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Abstract

Background: In addition to the general question about what works, policymakers consider
whether health interventions will work in their context, and consider the social values such as
affordability, acceptability, equity, equality, and human rights.

Aims: To highlight the importance of having and using an evidence governance system to
inform health policymaking in Oman.

Methods: We reviewed the literature and analysed local documents on evidence governance
systems in Oman.

Results: The Government of Oman has shown increasing interest in research and innovation in
the past few decades. This interest was reinforced through the announcement in November
2021 of the intention to establish a decision-making support unit. Oman’s strategies for
evidence-informed policymaking provide direct and well-integrated channels for expert advice,
however, the capacity for implementation remains challenging, and there is a lack of clarity in
the evidence use mandate. It is not clear how evidence was selected, synthesized and used to
inform some of the government policies on health. This can limit the scope of operation and
subsequent achievements.
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Conclusion: Efforts to strengthen evidence-informed policymaking should focus on building a
system for good governance of evidence to ensure that rigorous, systematic, and technically
valid evidence is used for policymaking.
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Introduction

It is recognized that for any action and decision, information is needed to determine whether the
stated goals have been achieved or to guide the selection of potential options to achieve those
goals. Evidence is what provides this information. Evidence-informed policymaking refers to the
use of best-available evidence to inform policies systematically and transparently (1). Despite
the vast amount of evidence, which varies between personal experience, tacit knowledge, and
the more systematic findings from organized professional research, advocates of
evidence-informed policymaking have only promoted scientific evidence as the form best suited
to guiding policymaking (2). However, the concept of evidence-informed policymaking has
evolved to better address the political aspects associated with decision-making (e.g. interest
groups, public opinion, economic situation, and the role of institutions). This article aims to: (1)
clarify the difference between evidence-based medicine and evidence-informed policymaking;
(2) explain the importance of systems to govern evidence to inform policies; and (3) reflect on
the efforts of the system in Oman to support evidence-informed policymaking. This is crucial to
countries in the process of bringing evidence-informed policymaking into operation, and it is
timely for Oman as the government announced on 13 November 2022 establishment of a
decision-making support unit under the General Secretary of the Council of Ministers (3).
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Evidence-based medicine versus evidence-informed policymaking

Evidence-based medicine focuses on research to evaluate the effectiveness of interventions (4).
There is a hierarchy of research evidence, with meta-analyses and randomized controlled trials
considered to be the gold standard (5). The value placed on evidence-based medicine and its
perceived success have provoked the application of its basic principles to policy development
(4), and there have been increased calls to use scientific evidence in ppolicymaking (6).

Policymakers need to consider whether their policies will work in their particular context (7).
Various social factors may not be feasible for experimentation; for example, affordability,
acceptability, equity, equality, and human rights (8). While good evidence in medicine is judged
by its hierarchy, good evidence for policymaking is judged by its relevance to the issue at stake
and then by its methodological quality (9). This is because evidence hierarchies were originally
designed to judge the effectiveness of interventions rather than reflecting policy importance or
relevance (8). Despite the difference in the approach to selecting what is considered good
evidence for medicine and policymaking, evidence-based medicine and evidence-informed
policymaking emphasize the importance of selecting, assessing, and synthesizing evidence
systematically and transparently (10).

A system to govern the use of evidence in policymaking

To understand the need for a system to govern the use of evidence in policymaking, we need to
first understand the political nature of policymaking. Politics is about who gets what, when, and
how (11). Allocating scarce resources and setting priorities are the main concerns with
policymaking (12). Hence, policymaking involves trade-offs between multiple, potentially
competing social values, and it is considered to be a political process (12). This feature
differentiates policy decisions from technical exercises, which have, in most circumstances, a
single agreed outcome. In contrast, society has no consensus about which social outcomes are
paramount or how to judge their particular value. The lack of agreement in the desired
outcomes creates the potential for misuse or bias in using evidence to inform policies. The
political bias in using evidence may occur during: (1) evidence creation (e.g. manipulation of
studies, or strategic design to achieve a desired outcome, even if the research is conducted in
rigorous and valid ways, bias may occur in selecting which issues to research, how to study
them, and what questions to ask within a study) (13); (2) evidence selection (e.g.
‘cherry-picking’ and strategic review of data to justify a predetermined position) (14); or (3)
evidence interpretation (e.g. interpreting methodological rigour as an indication of policy
relevance, or judging the quality of evidence based on the method alone) (15).

Evidence-informed policymaking should not focus on merely acquiring more evidence. Instead,
it should focus on building a system to enhance the governance of evidence to inform the
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policymaking process in a systematic, rigorous, and technically valid way (8). These processes
should be inclusive of, representative of, and accountable to the multiple social interests of the
population served (8). Institutionalization of evidence-informed policymaking through a
governance system is important to ensure system-wide and deeply rooted change in evidence
use. The processes should also avoid limitations associated with strategies that focus on
individuals (e.g. connecting policymakers and researchers, providing decision-makers with
evidence, or providing training to individuals to broker knowledge) who may, over time, change
roles or leave their positions (16).

In many countries, such a system has been created through building organizations that work to
enhance the use of evidence in policymaking. These organizations can exist in different settings
(e.g. as independent organizations, within universities, and as part of government departments)
and have been called different names (think tanks, government-support organizations, and
research centres) (15). It is important to note that institutions are no longer limited to simply
being the administrative bodies or physical structures within a system. Currently, institutions are
presented in the practices they embark upon, the rules by which they function, and the
discursive narratives by which their work is comprehended (17). Therefore, creating a system to
improve evidence use could be through establishment or changing the existing structures that
use evidence, or by introducing changes to the principles by which those institutions function

(8).

