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The Alliance for Health Policy and Systems Research was established in
1999 and is hosted as an international partnership by the World Health
Organization (WHO). The Alliance emerged from recommendations of the
1996 WHO Ad Hoc Committee on Health Research, which recognised the role
of research in strengthening health policies and the overall development of
health systems.

Key points
• The Alliance for Health Policy and
Systems Research, hosted by the World
Health Organization, aims to promote
research to support health policies
and improve the performance of health
systems in low- and middle-income
countries
• Since 1999, the Alliance has helped
to build the field of health policy and
systems research through advocacy,
innovation, convening and thoughtleading activities – for instance, promoting
demand-driven research led by
decision makers
• The Alliance will continue to engage with
policy makers, researchers and other
stakeholders to increase the impact
of research on strengthening health
systems worldwide

Work towards the Alliance’s mission – to promote the generation and use
of health policy and systems research (HPSR) as a means to strengthen
health systems in low- and middle-income countries – historically focused
on three areas: generation of policy and systems knowledge, promotion of
its use in decision making to improve the performance of health systems,
and strengthening researchers’ and decision makers’ capacity to engage in
these efforts. Now, after nearly 20 years of learning and accomplishments, the
Alliance is launching new strategic objectives to reflect a changed context,
and new challenges and opportunities.
Over the coming years, the Alliance plans to provide a unique forum for the
HPSR community; support institutional capacity to conduct and use HPSR;
stimulate the generation of knowledge and innovations to nurture learning and
resilience in health systems; and increase demand for, and use of, knowledge
for strengthening health systems.

Aims
The inadequacy of knowing merely what can work – as opposed to
understanding how, why, when and for whom things work – has been brought
home by uneven progress towards the achievement of the Millennium
Development Goals and, more recently, by the Ebola epidemic.1 Even when
there is knowledge about effective policies and interventions, these often
cannot be implemented at scale or in equitable ways because of inefficient
or fragmented systems.2 Decision makers often do not ask for research
addressing real-world problems in health policy and systems. As well,
leadership, and the capacity to generate and use knowledge to address weak
health systems, are often lacking.3 Research addressing the determinants of
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of. Its research grants have enabled more than
1100 researchers (the vast majority from low- and middleincome countries, and more than half of them women)
to innovate, experiment and work with the Alliance to
hone their skills, build institutional capacity and develop
this nascent field. The quality of their work is evident
from the nearly 300 peer-reviewed publications they
have produced, which have been widely cited, and
the Alliance’s relevance is reflected in the more than
50 policies and practices directly influenced by these
publications. Recognising that proactive engagement
with policy communities is essential for evidenceinformed decision making, the Alliance has alerted more
than 2000 policy makers at global, national, subnational
and regional levels to the need for programs and policies
to be informed by the best available evidence.
The role of the Alliance as a thought leader in HPSR
is reflected in cross-cutting publications, such as the
2009 flagship report Systems thinking for health systems
strengthening, which has been downloaded more than
4000 times in the past 2 years, as well as the 2014
report Medicines in health systems: advancing access,
availability and appropriate use.8,9 The Alliance’s 2012
HPSR methodology reader has been included in the
syllabuses of masters programs in public health schools
around the world. Publications such as the practical guide
Implementation research in health and the 2014 methods
reader Participatory action research have broken new
ground by demonstrating the applicability of HPSR to a
wide range of disciplines.10,11,12
The Alliance’s research grants programs have enabled
more than 300 projects in 70 countries and catalysed
much innovation. This includes examining issues
through a health systems lens – as demonstrated by
the research on access to medicines and results-based
financing – and introducing novel concepts, such as
promoting research led by decision makers to ensure that
it is demand driven. At the same time, the Alliance has
strengthened capacities within countries to undertake
HPSR. It has improved and broadened the quality of the
debate, addressing a lack of knowledge by encouraging
dialogue, sharing of ideas and learning. Through work in
key thematic areas such as human resources for health,
health financing, the role of nonstate providers, and
access to medicines, the Alliance has been able to bring
new knowledge to ignite discussion and further thinking.
Convening, collaborating and disseminating are key
activities for increasing knowledge exchange and for
amplifying different voices around issues to enable more
effective responses. As a partnership hosted by WHO
and with close ties to the HPSR community, the Alliance
has brought together researchers and decision makers
to bridge what are often viewed as two disparate worlds.
The Alliance’s most notable achievement is its leadership
role in spearheading the inaugural Global Symposium on
Health Systems Research in 2010; this led to the creation
in 2012 of a new society, Health Systems Global, which is
devoted to health systems research.

