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The ‘Lessons from a Decade’s Research on Poverty: Innovation, Engagement and Impact’ 
conference included researchers that are supported from the Joint Fund’s 139 projects and 
their partners, donors, policy actors and practitioners. Attendees shared learning, forged new 
connections and built a shared vision for the future of development related social science 
research. The lessons from this event also speak clearly to the wider development community of 
the importance of underpinning decision making processes with sound and relevant research.

Key panel discussions framed, challenged and stimulated the dialogue on the lessons from the 
last decade’s research on poverty. Sessions addressed the co-construction of research with 
communities; research as political scrutiny and on the informal economy and crisis recovery, and 
much more. It delved into the challenges and successes of research uptake; exploring the themes 
of gender, disability, and health and nutrition, and included a session on methods.

We would like to thank the advisory panel of the conference, Dominic Glover (IDS), Pauline 
Rose (Cambridge University), Ana Maria Ibáñez (University of the Andes, Colombia), Gina Porter 
(Durham University), Patricia Justino (IDS), Gerry Bloom (IDS), Nina Marshall (ESRC), Lauren 
Winch (ESRC) and Andrew Long (DFID), for their expert contributions and guidance in shaping the 
event. We would also like to give a special thanks to Merle Whyte for her logistical support of the 
conference.
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Context for the ESRC-DFID Impact Conference  
 
2016 represents a significant milestone for the ESRC-DFID Joint Fund for Poverty 
Alleviation Research, as it reaches its tenth anniversary and the completion its 100th 
research grant. This provides an ideal opportunity to celebrate successes and innovations 
in social science research for development, explore common challenges and identify future 
collaborative research priorities. The Fund has spanned a decade during which far more 
complex flows of knowledge and power have emerged and where a larger and more 
diverse group of actors influence policy and public debate. This includes the emergence of 
the BRICS as major global development actors, which has highlighted new research issues 
and created new producers and users of development knowledge. Meanwhile, the open 
access movement and growth in ICTs are fundamentally altering the access that 
researchers in low and middle-income countries have to the vast reservoir of existing 
research evidence and data.   

The last decade of development research and practice has also been fundamentally 
shaped by multilaterally agreed development agendas in the form of the MDGs and 
painstaking work to build a consensus around the new SDGs. In this more challenging 
research-to-policy environment, the portfolio of evidence generated by the Fund represents 
a valuable resource of learning and experience, not only on complex development 
challenges but also on how best to collaborate and build research capacity to investigate 
them, in ways that are effective, practical and sensitive to diverse socio economic contexts. 

This Conference, Lessons from a Decade’s Research on Poverty: Innovation, 
Engagement and Impact Conference, was a three-day event held in Pretoria in March 
2016 marking the 10th Anniversary of the Fund. It was a time to take stock of the research as 
a whole, celebrating successes and reflecting on challenges. It was also a time to share and 
learn in a focussed way about how change happens and how research can more effectively 
engage with policy and practice for greater impact. Finally, it was a time to connect. The 
conference brought researchers from 57 grants together, providing rare opportunities for 
them to connect with each other, but also with a wide range of other actors including local 
and international NGOs, knowledge broker organisations, junior researchers from African 
universities and research centres, and donor organisations. As a result the discussions 
throughout the three days were rich with insights into evidence-to-action approaches seen 
from different angels, and just as important were the new relationships forged across sectors 
to turn those insights into action.  

These insights are found throughout the documents in this packet, which captures key points 
made over the course of the three days. Alongside that is a collection of presentations, 
videos, session summaries, blogs, and an illustration. They reflect the stellar quality of the 
discussions and provide much food for thought for researchers, practitioners, and 
policymakers in continued work to strengthen the use of evidence in development policy and 
practice.  

--- 

Please note that these summaries will vary in style and length as they were kindly submitted 
by the chairs of the sessions. 

  

http://www.slideshare.net/theimpactinitiative
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/key-ingredients-getting-research-impact-top-tips-interviews
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/conference-lessons-decade%E2%80%99s-research-poverty
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/conference-lessons-decade%E2%80%99s-research-poverty
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/highlights-reflections-and-learnings-conference-lessons-decade%E2%80%99s-research-poverty
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Opening plenary 
• CHAIR: Dominic Glover, IDS   

• Opening Statement: Craig Bardsley, ESRC 
• Andrew Long, DFID: ‘A view from policy and practice: Reflections on international 

development research’  
• Ben Cousins, PLAAS: ‘“It’s all just politics”: The role of research in development 

policy and practice: Reflections on land reform in Southern Africa’ 

Social and Psychological Dimensions of Poverty and Inequality 
• CHAIR: Ana Vaz, Oxford Poverty & Human Development Initiative 

• Martin Greeley, IDS. ‘Psychological dimensions of poverty and inequality’  
• Jacob Katuva, Oxford: ‘Do the poor think they are poor?’ 
• Emily Hannum, University of Pennsylvania: ‘Children of the rich and poor in 

China’ 
• David Wilkie, Wildlife Conservation Society: ‘Nine principles for evaluating the 

impacts of conservation interventions on human wellbeing’ 

Martin Greeley’s presentation focused on the relationship between BRAC’s graduation 
programme, Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction, and psychological wellbeing. 
There is evidence that this program has positive impacts on income and other key 
outcomes, this research examines the programme’s impact on psychological wellbeing. This 
research developed a survey instrument to measure psychological wellbeing. Preliminary 
results show that two of the six dimensions of wellbeing considered are correlated with the 
programme. The next step of the research is to investigate causality.  

Emily Hannum’s presentation contrasted the home conditions and school lives of rich and 
poor children in China. Emily shared evidence that children living in richer households 
benefit from higher educational spending, higher parental involvement and better home 
environment than children living in poor households. These differences lead to large 
achievement gaps between poor and rich children. In these conditions, policies focused on 
schools alone might not be sufficient to close the achievement gap between rich and poor 
children.   

Jacob Katuva’s presentation discussed indices of welfare. Jacob distinguished indicators 
that change slowly, like education health and infrastructure; and indicators that change fast, 
like consumption, services and assets. Using panel data from a district of Kenya, Jacob 
shows (1) that the welfare index based on a combination of fast and slow indicators gives 
very similar results to a welfare index based only on fast indicators; and (2) that the pattern 
of the relationship between each of these two types of indices and people’s subjective 
evaluation of welfare is very similar. Jacob concluded that higher frequency collection of fast 
welfare indicators using mobile phones, as opposed to the standard low frequency survey 
data, may help to understand policy impacts. 

David Wilke presented the first three principles for evaluating the impact of conservation 
interventions on human wellbeing: (1) put people at the centre, (2) select multiple outcomes 
to measure and consider subjective components, and (3) match evaluation design to the 
setting. David introduced the audience to the Basic Necessities Survey, which based on 10 
minutes interviews allows gathering data to identify what goods and services people 
consider to be basic necessities. David also discussed the challenge of assessing impact 
without a control group and presented Rick Davis “most significant change” technique.  

The presentations were followed by a session of questions and answers. There were some 
questions referring to specific details of the presentations (e.g. impact of one child policy in 
Emily’s study, details on spending patterns of BRAC beneficiaries) and some cross-cutting 
questions on issues like gender, poverty and policy impact. 

http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-can-research-speak-policy
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-can-research-speak-policy
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Research into Policy Impact 
• CHAIR: Andrew Collins, Northumbria  

• Sean Furey, SKAT: ‘Research rocks- helping groundwater research to change 
lives’ 

• Rutendo Change, Zimbisa, Zimbabwe: ‘The role of research in the design and 
implementation of major change programmes at periods of political opportunity’  

• Tim Conway, DFID-Ethiopia  

The Chair opened the session with a suggestion to the group that the ESRC-DFID joint 
programme driving this conference has good examples of research leading to policy 
development with impact. This sometimes occurs through locally grounded findings 
becoming effective at multiple levels years after a project was implemented. However, this 
impact gets curtailed in transitioning boundaries in moving from vulnerability to wellbeing and 
security. It was also suggested, and then backed up by observations from the case study 
presentations of rural water supply in Africa and public-private organisation in time of major 
change in Zimbabwe, that boundaries are not necessarily barriers, but need to be better 
understood. The presentation topics pointed to the role of including win-win knowledge 
brokering for ongoing learning fora to bridge disciplinary boundaries (Furey) and facilitated 
public-private dialogue that engages research (Change). 

