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The authors must be commended for their ar-
ticle. As rightly pointed out in the text, there is
very little published literature on the questions
of how to set and implement priorities. The au-
thors provide a good description of the process
followed in setting priorities, emphasizing both
the participatory approach (which also involves
the public) and the need to document and
make public the process, related decisions, and
the research agenda itself. They illustrate how
equity and ethical considerations have been
secured as key principles in health and health
research system development in Brazil. The ar-
ticle is a highly useful contribution to the glob-
al debate on how to ensure that health research
priority setting works for everyone 1.

Two issues could be addressed in more de-
tail by the authors. The first concerns the link
between priority setting and the overall strength-
ening of the health research system. The sec-
ond issue concerns implementing the agenda.

In their conclusion, the authors refer to the
four main functions of a health research sys-
tem (stewardship, financing, creating and sus-
taining resources, and producing and using re-
search) and how the Brazilian priority setting
process contributed to strengthening these four
functions. The article addresses in detail how
priority setting (as part of the stewardship func-
tion) can support the Ministry of Health in
strengthening its position within Brazilian ef-
forts on research for health. It also highlights
how existing resources (especially within the
Ministry of Health) can be used to address pri-
ority research areas. However, it does not ad-
dress how priority setting can be used to iden-
tify priorities for strengthening the health re-
search system. Relevant questions that could
have been raised include: are new skills needed
to conduct the prioritized research areas? Does
the system have sufficient capacity to ensure
the utilization and communication of research
results thus generated? How will the communi-
ty remain engaged in the research process, and
what skills are needed to empower the commu-
nities to use such results?

The priority agenda presented has become
a general listing of diseases, disciplines, and vul-

nerable population groups: this perspective
provides little guidance for development and
strengthening of all four functions of the health
research system.

My second comment concerns the ability to
put the agenda of priorities into action. The ar-
ticle describes in detail how the agenda led to
calls for proposals by the Ministry of Health to
develop specific sub-agendas. In some occa-
sions these calls for proposals were done joint-
ly with the Ministry of Science and Technology
or the various State health departments. The
authors also provide an overview of the expen-
ditures in health research in Brazil. Interesting-
ly, this illustrates that the Ministry of Health is
only a relatively small contributor to total health
research funding available in Brazil. The call for
proposals initiated by the Ministry of Health
can thus only redirect a small proportion of to-
tal health research expenditure available in the
country. The authors’ ideas and strategies for
how to influence these other sources of funding
would make a welcome addition to the article.

Brazil has met some key conditions for a
successful priority setting process, especially in
its inclusive approach and by public communi-
cation of its decision making processes and key
reports. The issue of coordination between the
various sectors is less explicitly addressed. This
includes the link with the private sector, which
is likely to become the next big challenge in
making priority setting sustainable and for in-
creasingly reallocating funding (from all fun-
ders) to focus on health research priority areas.
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