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Foreword
by Simon Maxwell

This book is for researchers, policy makers and practitioners in the field
of international development. Though entering the field from different
corners, these groups share a commitment to the shaping of a better
world. That may seem an obvious statement, but it is not. Research, for
example, can be an intellectual game, an abstract pastime pursued for
its own sake or for the academic plaudits that elegant findings attract.
Researchers in our field are no less passionate about ideas than others,
and no less likely to be seduced by the blandishments of publishers or
conference organizers. However, for the vast majority of researchers
these factors are not their primary motivation. There are few who do
not carry searing memories of personal encounters with the very poor-
est people in the world; very few whose lifetime work is not informed
by a determination to understand and act against poverty. The same is
surely true for policy makers and practitioners: it is no accident that the
UK’s Department for International Development (DFID) is the one of
the top choices among graduates entering the civil service.

That level of commitment makes the field of development studies
an exciting one, but it also imposes a special responsibility to write and
implement policy to the highest standard. We expect researchers to be
policy-relevant in their work and to make sure that their findings reach
policy makers in a form that is accessible and useful. We expect policy
makers to find research-based evidence, to think about it, and to use it.

Can we say, collectively, that we do those things? Sadly not, or at
least we do not do those things well enough. We all know why.
Researchers find it hard, often impossible, to abstract sufficiently from
their case material to be useful, and to avoid equivocation. Policy mak-
ers find it hard, often impossible, either to read research or make it
count in the political cauldron of policy formation. Both sides struggle
with shortage of time, under-funding, information overload, poor
channels of communication and competing priorities.

But we can do better, and at the Overseas Development Institute
(ODI) that is our central purpose. Our mission statement describes us
deliberately as a think-tank rather than a research institute, and goes
on to explain what that might mean: our mission, it says, is to ‘inspire
and inform policy and practice which lead to the reduction of poverty,
the alleviation of suffering and the achievement of sustainable 
livelihoods in developing countries. We do this by locking together
high-quality applied research, practical policy advice and policy-
focused dissemination and debate’.

The ODI mission statement recognizes that good research is the
foundation of our enterprise, but also challenges us to carry research
findings into the public domain and into dialogue with policy makers.
A range of ‘products’ is needed to do that. ODI publishes two academic
journals and a variety of research reports and working papers. It also
publishes briefing papers and opinion pieces, arranges private briefings
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and public meetings, manages a busy website and participates in public
debate through the press and other media. ODI staff are also much
engaged in providing policy advice to governments and aid agencies
across the world.

A typical project, then, certainly involves research: the reading,
number crunching, interviews, fieldwork, thinking, that are the stuff of
intellectual engagement. Our projects certainly also involve producing
research for publication in professional outlets. But, in a way, that is the
least of it. We also expect that a research project will generate concise
briefing papers written for policy makers. We hope that there will be
one or more public meetings for an audience of parliamentarians, par-
liamentary researchers, NGO policy staff, civil servants and the media.
There might be an opinion piece, written for the op-ed page of a
national newspaper. There might be a private briefing for senior policy
staff in development agencies. And it is quite likely that the researcher
will be asked to carry out advisory work somewhere in the world.

This diversity of activity certainly makes for a lively working week,
but it also requires staff to make difficult choices about priorities, and
to deploy a complex and demanding set of skills. For instance, is it best
to write a journal article, briefing paper, or newspaper article? Or
would it be better to spend the time on the telephone to an MP or to the
clerk of a parliamentary select committee? Or perhaps the best course
of action would be simply to travel to the relevant developing country
and just conduct the research? If research findings challenge accepted
policy, is it best to ‘publish and be damned’, or perhaps nuance the
presentation of findings in order to win over the policy-making estab-
lishment? How does that decision affect the likelihood of funding for
future work?

Being able to answer questions like these ought to be the key shared
competence of all those who work in international development
research – and to an extent it is. Some people are natural ‘policy entre-
preneurs’: fluent, practical, well networked, and politically astute.
Others have learned. Many, probably most of us, are learning.

On the other side of the fence, the same is true. Civil servants, for
example, are increasingly judged by their success in delivering 
performance targets or development results. In agencies like DFID,
what counts is not just managing aid projects successfully – indeed,
there are few traditional projects in the DFID portfolio – but rather
achieving change in the policies of developing countries or the policy
and practice of international organizations. This ‘influencing agenda’
overlaps with the mission of the think-tanks, although civil servants
and politicians with budgets at their command can easily out-gun
researchers whose only weapon is the power of ideas. Similar questions
arise, however, about how to use resources and how to induce change.

