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Future of Policy Capacity in Canada:  Roundtable Report 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The demands on governments in Canada to meet citizen expectations for timely and effective 
policies, programs and services are enormous.  Challenges like managing the economy, providing 
a wide range of vital social supports, and dealing with climate change are important to Canadians 
and complex to manage.  They require well-considered policy responses that take into account 
both the research evidence that sets out the likely consequences of different actions, and the values 
of Canadians that ought to guide the choice of alternative courses of action.  Their development 
and implementation needs to be based on well considered, forward looking and creative policy 
approaches.  How well equipped is the public sector to respond and to provide political leaders 
with quality advice that will be effective in addressing Canada’s public policy challenges?   
 
On December 1, 2008, Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN) and the York University 
Knowledge Mobilization Unit convened a roundtable of leading public sector professionals and 
academics concerned about Canada’s public sector policy-making capacity.  The roundtable 
addressed the question The Future of Policy Capacity in Canada.  It was organized to gain insights 
into the state of policy development capacity in Canada and the quality of advice being 
produced, and to identify possible actions that could address identified shortcomings. 
 
Roundtable Agenda 
 
Mr. Ron Hicks, former Deputy Minister of the Executive Council, Government of Alberta, 
chaired the discussion.  The venue was provided by the government of Ontario.  The session was 
organized as follows. 
 
Morning 

 A presentation There’s More to Policy than Alignment by Professor Evert Lindquist, Director, 
School of Public Administration, University of Victoria, Victoria, British Columbia.  The 
paper set a context, offering an overview of the history of downsizing and restructuring of 
government policy operations in the 1990s and its results.  It also discussed what Canada 
needs from its think tanks, universities and governments to assure high quality public policy 
advice. 

 Question and answer session with Dr. Lindquist. 

 A roundtable discussion:  “Do we have what it takes to give good policy advice in these 
challenging times?” 
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Afternoon 
 
A roundtable discussion on “What needs to be done in order to improve the quality of policy 
advice?”  Participants engaged in a full discussion on policy development capacity and the issues 
of its adequacy and quality that face public sector senior executives and political leaders.  The 
question and answer session with Dr. Lindquist and the roundtable discussion assessing current 
policy capacity took place without separation.  This report attempts, however, to identify the 
specific themes and comments related to each topic.  
 
Report Organization 
 
In Part I, participants’ comments on Dr. Lindquist’s paper are reported.  Observations on current 
policy capacity to give good advice are included in Part II.  In Part III, Improving the Quality of 
Policy Advice, participants’ comments on policy capacity building are noted.  Part IV sets out 
possible points for action.  The appendices follow and include the agenda and the list of 
roundtable participants. 
 
 
I.  Discussion on There’s More to Policy than Alignment 
 
Key Themes of the Paper1 

 The links between policy research and analysis and policy decision-making are loosely-
coupled and serendipitous, in spite of efforts to “align” the provision of policy advice.  

 Policy-makers seek out policy analysis and research for diverse purposes, under different 
decision circumstances (distinguished from different policy priorities).  

 Most policy-makers and top advisors seek information and experts in “exploitation” mode to 
deal with policy challenges.  This differs from an “exploration” posture that seeks new 
insight, alternative expertise, and diverse perspectives.  

 Much has been made of the increased contestability of the advice given by public service 
institutions with the availability of external expertise.  This pales in the face of other streams 
of information and noise presented to policy-makers. 

 Much contemporary interest in improving policy capacity stems from perceived needs for 
innovation.  However, this requires new, often unaligned strategic thinking and capabilities, 
which flies in the face of pressures for “alignment.” 

 Innovation requires insight, sufficient capacity, and organizational “slack.”  Public service 
institutions and broader networks might be too lean for grappling with the policy challenges 
at hand in a results-oriented environment.  

 In addition to insufficient capacity, networks can be over-rated because they can rapidly get 
captured or ossify as linkages to new perspectives.  This suggests that public service 
institutions need to carefully engage and constantly broaden networks.  Further, networks 
should not be regarded as “free goods.” 

