Research priority setting for health systems development to advance Universal health coverage in Uganda: The stakeholder perspectives and involvement.
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Introduction:

There is international consensus for countries to make deliberate efforts towards universal health coverage (UHC) which is defined as securing access to all appropriate promotive, preventive, curative and rehabilitative services at an affordable cost. The World Health Report 2013 urges all countries to be both consumers and producers of research to enhance health systems development towards UHC. However, there is limited documentation of research priority setting in developing countries. This paper shares experiences from Uganda on setting the national research agenda for UHC.The objective of this study was to enhance the knowledge and understanding of health system stakeholders on UHC research agenda and to conduct research setting exercises to elicit stakeholders’ views.
Methods:
Two national consultation workshops were convened in May and August 2015 to develop a research agenda for UHC in Uganda. The meeting participants included senior and middle level policy makers and key stakeholders in health and other relevant sectors. The meetings followed a participatory multistep multivoting methodology. Stakeholders’ views were analyzed thematically according to health systems building blocks.
Results:

Of the total 80 policy makers invited 57 (71.3%) attended the meetings. It was the consensus of the participants that research should focus on issues of health workforce, governance, financing, service delivery and community health. Respondents recommended research on social determinants health (SDH) and harnessing tools and mechanisms for multisectoral collaboration. They highlighted a need for more research to improve health systems resilience to external shocks such as climate change and disease epidemics.
Discussion and conclusions
Research priority setting processes are critical for efforts to strengthen health systems and enhance systems resilience towards UHC. This study adopted a multilevel, multidimensional and multidisciplinary stakeholder involvement to capture the diversity of perspectives. From a practical consideration, many more questions can be asked than answered. Thus, setting priorities for investigation is critical and inevitable. Attention should be paid to the principal challenges for developing countries such as identifying key research questions and strengthening research systems. Research for UHC will need competent human resources, who are well facilitated to work in well-equipped institutions. Ultimately, to ensure that research delivers results that lead to health improvements, mechanisms to translate evidence into action must be developed.
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