The latter point emphasised that this required building on key lessons of doing research that 
is demand lead, co-creative, evidenced as an effective tool with local ownership of both 
research and dialogue processes (Change). Tim Conway of DFID Ethiopia then provided 
experience from his institution that had seen much progress in research impacting policy, 
albeit pointing out ongoing questions as to how best to operationalise spin off research areas 
during implementation, rather than just project evaluation. This could lead to greater 
opportunity for curiosity driven research that also leads to policy impacts. New players in the 
research into policy impact field could help prevent inertia. Meanwhile, simplifications of 
messages from the research were more likely to end up being communicated and acted 
upon (Conway). Further questions during the debate harked back to the question of who 
owns the process of knowledge brokering and who is doing it? Many of the points from 
across the room were picked up upon through more than 20 questions and comments from 
participants. A common conclusion from the session was that research would need to 
emphasise the advance of multi-stakeholder spaces and engagements. 

Conflict and Violence 
• CHAIR: Deepak Thapa, Social Science Baha  
• Subindra Bogati, Nepal Peacebuilding Initiative: ‘Preventing violence in Post-War 

Nepal: Prospects and Challenges’ 
• Darshini Mahadevia, CEPT University: ‘Laissez-faire urban development, elite 

control through neo-statism and pathways to everyday conflicts’ 
• Morten Koch Andersen, Dignity Institute: ‘Human rights documentation and 

filtering of information’  

No summary 

Migration in Chinese and South Asian Development 
• CHAIR: Awuor Ponge, African Policy Centre  

• Winnie Wang, University of Bristol: ‘The impact of urban—rural return migration 
on rural development in China’ 

• Dr. Qiang Ren, Peking University: ‘Does left-behind children’s emotional 
wellbeing matter in China?’ 

• Bandita Sijapati, Social Science Baha, Nepal: ‘From policy research to policy 
impact: Migration, knowledge production and regional integration in the context of 
South Asia’ 

http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-linking-government-and-business-serve-zimbabwe's-working-poor
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-linking-government-and-business-serve-zimbabwe's-working-poor
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-reality-making-change-happen
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-reality-making-change-happen
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Dr Wenfei Winnie Wang made a presentation on “The Impact of Return Migration on Rural 
Development in China.” In her presentation, she noted that the poorest of the families are 
usually left behind because they do not have the capacity to facilitate their own migration. 
There are also institutional barriers like the household restriction system, which limits 
migration. She also noted that family financial situation always helps one to become an 
entrepreneur, even in the case or returning migrants. Among the key conclusions of the 
presentation were that: 

• Returnees tend to engage in non-agricultural economic activities post-return, but 
there are regional variations. 

• Overall returnees have positive impacts on rural society and returnee 
entrepreneurs help to stimulate local economies. Regional variations are 
observed.   

• For entrepreneurship: age, human capital, financial capital at home, and location 
of the village are all important, although there are significant county level 
variations. 

• For self-employment: age, education, migration experience, financial capital at 
home, and location of the village are all significant; significant county and village 
level variations. 

Dr. Qiang Ren made a presentation titled “Does Left-behind Children’s Emotional Wellbeing 
Matter in China?” The main conclusion that was draw from his analysis is that the condition 
of being left-behind by one or both parents or migrating with one or both parents has little 
effect on emotional health. The evidence for emotional vulnerabilities among the migrant and 
left-behind children is equivocal at best. The findings were not very consistent and the effect 
sizes generally were small. Some of the conclusions that can be drawn from the study 
include: 

• The strongest evidence for emotional vulnerability pertains to the effects of being 
left-behind with neither parent. From the conventional analysis the study 
concluded that such children are less happy and more depressed. But neither 
happiness nor depression is significant in the fixed-effects models, which 
suggests that it is something about the village or neighbourhood environment, 
and not a child’s living circumstances within a community that creates variability 
in happiness and depression. 

• By contrast, migrant children suffer no deficits relative to rural children living in 
intact families, although relative to urban children living in intact families they may 
be more prone to low self-esteem, less prone to high self-esteem, less happy, to 
find it less easy to get along with others, to be less likely to have good friends, 
and to quarrel more frequently with their parents.   

• The study warned that these possibilities must remain conjectures at the moment 
since they failed to explicitly contrast these two groups when carrying out the 
analysis. 

• In sum, in explaining why the effects are for left-behind children so small and so 
inconsistent, the study posits that this may well be the consequence of the 
circumstance under which Chinese families are separated.  This could reflect the 
fact that Chinese families not living together may experience less disruption than 
Western nation’s families not living together given the very high divorce rates in 
there, and the very low divorce rates in China.  

Dr. Bandita Sijapati made a presentation titled, “From Policy Research to Policy Impact 
Migration, Knowledge Production and Regional Integration in the Context of South Asia.” In 
her presentation, she stressed on the fact that for a very long time, conflict accounted greatly 
for the rise in migration in Nepal. She also noted that out of the total remittances to Nepal, 
only a meagre 2.4 per cent was used for development. This could be accounted for the high 
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costs of migration that has led to the debt-trap that immigrants find themselves in. She made 
a few recommendations based on the study, which included inter alia: 

• Recognition of labour migration as area of common interest for South Asian 
Nations. 

• Need to optimise benefits of migration for both sending & receiving countries 
(including reducing remittance transfer costs, recruitment fees, productive 
investments) 

• Need for collaboration on management (minimum standards, skills qualifications, 
mutual legal assistance, and emergency response mechanisms). 

• Need to collaborate and cooperate on safe, orderly and responsible management 
of migration from South Asia to ensure safety, security & wellbeing of their 
migrant workers in the destination countries outside the region. 

• Setting up an institutional mechanism to facilitate collaboration and cooperation 
on management of key labour migration issues; including a possible regional 
declaration on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Welfare of Migrant 
Workers. 

Session Conclusion 

It was deliberated in the plenary that there is need for further research on the following 
areas: 

• The impact of Chinese migration to developing countries, both to China and also 
to the receiving countries. 

• Research in South Asian internal regional migration and the likely impacts on 
both the sending and receiving countries. 

It also emerged that even though migration does not have an impact on the emotional health 
and wellbeing of left-behind children, there is still need for the Chinese Government to come 
up with regulatory legislation on how to take care of the left-behind children. 

Social and Environmental Dimensions of Agriculture, Forestry and Rural Livelihoods 
• CHAIR: Amos Zaindi, Self Help Africa 

• Alfred Gathorne-Hardy, Oxford: ‘Social-environmental trade-offs for rice in South 
India’ 

• Colin Thirtle, ICL & Stellenbosch and Jennifer Piesse, KCL & Stellenbosch: ‘The 
Impact of Agricultural Growth on Poverty Reduction’ 

• Nicholas Hogarth, CIFOR: ‘The Poverty Environment Network (PEN): A pan-
tropical study on the role of forests and environmental income in rural livelihoods’ 

• Paul James, University of Manchester: ‘Land reform and livelihoods in sugarcane 
farming in Mpumalanga, South Africa’ 

Poverty is multidimensional as such it requires multidimensional approach. 

The gap between the extreme poor and the rich is very wide especially in developing 
economies – example of India where there extremely poor people and yet it has highest 
number USD billionaires. 

By improving efficiency of one production factor for instance cost of labour, you end up 
negatively affecting the other factor – a case on the use of  SRI in rice production in India 
which proved excellent in saving labour costs resulted an increase in unemployment. This 
was unpopular in India because there was growing unemployment. 

