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Science Push or Policy Pull 

• How do we try and improve the relationship between 
knowledge and policy practice?
• Is ‘broker’ a good description of the multiple ways in which 
we try and negotiate the relationship between knowledge 
supply and demand?
• How are the relevance and quality of science (and tools) 
influenced in this relationship?



COVID19 – research and 
evidence to the rescue?
• How have places with strong scientific 

institutions performed during the 
pandemic?

• How have they leveraged the push-
pull relationship to confront challenges 
and harness opportunities?

• What can we learn about what’s 
needed in different African countries?
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Science Policy – a story of more than two halves



What and who is IPPO?
IPPO is a partnership, funded by the ESRC as a strategic investment, to respond to policy need 
with rigorous international and national knowledge synthesis.  Its mission: to mitigate serious 
social harms of COVID-19 and accelerate the UK’s recovery.  IPPO partners include:

University of 
Glasgow/Policy 
Scotland



Aims and Outputs
Enable national, devolved and local 
governments to:
• make better decisions in 

conditions of stress
• avoid unnecessary mistakes; 

enable ongoing engagement with, 
and application of, evidence to 
inform rapidly evolving policy 
needs

• and achieve better outcomes for 
people across the four nations of 
the UK

Living Map of Evidence. 
https://covidandsociety.com/policy-research-tool/
Topic Snapshots 
https://covidandsociety.com/article_type/topic-
snapshot/
Expert blogs
• https://covidandsociety.com/article_type/blog/

• Global scans of policy

Rapid Evidence Reviews: 4 on different aspects on 
education post-Covid-19, more to come on UBI 
design and NHS wellbeing
Systematic Reviews: 1 on distance learning, 1 to 
come on social capital and another on population 
level mental health
The Conversation, Social Media and Newsletters
• https://theconversation.com/covid-19-how-

the-conversation-helps-build-bridges-between-
research-and-policy-157932

https://covidandsociety.com/policy-research-tool/
https://covidandsociety.com/article_type/topic-snapshot/
https://covidandsociety.com/article_type/blog/
https://theconversation.com/covid-19-how-the-conversation-helps-build-bridges-between-research-and-policy-157932
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We work with experts and 
decision-makers to identify 
key issues, mobilise evidence 
of all kinds and discuss how 
to apply it in roundtables and 
conversations:



COVID - the post-normal science era on 
steroids
• Challenges to reliance on single disciplinary ‘closed 
models’
• Need for speed
• Complexity of the relationship between evidence and 
values is highlighted
• Profoundly non-linear relationship between science and 
policy



Beyond brokerage 
• We don’t broker evidence in conventional ways, we build 
relationships, co-produce, integrate knowledge from 
multiple perspectives and shape agendas often across 
policy and evidence silos
• In opening up evidence-based conversations we pull 
things together in distinctive (incomplete) ways and always 
with reference to what others are doing in the space  
• And we do this very quickly



Like modellers, we should hope to be 
useful

Rather than working from the assumption that we can maintain clear 
boundaries we need to work on a different basis:
• Rigour in methods and approach
• Diversity and plurality of actors and approaches
• Openness, transparency and dialogue
• Need to operate with a degree of humility
All models are wrong, and all integration activity is incomplete.  Just wrong 
and incomplete in better and worse ways.  



SDG Research Specialisation by country income group 

LI with low 
percentage 
of non-SDG 
research

HI and LI with 
high percentage 

Most research is 
unrelated to SDGs

Note:
90% of SDG 
related research 
is done by HI & 
UMI countries 



Some reflections on knowledge systems, brokers 
and local capabilities

Drawing from multiple streams of 
work
• UCL Ventura CPAP Breathing Aid – a 

study of critical factors for a rapid 
innovation (Mugwagwa, 2020)

• STECS-Plus Project – a study of how 
SGCs have contributed to Covid-19 
responses in 9 African countries 
(Mugwagwa et al, 2021 – a UCL-UR 
partnership)