There is more to do. As the authors of this book point out, the 
science of international development policy making is still in its infancy.
Policy making has been studied in developed countries, but there is
much less literature in developing countries. Furthermore, there is 

FOREWORDx
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precious little anywhere on policy change across national borders,
when many actors are involved.

This book moves us forward. Naturally it provides a detailed 
literature review and a conceptual framework: this is a research report,
after all. There are four case studies, which range from the local to the
international and from theory to practice. The authors have synthesized
the lessons learned. The power of the book lies in these case studies.
They demonstrate the importance of cultures and structures, of people
and places, of timing, of the interplay between strategy and serendipity.
This is how policy making really is. But the actors – that’s all of us – are
not simply ‘blowing about in the wind’. The point of the book is that
there are things to do differently on Monday morning, both in analysing
policy environments and in managing them more effectively.

This book is a staging point, not a conclusion. Research needs to
continue, as the authors demonstrate. In addition, however, and in the
spirit of the work on which the book reports, there is a need for briefing
papers and opinion pieces, meetings and briefings, advisory work and
training. ODI’s RAPID programme is already much engaged in this
kind of programme. There will be more.

FOREWORD xi
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Preface
How can policy makers best use research for evidence-based policy
making? How can researchers best use their findings in order to influ-
ence policy? How can we improve the interaction between researchers
and policy makers? Despite the substantial funds that go into research
on international development and the usual contention that research
informs policy change, there remains surprisingly little systematic
understanding regarding the links between research and policy. Our
aim is to provide a contribution towards filling this gap in the literature
– and to suggest ways that researchers might have a greater impact on
efforts to move towards evidence-based pro-poor policy.

This volume presents the first cohesive and consolidated reporting
of the work carried out under the Research and Policy in Development
(RAPID) programme at the Overseas Development Institute (ODI).
The RAPID programme aims to improve the use of research and evi-
dence in development policy and practice through research, advice
and debate. The RAPID programme has four principal themes.

l The use of evidence in policy identification, development 
and implementation.

l Improving communication and information systems for 
development agencies.

l How better knowledge-management can enhance the impact of 
development agencies.

l Promotion and capacity building for evidence-based policy.

The volume draws, in particular, on a project entitled ‘Bridging
Research and Policy’, funded by the UK’s Department for International
Development (DFID). The specific aim of the project was to improve
understanding of the links between research and policy in international
development through in-depth analysis of selected case studies. To
guide this research, the project completed a literature review and
developed a conceptual framework for understanding links between
research and policy: the ‘context, evidence, links’ framework. The proj-
ect then applied the framework to four detailed case studies of specific
policy changes: the adoption of the Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper
(PRSP) initiative; the impact of the Sphere Project on the performance
of international humanitarian agencies; the spread of para-professional
livestock services in Kenya; and the emergence and adoption of the
Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) in DFID’s 1997 White Paper.

We are extremely grateful to partners and colleagues around the
world who have helped in developing the framework, undertaking the
case studies and reviewing our work. Simon Maxwell and Diane Stone
encouraged work in this area and have provided guidance throughout
the various stages of the research. Conversations with Desmond
McNeill were instrumental in developing the framework and we greatly
appreciate his advice. We would also particularly like to thank the case
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study authors – Margie Buchanan-Smith, Karin Christiansen, Emma
Crewe, Julius Kajume, William Solesbury and Jacob Wanyama – not
only for the rigorous studies but also for their extensive comments during
the project.

We are also grateful to many of our current and former colleagues at
ODI who have helped shape our thinking. We would like to thank Tim
Conway, David Booth, Elizabeth Cromwell, James Darcy, Ruth Driscoll,
Cokro Leksmono, Andy Norton, Sheila Page, Amy Pollard, Ben
Ramalingam, Keiko Suzuki, Frances Stevenson and Maja de Vibe.

The project ideas and draft papers have been discussed at 
various meetings and workshops involving other experts. Here we
would particularly like to acknowledge the insights of Cari Aleta, Stuart
Coupe, Suzanne Jaspars, Megan Lloyd-Laney, Sandra Nutley and Ian
Scoones. Each of the case studies depended on interviews with key
informants, and we would like to thank all those people for taking time
to provide insights and comments.

