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Background 

On 27 May 2013, the Sixty-sixth World Health Assembly passed resolution WHA66.22,1 
which, among other things, requests the World Health Organization (WHO) “to establish a 
global health research and development observatory”. The Global Observatory on Health 
R&D, envisioned to be launched in 2016,2 will be a platform that collates information on 
health research and development (R&D), with a view to contributing to the identification of 
gaps and opportunities for health R&D and the defining of priorities for new R&D 
investments based on public health needs. 
 
The Global Observatory on Health R&D will aim to provide a centralized and comprehensive 
source of data on what health R&D is being conducted globally, where it is being conducted, 
by whom and how, and it will bring together information from a wide range of data sources 
to provide this overview. Resolution 66.22 asks WHO to build on “national and regional 
observatories (or equivalent functions) and existing data collection mechanisms” in doing so. 
Therefore, as part of the preparatory steps in developing the Global Observatory on Health 
R&D, a review of current databases, resources, and online search tools that allow for 
monitoring health R&D activities was commissioned. This report and the accompanying 
Excel database are the result of that review.  

Objective 

To develop a database of resources, databases and online search tools that provide insight 
into how much and what kind of health R&D is being conducted for different components 
and stages of the health R&D process, thus allowing for monitoring of health R&D activities.  

Theoretical framework 

A framework for information resources that allows for monitoring of health R&D activities 
was recently suggested by Røttingen et al,3 who proposed that health R&D can be 
monitored by identifying data sources for health R&D inputs, processes and outputs. Below, 
in Figure 1, these three categories are listed, including the associated data source types that 
have been included in this review. While no publicly available comprehensive database 
exists covering all of these elements in combination, the database developed for this review 
allows researchers to monitor health R&D in terms of funding, research projects, pipelines, 
patents and publications. 

Methodology 

Data collection 

A list was developed through multiple methods. First, a broad search for articles and 
websites was undertaken, using the terms health AND research and development AND 

                                                        
1
 Resolution WHA66.22. Follow-up of the report of the Consultative Expert Working Group on Research and 

Development: Financing and Coordination. In: Sixty-sixth World Health Assembly, Geneva, 20-27 May 2013. 
Resolutions and decisions, annexes. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2013:48–51 (WHA66/2013/REC/1;  
http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA66-REC1/A66_REC1-en.pdf, accessed 8 October 2015) 
2
 Global Observatory on Health R&D. World Health Organization: www.who.int/research-observatory 

3
 Røttingen JA, Regmi S, Young AJ, Viergever RF, Årdal C, Guzman J et al. Mapping of available health research 

and development data: what’s there, what’s missing and what role is there for a global observatory? Lancet 
2013;382(9900):1286–307. 

http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA66-REC1/A66_REC1-en.pdf
http://www.who.int/research-observatory


A review of databases, resources, and online search tools that allow for monitoring health R&D activities |  2  

 

[databases OR repositories OR clearinghouse OR observatories] in Scopus and Google 
Advanced Search. References to specific databases, repositories, clearinghouses or 
observatories within articles were identified and listed in an interim list. Specific databases, 
repositories, clearinghouses, observatories or data sources found through the Google 
Advanced Search were also added to the interim list. Second, websites identified through 
references found in published policy documents in the field of health R&D were added to 
the interim list. Third, websites of organizations known to work in the field of global health 
R&D were assessed and incorporated, including key funders of health R&D, researchers such 
as product development partnerships,4 industry bodies (e.g. the International Federation of 
Pharmaceutical Manufacturers and Associations [IFPMA]), and those working in global 
health R&D advocacy (e.g. BIO Ventures for Global Health, Global Health Technologies 
Coalition, Access to Medicines, AIDS Vaccine Advocacy Coalition, Council on Health Research 
for Development, Policy Cures). Finally, a search of the entries in the Registry of Open Access 
Repositories5 under subject = medicine was conducted, and relevant repositories included in 
the interim list. The initial interim list was then used to identify, verify and validate the 
databases, repositories, clearinghouses, observatories or data sources for inclusion in the 
final list.  
 

 
Figure 1. Potential indicators for monitoring health R&D and associated data source types 

Review 

Once each item in the interim list was identified, a validation step was undertaken. This 
included determining the scope and structure of the material available. Each site was 
reviewed with the following characteristics in mind: relevance of scope; specific types of 
data provided; accessibility (restricted or not); geographic scope; searchability and 
disease/health area specificity. If the site included a search function, a simple search was 

                                                        
4 Product Development Partnerships Funders Group: http://pdpfundersgroup.org/pdps.html 
5 Registry of Open Access Repositories: http://roar.eprints.org 

Inputs 

•Funding data 

•Health researchers 

•Organizations 

Processes 

•Clinical trial data 

•Research projects 

•Product pipelines 

 

Outputs 

•Publications 

•Product registration status 

•Patents 

http://pdpfundersgroup.org/pdps.html
http://roar.eprints.org/
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undertaken (usually on the term malaria or malaria vaccines) to validate the scope and 
utility of the site and see the structure of the returned results. 
 
