
I 

I Section I l l  

i HEALTH SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY 



Chapter 7 

RESEARCH PROMOTION AND DEVELOPMENT 
INCLUDING RESEARCH ON HEALTH- 

PROMOTING BEHAVIOUR 

The objcctives of the regional research programme are to strengthen national 
research capabilities and to promote and coordinate research activities on regional 
priority health problems, including those on socio-behavioural and economic aspects 
pertaining to health. In this endeavour, the WHO South-East Asia Advisory 
Committce on Health Research (SENACHR) serves as the main advisory body to 
the Regional Director on matters of policy. The Regional Office also receives 
technical advice from the subcommittees oISEA1ACHR as well as scientific working 
groups convened by the Regional Director from time to time. The biennial mcetings 
of Directors of Medical Research Councils or Analogous Bodies and Concerned 
Research Foci in the Relcvant Ministries (MRCs) serve as an important means of 
obtaining the views of Member Countries on the strategies for research promotion 
and development in general as well as information on the implementation status of 
specific research programmes. 

The scventccnth session of SENACHR was held in Yangon, Myanmar, from 21 to 
27 April 1091. It reviewed the regional research programme as well as the report of 
thc Regional Office on the broad range of activities being undertaken to provide 
information support for research, especially the functioning of the HELLIS system, 
as well as the efforts of the Special Programmes. The Regional Office identified 
weaknesses in the HELLIS system, especially in the linkages within the countries, and 
SENACHR made a number of recommendations to further strengthen information 
support for research. SEAIACHR was also informed of the consultative meeting to 
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develop criteria for the appraisal of HSR project proposals. Three sets of attributes 
for the appraisal of projects were described: the scientific, utility and contextual. 
Based on this framework, criteria pertaining to each one of these attributes were 
developed. SENACHR appreciated the importance of this consultative meeting for 
the development of health systems research in the Region. The framework and 
criteria for the appraisal of HSR will help in identifying HSR projects which are 
scientifically sound and relevant to user needs, and will be useful for promoters, 
supporters and evaluators of HSR as well as researchers themselves. 

The technical subjects discussed at SEAIACHR covered areas of research in health 
care delivery in villages and slums, research in the control of cancer in developing 
countries, and research into youth (and adolescent) behaviour as related to health. 

In discussing the follow-up actions to the WHO Technical Discussions at thc 
Forty-third World Health Assembly on the role of health research in the strategies 
for H F N W ,  and the World Health Assembly resolution on the subject, it called 
upon institutions andscientists in thecountries to respondeffectively to the challenges 
contained in the Assembly resolution and recommended that WHO cooperate with 
countries in developing national plans of actions in response to the resolution. 

ACHR also discussed the need to identify a strategic plan for its own activities for a 
period of five years and agreed on the need for greater emphasis in providing advice 
for research capability strengthening, especially with respect to overcoming the 
difficulties of translating the aims and objectives into practical programmes. This 
strategic plan would be linked to the operational paragraphs of the Assembly 
resolution. 

Theseventh meeting of Directorsof Medical Research Councils or Analogous Bodies 
and Concerned Research Foci in the Relevant Ministries (MRCs) was held in 
Kathmandu, Nepal, from 4 to 9 November 1W. It reviewed the collaboration 
between WHO and medical research councils in the South-East Asia Region, and 
affirmed that the present practice of conveningregular periodicmeetingsof Directors 
of National Medical Research Councils is useful and should be continued. 
Participants at the meeting were of the opinion that efforts should be made at the 
national level togenerate a climate conducive to the development of research culture. 
It was important to develop the infrastructure necessary for implementation of the 
recommendations of the meetings of Directors of Medical Research Councils while 
nationalmechanisms should be established for the coordination of research activities. 
Regular meetings at which the research community and health care managers arc 
fully represented would further the achievement of these objectives. 

In discussing the role of health research in the strategies for HFNUXW, the MRCs 
meeting endorsed the call for action embodied in the World Health Assembly 
resolution and the viewpoints expressed in the preamble. The meeting further called 



upon medical research councils and analogous bodies to respond effectively to the 
challenges contained therein, and agreed that health systems research is essential for 
every country irrespective of the level of economic development and is not a luxury. 
Participants called for the formulation of a plan for national action to respond to the 
Assembly resolution. They alsodiscussed mechanisms to promote national capability 
for self-sustained research and the role of traditional systems of medicine in health 
care delivery. 

In response to the importance of nutrition in Health for All strategies, the Regional 
Office supported a meeting of concerned scientists inThailand. The first Consultative 
meeting of the South-East Asia Nutrition Research-cum-Action Network took place 
in Thailand in August 1990 One of the major objectives of this Network was to help 
bridge the gap between rcsearch scientists and health managers. The former often 
felt that decision-makers could make better use of their results in planning nutrition 
programmes; the latter, on the other hand, feel that more research to help solve 
operational nutrilional problems should be undertaken. 

The other objectives of the Network include the identification of major nutritional 
problems in the South-East Asia Region; strengthening of nutrition research- 
cum-actioncapabilities; promotion of selected priority research-cum-action nutrition 
projects; promotion of training programmes; and cxchange of experts, scientists and 
programme managers to facilitate realization of the above objcctives and to share 
information on priority nutrition research-cum-action matters of mutual interest and 
concern to the countries of the Region. 

