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Breaking Down Barriers - Embracing Opportunities
—Theresa Tam

If it wasn't for the pandemic that started almost three years ago,
Theresa Tam might not have become a household name. Theresa
herself never expected to be in the spotlight. “When | started medical
school, I never thought | would become the Chief Public Health
Officer and interact frequently with the prime minister or cabinet
members.” Theresa said, “I just embraced the opportunity when it

arrived.”

Childhood Interests

Theresa Wing Sze Tam was born in Hong Kong where her parents and
many relatives were teachers. She moved to Grantham, Lincolnshire,
England at the age of ten and speaks with a blended and cool English
accent. She has been interested in science from a young age, at a

time when very few girls at her boarding school in Peterborough
(Cambridgeshire) pursued science as a career. Luckily Theresa was
encouraged and supported by her teachers, helping her build a solid

foundation.

While biology and chemistry were Theresa’s favourite subjects, she also
loved classical music, and learned to play the piano, trumpet and violin,

receiving the Associate of the London College of Music in pianoforte
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performance diploma while in high school. She had equal passion for
art and science, although in the end she chose medicine. She reasoned,
“If I became a scientist I could still enjoy music in my leisure. But
conversely I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to pursue science.”
Today, despite being very busy with work, Theresa has not abandoned
her love for music and picked up the cello and tin whistle along the way.
While she did not excel in sports at school, she has since completed a

number of half and full marathons.

From Pediatrician to Infectious Disease Specialist

After graduating from medical school at the University of Nottingham,
Theresa immigrated to Canada with her parents and siblings. Foreign
medical training is not easily recognized in Canada, requiring additional
examinations and certification. However, with focused determination
she quickly obtained a residency position in pediatrics at the University
of Alberta, and later a pediatric infectious disease fellowship at the

University of British Columbia.

Theresa became a member of the Royal College of Physicians and
Surgeons of Canada in 1996. To date she has published 55 peer
reviewed papers. Theresa sees being a doctor as the most direct way

to service society and help others. As a pediatrician, she finds joy in
seeing a sick child recover and regain their youthful vitality. But bedside
medicine only reaches one patient at a time. To help more people and

to protect them from disease was a main reason Theresa switched to
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public health where the population is her patient, with a focus on health

emergency management, disease prevention and health promotion.

Excelling in Public Health Management

Theresa joined Health Canada in 1997 as a field epidemiologist. In
twenty-five years, from SARS to HIN1 and Ebola, she has made
significant contributions as a medical specialist or a senior manager.
She led a team to complete Canada’s first published pandemic
response plan--Canadian Pandemic Influenza Preparedness: Planning
Guidance for the Health Sector (CPIP). She played a key role in
improving infectious disease monitoring, enhancing immunization
programs, improving health emergency management and strengthening
laboratory biosafety and biosecurity. She was one of the World Health
Organization’s international experts in SARS and other pandemic
response committees. She was the first non-US member of the Stop

Transmission of Polio team and supported polio eradication activities in

Bangladesh.

A solid education, rich work experience and exemplary professionalism
combine to make Theresa stand out at Health Canada, and later at

the Public Health Agency of Canada, after the agency was created in
2004 in response to the SARS crisis. As she puts it, all her experiences
“are the building blocks towards the job (she is) doing now.” Theresa

was Assistant Deputy Minister for Infectious Disease Prevention and

Control, then Deputy Chief Public Health Officer before she was
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appointed Canada’s Chief Public Health Officer in 2017, becoming the
first woman, and first Chinese Canadian to hold that position. She was

re-appointed in 2022.

Excellence in the Spotlight

'The 2020 COVID-19 pandemic brought unprecedented challenges

to the world, thrusting Theresa, as Chief Public Health Officer, into
the limelight overnight. During the nation-wide lockdown, Theresa
spoke to Canadians almost daily on television, sharing updates on

the pandemic and the latest research on COVID-19. She kept Prime
Minister Trudeau and his cabinet abreast of all developments to
support their decision-making process. Out of the public eye, her main
responsibility was to coordinate and collaborate on the management of

the pandemic with all provinces and territories.

Theresa shared that communicating with political leaders and citizens
involves interpretation - translating complex technical medical
information into easy-to-understand everyday language so that
people can best protect themselves and their families. Translating
complex information also helped her advise decision makers in
government so that they could develop social and economic strategies.
At first, the biggest challenge was the medical profession had very
limited understanding about the virus, amid much uncertainty, with

information changing rapidly.
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Theresa’s top principle in communicating with the public is
transparency. Whether there is only limited information, or whether
previously communicated information is no longer accurate, she

has been honest and has always strived to provide updates of new
information or corrections on old information as soon as it’s available.
She appreciates that senior policy makers often have to weigh difficult
choices when the options are not always clearly black and white, or even
that distinct from each other. The public don’t always see all the logistics
and complexities, as they are mainly concerned about the specifics of
the policies and their impact. Theresa sees her role as helping people
understand the evidence as it evolves, making recommendations always

from the perspective of scientific knowledge.

Theresa’s calm, sincere approach has earned her countless “fans”, social
media hashtags like #ThankYouDrTam and #IstandWithDrTam were
trending for some time. But like all public figures, she did not escape
criticism. Pandemic conversations were often politicized, and Theresa
became the target of critics of the government. Some opposition critics
picked on granular details, at times aiming for Theresa’s position and
even her professional qualifications. Her matter-of-fact response to the
media was “My singular focus is to work with all of my colleagues to
get this pandemic wave under control...I dont let noise detract me from

doing that.”

This partly reflects Theresa’s personality. “I am an introvert, I am a very
internally-focused person, very self-driven, I tend to focus on how I can

do better personally; I don't compete with other people”. It also reflects
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Theresa’s confidence in her training and experience. Canada’s track
record in combating the pandemic is proof in the pudding - especially
compared to other western countries such as the USA. Canada’s
infection rate per 100,000 population, mortality rate and vaccination
rate are far lower than other similar countries. We could not have

achieved any of these without Theresa Tam.

Encouraging Younger Generations to Break Down Barriers and

Achieve More

Many people see Theresa as a “Chinese Beacon”. She herself cautiously
acknowledges all the recognition and is happy that she can be a role
model for younger people. She recalls when she first became Chief
Public Health Officer, a visible minority colleague in the public service
had said to her, “It’s really helpful to see you in this position because

then I thought I could actually get there”.

There are many Chinese Canadians in the healthcare field, but few

in health policy or clinical standards committees. Theresa feels that a
country’s health system should reflect the ethnicities of the population it
serves. That is why she encourages young Chinese Canadians interested
in public health and health policy to embrace opportunities as they
arise, and not self-limit their aspirations. She says the key to success

is to “break down barriers including external and internal barriers and

believe that you can do it.”
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