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Introduction 

The “Bridging the Gap between Science and Policy in Agri-Food Public Health” workshop and 

training event was held on March 6th and 7th, 2013, in Guelph, ON. The purpose of the workshop was 

to bring together diverse agri-food public health professionals working at the science and policy 

interface in Canada to increase awareness and capacity for evidence-informed policy-making in this 

sector.  

 

Day 1 included keynote presentations from four science-to-policy champions from the agri-food and 

health sectors: Dr. Primal Silva, Dr. Wayne Lees, Dr. David Mowat, and Dr. John Lavis. The first three 

speakers discussed their experiences, successes, and challenges of using evidence to inform policy in 

government at the federal, provincial and local levels, respectively. In the afternoon, Dr. Lavis 

presented on evidence-informed policy-making experiences from the health care sector, lessons 

learned, and key implications for agri-food public health. The afternoon session included an 

interactive round-table discussion with all participants.   

Bridging the gap between science and policy: Federal perspective 

Day 2 focused on interactive training in science-to-policy methods and strategies for the agri-food 

public health sector. Through interactive lectures and group exercises, participants learned how to 

Take-home messages from the workshop: 

• New, complex and cross-cutting agri-food public health problems such as highly-

pathogenic influenza are becoming more common. 

• Addressing these complex problems requires multidisciplinary expertise from diverse 

research and policy stakeholders and stronger science-policy integrations and 

relationships in this sector. 

• Scientific evidence can play a pivotal role in identifying deficiencies in current practices and 

policies and in ensuring that potential solutions are transparent and accountable. 

• Knowledge brokers can play an important role in facilitating the synthesis, dissemination, 

and exchange of scientific evidence among researchers and decision-makers. 

• New leaders, adept in both policy and science realms, and champions within government 

and academia are needed to promote and implement evidence-informed policy-making. 

• Ongoing efforts are needed to build awareness, capacity and infrastructure for evidence-

informed policy-making in this sector. 
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synthesize, disseminate, and exchange scientific evidence to increase its uptake and use to inform 

policy- and decision-making in this sector. Training material was based on the newly developed 

handbook: “Knowledge Synthesis, Transfer and Exchange in Agri-Food Public Health: A handbook for 

science-to-policy professionals”.   

 

Workshop participants included policy and research analysts, decision-makers, practitioners, 

graduate students, and researchers from across Canada and the United States. In total, 75 and 42 

participants attended Day 1 and Day 2 of the workshop, respectively.  

 

This summary report focuses on Day 1 on the workshop and contains brief summaries of the speaker 

presentations, question-and-answer session, and interactive round-table discussion. The workshop 

final agenda, participant evaluation summary, and list of all participants are included in the report 

appendices.
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Bridging the gap between science and policy: Federal 

perspective 

Dr. Primal Silva – Executive director, Animal Health Science Directorate, Canadian 

Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) 

Canada faces “wicked problems”, such as highly-pathogenic avian and swine influenza, that have 

broad health and socio-economic implications and must be addressed by both the public and private 

sectors and multiple levels and jurisdictions of government. Furthermore, global interdependence 

means that these problems often do not affect Canada alone. Dr. Silva discussed the challenges of 

implementing science-to-policy initiatives at the federal level. Previously, these problems have been 

treated as single, one-off events, but addressing them as they arise rather than taking a proactive 

approach risks their potential reappearance in the future. Dr. Silva discussed a risk-analysis 

framework adopted by the CFIA that outlines a systematic approach to identify systemic gaps in the 

government’s response to these problems with the goal of maintaining public health, ecosystem 

health, animal health, and economic health. It uses a science-based assessment to understand and 

characterize the problem and to determine the best approach to address it. Solutions to these 

problems require an integration of perspectives from a diverse population of stakeholders and not 

government alone. Dr. Silva concluded his presentation by highlighting a need for new leaders to 

bridge the gap between science and policy. He indicated that they should be trained by both 

universities and governments and be able to offer new leadership styles that will integrate the two 

fields to help create evidence-informed solutions for these “wicked problems”.  