Use of technology in eradicating poverty needs a careful analysis as its success depends of 
context as well as other natural and endowment factors. Example was cited on uptake of BT 
maize and HT Maize in South Africa. 
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Uptake of some technologies developed to eradicate poverty depends on the local 
contextual and endowment factors. A case cited between Asian and African countries – 
where Asian countries have significantly moved out of poverty while in Africa, the growth has 
been negligible yet they all used similar models and concepts. 

Technology biases required a further analysis to understand what exactly they are saving – 
for labour cost saving technologies for instance, ask whose labour cost is it saving and what 
impact will it have to the population. Is the technology saving smallholder farmers cost or 
replacing smallholder farmers as source of livelihood? 

Forest play a critical role in rural development and poverty reduction. Household income 
from forest based products account for almost same as household crop based income. 

Serious trade-offs between utilisation of forests and natural resources vs conservation 
efforts. 

Land reforms play a crucial role in poverty reduction BUT it is depended on whether the 
reforms have been properly done. 

There is need to define what is a successful land reform programme. Further, it is to good 
explore as to who will benefit from the reform programme. 

Are smallholder farmers benefiting or companies are the key beneficiaries of the reform 
agenda. 

Evaluating Tools and Strategies for Improving Education and Widening Access 
• CHAIR: Jenipher Mbukwa, Catholic University of Malawi  

• Rebecca Thornton, Illinois: ‘Understanding what works for teaching literacy in 
rural Uganda’ 

• Jenny Aker, Tufts: ‘Can mobile phones improve learning?  Evidence from three 
experiments of adult education programs’ 

• Frank Hardman, York & Justus Inyega, Nairobi: ‘Implementing cross-age peer 
tutoring in the teaching of reading in Kenya’ 

• Fiona Leach, University of Sussex: ‘Troubling widening participation in higher 
education in Ghana and Tanzania’ 

Private session – summary not available 

Governance Capacity for Mobility and Health Infrastructure 
• CHAIR: Simon Mariwah, University Cape Coast, Ghana  
• Peter Brand, National University of Colombia: ‘Urban mobility and poverty: 

Lessons from Medellín’s aerial cable-car systems’ 
• Johanna Koehler, Oxford: ‘Do close elections benefit the poor? Water policy 

choices in a decentralised system’ 

Peter Brand’s presentation revealed that the Medellín’s aerial cable-car system does not 
save travel time, except for long journeys. This is due to the longer time it took for 
passengers to queue to board the car. Also the aerial cable-car system does not lead to 
poverty alleviation; but rather urban inequality has increased over the period. However, the 
aerial cable-car system has had symbolic and psychological benefits to the residents of 
Medellin, thereby reducing the stigmatisation and marginalisation that were hitherto 
associated with the community. This has also reduced the psychological dimension of 
poverty and social exclusion. The presentation generated a lot of interest among the 
audience, evidenced by the number of comments and questions posed. 

Johanna Koehler’s presentation focused on how local decentralised elections affect the 
political responsibility towards the provision of water in Kenya. The study concluded that 
closely contested elections (with tight margins) lead to an improvement in the responsibility 
index for water supply. By extension, high election margins are detrimental to poverty 
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alleviation and vice versa. However, if not properly managed, decentralisation can reinforce 
regional inequality, especially among communities with lower political leverage. Since the 
study is ongoing, the presenter is yet to measure how such improved responsibility has 
translated into actual water supply in the 47 counties in Kenya. 

Gender and Poverty (1) 
• CHAIR: Maggie Opondo, University of Nairobi  
• Michael Walls, UCL: ‘Researching gender and the political settlement in 

Somaliland: Reflections on the practice of research and its abductive potential for 
illuminating theoretical concerns’ 

• Flora Kessy, University of Mzumbe: ‘Evolution of gender and poverty dynamics in 
Tanzania’ 

• Wendy Olsen, Manchester & Anup Mishra, Banaras Hindu University: ‘Labour 
and Marital Negotiation of Work Patterns in Rural North India and Bangladesh’  

It was interesting to hear three presentations looking at the same research project, as it 
provided a rounded view of both findings and implications. The session examined the 
process of gender mainstreaming in Kenya and South Africa, starting with a view on how the 
conception of gender mainstreaming has changed over the years. The research examined 
the process from global, national and local perspectives, seeking to understand both vertical 
and horizontal links and disconnections. The findings in some respects reflected other 
research, in that they exposed the disconnection between national and international 
approaches to gender, and specifically at the global level, those embodied in the MDGs, and 
local understandings. This disconnect was particularly notable in the ways that national 
policy sometimes tends to 'blame' the poor for perpetuating the marginalisation of women 
and girls by 'choosing' not to act in ways that might address disparities. In South Africa in 
particular, the research found both a Moore critical engagement with the issue of gender, but 
also that policymakers felt ill-equipped to deal with gender issues, instead prioritising poverty 
in general. 

Discussion revolved around a number of questions, including the challenge of equating the 
long timeframes associated with research with the much shorter ones of policy. Audience 
members were also interested to understand how the 'action research' approach had been 
employed and how the use of the word 'gender' was received at different levels, where it is 
sometimes seen as either representative of a foreign agenda or threatening to local norms. 

Childhood Nutrition and Public Health 
• CHAIR: Pam Smith, University of Edinburgh  

• Patrick Thomson, Oxford and Robert Hope, Oxford: ‘Presenting new insights into 
the relationship between rainfall and water use using innovative handpump 
monitoring technology’ 

• Mary Amuyunzu-nyamongo, African Institute for Health and Development (AIHD): 
‘Tackling child nutrition and health through community-led interventions: lessons 
from an informal settlement in Kenya’ 

• Alice Lakati, Amref (discussant) 

In this session, two research projects in Kenya and their key importance to public health 
were considered. The first presentation described the use of a mobile device to monitor 
water usage provided by water pumps in Kwale County. The device measured how people 
behaved in response to seasonal rainfall as well as ‘heavy rainfall events’. The results 
showed by looking at the metrics about water usage the variables which affect pump use 
were able to be identified and comparisons made between people’s behaviour in the wet and 
dry seasons and in upland and coastal locations. It was also possible to monitor people’s 
responses to a ‘very heavy rainfall event’ showing pump usage could change from 100 per 
cent to 5 per cent which was broadly similar to their behaviour between the wet and dry 
seasons.  

http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-gender-norms-time-use-and-labour-india-and-bangladesh
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-gender-norms-time-use-and-labour-india-and-bangladesh


  

9 
 

The effective use of hand pumps saved many hours of women’s time from collecting water 
and prevented girls missing school especially during a drought. When people did not use the 
pumps and sought alternative water sources it was unclear how their welfare and education 
were affected.    

The second presentation was based in an informal settlement. It aimed to get behind the 
social determinants associated with the multiple causes of child malnutrition. Two 
communities and young mothers who were the sole supporters of their children were 
selected. The project addressed 1) improving food availability 2) improving living conditions 
3) Water and sanitation 4) issues related to violence. The women received training in 
balcony farming to produce and consume fresh vegetables and sell any surplus. Living 
conditions were improved by efficient use of energy, using fireless cookers which reduced 
smoke pollution and ensured clean air. The women learned new skills: bead making, 
producing tie and dye cloth, converting domestic waste into money and business skills. The 
women were twinned with mentoring groups and facilitated to work as a team. They reported 
on the positive impact of the training on their lives which enabled them to think differently 
and take decisions. 

Discussant - Alice Lakati 

The presentations clearly demonstrate the challenges to public health in sub-Saharan Africa 
and the positive effects of safe water and nutrition on the health and wellbeing of the 
community.   

Disease surveillance and baseline nutritional before and after data are needed to 
demonstrate how effective the interventions have been individually and collectively and their 
potential to reduce morbidity and improve food security. Business skills and social support 
further enable communities to take control of their lives.   

Discussion points 

Presenting new insights into the relationship between rainfall and water use using innovative 
hand pump monitoring technology 

The discussion covered issues associated with: 

 The local manufacture and maintenance of hand pumps and establishing an 
infrastructure to ensure their safe and effective functioning and economic benefits to 
the community 

 Value chains and marketing  

 Sustainability in semi-privatised set ups. Financial behaviour is seasonal – people will 
pay more for water in the dry season and less in the wet season. 

