
Rapid evidence synthesis to inform 

the national response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic in Ireland

Karen Cardwell PhD, Senior HTA Analyst

on behalf of 

Health Technology Assessment Directorate, Health Information and Quality Authority



Training Overview
▪ Evidence-informed decision making

▪ Health technology assessment

▪ Evidence synthesis to inform the national public health response 

to COVID-19

▪ Challenges and enablers

▪ Outputs and impact

▪ Evidence-informed decision making post-pandemic

Presentation outline



What is evidence-informed decision 

making?

Evidence, policy, impact. WHO guide for evidence-informed decision-making. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2021.



Before we begin……

What is a health technology 

assessment (HTA)?

▪ Multidisciplinary research process

▪ Summarises information about a health 

technology

▪ Health budget in Ireland is finite

▪ Important to establish the clinical 

effectiveness, safety, cost effectiveness,

budget impact and resource implications

of any new technology

▪ A HTA supports and informs health policy 

and reimbursement decisions 



Before we begin……

Who conducts HTAs in Ireland?



HTA directorate functions pre-

pandemic
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directorate
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support
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for policy



HTA directorate functions post-

pandemic

HTA 
directorate

HTA

Public health 
policy

Ionising 
radiation

National 
screening 

policy

HRB-CICER

National 
immunisation 

policy



We work with:

▪ Clinical and policy leaders

▪ Patient and public representatives

▪ Academic links and methods experts

▪ Grant funding

▪ Training and fellowships

▪ International collaborations

HTA directorate – who we work with



Types of outputs the HTA directorate 

produces
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Systematic reviews

International reviews of current practice and guidance

Health technology assessments

Rapid HTAs

Scoping reviews

Budget impact analyses

Modelling and statistical analyses

Expert elicitation and consensus building

Public consultation



Evidence synthesis to inform 

the national public health 

response to COVID-19



▪ January 2020 NPHET established

▪ March 2020 HIQA requested by 

Department of Health to provide evidence 

synthesis support to NPHET and HPSC

▪ Director of HTA became a member of 

NPHET and Chair of the NPHET 

Guidance and Evidence Synthesis 

Subgroup

Evidence synthesis to inform the national 

public health response to COVID-19

HIQA – Health Information and Quality Authority; HPSC – Health Protection Surveillance Centre; HTA – Health Technology 

Assessment; NPHET – National Public Health Emergency Team.



NPHET policy 
question 

Phase I- March 2020 to September 2020

HIQA Evidence 
Synthesis Team 

NPHET EAG

NPHET

HIQA COVID-19 EAG 
input 

Phase II- September 2020- Present 

Advice to NPHET

Note: NPHET replaced by COVID-19 Advisory Group (CAG) in April 2022



Before we begin……

Question 
requested by 
NPHET, DoH, 

CAG

Scoping and 
development of 

protocol

Protocol 
published

Review of 
scientific 
literature

±International 
guidance

±Existing data 
sources

±Modelling

Development of 
draft report and 

advice with input 
from EAG

Submission of 
final report and 

advice to NPHET, 
DoH, CAG for 
consideration

Final report and 
advice published 

by HIQA

Rapid evidence synthesis to inform 

policy during COVID-19 pandemic

CAG – COVID-19 Advisory Group; DoH – Department of Health; EAG – Expert Advisory Group; HIQA – Health Information 

and Quality Authority; HTA – Health Technology Assessment; NPHET – National Public Health Emergency Team.



Rapid evidence synthesis to inform 

policy during COVID-19 pandemic

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

Protocol and 

deliverables

Policy 

question 
Scoping

NPHET

Evidence synthesis

Evidence synthesis

Draft report

COVID-

19 EAG

Draft 

Advice



Before we begin……

Challenges to providing evidence-

informed advice during the pandemic

Tight 
timelines

Volume of 
literature

Scope of 
questions

Use of pre-
prints

Quality 
appraisal

Formulation 
of advice

Media and 
public 

interest

Need for clear 
messaging



Before we begin……

Factors that enabled the provision 

of evidence-informed advice

Enablers

Rapid 
methods

Quality 
assurance

DisseminationExpert advice

Team work



Outputs and impact: HIQA 

publications



Outputs and impact: Examples of 

evidence informing policy



Before we begin……

Outputs and impact: radio



Outputs and impact: informing 

international research and guidance



Before we begin……

Outputs and impact:

Conference contributions



Before we begin……

Outputs and impact:

Academic publications



Before we begin……

Outputs and impact: print media



Before we begin……

Outputs and impact: print media



Evidence-informed decision making 

post-pandemic
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Contact and relationship between research producers and users

Policy maker and practitioner characteristics

Research and researcher characteristics

Policy characteristics

Organisational resources

Evidence, policy, impact. WHO guide for evidence-informed decision-making. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2021.
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