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Foreword 

The European Science Advisory Network for Health (EuSANH) is a network of science 

advisory bodies in Europe which are active in the field of health and provide 

independent scientific advice to their authorities. Currently, national science advisory 

bodies from more than half of the European member states are represented in the 

formal EuSANH organisation. 

Collaboration within EuSANH received a strong impulse from European Funding in the 

7th framework programme (2009-2011) for a three-year project entitled Improving 

Science Advice for Health in Europe (EuSANH-ISA, agreement number 229716). One 

of the activities during this project was the development of a common methodological 

framework for science advice on health. This report describes the principles and 

guidelines of that framework. 
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Introduction 

Science and policy 

In society there is a clear and growing recognition of the role of scientific and technical 

knowledge in advancing human health. However, scientists usually do not speak with 

one voice, the outcomes of their research often involve uncertainties, or they may 

address issues which have no direct societal applications or implications.  On the other 

hand, practical issues of relevance to society are the very points of departure and 

reference for policy makers. Citizens moreover expect them to make sound decisions 

by bringing the best evidence to bear on the problems in question. Carrying out this task 

requires access to independent sources of sound science advice. 

Bridging the gap 

The worlds of science and policy have their own position, language and dynamics. How 

can the two meet? When one thinks in terms of distinct and contrasting concepts 

characterizing each world – facts versus values, objectivity versus subjectivity, or truth 

versus power –, science advice seems almost a paradox. Studies of scientific advising 

have shown, however, that it is not possible to draw sharp boundaries between facts 

and values. Negotiation among scientists as well as between scientists and policy 

makers is one of the keys to the success of the advisory process. Scientific knowledge 

and information must always be discussed and evaluated within the context of political 

problems. This usually involves a process of gradually adjusting divergent or 

complementary scientific viewpoints. At the same time, however, standards of adequacy 

for scientific evidence and inference are applied. As long as this is done in a transparent 

manner, the conclusions and recommendations of Advisory Committees will be viewed 

as highly credible. Thus, a firm scientific underpinning may be provided for public policy 

development.  

 

Important though science advice may be, measures to be taken always also have 

political, economic, social or cultural aspects that must be considered. That is where 

science advice ends and policy begins. Weighing these aspects is up to policy makers 

and politicians and takes place within the context of political and societal values, beliefs, 

and objectives. 
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Sound science advice 

Scientific advice on health is defined as the solicited or unsolicited analysis of a defined 

public health, health care or health policy problem, based on updated scientific 

knowledge, considering also relevant expert judgement, practical experience, and 

ethical, cultural and societal values and implications, with conclusions and 

recommendations for health policy. The principles and guidelines contained in this 

framework address how high-quality science advisory reports should be produced which 

may be effectively used in policy decision making. They have been formulated after 

extensive discussions among the participants of the EuSANH-ISA project with input 

from various international experts (see acknowledgements). Also, related frameworks 

developed by other organisations have been considered in these discussions. The 

principles and guidelines are not only relevant as a quality seal to current EuSANH 

members, however. Because all national and international health authorities face similar 

problems and are expected to base their decisions and programmes on the best 

available evidence, this methodological framework may help any advisory body in 

providing sound science advice. 
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Table 1. Framework for science advice on health. 
STEPS PRINCIPLES GUIDELINES 

Framing the issue 
Need  1 

 
2 
 
3 
 
 
4 
 

Policy makers and science advisors should regularly 
discuss emerging issues requiring advice 
Science advisors should do so in interaction with the health 
research community 
In formulating a request for advice, policy makers and 
science advisors should determine in close cooperation the 
set of questions to be addressed 
Science advisors should discuss with policy makers 
whether a European or international perspective is 
appropriate 

Planning the 

process 

Timeliness 5 
 
 
 
6 
 

In framing the issue policy makers and science advisors 
should discuss the scope and duration of the task, 
considering the stage within the policy making process 
when scientific advice is needed 
The advisory body should develop operation procedures to 
manage the entire advisory process 

