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Know-do gap: the sad story of global health



https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2023/



Covid-19: failure to deliver on vaccine equity

https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abn3081





Covid-19, MPOX, Ebola, HIV, TB…. Inequities & failures are 
everywhere in global health 



"Earth is now well outside 
of the safe operating 
space for humanity" 

6 of the 9 planetary 
boundaries are 
transgressed

https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/sciadv.adh2458

We are not acting fast enough on climate crisis





The ideal model of knowledge production & 
translation

Health impactImplementation 
& practicePolicyEvidenceScience & 

research



In reality, it is a long, broken, messy path…

from science to evidence from policy to practicefrom evidence to policy



https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/oa-mono/10.4324/9781315623788/rethinking-global-health-rochelle-burgess

Many reasons for the gaps, but power & politics are key



USA: 1.1+ million Covid deaths
Why? Politics



https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/13691481231178248 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/1758-5899.13203

Politics & populism trumped all concerns during Covid



“The Covid-19 pandemic offers a stunning recent example of anti-
Blackness. No continent is less vaccinated and boosted than the African 
continent… This pattern of discrimination is not new. More than 30 years 
ago, when anti-retrovirals (ARV) became available, they were considered 

too expensive to roll-out in the African region”

https://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/article?id=10.1371/journal.pgph.0001663

Africa was left behind, yet again



- Right-wing populists
- Feed on polarization & 

othering
- Science & pandemic 

denial
- Sidelining of experts
- Data suppression
- Promotion of quackery
- Will do anything to retain 

power





Politicians cannot think beyond

• the next elections
• their voting base
• short-term gains
• populism
• staying in power
• those who fund them (e.g. 

fossil fuel or gun or pharma 
lobby)



“Misinformation makes it sound like it’s random junk that 
appears out of nowhere on the Internet. It’s not: it’s an 
organized, well-financed, politically motivated campaign that’s 
meant to tear down the fabric of science. And we have to 
frame it as ‘anti-science aggression’”
Peter Hotez



https://www.who.int/news/item/15-07-2022-covid-19-pandemic-fuels-largest-continued-backslide-in-vaccinations-in-three-decades



Not just Covid, 
every aspect 
of health is 

political



While they cannot solve all problems, comms, advocacy 
and diplomacy can help bridge some know-do gaps

from science to evidence from policy to practicefrom evidence to policy



3 topics we cover in this course



Why communication matters



What is health communication?

• Who do we communicate to?
• Other scientists
• Public
• Media
• Policy makers
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During Covid, people were trusting Whatsapp 
more than WHO!









Low quality studies got media attention

31



https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhukarpai/2020/04/12/bcg-
against-coronavirus-less-hype-and-more-evidence-
please/?sh=1ee9eeed6b4f

https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhukarpai/2020/04/22/a-skeptics-
guide-to-ecologic-studies-during-a-pandemic/?sh=25aa8a868941





https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhukarpai/2020/10/30/pandemic-or-not-experts-need-to-be-self-aware-and-humble/?sh=7540963d4e0b

“Epistemic trespassers are thinkers 
who have competence or expertise 
to make good judgments in one 
field, but move to another field 
where they lack competence—and 
pass judgment, nevertheless.”

Nathan Ballantyne



35
https://www.teachepi.org/courses/epidemiology-for-health-journalists/ https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhukarpai/2020/08/09/journalists-need-to-get-it-right-epidemiology-

training-can-help/?sh=5a33dc8466a2

https://www.teachepi.org/courses/epidemiology-for-health-journalists/


https://qz.com/10-best-practices-for-equitable-global-health-journalis-
1849861581



It is not just 
misinformation, 
but 
disinformation, 
with groups 
profiteering







Why Advocacy Matters



41
https://www.huffingtonpost.ca/dr-madhukar-pai/tuberculosis-cure-treatment-research_a_23449596/?utm_hp_ref=ca-blogs

2018 UN High Level Meeting on TB
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“Canada hoarded vaccines during the most critical phase of 
the pandemic, while not supporting measures intended to 

increase global supply”

https://www.bmj.com/content/382/bmj-2023-075149



https://parlvu.parl.gc.ca/Harmony/en/PowerBrowser/PowerBrowserV2/00010101/-
1/37044?Embedded=true&globalstreamId=20&viewMode=3



Advocacy is 
necessary, 
because things 
rarely happen on 
their own



What I have learnt…

• Research rarely gets translated into policy or practice without effort
• Policy change required prolonged, persistent work with stakeholders

• Human touch and relationships matter (diplomacy!)
• Data, analytics and studies are often helpful, but not sufficient

