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Health Institute) and Claire Allen (Evidence Aid). For presentation, click here. 
 
This expert meeting was organised to facilitate learning and information sharing on health 
sector initiatives intended to improve health outcomes and contribute to longer term, 
sustainable health system strengthening and conflict transformation. The aim was to inform 
programming, policy, advocacy, research and the civil society; and the starting point for our 
presentation was: we want to know what is best to strengthen health systems, but what is best 
is not the same for everyone. For example, what is best for technical staff is what is feasible to 
implement; for managers, what is cheap; and for policy-makers, what is cost-effective and 
politically sound. These people also need to know what is effective if they are to choose what 
might do more good than harm when trying to decide what is best. 
 
Decisions about interventions, actions and strategies have to be informed by evidence on 
various aspects, including effectiveness, costs and feasibility. This leads to the challenge of 
integrating these different types of evidence to inform judgements about health systems 
policies. One place to begin in thinking about this is to consider how clinicians approach these 
problems. Typically, they do so by producing guidance and we have worked on a handbook to 
help people develop health systems guidance (http://goo.gl/WM4tl). During the Amsterdam 
meeting, we reported several of the challenges encountered and showed how Evidence Aid is 
tackling these issues. 
 
Evidence Aid is identifying the evidence needs of people involved in the humanitarian 
response to disasters. It was established after the Indian Ocean tsunami in December 2004, in 
order to make systematic reviews more helpful to people and organisations trying to cope with 
a natural disaster or humanitarian crisis. Its work is based on systematic reviews of the effects 
of interventions and it is conducting a needs assessment, which has highlighted some of the 
challenges faced by people making choices about health systems interventions. Evidence Aid 
has also assessed the relevance of existing Cochrane reviews and held two conferences in 
Oxford (September 2011) and Brussels (October 2012). 
 

http://www.medicusmundi.org/en/contributions/events/2012/health-systems-strengthening-in-fragile-states.-mmi-ntwork-meeting
http://www.medicusmundi.org/en/contributions/events/2012/health-systems-strengthening-in-fragile-states.-mmi-ntwork-meeting/collection-of-case-studies/swisstph_fragilestates.pdf
http://goo.gl/WM4tl


The main challenges encountered in producing methods to develop health systems guidance 
were: 
 

1) Judgments on health systems need good quality evidence, which might be found in systematic 
reviews. The Evidence Aid needs assessment survey has confirmed this but there are gaps in 
the body of evidence around the effects of health systems interventions. 
 

2) Research on its own, even if presented in user-friendly manners, is not practical for decision 
makers. The quality of evidence on the effects of health systems interventions is usually poor, 
which means that systematic reviews are often unable to produce the evidence needed for 
definitive guidance. 
 

3) Guidance (based on the best available, up-to-date evidence) has to be available in a timely 
manner in relation to the decisions to be taken. The Evidence Aid survey shows that potential 
users are aware of this issue, in particular in regard to the limited time available for decision 
making in the short-term aftermath of natural disasters and other crisis. 
 

4) The complexity of health systems settings and contexts calls for additional evidence, often of a 
local nature, in order to adapt research evidence so that it is more relevant for specific 
situations. The people who might use Evidence Aid have acknowledged this, supporting the 
need for contextual summaries to place the findings of systematic reviews in context. 
 
Xavier Bosch-Capblanch is a medical doctor, with an official degree in Public Health, working 
at the Swiss Tropical and Public Health Institute (in Basel). He lived and worked for 10 years in 
rural Sub-Saharan African settings and he has been involved in several Cochrane reviews, 
analyses of immunisation data and, most recently, in the development of methods to produce 
health systems guidance. Claire Allen is Knowledge Manager for Evidence Aid. 
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