                                                 
1 Lindquist, Evert.  2008.  There’s More to Policy than Alignment.  Ottawa:  Canadian Policy Research Networks.  p.2  
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Participants generally agreed that the paper, There’s More to Policy than Alignment, effectively 
sets a context for discussing the current state of policy capacity in the public sector and, in 
particular, the fiscal and political influences underlying its challenges.  Further, the paper cited 
the key issues that need attention to ensure that political leaders have the policy development 
capacity to provide them with the best possible advice. 
 
The following comments, observations and suggestions were made with respect to the discussion 
paper. 
 
Status of Think Tanks in Canada 

 Care should be taken in suggesting that there is a proliferation of think tanks in Canada.  
While there have been new groups established including those in universities, small 
organizations of say two or three people should not be considered a think tank.  There is a 
need to define “what is a think tank.” 

 Some established think tanks have closed or reduced capacity.  The financial challenges 
facing Canada’s think tanks have consequences for policy development and the ability to 
address critical issues.  The reality is think tanks need more support from governments which 
would benefit from their work.  Further, because there is little lateral mobility between think 
tanks or academia and government, there is less networking and information flow or 
opportunity for synergies. 

 
The Capacity to Analyze the Available Information 

 The paper comments on information availability and its abundance through sources including 
the Internet.  A participant noted there is an expectation that policy groups can use this 
information quickly, to produce policy.  There is a need recognize this and comment on it 
from a capacity standpoint.  Governments need more policy capacity to better analyze the 
abundance of information available as well as to develop data.  Governments do not have the 
capacity to better analyze this information and make it available strategically for use in 
policy work. 

 
Shifts in Approach to Policy-Making  

 The current state of policy capacity may reflect that political leaders are less concerned about 
drawing on research evidence in the developments of policy options.  We may be seeing an 
evolution in the approach to policy-making. 

o What are the policy skills that are needed and that need to be developed?  It is not just 
having connections amongst networks, governments, academics and think tanks. 

o Many policy areas are not the domain of any one policy discipline.  There is a need to 
open doors on a multi-disciplinary basis that produces broader, fuller advice. 

o Horizontal connectivity between departments is essential to action on overarching issues. 

 One participant described the current environment in the federal government towards policy 
as “a-intellectual” as a result of the pressures of minority government.  For governments, 
building networks through think tanks and NGO’s to advance policy ideas takes on more 
importance. 
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 The policy space has shifted.  There is a greater willingness by political parties and senior 
public servants to out-source policy-making.  This blurs private and public space and could 
challenge the integrity of public sector policy goals. 

o Out-sourcing policy advice is a fact of life that will continue.  The question is, do leaders 
feel comfortable doing this?  They have to maintain a position of overseeing the 
preparation of out-sourced material and making a final determination on its use. 

o A strategy for senior public sector executives is to get better at connecting with and 
influencing policy networks. 

 The policy space involves both social and economic considerations; for example, achieving 
well-being through child care has both of these dimensions.  This means that greater analysis 
is required in producing policy options. 

 Forecasting – looking at longer term trends – is an important part of policy development 
requiring system slack and people not worried about the government’s current mandate. 

 Evaluation is under-utilized in current public policy research.  In evaluating, there is a need 
to go beyond asking if things are being done well to determining if the right things are being 
done. 

 Policy alignment is the expectation and reality of managing government; the paper appears 
agnostic on this question. 

 
Government as Enabler of Networks 

 One participant suggested deputy ministers should be enablers of policy development 
networks and facilitate dialogue among people with responsibilities for public policy. 

o Government can sometimes be a convenor.  However, think tanks can play a more neutral 
convenor role with policy groups, governments, and community. 

o Governments can do more to enable (fund) dialogue; they do not necessarily need to 
convene. 

 The current economic crisis presents an opportunity to use good evidence-based work and 
develop creative policy options.  For example, work could be done on how to use 
government investment to link with climate change thus addressing economic, environmental 
and social goals. 

 Government policy-making will benefit from informed dialogue, which needs to occur with 
greater frequency to generate evidence-based work. 

o Dialogue will always be asymmetrical; parties to a dialogue are not always aligned.  
There is need to know the goals of decision-makers and create a constructive dialogue 
that brings forward consensus on advice to achieve workable solutions. 

o Good information does not always make its way through the system to research analysts 
and then to decision-makers and that would also inform dialogues. 
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 The deputy minister is not always the key element in the development of policy capacity. 

o Deputies are not always trained as policy-makers; rather, they are often there for operations. 

o Need a chief scientist role in departments with responsibility to think five or six years 
out; such a special office would be a good idea from an institutional history and transition 
perspective. 

o Deputies need to show an interest and help create an environment that supports strong 
policy research work. 