• Evidence needs to be simplified & communicated well
• Engagement of stakeholders is key to socialize ideas & get buy-in
• Local ownership of data & local leadership is key

• Advocacy & diplomacy is often critical
• People, Patients, civil society, celebs, media, politicians – can be powerful allies

• A champion is often necessary: if internal, that is ideal





https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhukarpai/2019/11/30/aids-activism-a-playbook-for-global-health-
advocacy/#289c014840a1

https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhukarpai/2019/11/30/aids-activism-a-playbook-for-global-health-advocacy/#289c014840a1
https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhukarpai/2019/11/30/aids-activism-a-playbook-for-global-health-advocacy/#289c014840a1


AIDS activists built 
on other 
movements

• Gay rights
• Civil rights
• Anti-apartheid…



They channeled the 
fear and outrage

• “What makes activism work is [patients’] anger and 
fear…somehow you have to be able to capture 
that, put it in a bottle and bottle it and use it.” 

• Larry Kramer



They 
mobilized and 
organized



They played 
good 
cop/bad cop



They knew their stuff & got involved with R&D, 
funding, trials, regulation, and pricing/access 



https://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/article?id=10.1371/journal.pgph.0002368

we must advocate for UHC, stronger health systems, and greater 
investments in issues that affect health outcomes overall, in addition to 

advocating for whatever we are most passionate about

While AIDS offers a good playbook, single-issue advocacy has its 
perils



https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(22)00583-9/fulltext

Why Diplomacy Matters



https://www.politico.eu/article/pandemic-treaty-negotiations-countries-risking-failure-covid-who-sharing-mechanism/



https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/november-2023/global-health-strategy/?s=09





Do universities care about such work?

https://reporter.mcgill.ca/reaching-beyond-the-hallowed-halls-of-academe/



This course is NOT about theory!

• You will learn practical skills on how to:
• Engage with media
• Write op-eds
• Write for journals
• Write media releases
• Write policy briefs
• Develop advocacy materials
• Do TV interviews
• Podcasts
• Launch an advocacy campaign
• Give a short, impactful speech



Faculty line-up

Date Topic Speaker

Jan 9 • The Know-Do Gap in Global and Public Health: how communication, 
advocacy and diplomacy can help

• Health communication in the era of disinformation

Madhu Pai

Gabby Stern
Jan 16 • How to write for science journals

• How to write a media or press release
Julia Robinson
Jason Clement

Jan 23 • Op-ed writing workshop Roxanne Khamsi

Jan 30 • How to prepare a policy brief for policy makers
• How to co-create research with communities & stakeholders

Cate Hankins &
Andrew Bresnahan 

Feb 6 • How to give TV interviews Chris Labos

Feb 13 • The global trust crisis in public health and how to mitigate it Robert Steiner
Feb 20 • How policy makers and politicians think and what is necessary to convince 

them
• Importance of advocacy in global and public health 

Elise Legault

Feb 27 • How to organize an advocacy campaign Erica Lessem

March 12 • How to effectively use podcasts for public health

• Why You Should Care About Global Health Diplomacy

Garry Aslanyan

March 19 • Journalist roundtable

• How to deliver a public speech

Annalisa Merelli
Stephanie Nolen

Madhu Pai
March 26 • Narrative strategy and storytelling Maryn McKenna

April 2 • How to communicate scientific uncertainty, and confront misinformation
• Student presentations

Amy Maxmen

April 9 • Health diplomacy
• Student presentations

Peter Singer

https://twitter.com/gabbystern?lang=en
https://twitter.com/JuliaE_Robinson
https://twitter.com/rkhamsi
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catherine_Hankins
https://twitter.com/AndrewBresnahan
https://twitter.com/drlabos
https://www.dlsph.utoronto.ca/journalism/faculty-profile/steiner-robert/
https://twitter.com/elise_legault
https://www.treatmentactiongroup.org/support-us/riaa-2021/riaa-honoree-erica-lessem-mph/
https://twitter.com/GarryAslanyan
https://twitter.com/missanabeem
https://twitter.com/snolen
https://twitter.com/marynmck
https://twitter.com/amymaxmen
https://twitter.com/PeterASinger


All of you will be graded on
1. a policy brief
2. a media/press release
3. an op-ed or blog post
4. an intervention/speech at the UN/WHO
5. a public health campaign poster/graphic



You can find me at

• Twitter: @paimadhu
• Forbes column: https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhukarpai/?sh=117f37645aff 
• Nature blog: https://communities.springernature.com/users/20892-madhukar-pai
• Journal: https://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/  

Thank you! Merci!

https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhukarpai/?sh=117f37645aff
https://communities.springernature.com/users/20892-madhukar-pai
https://journals.plos.org/globalpublichealth/
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