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General FAQs 
 

What is the Single-Entry Intake Model (SEM) for surgical referrals? Why is it being 

implemented?  
 

Nova Scotia’s new Single-Entry Intake Model (SEM) is creating a single-entry point through 

which all surgical referrals will be routed to surgical providers. It is part of Nova Scotia 

Health’s Surgical Access and Quality Improvement Strategy, IWK Health’s quality 
improvement initiatives and government’s Action for Health Strategic Plan.  

 

This model for managing and coordinating surgical consult referrals in Nova Scotia will 

support more timely and equitable access to consults, reduce the administrative burden on 
providers, improve communication with patients and providers and provide information 

needed to more effectively plan and allocate surgical resources. It will be supported by a 

central intake process / team and eReferral tool.  
 
What is an eReferral? 
 

eReferrals are electronic referral requests that help coordinate, streamline, and standardize 

referrals to specialists or services. When eReferral tools are integrated with an EMR, specialist 
consult requests can be sent, tracked, and updated right from the patient’s chart. The referral 

process is simplified and improved by enhancing communication between primary care 

providers and specialists and enabling quick, secure, and consistent referrals. The digital 

eReferral tool being used in Nova Scotia is called Ocean.  
 

What is the Central Intake Process?  
 

The Central Intake process will ensure that all referrals, even those directed to a specific 

provider, are centrally received through a Central Intake Office which serves as a single point 

of entry for referrals. The Central Intake Office will ensure referrals are reviewed for 

completeness, and promptly routed to the appropriate surgical provider. This process will be 
supported by the Ocean digital eReferral tool. 

 

When does the new Single-Entry Referral/eReferral Model take effect / go live?  
 

The single-entry model for managing and coordinating surgical referrals is scheduled to take 

effect on March 31, 2023. It includes a new central intake process / team and eReferral tool 

(Ocean eReferrals).   
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What are the challenges with the current approach?  
 

Referrals for surgical consults are currently sent by referring providers to individual surgeons 

through sources like mail, fax, and email. There are several challenges associated with this 
approach that a single-entry model aims to resolve: 
 

• No provider directory:  

Referring providers don’t have access to a comprehensive and up-to-date directory of 
providers and currently refer patients based on their awareness of various surgeons and 

the services they offer. This can lead to misdirected referrals and significant inequities in 

the distribution of referrals amongst providers. New surgeons may find it difficult to 
establish their practices since many referrals are based on historic practice.  
 

• Additional workload and informal / inefficient communication channels:  

Referring providers are responsible for following up on lost, misdirected, or incomplete 
referrals. There can be minimal or inconsistent communication to either the referring 

provider or patient, about the receipt or status of a referral. 
 

• De-centralized process:  
Health system administrators have no useful data or insight into the number of patients 

awaiting consults, their wait times, who they are waiting to see or their referral status. 

This makes it difficult to anticipate resource requirements and respond to queries that 
arise about consult wait times. The health system only has access to retrospective data 

indicating how long a patient who had surgery waited for their consult. This data relies on 

surgeons reporting when initial requests were received and is not consistently reported. 

 
How will Patients benefit from the Single-Entry Referral Model?  
 

• Improved communication:  

Patients will receive timely and improved communication about their referral status, 
including automatic email notifications if they consent to provide an email with their 

initial referral. 
 

• Shorter wait-times:  

In time, the ability to track data centrally will offer the central intake team more visibility 

into wait-times to help expedite referrals by redirecting referrals to the provider who can 

see the patient the soonest. 
 

• Equitable, patient-centered access to services:  

Patients will be able to work with their referring provider to make their wishes known. 

This may include asking to be referred to a specific surgeon, expressing their desire to 
receive care as close to home as possible, or noting their willingness to travel to another 

part of the province if it could mean receiving care sooner. 
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How will Primary Care Providers and their teams benefit from the Single-Entry model?  
 

• Improved communication: 

Primary Care Providers will be able to track referral status and receive referral 

confirmation through a single platform. Also, because their patients can receive automatic 

email notifications, this will help cut down on the phone calls being made to primary care 
offices to ask about the status of referrals. 
 