We are grateful to DFID for funding this work and particularly to
Paul Spray and Dylan Winder who provided substantive inputs at 
various stages of the project.

While we are indebted to all those who helped us along the way, we
are ultimately responsible for the contents of the volume.

Julius Court, Ingie Hovland and John Young

xiiiPREFACE
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Chapter One
Research and policy in 

international development : introduction
JULIUS COURT, INGIE HOVLAND and JOHN YOUNG

Background

The challenge of evidence-based policy making

Better utilization of research and evidence in development policy and
practice can help save lives, reduce poverty and improve the quality of
life. For instance, the results of household disease surveys informed
processes of health service reform which contributed to 43 and 46 per
cent reductions in infant mortality between 2000 and 2003 in two 
districts in rural Tanzania.1 A recent study by the UK Department for
International Development (DFID), as part of its effort to develop a
new research policy, forcefully catalogues the value of research for
development (Surr et al. 2002). However, researchers frequently do not
see influencing activities as a priority once the research is completed.
Policy makers and other stakeholders often do not know what research
exists, which policies are most suitable, or how they can best be imple-
mented in different contexts. Or, as is illustrated (with devastating 
consequences) by the lack of response to HIV/AIDS in some countries,
policy makers may be unwilling to act on the evidence.

Major investment goes into research on international development
– from stakeholders in the South (government and non-government)
and from governments in the North and international agencies. While
an exact figure is difficult to arrive at, we estimate that Northern and
international sources provide around US$3 billion for international
development research. If we are to reduce poverty in the South and
meet the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the key questions
are: When and why does development research make a difference?
Why do some research findings influence policy and practice while
others do not? And how can we promote more informed international
development policy?

Despite the importance of research–policy questions in the interna-
tional development sector, very little relevant academic work exists on
the topic. Studies on evidence-based policy have mainly focused on
policy processes in the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation
and Development) countries, paying particular attention to the national
medical and educational sectors in these countries. In the USA, the
1980s has been termed the golden age of studies on knowledge utiliza-
tion, following Weiss’s (1977) seminal research on ‘knowledge creep’
and ‘percolation’. In the UK, evidence-based policy is the central theme
of the Centre for Management and Policy Studies, established by the
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Cabinet Office in mid-1999. In the same year, the Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC) established the Evidence Based Policy and
Practice Initiative, a collaborative network of seven research units aiming
to bring social-science research nearer to the decision-making process.

Analytical reflection on the many different contexts and factors
influencing research–policy processes in countries outside the OECD
is much more rare.2 This is no small challenge, as the massive diversity
of cultural, economic and political contexts makes it especially difficult
to draw valid generalizations and lessons from existing experience and
theory. In addition, international actors have an exaggerated impact on
research and policy processes in several countries in the South. Along-
side these analytic gaps, there is a lack of relevant case-study material
to illustrate and highlight successful and unsuccessful practices.

There has been some interest in these questions in the international
development sector over the past few years. In 1998, the International
Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) identified a six-
point programme for improving the policy impact of research (Garrett
and Islam 1998). The Overseas Development Institute (ODI) has been
researching research–policy linkages since 1999, with an early report
providing a 21-point checklist of what makes policies happen (Sutton
1999). Impact assessments by the International Food Policy Research
Institute (IFPRI) have focused increasingly over the last few years on
measuring the policy impact of its research programmes, and how it
can be improved. The link between research and policy has been a key
issue for the Global Development Network (GDN) since its inception in
1999. The International Development Research Centre (IDRC)
(Canada) is currently completing a strategic evaluation of the influence
of IDRC-supported research on public policy.

This volume aims to enhance understanding of how research can
contribute to pro-poor policy and practice. We believe it is a useful
contribution for a number of reasons. First, it presents a cohesive
framework that can be used to understand and analyse research–
policy linkages. Second, it provides evidence from four systematic and
in-depth case studies. The approach is innovative in that each case
details instances of policy change and then does a ‘tracer’ study back-
wards in time to chart the different factors – including research – that
led to the policy shift. We believe the approach is valuable in that it
highlights the range of factors that affect policy uptake of research.
Third, through comparison across the four cases, we draw out themes
that will be relevant to those involved in development research or 
policy and who wish to use evidence to contribute to pro-poor policy
making. In particular, we provide suggestions for how researchers
might enhance the policy impact of their work.

The global context

An understanding of research–policy linkages in international devel-
opment needs to take into account both the wide range of different
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contexts that development policies appear in, and the key challenges of
the macro-level political context. There are a number of notable global
trends here.