 The response to rainfall – recharge varies - hand pump governance is important e.g. 
the use of water tanks in Sri Lanka. 

 Gender: Men have been found to play a negative role in water management. Water 
user committees work more effectively with a female rather than a male membership.    

 Social Science makes an important contribution to researching public health issues  

 Tackling child nutrition and health through community-led interventions: lessons from 
an informal settlement in Kenya. 

A number of points were raised in relation to:  

 The role of the researcher and the balance between collective involvement with 
participants and independent support 

 Working with the County to address problems of contaminated water which resulted 
in putting policy into practice and generating policy discussion   



  

10 
 

 The content of the skills training in relation to child care and development and 
working with the County to develop strategies to support women especially those 
who worked outside the home 

 Payment to participate in community- led interventions. It was made clear this was 
not the case. 

 Awareness that additional income may not be used for what it was intended e.g. the 
purchase of ‘sugar rich’ rather than ‘good’ food 

 The importance of training to give women new knowledge and skills to inform their 
decisions  

 Governance issues and the need for political awareness are fundamental when 
working in the community.   

Final Views and Key messages 

 Nutrition and safe water are key concerns of public health 

 Combine public health and social science to research problems  

 Work with Communities to identify priorities and ensure sustainability  

 Disease surveillance is important to monitor effectiveness 

Gender and Poverty (2) 
• CHAIR: Amina-Milgo Mahamoud Warsame, SOWRAG  
• Elaine Unterhalter, UCL: ‘Gender mainstreaming, education and poverty: 

contested frameworks and fragmented practice 
• Amy North, UCL: “Blaming the poor”: Marginality, disconnection and the 

implementation of policy on gender equality and education in Kenya and South 
Africa’ 

No summary 

Plenary Two  
• CHAIR: Daisy Selematsela, NRF, RSA. 

• Pat Pridmore, UCL Inst. of Education: ‘Increasing municipal governance to tackle 
the drivers of child malnutrition’  

• John Okidi, IDRC: ‘Addressing challenges of policy research organisations in 
developing countries: The role of the Think Tank Initiative’ 

Perspectives on Southern Research-Capacity Building 
• CHAIR: Nick Hogarth, CIFOR, Indonesia 

• Diana Coates, DRUSSA: ‘Institutional capacity building in the University sector in 
Sub-Saharan Africa’ 

• Joanes Atela, ACTS Kenya: ‘Building an international collaborative research 
networks: an African perspective on the STEPS global consortium’  

• Alister Munthali, Centre for Social Research, Malawi & Stuart Carr, Massey 
University, NZ: ‘From dual salaries to living wages and capacity building’ 

Key highlights 

1. Diana Coates gave a presentation about institutional capacity building in the 
University sector in Sub-Saharan Africa, drawing on her experience with the 5 year 
DRUSSA program (Development Research Uptake in Sub-Saharan Africa, which 
involved 22 universities) and the Wellcome Trust ‘Africa Initiative’ (involving 80 
universities). She discussed the benefits of south-south leadership and cooperation, 
but that ongoing support from the ‘north’ – especially financially – was important and 
still needed for the foreseeable future. 

2. Joanes Atela gave a good overview of the international development investment in 
Sub-Saharan and the relatively poor outcomes – in terms of poverty alleviation – 
compared to Asia and Latin America; especially considering S.S. Africa’s abundant 

http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-increasing-municipal-governance-tackle-drivers-child-malnutrition
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-increasing-municipal-governance-tackle-drivers-child-malnutrition
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-turning-scholarly-pursuit-development-pursuit
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-turning-scholarly-pursuit-development-pursuit
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natural resource endowment. He posed the question “Should we start re-thinking 
Africa’s research for development pathways”, and explained how the recently 
launched African Sustainability Hub (ASH, part of the STEPS Centre) is developing a 
new ‘pathways approach’ to understanding and action on sustainability and 
development, providing new thinking and practical solutions. 

3. Alister Munthali and Stuart Carr gave a joint presentation about their research on the 
perceived inequalities and developmental implications of ‘dual salaries’, whereby in 
lower wage economies, skilled national employees are payed less than their 
expatriate counterparts. They found that perceived inequalities were demotivating 
(for local staff), which could be reducing capacity due to the associated low 
productivity and brain-drain. They gave a good example of the impact of their 
research whereby following a workshop, one of the participating international NGOs 
contacted them and said that they had changed their salary system to be more 
equitable, largely as a result of their work. 

Feedback 

I received very positive, informal feedback from some of the audience members following the 
session, who said it was “excellent”, and “very high quality” and stimulating presentations 
and discussion. Also at my lunch table, I overheard people discussing the issues raised in 
the session at great length. I would say it was a successful session. 

Innovation in Research Methods 
• CHAIR: Ephraim Chirwa, Chancellors College, Malawi  

• Zahid ul-Arefin Choudhury, Dhaka University: ‘Narratives in numbers: Nested 
data for comparative violence research’ 

• Gloria Langat, Southampton University: ‘Lessons on research methodology: 
Mixed methods approaches in understanding ageing in developing and 
transitional societies’ 

• Per Morten Kind, Durham University: ‘Documenting quality of teaching by 
standardised indicators’ 

• James Copestake, University of Bath: ‘Flexible strategies and the credible 
attribution challenge in complex contexts: The case of rural livelihood promotion 
across Africa’ 

The first presentation on Bangladesh used nested methods of investigating human rights 
violations particularly violence. It was observed that most studies on human rights abuse rely 
on quantitative surveys. The innovation of the methodology was to start will a large 
quantitative survey of randomly selected households from which victims (self-reported) were 
identified and followed up in qualitative in-depth interviews to delve into the context of the 
violence. The discussion centred on the sampling, how the researcher accessed the data 
that was used as the issues that were being investigated were sensitive and whether there 
was bias in self-reporting of human rights violations. 

The second paper was on use of mixed methods in understanding ageing in developing and 
transitional countries. It demonstrated the use of existing data sets (both quantitative and 
qualitative) to study how old people are coping with changes in their economic environment 
such as changes in economic growth and changes in pensions. The study drawing on the 
experiences in Central Asia and Kenya, found that older people are more at risk of poverty 
and remittances were becoming more irregular. The study also found that female older 
people were more disadvantaged than their male counterparts. 

The third presentation was on measuring school quality indicators in Ethiopia in a 
standardised way using mixed methods of interviews, pre- and post-tests and video 
recording class sessions in STEM subjects in control and treatment schools in Ethiopia. It 
was acknowledged that while output indicators such as school budgets and national 
achievements, and outcome indicators were relatively easy to measure, process indicators 
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such as the methods and approaches to delivery of lessons was not very easy to measure. 
This study is in its early stages and the team is yet to generate results. The discussion from 
the group was on whether the teaching methods being promoted can be applied to the 
concept of inclusive learning where people with disability are integrated in the same class 
environment. 

The final presentation was on use of a qualitative impact evaluation protocol in evaluating 
small projects implemented by non-governmental organisations drawing on evidence from 
Ethiopia and Malawi. The key aspect of the methodology is to use self-reported attribution of 
the impacts of the project. This was achieved by blinding researchers, selecting researchers 
from local universities and pre-recording responses. Although there was collaboration with 
implementing NGOs, the local researchers were not directly linked to the NGO, thereby 
creating a firewall between researchers and the implementing NGO. The use of the protocol 
generated unprompted evidence which was linked to the theory of change of the 
implementing NGO. The discussion from the group focussed on how to ensure that evidence 
is produced on the impact of the projects given that there are usually several organisations 
with different interventions in the same area.  In addition, the some participants wanted to 
find out whether the methodology can be used to evaluate specific areas of the project rather 
than the whole project, to which the response for it can be customised to specific elements 
of the project being evaluated. 

Workshop: Co-construction of Research and Working with Stakeholders 
Session designed and led by: Gina Porter (Durham University); Ulrike Zeshan (University of 
Central Lancashire); Nicola Ansell (Brunel University).  Facilitator: Thandie Hlabana 
(National University of Lesotho). 

