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My background…….. 

n  Researcher 
(“academic”)  

n  Civil servant 
(researcher) 

-  research applied to 
policy making 
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Where 
am I? 

You’re 30 
metres above 
the ground in 

a balloon 

You must be 
a researcher 

Yes. How  
did you 
know? 

Because what 
you told me is 

absolutely 
correct but 
completely 

useless 

You must be 
a policy 
maker 

Yes, how 
did you 
know? 

Because you don’t 
know where you 

are, you don’t know 
where you’re going, 

and now you’re 
blaming me 
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n  To explore the mismatch between HSR and 
policy, using two issues currently under the 
spotlight in the Italian context: 

 
-  regionalisation of surgical procedures 

-  inappropriateness in clinical practice 

Goal of  the presentation 



The policy context 

n  Costs containment strategies 
 
-  Stopping health professionals turn-over/ 

recruitment 
-  Blocking salaries  
-  Health services restructuring 
-  Eradication of «waste» in clinical practice 
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n  Documented and investigated since 1979 
n  Mostly in cross-sectional studies (i.e. 

documenting correlation, rather than causal 
relationship) 

The volume-outcome relationship 



The rationale of  regionalisation policies 
•  Managing scarse resources 
 
-  High technologies 
-  Highly sophisticated professional skills 

•  Rare diseases 
 
•  Better quality of care 
 



Regionalisation of  interventions 
and procedures 

•  Several studies showing that higher volumes are 
associated with better outcomes (usually 
mortality) 

•  Overall relatively poor quality of the evidence 
base 

•  Not clear the explanation of the volume-
outcome relationship 



Volume-outcome relationship. Why ? 

•  Learning by doing 
•  Economy of scope (i.e. specialisation) 
•  Selective referral 



The rule and its exceptions 

•  Low volume with good quality outcomes 
•  High volume with poor outcomes 
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Policy issues research did not explore 

•  What explain the exceptions ? 
 
•  The effects of changing volumes 
 - on outcomes 
-  on costs 
-  on the organisation of care 
-  on health professionals 
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n  HSR does not answer the relevant questions 
n  But policy makers do not care…… 
 

 

HSR-Policy making dialogue about 
regionalisation of  surgical procedures 
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n  It’s a matter of individual 
physicians’behaviour  

n  It means that we are doing too much (i.e. lots 
of money could be saved !) 

n   It can be fixed with tougher managerial 
control (and with economic incentives/
penalties) 

 

Some common assumptions about 
inappropriateness 
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n  Is it really only individual clinicians’ fault ? 
 

 

Inappropriateness: The causes 
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Determinants of  healthcare 
providers’behaviour  
n  Patients’characteristics 

 
 

n  Professional factors 

n  Healthcare system’s policy and 
administration 



n  Structural (i.e. policy and administration) 

n  Organisational (e.g. inappropriate skill mix, lack 
of facilities or equipment) 

n  Peer group (e.g. local standards of care not in 
line with desired practice) 

n  Professional (e.g. knowledge, attitudes, skills) 

n  Professional - patient interaction (e.g. problems 
with information processing) 

n  Patient (e.g. knowledge, attitudes, skills) 

Barriers to adoption of  research 
findings 
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n  Does it mean only «doing too much»? 
n  The double face of variations in clinical 

practice styles 

 

Inappropriateness: The implications 
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n  Is making rules and norms, attaching to them 
economic incentives/penalties, really the 
solution ? 

n  The features of  
-  the problem at stake 
-  health professionals 

 

Inappropriateness: The remedies ? 
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n  Effective, in general, but 
n  Effect does not last long 
n  Reliance on external motivation (from knights 

to knaves…) 

 

Some problems of  economic incentives 



Roberto Grilli - Bern, Nov 9th  2015 



Roberto Grilli - Bern, Nov 9th  2015 

Models of  governance  

ü  ordering what to do (command & control) 

ü  putting at risk your money (economic 
incentives/penalties)  

ü  putting at risk your reputation (naming & 
shaming) 

ü  putting you on the market (choice & 
competition) 
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An alternative ? Clinical engagement  

ü  «the active and positive contribution of doctors 
within their normal working roles to mantaining 
and enhancing the performance of the 
organisation, which itself recognises this 
commitment in supporting and encouraging quality 
of care» 
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n  HSR provides several relevant information 
pointing to the complexity of the issues, while 
policy makers look for simple answers and 
tools 

 

 

HSR-Policy making dialogue about 
inappropriateness 
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 Some problems in the relationship between 
research and policy making 

n  On the research side 
-  Research not timely 

-  Limited generalisability of findings 

-  Research is often lacking….. 

-  Research is often controversial 

-  Policy makers not the usual target of academia 

-  A simplistic view of the policy process 
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n  On the policy side 
-  Lack of scientific background 

-  A simplistic view of research  

-  Complexity of the policy process 

 Some problems in the relationship between 
research and policy making 
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 Any way forward ? 

n  Let the guys in the balloon and the fisherman 
meet, early…. 

 


