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Research and policy

Scurvy
1601 lemon juice shown to eliminate scurvy among 
sailors; 1864 after discovery British Board of trade uses 
citrus for its sailors

Asbestos
1955 Doll demonstrated relationship between asbestos 
and lung cancer. 1987 banned in Australia in 
manufacturing and totally banned in 2003.

Childhood obesity
First data about increase in childhood obesity in 1960s. 
Policy response?



Estimated * data, for Australian children 
, Olds T and Norton K, Uni SA

Increases since 1960 apparent
Exponential since 1990

* Extrapolated from 
school records



Cooksey Report : A Review of UK 
Health Research Funding, 2006

The UK is at risk of failing to reap the full
economic, health and social benefits that the
UK’s public investment in health research
should generate……

The Review identified cultural, institutional, and
financial barriers to translating research into
practice. 



Systems have been around for a 
long time outside of health….

� Science and Policy Research Unit in the UK in 1966

� Oxford Analytica – draws on the international network of 1000 
scholars to provide business and government leaders with 
timely and authoritative analysis of world developments 
www.oxan.com

� Scidev – reliable and authoritative information about science 
and technology for the developing world www.scidev.net

� Australia’s water CRC!



Systems to support knowledge transfer 
and exchange:

� Increase demand and receptivity inside policy 
agencies

� Foster partnerships and exchange

� Increase capacity and focus within research 
agencies 



UK:

� Leadership by Treasury: ensure that no policy, 
programme or project adopted without first asking : 
Are there better ways to achieve this outcome? Are 
there better uses for the resources? 

� Researchers inside public service: 1,000 social 
science researchers & Government Social Research 
Unit http://www.policyhub.gov.uk/

� NHS R&D culture of integrating research and policy 
‘Best research for best health’



Canada: EXTRA
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� Quite intensive - four away-from-home residency 
sessions and special projects

� Very positive feedback



Systems to support knowledge transfer 
and exchange:

� Increase demand and receptivity inside policy 
agencies

� Foster partnerships and exchange

� Increase capacity and focus within research 
agencies 



Sax Institute

� Independent organization with core funding from 
NSW Health

� Membership from public health and health service 
research groups in NSW

� Mission to increase the impact of research on policy 

� Policy Impact Program and development of research 
assets and capabilities 



Systems to foster partnerships and 
exchange through

� Better access to existing research findings

� More policy relevant new research 



Ability to find research to inform policy 
in last 12 months

� 68% found brief research summaries difficult or 
impossible to find 

� 84% found systematic reviews difficult or 
impossible to find

� Difficulty in finding research summaries nominated 
as one of greatest barriers to using evidence in 
policy

Sax Institute Policy Maker Survey



Policy makers’ feedback about research 
reviews

“I don’t think we use reviews much at all – people 
don’t even think of it”

“A couple of times either I didn’t specify clearly 
enough what I wanted or the specs changed and 
what they produced...was awkward for the 
Department”

“Also there’s the timing issue, you don’t want to have 
to put a lot of effort into a tendering process that 
won’t get you a product when you really need it”



Evidence Check

� Evidence Check is an analytic tool to help policy makers 
define their needs for information from research 

� Been used with around 30 different projects

� “The tool assisted us to anticipate potential difficulties, 
challenges or issues re the scope and process for the 
research in a far more sophisticated way than we would have 
done by ourselves. Going through the questions step by step 
helped us identify the risks to the project, i.e. those 
unanticipated questions that can potentially derail a project 
midway or result in a product that does not quite meet our 
needs.”



Rapid reviews

� Meet policy deadlines – often very short!

� Undertaken by researchers in their area of expertise

� Evidence check used to identify questions & Sax Institute 
locates researchers with relevant expertise 

� 2-3 pages and a clear one sentence answer to the 
question(s)

� “ The Cabinet Office …………. particularly liked its 
impartiality; there was clearly no attempt to limit the 
analysis to a narrow set of approaches which we - or any 
other jurisdiction - had previously supported or rejected.  
TCO felt that objectivity gave the document greater 
authority and credibility”



Emerging research findings with 
potential policy relevance

� Push: research setting the policy agenda

� PulSe

� How can we extract from the mass of published 
research the new findings that are likely to be of 
special significance in the future?

� How can we draw these to the attention of policy 
makers?