• Local pharma manufacturing during 
Covid-19 (Banda et al, on-going work)



What is the pandemic a case of?
More than about an urgent health challenge and finding solutions to it
• For development – about historical, contemporary and future societal 

progress trajectories and unstainable options that have been pursued 
• For innovation (science) systems – the complex and multisectoral character 

of innovation(science) systems and the need to take interactions, knowledge 
generation, knowledge flows and knowledge use seriously 

• It’s about trajectories and systems that do not only coincide with, but cause 
good outcomes 



What the pandemic has 
revealed

• Vulnerability, uncertainty, complexity and 
ambiguity – shifting levels of capability, 
accountability and responsibility

• Tensions between science, politics and society 
• Subliminal, polemic and often aggressive push 

back against science
• Disconnects and tensions between global and 

local – difference between local as a location 
versus localization, local agency, local 
empowerment and local as a placing of knowing 
of doing



The CPAP story – from idea to 
market in 2 weeks

‘‘The case of how a group of 
passionate, like-minded 
people, with no disciplinary 
egos, worked well together, 
unencumbered by 
bureaucracy’’ (respondent, 
May 2020)
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F1 team helps build new UK breathing

aid for Covid:19 patients

Device developed in 10 days by medics and engineers will help

avoid need for full ventilation
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 A volunteer patient demonstrates the continuous positive airway pressure breathing aid. Photograph: James
Tye/UCL/PA
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A breathing aid that was designed and built in less than a week to keep
Covid-19 patients out of intensive care has been delivered to London
hospitals for clinical trials.

The device delivers a steady stream of oxygen and air to patients who are
struggling to breathe and can be used on standard wards, unlike ventilation,
which requires patients to have an invasive procedure and sedation in an
intensive care unit.

Such continuous positive airway pressure (Cpap) devices, which are being
used extensively in hospitals in Italy and China, bridge the gap between an
oxygen mask and full ventilation. UK hospitals have the apparatus but it is in
short supply.

Engineers from UCL and doctors at University College London hospital
(UCLH) developed the device, which is claimed to be an improvement on
existing Cpap systems, with Mercedes Formula One in less than 100 hours
from first meeting to first production model. The device has been approved
by the UK’s Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency.

“These devices will help to save lives by ensuring that ventilators, a limited
resource, are used only for the most severely ill,” said Prof Mervyn Singer, a
UCLH critical care consultant who worked on the design.

“While they will be tested at UCLH first, we hope they will make a real
difference to hospitals across the UK by reducing demand on intensive care
staff and beds, as well as helping patients recover without the need for more
invasive ventilation.”

Cpap machines are used routinely in UK hospitals to support patients with
breathing difficulties on wards or at home, but the equipment is in short
supply. The devices use positive pressure to send a blend of air and oxygen
into the mouth and hose at a steady rate, thereby boosting the amount of
oxygen that enters the lungs.

The positive pressure means that when the patient breathes out, structures
in the lung that exchange oxygen, the alveoli, stay open which aids
oxygenation and makes breathing less effortful.

Tim Baker, an engineer on the UCL team, said: “Given the urgent need, we
are thankful that we were able to reduce a process that could take years
down to a matter of days.

“From being given the brief, we worked all hours of the day, disassembling
and analysing an off-patent device. Using computer simulations, we
improved the device further to create a state of the art version suited to mass
production.”

Tim Cook, a professor of anaesthesia and intensive care medicine at the
Royal United hospital Bath NHS foundation trust, said: “If the patient can
stay on a Cpap machine they can stay on a ward looked after by specialised
nurses rather than ICU nurses.

“A ward can probably look after 10 of these patients with two nurses and one
doctor. Ten patients on ICU may need five or 10 nurses and three to four
doctors. The cost and manpower needed on ICU is much, much greater, and
ICU is a lot more complex and hazardous.”

