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WHAT IS A POLICY HACKATHON?
Mitacs policy hackathons bring together
policy stakeholders from government,
academia, non-profit organizations and
think tanks to tackle tough problems
and develop innovative solutions. They
break down silos, shake up conventional
thinking, and enable dynamic on-thespot innovation powered by the sharing
of fresh perspectives and diverse
expertise, while providing networking
opportunities for participants who would
not typically have the chance to interact
and collaborate. The ideas generated at
the policy hackathon are freely available
for anyone to adapt and implement.

“Policy hackathons are a great
opportunity to share unique
perspectives on today’s major
policy challenges. I want to
congratulate all our amazing policy
hackers who proposed solutions
to one of the biggest challenges
in science policy today and the
policy leaders who volunteered
their time to hear concluding
presentations, provide feedback
on ideas, and share their insights
with hackathon participants.”
— Alejandro Adem
Mitacs CEO and Scientific Director

Mitacs launched the Mitacs Canadian Science Policy Fellowship program in Fall 2016
to promote strong links between academic research and policy-making by connecting
faculty and postdoctoral scholars with government host offices to tackle policy
challenges together.
As part of the program, in June 2019 Mitacs hosted its second ever policy hackathon
at the University of Ottawa. The event brought together current and former Mitacs
Canadian Science Policy Fellows, policy professionals from across federal departments
and agencies, staff from non-profit organizations and academic researchers to explore
a timely policy challenge and strengthen networks.
THE THEME: OPEN SCIENCE IN GOVERNMENT
Open science supports the advancement of scientific inquiry by helping researchers,
informing policy makers, and engaging the public. By promoting effective open
government science, we help ensure that publicly supported research carried out
on behalf of citizens is leveraged in a manner that increases transparency and
reproducibility and that gives citizens access to the knowledge and information they
have paid for.
While the idea of open government science is simple, it is difficult to implement.
Hackathon participants were challenged to tackle this problem through four lenses:
1. Integrity of science and scientists;
2. Access to publicly funded research;
3. Research data management; and
4. Making open science useful to the public.

NEW IDEAS
Over the course of the hackathon, small groups developed solutions that addressed their respective lens on the theme
and pitched their recommendations to an invited group of senior government policy leaders. This resulted in the
following innovative ideas to make government science more open.
1. COORDINATION FOR SCIENTIFIC INTEGRITY

2. AN OPEN SCIENCE PLATFORM

This group of policy hackers approached the problem of
operationalizing scientific integrity principles from three
complementary angles: sustainability, accountability and
engagement. To ensure the sustainability of scientific
integrity policies, they recommended centralized
coordination by the Office of the Chief Science Advisor
(CSA), common guidelines for reporting, and establishment
of the CSA as a permanent, independent, and non-partisan
Office like the Parliamentary Budget Office or, alternatively,
as a deputy ministerial appointment within Treasury Board.
Transparency and accountability would be advanced by
requiring science-based departments and agencies to post
policies on their websites; reports on implementation and
periodic reviews would also be posted publicly. Measures
supporting education and engagement would foster
scientific integrity as an integral part of organizational
culture. This would include mandatory training of scientists
and managers, surveys measuring progress, an open forum
on scientific integrity in government, designation of seniorlevel scientific integrity champions, and establishment of
departmental scientific integrity offices to address conflicts
and complaints.

This group proposed a way to enable federally funded
research to reach a wider audience through the creation of
a Canadian Open Science Platform that adapts existing tools
to give research practitioners and users a one-stop means
of publicly sharing and accessing research outcomes. As
a first step, policy hackers proposed extending Tri-Agency
Open Access Policy on Publications to cover intramural
research. Next would be the creation of a web-based
platform curating open research on critical issues facing
Canadians. The platform would leverage existing tools
such as Open Government Canada, Science.gc.ca, Open
Aire, NSERC’s Dashboard, and common identifiers like
ORCID, and use machine learning and web-scraping to
link repositories to a common database. To facilitate this,
researchers would be required to provide metadata that
improves the discoverability of their research, as well as
plain language summaries to facilitate public understanding.
Beginning with a pilot, the platform would require startup funding, technical expertise for software and IT
infrastructure, research and data librarians to establish
guidelines for metadata and plain language summaries,
and scientific communications professionals to develop
templates and guides that researchers can easily follow.
The pilot would also tap champions from government
and research institutions, as well as from practitioner and
industry associations.

3. INCENTIVES AND RESOURCES FOR RESEARCH
DATA MANAGEMENT
Effective and open research data management is a major
challenge confronting the research community, and
includes particular obstacles around government data.
This group of policy hackers recommended promoting
awareness of existing incentives for open data, like the
increased citation rates that result, and prizes and awards
for good data sharing practices. They also called for greater
recognition of data sharing and stewardship in research
excellence, showcasing of the benefits of open access and
data sharing, and profiling of best practices of research
organizations. They recommended that open data be built
into performance measurement, complemented with annual
targets informed by open data practices.
Resources proposed to help promote awareness of best
practices for data sharing include FAIR principles (findable,
accessible, interoperable, reusable) and guidelines like
those used by Data One, Equator Network for Health
Research and Statistics Canada’s Data Quality Toolkit.
Policy hackers recommended that suitable repositories of
open data be identified and aggregated via a single portal
to include, for example, the Open Data Portal, the Federal
Geospatial Platform, and CANUE, and that guidance be
provided to help access data with controlled access such
as Statistics Canada’s Research Data Centres. Researchers
would be given hands-on resources for training in data
management and sharing, like FOSTER, Data Carpentry, and
Data One. Finally, this group recommended development
of a comprehensive toolkit for institutions, organizations,
and researchers, complemented with novel educational
materials to address gaps. Iterative improvement would be
informed by measuring of results and obtaining feedback
from researchers and stakeholders.

4. THE OPEN SCI-GGRETATOR
It is not enough for open science to be physically accessible
to researchers and other specialists—Canadians need to
comprehend scientific conclusions and their supporting
evidence to accept them as valid. This group of policy
hackers called for the automated curation of scientific
content tailored for audiences with different needs. This
would be accomplished by tapping multiple platforms,
leveraging accessible easy-to-digest content, sharing
science news, and connecting with existing science literacy
initiatives. Rather than create an entirely new repository,
this group proposed an aggregator that maps existing
federal open science, creating a one-stop shop for data and
results. The Open Sci-ggregator would be integrated with
existing open government initiatives, would be populated
with the assistance of web-crawlers and social media bots,
and would link to diverse federal open science including:
publications, data, plain language summaries, profiles
of scientists, social media information, policy briefs, and
newsletters. The user interface would include keyword
search and a slider for users to customize their search
results to their needs, from novice to expert. The Open Sciggregator would be hosted by Treasury Board Secretariat,
overseen by a Steering Committee, and supported by a
Working Group to share best practices across departments
and agencies and coordinate maintenance, evaluation and
adaptation.
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The Mitacs Canadian Science Policy Fellowship Program is the first
of its kind in Canada, created to help build capacity for evidencebased policy in government while simultaneously cultivating the
policy skills needed to ensure that scientific expertise is effectively
brought to bear to inform policy solutions and decision-making.
For more information on Mitacs and our programs, visit mitacs.ca

Mitacs would like to thank our co-host for this year’s event,
Evidence For Democracy, and our sponsor, FACETS Journal.

