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The thirty-second session of the global Advisory Committee on Health Research was held 
in Geneva from 10 to 13 October 1994. This document provides a summary of the main 
conclusions and recommendations of the Committee. A full report of the session is 
available on request. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The thirty-second session of the global Advisory Committee on Health Research (ACHR) was held in 
Geneva from 10 to 13 October 1994. It was confirmed that the Committee will revert to meeting annually. 

The Committee discussed the impact of advances in science and technology on the future of global 
health and reviewed WHO's research policies, plans and activities at global and regional level, paying 
particular attention to the need for harmonization of the Organization's research with related United Nations 
efforts and to the Committee's own role in setting research priorities. 

The representative of the United Nations Secretary-General, who attended the meeting, cited the leading 
role of ACHR in initiating discussions with the World Bank, UNESCO, FAO, UNDP, UNICEF and other 
institutions of the United Nations system to bring priority issues to the attention of the Economic and Social 
Council. 

A more detailed account of the proceedings can be found in the report of the session, which is available 
on request (document ACHR32/94.22). The terms of reference of ACHR are annexed. 

2. SUMMARY OF CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

2.1 General orientation 

The Committee acknowledged that research in WHO covers a broad professional spectrum and that, 
in order to promote a correct orientation, it is necessary to be sensitive to current and impending 
developments in health research, science and technology. The report of the joint WHO-CIOMS colloquium 
on "The impact of advances in science and technology on the future of global health" is therefore to be 
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commended. In order to retain its leadership in health matters, WHO needs to anticipate global issues of 
critical significance to future health and investigate them with the appropriate scientific armamentarium. The 
Committee recommended that special attention should be given to new or re-emerging infectious diseases; 
to applications of DNA-based technologies in diagnosis and treatment, as well as vaccine and food 
production; to ecosystems monitoring; to research on indicators and other new developments in information 
technology; and the development of decision-support tools for health policy formulation (in this respect, a 
special panel should be invited to undertake a critical evaluation of disability-adjusted life-year methodology 
and its potential operational usefulness). The Committee emphasized the value of carefully prepared, country-
based case studies for health policy research. 

2.2 Global priorities 

The ACHR monograph "Research for health: principles, perspectives and strategies", prepared since 
the Committee's previous session, is a strategic document containing critical guidelines. The Committee 
recommended that it should be translated, widely disseminated and followed up with specification of priorities 
in more detail. 

The Committee reviewed another initiative, the establishment of the WHO Ad Hoc Committee on 
Health Research Relating to Future Intervention Options, and stated that such initiatives should be brought 
to its attention so that it could provide timely advice to the Director-General, and through him to the 
governing bodies, in accordance with its terms of reference. Such advice should always be based on scientific 
merit and on an all-round view of health research; it should rely on sound and accepted methodological 
principles; and it should seek to preserve the institutional integrity of WHO. The ACHR system should be 
fully involved from the early stages in new research initiatives arising from outside the Organization, to 
ensure that they are congruent with the overall research policies of the Organization. The Committee 
recommended that it should be requested to peer review the WHO Ad Hoc Committee's report on 
intervention options before its publication. 

2.3 Programme reviews 

2.3.1 Cardiovascular diseases 

The WHO MONICA project, which monitors trends in and determinants of cardiovascular diseases, is 
reaching the final stage of its data collection period. Over the last 10 years a total of 15 million people aged 
25-64 years has been monitored in 39 collaborating centres in 26 countries. More than 500 publications have 
been issued by individual centres, but more resources are required to enable the preparation of collaborative 
papers. Such efforts are needed to determine whether trends in cardiovascular mortality are due to changes 
of incidence in acute myocardial infarction and stroke or in survival after these diseases, i.e. the contribution 
of preventive and curative cardiology. The results will help decision-makers in the planning and management 
of services. 

2.3.2 Global and integrated environmental health 

This recent and promising programme, in an early phase of expansion, will bring a much needed 
research component into the crucial relationship between environmental hazards and public health. Research 
in environmental epidemiology should be strengthened, in collaboration with related disciplines in WHO and 
other international organizations. Other areas to be pursued include research that will assist in policy 
development, environmental health risk management, strengthening of environmental health indicators, 
improved information systems and means of incorporating health impact assessment into new environmental 
control technologies. The Committee recommended that equal priority should be given to research aimed 
at preventing environmental health problems and research aimed at their resolution or mitigation. Further, 
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strong support should be given to the planned meeting on "International perspectives in environment, 
development and health: Determining future interventions and research priorities". 

2.3.3 Food and nutrition 

Current programmes and research are directly related to the International Conference on Nutrition 
jointly sponsored by WHO and FAO. Emerging research issues include food safety in relation to the 
development of food biotechnology, with its uncertain effects on health. The programme expressed its firm 
commitment to collaborative relationships both within WHO and intersectorally with FAO and many other 
groups. 

