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Policy Briefs and Stakeholder Dialogues of the 
Swiss Learning Health System 
The Swiss Learning Health System (SLHS) was established as a nationwide project in 2017. 
One of its most important objectives is to bridge research, policy, and practice. For this, an 
infrastructure supporting learning cycles will be provided. Learning cycles enable the ongoing 
integration of evidence into policy and practice by:  

• continuously identifying issues and questions that are relevant to the health sys-
tem,  

• summarizing and providing relevant evidence from research, and 
• presenting potential suggested solutions and courses of action. 

Key features of the learning cycles in the SLHS include the development of policy briefs 
that serve as a basis for stakeholder dialogues. Issues or questions that are identified to be 
further pursued are monitored for potential implementation and eventually evaluated to 
inform new learning cycles and to support continuous learning within the system. 

A policy brief describes the respective issue or respective question by explaining the relevant 
contextual factors and describing a number of (evidence-based) suggested solutions or rec-
ommendations. For every suggested solution or recommendation, the policy brief explains rel-
evant aspects and potential barriers and facilitators to their implementation.  

During a stakeholder dialogue, a group of stakeholders discusses the issue or the question, the 
proposed recommendations, and possible barriers and facilitators presented in the policy brief. 
The aim is for all stakeholders to develop a common understanding of the issue and collabo-
ratively discuss and compile potential courses of action for the solution of the issue. 
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Context of stakeholder dialogue 
This report describes the background of and summarizes the content discussed at the 
stakeholder dialogue “Evidence use in health policymaking – learning from the global and 
local level” that was organized and conducted within the Swiss Learning Health System (SLHS) 
initiative in September 2020. The following paragraphs describe the background and the 
context of the dialogue. 

Initiative 

The stakeholder dialogue was initiated within the SLHS, which is a collaborative national 
platform for health systems and services research, policy and practice. The goal of the SLHS is 
to foster the dialogue between health system stakeholders with the aim of developing and 
continuously integrating evidence-informed solutions to current and future challenges in the 
Swiss health system. The SLHS uses different mechanisms to achieve this goal, including the 
development and provision of evidence syntheses (policy briefs) and the implementation of 
stakeholder dialogues. 

Topic 

The stakeholder dialogue summarized in this report was concerned with the topic of evidence 
use in health policymaking and the question of what can be learned from global and local 
research about how evidence is used and what can be done to support its use in policy. 

Rationale 

To strengthen health systems and to enhance population health efficiently and cost-effective, 
research evidence should be considered in the making of policies. However, policy decisions 
are often influenced by a wide range of factors, among them the political context. Some of 
these factors are likely to be of more immediate relevance to policymakers than research 
evidence. Moreover, research evidence might not always be suited for the local context and 
can be difficult to access or apply. To understand how we can promote and support evidence-
informed health policies within these boundaries, we can draw on a substantial body of global 
and local research and experiences from policy and practice. Moreover, initiatives such as the 
SLHS can help to integrate evidence into holistic solutions addressing local health system 
challenges.  

Objectives 

The aim of the stakeholder dialogue was to foster the reflection on how evidence is used and 
how its use can be strengthened in Swiss and global policies. To do so, the dialogue drew on 
global and local research findings and the experience from policy and practice. The main 
objectives were: 

• To illustrate research findings on how evidence is used in policymaking – globally 
and in Switzerland 
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• To offer insights on opportunities and limitations of evidence use from the 
perspective of practice 

• To provide a platform to discuss how evidence use can be strengthened in 
Switzerland 



8/29  www.slhs.ch 

Conduct of stakeholder dialogue 
The following paragraphs describe where and how the stakeholder dialogue was realised and 
who participated in it.  

Venue 

The stakeholder dialogue was held virtually at the Swiss Public Health Conference 2020 on 
September 3rd. The conference, which takes place annually, was organized by the Swiss Society 
for Public Health and the Swiss School of Public Health (SSPH+) and was hosted by the 
Department of Health Sciences & Medicine of the University of Lucerne. The conference was 
concerned with the topic “From Evidence to Public Health Policy and Practice”.  

Input presentations 

To serve the objectives of the stakeholder dialogue, three input presentations were held that 
covered the theoretical and practical aspects of evidence use from the perspective of research 
and policy (see the Annex of this report for more details): 

• Aron Baumann, Swiss Centre of International Health, Swiss TPH: Evidence use in 
health policymaking – insights from a «Swiss Learning Health System» project 

• Prof. Andreas Balthasar, University of Lucerne and Founder of Interface: Science 
speaks to power: from theory to practice 

• Kathrin Huber, MPH, Deputy Secretary-General, Swiss Conference of Cantonal Minis-
ters of Public Health (CDS / GDK): Why evidence sometimes does (not) matter - in-
sights from practice 

Participants 

A total of 42 participants took part (see graphs below for details). Participants were from 
various organizations (universities, public administrations or services, NGOs, observatories or 
registries, private sector) and from several Swiss cantons. Participants from public 
administrations where from both, the federal and the cantonal level. Most participants were 

55%
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8%
5%

Participants' organizational affiliation
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Public administration
or services
NGO
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registry
Private sector
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considered to be researchers, but there was a considerable number of participants that mostly 
worked on policies or in practice. 