The objective of the workshop was for participants to share experiences on co-production of 
knowledge. To steer the discussion there were five panellists who shared their research 
experiences and co-production. Professor Ulrike Zeshan from University of Central 
Lancashire talked about her work with vision impaired participants; Professor Regina Porter 
from Durham University, Ms. Tisunge Zuwaki from Centre for Social Research, University of 
Uganda, and Ms. Amleset Woldemarian from HelpAge International talked about their work 
with children and older persons; and Dr. Nicola Ansell from Brunel presented her work with 
children in Lesotho and Malawi.  It is important to indicate that Ms. Zuwaki is a product of 
Professor Porter’s research work and she shared her personal story in this regard.  Based 
on the presentations and personal experience, the participants were broken into three 
groups to discuss the following questions: 

1. What are the benefit of co-production in research? 
2. What are the challenges of co-production in research? 
3. What more can be done? 

The workshop was basically interaction and informative. Participants’ responses to the 
above three questions were as follows: 

1. Benefits: 

 Ownership and uptake of research outcomes 

 Motivation of the voiceless to speak up 

 Bringing to the fore community perspectives 

 Capacity building for participants 

 Emerging issues that the researcher might not have anticipated 

 Overcomes research fatigue through engagement. 
 

2. Challenges: 

 Cultural barriers, especially gender and class 

http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-standing-different-place
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 Ethical issues, especially when working with children and other vulnerable 
groups 

 Stakeholders might have other interests that conflict with the research 

 Time consuming 

 Hierarchical barriers between the western researchers and locals. 
 

3. What can be done:     

 Need frequent engagement with stakeholders 

 Need to motivate stakeholders as they have different interests 

 Need to involve more people 

Generally, there was a good interaction, with participants sharing own experiences as much 
as they were also interested in the presentations. There was also an interesting question on 
Participatory Action Researchers getting into the territories of practitioners and policy 
makers.  However, it indicated that the objective of PAR is the bridge the gap between 
scholars, policy makers and planners. There were about 35 participants in this workshop. 

Increasing the Effectiveness and Impact of Poverty Research 
• CHAIR: Jeremy Seekings, UCT 

• Jonathan France, Ecorys: ‘The Joint Fund Evaluation’  
• Judith de Kroon, NWO: ‘Knowledge Platforms to link research with policy and 

practice: the Dutch experience’. 
• Mel Knetsch, ESRC (discussant) 
• Andrew Long, DFID (discussant) 

The first presentation, by Jonathan France, summarised the Ecorys evaluation of the impact 
of Joint Fund projects (published on the ESRC website just a few hours earlier!) Most 
projects reported that their impact had been primarily through building capacity or conceptual 
progress. About 1/3 claimed some impact on policy or practice. Efficacy is attributable to 
factors such as: impact planning, pre-existing relationships with stakeholders, appropriate in-
country partnerships, early engagement with stakeholders (including through steering 
groups), the quality and innovativeness of the research, the reputation of the researchers, 
and links to previous and subsequent research. Among the possible lessons were the 
importance of impact and dissemination planning, and building relationships. 

Judith de Kroon (NWO-WOTRO) summarised the evolving approach of the (Dutch) NOW to 
spanning the gap between ‘science’ and policy. NOW had previously sought to build 
linkages through research institutes and programmes, then through exchanges between civil 
servants and scientists (i.e. researchers). Since 2013, NOW has been developing 
‘knowledge platforms’ to link policy-makers and scientists. 

The first discussant was Andrew Long (DfID). Andrew suggested that the Ecorys report 
largely confirmed things that have been under discussion for some time. ‘Impact’ is rooted in 
political economy questions – including the motivations of and incentives facing diverse 
actors – hence the importance of building relationships. The second discussant, Mel Knetsch 
(from the ESRC), also suggested that the findings of the Ecorys Report were in line with 
previous assessments (such as the ESRC’s report on “Cultivating Connections”). 
Intermediaries were crucial to impact. 

Subsequent discussion revolved around two issues: 

First, several researchers in Joint Fund projects that had participated in the Ecorys study 
commented that they had participated out of a sense of duty but had in fact found it to be a 
useful experience that pushed them to reflect anew on their own practices. 

Second, a series of questioners wanted speakers to be more explicit about their implicit or 
underlying ‘theory of change’. Questioners raised the issue of how ‘impact’ is related to the 
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subversiveness of the research. ‘Low-risk’ research might generate findings that have 
measurable, quick ‘impact’, but this impact is likely to be incremental. ‘High-risk’ research is 
likely to face stiffer opposition; its impact is likely to be delayed, but might be much more 
substantial at a later date. In the global South, probably more than in the global North, 
research may be highly political, and ‘impact’ may involve political contestation and conflict. 
This has implications for ‘impact planning’. Building relationships with policymakers might be 
conducive to the incremental reform of public policy in some cases, but might be of little 
value in cases where policymakers are strongly resistant to reform. ‘Impact planning’ in the 
global South might require a wider range of strategies and tactics. 

Workshop: Southern Research-Capacity Building – Issues and Challenges 
An interactive discussion with panellists John Kirkland (ACU), John Okidi (IDRC), Samba 
Moriba (Njala University) and Craig Bardsley (ESRC). Facilitated by Dominic Glover (IDS). 

How can mid-career researchers sustain the momentum of their careers at the point where 
they are no longer beneficiaries of support for early career scholars?  And does this concern 
apply equally to Northern and Southern scholars? 

Northern scholars and institutions have many advantages whereas Southern institutions are 
playing catch-up in a very competitive environment. 

 Established history of relations with funding organisations and their personnel.  
Perceptions that funding is an old boys’ network, that there is bias and unfairness in 
the process, and that reviewers do not understand the challenges and circumstances 
of the South. 

 Much greater institutional capacity in grant management – supported by financial, 
personnel, facilities departments. 

 A lot of processes happen online – in much of developing world, internet access is 
undependable.  Access to online information, resources and materials is often 
extremely limited. 

 Northern researchers and institutions seem to hear about calls for proposals long 
before their counterparts in the South even learn that a call has been issued, which 
gives them a head start in the project development process. 

 Southern institutions often have no core funding [NB this is also the situation for 
some Northern institutions!] 

 Southern institutions lack basic infrastructure and resources – internet, library, 
computing, printing, office and workshop space, budget for travel and meetings… At 
the same time, funders seem to lack trust in the capacity of Southern institutions, 
even though they may have some capacity as well as local expertise… 

Problems faced by junior/early career researchers [particularly in the global South?] 

 Formal hierarchies within institutions – deprives junior staff of power and capacity to 
take initiative, frame proposals and develop them.  Imposes the need to get the 
support of senior scholars – creates the risk of ideas being stolen/projects hijacked…  
Junior scholars often lack the power to control their own time and are overloaded 
with tasks such as teaching. 

 Institutional policies, bureaucracy and management controls – necessity to seek 
formal approvals and clearances, financial sign-off. 

 Junior scholars need to rely on the help of senior colleagues – this creates a risk of 
having their ideas and proposals ‘hijacked’ by more powerful colleagues. 

Perception that there is a disjuncture between what funders say they want to fund and what 
they actually fund.  [Example:  a call for social science research, some anthropologists 
applied and were told they were not social scientists!] 

Some potential solutions: 
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 Southern research institutions need grant management offices or research 
management offices, which should scan for funding and collaboration opportunities, 
support scholars in proposal development, manage the proposal submission process 
and, if successful, manage the grant.  [Or: allow Southern institutions to access these 
forms of support from Northern collaborators.] 

 Make available templates, examples of successful proposals, guidance on the 
application process – including advice and coaching, ideally by telephone, from an in-
country contact point/person. 

 Organise workshops in association with particular calls – to help potential applicants. 

 Mentoring and coaching for early career/junior scholars. But institutions need 
mentoring, not just individuals. 

 Make capacity building a more explicit/central aspect of programmes (this should 
rank alongside the impact plan). Current grantees (PIs and Co-Is) should receive 
training/support for this. 