 Care is needed in talking about the nature of networking – it needs to be described as 
something that can be integrated with government policy-making. 

o The federal government has a role in research capacity infrastructure i.e. data collection. 
 
Citizen Engagement 

 Citizen engagement is a big demand on policy units and requires a specialized skill set. 

 The paper should speak clearly to citizen engagement; policy development needs to be 
considerate of various tools for engagement including Web 2.0.  Engagement demands and 
skills are part of policy capacity discussion. 

o Governments do not consult as much as they believe they do. 

o Engagement needs to be clear about the government decision-making role and the role of 
the citizen. 

o Canada has had some of the most innovative citizen engagement e.g. Spicer and 
Romanow Commissions. 

 A lot of officials want to do engagement.  However, communications and agenda management 
has precluded some.  The challenge now is how to open it up. 

o A lot of people are poorly informed.  How do we get citizens up to a good level to be able 
to engage effectively? 

o We need to use technology to help convey the complexity of issues. 

 Conflict is needed to create policy ideas, research and analysis, and enlivens the debate.  
Stakeholder groups not only want to modulate debate, but advance the debate through 
engagement. 

 
Other Comments 

 Alignment of policy with government/political parties. 

o In Europe, political parties have a strong research capacity. 

o There is a need to consider the role of various actors including think tanks and academics 
in helping political parties formulate policy agendas and perspectives prior to an election. 

o Synergies with outside expertise are possible and should be strengthened. 

o Dealing with experiential knowledge – how do we tap into that and give it substantive 
meaning in policy research? 
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 On the concept of “slack” and the environment:  it takes time to think about what is needed. 

o With economic crisis, there is opportunity to integrate the environment with infrastructure 
needs and shift focus. 

 Universities need to consider how they use public policy or public administration schools as 
gateways to government policy development.  They can play role by building understanding 
for issues, or holding events with other related disciplines to connect with governments. 

 
 
II.  Capacity Challenges and Issues 
 
The following points were raised with respect to current capacity and issues and challenges to 
address in considering “what it takes to give good policy advice in these challenging times.” 
 
Change in Perceived Policy Role  

 In recent times, the view in government towards the policy development process has changed 
based on the perception that this process had precluded the decision-making role of politicians. 

o There has been change in what policy groups have been asked to do beginning in the mid-
1990s.  Further, non-policy people were put in policy leadership roles. 

 The policy analyst role is challenging especially at a functional level.  The role is to acquire 
knowledge and expertise, then build trust over time to be effective with policy leaders and 
politicians. 

 Any extra capacity in government is going to performance measurement – not policy 
development. 

 
Focus on National Policy Issues 

 A lot of policy work, including that of think tanks, is nationally focused.  On the one hand, 
this reflects economies of scale in policy work:  there is more capacity for policy research in 
Ottawa and the larger provinces than in smaller jurisdictions. 

 However, much of the jurisdiction is at the provincial level, and many issues require 
problem-solving at a community level. 

 
Public Sector Capacity – Academia Relationship 

 Barriers to overcome:  Canada Research Chairs – only 20% are allocated to social sciences 
and humanities.  There is greater emphasis on technology.  As a result, policy capacity in key 
areas is weakened and it is more difficult to build networks. 

 We do not have a strong practice of exchange between academia and the public sector.  
Perhaps this reflects cultural resistance by academic institutions. 
o Not enough policy engagement takes place with academic institutions. 
o We need to ensure a new generation of academic leaders emerges in the public policy field. 
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III.  Improving the Quality of Policy Advice  
 
General Discussion 
 
Participants were asked to respond to the question “What needs to be done in order to improve 
the quality of policy advice?”  The following points were made in discussion: 

 Government leaders need to want quality advice.  Many governments have been caught out, 
and are not well-resourced to produce quality advice. 

