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Abstract

This article, the second in a series on the six National Collaborating Centres for Public Health, 
focuses on the National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy (NCCHPP), a centre of 
expertise, and knowledge synthesis and sharing that supports public health actors in Canada in 
their efforts to develop and promote healthy public policy.

The article briefly describes the NCCHPP’s mandate and programming, noting some of the 
resources that are particularly relevant in the current coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
context. It then discusses how the NCCHPP’s programming has been adapted to meet the 
changing needs of public health actors throughout the pandemic. These needs have been 
strongly tied to decisions aimed at containing the spread of the severe acute respiratory 
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) and mitigating its immediate impacts in various societal 
sectors since the beginning of the crisis. Needs have also gradually emerged related to how 
public health is expected to help inform the development of public policies that will allow us 
to “build back better” societies as we recover from the pandemic. The article concludes by 
discussing the orientation of the NCCHPP’s future work as we emerge from the COVID-19 
crisis.
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Introduction

The National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy 
(NCCHPP) is part of a network of six National Collaborating 
Centres for Public Health (NCCs) established in 2005 by 
the federal government as part of an effort to renew and 
strengthen Canada’s public health infrastructure in the wake of 
the epidemic caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus (SARS-CoV-1) (1). The NCCs are funded by the Public 
Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) and their goal is to support 
the timely use of scientific and other knowledge-based evidence 
to inform public health practice, programs and policy in Canada. 
More specifically, the NCCs’ mandate is to develop, synthesize 
and share knowledge, identify research gaps and the knowledge 
needs of public health actors, and foster the development of 
networks among public health professionals, researchers and 
policy makers across Canada. Each of the NCCs specializes in 
a specific area of public health and is hosted by a Canadian 
university or governmental organization (2).

This article is the second in a series of articles describing 
each of the NCCs and their contribution to the response to 
the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19). It focuses on the 
NCCHPP, a centre specializing in healthy public policy hosted 
by the Institut national de santé publique du Québec (INSPQ) 
in Montréal. The article begins with a brief presentation of the 
NCCHPP’s mandate and programming, describing some of the 
resources that are particularly relevant to the current COVID-19 
context, and then focuses on adjustments that have been 
made to maintain the Centre’s relevance in the context of the 
pandemic.

A Centre devoted to healthy public 
policy
The NCCHPP is a centre of expertise whose mandate is to 
support public health actors in Canada in their efforts to develop 
and promote healthy public policy. These policies shape the 
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“circumstances in which people are born, grow up, live, work 
and age” (3). In other words, they are levers for acting on 
the social, cultural, ecological and economic determinants 
of health (4). Thus, even when these policies fall under the 
responsibility of non-health government sectors, they have the 
potential to significantly impact population health and health 
inequalities (5,6). Such policies may include, for example, 
housing, education, transport, environmental and income 
policies. It is therefore not surprising that building healthy public 
policy was identified as one of the pillars of health promotion by 
the World Health Organization (WHO) in the Ottawa Charter (7).

An updated program

In 2019, PHAC renewed funding for the NCCs for an eight‑year 
period, reaffirming the added value the NCCs bring to Canada’s 
public health infrastructure. The NCCHPP’s new programming 
is organized around three axes, whose overarching goal 
is to support the development of the individual skills and 
organizational capacity required to act to promote healthy public 
policy.

The first axis of the NCCHPP’s programming is devoted to the 
development of resources and knowledge-sharing activities 
aimed at facilitating policy analysis, improving understanding of 
public policy processes, and assisting actors in more effectively 
sharing knowledge within these processes. These resources and 
activities seek to strengthen public policy competencies, which 
are recognized as essential within public health (8,9); given that 
policies are indispensable levers for acting upstream and in a 
structuring manner to benefit population health and reduce 
health inequalities. The NCCHPP’s resources include two online 
courses, one on a framework for analyzing public policies (10) 
and the other on public health ethics (11). These courses have 
been taken by nearly 3,000 and 2,000 participants respectively 
since their launch and are included in the curricula of several 
Canadian universities. The NCCHPP’s resources related to this 
axis also include various documents focused, in particular, on 
working with municipalities (12), policy approaches to reducing 
health inequalities (13), policy agenda setting (14), and public 
policy competencies for public health (8).

As part of the second axis of its programming, the NCCHPP 
develops and shares resources related to intersectoral 
approaches to integrating a public health perspective into 
the policies, programs and projects of other government 
sectors such that they address health determinants and health 
inequalities. The NCCHPP focuses mainly on two approaches 
promoted by the WHO: Health in All Policies (HiAP) and Health 
Impact Assessment (HIA) (15,16). These two approaches have 
been put forward in recent years as a way to act upstream on 
health, wellbeing and health equity in Canada (17–19) and calls 
to take action to further their implementation have multiplied 
since the beginning of the pandemic (20,21). To support their 
implementation, the NCCHPP has developed, among other 

things, an online training course on HIA (22), which has been 
taken by nearly 3,000 participants since its launch, as well as 
various documents on HIA and HiAP (23–26). The NCCHPP’s 
expertise in the area of HiAP has also enabled it to assume the 
mandate of secretariat for the Global Network for Health in All 
Policies, a network affiliated with the WHO. It allows the Centre 
to remain in close contact with international actors in the field of 
HiAP and to facilitate networking and knowledge sharing with 
Canadian actors.

