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Introduction

Aneurin Bevan University Health Board’s (ABUHB) digital transformation strategy describes how the organisation plans to enhance the well-being of the Gwent population by utilising advancements in digital technology to deliver fully integrated care closer to home (ABUHB, 2019). In this essay, I will reflect on stakeholder engagement methods that I use in my professional role and identify how they may support the successful implementation of the digital strategy.

Stakeholders

Working effectively across disciplines with multiple stakeholders ensures contributor interests are recognised and considered (Mainardes, Alves and Raposo, 2012). The ABUHB digital transformation strategy references several stakeholders (table 1) that are involved or affected by the digital transformation journey.

Table 1: StakeholdersOrganisational partners
Collaborative working with partners such as local authorities to ensure new ways of integrated working are effective for all parties involved in the health and social care of the population.
Government bodies
The local and national governments issue government acts and regulatory standards which need to be supported and followed. 
Senior management and board members
Responsible for setting the direction and providing leadership of the digital transformation strategy via implementation boards and sub-committees.
Supply chain partners
Play a critical role in providing the necessary software and equipment needed to design, build and support new technologies.
Procurement and Finance
The purchasing and contracting of digital systems is managed by the procurement department and overseen by finance teams who ensure projects are cost effective.
Informatics
Responsible for implementing the digital technologies and ensuring that the technology is secure, and the infrastructure is integrated seamlessly. Also supports data collection and intelligence reporting.


















Workforce
Employees are end users of new digital technologies, so it is imperative they buy-in to the change and are engaged throughout the transformation process.
Service Users (Patients)
Patients are at the forefront of what is driving the digital transformation to improve patient experience within ABUHB.






The projects within the ABUHB strategy relate to changes in working practices which may impact the workforce; therefore it can be beneficial to include trade unions to represent the interests and concerns of employees. This could also lead to the inclusion of professional bodies such as the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) and the General Medical Council (GMC) which appear to not have been acknowledged within the ABUHB strategy.

Effective Engagement for Success

Effective stakeholder engagement is the foundation of successful projects and initiatives (Shaukat et al., 2022). As an NHS professional working in a diverse division, I often find myself navigating complex networks of stakeholders, each with unique interests, expectations, and needs. Drawing from my own experiences I have learnt that successful engagement comes from understanding the requirements of those involved and maintaining open communications. Regardless of the method of communication—whether it's in writing, a meeting, or a focus group, the use of simple terminology and avoiding ambiguity ensures everyone understands the purpose, aim and direction of the strategy or discussion. To maintain stakeholder interest during the discussions and promote active participation it is good practice to customise communication strategies to each stakeholder or stakeholder group (Butt, Naaranoja and Savolainen, 2016). 

The ABUHB strategy is heavily focused on positive patient outcomes as a result of digital advances and technology. I am conscious that not everyone in the population has access to the internet or technology devices, therefore online public engagement will likely exclude a proportion of the Gwent population, particularly the elderly. To effectively keep the public updated on relevant developments within the health board I opt to use written communications such as letters or leaflets to ensure as many external stakeholders have the opportunity to express their opinion on initiatives that may impact on them. 
When engaging with interdisciplinary stakeholders such as procurement, informatics or suppliers I find it advantageous to hold conversations as a collective. From previous experiences having stakeholders in a group participating in verbal discussions has allowed for in-depth dialogues, reduced duplication of effort, and provided clarity and an opportunity for roles and responsibilities to be clearly defined. However, a challenge often faced when attempting to engage in person rather than in writing, is finding availability or suitable accommodation for all required attendees. This is particularly poignant when involving external stakeholders who may not be locally based. In these instances, and to ensure a meeting quorum, I provide the group members with the option of participating through video conferencing to ensure all stakeholders can positively contribute to the discussions.

There are frequent occasions where I am required to communicate with senior management or board members and in these instances I consider written communication in the form of emails to be a practical method of engagement, primarily due to their busy work schedules. I ensure I provide detailed information and supporting narrative in an email format which allows the recipient to reflect on the content and respond as soon as it is convenient for them. This not only makes better use of people's time but also offers an electronic audit trail if needed.

For clinical stakeholders such as medics, nurses and other professionals, who are largely affected by digital strategy outputs, it is beneficial to start engagement early in the decision-making phases. I demonstrate to end users, ideally in cohorts, how digital change will positively impact their workload and patient care, and occasionally I provide case studies as testimony. Running multidisciplinary sessions provides all affected users with the opportunity to raise questions to ensure they understand how the system works and what is required of them, as well as confirm that they are comfortable and confident in its functions. It also allows for weaknesses or concerns to be highlighted before final implementation.

Clear Communication 

Within my role, most of my daily communication is undertaken in the form of e-mail due to its efficiency. However, conveying information in a written format can carry the risk of misunderstanding, and additionally, when working with a clinical workforce there can be communication delays due to their other work priorities. 

