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SNAPSHOT:  This innovative practice addresses issues around wait times for surgical services by improving the supply of 

appropriate health human resources available. The Registered Nurse - Surgical First Assist (RN-SFA) role was initiated by the 

Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care (the Ministry) as part of the Health Force Ontario strategy in May 2006 and 

involved 34.2 Full Time-Equivalent (FTEs) in twenty organizations which have since expanded to 78.5 FTEs across thirty-five 

organizations across Ontario. 

PRACTICE DESCRIPTION:  

The RN-SFA role was announced in May 2006 and was initially rolled out as a pilot project in 2006/07 in areas reporting high 

demand of surgical services in Ontario. During the pilot project phase, a shared funding model was utilized whereby the 

Ministry provided 50% of the salary and benefits for the RN-SFA(s) and the partner organizations were responsible for the 

remaining 50%. In May of 2010, the Minister of Health and Long-Term Care of Ontario announced 100% funding for the RN-SFA 

FTEs implemented through the RN-SFA pilot project.   

The RN-SFA role was designed to reduce surgical wait times, increase patient access to surgeries, improve patient safety and 

outcomes, and enhance a team-based model of care. The creation of these new roles for nurses is also to support nursing 

recruitment/retention strategies by presenting new opportunities for career enhancement and the development of new skills. 

Registered Nurses implementing the RN-SFA role must have the qualifications and educational preparation required to practice 

in the role, including: 

 Valid registration as an RN with the College of Nurses of Ontario; 

 Graduation from a recognized Registered Nurse First Assist educational program; 

 Current perioperative nursing certification - CPN (C); and 

 Valid Advanced Cardiac Life Support certification. 

IMPACT:  

In March 2009, focus group discussions were conducted across the twenty host clinical sites, of which sixteen also completed 

surveys. Among the survey respondents involved in the program (n= 260),  42% were nurses (Registered Nurse Surgical First 

Assists and operating room nurses), 38% were physicians (surgeons, anesthesiologists and medical Surgical First Assists), 16% 

were administrators, and 4% were other members of the operating room team.  Outcome measures pertained to satisfaction 

with the role and its impact, such as improving health human resource shortages, reducing surgical wait times, increasing 

patient access, enhancing team-based care models, and providing patient-centred care. Overall, responses were extremely 

positive, with the surgeons as the most satisfied stakeholder group.  



 
Since the initial two-year data collection period conducted alongside the pilot project, the program now undertakes ongoing 

monitoring and evaluation for internal informational purposes and planning.   

APPLICABILITY/TRANSFERABILITY: 

Registered Nurse first assist positions have existed in Canada since the 1990’s. In 1992, the Operating Nurses Association of 
Canada was the first organization to formally investigate the expanded role opportunities for perioperative nurses; in 1994, 
Quebec became the first province to formally recognize the Registered Nurse first assistant position; and by 2000 all provinces 
within Canada had acknowledged the Registered Nurse first assist positions as existing within the scope of practice of nursing.  
The surgical first assist position has grown out of this role development for Registered Nurses specific to perioperative, 
intraoperative, and postoperative competencies. The acceptability of this program is demonstrated through its transition from 
pilot-project status to a mainstreamed provincial strategy. 
 
From documentation available, Nova Scotia appears to be the only other province in Canada where this particular position 
exists. For broader transferability, suggestions include focusing on fostering greater role clarity among operating room staff and 
stronger relationships between educating bodies and organizations employing Surgical First Assists.  
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Content has been adapted from the following sources and relevant links:  
 
Ontario HF. (2009) Registered nurse: Surgical first assist (RN-SFA) pilot project update. 
 
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/english/providers/program/nursing_sec/docs/surgical_first_assist.pdf 
 
 
PRACTICE WEBSITE 

Registered Nurse First Assistant – An Interest Group of the Registered Nurses’ Association of Ontario 

http://www.rnfa-ontario.ca/index.php 
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