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“From Insights to Impact: How Do We Ensure Health Policy and Systems
Research and Learning Accelerates Achievement of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)?” 

<POINTS>
Evidence-based research is fundamental to strengthening health systems globally. It is a strategic investment
that can address current global health challenges and contribute to building stronger, more efficient, and more
equitable systems.
The focus should not only be on the “what” but also on the “how.” A clear understanding and articulation of
both are essential for impactful policy formulation and implementation.
A strong commitment is required to leverage health policy and systems research to improve health outcomes
by fostering interdisciplinary and cross-sectoral collaboration.
The panel highlighted the need to bridge gaps between researchers and policymakers by establishing common
language and shared objectives, while acknowledging differences in time horizons and incentive structures.
Discussions emphasized the importance of fostering mutual understanding, especially between those who
generate evidence and those who shape policies.
Promoting continuous dialogue and knowledge-sharing among diverse experts, practitioners, and communities
is crucial. It is equally important to listen to and amplify the voices of under-represented regions and groups.
The role of international organizations was also discussed, with calls for them to play a more active role in
supporting HPSR, strengthening country-level capacities, and promoting equity in global health research and
policy.

We were honored to welcome the Honorable Helen Clark, Chair of the
Alliance for Health Policy and Systems Research Board, former Prime
Minister of New Zealand, and former Administrator of the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), as our keynote speaker. 

Profile

Helen Clark (Chair of the Alliance for Health Policy and Systems Research Board/ Former Prime Minister of
New Zealand/ Former Administrator of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP))

Helen Clark was Prime Minister of New Zealand from 1999–2008 and a Member of Parliament for 27 years. She advocated strongly for
economic and social justice, sustainability and climate action as well as for multilateralism. Helen served two terms as Administrator of the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and as Chair of the United Nations Development Group from 2009-2017. Earlier, Helen taught
in the Political Studies Department of the University of Auckland, from which she had graduated with BA and MA (Hons) degrees. Helen
advocates for sustainable development, climate action, gender equality and women’s leadership, peace and justice, and action on pressing
global health issues. In July 2020, she was appointed by the Director-General of the World Health Organisation as Co-Chair of the Independent
Panel for Pandemic Preparedness and Response. Amongst others, she chairs the boards of the Extractive Industries Transparency Organisation,
the Partnership for Maternal, Newborn and Child Health.
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■Keynote Speech
In her keynote address, the Honorable Helen Clark called on health systems and researchers to “do
business unusually” by stepping away from outdated practices that fail to deliver meaningful results.
She stressed that the COVID-19 pandemic exposed both the strengths and weaknesses of health
systems globally and highlighted the urgent need to apply these lessons to build more resilient and
responsive systems capable of withstanding future crises.
Ms. Clark emphasized that collaboration between researchers and policymakers is critical to translating
evidence into impact. Without strong political will and alignment, even the most robust research risks
being left unused. She cited Japan as a positive example where collaboration between researchers and
policymakers has been institutionalized, providing a valuable model for other nations.
She further highlighted that research is not a luxury, but a strategic investment essential for creating
more effective, equitable, and sustainable health systems worldwide. Concluding her remarks, Ms. Clark
expressed her vision of a future where health policy and systems research drives real solutions to global
challenges through broad, interdisciplinary cooperation.
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Barriers Faced by Health Systems
There are different barriers but one of the main barriers is bringing different people from different backgrounds and fields to leverage solutions. It is not
always simple to bring people together, however, it is necessary in this context to generate global solutions. Moreover, the fact is that up until now,
health systems have been focusing on the ‘whats’ and not on the ‘hows’, this is another barrier. This is mainly because we believe in evidence and
research and this is how we function as researchers; however, when it comes to policy making, we need to know the ‘hows’ and to focus on the ‘hows’.
The reality is that politicians do not believe in research and we that work in health systems lack understanding on the ‘whats’ and the ‘hows’. We must
develop our understanding of decision-making on both a private and a public level because policy learns from evidence, but it is essential to comprehend
the evidence and how best to use it to bring solutions.
Additional barriers for health system research are language, concept, and definition. Research uses academic language and concepts that are ambiguous
to the layman; a common language and a common understanding is necessary for health system research to be successful and effective. Research is
mainly conducted for non-researchers and the outcome of research is also aimed at non-researchers; therefore, it is crucial that researchers learn to
communicate simply without academic jargon that is cryptic to the non-researchers.
Timeframe is another barrier as policy makers need to have a long-term vision to plan policies ahead of time, they also need to consider time and how
best to use their time. This is different for researchers as their concept of time and the way that they use time is specific to the research context.
Therefore, researchers need to learn to understand their timeframe in the political context. Additionally, there is also a lack of collaboration between
different groups of experts in health systems, and this is required to have effective outcome measures and to be able to share those outcome measures.
The main barrier for health system research in Japan is that the concept of evidence needs to be clearly defined and more polished. Seeing as humans are
more emotional than rational, there is a need for more granularity in research because politicians operate rationally. As a result, there is a disparity;
however, the cause of the granularity differs. Therefore, there is a need for ethnographic research in health system research to understand why this
granularity occurs. Mr. Noritake gave the example of the Cancer Act in Japan to explain his point on granularity. When the Cancer Basic Act went into
effect, the government set the goal for 47 prefectures to have regional cancer control act. However, the reality to this approach is that each prefecture is
different and will implement the act differently and therefore will obtain different results. Thus, it is necessary for the government to make a concrete
plan that each local government can appropriate. By doing this, prefectures can learn from each other, and prefectures that are similar in size or that have
the same context may be able to collaborate and measure the outcomes together.