• Better administration: 
Primary Care Providers will be able to submit consistent, complete, and appropriate 

referrals and experience reduce time spent following-up on lost, incomplete, or 

misdirected referrals. 
 

• Centralized referral option: 

Primary Care Providers will be able to refer their patient to the Central Intake Office to 

have their referral directed to an appropriate provider who can offer a timely consult.  
 

• Continued choice: 

Referring providers will still have the option to refer their patient to a specific surgeon if 

they feel this is in their best interest. 
 

• Provider directory: 

They will have access to a comprehensive and up-to-date surgeon directory with 

information about their services, etc.  
 

How will Surgeons and their teams benefit from the Single-Entry model?  

• Improved communication:  

Surgeons will be able to have improved communication with patients and referring 
providers, including the ability to request additional information or clarification more 

easily. Automatic email notifications to patients and referring providers will also be 

possible, helping reduce the time surgeons and their staff spend following up on queries. 
These options will be enhanced for those providers who have integrated their electronic 

medical record (EMR) system that with Ocean (Accuro or Med Access EMRs) 
 

• Consistent and more complete patient information:  
Standardized referral forms have been developed in consultation with specialists to 

ensure more complete and consistent referrals, reducing incomplete referral, the need for 

back-and-forth follow-up and the associated workloads and delays. 
 

• Building practice:  

By having their practice promoted within the Ocean Healthmap directory, newly recruited 

surgeons will be able to build their practice and have more equitable access to patients. 
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How will the Central Intake Office team and health system benefit from the model?   
 

• Operational efficiency: 

The model will reduce paperwork and requests from patients regarding referral status.  
 

• Centralized access to data:  
Having access to data on the number of patients waiting, how long they have been waiting 

and the status of their referral will allow the system to better anticipate resource 

requirements, direct patients to the fastest care options and better respond to queries.  
 

Will all referrals for surgical consults need to be made through this model / tool? 
 

While a specific cut-off date has not been identified, single-entry intake is a widely accepted 

best practice and this model has been mandated provincially. The plan is to have all surgical 

referrals flow through Ocean eReferrals to support a true single-entry intake model that 
coordinates and manages timely, equitable access to surgical care. 

 

We have been working with surgeons and primary care providers to help them onboard for 
our planned March 31 launch. We are very pleased with the response and thankful to those 

who have taken the steps needed to onboard. Follow-up will be occurring with those who are 

not yet set up to use the tool. 

 
What if a referring provider or surgeon is not comfortable with technology?  
 

We appreciated change can be challenging and our teams will work with providers to make 

sure they have the support they need to feel comfortable with the technology.  

 
Improving access to surgical care requires us to improve how we manage and coordinate 

these services. This includes leveraging technology to reduce the administrative burden on 

providers, improve communication and give us data needed to support planning and 

improved accountability and reporting. 
 

Will Ocean eReferrals be used to manage referrals for other services? 

Yes, while our initial priority is to create a single-entry intake model and eReferral tool for 
managing surgical consults, the use of this tool will also be quickly expanded to support 

Diagnostic Imaging (DI) eRequisitions. MRI eRequisitions are expected to launch this summer, 

followed by other modalities in the months that follow. One factor considered in selecting 

Ocean, was its ability to scale to support other referrals. Those set up to use Ocean for 

surgical referrals will have access to DI eRequisitions when this approach is launched. 

 

The use of Ocean eReferrals could also be expanded over time to support referrals for other 
services, including endoscopies, and more.  
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About Ocean eReferrals 
 
What is Ocean eReferral?  
 

Ocean eReferrals is an EMR integrated cloud-based technology for healthcare referrals.  
Another Ocean tool, eConsult, which can support asynchronous consults between primary 

care providers and specialists, was piloted in Nova Scotia as part of a proof-of-concept 

project. For those already onboarded to the eConsult tool, the addition of the eReferral tool is 

expected to be seamless and straightforward. 
 

Can Ocean integrate with EMR systems currently being used by healthcare providers? 
 

Yes, Ocean integrates with both Accuro and Med Access which are currently in use by many 
healthcare providers in Nova Scotia. 

