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Background:
According to the 2009 WHO World TB Report, an increasing number of countries recognize the importance of programme-based operational research, defined as "research specifically aimed at developing interventions that result in improved policy-making, better design and implementation of health systems, and more efficient methods of service delivery". 

Operational Research (OR) in TB appears, however, a largely undefined area that has not been properly evaluated. A multitude of OR studies are being carried out worldwide, covering a very large scope of issues in TB control, yet little is known on the methods used, the results gathered and their impact on TB control programs. Very important and well-designed OR studies have been carried out in the field of TB control that helped orientating decisions in terms of programme implementation and strategy development. Although a large range of studies are being published on OR in TB, it is not known whether the results can be generalized or not, and whether they led to any changes on programmatic aspects of TB control. In addition, a large number of projects are being conducted, but results are not necessarily published in widely- distributed and accessible journals, so their conclusions and impact may be difficult to evaluate.

Therefore, there are important questions to address in order to render OR more efficient and better geared at helping policy decision-making: which type of OR projects are being conducted? What questions are being addressed (case detection, DOTS implementation, programmatic issues, cost-effectiveness, identification and care of specific situation - HIV, MDRTB, etc.)? In which countries is research being conducted? By whom? Which populations are being studied? What was the impact of these studies (i.e. has the research led to changes in programmes/health systems organization or infrastructure)? 
Project Description :
To address these questions, the Research Movement has initiated a series of successive projects. As an initial step, the present project proposes to map the landscape of Operational Research through a census of various institutions, NGOs and academics conducting Operational Research studies on TB with a description of the various areas of research. The intended output for the project is an Excel database that enumerates all these groups, including their contact details and a summary of the database information. The Excel database is expected to be included on the Stop TB Partnership website after its completion. The OR projects to be compiled in this project are not intended to be a comprehensive list of all OR conducted in TB over the last three years, but the outcome of the project should rather provide a small base of what, by whom and where is Operational Research in TB occurring, including any tangible programme results and current publications. It is hoped that the resulting Excel database will be a living document, where organizations can continue to freely contribute to the compilation of OR projects in the future.

Through a network of contacts via the STOP TB Partnership working groups (such as the DOTS Expansion Working Group, the MDR-TB and TB/HIV WGs), contacts were established with persons involved in OR who were requested to complete a brief questionnaire. WHO Regional Office TB officers were contacted via email, with the assistance of Stop TB Department staff, to share the project description and questionnaire with NTP and other local counterparts and potentially establish new contacts conducting OR in TB. An additional internet search was conducted of NGOs, International Organizations and Academic institutions that mention Operational Research in TB on their website or in their reports. 

Initial Findings:
Contacts were established with 63 persons, either through e-mail of face-to-face meetings. Several of the interviewed persons expressed a general desire for a more specific definition of Operational Research to be established, as a direct result of their individual experience. This sentiment was illustrated in the responses received via the questionnaires by the number of routine evaluations and surveillance descriptions received from the field.

The categories of OR in TB projects that are described include: medical care and practice, feasibility of interventions, policy change and advocacy. However, although a number of projects did yield publications in reputable peer-reviewed journals, the number of reported projects that resulted in direct changes or enhancements of programme activities was limited. The geographical regions covered were primarily Africa and Asia, with a focus on sub-Saharan African countries, South East Asia and China. However, it is important to note that to-date there were no questionnaires submitted from the Latin American region. In addition, information from recipients who are implementing OR with funding from the Global Fund has not yet been submitted to date. For a majority of the projects, there were multiple partners involved in conducting the OR, either in a technical or logistical capacity. The common key stakeholders were generally the Ministry of Health, National Tuberculosis Program, National AIDS Committee (when a HIV/TB project presented), and at least one prominent NGO and/or international organization. The majority of the questionnaire respondents provided project and publication titles, but little or no project description, so the method and study population of each project is being further investigated and will be presented in the final summary.

Most of the reported projects were funded through USAID, DFID and GFTAM; there were a small number of projects funded primarily by the national MOH or solely an NGO or academic institution. As the questionnaire did not specify funding amounts and only funding entities, it is difficult to discern in various projects the main donor(s) of the project. In addition, in-kind contributions to the projects were not mentioned, yet are still considered an important cost to conducting a project.

It is recommended that further attention be given to the organizations that did not respond to the questionnaire to-date in order to have a more complete map of the landscape as possible. Importantly, the regions and countries that had little if any representation to-date in the database, but yet might be considered a high-burden country, should also be further focused upon; providing organizations with the opportunity to share their potentially important work in the field.

Next Steps:
Additional information on projects from Global Fund recipients who have conducted, or are currently conducing OR in TB, will be included in the database. Further data from NGOs or academic institutions that have failed to respond so far will also be included when information is received. After identifying potential gaps revealed through this mapping exercise, efforts will be made to contact those countries where information is lacking after identification of the appropriate interview target.

The project report and resulting database will be published on the Stop TB Partnership website. A proposal may be developed which encourages active organizations to update their OR in TB projects, and for other interested parties to have easier access to the generated materials of these studies. The resulting outputs of this project will be used to develop guidelines to address the issue of OR in a concise and comprehensive way with major stakeholders intervening in the field in order to establish a well-supported agenda for Operational Research in TB. This research agenda may then be used by NTP managers, GFATM recipients and other funding agencies to provide guidance in the field of OR in TB.
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