 Reach out to individuals and institutions outside the mainstream of established and 
dominant institutions. [Make it conditional within calls that less established and less 
experienced institutions be included in proposals?] 

 Improve the peer-review process. Train Northern proposal reviewers to avoid their 
biases. But it is also important to maintain quality, which implies that the 
understanding of what quality means has to encompass not only abstract academic 
standards but also local/cultural relevance. 

 Instead of imposing a structure of just one PI and a limited number of Co-Is, which 
may include a maximum of one Co-I per Southern partner (therefore almost always a 
senior scholar), grant schemes should allow ‘joint-PI’ status as well as multiple Co-Is 
from partners (would allow some junior scholars to be included in the bid document). 

 Encourage early career researchers to serve as Co-Is first before stepping up to PI 
role. 

 More understanding for the challenges Southern researchers face. Allow greater 
autonomy and diversity in how to work. 

 Funding could be directed through professional associations – so that qualified 
people don’t get told they are not qualified. 

 Junior scholars can team up with sympathetic senior colleagues. 

 Adopt multi-disciplinary consortium approach – creates space for junior scholars to 
contribute, build experience, develop networks, gain exposure for their work. 

 Award prizes for Southern research capacity building? 

 Offer more small grants – more accessible and manageable for Southern scholars 
and institutions, less risky, fewer bureaucratic hurdles. 

 Offer funds for networking, relationship-building.  Encourage more North—South and 
South-South collaboration. 

 Increase transparency of the process. 

 More peer reviewers from the South. 

A final thought: Does the increasing emphasis on impact have the side effect that early 
career researchers are likely to receive more support in the future? [Some participants 
expressed the perception that N-S partnerships are becoming more equal as time passes, 
so perhaps we are heading slowly but steadily in the right direction? 

Perspectives on Research Funding: The Why, What and How of Commissioning Excellence 
with Impact 
The session was led by Melanie Knetsch (Head of Knowledge Exchange and Strategic 
Partnerships, ESRC), Nina Marshall (Deputy Head of International Development Research 
Team, ESRC) and Lauren Winch (Portfolio Manager, International Development Research 
Team, ESRC) with contributions from Frank Hardman (University of York). 
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This interactive and practical session explored the research commissioning process from 
multiple perspectives, including those of applicants, assessors and reviewers, as well as 
funders and commissioners. Particularly aimed at those less familiar with the UK research 
councils, the session will focus on key elements of successful proposals, as well as 
exploring the barriers to success and ways in which these might be overcome’. 

Workshop: Cross-sectoral Collaboration (academic, civil society, governments and business)  
Session designed and led by Ulrike Zeshan, University of Central Lancashire, with facilitation 
by Anne Tallontire, University of Leeds; Samba Moriba, Njala University; Daniel Datiko, 
REACH Ethiopia and Marion Ouma, African Platform for Social Protection. 

The Collaboration Game is an exciting and fun way to explore some of the challenges, 
pitfalls, opportunities and advantages of research collaborations involving partners from 
different sectors. Participants will play the roles of project partners from academia, NGOs, 
government and the private sector. As the game unfolds, you will be confronted with 
unexpected incidents, opportunities and problems to solve on the way to completion of a 
successful research project.  

This blog post summarises the lively workshop – Cross-Sectoral Collaboration: Are you 
Game?  

Research as Political Scrutiny 
• CHAIR: Andrew Mushi, Mzumbe University, Tanzania  

• Emma Crewe, SOAS and Nega Wondaya, Addis Ababa. University:  ‘Research 
as political scrutiny’  

• Dessalegn Rahmato, Forum for Social Studies, ET (discussant) 
• Euclides Gonçalves, Kaleidoscopio (discussant) 

This three year collaborative research project is posing the overarching question, what is the 
relationship between Parliament and the public when they are aiming for poverty reduction? 
Responding to two national contexts of progress in poverty reduction but disillusionment with 
democracy, we question the assumptions made about the links between democracy and 
poverty reduction. It has been taken for granted by many policy-makers and scholars under 
the influence of Amartya Sen that good governance is required for effective poverty 
reduction (Sen 1999, DFID 2004). So a key to progress in the long-term would include a 
strong Parliament with effective links to its citizens.  

If that is so, then how is it that in both Ethiopia and Bangladesh poverty has been 
significantly reduced even though opposition is absent from Parliament and scrutiny remains 
weak? On the other hand, the increasing turbulence and tension in Bangladesh and Ethiopia 
respectively, may indicate that failing to satisfy citizens’ expectations of democracy causes 
other societal problems including the risk of conflict. This raises some challenging questions. 
What are the risks of weak governance and what might be the indicators of strong 
governance in these two countries? Who decides, what are the differences of opinion and 
what are the political concerns and expectations of parliamentarians, citizens and others? 
Our research falls within the purview of these broad governance questions and while it is 
beyond our scope to address them all directly, we will focus on how relationships between 
Parliamentarians and both civil society and constituents as perceived from various 
viewpoints within turbulent political climates. 

This multidisciplinary research involves a coalition of political scientists, public 
policy/administration scholars, and anthropologists exploring the relationship between 
parliament, parliamentarians and individuals and groups within the public. Bringing together 
scholars from research worlds than often remain separate – development studies and 
scholarship on politics – we are responding to ESRC/DFID’s interest in supporting innovative 
and multidisciplinary approaches to research. While our findings may be of interest to 
scholars and policymakers concerned with all nations experiencing actual or potential 

http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-cross-sectoral-collaboration-are-you-game
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-cross-sectoral-collaboration-are-you-game
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-politics-doing-research-politics-africa
http://www.theimpactinitiative.net/blog/blog-politics-doing-research-politics-africa
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political turbulence, we are as interested in the differences between our two cases as the 
similarities. We are posing the overarching research questions: How do MPs interact with 
different stakeholders during different activities (e.g. constituency work, policy/law-making, 
poverty reduction initiatives)? What roles do they play in poverty reduction and the promotion 
of equality? What do they and others recommend for the future to strengthen democracy: 
how and why?  

Our overall goal is to explore how parliament and parliamentarians engage with the public 
when aiming for poverty reduction.  Five objectives are enabling us to attain our goal: 

1. Exploring the extent and effectiveness of public engagement by parliamentarians 
in poverty reduction through two specific case studies 

2. To assess from the perspectives of various stakeholders the role of parliament 
and parliamentarians in poverty reduction 

3. To undertake an analysis of relationships between MPs and members of the 
public involved in poverty reduction initiatives within Bangladesh and Ethiopia. 

4. To facilitate the development of researchers’ capacity in three countries to 
measure parliamentary effectiveness 

5. To share the findings and recommendations about parliamentary effectiveness 
with stakeholders in South Asia, Eastern Africa and the UK.  

Objective 4 may be our most important one – especially in Bangladesh and Ethiopia rather 
than in the UK. Research has many functions but one of them is to put the spotlight on 
powerful decision-makers, in our case politicians. In countries without freedom of speech, 
where the media, opposition and activists are constrained, it becomes even more vital that 
scholars can find out and write/speak about politics. They tend to go into more depth, take a 
longer view and relate specific issues to a bigger picture. It is not just their findings that 
matter, it is important that politicians know they are being scrutinised – being held 
accountable. It is also vital that these scholars have a long-term commitment to the 
country/region they are researching and usually that will mean they are citizens of that 
nation/nation in the region. Expatriates might have a supporting role, but it is nationals – in 
our case in Bangladesh and Ethiopia – who should have the main parts to play in 
researching, publishing, networking and influencing. So in our case as PI Emma coordinates 
the research and aims to influence UK-based decision-makers (with co-investgator, Ruth 
Fox, Hansard Society), but colleagues in Bangladesh and Ethiopia who are doing the 
research, will produce the outputs and will influence their politicians and international 
agencies.  