Duncan Young, a professor of intensive care medicine at Oxford University,
said the speed at which the device had been developed was “remarkable”
but added that the use of Cpap machines in patients with contagious
respiratory infections was controversial, as any small leaks around the mask
could potentially spray droplets from patients’ airways on to clinical staff.

Singer said the risk of transmitting the virus through such droplets should be
“very low” if care staff were wearing appropriate personal protective
equipment.

News is under threat …

… just when we need it the most. Millions of readers around the world are
flocking to the Guardian in search of honest, authoritative, fact-based
reporting that can help them understand the biggest challenge we have
faced in our lifetime. But at this crucial moment, news organisations are
facing a cruel financial double blow: with fewer people able to leave their
homes, and fewer news vendors in operation, we’re seeing a reduction in
newspaper sales across the UK. Advertising revenue continues to fall
steeply meanwhile as businesses feel the pinch. We need you to help fill the
gap.

We believe every one of us deserves equal access to quality news and
measured explanation. So, unlike many others, we made a different choice:
to keep Guardian journalism open for all, regardless of where they live or
what they can afford to pay. This would not be possible without financial
contributions from our readers, who now support our work from 180
countries around the world.

We have upheld our editorial independence in the face of the disintegration
of traditional media – with social platforms giving rise to misinformation,
the seemingly unstoppable rise of big tech and independent voices being
squashed by commercial ownership. The Guardian’s independence means
we can set our own agenda and voice our own opinions. Our journalism is
free from commercial and political bias – never influenced by billionaire
owners or shareholders. This makes us different. It means we can challenge
the powerful without fear and give a voice to those less heard.

Reader financial support has meant we can keep investigating,
disentangling and interrogating. It has protected our independence, which
has never been so critical. We are so grateful.

We need your support so we can keep delivering quality journalism that’s
open and independent. And that is here for the long term. Every reader
contribution, however big or small, is so valuable. Support the Guardian
from as little as £1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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Local pharma manufacturing during 
Covid-19
• ‘The pandemic seems to have ushered in a new wave of transactional approaches to 

international relations (protectionism and nationalism), some kind of retreat to 
narrower national interests. The ability to respond locally to emergency needs has 
been determined by two big factors: accumulated manufacturing capabilities, and 
the institutional structures that shape and constrain innovation such as university 
technological capacities, regulatory structures and procurement skills’ (excerpt from 
ongoing work on local pharma manufacturing during Covid-19) 

• Note 1 – the importance of local/embedded, functional system-wide 
capabilities

• Note 2 - the key role of science/innovation policy as an industrial policy 
tool



STECS-Plus Project – SGC’s agency and urgency 
in response to societal challenges

STECS-Plus project conceptual framework (2020)



SGCs and Covid-19 – some key messages
• SGCs were able to influence national 

responses either directly as members of 
national Covid-19 response taskforces or 
through feeding ideas, evidence and advice
from a range of different contexts into response 
mechanisms

• For science systems, as sources of tools and 
knowledge for responding to societal 
challenges, the pandemic has revealed the 
need for rethinking how these systems are 
configured, the levels of capacity in these 
systems, and their relevance and agility at 
points and times of need. 
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Key lessons for innovation (science) 
systems 
1. Integration of global and local knowledge – challenge privileged ways of 

knowing and doing
2. Availability of context-relevant and timely data
3. Disciplinary expertise, professionalism, relationships and mutual respect
4. Interdisciplinary workspaces – for trust- and experience-building
5. Key influencers and knowledgeable intermediaries are key
6. Lowering interaction barriers and cultivating institutional 

entrepreneurship 
7. Co-location and institutional support for rapid decision-making and 

action 



Finally, what could conspire against 
science system reconfiguration?
• Institutional and collective will to rethink - will the 
needed adjustments be feasible, quick enough and 
sustainable?
• Failure to think beyond conventional constructs of these 
systems – constraining room for new nodes and actors in 
innovation (science)?
• Collective amnesia when the pandemic relents –
pandemic fatigue and systems re-setting to business as 
usual?
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