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Dr. Sayra Cristancho
Untangling Complex Clinical Situations: A Case for Systems Thinking in Medical Education

ABSTRACT With the increasing complexity of the healthcare workplace, even experienced clinicians

will encounter practice situations that test their limits and require them to adapt. What they do in these
situations has profound implications for the quality and safety of patient care. In this presentation, | will
introduce Systems Engineering principles and present evidence to tackle the question of how healthcare
professionals adapt to complex workplace situations both individually and in teams. In particular, how
members of a team define the same problem differently, how they deal with the sense of ‘institutionalized
disconnect’ that emerge from having conflicting perspectives, how they seek help, and how these
responses relate to their ability to become resilient. Understanding the ways in which these behaviours
are enacted in the workplace will help healthcare professionals and educators become aware of the skills
necessary for effective collaboration across professions. Through this presentation | will provide language
to encourage explicit discussions about complex workplace situations and to inform educational strategies
for promoting collaborative teamwork.

ABOUT Dr. Sayra Cristancho is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Surgery and a Scientist in

the Centre for Education Research & Innovation (CERI) at the Schulich School of Medicine & Dentistry

at Western University, London, Ontario, Canada. After completing her undergraduate and master’s
degrees in Electrical Engineering in Colombia, she immigrated to Canada to pursue her PhD in Mechanical
Engineering at the University of British Columbia. Dr. Cristancho’s transition into medical education
research began to take place during her postdoctoral fellowship at SickKids Hospital in Toronto. Since
joining CERI in 2010, Dr. Cristancho’s research program is investigating the nature of working in complex
and high-stakes situations. Her work focuses on: 1) understanding how organizational, social and personal
factors determine the evolution of a complex clinical situation, and 2) their influence on how clinical
teams adapt to the complexities of their professional practice. Towards this end, Dr. Cristancho uses both
Qualitative and Systems Engineering approaches to inform her research.
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The Centre for Health Education Scholarship (CHES) is committed to enhancing health education scholarship by building
capacity for educational scholarship across the Faculty of Medicine through collaboration, team-building, mentorship
of new faculty, successful funding applications, and other activities.



