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Scientific information and the decision making process

Alberto Pellegrini Filho


Dear participants of the VI CRICS,

First of all I want to thank BIREME and the Organizing Committee for the honor and pleasure to address you in this, which is my last participation in a CRICS before retiring as a PAHO staff member. We call this event a Regional Congress, but in fact, since several years ago, due to the broadness of its themes, the origin of its participants and above all due to its visibility and impact, CRICS with all the merits is a now a global event. This is even truer when we are here together this week to discuss with specialists from all over the world a contemporary, broad and significant theme such as the relationships between scientific information and the decision making process.   

I will intend to present some ideas about the dynamics of these relationships with especial emphasis on the new opportunities being opened for a greater approximation between information and scientific knowledge and the decision making process in health policies in order to make that these policies contribute more effectively to better health and well being.

We are used to thinking that both processes, that of production of information and knowledge and that of formulation of policies are developed separately, with different logics, agents, and different institutional spaces. Unfortunately this is what in effect occurs in most cases demanding an enormous effort to converge what was born and developed independently. The transfer a posteriori of results of research to decision-making, called by Bronfman and others as “the difficult translation”, should not necessarily be difficult. In fact, it could perfectly be a joint, interactive, fluid construction, between the actors involved in both processes and in that VHL can play an important role as we will see below. 



According to Weiss and other authors, there are several models about the relationships between research results and policy-making. Nevertheless the classical rational model is still dominant. In accordance with this model, the decision-making process that leads to the definition and implementation of policies is understood as a linear process, with several sequential stages, such as the identification of the problem, the analysis of its causes, the mapping of alternatives, the selection of one of them, the design of the policy, its implementation, monitoring, evaluation, etc. These stages involve a series of decisions made by a privileged actor, the "decision maker", which should act utilizing the best available information. 



According to this approach the problem of transferring research results consists basically in promoting an approximation between two central actors, on one hand, the “decision maker” and, on the other, the researcher so that the researcher may be able to deliver the necessary information to the decision maker in an adequate format and at the right time. Thus, the decision will be scientifically founded, or “evidence-based” as it is fashionable to call it. A vast literature is dedicated to discuss how to make this approximation, how to overcome barriers of time with intermediary outcomes of research, how to overcome barriers of communication with the use of appropriate language, etc. 



According to this model, if the decision makers do not adopt appropriate policies regarding a given theme with relevant technical contents, the problem should be found in a bad communication between the researchers and the policy makers or in the lack of responsibility of the policy makers for having ignored the recommendations emerging from the scientific research (Sarewitz, 1996).



However, in the real world this decision-making process is not exactly like that. Usually there are no categorical prescriptions of policies based on research results. What usually exist are different options of policies and the selection among them is done trough a complex process, involving various actors, with different interests, acting and negotiating politically. To consolidate effectively the health policies resulting from this process as public policies, geared to serve public interests, the politics of the process should not be replaced by technical rationality.



Instead of asking how science will liberate us from politics, what is required is to recognize the political character of the decision making process and to support the action of the different actors, particularly of those which tend to be excluded of this process, with information and pertinent knowledge, enabling them to better defend their interests. In such a way, participation is not an obstacle against decisions based on evidence; on the contrary, evidence and participation complement and strengthen each other.


According to Bronfman and others, in order to accomplish this objective it is indispensable to know who these social actors are, what type of information they are interest in, how they evaluate the information and what are their motivations for making specific decisions. Furthermore, if one wants effectively to promote a greater social participation in the definition of health policies, there is also a need for breaking away from the traditional process for defining agendas and policies in restricted circles of decision and to multiply the spaces where different interests can be expressed and consensus can be built. 


We were making the point that information and scientific knowledge and particularly overcoming inequities in access to these goods are essential for the democratization of the process of health policies formulation. Important questions still remain: what type of information and scientific knowledge are we talking about?. How and who should organize a research agenda that promotes the production of information and knowledge relevant to overcome health problems?. How to achieve that both processes, the production of knowledge and the policies formulation, move in all their stages in an articulated way and not separately, as it traditionally tends to occur?. 

These questions convey the issue of citizen’s participation in the definition of research agenda, policies and priorities. Usually, it is considered that only the specialists can participate in this process, as proposed by Vannevar Bush in his report “Science, the last frontier” made at the end of the second war and that still has so much influence in the shaping of scientific policies in our countries. Bush says that “the scientific progress results from the free collection of free brains working in subjects of their own election dictated by their curiosity in the exploration of the unknown.” 