 

How will Ocean integrate with EMRs for referring providers?  
 

• Will allow providers to submit a referral by clicking on an Ocean eReferral link embedded 

in their EMR (Accuro or Med Access) while viewing the patient’s EMR chart.  
 

• The patient’s information will automatically populate to the Ocean eReferral tool. 
 

• Once the referral is submitted it will also be visible within the original EMR.  
 

• Patients and referring providers will also receive updates via email, including once an 

appointment has been scheduled and notes following their completed consult. 
 

How will Ocean integrate with EMRs for surgeons?  
 

• Surgeons who have Ocean integrated within their EMR are notified when a referral is 

routed to them. 
 

• The surgeon can view all details of the referral and manage the patient through Ocean. 
 

• The referral information can be imported directly into their EMR, automatically creating a 

new patient file, and eliminating the need to manually input patient information 
 

• At any point in time the surgeon can see referrals that have been sent to them and the 

status of these referrals. 
 

• Through the tool, the surgeon can also send follow-up communication to the referring 
provider and schedule an appointment with the patient. 
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As a Primary Care Provider/Surgeon, what do I need to sign or agree to? 
 

Every user on the Ocean platform is required to agree to the terms and conditions in the 

Ocean End User License Agreement (EULA) when they first create their Ocean account 
online. Users will also be asked to electronically sign the NSHA/ IWK Health Ocean eReferral 

User Agreement when they send their first eReferral. Preview these agreements: 
 

• Ocean End User License Agreement (EULA) 
• NSHA/ IWK Health Ocean eReferral User Agreement 

 

How does this work with my EMR vendor agreement? 
 

Both Accuro and Med Access integrate with the Ocean platform. To access this integration, 

your clinic will be asked to sign a contract agreeing to the costs of any additional Ocean 

Services your clinic chooses to enable, such as Patient Tablets, Check-in Kiosks, Online 
Booking or Patient Surveys. These optional add-on services must be enabled in the Ocean 

Portal by an Administrative user on your Ocean site. 

 
How will referring providers / surgeons access the tool if they do not use an EMR?  
 

If a referring provider or surgeon does not use Accuro or Med Access EMRs, they can still 

access the referral tool by logging into Ocean, the web-based application. 
 

What is involved in getting set up to use Ocean eReferrals? 
 

For all providers, the first step is to identify a contact who can work with our deployment 
team to help set up an Ocean site for your clinic or office. You can learn more here: eReferrals 

- Information for Clinic Contacts (referralsns.ca) 

 
The following documents outline the easy steps to get set up and what you can expect.  
 

Providers using Accuro or Med Access EMRs 

• Referring Providers 

• Specialists 
 

Providers NOT using Accuro or Med Access EMRs 

• Referring Providers 

• Specialists 

 
How long will this process take my office from start to finish? 
 

The overall process of creating an Ocean site, claiming your directory, signing up users, 

completing agreements and training will take about three hours.  
 

https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/EULA.pdf
https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/NSHA%20-%20IWK%20Ocean%20eReferral%20User%20Participation%20Agreement%20.pdf
https://www.referralsns.ca/clinic-contacts
https://www.referralsns.ca/clinic-contacts
https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/Preparing%20for%20Ocean%20eReferrals%20in%20Six%20Easy%20Steps%20-%20Primary%20Care%20Providers%20Using%20Accuro%20and%20Med%20Access%20EMRs%20%20-%20January%2016.2023.pdf
https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/Preparing%20for%20Ocean%20eReferrals%20in%20Six%20Easy%20Steps%20-%20Specialists%20Using%20Accuro%20or%20Med%20Access%20EMRs%20-%20January%2016%202023.pdf
https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/Preparing%20for%20Ocean%20eReferrals%20in%20Five%20Easy%20Steps%20-%20Primary%20Care%20Providers%20NOT%20Using%20Accuro%20or%20Med%20Access%20EMRs%20Jan%2016.2023%20%20.pdf
https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/Preparing%20for%20Ocean%20eReferrals%20in%20Five%20Easy%20Steps%20-%20Specialists%20NOT%20Using%20Accuro%20or%20Med%20Access%20EMRs%20-%20January%2016.2023.pdf
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What is the Ocean 30-day Purge Plan? How does it affect referring / receiving providers?  
 