Predictions of Lord Kelvin, president of 
the Royal Society, 1890-95

� Radio has no future

� X-rays will prove to be a hoax

� Heavier than air flying machines are 
impossible



Systems to foster partnerships and 
exchange through

� Better access to existing research findings 

� More policy relevant new research



What information do policy makers, 
service providers and practitioners 
need?

� Timely

� Locally relevant

� High quality and dependable

� Often about implementation – acceptability, feasibility 
and cost



Engagement:  A new way of doing 
business

The research agenda is set by the 
organisations’ needs – by the questions that 
arise as clinicians and managers do their work

The research is done collaboratively between 
the managers, the clinicians and the 
researchers

Richard Smith, Editor, BMJ



Manitoba Health Policy Centre 

� Funded by Manitoba Health uses population datasets 

� Long term partnership between a research group and 
a policy agency – mutual understanding and stable, 
highly skilled staff

� Annual negotiated work plans focused on 
government priorities

� High quality science

� 3 month warning of release of data



MEDICATION USE

Findings: if medication use for “high-cost users” was reduced through 
medication reviews from an average of 12 to 11 different drugs, 
savings would be over $8 million per year in Manitoba (Kozyrskyj et 
al, 2005)     
Action: pilot project of medication reviews at home care onset

FLU IMMUNISATION

Findings: Adult flu immunization decreases emergency room visits 
and hospital use during a peak flu season by 20-40% (Menec et 
al,1999)                                  
Action: flu immunization offered to high risk groups

Manitoba Centre for Health Policy: 
Impact on policy



Research assets and capabilities 

� Provide a capacity to undertake locally relevant 
research more quickly

� Registers, cohorts, linked population data sets eg WA 
Data Linkage System, 45 and Up Study in NSW

� Policy in Action Roundtable



Using large population datasets

� Failure rates for tubal sterilisation (Churches et al, 2000)

� Deep vein thrombosis and long haul flights (Kelman et al, 
2003)

� Infant outcomes of mother’s hypertension in 
pregnancy (Roberts et al 2005)

� Complications in second pregnancy follow caesarian
section (Taylor et al, 2005)

� Hospital readmissions for asthma within 20 days, 
(Australian Centre for Asthma Management)

� Does emergency department length of stay influence 
patient outcomes (Haines et al)

� Hospital costs of older people in the last year of life 
(Kardamanidis, 2007)



Policy makers use of 45 and Up: SEEF

� Environmental health
– NSW Health (healthy environments; drought)
– NSW Environmental Protection Agency (air quality)

� Access to and use of services
– NSW Health (hospital  services)
– NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care (Home and 

Community Care Program)

� Determinants of health
– NSW Department of Ageing, Disability and Home Care (Impact of 

housing and neighbourhood on functional status) 



Trends in types of Indigenous 
publications over time

Indigenous  Health Publications
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Evaluation research needs systems 
for…

� Early engagement of researchers in process of 
designing policy or program implementation using 
partnership approaches

� Better methods for evaluating policy or program 
implementation focused more on feasibility, impact, 
acceptability and cost than randomised trials

� Funding evaluation research with short turn around 
times and partnership funds



Systems to support knowledge transfer 
and exchange:

� Increase demand and receptivity inside policy 
agencies

� Foster partnerships and exchange

� Increase capacity and focus within research agencies



Proportion of researchers perceiving that little value is 
placed on efforts to get research into policy
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United Kingdom: Health services research

NHS R&D Strategy £750 million in 2006/07 includes funding for:

� Research Centres, Fellows,  Programme Grants etc.

� National Institute for Health Research

� NHS Service Delivery and Organisation to consolidate and 
develop the evidence base on the organisation, management and 
delivery of health services, and to promote the uptake and 
application of that evidence in policy and practice 



Canadian Health Service Research Foundation

� REISS – grants to fund programs that will have a 
substantial impact on health system decision making 

� CADRE Capacity for Applied and Developmental 
Research and Evaluation in Health Services and 
Nursing (including chairs)

Canadian Institute for Health Services and Policy 
Research

� Range of funding vehicles including centres

CANADA



NHMRC’s Partnerships for Research into 
Better Health Care ….

� To build and sustain Australia’s capacity to produce 
applied research that will be of use in the 
development of policy, health services, health 
programs or health practice

� Uses a partnership model

� Range of funding vehicles including centres and 
partnership awards; $100 million allocated over the 
first two years

� Discussion paper anticipated by May



Conclusions 

“I find data like a glass of cold, pure 
water after the heat of a disagreement 
without evidence.”

Maynard Keynes