■Main Themes from the Panel Discussion

Essential Ingredients for Impactful Health Systems Research
The research question and the methodology must be correct, and different disciplines need to be incorporated from the beginning. It is imperative to
understand the research question to establish the right methodology. Practitioners need to be incorporated from the very beginning once the research
question has been adequately defined. Research will become more relevant and effective once those implementing and practicing the results of research
outcomes are involved from the onset because they can provide their perspective and share their experiences, which will enrich the research and
especially the methodological approach employed. Moreover, people’s values are important, and researchers must comprehend this and conduct
research that delves into people’s behaviour in order to properly understand what causes people to change their behaviour. If people’s values and
experiences are at the forefront of research, it becomes easier to conduct research that speaks to these values.
Timeliness is a key factor for health systems to have a meaningful impact on health and development. Making significant impact in policy development
needs momentum and time is essential for momentum. Moreover, health policy and system researchers need to be visionary and dialogue with diverse
communities; by doing this, they will be able to employ the data obtained from these communities to depict the reality as accurately as possible.
Collaborating with diverse communities not only enriches research but it also makes a difference in the communities because they see how essential their
voice is to research. Policy development and implementation must be evidence-based, using evidence sourced from the existing reality in a balanced way.
Comprehending the existing reality will facilitate the identification of the steps necessary to effectively ameliorate the current reality.
Additionally, the ‘hows’ needs to be persuasive for health policy and system research to be impactful because without the ‘hows’, we cannot achieve the
‘whats’; without the ‘hows’, the evidence would be in vain. Moreover, the level of evidence is important; the level of evidence is important because there
is a need to understand that the decision-making process depends on the power of politics and the power dynamics in politics. For example, when
building bridges, the resources and the raw materials required to build bridges are like the evidence that we provide. However, where to build the bridge
is political and it is the decision makers that make this decision not the researchers. Therefore, it is essential that researchers comprehend the power
dynamics in decision-making relating to health policy and provide evidence that can influence the way that the decision is made. The source of this
evidence will not be from the researchers alone, but the people for whom research is being conducted, those who benefit from the research outcomes.
This is one of the main foci of the HGPI; to promote the voice of the public in policy-making.

The Role of Global Institutions
Research must be in the DNA of international organisations. Moreover, it is important to focus on the ‘hows’, not just the ‘whats’ and to understand how
the ‘hows’ work and whether they work or not by examining the outcomes of health policies. Foresight is also imperative in health system research;
research often tends to look back; however international organisations need to stimulate foresight in research to be able to predict and prepare for
unexpected circumstances and potential scenarios. In addition, organisations like the WHO need to return and focus on their core mandate and work
closer with countries on advancing health system research.
Furthermore, international organisations need to encourage and focus on voices from under-represented regions and established a balanced
representation as voices from Western countries are often too loud, leaving voices from Asian or African countries are neglected resulting in an imbalance
and polarisation. It is also essential that international organisations like the UN to continue to advocate human rights that promote safe, free, and ethical
research; the reality is that research often reveals unethical facts that need to be addressed, and adequate support must be provided to researchers to
promote fair science.
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HGPI holds seminars with opinion leaders and innovators on a wide-range of domestic and international topics related to health policy.