The Ocean system purges referral data 30 days after a referral is marked as “complete”. This 

includes any attachments and clinical notes. If the information on the eReferral is in an EMR 
(whether Primary Care Provider or Specialist Provider) it will remain in the EMR. Any clinic can 

print/copy/save the information from Ocean before the 30 days are up. The 30-day 

countdown clock for purging begins when the referral is marked ‘complete’ within a 

surgeon’s Ocean account. 

 

How much will this cost me/my office? 
 

There are no fees for sending or receiving eReferrals. 

 

Will the eReferral tool be used to manage referrals for services other than surgical 
consults?  
 

While our initial focus and priority is to create a single-entry intake model and eReferral tool 

for managing surgical consults, this model could be expanded over time to support referrals 
for services such as diagnostic imaging, endoscopies, and more. One factor considered in the 

selection of the Ocean tool, was its ability to scale to support referrals for other services in the 

future. 

 

 

Communication 

 
Will patients receive notifications about referrals?  
 

Yes, referring providers can provide the patient’s email address (with patient consent) when 

they complete a referral. The patient will receive email notifications confirming their referral 

has been sent, when it is forwarded to a provider, when it is accepted and when an 
appointment is booked.  

 

Will communications sent to patients come from the provider’s own email address? 
 

No, we recognize that having messages come directly from a provider’s email could 

significantly increase the volume of messages and queries they receive. Patients will not see 

an email address from their specialist’s office and will not be able to reply to the message. 
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Will referring providers receive notifications about referrals?  
 

Referring providers will receive notifications automatically when: 
 

1. The patient referral is sent out 
 

2. The referral is forwarded to a surgeon 
 

3. The referral is declined 
 

4. If a secure message is sent through receiving provider to ask questions / seek 

clarification on an aspect of the referral. 
 

5. A secure message is sent to the sender / referrer 
 

6. An appointment is booked, changed, or removed  
 

7. Booking comments are added or changed  
 

Will surgeons receive notifications about referrals?  
 

Surgeons will receive notifications automatically when: 
 

1. Any new referrals are received  
 

2. When a referring provider responds to a request sent through Ocean for additional or 

missing information  
 

3. The referral is cancelled 
 

4. The referral is forwarded and then revoked 
 

 

Onboarding 

 
How can I create an account on Ocean eReferral? 
 

The first step is to identify a contact to work with the deployment team to help set up an 

Ocean site for your clinic / office. All team member, including providers / administrative staff 
will need a user account to access your Ocean site. Learn more here: eReferrals - Information 

For Clinic Contacts (referralsns.ca) or review the following documents which outline the easy 

steps to get set up and what you can expect.  
 

Accuro or Med Access EMR Users Providers NOT using Accuro or Med Access 

• Referring Providers • Referring Providers 

• Specialists • Specialists 
 

https://www.referralsns.ca/clinic-contacts
https://www.referralsns.ca/clinic-contacts
https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/Preparing%20for%20Ocean%20eReferrals%20in%20Six%20Easy%20Steps%20-%20Primary%20Care%20Providers%20Using%20Accuro%20and%20Med%20Access%20EMRs%20%20-%20January%2016.2023.pdf
https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/Preparing%20for%20Ocean%20eReferrals%20in%20Five%20Easy%20Steps%20-%20Primary%20Care%20Providers%20NOT%20Using%20Accuro%20or%20Med%20Access%20EMRs%20Jan%2016.2023%20%20.pdf
https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/Preparing%20for%20Ocean%20eReferrals%20in%20Six%20Easy%20Steps%20-%20Specialists%20Using%20Accuro%20or%20Med%20Access%20EMRs%20-%20January%2016%202023.pdf
https://physicians.nshealth.ca/sites/default/files/2023-01/Preparing%20for%20Ocean%20eReferrals%20in%20Five%20Easy%20Steps%20-%20Specialists%20NOT%20Using%20Accuro%20or%20Med%20Access%20EMRs%20-%20January%2016.2023.pdf
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How can I add new users to my site? 
 