Databases and websites were retained if they were within the scope of health R&D and 
allowed for monitoring of health R&D, were current and functioning, but were discarded 
from the list if they did not meet these criteria. Table 1 (also Figure 1) lists the data source 
types that were included in the review and provides descriptions of these, examples, and 
number of sources identified.  
 
The full list of data sources identified in this review is provided in the Excel file that 
accompanies this document, entitled Review of data sources that allow for monitoring of 
health R&D. 
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Table 1. Data sources included in the review: type, description, examples and number   

Data source type Description Examples 
Number of databases or websites 
covering this data source type 

Funding data 

Funding data including: aggregated 
country level R&D expenditure on 
medical and health sciences across a 
number of countries; investment project-
level data from multiple funders 
organized by disease area; project-level 
funding data from a single organization; 
funding data for a single disease; 
investments by the pharmaceutical 
industry. 

 Country-level aggregated R&D funding 
data e.g. OECD Science, Technology 
and R&D Statistics 

 Project level data organized by disease 
e.g. G-FINDER, ResIn 

 Single organization level data e.g. 
Wellcome Trust Grants, NIH 
RePORTER 

 41 

Health researchers 

Data on number of health researchers 
are available at country level, and cannot 
be disaggregated by disease. 

 UNESCO Institute of Statistics 
 4 

Organizations 

Organizational data allow identification 
of individual funders or recipients/ 
research organizations involved in 
research processes, product 
development and outputs. 

 EU Industrial R&D Investment 
Scoreboard 

 G-FINDER 

 BVGH’s Neglected Disease Product 
Pipelines 

 Access to Medicine Index 40 

Clinical trial data 

Clinical trials data ranging from listings of 
trials for specific disease areas to 
comprehensive all-inclusive clinical trial 
databases. 

 TB drugs – clinical trials in development 

 International Clinical Trials Registry 
Platform (ICTRP) 

 15 

Research projects 

Research project data capture any 
database that reports and describes 
health R&D projects. (Many of these also 
list funding associated with the research.) 

 NIH’s World RePORT 

 Country specific examples: Fiji Health 
Research Portal, South African 
National Health Research Database 

 46 
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Data source type Description Examples 
Number of databases or websites 
covering this data source type 

Product pipelines 

Many of the product pipeline databases 
and websites are disease (and/or disease 
+ product) specific with a focus on 
diseases affecting those in low and 
middle-income countries. There are a 
few user-pays services that include 
product pipeline information. 

 BVGH’s Neglected Disease Product 
Pipelines 

 WHO Initiative for Vaccine Research 
(IVR) publishes the Rainbow Table (list 
of malaria vaccine candidates) 

 29 

Publications 

Publication databases ranging from 
listings of specific publications from an 
organization to databases covering a 
country or a region through to 
comprehensive databases with a global 
scope. Some are subscription services 
only and/or require institutional access. 

 Organization specific examples: 
COHRED publications, TB Alliance 
publications 

 Region specific examples: African 
Index Medicus, Index Medicus for 
South-East Asia Region 

 Comprehensive examples: PubMed, 
Directory of Open Access Journals, 
POPLINE, EMBASE (Excerpta Medica 
Database) 73 

Product registration 
status 

These listings provide information on 
registration status of products across a 
number of countries. 

 Access to registration status of 
products registered at FDA, EMA, 
WHO Prequalified list 

 Access to Medicine Index provides 
numerical data on the number of 
products registered by disease area 
(focusing on diseases with the 
greatest DALYs) 

 Individual country product registration 
status 30 
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Data source type Description Examples 
Number of databases or websites 
covering this data source type 

Patents 

Databases here either provide statistics 
on the number of patents by country or 
data on actual patents. 

 OECD Science, Technology and R&D 
Statistics – provides counts of patents 
per country 

 PATENTSCOPE – provides details of 
actual patents, updated daily, covering 
international and national patent 
documents 8 

 
Note: numbers in this table do not add up to the total number of data sources listed in the Excel file because several databases fall in multiple data source categories.  

 

Limitations 
The nature of this list is dynamic; new sources will be developed and existing sources may be disbanded. It will be important to consistently maintain the list 
to reflect such changes.  
 
The list includes predominately English language websites, although there are some other language sites particularly for country or region specific medical 
publications and product registration. 
 

Notes 
As with all links on the internet, updates to materials occur regularly; these may result in greater access to up-to-date information or may result in the 
specified URL link no longer pointing to the most recent material. 
 
 