Visit our website: http://www.hgpi.org/en/

Supporting member of HGPI

HGPI conducts its work with financial support from foundations and companies as well as individual members both
domestic and international. Your continued support enables HGPI to continue its activities as a non-profit, non-partisan
think tank.We would greatly appreciate your generous support.
*HGPI is recognized as a certified nonprofit corporation by the Tokyo Metropolitan Government. Donations to certified nonprofit corporations
are considered eligible for tax benefits that expand allowable limits on deductible expenses. 
Corporate membership fees can be paid in the form of donations. We would greatly appreciate your generous support and understanding for
our activities as a corporate sponsor.

F o r  m o r e
i n f o r m a t i o n

Additionally, international organisations need to continue to broaden their knowledge scope by collecting best practices from other regions to learn from
them. For example, in the cardiovascular disease (CVD) project conducted by the HGPI, the HGPI collaborated with Thailand and this collaboration was
enrichening for the HGPI as they learned how to promote policies regarding CVD even with limited resources from Thailand. Moreover, organisations like
the UN need to encourage granularity across regions, countries, and diseases. Cross-disease granularity is especially primordial as lessons learned from
policies made for one disease can be useful for another disease. For example, the discussions that are currently occurring in Japan regarding dementia and
how people with dementia can still contribute to society, are the same discussions that took place 20 years ago. Therefore, there is a cross-disease
discussion with dementia and cancer currently occurring in Japan, which is enrichening as different dementia patients can learn from cancer patients and
vice versa.
It is also essential for international organisations need to think about the specific stories that move people, understand these stories and evoke the right
change using people’s stories, not just their own agendas. There must be an alignment to budget cycles in international organisations, as well as an
understanding of the values that drive policies. Without understanding the values and the driving forces behind health policies, it would be tasking to
evoke change. International organisations need to continue to promote quality health systems research and bring countries together to learn from each
other in a balanced manner, in which every country’s voice is heard and valued. It is imperative that organisations like the UN remain humble about their
work and continue to promote this type of attitude in health systems research.

Making a Difference with Health Systems Research
The process of the research needs to be used to encourage people to live well not only to focus on the outcomes; health system research should be about
encouraging people to live well by first helping people to understand why it is important to live well and by reaching an agreement. Research also needs to
focus on helping society develop the understanding that the most important outcome measures is the number of healthy years we live, not necessarily the
number of years; it is more important to add health to life not necessarily years to life. It is necessary that the focus must change to adding health to life
because adding years to life without health is futile.
For health systems to be effective, and for health system research to be impactful, we must not ignore what motivates and what drives people
intrinsically; it is the intrinsic drive that will result in long-lasting behavioural change. For example, the contribution of art to health is important and it is a
fact that cannot be neglected by science. Art has a significant impact on mental well-being and this is often overlooked by science. It is necessary that
scientists comprehend the importance of factors like art and the impact that it has on health and focus on promoting these factors with health to
encourage durable health behaviour changes.
In addition, to make a difference with health system research, we need to embrace the fact that we fail and that we need to take risks; a reform can only
occur when we take risks, and we learn from these risks. Furthermore, it is imperative to promote knowledge development and continuous dialogue with
different people with different expertise from different backgrounds, and to value and listen to the voices of these individuals with precision and accuracy.
To make a difference with health systems research, there must be a balanced focus on both outcomes and health equities, and a contribution to building
trust so that research becomes a part of societal dialogue. Moreover, a paradigm shift from involvement to co-creation is essential, in which ongoing
collaboration with health services users and the public is continuously encouraged and promoted.
We need to understand that health systems differ from one country to another, and countries can learn from each other; however, there needs to be
balanced alignment in our healthcare systems to bring global solutions to the global challenges that we are facing. The global challenges that we are
experiencing in the world today are significant challenges; however, we have the tools through research to generate solutions and to play a part in
addressing these challenges.
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■Q＆A
A dynamic and lively discussion took place during the Q&A session. Topics include the role of each individual in appropriating the SDGs for themselves to
achieve the SDG goals, the contribution of art to science and health, and learning how to fail well in research. Building trust in pharmaceutical companies,
developing research literacy and learning how to adequately assess health systems were also discussed during this session.
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