Once the initial set up steps have been completed, clinic contacts will be able to invite other 

users to their site. Information and resources on how to do this can be found here: 
eReferrals - Information For Clinic Contacts (referralsns.ca) 
 

When will providers be onboarded to the new eReferral tool? 
 

Efforts have been underway to onboard primary care providers and surgeons so that they 

would be ready to use the tool when it goes live on March 31, 2023. This is the new standard 

process for sending and receiving surgical referrals. It is vital that any surgeons or primary 
care providers who have not yet onboarded, act now to onboard to the Ocean eReferrals tool. 

 

Other referring providers, such as internists, will be onboarded in the future and information 
will be shared once these plans are finalized. 

 

How long does it take for EMRs to integrate with Ocean?  
 

When you set-up your account, a member of the deployment team will help you submit your 

Ocean request form to integrate your EMR.  Your EMR vendor will require anywhere from two 

to five weeks to prepare your system for Ocean integration.  Once your request has been 

processed, a deployment team member will walk your clinic / office contact through the final 
integration steps.  

 

Given the two-to-five-week processing time, it is vital you identify a contact now to set up 
your Ocean account and request EMR integration.  

 

 

Set up your Ocean Account 
 

If a surgeon manages their waitlists in an EMR such as Accuro, will they have to switch 

their list over to the Ocean platform instead?  
 

Surgeons will receive referrals through the Ocean eReferral platform and will have the option 

of using the Ocean platform for their wait list management as well. If they would prefer, they 

can continue using the waitlist function within their Accuro or Med Access EMR. They would 
simply receive a referral, accept it to create a patient in their EMR and then add it to their 

waitlist in the usual manner. 

 
 

 

 

https://www.referralsns.ca/clinic-contacts
https://www.referralsns.ca/clinic-contacts
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If a referring provider is using a different EMR than the specialist, will the patient 

information reflect in both the places?  
 

Once the EMRs are integrated, Med Access and/or Accuro will allow the patient information to 
flow into Ocean for sending/receiving the referral and it will also populate within their EMRs 

to save/create a patient chart.   

 

How will the surgeon/specialist directory be developed? When does it go-live?  
 

During the onboarding process, implementation teams work with surgeons to review and 

confirm their directory information. This allows surgeons to add or remove services listed and 
other details by updating their directory listing on the HealthMap Directory. Providers will 

also be able to make updates to their directory listing over time, should their service offerings 

or other information need to change. New surgeons will also be continuously added to the 
Healthmap directory after it initially goes live on March 31, 2023 

 

What if I am not actively accepting new referrals to my practice?  
 

We recognize there may be situations where surgeons are not actively accepting referrals to 

for various reasons. This can be reflected in the directory to prevent referrals from being sent 

to you.  

 

Primary Care Providers and Specialists using eConsult  
 

Will those providers already using the Ocean eConsult tool still need to be onboarded? 
 

We recognize that some primary care providers and surgeons are already using the eConsult 

tool developed by Ocean. These providers were part of a recent proof-of-concept initiative 

that tested this resource for asynchronous provider to provider consults.  
 

It is important that eConsult participants connect with the deployment team to ensure they 

are integrated with Ocean eReferrals. 

 
Do specialists using eConsult have to set up or claim their Directory Listing?  
 

The deployment team will support the specialists to claim their listing or edit / set up their 
directory listing (whichever is applicable).  

 

 

 
 

https://support.cognisantmd.com/hc/en-us/articles/115003525652-Update-Your-Directory-Listing-Settings
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Central Intake Office 

 
What is the Central Intake Office? Will it have clinical support? 
 

The Central Intake Office includes a team of referral officers and nurses. This team will have 

access to additional clinical expertise when required and will be guided by various clinical 

pathways being developed in collaboration with providers. 

 

Where will the office be located?  
 

Referral officers will be based in Halifax. While consideration was initially given to making this 

a virtual team, dispersed across the province, it was determined that having the team co-

located, with on-site administrative and technical support was important to help support the 
transition to this new model.  

 

How will the Central Intake Office address urgent referrals?  
 