Policy brief 

The stakeholder dialogue made use of the accompanying SLHS policy brief on “Effective inter-
ventions to strengthen capacity for evidence-informed policymaking in Swiss health authori-
ties” that was offered to all participants. In particular, the policy brief was requested by 
participants from practice (health promotion), research (universities) and governmental re-
search bodies (health observatory). 
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Synthesis of stakeholder dialogue 
In this chapter, a synthesis of the content discussed at the stakeholder dialogue is provided, in 
particular, what is known about the current research on evidence use in policymaking, how the 
science world and the policymaking world generally differ and what can be done to enhance 
the use of evidence in policymaking. 

Research landscape on evidence use in policymaking 

The field of research on evidence use in policymaking is not new but increasingly gaining 
popularity and thus, most literature on the topic has been published in the last couple of years. 
Although the field of research is diverse, the knowledge about evidence use in policymaking 
is mainly based on research that focused on a couple of countries, i.e. the United Kingdom, the 
United States, Canada and Australia. These countries have not only dominated the research 
landscape but continue to be the reference for many initiatives that aim to foster the use of 
evidence in policymaking. However, there is a growing number of studies that focus on low- 
and middle income countries and these will be helpful to expand the knowledge on contextual 
factors influencing evidence use in policymaking. On the methodological side, there are still 
few observational studies that investigate the actual use of evidence in practice. Most research 
approaches take a rather indirect approach and gather data by using interviews or focus group 
discussions.  

Over the last two decades, a more realistic picture of evidence use has emerged, that acknowl-
edges the complexity of policy processes and deviates from linear models of direct evidence 
application by policymakers. Alongside this finding, the notion of evidence hierarchies – a 
concept overtaken from clinical research – has been adapted towards contextual policy needs 
allowing a different conceptualization of what constitutes good evidence. Similarly, the focus 
on research evidence (i.e. academic research products) was broadened and it is now recognized 
that in practice research evidence is and must often be combined with other forms of 
knowledge. Finally, the current body of research clearly indicates that relationships between 
policymakers and researchers are key to support the use of evidence in policy (see accompa-
nying policy brief for other factors to foster evidence use). 

Science and policy – two communities 

The worlds of policymaking and science are based on essential differences. Science aims to 
reliably deliver facts by using standardized methods. As such, science strives to explain and 
understand phenomena independently and impartially. Policymaking, on the other hand, fol-
lows rules and mechanisms that can heavily deviate from rational and transparent decision-
making. Policy decisions may be driven by values and emotions, vague or changing objectives. 
Rather than developing solutions for identified problems, policymakers might generate prob-
lems to justify pre-existing solutions. Policymakers themselves face bounded rationality, 
meaning that they rely on heuristics and other methods to deal with selective and overwhelm-
ing information and limited available time when making decisions. Instead of being impartial 
and independent, policymakers depend on other actors with often contradicting objectives. 
Policy solutions are thus developed pragmatically and are based on compromises and ac-
ceptance. 
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As policymaking frequently involves dynamic and complex processes, evidence enters the pol-
icy process at various stages and in different ways. It is always just one of many determinants 
in the making of policies. Other elements such as (ideological) values, the political acceptance 
of policy options, budget limitations, the enforceability of policy solutions, the legal frame-
work, interests of political parties and the process of deliberation impact how far evidence is 
and can be used. Consequentially, the potential relevance of evidence varies from topic to 
topic, is highly influenced by contextual factors and has to be considered in proportion to 
practical policy needs. When relevant evidence is available, it is not only the capacity and 
willingness of policymakers to use the evidence, but also the resources to access it, the avail-
able time resources and the applicability to local conditions that impact the role evidence has 
in policy processes. 

How to bring science and policy together? 

One approach of bringing these two communities together is to invest in the capacity of sci-
entists to understand and interact with policy. This means that researchers have to compre-
hend the logic and language of policymaking. To bring in their research results, they must be 
aware of the current political agenda. Scientists need to be able to communicate evidence in 
a suitable language and appropriate format. For example, policy briefs have been shown to be 
useful for policymakers, but they should address a practical policy question and they need to 
be short, concise and written in simple language in order to be used. The Swiss Programme 
for Research on Global Issues for Development (r4d programme) of the Swiss National Science 
Foundation, for example, provides content tailored for policymakers, including videos and pol-
icy briefs, to foster the translation of knowledge effectively (see https://www.k4d.ch/cate-
gory/k4d-for-you/for-policy-makers/).  

Policymakers on the other hand, need to develop an understanding of the research logic and 
have to learn how to formulate political problems as research questions. Especially public 
administrations could benefit from investments in professional competence and staff training, 
as they are the most amenable group of policymakers for the integration of evidence in poli-
cies. 

Another pillar is to invest in the institutionalization of research use. Such approaches should 
strive to establish stable relationships that are based on mutual trust. One option for politics 
and administration to interact directly with science is to establish and involve expert councils. 
Another possibility is to commission mandates for evidence syntheses or evaluations. Here, 
interface organizations such as the Swiss Health Observatory have been proven useful. Alt-
hough these organizations need more time for their responses than the consultation of experts, 
they can provide sound assessments of the state of research to particular questions. A third 
way is to support policy-oriented research programs such as the Swiss National Research Pro-
grams. 
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Slides input presentation 3 
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