health outside the health sector, or looking at how health
and other Sustainable Development Goals are related,
is neglected to some extent. What sort of knowledge
is needed, how can it be generated, and how can its
use be promoted to improve the performance of weak
health systems? This challenge is the crux of the work
of the Alliance for Health Policy and Systems Research
(AHPSR).
The AHPSR was established in 1999 and is hosted
as an international partnership by the World Health
Organization (WHO). The Alliance’s mandate emerged
from the recommendations of the 1996 WHO Ad Hoc
Committee on Health Research, which recognised the
role of research in strengthening health policies and
in the overall development of health systems.4,5 Work
towards the Alliance’s mission – to promote the generation
and use of health policy and systems research (HPSR)
as a means to strengthen health systems in low- and
middle-income countries – historically focused on three
areas: generation of policy and systems knowledge,
promotion of its use in decision making to improve the
performance of health systems, and strengthening the
capacities of researchers and decision makers to engage
in these efforts.6 Now, after nearly 20 years of learning
and accomplishments, the Alliance is launching new
strategic objectives to reflect a changed context, and new
challenges and opportunities.1 During the coming years,
the Alliance plans to:
• Provide a unique forum for the HPSR community
• Support institutional capacity to conduct and
use HPSR
• Stimulate the generation of knowledge and innovations
to nurture learning and resilience in health systems
• Increase the demand for, and use of, knowledge for
strengthening health systems.

Achievements
Since 1999, the Alliance has emerged as a leader,
playing an instrumental role in highlighting the importance
of HPSR in the attainment of global health goals, as
well as building momentum for the field. It has been an
advocate for such research within WHO and towards
decision making bodies, and has catalysed action
that has resulted in significant developments. Alliance
milestones include launching WHO’s first strategy
on HPSR, Changing mindsets; leading a platform for
implementation research within WHO; playing a key
role in the establishment of a new society for health
systems research, Health Systems Global; contributing
significantly to three global symposiums on health
systems research; and recognising the value of HPSR
and health systems strengthening in the new report
Health in 2015: from MDGs to SDGs.5,7
As a pioneering international collaboration focused
on health systems research in low- and middleincome countries, the Alliance has much to be proud
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Ambitions

Acknowledgements

Despite the progress made during the past 2 decades,
there remains a serious need to generate more policy and
systems knowledge to strengthen national health systems.
As a thought leader, innovator, convener and advocate,
the Alliance is in an ideal position, and has a critical
responsibility, to contribute to this capacity-strengthening
mission. The Alliance’s future work is focused on the
following areas:
• Teaching and training about HPSR in schools of public
health and public policy. This work, involving both
individual institutions and networks of institutions,
will specifically target institutional (as opposed to
individual) capacity strengthening. Approaches to
this work include supporting the development and
dissemination of teaching and training resources,
tools, methods and frameworks, and developing a
repository of knowledge products
• Improving the learning capacity of systems through
models of embedded research, at both program and
policy making levels, where national strategic and
operational planning and policy dialogues take place.
Analysis of national strategic policy dialogues and
planning cycles would point to critical entry points
where HPSR could improve these national processes.
Here, there is an opportunity for cross-country learning
• Advocating for the field of HPSR through a
comprehensive strategy that targets both decision
makers and researchers. Effective advocacy
will require surveying the field of HPSR, building
momentum, engaging the community around new
ideas and disseminating research results. The
Alliance will continue to monitor and advocate for
more resources for HPSR, and will aim to play a role in
coordinating these efforts
• Convening stakeholders to bridge the communication
gap between researchers and decision makers, and
between disciplines in HPSR, as well as generating
opportunities to share HPSR knowledge.
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