training (NB-IRDT)  participated in the Health Data Research Network Canada’s 
(HDRN Canada) pan-CANadian data Analytic Service for Knowledge users (CAN-ASK) 
(formerly called Real World Evidence Service (RWES)) initiative. One project focused 
on patients diagnosed with spinal muscular atrophy (SMA) and the other focused on 
those diagnosed with dementia. Both projects involved investigating health care 
use of these patients and involved linkage between several databases including 
physician billing data, hospitalization records, prescription data and more. The main 
purpose of these projects was to better understand barriers and enablers to serving 
pan-Canadian health sector organizations with data analytic services. This required 
a great deal of collaboration with the central CAN-ASK team and other provinces 
involved across Canada.  

  UNIQUE DATA LINKAGE ON NEWCOMER HEALTH 
A Newcomer Health Study at New Brunswick Institute for Research, Data and 
Training (NB-IRDT) is connecting federal immigration landing records with New 
Brunswick’s health and demographic data. This unique approach allowed researchers 
to better understand healthcare patterns among newcomers, providing insights that 
can help improve health services for new residents in the province. Researchers 
tracked and analyzed specific categories such as permanent and temporary 
residents and compared these patterns with those of long-term residents and 
Canadian-born individuals. By linking these datasets, the study could identify trends—
for instance, higher use of walk-in clinics over general practitioners by newcomers, 
potentially due to initial barriers to primary care. Additionally, it revealed regional 
variations in emergency room visits, particularly in the Madawaska and North-West 
Area (Health Zone 4).

By linking immigration and health data, the study reveals how health service use 
varies among newcomers based on visa type, country of origin, education, language, 
and arrival year. This comprehensive view helps guide targeted health initiatives to 
better support newcomers’ healthcare needs.

In 2023-2024, there were 581 
new data linkages: 460 at New 

Brunswick Institute for Research, 
Data and Training and 121 at Health 

Data Nova Scotia. new data 
centre clients

13

15
new datasets at
NB-IRDT 

63
total data access requests 
at HDNS and NB-IRDT
(up from 48)

    

https://www.unb.ca/nbirdt/research/publications/health-service-use-of-newcomers-to-new-brunswick.html


FINANCIAL
SUMMARY

Maritime SPOR SUPPOR Unit
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MSSU is funded by Canadian Institutes 
of Health Research (CIHR) with a 1:1 
match with Provincial funding partners. 
The Maritime funding partners include 
New Brunswick Department of Health, 
Nova Scotia Department of Health 
and Wellness, Prince Edward Island 
Department of Health and Wellness and 
ResearchNB.

April 1, 2023 - March 31, 2024

ITEM AMOUNT
Salaries $ 3,346,499

Operations $ 312,546

TOTAL EXPENSES $ 3,659,045



www.mssu.ca  
info@mssu.ca

http://www.spor-maritime-srap.ca
http://www.mssu.ca
mailto:info%40mssu.ca?subject=