Components of evidence governance system in Oman

In Oman, the government has shown increasing interest in research and innovation in the last
few decades. Several health centres in the health and non-health sectors have been
established (e.g. Centre for Studies and Research at the Ministry of Health and the Medical
Research Centre at Sultan Qaboos University). The Research Council (which is currently under
the Ministry of Higher Education Research and Innovation) was established to fund research
and innovation. The government has expressed interest in using research findings through the
Oman 2040 Vision, which emphasizes the importance of achieving their goals through sound
and positive guidance and systematic evidence-based planning, and the importance of a
knowledge-based economy (18). The Ministry of Higher Education Research and Innovation
announced for 2022 a research funding programme that will target priority areas at the Ministry
of Health and Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries, Water, and Water Resources. This programme
mandates the involvement of policymakers in selecting priority research to be funded, and
developing a plan to implement the research findings. The Government of Oman has reinforced
its interest in evidence-informed policymaking through its intention to establish a unit to support
decision-making (announced 9 November 2021 and officially established on 13 November
2022) (3).

Oman has some institutional structures to support the utilization of evidence. For instance, the
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Ministry of Health has tasked its policy advice officers and technical advisors with planning,
providing policy options, or commenting on proposed policies. These strategies may provide
direct and well-integrated channels for expert advice, yet the appropriate capacity and capability
remain challenging for such bodies. Another challenge is the lack of clarity in the mandate for
utilizing evidence and limiting the scope of subjects for which such bodies can function. On
other occasions, the Government convenes expert panels or technical working groups (e.g.
Supreme COVID-19 Committee and Oman 2040 Vision Committee) to inform specific decisions,
giving such groups different levels of autonomy.

There is evidence that policymakers recognized the importance of evidence and used it to
inform policies (19). However, it was not clear how evidence was selected and synthesized, and
in what way it informed policies. It is unclear which social values guided the policy decisions and
whose voices were heard. These rules, norms, and procedures are important to achieve the
core principle of evidence-informed policymaking (i.e. transparent and systematic use of
evidence to serve the social values of the population). By institutionalization of the practice of
evidence-informed policymaking in such approaches, we can envision how systems would
mature and how evidence use would improve.

Conclusion

Evidence-informed policymaking is the practice of informing policies with the best available
evidence in a systematic and transparent manner. Policymaking is a struggle over different
ideas and social values; therefore, scientific evidence and social values have to be considered.
Unlike evidence-based medicine, scientific evidence cannot be merely judged by its rigorous
methods to inform policymaking. Instead, relevance is more important. As a result of the political
nature of policymaking, bias in creating, selecting, or interpreting evidence can occur and affect
achievement of the intended social goal. Therefore, efforts to support evidence-informed
policymaking should be transitioned from focusing on individuals to institutions. The institutions
should consider the physical structure as well as the rules, norms, and regulations that mandate
the good use of evidence in policymaking. Oman has shown interest in using evidence to
support policymaking. Different institutions have been working on different rules to support
evidence-informed policymaking; however, the Government of Oman needs to create the
mandates, rules, and regulations that ensure the institutionalization of good practice in using
evidence in policymaking. Besides establishing formal structures, the Government of Oman
should focus on creating procedures, norms, rules, or even laws that reduce bias or improve
reasonable scientific practice in policymaking. If the Government of Oman takes into
consideration the points raised in this article when establishing a decision-making support unit, it
will help it take robust steps towards achieving its goal of informing public policies with the
best-available evidence.
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Le systeme de gouvernance des données probantes a Oman
Résumé

Contextell: En plus de se pencher sur la question générale concernant I'applicabilité, les
responsables de I'élaboration des politigues se demandent si les interventions sanitaires
fonctionneront dans leur contexte et tiendront compte de valeurs sociales telles que
I'accessibilité économique, I'acceptabilité, I'équité, I'égalité et les droits humains.

Objectifll: Souligner I'importance de disposer d'un systéme de gouvernance des données
probantes et de I'utiliser pour éclairer I'élaboration des politiques de santé a Oman.

Méthodesl: Nous avons examiné la littérature et analysé les documents locaux relatifs aux
systemes de gouvernance des données probantes a Oman.

Résultatsl : Le Gouvernement d'Oman a manifesté un intérét croissant pour la recherche et
l'innovation au cours des derniéres décennies. Cet intérét a été renforcé par I'annonce en
novembre 2021 de l'intention de créer une unité d'appui a la prise de décision. Les stratégies
d'Oman en matiére d'élaboration de politiques fondées sur des données probantes fournissent
des canaux directs et bien intégrés pour les conseils d'experts. Cependant, la capacité de mise
en ceuvre demeure difficile et il existe un manque de clarté dans le mandat d'utilisation des
données probantes. La maniére dont ces données ont été sélectionnées, synthétisées et
utilisées pour éclairer certaines des politiques gouvernementales en matiere de santé n'est pas
claire non plus. Cela risque de limiter le champ d'application et les réalisations ultérieures.

Conclusionl: Les efforts visant a renforcer I'élaboration de politiques reposant sur des bases
factuelles doivent se concentrer sur la mise en place d'un systeme de bonne gouvernance des
données probantes afin de garantir l'utilisation de données rigoureuses, systématiques et
techniqguement valables pour I'élaboration des politiques.
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