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Research driving change in primary health care
The Australian Primary Health Care Research Institute (APHCRI) is committed to providing national leadership
for improving primary health care through the conduct of high quality priority-driven research and the support
and promotion of best practice. APHCRI funded two international fellows, Dr Tikki Pang and Professor Frank
Sullivan, visits to Australia, where they gave the keynote addresses at the General Practice and Primary Health Care
Research Conference, which was held in Melbourne from July 15 to 17. This issue of APHCRI Dialogue provides
an overview of their speeches which explored the need for policy to be driven by research in primary health care
(PHC).

Dr Tikki Pang
World Health Organization (WHO) Research Policy & Cooperation Director
Research on how to strengthen PHC has been a relatively neglected field, and so
much more attention and resources needs to be given to it. In many developing
countries, with limited resources and many competing priorities, PHC provides the
values and principles which guide the development of robust health systems which
can deliver better health outcomes in an efficient and equitable manner. More PHC
research needs to be carried out, especially in areas related to universal coverage,
service delivery, evidence-informed policies and leadership.
PHC is the foundation and framework for strong health systems in the developing
world and for achieving the objectives of the Millennium Development Goals.
Dr Tikki Pang
Concomitantly, the forces driving change in primary health care are many and
varied and have important implications for the Asia-Pacific region. PHC systems
are under constant stress from emerging and re-emerging infectious diseases, chronic diseases and the impacts
of globalisation such as climate change and the ongoing financial crisis. As a result, striking inequities continue
to exist in health outcomes, access to care and what people pay for care. In order to achieve the four goals of
effective PHC reforms - universal coverage, enhanced service delivery, strong leadership and effective public policy
- more rigorous research is needed to strengthen and synthesise the evidence base. Furthermore, there needs to be
an effective translation of knowledge into health policies and practices.
The link of knowledge to policy is a complex and contentious one and needs to acknowledge that evidence is
only one of the factors in decision making. In addition to this technical pillar, effective public policies also depend
on the political and ethical dimensions, as well as an appreciation of the need for strong inter-sectoral links. The
implementation of such policies must also be accompanied by rigorous evaluation to enable further learning and
improvement, and to ensure that they benefit those who are in most need. A fair, efficient and affordable PHC
system is our best insurance policy and our best route to health security.

The key tenet of PHC is that prevention is always preferable and more cost-effective than cure, even in an advanced
health system such as Australia’s. More importantly, Australia’s achievements and experiences in this field can be of
tremendous value to the countries in the Asia-Pacific region, many of whom are struggling to develop stronger health
systems.
Dr Pang is the Director of Research Policy & Cooperation at the World Health Organization (WHO), Geneva, Switzerland.
He is also Secretary of the WHO Research Ethics Review Committee and Advisory Committee on Health Research. Prior
to joining the WHO, he was Professor of Biomedical Sciences, Institute of Postgraduate Studies & Research, University
of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Dr Pang is a Fellow of the Royal College of Pathologists (UK), Institute of Biology
(UK), American Academy of Microbiology (USA), Academy of Medicine of Malaysia and Academy of Sciences for the
Developing World (TWAS), and a Member of the International Molecular Biology Network (IMBN). He holds a PhD in
Immunology-Microbiology from the Australian National University, Canberra, Australia.

Professor Frank Sullivan
Director of the Scottish School of Primary Care and NHS Tayside Professor of Research
and Development in General Practice and Primary Care at the University of Dundee
Scottish primary care, like Australian primary care, does not always value or reward
researchers. But that is changing.
Twenty years ago the National Health Service (NHS) in Scotland offered significant
funding for research designed to improve the management of leg ulcers in the
community. No applications were received. An inquiry concluded that the climate,
infrastructure and skills necessary to undertake such research was lacking.
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The Scottish School of Primary Care has since been established which has five programs
of research with long-term funding and works with 600 practices undertaking 30-40
new projects annually. Some of the research is the basic science of disciplines with an
interest in primary care but more is devoted to making improvements to patient care.

Policy makers and other research funders in the UK now realise that 90 per cent of the contacts between patients and
clinicians occur in the community. The inevitable conclusion from that realisation is that more research could usefully
be done in that setting.
Professor Sullivan is Director of the Scottish School of Primary Care and NHS Tayside Professor of Research and
Development in General Practice and Primary Care at the University of Dundee. He has been at the forefront of
creating research networks in primary care in the UK. In his region of Tayside nearly all practices are part of the
network. Professor Sullivan has also built bridges with other disciplines and is part of an extensive collaboration across
Scotland. He has published over 120 peer reviewed articles on aspects of primary care research. Professor Sullivan
and his colleagues from the Scottish School of Primary Care won the 2008 British Medical Journal research paper of
year for their article about a simple and affordable treatment for Bell’s palsy. He works as a General Practitioner in
Arthurstone Medical Centre in Dundee one day each week which serves a very deprived inner-city population.
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