 In some jurisdictions, policy groups may be seen not to be able to produce policy options that 
reflect trends or ideas that are new or “out of the box.”  Politicians may then ask outside 
sources or political staff to generate policy ideas or address needs such as horizon scanning. 

o There needs to be a trust and confidence in those giving advice.  If you are asked and do 
not give good advice well, you may not be asked again. 

 It is important to differentiate the kinds of policy analysis required. 

o Pure research differs from applied policy analysis. 

o Research produced by outside sources needs to be managed and used properly. 

o Sometimes there is too much focus on how to implement in research work.  What about 
desired outcomes? 

 Parties run for election on a focused agenda.  Once elected, the public service is used to 
provide policy advice related to the successful political agenda. 

o Governments often look for narrower implementation policy, rather than broad based 
policy on issues such as the environment. 

 A place for knowledge transfer, brokering and networking between governments, think tanks 
and universities is required. 

o Government departments would benefit from having a strategic “knowledge broker” role 
similar to that of a “Chief Scientist” which has existed in some jurisdictions.  The broker 
would identify and develop responses to long-term policy issues and challenges. 

 The following points were noted as possible ways to improve the quality of policy advice and 
its receptivity to decision-makers and politicians: 

o There is a need to practice transparency and put ideas into a public space. 

o The problem is not the production of research; research needs to be connected with the 
people providing advice. 

o Some players – interest groups or associations may have limited research capacity, 
handicapping their ability to put well developed positions forward. 
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Public Engagement 

 The policy development cycle needs to include engaging citizens, with the benefit of new 
technologies where appropriate, to strengthen argument and convince politicians. 

 Policy researchers will benefit from understanding that a possible policy approach will have 
political resonance before politicians decide to act. 

 Research needs to be validated by a jurisdiction based on its circumstances and policy goals. 

 Validation can occur through citizen engagement:  it is about a two-way street of consultation. 

 Citizen engagement using technology is important and the willingness of governments to go 
forward will be critical. 

 However, the more policy development engages the public, the more you de-couple from 
government.  Governments also may see consultations as fuelling the opposition. 

 Citizen dialogues can be done by think tanks, foundations; does not need to be done by 
governments. 

 Governments may not always have the time for meaningful engagement before they need to 
act.  Consequently, they may not initiate an engagement before taking action. 

 It is sometimes hard to see the success of dialogue engagement; governments need to see a 
groundswell of support for initiatives.  By definition participants in citizen dialogues are a 
small subset of the population, which can lead to “very artificial readings of what people 
want.” 

 However, engagement can be successful if it is used to identify underlying values to identify 
solutions that can work (rather than to design specific policy options).  Success of citizen 
engagement depends on what you are asking. 

o Front-line staff can be a good source of information about how issues play out on the 
ground.  Governments do not always draw on this expertise. 

o Citizen engagement is no substitute for good public policy work. 
 
Quality of Data and Information 

 Place-based policy raises questions about availability and quality of data at the community 
level to allow for comparisons and analysis. 

 Quality of data and making it accessible for citizens is a challenge. 

 There is a need for more investment in policy research. 

 Data and access is in decline for several reasons:  lack of interest in producing data, privacy 
issues, resources; a lot of data pools could be lost. 

 With abundance of information available, trying to figure out what is a quality and distinctive 
is demanding.  There is a need for navigators and synthesizers of information. 
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Horizontal Policy-Making 

 There is a need for horizontal policy-making carried out with consistency in governments.  
Strengthening experience and skills in horizontal policy-making is important. 

 Deputies need to be responsible for integrated policy-making. 

 Silos in policy community, academic community are barriers; yet citizens are demanding 
horizontal solutions. 

 Framing of policy issues is critical to focusing and providing good policy advice as well as 
managing development on a horizontal basis.  For example, framing an issue as “funding 
long term care” suggests a fiscal or budget focus.  “Caring for seniors” has a health/social 
supports perspective. 

 More horizontal management with its various lenses creates more demands and pressures on 
“the system.” 

 Since governments set limited agendas, the strategic challenge is to define a big multi-
governance picture and use institutions to move that agenda. 

 
 
IV.  Possible Action Points 
 
Participants in the roundtable agreed to the need to improve policy research in order to 
strengthen the quality of decisions and to improve the decision-making process.  The following 
actions points were identified: 

1. Federal and provincial governments should each develop a “knowledge plan” and could work 
towards a national knowledge generation strategy.  Knowledge plans could include commitments 
regarding the strengthening of policy networks, the enhancement of receptor capacity, and 
the identification of priorities for longer-term research.  The plan could be included in an 
annual business/operational plan for a department or government as a whole. 