Every six months ABUHB’s district nursing (DN) service has to submit a detailed dataset of information to the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) by an agreed deadline. I take the lead on coordinating this piece of work and am required to populate an electronic template for all 27 teams within Gwent. When I first took on this responsibility I circulated the template to the clinical DN team leads via e-mail outlining the requirements, including how complete the template and when it needed to be returned. As the deadline approached I had not received many completed templates, so I sent further prompting e-mails to the teams. I eventually received all the necessary submissions, but after examination, I discovered that the data was either inaccurate or incomplete, which resulted in me having to send more emails to the teams and caused delays in achieving the deadline.

In an attempt to simplify the process for the next submission, I reflected on the process and issues I had faced and requested feedback from the teams to understand what difficulties they encountered and how best I could support them. By talking directly with the teams I was able to identify the challenges staff were facing when completing the template, and in response to their feedback, I adjusted my approach. Upon receipt of the next template from WAG, I coordinated face-to-face meetings with all DN team leads responsible for completing the template. In these meetings, we discussed each section of the request and what was required which ensured clarification and consistency across all teams. As a result, the templates were completed fully, accurately and on time. 

Through reflection, it highlighted the requirement to mitigate misunderstandings by providing clear and concise guidance tailored to the recipients. It was more effective in this instance for me to have face-to-face communication with stakeholders rather than send an email. The team leads appreciated having clear focussed guidance and consequently engaged more positively once they understood what was required of them. It also personally took up less of my time as the templates were completed efficiently which resulted in the health board succeeding in meeting the submission deadline. 


Achieving Balance in Decision-Making

When it comes to decision-making there are methods that can be used to reach a decision when group effort is involved. The output of the discussion may be a result of a consensus or groupthink, and there are benefits and drawbacks between the two.

A consensus refers to a collaborative process where a group of individuals reach an agreement through discussion and compromise where necessary. It is a collective approach where all members contribute their opinions and ideas, and through discussion, the group comes to a decision that everyone accepts and there are no disagreements with the decision (Lucid, 2017). A consensus approach can help ensure that decisions are well-rounded and informed, and encourages critical thinking, active participation, and respect for different viewpoints, leading to more thoughtful and balanced outcomes.

Alternatively, there is a groupthink result where participants lack engagement and accept a decision without critically evaluating all options and alternatives. It is a mode of thinking that occurs when the desire for consensus overrides the need for critical individual thinking and opinions (Britannica, 2023). Groupthink can arise when a group has a strong leader or when there is pressure to conform to a particular viewpoint, potentially leading to poor decisions. However, in certain situations, a benefit of groupthink is that it can facilitate rapid decision-making processes, as a final decision is quickly made with no challenge. Whereas an overreliance on consensus may lead to prolonged decision-making processes, as reaching unanimity can be challenging. It is desirable to have a balance between the two methods and where there is creative disagreement, this can prompt insightful discussions. 

[bookmark: _Hlk135775691]Encouraging cognitive engagement in group work triggers individuals to think about how the end decision will impact them and can encourage active participation (Pohl, 2020). Cognitive engagement can be obtained and maintained by setting objectives, so participants understand what is expected of them, using interactive methods of engagement such as brainstorming sessions or group exercises or using stimulating visual aids. During the implementation of the Welsh Community Care Information System (WCCIS) in ABUHB,  I participated in steering groups made of up nominated representatives from all services who would be impacted by the new system. During these group sessions, I was presented with various views of the system, observed system functionality and engaged in UAT sessions which involved actively using the system and scoring aspects of the functionality to pass judgement on usability. Because I was able to interact and be part of the process, I felt as though my perspective was appreciated and I felt empowered to use the system after it was implemented.

There are instances during collaborative discussions where more assertive individuals may inhibit more reserved individuals from fully expressing their opinion. In an attempt to prevent dominant individuals from overpowering a group discussion, I would advocate establishing ground rules for the discussion to ensure that everyone has an opportunity to speak and be heard. For example, allocating each person a set amount of time to voice their opinions. I would also encourage everyone to actively listen to each other, giving the person who is speaking their full attention and not interrupting or talking over them. Group leaders need to foster an atmosphere in which everyone feels free to participate in the conversation, voice their opinions, and know that their input is valued. To encourage equal participation I would openly invite less assertive individuals to share their thoughts, allowing them to express their opinion. There can be instances whereby individuals do not feel comfortable in verbally expressing their views openly and alternative channels, such as the use of online anonymous forms, should be considered to ensure everyone has a chance to put forward their views.

I believe that tailoring engagement techniques to stakeholders and creating an environment where everyone feels valued and has the opportunity to participate in decision-making are key components in multi- and interdisciplinary working to help successfully implement a digital transformation strategy.
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