 

 

 

 

Dr. Silva  
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Science-to-policy at a provincial level: Lessons from Preston 

Manning, Dragon’s Den and environmental movements 

Dr. Wayne Lees – Chief Veterinary Officer of Manitoba 

Differences in the nature and structure of science and policy can lead to miscommunication between 

scientists and decision-makers. Dr. Lees offered practical advice to scientists to bridge this gap with 

lessons learned from Preston Manning, the television show Dragon’s Den, environmental 

movements, and his own involvement in the development of an emergency response network in 

Manitoba. Dr. Lees encouraged participants to have a clear vision of their goal and to work 

relentlessly towards it. This included building a network of stakeholders, being prepared for the right 

opportunity to introduce that goal into the government’s agenda, presenting goals in terms that are 

relevant to decision-makers, and appreciating that success occurs in small, incremental changes. He 

also stated the need for new leaders, adept in both science and policy, and encouraged proactive 

collaboration between stakeholders from different sectors. As an example, he talked about the two 

year-long development of an emergency response network in Manitoba, with stakeholders from 

government and industry, designed to effectively and efficiently respond to complex problems such 

as recent outbreaks of highly-pathogenic avian influenzas. He also discussed a “One Health” steering 

committee whose purpose is to oversee working groups that conduct risk assessments and 

surveillance as well as to offer public health recommendations to the government.  

 

 

  

Dr. Lees 
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Science and policy – Local public health 
Dr. David Mowat – Region of Peel, Public Health

The goal of bridging the gap between science and policy is to help decision-makers make better 

decisions. Dr. Mowat offered advice to front-line practitioners at the local level about how to use 

research to inform policy and practice. Evidence comes in different forms, from primary research 

studies to systematic reviews, and of varying quality. Once the topic of interest has been clearly 

defined, Dr. Mowat recommended accessing bibliographic databases to retrieve evidence, 

contacting researchers from universities and quasi-research government institutions to identify or 

possibly co-produce evidence, and knowledge brokers to interpret evidence. Dr. Mowat discussed 

how front-line practitioners in his organization can manage hundreds to thousands of possibly 

relevant studies by assessing the quality of the evidence, contextualizing it to ensure that it is 

relevant for their needs, and to extract and synthesize the results. He briefly spoke about the rapid 

review process used at Peel Public Health to assess and synthesize evidence that was developed 

with assistance from researchers at an academic institution. Decision-makers must integrate inputs 

from many different perspectives, and knowing how to retrieve, assess, and synthesize the results of 

scientific evidence can contribute to the production of more transparent and accountable policy and 

practices. 

Dr. Mowat 



Bridging the Gap between Science and Policy in Agri-Food Public Health 

P
a

g
e
6

 

Q&A panel session with morning speakers 

Dr. Wayne Lees, Dr. David Mowat, Dr. Primal Silva 

During the question and answer period, the three 

morning speakers were asked to comment and 

reflect on topics discussed during their 

presentations: 

On ways to train cross-discipline leaders  

� Offer funding to graduate students and 

post-doctoral fellows that allows them to 

gain experience in both industry and 

government policy settings.  

� Introduce an array of disciplines to future leaders during their undergraduate and graduate 

studies.  

� Train decision-makers on how to appropriately interpret scientific literature.  

� New leaders, science-policy integrators, should understand both science and policy 

communities and have strong leadership skills. A lack of knowledge of either science or 

policy diminishes a leader’s command of respect and credibility within his or her team. As a 

new leader, he or she should have a vision of what they want to accomplish and have the 

skills and commitment to bring together people from diverse backgrounds and resources to 

create that vision. 

On the amount of time and effort needed to build relationships for an issue response network 

� Relationship building includes deciding who plays a role in the response network and 

creating a five-year plan to anticipate future problems.  

� A challenge to addressing complex problems is uncertainty: what the event will be and when 

it will occur.  Plans can be put in place for future emergencies but stakeholders should also 

undergo practice runs to be prepared for when emergencies strike. 

On scientists as policy activists 

� No simple answer on whether a scientist should become a policy activist; however, scientists 

should offer credible, legitimate, and balanced solutions that come from scientific evidence.  

� Scientists should not become agenda-driven nor stop listening to research results when it 

contradicts their position.  

L-R: Dr. Mowat, Dr. Lees, Dr. Silva, Dr. McEwen (moderator) 
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Evidence-informed policy-making: Experiences from the 

health sector 

Dr. John Lavis – Professor, McMaster University 

Dr. Lavis discussed the challenges and successes of implementing evidence-informed policy-making 

in the health sector. Dr. Lavis outlined some key challenges towards using scientific evidence to 

inform policy, including that evidence often competes against other policy inputs and that it tends 

not to be easily understood, relevant or valued by decision-makers. He then described how each of 

these challenges can be addressed. For example, communication between researchers and policy-

makers allows researchers to produce more relevant and useful evidence.  Assets for implementing 

evidence-informed policy-making are champions within governments who encourage evidence-

informed policy-making and practices. He also talked about the role of knowledge brokers in 

facilitating science-to-policy through rapid-response teams, user-friendly evidence briefs, and policy 

dialogues, offering examples from his work at McMaster University. Finally, he reflected on 

stumbling blocks that “side-tracked” the progress of implementing evidence-informed policy-

making, such as the increasing trend for decision-makers to be involved in all research projects when 

interactions at a policy dialogue setting may be a more efficient and effective use of their time. Dr. 

