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SPOTLIGHT:  
Sandra Zelinsky, Patient Lead 
 

It was while on sick leave that Sandra 

Zelinsky happened upon an email introducing 

her to the Patient and Community 

Engagement Research (PaCER) program at 

the University of Calgary. The once small 

business owner was intrigued. Her curiosity 

soon became a passion and Zelinsky went on 

to graduate from the PaCER program in 

2012. Since then, Zelinsky has proven to be 

a driving force when it comes to bringing the 

patient’s perspective to the forefront of 

health research.  

 

As IMAGINE’s patient lead for the Patient 

Engagement group, Zelinsky says that her 

first priority is capacity building. “My goal is to 

bring the collective patient voice and 

expertise to the study.” Zelinsky has lived 

with Crohn’s and Colitis for the past 24 years. 

“I want all of the partners [physicians, 

researchers, clinicians, patients etc.] to have 

an opportunity to engage in patient-oriented 

research.” Explaining that the patient 

perspective is an extremely important factor 

and should be included as part of the 

research protocol. “If we recognize the value 

of the patient experience and expertise and 

how patient-oriented research can make a 

difference, it will change the way we do 

research.”  

 

Along with her work with IMAGINE, Zelinsky is 

a trainer for the National Strategy for Patient 

Oriented Research (SPOR) Foundational 

Curriculum. She is a member of the CIHR 

SPOR review committee where she uses her 

expertise to review SPOR research proposals 

for grant funding. She was recognized by the 

Canadian Patient Safety Institute as a Patient 

Safety Champion for her work on a PaCER 

study done on behalf of Alberta Health 

Services. 

 

  

On April 26, the IMAGINE Network partnered with Crohn’s and Colitis Canada for 

their 2017 Spring Gutsy Learning Series. Held at McMaster University in 

Hamilton, Ontario, this free event gave attendees the opportunity to learn about 

the exciting research the IMAGINE Network is working on including the 

relationship between the human microbiome, GI disease and mental health. 

IMAGINE’s Principal Investigator, Dr. Paul Moayyedi, took the stage first, 

explaining the overall goals and objectives of the Network, including developing 

innovating therapies to improve inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), irritable bowel 

syndrome (IBS) and mental health. From fecal microbial therapy for ulcerative 

colitis (UC) and Crohn’s disease (CD) patients and online cognitive behavioural 

therapy for treating anxiety in IBD patients to the low FODMAP diet for IBS 

patients, Dr. Moayyedi revealed the numerous trials and studies that IMAGINE is 

currently working on. He also explained the Network’s large cohort study focused 

on microbiome changes in people with IBD (inflammatory bowel disease) and IBS 

(irritable bowel syndrome), and their associated mental health disorders, that will 

follow 8,000 adults and children annually for up to five years using 

questionnaires and diet history along with blood, urine and stool samples. 

Aida Fernandes, IMAGINE’s Executive Director, followed with an overview of 

Patient-Oriented research. Fernandes explains that IMAGINE is focused on 

looking at new and effective treatments that could be very cost effective to the 

healthcare system utilizing patient engagement as an important factor. 

“Meaningful and active collaboration. Not research that’s being done ‘on’ 

patients, but rather research that’s being done ‘with’ patients. It’s really about 

patients being partners and not just subjects for research,” explains Fernandes 

who went on to give an overview of the guiding principles for patient engagement 

in research (inclusiveness, support, mutual respect, and co-building), along with 

who is involved in patient-oriented research and the various roles for patients 

when it comes to research. 

IMAGINE’s Co-Investigator, Dr. Mike Surette, gave an introduction to the human 

microbiome and talked about how IMAGINE is doing research using the 

microbiome to treat GI disease such as using a healthy microbiome to fix the 

imbalance of the microbes in the immune system in UC and Crohn’s disease 

patients via fecal transplantation. 

You can watch the entire presentation, including a panel discussion on IBD and 

the human microbiome at www.crohnsandcolitis.ca/Support-for-You/Gutsy-

Learning-series. 
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