Finally, the NCCHPP uses the approaches, methods and tools 
developed in its first two program axes to address emerging or 
priority public health issues in the third axis of its programming. 
This axis of the NCCHPP’s program involves working on 
population mental health and wellness, climate issues and, for 
the past year or so, COVID-19. For several years, the NCCHPP 
has been working with its partners to clarify the roles of public 
health actors in promoting population mental health and 
wellness, to identify the needs associated with these roles, and 
to respond to these needs. Activities have included hosting a 
pan-Canadian forum (27), developing an inventory of mental 
health strategies in Canada (28), and producing a framework for 
supporting action in population mental health (29) that has been 
used in several jurisdictions, including Ontario, to support the 
implementation of the Mental Health Promotion Public Health 
Standards. More recently, the NCCHPP has also begun work on 
policy approaches to reducing the health risks associated with 
climate change, in particular by exploring the potential of the 
ecological economics model (30) and by identifying tools and 
methods for integrating health into climate change adaptation or 
mitigation policies and strategies (31).

The National Collaborating Centre 
for Healthy Public Policy in times of 
COVID-19

Since the beginning of the pandemic, public health actors have 
been heavily involved in government-wide efforts to contain the 
spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus and to mitigate its immediate 
impacts on different sectors of society. As the pandemic has 
evolved, efforts to mitigate its medium and long-term effects 
on population health and wellbeing have expanded. Some 
public health actors are also being called upon to contribute to 
efforts to “build back better” societies, notably through action 
on healthy public policy (20). Anticipating this development, 
the NCCHPP quickly adapted its programming to meet certain 
pressing needs, but above all to prepare appropriate resources 
to help mitigate the medium and long-term effects of the 
pandemic and to “build back better” societies.

As early as March 2020, the NCCHPP developed and made 
available online a directory of selected resources to facilitate 
the integration of an ethical dimension in decisions related 
to COVID-19 (32). The directory, which is updated regularly, 
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provides a brief summary of each resource and groups them 
into categories (frameworks, equity, Indigenous health, 
communication, etc.) for easy retrieval. It has been referenced 
by multiple actors, including the Québec Population Health 
Research Network, the First Nations Health Consortium in 
Alberta, and Manitoba Shared Care.

The NCCHPP has also coordinated the development of an 
initiative involving all six NCCs, in partnership with the Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR). Through this initiative, the 
NCCs are leveraging their knowledge translation expertise, 
their networks and their dissemination channels to support 
efforts to mobilize and disseminate new knowledge arising from 
CIHR-funded research projects related to COVID-19. To date, 
this initiative has provided support to 23 research teams across 
Canada.

Responding to the earliest calls for action to “build back 
better” societies, the NCCHPP began a series of documents on 
“wellbeing budgets,” which could offer a promising pathway for 
governments intent on achieving an economic recovery focused 
on improving the wellbeing of citizens. This is an approach to 
integrating wellbeing indicators into government budgeting 
processes. While interest in this approach existed in Canada 
prior to the pandemic (as evidenced, for example, by the federal 
Minister of Middle Class Prosperity and Associate Minister of 
Finance mandate letter (33)), this interest has only deepened 
during the pandemic (34,35).

Finally, the NCCHPP, together with the Global Network for 
Health in All Policies and WHO, has undertaken to document 
the potential of the HiAP approach to contribute to gradually 
transform the intersectoral collaboration observed since 
the beginning of the pandemic. One of the anticipated 
challenges will be to redirect this collaboration toward 
longer-term objectives related to the promotion of health, 
wellbeing and equity (20,21). To this end, the NCCHPP 
worked with its Canadian and international partners to deliver 
a series of webinars focused on the HiAP approach in times 
of COVID-19 (36). These activities attracted just over 300 
participants and garnered very positive evaluations, particularly 
as a means of knowledge acquisition and for their relevance to 
public health practice. In the same vein, the NCCHPP has also 
begun work on establishing a Canadian network for HiAP in 
partnership with the PHAC.

Conclusion

The NCCHPP is a centre of expertise that works to build public 
health skills and capacity for intersectoral action on healthy 
public policy by offering a range of resources and activities. 
With the advent of COVID-19, the NCCHPP quickly adapted 
its programming not only to meet some of the pressing needs 
of public health actors, but above all to develop resources to 

support longer-term public health action on the determinants of 
health affected by the pandemic and on the widening of health 
inequalities in Canada. 

Future work will build on the initiatives outlined in this article. 
However, given the likelihood of forthcoming pressures to 
balance budgets at all levels of government, work will also be 
done to examine the opportunities and challenges that these 
pressures present for intersectoral collaboration that benefits 
health and health equity. In short, the NCCHPP will continue 
to work with all of its partners to support public health actors 
who wish to act on public policy to mitigate the medium and 
long‑term impacts of the pandemic, to “build back better” 
societies, and to strengthen our resilience in the face of future 
crises.
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