In addition to the fact that there is no such a thing as free brains, since scientists are part of a society and of a research system with economical, political and socio-cultural determinants, it is interesting to note that a report that had and has so much influence does not present any empirical evidence or sound arguments to support its conclusions and recommendations. In fact, nothing indicates that this elitist approach recommended by Bush is the most adequate to organize the scientific activity in order to promote its own development and to respond to the needs of the various groups of the society. 

On the other hand, the alternative should not be the selection of research projects and priorities by voting of the majority, what Kitcher calls “vulgar democracy”. In such way we could falling into the “tyranny of the ignorance”, where popular preferences dictated by the impetus or the ignorance, could reject projects of high epistemic importance in favor of a short-term vision. This approach also does not improve the contribution of science to the collective well-being.

However, we do not necessarily should face this alternative, i.e. not necessarily the alternative to the elitism, to the lack of participation is vulgar democracy or the tyranny of the ignorance. Kitcher himself in his book “Science, Truth, and Democracy” suggests a series of mechanisms to achieve an informed democracy, where the decisions on scientific policies are made by well informed citizens and representatives of the different sectors of the society. In several countries of Europe and Asia, as well as in Australia and the United States, there are several experiences of formal and institutionalized participatory processes based on public debate organized in accordance with specific rules. Among these participatory modalities it should be pointed out the Citizen’s Consensus Conferences showing extraordinary results in the promotion of citizen’s participation in decisions concerning R&D policies. The participants of these Conferences develop an understanding and control of the various and complex aspects of R&D subjects, producing reports of great value for the definition of policies in this field.

These experiences with participatory modalities are favored by important changes occurring in the relationships between Science and Society, particularly in recent decades. Among these changes it should be mentioned the shift from segregation to integration. Science has traveled a long journey to create its own social space with institutions, methods, and an ethos marked by the principles of universality, lack of interest, comunalism, and organized skepticism. As a result, Science could be asserted as an autonomous social practice and defend itself from influences and restrictions imposed by the religious or military power. In recent decades the scientific community and the scientific institutions that were firmly united by values, practices, and forms of organization, have strengthened their relationships with other sectors of the society, resulting in the increase participation of the citizenship in the definition of agendas and in the evaluation of research activities.

Science is also experiencing important epistemological changes, leaving the limitations of the approach of the phenomena in the controlled environment of the laboratory to start facing in its entirety the complexity of the natural and social phenomena. With these new approaches, Science have been paying the price of the change from to certainty to uncertainty, and in consequence losing its image as an arbitrator with untouchable and unquestionable authority to solve political disputes.

Another significant change in the relationships between Science and Society may be observed in the criteria for validation of the scientific knowledge. These criteria traditionally endorse reliable knowledge, i.e. the knowledge that is validated through the consensus of the scientific community based mainly in the replicability of the results. Recently, thanks to the process of integration and contextualization of Science, it is increasing the notion that knowledge, in addition to be reliable, should also be socially robust, requiring the validation by a broader community concerned not only with its reliability, but also with its social implications.

These important changes are the result of transformations that are taking place both in Science itself, and in the Society. The dynamic of development of the science has been generating important changes in the mode of production of the knowledge with respect to its subjects, its conceptual and methodological approaches, the way research agendas are established, the “locus” of production of the knowledge, shifting from closed institutions to flexible collaborative networks between a variety of institutions, among others important changes. On the other hand, at society level, the changes in the productive processes, with the substitution of the mass production by flexible processes highly dependent on knowledge and innovation, the changes in the relationships between State and civil society and other processes characteristics of what has been being called “information societies”, contribute significantly for a greater fluidity in the relations between Science and Society.

The aforementioned transformations in the mode of production of knowledge have important implications for our subject on the relationships between research and decision-making in health policies. Gibbons and other authors indicate that these transformations constitute a new mode of knowledge production which they call “socially distributed” or mode 2, in contrast to the traditional mode or mode 1. In this opportunity I would like to analyze the differences between the two modes, particularly those related to the construction of the research agenda and to the relationships between research and the utilization of its results.

Traditionally the agendas of research are defined through what Kitcher calls elitism internal or external, i.e. by the members of the scientific community or at best by these and a privileged group of external actors. In the socially distributed mode of knowledge production, the agendas are defined by several actors who interact in a so-called “context of application” that operates as a common space for problem identification and solving. In the words of Gibbons, “in a new socially distributed mode of knowledge production the problems are formulated and research is developed in a problem solving context, involving a complex interplay between specialists, users, and funders.” Thus, instead of the false and traditional dilemma between favoring a type of research committed basically with the progress of the knowledge versus research committed with problem solving, what matters in this new mode is to favor research necessary for the solution of the problem identified in the context of application, which can include the study of the most fundamental and basic phenomena as well as operational research.