Drafting the report 
Credibility 7 

 
8 

Select committee members on the basis of professional 
excellence and with an appropriate range of expertise 
Select committee members who reflect the diversity of 
scientific opinions 

Independence 9 
10 
 
 
11 

Screen for conflicts of interest in order to avoid advocacy 
Committee members should carry out their deliberations in 
closed meetings in order to avoid political and special 
interest influence 
The Committee should be responsible and accountable for 
the final report 

Relevance 12 
 
13 
14 

Consider adding a policy maker to the Committee as an 
official observer 
Consider organising stakeholder hearings 
Where appropriate, specify ethical or legal principles 
involved 

Transparency 15 
16 
 
17 
18 

Specify data and data sources used in producing the report 
Document and explain all assumptions made and methods 
used in interpreting and synthesizing the data 
Identify and describe all uncertainties involved 
Indicate where and how expert judgement is applied 

Formulating the 

recommendations 

Feasibility 19 
 
20 

Consider the potential consequences of the 
recommendations made to policy makers 
Where appropriate, identify policy options based on data 
and research evidence 

Reviewing the report 
Quality 21 

 
22 
 
23 
 
24 

The final draft report should undergo an independent peer 
review 
Guarantee continuity in producing advisory reports on 
similar issues 
Check whether the final draft report is consistent with other 
reports of the advisory body 
Specify the response to the comments made in the peer 
review 

Publishing the 

report 

Openness 25 
26 
 

27 
 

Make the report publicly available 
Where more active dissemination is required, issue press 
statements, press releases or press briefings 
Where more clarification is required, organise meetings 
with policy makers and target groups 

Assessing the 

impact 

Accountability 28 
 

29 

There should be a follow-up procedure that monitors the 
policy makers’ actions in response to the advisory report 
The advisory body should regularly perform a 
(self)assessment, both of the impact of its reports and of its 
performance 
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Framing the issue 

Principle: Need  

Policy makers and science advisors should regularly discuss emerging issues requiring 

advice (1) 

Identification of priority issues should preferably be the outcome of an ongoing dialogue 

between policy makers and science advisors. Both have their own roles and 

responsibilities. Policy makers are expected to identify issues arising from societal or 

political developments, sometimes in interaction with stakeholders. Science advisors 

should keep a close track of scientific developments. In identifying topics for advice both 

parties should consider questions like: 

 Is there a (potential) threat to health or an opportunity to advance health of the 

population at large or of specific subgroups? 

 Does answering the request for advice require an interpretation and synthesis of 

scientific knowledge and information? 

 Is advising right now appropriate because of societal or political urgency? 

 

The clearer a “Yes” to these questions, the higher the priority of the topic under 

consideration. The frequency of the recommended consultations between policy makers 

and science advisors may vary, depending on local conditions and the pace of policy.   

Science advisors should do so in interaction with the health research community (2) 

Scientific advisory bodies should put in place a systematic method to keep track of 

scientific and technological developments of potential relevance for policy making. One 

possibility is having permanent panels of experts closely monitoring developments in 

various fields of science and technology. In this context it is also important to maintain 

close contacts with professional scientific organizations and research institutes.  

In formulating a request for advice, policy makers and science advisors should 

determine in close cooperation the set of questions to be addressed (3) 

The first and most important step in preparing a science advice is determining its focus 

and formulating its underlying question(s). Usually policy makers phrase their questions 

differently from scientists, and it is crucial that both parties spend some time together in 
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formulating the right questions to avoid misunderstandings, especially when the topic 

proves to be complex or controversial. Well-formulated questions can subsequently 

provide clear guidance to the advisory process, including what expertise is needed. The 

scope of the questions matters as well. This point is addressed by guideline 5. 

Questions to be answered by science advice should avoid asking about what is the 

“best” policy option or solution for a problem. They should rather ask which are the 

expected outcomes of the different alternatives at hand or what are the pros and cons of 

various options according to state-of-the-art scientific knowledge
a
. “Best” is a concept 

that implies some judgement or value system. The request for advice will be better 

formulated if these values are explicitly mentioned.   