2. Governments should act as enablers and foster the development of communities of practice:  
networks of policy developers, researchers, front-line workers, business, labour, community 
organizations, etc.  

3. Governments could build formal evaluation of new programs into their implementation plans 
as the knowledge base around which social policy interventions are really working is limited.  
More longitudinal evaluation research of demonstration/pilot projects is required. 
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Appendix 1.  Agenda 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The Future of Policy Capacity in Canada 
 

Monday, December 1st, 2008 
10:00 am to 4:00 pm 

 
Ontario Investment and Trade Centre 

Collaboration Boardroom 
250 Yonge Street, 35th floor, Toronto 

 
Contact: Sharon Manson Singer 613-818-0542 

 
Agenda 

 
10:00 -  10:05 Welcome. Stan Shapson, York University and  

Sharon Manson Singer, CPRN 
 

10:05 -  
 
10:15 
 

 
Introductions and overview of the day. Ron Hicks  

10:15 -  10:45 
 

Presentation: There’s More to Policy than Alignment by  
Evert Lindquist, UVIC 
 

10:45 -  11:15 
 

Q & A with Evert Linquist 

11:15 -  12:30 
 

Roundtable: “Do we have what it takes to give good policy 
advice in these challenging times?” 

 
12:30 -  

 
1:30 
 

 
Lunch – Report back from morning discussion 

  1:30 -  2:15 Roundtable – “What needs to be done in order to improve the 
quality of policy advice?” 

 
  2:45 -  

 
3:15 
 

 
Report back 

  3:15 -  3:45 
 

Summary and Action items 

  3:45 -  4:00 
 

Closing  

 
Light breakfast available from 9:30am. Refreshments and light snacks available throughout the day 
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Appendix 2.  List of Roundtable Participants 
 

Roundtable on the Future of Policy Capacity in Canada 
December 1, 2008, Toronto 
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(as of November 28, 2008) 
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Head of Ontario Public Service 
Cabinet Office 
Ontario 
 
Matthew Mendelsohn 
Associate Secretary of the Cabinet, 
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Assistant Deputy Minister to the Premier 
and Cabinet Secretary 
British Columbia 
 
Paul Vogt 
Clerk of the Executive Council and  
Cabinet Secretary 
Manitoba 
 
Vanessa Newhook 
Executive Director of Planning and 
Coordination 
Cabinet Secretariat 
Newfoundland and Labrador 
 
Robert Fowler 
Secretary and Clerk of the Executive Council 
Nova Scotia 
 
David Omilgoitok 
Deputy Minister Intergovernmental Affairs 
and Secretary to the Cabinet 
Nunavut 
 

Giles Gherson 
Deputy Minister and Associate Secretary of 
the Cabinet, Policy and Delivery 
Ontario 
 
Allan Rankin 
Clerk of the Executive Council and 
Secretary to Cabinet 
Prince Edward Island 
 
Neil Bradford 
Faculty of Arts and Social Science 
Huron University College at University of  
Western Ontario, London 
 
Evert Linquist 
School of Public Administration 
University of Victoria 
 
Caroline Tuohy 
School of Public Policy and Governance 
University of Toronto 
 
Stan Shapson 
Vice-President Research and Innovation 
York University, Toronto 
 
David DeWitt 
Associate Vice-President Research,  
Social Sciences and Humanities 
York University, Toronto 
 
Wayne MacDonald 
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Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada 
Ottawa 
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Development Council 
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Simon Kennedy  
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Thomas Townsend 
Executive Head 
Policy Research Initiative 
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Richard Joy 
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Ron Hicks  
Former Deputy Minister to the Premier of 
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Ron Saunders 
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Institute for Work and Health 
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Allan Cohen 
Director of Communications 
Canadian Policy Research Networks 
Ottawa 
 
Sharon Manson Singer 
President 
Canadian Policy Research Networks 
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Glen Roberts 
Vice-President, Research and Development 
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Ottawa 
 
Courtney Pratt 
Chairman and CEO 
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