We recognize that some referrals require more urgent attention than others. Pathways and 

processes, designed with clinical experts, will ensure the team is able to identify and prioritize 

these needs appropriately.  
 

Will the team route patient referrals to providers outside their community?  
 

Patient preferences are a very important consideration and will be honored as directed by 
their primary care provider. It is also important that decisions be made based on the best 

information and evidence available.  

 

Many patients will prefer to receive care closer to home and ideally most patients will be 

referred to surgeons within or near their home community. There may be situations where 

waits are considerably higher in a patients’ home community or zone and travelling for care 

may allow for more timely access. Given that travelling for surgery can also affect their pre-
operative and post-operative care plans, we have been working closely with clinicians and 

Nova Scotia Health zones to understand these issues and needs, so they can be an overall 

consideration in our routing. 
 

How will out-of-province referrals be managed? 
 

Some specialists may receive out-of-province referrals based on their area of expertise or 
proximity to neighboring provinces Referring providers from out-of-province can continue 

with direct referrals through their existing processes since the single-entry referral model is 

currently being implemented only in Nova Scotia. 
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What does this mean for the existing central intake processes for things like joint 

replacements or Workers Compensation cases (Centralized Surgical Services Program)?  
 

Existing central intake processes / pooled referrals will continue to be supported through the 
model. For example, since 2018 referrals for joint replacements have been managed through 

a centralized intake process that funnels requests to Orthopedic Assessment Clinics for timely 

initial assessments. The tool will allow these referrals to be routed as they are now. 

 

If a referring provider selects to refer to a specific provider, will Nova Scotia Health and 

the IWK Health still be able to track referrals and referral status?  
 

Yes, all referrals, even those that specify a surgeon, will still pass through the Central Intake 

Office. This will allow Nova Scotia Health / IWK Health to complete a basic review of all 

referrals received and processed through the eReferral tool and track their status. This will 
provide vital information about the nature and volume of referrals sent, how long patients 

have waited, and the status of their referral. It also allows for follow-up if a referral is rejected 

or not followed-up on. 

 
What support is available to providers?  
 

Onboarding support and training is provided to clinicians and their administrative staff to 

ensure they have the information and resources needed to effectively use this tool to support 
quality, safe and timely care for patients.  

 

Resources 
 

Some helpful resources for more information and ongoing updates: 
 

• Ocean eReferral Sign-up Form (identifying clinic / office contact): 
• For Primary Care Providers  • For Specialists 
 

• Visit the Nova Scotia Referral Resource Hub - www.referralsNS.ca to find out how to get 

set up and use Ocean. Our site includes step-by-step guides, videos and more.  
 

• Visit our page on Nova Scotia Health’s Physician Information and Wellness Portal.  
 

• SIGN-UP to receive Single-Entry Surgical Referral Project Updates.  
 

• SUBSCRIBE to Perioperative Network Highlights for regular updates on this and other 

Perioperative Services initiatives and topics.  
 

• Important Contact Information: 
• Perioperative Services Network - Perioperative.Services@nshealth.ca 

• IM/IT deployment team - ereferral@nshealth.ca 

• Ocean eReferrals Network technical support – Support Form 

https://app.smartsheet.com/b/form/acdf5e16a1694d0db2d9fbeecd2d2b9e
https://app.smartsheet.com/b/form/8bee80d698b3460d936fbfdacba14773
http://www.referralsns.ca/
https://www.physicians.nshealth.ca/single-entry
https://lp.constantcontactpages.com/su/iQ8HihK
https://visitor.r20.constantcontact.com/manage/optin?v=001eeqEP1F5hYMNbWxDDtB96j7sqxOMTAMelIP64DA746H8LAKpKjBcZSsqAn0xkhV_oR1JFE0H5eiai7_bfcExYMhZndNMvvpaf43TVtVDjSQD8Fi4W184rHVlXqwA5WdEvpKkLlU_nNCrx04al3OykSoDP1UUeneTAp8ry3f3r2o%3D
mailto:Perioperative.Services@nshealth.ca
mailto:ereferral@nshealth.ca
https://help.thinkresearch.com/support-forms/ereferrals/