Science advisors should discuss with policy makers whether a European or 

international perspective is appropriate (4) 

Policy makers and science advisors in Europe are increasingly aware that many 

countries face similar health problems. Even where national administrative traditions 

have a strong hold, the scientific aspects of policy issues display many common 

characteristics.  This also justifies assessing whether a European or international 

perspective is appropriate when preparing a science advice. One step further is 

considering whether it is fruitful to share work between scientific advisory bodies in 

producing a report. This may be a path worth following when scientific expertise is 

unequally distributed among countries and there is an opportunity to draw on 

internationally available expertise.   

 

Some additional remarks should be made, however. While science is international and 

scientific analyses and conclusions recognize no borders, evidence-based policy 

recommendations have to take into account the national, regional or local situation. 

 Implementing a new policy or programme may require different levels of resources 

in different countries, depending on the available infrastructure. As a consequence, 

criteria of cost-effectiveness to be applied may differ as well. 

 Acceptability of the proposed recommendations may also vary, due to different 

political, social, or cultural environments. Therefore, it is important to provide an 

analysis of these contexts and how they may affect the implementation of the 

recommendations. This topic is elaborated further in the chapter on formulating the 

recommendations. 

                                                
a
 For example, researchers working with systematic reviews formulate “answerable clinical or 

public health questions” according to the PICO approach (Participants, Interventions, 

Comparisons, Outcome). 
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Planning the process 

Principle: Timeliness 

In framing the issue policy makers and science advisors should discuss the scope and 

duration of the task, considering the stage within the policy making process when 

scientific advice is needed (5) 

A common tool used for analysing the policy process is the so-called policy cycle. It 

encompasses at least the following stages:  agenda setting, policy formulation, policy 

implementation, and policy evaluation. Given this general characterization, policies may 

have variable dynamics. Sometimes, policy makers have to operate within a tight time 

frame, depending on political and societal developments. Scientists, on the other hand, 

have their own methodological principles and quality assurance procedures to ensure 

that sound products will be provided. It is up to policy makers and science advisors to 

link both worlds. 

In this context, at least the following questions should be addressed. 

 How urgently is the advice required? For example, at the agenda setting stage 

political and societal pressure may be relatively low. Similarly, there can be 

situations where the final results of on-going research programmes are needed to 

answer key questions to policy formulation. Under such circumstances less 

emphasis may be placed on the desired delivery date of an advisory report. 

However, where „hyped‟ subjects are concerned, policy makers often want advice at 

short notice. Much then depends on the scope of the requested advice. 

 Is there room for variability in scope of the task? If urgent reporting is required for 

policy reasons, it will be necessary to investigate whether the number or complexity 

of the questions posed can be limited. This may also involve prioritization of 

questions. There are some potential drawbacks, however. One of the main 

problems is the risk of compromising scientific diligence. Interim reports may also 

be an option. The credibility of a scientific advisory body could, however, be 

seriously affected if the conclusions in the final report would be different. In any 

case, it is essential to manage the expectations that policy makers may have. 

The advisory body should develop operation procedures to manage the entire advisory 

process (6) 

Once the scope and duration of the task have been determined, it is necessary to make 

a work plan. This is a tool for planning, executing and monitoring the set of activities 
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described in various guidelines of the methodological framework. Attention should be 

given to the durations of the various activities necessary to complete the work and to 

the timely involvement of experts, policy makers or stakeholders, depending on the 

working method chosen. Progress of the advisory process should be measured against 

the objectives and duration agreed upon in this early phase. Major delays, if any, should 

be discussed in good time with policy makers requesting the advice.   

 

Guideline 29 addresses ways to analyse the performance of a scientific advisory body. 

This will encompass an analysis of individual advisory processes. Comparing what went 

well and what went less well will yield insights that can facilitate the management of 

future advisory processes.  
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