Regarding the relationships between producers and users of the knowledge we already mention that this usually consists of a unidirectional and “a posteriori” transfer of research results. The traditional efforts for the popularization of science, for example, follows this one-way scheme, where the scientists are the owners of knowledge and the public is a receiver to be educated, with no perspective of social participation in the scientific endeavor. In the socially distributed mode the relationship between the various actors present in the context of application is fluid and permanent, throughout all the stages of the scientific process, from the definition of the problem to the interpretation, evaluation, and utilization of results. The context of application becomes at the same time a learning scenario, bringing closer the codes of producers and consumers of knowledge into a shared practice. As a result, the clear differentiation among those on the supply side and those on the demand side of knowledge disappears; the segregation gives rise to the integration and the separation between Science and Society becomes increasingly porous and permeable. 

As a corollary of all of the above, it is clear that the management S&T in this new mode of knowledge production does not occur with well defined and previously established actors, spaces and channels of communication. The decisions on agendas and priorities cannot be made exclusively in the central agencies of S&T to which very few have access. In order to be consistent with its principles, the decisions in this new mode of knowledge production require the creation and multiplication of contexts of application, i.e. of spaces and opportunities for the interaction of various actors and the establishment of networks of cooperation among them.


Thus, the central element that sustains this new mode of production of the knowledge is communication and the new technologies of information and communication, particularly the Internet, should play a central role making it viable. Here we come to the project that unites us, the construction of Virtual Health Library. We have been making the point that information for the decision-making process in a democratic context implies the dissemination of adequate and timely information to all the actors involved in that process; implies the creation of opportunities for exchange among these actors in order to identify common problems, as well as, projects and lines of research that produce the information and the knowledge necessary to the solution of these problems; implies the establishment of collaborative networks among the researchers participating in  these projects; implies, finally, fluid and continuous communication among researchers and potential users of research findings.

For all this, we know very well, VHL can play a very important role and in fact it is already doing it. We should continue to pay especial attention to diminish the inequities of access to information and knowledge and we should better explore the potential of the VHL to create platforms of interaction that effectively could become “contexts of application” for the analysis and identification of problems, exchange of knowledge and collective decision-making.


I am certain that in doing this we are modestly giving our contribution not only to a better definition and implementation of health and research policies, but also to the construction of democratic societies. According to José Murilo Carvalho, we have in Latin America governments somewhat democratic, but we do not have democratic societies, since we still need civic culture, public spirit, with regard to the law and to the right of the others, and, above all, we need to face the problem of inequity, otherwise our democratic institutions will always have feet of clay.

We are not of those considering that more Science and more Technology by themselves lead automatically to the common good. Philosophers and artists use to think that science and technology would help us to overcome all the suffering of mankind and a good example is Guimarães Rosa in this extraordinary text of “Grande Sertão: Veredas”, when the principal character, Riobaldo, says: "Pois os próprios antigos não sabiam que um dia virá, quando a gente pode permanecer deitada em rede ou cama, e as enxadas saindo sozinhas para capinar roça, e as foices para colherem por si, e o carro indo por sua lei buscar a colheita, e tudo, o que não é o homem, é sua, dele, obediência?". Well, if you allow me to take the risk to translate Guimarães Rosa, in English would be more or less like this: “Didn’t the old people know that a day will come when people can remain lain down in the bed or in the hammock and the hoes will stub on their own, and the sickles will harvest by themselves and the car by its own willpower will collect the harvest and everything that is not the man will pay him obedience?.

Unfortunately the history of the 20th century taught us that the technology was not always used to liberate the man from the painful work and from the exploitation of another man, as in this beautiful text of Guimarães Rosa. We learned that the scientific and technological developments create enormous opportunities to achieve a greater social justice, but we also learned that this potential is only fulfilled if these developments are accompanied by a broad and diversified range of social and institutional innovations. Likewise, the VHL in itself is not a magic solution, but if we construct it as we are doing now, in this decentralized, participatory way and, more than anything, geared to support the fight against poverty and inequity with information, knowledge and opportunities for democratic participation, I believe that we are in the right track.

Thank you very much.
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