Lavis concluded that the challenges faced in the agri-food public health sector will look different 

from the challenges faced in the health care sector; however, he hoped that some of the lessons he 

learned would be relevant and useful to the participants. 

 

Dr. Lavis 
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Round-table group discussion session 

 

During the round-table discussion, each table was 

asked to discuss one of four questions: 

1. How can we better anticipate future agri-

food public health policy issues that might 

require scientific evidence and input? 

2. How can we enhance relationships, 

linkages and networks between research 

and policy communities in agri-food public 

health? What are the opportunities to 

enhance these relationships using innovative tools such as social media? 

3. How can we better evaluate and measure the effectiveness of our evidence-informed policy-

making initiatives and strategies (e.g. knowledge brokering)? 

4. What tangible actions and activities can we take as individuals to enhance and build capacity 

for evidence-informed policy-making in this sector? 

 

Key concepts and recommendations identified by participants included: 

On anticipating future policy-relevant issues in agri-food public health  

� Engage and empower stakeholders to create a vision of the future and work towards it. 

� Use surveillance data to produce baselines that can be used to monitor for future 

emergencies. 

On enhancing the science-policy relationship and integration 

� Members of the science and policy fields should reflect on their own roles and 

responsibilities.  

� Information should be bundled and shared within and between organizations.  

� Opportunities should be available for members of the science and policy fields to network in 

person and through social media. 

On evaluating evidence-informed policy-making initiatives and strategies 

� Create indicators that are relevant to policy-makers, such as: timeliness of evidence, flexibility 

of the strategy, quality of the evidence, ability to understand the evidence.  
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� Track the decision-making process: what evidence was used, which knowledge brokers were 

involved, transparency and accountability of the process, reflect on what went well and what 

could be improved. 

On building capacity for evidence-informed policy-making 

� Encourage communication between researchers and decision-makers: what do decision-

makers need to know? In what format will that information be best utilized?  

� Foster a culture within the workplace that supports evidence-informed policy-making 

initiatives. 
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Appendix 2: Workshop Evaluation Summary 

Participant Evaluation of Day 1 (March 6, 2013) 

Table 1. Participants’ level of satisfaction towards the workshop (N=34).  

 N (%)  

Statement 
Strongly 
Disagree 

(5) 

Disagree 
(4) 

Neither 
Agree Nor 

Disagree (3) 

Agree  
(2) 

Strongly 
Agree (1) 

Average 
(Mean) 
Score 

Pace of the workshop 
delivery 

1 (3) 1 (3) 0 (0) 10 (29) 22 (65) 
1.5 

The structure of the 
workshop 

2 (6) 0 (0) 1 (3) 10 (29) 21 (62) 
1.6 

The content of the 
workshop 

1 (3) 1 (3) 0 (0) 14 (41) 18 (53) 
1.6 

The keynote speakers and 
presentations 

0 (0) 2 (6) 0 (0) 9 (26) 23 (68) 
1.4 

The interactive discussion 
session 

1 (3) 1 (3) 7 (22) 15 (47) 8 (25) 
2.1 

The amount of time for 
networking 

0 (0) 1 (3) 1 (3) 13 (39) 18 (55) 
1.5 

Your acquisition of new 
skills and/or knowledge 

1 (3) 1 (3) 7 (20) 17 (50) 8 (24) 
2.1 

Your enjoyment and 
interest in the workshop 

1 (3) 1 (3) 1 (3) 11 (32) 20 (59) 
1.6 

The ability of the session 
to meet your 
expectations 

1 (3) 1 (3) 1 (3) 13 (38) 18 (53) 
1.6 

Your overall satisfaction 
with the workshop 

2 (6) 0 (0) 0 (0) 13 (38) 19 (56) 
1.6 

 

Written Feedback 

The majority of participants of the workshop enjoyed the speaker presentations, stating that the 

speakers were well-informed about the topic, offered insight and perspective about the issue from 

different levels of government, and shared practical examples, strategies, and resources. Most 

participants enjoyed the opportunity to network with others, and particularly appreciated meeting 

others from different disciplines. 
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