2.3.4 Special Programme of Research, Development and Research Training in Human 
Reproduction 

The overall objective of this programme in the area of family planning is to increase the choice of 
methods available to couples and individuals. Two research thrusts are critical: epidemiological research to 
document safety issues, and sociobehavioural research to ensure that methods are culturally acceptable and 
to explore reasons for their use or non-use. Other priorities are the improvement of existing, or development 
of new, fertility regulation methods and the strengthening of research capabilities in developing countries. 
This programme has pioneered, within WHO, the concept of dedicated research efforts fully integrated within 
the Organization's structure, with extrabudgetary funding. At the same time, it has had the capacity to cope 
with the evolving challenges linked to reproductive health and to population dynamics, and with the results 
of the research in this field, to which it has largely contributed. It was affirmed that the programme 
welcomed links with ACHR through the HRP Policy and Coordination Committee. 

2.3.5 Intensified cooperation with countries 

The programme is a demonstration of one way to promote and practise health systems research on 
topics such as micro-macro simulation models in countries, and poverty as a criterion for health expenditure 
allocation, and provides an original approach to health systems planning at country level, with emphasis on 
continuing evaluation. It is recommended that the results of the evaluation of programmes in the 26 
countries, using new and better indicators, should be widely disseminated; that coordination should be 
intensified between the programme, the regions and WHO Representatives; that the programme's 
interdisciplinary group should be strengthened; and that priority should be given to social elements in 
defining health policies. 

2.3.6 Nursing 

The programme promotes and supports health services research that will ensure the optimal contribution 
of nursing and midwifery to health care delivery with emphasis on primary health care. It is recommended 
that the programme should continue research on issues addressed in the Nursing Personnel Resources Survey; 
develop nursing research concepts grounded in the realities and cultures of developing countries; and assign 
WHO fellowships to prepare nurses in health services research and to strengthen the research competence of 
headquarters and regional nursing units. 

2.3.7 Oral health 

Research activities are concerned with prevention, epidemiology, health services research and education. 
The main objective of the programme is centred around fluoride with emphasis on research in the 
epidemiology of fluoride deficiency and fluorosis. The Committee endorsed the research directions using the 
primary health care approach. 
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2.3.8 Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases 

This Programme is one of WHO's main large-scale research contributions for developing countries at 
operational level. The new programme structure is efficient, the main topics (leprosy and five parasitic 
diseases) being critical to the regions affected by tropical diseases. The Committee acknowledged training 
efforts (capacity building), the programmes in applied field research and product research and development, 
and the work of the steering committees. It was affirmed that the Programme would welcome representation 
of the Committee at the meeting of its External Review Group in 1996. 

2.3.9 General conclusions 

The Committee was generally impressed by the research programmes reviewed in terms of scientific 
and technical appropriateness, but noted with concern that funding from extrabudgetary resources was 
declining. The opportunity given to members to become more closely acquainted with the management of 
specific research activities as well as their outcomes and impact on WHO's programmes was greatly 
appreciated. The Committee welcomed these renewed contacts and hoped that they will be maintained and 
strengthened by all appropriate means. 

2.4 Bioethics 

The Committee commended CIOMS activities in the field of bioethics including the programme on 
"Health policy, ethics, and human values - an international dialogue". It supported the CIOMS initiative to 
promote a global agenda for bioethics and endorsed the Declaration of Ixtapa. It recommended that WHO 
should provide technical and financial backing to assist CIOMS in carrying out its programme on bioethics. 

The Committee recognized that CIOMS should look at wider issues, for example, in relation to health 
systems development, psychosocial aspects and transcultural ethics and concluded that as WHO's guidance 
is being increasingly sought, an ACHR subgroup should be charged with helping to harmonize activities 
between WHO, CIOMS and other scientific bodies including the International Council of Scientific Unions 
and academies of sciences. 

2.5 Harmonization 

The Committee emphasized that research policy and strategy coordination must involve harmonization 
at different levels of activity, i.e. within headquarters, with the regional ACHRs and their secretariats, with 
WHO Collaborating Centres, with nongovernmental organizations and with other bodies of the United Nations 
family. To discharge these functions, appropriate infrastructures are required in professional, technical, 
clerical and material terms. 

Considering its terms of reference and its acknowledged role vis-à-vis the governing bodies, the 
Committee recommended that the ACHR system: (a) be informed and consulted in time on the elaboration 
of new activities which have implications for overall research policies and strategies; (b) be given appropriate 
visibility in the WHO programme classification structure, linking it clearly to the executive management 
function; and (c) be provided with sufficient resources both at global and regional levels in order to fulfil 
its scientific and technological mandate in all matters concerning WHO research policies and strategies and 
their implementation in close cooperation with the scientific community, worldwide. 

3. ACTION BY THE EXECUTIVE BOARD 

The Board is invited to take note of the report. 
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ANNEX 

GLOBAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON HEALTH RESEARCH 

TERMS OF REFERENCE 

(i) To advise the Director-General on the general orientations of WHO's research; 

(ii) to advise on the formulation of global priorities for health research in the light of the policies set by 
the Health Assembly and the Executive Board and on the basis of the regional priorities evolved in 
response to the health problems of the countries; 

(iii) to review research activities, monitor their execution and evaluate their results from the standpoint of 
scientific and technical policy; 

•
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to formulate ethical criteria applicable to these research activities; and 

to take a prominent part 
regional and interregional 

in the harmonization of WHO's research efforts as between the country, 
levels, and in their effective global synthesis. 