Several priority operational issues in nutrition at the primary health care level, and 
amenable to research-cum-action projects, have been identified jointly by Member 
Countries and collaborating centres. Four important areas identified are: weaning 
foods to overcome protein-energy malnutrition in young children, anaemia in 
pregnant women, reduction of the prevalence of vitamin A deficiency and nutritional 
monitoring. The Regional Office will support some of the Network activities. 

The dengue haemorrhagicfever (DHF) vaccine development programme, supported 
by the Regional Office, has been progressingsatisfactorily at the WHO Collaborating 
Centre for Dengue Haemorrhagic Fever (DHF), at the Department of Pathology, 
Mahidol University in Bangkok, Thailand, where work is in progress on the 
development of dengue vaccine and immunological reagents. Since vaccine 
development is a major project being supported by the Regional Office, a peer review 
mechanism has been set up to provide direction in this research effort. The Eighth 
W H O  Peer Review meeting was held at the WHO Collaborating Centre for Research 
on the Immunopathology of Dengue Haemorrhagic Fever, Mahidol University, 
Bangkok, Thailand, on 29-30 September 1990. One hundred and fifty-nine human 
subjects have received one or more of the candidate attenuated vaccines. There have 
been no disabling untoward effects, and up to 90 per cent of subjects have 
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seroconverted and maintained neutralizing antibody for a period of years. After a 
review of the datapresented, it was recommended that another trial of the trivalent 
vaccine be conducted in flavivirus nonimmune adults using the dilutions of vaccine in 
a total volume of 1.0 ml. The members also recommended that once an acceptable 
combination of Dengue 1,2 and 4 vaccines is found for adults, a study may proceed 
in children. The dengue vaccine development programme is now receiving 
international recognition. 

The sixteenth session of SEAJACHR, held in April 1990, reviewed the research 
programme in tuberculosis and recommended renewed thrust and intensification of 
research. Based on this recommendation, the Regional Office convened a meeting 
of a Task Force on Research in Tuberculosis in December 1M. At this meeting, 
lacunae in the research programme in relation to the problem of tuberculosis in the 
Region were analysed and research protocols dealing with nine important areas were 
developed. These included the identification of risk factors for diseases; the risk 
factor for infection; operational research for improving the cure rate; programme 
monitoring and disease surveillance; assessment of the protective effect of BCG 
revaccination; the role of X-ray examination of the chest; centralized sputum 
examination to improve the quality of coverage; the use of combined drug tablets for 
the treatment of tuberculosis; and operations research for the attainment of a high 
cure rate in district TB control programmes. These protocolswill be circulated to the 
countries for their consideration and use in promoting research on tuberculosis. 

The Regional Office continues to support investigator-originated as well as 
collaborative research projects. A total of 34 new research proposals were received 
in 1990 and, up to March 1991, eleven had been funded. Seventeen projects are still 
awaiting revision by the Principal Investigators and further review. Sixty-seven 
research projects are currently being supported; of these, 38 are concerned with 
communicable diseases (acute respiratory infections, dengue haemorrhagic fever, 
diarrhoea1 diseases, Japanese encephalitis, liver diseases and malaria), 3 with 
environmental health, 4 with health of the elderly, 6 with health manpower 
development, 7 with maternal and child health, one eachwith mental health, nutrition, 
operational research and primary health care, and 5 with other things. 

Research capability strengthening has been an inherent part of the RPD programme 
from its inception. Fourteen awards were made for Visiting Scientist Grants and 
Research Training Grants during the period 1990-1991. The fields of research of 
these grants were tuberculosis, hepatitis, diabetes and statistical methods, among 
others. 

There are a total of 66 active WHO collaborating centres with a wide scope of 
functions ranging from health programme development to cardiovascular diseases. 
Some 20centres are related to the programme areas of disease prevention and control 
as compared to 16 centres concerned with diagnostic and therapeutic technology. A 
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Directory of WHO Collaborating Centres in South-East Asia, giving the terms of 
reference, institutional profileand information on thegeneral activities of the Centres 
as well as on the specific activities undertaken as a WHO Collaborating Centre was 
published in 19!M. 

Thc South-East Asia Regional Office now lays grcatcr emphasis on thc promotion 
and development of hci~lth systcms research. A separate budgcl line has been 
provided for l!M-1991 for the strengthening of rcscarch capability of institutions in 
the Region, especially for undertaking hcalth systems research through a system of 
providing institutional strengthening grants (see Section 3.3 for details). 

The Research Promotion and Development programme of the Regional Office thus 
encompasses activities ranging from promotion of research through scientific 
meetings to research capability strengthening through the provision of visiting 
scientist grants and research training grants; establishment of WHO collaborating 
centres; promoting mechanisms for rcscarch promotion and development at the 
national level; and providing direct support to research projects, including projects 
initiated and monitored by the various technical units in the Regional Office (details 
of which arc provided in the respective reports of these units). However, this is only 
one facet of thc total rcsedrch effort of WHO. These activities have to he considered 
together with sevcral other inputs. Substantial contributions arc also made by the 
various W H O  Special Programmes such as the Programme for Research, 
Dcvclopment and Training in Human Reproduction (HRP), the Programme for 
Research and Training in Tropical Diseases (TDR), and the Global Programme on 
AIDS (GPA). In addition, some Member Countries utilize the WHO country budget 
to promote and support research activities. It is clear that the total of all efforts for 
research promotion and development is considerable. 