Democratization has been one of the striking developments of the
past decades. In 1901, there were no nations that could be considered
democratic – even according to the most basic definition. Now there
are estimated to be more than 121 electoral democracies (Freedom
House 2003). From 1976 to 1999 the number of democratic regimes has
more than doubled, from fewer than 40 to more than 80 (Gurr et al.
2001).3 This provides new entry points to the policy-making process. It
is thought that democratic contexts would better enable research to be
conducted and communicated (due to freedoms), and that there
would be greater incentives for policy makers to use research (due to
accountability mechanisms).

But many developing countries remain undemocratic and many
countries have deficits in these areas even if they are seen as democratic
in form (Hyden et al. 2004). Political systems are less representative
and have weaker structures for aggregating and arbitrating interests in
society, even in countries seen as democratic (Grindle 1980; Hyden et
al. 2004). Policy-making processes tend to be more centralized and
thus often remote and inaccessible with limited scope for wider input
or participation except at implementation stage (Grindle 1980: 15).
Often political leaders may view input from civil society as illegitimate
or inefficient. The result is to increase policy makers’ power whilst
simultaneously isolating them from society. Policy formulation
becomes responsive to the needs of élites rather than the majority – or
the poor.

Markets are spreading and economies are increasingly open.
Twenty years ago, only 2.9 billion people lived in a market economy,
compared to 5.7 billion people today.4 What does this mean for
research–policy linkages? Most obviously, it brings new actors into
political processes. It also creates increased demand for research that
can be accessed by those outside academia. There is demand for
research by private companies; and there is demand for research by
governments – so that they are able to cope with technical issues
around economic policy formulation and regulation.

Civil society is generally thought to be blossoming in an increasing
number of nations. The number of non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) is growing. The role played by civil society (NGOs, the media,
and think-tanks) in shaping national priorities is expanding. A theme
common to many countries is the increasing importance of non-state
organizations as actors in the governance realm (Edwards 2004). An
apt example is the role played by civil society through consultations
and follow-up in national Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP)
processes. Nevertheless, many challenges remain (Hyden et al. 2004).
The input of civil society into public policy is still quite limited. Civil
society and state often live rather separate lives, with governments 
continuing to set the policy agenda largely on their own. There is still a
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tendency for governments to arrest or intimidate citizens who propagate
views different from those in power.

The rapid development of information and communication tech-
nology (ICT) has incredible potential to transform the generation and
sharing of information. The poor are poor not just because they are
marginalized in economic and political processes, but also because
they are marginalized in information flows in society. Widespread 
dissemination through ICTs can make information accessible to a far
wider audience than before, and this information can potentially act as
a catalyst for action – even for groups that have traditionally been mar-
ginalized. However, ICTs are no miracle cure. The information gap is
widening, and the need to be ‘plugged in’ to information networks in
order to be able to influence policy may also exclude groups that fall
outside the information society.

There is increasing concern that the ‘war on terror’ is leading to an
increased politicization of aid and is diverting attention from poverty
reduction (Christian Aid 2004). It is too soon to confirm the implica-
tions for research–policy links, but it appears that there is less emphasis
on ensuring freer political contexts (important for collecting and com-
municating evidence) and on using evidence to encourage pro-poor
policies in developing countries. The worry is that progress may stall in
terms of the increasingly favourable context for pro-poor policy mak-
ing that was evolving in many countries over the past two decades.
These factors provide a broad outline of the context in which we wish
to situate this study.

Conceptual framework

This global context raises the question of research–policy linkages.
How can we understand research and policy in international develop-
ment today? In this section, we provide a brief introduction to our
approach to these concepts, and the way we have used them in the
conceptual framework that guided the case studies.

Definitions: research and policy

In preparing the case studies, the project decided to use relatively open
definitions of research and policy. This was important given the pre-
liminary nature of the work, the diversity and complexity of the study
topics, and the relative lack of existing case studies.

Like others, we thought it was difficult, and often unhelpful, to pro-
vide an overly specific definition of research since the exact meaning
will depend on the context. For the case studies in the Research and
Policy in Development (RAPID) project we considered research as ‘any
systematic effort to increase the stock of knowledge’.5 This included
therefore any systematic process of critical investigation and evalua-
tion, theory building, data collection, analysis and codification related
to development policy and practice. It includes action research, self-
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