The elite nature of informants and innovative nature of the research, not least in studying the 
informal relationships and practices involved in politics rather than abstract idealised models, 
led to various challenges. Politicians were not always in a position to reflect on experience 
with candour, if government was involved in arranging focus group discussions then 
informants felt constrained, and some were suspicious of researchers’ motives. However, it 
was partly because the researchers were nationals that they could overcome these 
challenges through personal contacts and by developing relationships of trust. 

Research as a social and political process 

When running a coalition, good relationships within the research team are essential for 
achieving good quality research. An important aspect of developing and maintaining 
collegiate relationships is keeping up a continual channel of communication in part to 
discuss different approaches and assumptions directly or talk through challenges. When 
SOAS delayed the issuing of contracts, or political turbulence caused problems in one of our 
countries, keeping in regular contact made it possible to work around the difficulties. Regular 
team meetings on Skype were more difficult than anticipated, most often due to internet 
interruptions in Addis Ababa, but meeting face-to-face at the start of the project enabled us 
to keep returning to the spirit of working as a team. 
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It was stressed from the beginning that the ownership of this research is collective even if 
the responsibility for making it happen rests with the PI and CI. When planning this research 
the UK researchers put the development of all researchers’ capacity as one of the aims, 
against which we will be reporting progress to the donor, to ensure that the PI/CI did not 
dominate decision-making or claim more recognition and the whole team took the interests 
of all researchers into account including the more junior ones. For example, the PI and CI 
proposed that publications would be jointly planned and that they would not use the data 
collected by colleagues on Bangladesh or Ethiopia themselves to publish anything on their 
own. Every publication about the country research will be primarily authored by national 
researchers, although the PI and/or CI may be added as a co-author by those national 
researchers if they make a significant contribution. Thus, aside from the ethical reasons for 
this approach of giving credit according to contribution rather than position on the project, it 
was also a way of creating incentives to ensure that all researchers aspired for high quality, 
strong rigour and intense productivity. 

Reflexive research requires an emergent approach. In this project such emergence has 
involved trial and error and working out our assumptions about parliament, democracy, and 
poverty reduction, what questions we were interesting in, how we were going to pursue an 
inquiry into those questions, making sense of what we found and what people say, conceal 
or don’t say, reviewing our assumptions, seeing what new questions we were interested in 
and so on. One implication of this is that not only will each study of parliament be different, 
because each is embedded in different cultures, politics and time, but the study of the same 
parliament will contain variations within it because of the identity of the researcher.  

When four of us interviewed women MPs together we ran an experiment. Four researchers 
went into the interview: me (a white British woman), a white British man, a black Ethiopian 
man and a black Ethiopia woman researcher. By prior agreement we all agreed to stay in the 
interviews until the last few minutes when the two men would leave to see if this influenced 
how the women MPs spoke to us. While all the researchers were present, the MPs were 
determined to stress the strength of their party and government and their successful efforts 
at promoting gender equality. Emma made several comments to stress that our intention 
was not to advise them about strengthening Parliament, responding to a clear and 
understandable hostility toward foreign interference in politics. When the two male 
researchers left, one of the Ethiopian women MPs asked about the experience of British 
women MPs. Emma gave some examples of what gendered politics looks like in 
Westminster: to give a few examples, British women parliamentarians thrive in the House of 
Lords, are severely under-represented in the Commons and tend to be portrayed in 
chronically disparaging ways in the media.  

Once it was clear that there was no pretence of British superiority, the conversation changed 
abruptly. They became far more candid about the hostility of some male MPs, quoted as 
typically saying: “Why do you always cry? The constitution already reflects the interests of 
all. Women’s issues are already discussed so do not always talk about women”. One of 
them tellingly said when asked what it was like being a woman MP: “When a woman gets up 
to speak in the Parliament she is always fearful, thinking ‘can I do this?’ whereas a man 
never worries.” Whether this was true or not – perhaps men are just as nervous but conceal 
it well – it was clear that this would not have been said in front of the men, and especially the 
senior Ethiopian man. He happened to have taught one of the MPs at university so they 
were especially respectful to him. So gender, race/nationality and a history of hierarchy all 
played a part in shaping this encounter. This influence does not make the observations 
made during this encounter, or the interpretations made afterwards, less reliable than a 
neutral encounter: there is no such thing as a neutral meeting uninfluenced by people’s 
history, emotions and identity. As long as the researchers reflect on how their research is 
produced by relationships and assumptions, and record this in as much detail as possible 
and write it into their account, then rigour is more likely to be achieved. 
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What are the ethical imperatives when studying elites outside your own country? 

Ethics within this research is seen more widely as a socio-political process rather than 
narrow compliance with rules. We have the same rules as most qualitative social 
researchers. As far as possible we inform all participants about the aims, purpose and likely 
outputs of the research when asking if they are prepared to take part. We protect all 
information with special care, as much of it is political sensitive. Any attributed quotes will 
only be put in the public domain with the consent of the source. But the implementation of 
rules of consent can be difficult in qualitative research in practice and especially so when the 
research is directly concerned with political elites. The Association of Social Anthropologists 
ethical guidelines explain that in emergent social research getting written consent from all 
participants in your project, a requirement for some university ethics committees, can be 
impossible. You do not usually know whom you might encounter. When observing politicians 
in debate in the Chamber of Parliament, or when canvassing on the doorstep, you don’t 
necessarily have the opportunity to seek even verbal consent from everyone you watch or 
even meet. So a strong ethics requires an on-going process of reflection and negotiation 
between researchers and informants. 

A more complex aspect of ethics entails researchers’ partiality. Although it is only possible to 
research and write from one’s own perspective, informed as it is by one’s own history, place 
in society and ideological assumptions, ethnographers try to keep a spirit of openness to the 
logic, rationality and values in the minds and cultures of others. As Gledhill puts it, examining 
‘social realities in a cross-cultural frame of reference anthropology makes a significant 
theoretical contribution as a social science. In striving to transcend a view of the world based 
solely on the premises of European culture and history, anthropologists are encouraged to 
look beneath the world of appearances and taken-for-granted assumptions about social life 
in general’ (1994: 7). 

When researchers rush to judge the morality of their informants, their insight into what is 
going on tends to be clouded by their political intentions. However, there comes a point – but 
only if reached gradually with care and intellectual rigour, after considering multiple 
perspectives – when what researchers find beneath the world of appearances deserves 
critical scrutiny. Since in our democratic age power tends to be concentrated in 
organisations rather than individuals, our criticism tends to be directed at legally constituted 
entities. Social researchers have offered critical theories in the past about how aid agencies 
marginalize indigenous knowledge, corporate organisations harm the environment and 
increase the gap between rich and poor, and state planning creates havoc with people’s 
lives, usually looking at the history of their impact from the perspective of those at the 
receiving end (Crewe and Axelby 2013). So what happens to ethics and critical theory when 
the elites and their organisations are at the centre of the research, as they are in ours? 
Taking sides becomes far less straightforward. It may be that we need a different ethical 
process to the conventional rule-bound compliance that many universities demand. Ethics in 
complex social and political research implies that the researchers have to be (a) reflexive not 
only about their own history and influence, but about the relationships they are engaged in 
and, (b) able to theorise critically on the basis of what they find without rushing to judge on 
the basis of moral preconceptions. 

Recommendations and questions 

Three clear recommendations arise out of our project that might be worthy of consideration 
by others: 

• Research about international development should have development of regional, 
national and local research capacity -both of individuals and organisations – at 
the core of all projects. Capacity development as an afterthought is not sufficient 
– it should be a central aim of all projects. Donors should stipulate this as a 
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condition of funding, especially given the career incentives created for UK 
academics to retain funding and publish rather than enable others to do so.  

• The identity of researchers deserves careful consideration. Under-represented 
groups in the research community should be given opportunities at a matter of 
priority. Women, young people and those from minorities should be proactively 
recruited. 

• Democracy requires scrutiny to improve government, keep the powerful honest, 
and to encourage engagement with the public. Research is a form scrutiny. In 
countries when the media, observers and others scrutinising the work of those in 
positions of power are constrained, research can take on a particular significance 
as political scrutiny. 

The questions that arise out of this might include: 

• What is the purpose of research on politics? 

