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Critical perspectives on knowledge 
translation in global health

● Enormous North-South disparities in health 
outcomes, in spite of proven solutions

● Lack of acknowledgement of political power in 
KT-in-global-health literature (e.g. Pablos-
Mendez and Shademani, 2006)

● Pervasive and insidious 'colonial continuities' 
in North-South relations (Heron, 2007)

● Need for critical (but constructive) examination 
of discursive aspects of global health 
literature.



  

Methodology

● 'Discourse-historical analysis' (Atkinson, 1999) 
to understand discursive features of scientific 
writing in its historical context (and how it 
affects that context – KT)

● Johnstone's (2007) 6-part heuristic examining 
how discourse is related to: medium, genre, 
prior texts, participants, authorial intention, and 
representations of the world (frames = 
'schemata of interpretation', Goffman, 1986).

● Special considerations: scale, disciplinary / 
professional ID, representing global South



  

Overall approach

● Cautious approach to 
critical discourse analysis 
(recognizing both the 
strengths of the 
researchers involved, 
and my own biases);

● Application of a well-
established methodology 
to (try to) shed some light 
on persistent problems. 



  

IFA-Harvard

● 2 papers, both quantitative, Danish        
funding and collaborators, Quito-based NGO

● Framing re biomedical knowledge, Ecuador 
serves as an interesting site to study 
interaction of pesticides, malnutrition;

● Final recommendations are generic ('pesticide 
exposure ...deserves attention by prevention 
authorities and the research community') or 
allude to relevant international legislative 
instruments (ILO convention).



  

UMich - CEAS

● 4 papers, all quantitative, multiple          
funders (PhD project with Quito NGO)

● 3 of 4 framed primarily re biomedical 
knowledge with Ecuador as relevant example;

● No practice recommendations given (only 
need for further research); 

● Muted evidence of co-author Breilh's work on 
agro-industry and social determination of 
health.



  

EcoSalud I

● U of T, International Potato Centre                   
(CIP), several funders (IDRC EcoHealth)

● 6 primary, quantitative research papers, 3 research 
program reviews, 1 historical paper;

● Framing: economic importance of potato 
'production'; international pesticide industry; review 
papers framed for specific audiences / journals:

● Final recommendations: more research (e.g. 
Cohort), training in better protection against 
pesticides, integrated pest management, policies 
to restrict pesticide availability (KT).



  

EcoSalud II

● U of T, Federal University of Bahia              
(Brazil), other Canadian partners, CIP, multiple 
funders (including IDRC EcoHealth)

● 3 quantitative studies, 1 qualitative (mixed), 1 
research program review

● Framing either based on pesticides as a problem, 
or resonant with the publishing journal

● Final recommendations: specific research 
activities, but also health promotion, community 
development and policy influence, including 
considerations of advocacy and support for 
NGOs and social movements. 



  

Cole et al., 2006

“Is the current EcoHealth framework capable 
of guiding analyses that tie local conditions to 
the global level, where geo-politics drive 
environmental change and market 
penetration? EcoHealth's ability to effectively 
grapple with complex policy environments may 
depend on its linkages with other research 
programs that IDRC sponsors on equity, 
globalization, and international markets.” 



  

Common themes and assumptions

● Ecuador as exemplary LMIC, research 
'opportunity'; 

● Research on pesticides is worth doing, will 
contribute to improved health;

● Stress on uncertainty in results, even listing 
Ecuador's financial crisis as a methodological 
obstacle (epi in the tropics...);

● Social structures in which professions, 
academic disciplines and North-South relations 
are embedded are not challenged, even when 
advocating trans-disciplinarity, equity, etc.



  

Historical context

●  Ecuador's financial crisis (late 1990s), political 
instability, pesticide industry lobbying;

● Strategic conversion of IDRCs occupational 
health programming to EcoHealth (Cole et al., 
2006);

● Rio 1992 and increasing influence                  
of environmental thought; 

● End of Cold War, emergence of   
contemporary global governance                 
and development models.



  

Next steps

● Expand coverage to include research in Costa 
Rica, Nicaragua;

● Formal coding and more systematic analysis 
of entire sample;

● Secondary historical research to deepen 
understanding of science-society links;

● Interviews with authors to hear their 
perspective on claims made and implications 
for changes to practice.
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