• Do we need a different approach to the study of politics and development? 

• What can we learn from cross-cultural/national comparison? 

• Does it matter who does research? 

• How should be do research with elites? How can we overcome challenges? 

• How can under-represented groups be recruited as researchers? 

• How can national researchers develop their capacity most effectively? 

• Who can usefully support national research capacity development? 

• What value, if any, do expatriate researchers / research organisations add? 

Plenary Three  
• CHAIR: Ms Shirin Motala, HSRC, RSA. 

• Robert Hope, OUCE, Oxford: ‘Translating research ideas into water security 
impacts for the poor in rural Kenya’ 

• Sridhar Venkatapuram, KCL: ‘Conceptual advances in understanding poverty / 
achieving impact with conceptual work on poverty alleviation’ 

• John Kirkland, Association of Commonwealth Universities: ‘Building capacity 
through collaborative projects’ 

Disability and Inclusive Poverty Alleviation 
• CHAIR: Paul Ladd, UNRISD  

• Nora Groce, UCL & Andrew State, Makerere: ‘Bridging the gap: Examining 
disability and development in four African countries: Kenya, Sierra Leone, 
Uganda, and Zambia’ 

• Maria Kett, UCL & Richard Ngafuan, University Liberia: ‘Understanding the 
political and institutional conditions for effective poverty reduction for persons with 
disabilities in Liberia’ 

• Paul Lynch, Birmingham & Foster Kholowa, University Malawi: ‘Promoting early 
childhood development for children with disabilities in Malawi through multi-
sectoral approaches’ 

• Jean-Francois Trani, WUSTL:  ‘Disability and poverty in low income countries: 
some evidence and lessons learned’ 

In the context of the recently agreed Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development, and its 
commitment to ‘leave no one behind’, this parallel session showcased a suite of 
DFID/ESRC-funded research projects focusing on the development and wellbeing deficit 
experienced by people living with disabilities.  
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The first project presented examined the ‘development and disability gap’ in four African 
countries – Kenya, Sierra Leone, Uganda and Zambia. The study, lead by The Leonard 
Cheshire Disability and Inclusive Development Centre (UCL) and a wide range of academic 
partners including five African universities and four leading African Disabled Peoples 
Organisations will explore the persistence of barriers to inclusion in development processes. 

Two additional projects, from Dr Paul Lynch and Dr Foster Kholowa in Malawi, and Dr Maria 
Kett and Mr Richard Ngufuan in Liberia, will consider, respectively, (i) early childhood 
development and (ii) the political and institutional conditions for effective poverty reduction 
for persons with disabilities.  Dr Jean-Francois Train, building on data collected about the 
interrelationship of disability and poverty from a range of low and middle income countries, 
used the capability approach and a range of multi-dimensional poverty indicators to show the 
extent of the development-disability gap, including by gender and type of disability. 

Questions focused on the need to understand the societal context for policies and 
behaviours related to disability, how best to collect disaggregated data (in part to be able to 
measure progress on the leave no one behind commitment), and the best institutional 
configuration to support effectiveness and accountability. A closing round of contributions 
from the participants collected suggestions for the project team to chart a path for their 
research up to 2030. 

Informal Economies and Poverty Dynamics: Community Resilience, Crisis and Recovery 
• CHAIR: Alison Brown, Cardiff  
• Godfrey Tawodzera, University of Limpopo: ‘The return of food: Poverty and 

urban food security in Zimbabwe after the crisis’ 
• Krijn Peters, Swansea: ‘Tracks out of poverty: Rural road construction, peace-

building and poverty reduction in war-affected West Africa’ 
• Pauline Eadie, University of Nottingham: ‘Human security and community 

resilience in the wake of Typhoon Yolanda’ 
• Andrew Charman, Sustainable Livelihoods Organisation: ‘Temporal and spatial 

enterprise change in a township informal economy: The application of a small-
area census approach method in Delft South, 2010-2015’ 

Godfrey Tawodzera from the University of Limpopo, SA, presented his studies on Harare for 
the Africa Food Security Urban Network (AFSUN). The first surveys undertaken in 2008, the 
nadir of Zimbabwe’s political and economic crisis, showed that low-income households in 
low-income areas of Harare were far more food secure than the other 10 cities in the survey.  
After the 2008 election led to a Government of National Unity, the economy stabilised. A 
follow-up survey conducted in 2012 when economic recovery was well on its way showed a 
dramatic increase in formal employment and drop in informal work.  Food insecurity reduced 
slightly but remained high.  Remittances remained important but were used for investment 
rather than food.  Interestingly, urban agriculture also remained high, suggesting that it is not 
just a coping strategy. 

Krijn Peters from Swansea University talked about his Joint Fund research on rural road 
construction in Libera. Following his extensive research with young combatants in the 
region, this project evaluated a pilot initiative to upgrade rural paths to narrow but motorcycle 
routes. This led to a proliferation of motorbike taxis that dramatically transformed market 
access for the remote villages served.  Many of the taxis were driven by young combatants, 
whose demob training in soap-making or carpentry had not resulted in employment, but taxi-
driving gave them status and work. Drivers soon started using trailers, and some women 
drivers joined. Initial findings from this 3-year programme showed its importance in 
increasing market access for smallholder farmers and providing transport for women, but 
state actors and international donors are reluctant to allocate funds to low-cost road 
improvements.  
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Pauline Eadie from the University of Nottingham, talked about her work in the Philippines in 
the wake of Typhoon Yolande, one of the largest typhoons ever to hit land. It devastated the 
city of Tacloban and neighbouring towns, leaving thousands dead and affecting around 16 
million people.  Still in the first phase, her work looked at the impact on households and 
livelihoods, and has raised many questions about disaster recovery approaches.  The work 
raised questions about how robust and sustainable post-disaster interventions are and their 
implications for human security? The tension between relocation and livelihoods needs to be 
addressed – should relief work simply ‘build back better’ or rethink the patterns of settlement 
for communities living in a typhoon-prone area?  How can aid be more targeted – the motto 
in Tacloban had appeared to be ‘if in doubt, give a boat’, but there were more boats than 
could be used, giving them the nickname ‘solar boats’, just sitting in the sun. 

A wide-ranging debate highlighted issues of politics, religion and donors in aid and 
livelihoods support. Gina Porter highlighted how motorcycle taxis and mobile phones are 
transforming lives in many urban and rural communities, with several studies being 
undertaken in other African regions. Bicycle taxis are also emerging, but tend to be eclipsed 
by motorcycles, and both forms of transport are difficult for older people. Participants also 
highlighted the role of politics in post-disaster recovery, including issues of ethnicity and 
political affiliation. One challenge that Gareth Hayworth found was the lack of recognition of 
the informal economy as a legitimate player in African cities.  The issue of knowledge 
transfer was also raised – to what extent is research expertise transferrable?   

Programme changes meant that Andrew Charman, Director of the NGO Sustainable 
Livelihoods Foundation could not attend the session, but SLF argues that evidence on the 
scope and reach of the informal economy is widely underestimated.  He had hoped to share 
the findings of a socio-spatial investigation of micro-enterprise activity in the township of 
Delft, using a small-area enterprise approach. Drawing from surveys in 2010 and 2015, SLF 
found that the number of micro-enterprise activities had doubled with growth across all but 
two sectors. 

Responding to Global Health Threats: From Policy to Practitioners and users of Medical 
Care 

• CHAIR: Bellington Vwalika, University of Zambia  

• Sridhar Venkatapuram, KCL: ‘Health inequalities and social determinants of 
health’  

• Clare Herrick, KCL: ‘“Controversial” health research and the creation of impact: 
some reflections’ 

• Niall Winters, Oxford & Alice Lakati, Amref: ‘Using mobile technology to build the 
capacity of local health workers’ 

• Ambrose Murangira, Uganda National Association of the Deaf: ‘Living as a deaf 
person: My struggle to access medical care services in Uganda’ 

There were five discussants in total. Summary of issues are: 

1. There is need to have strong systems in place to prevent acute spread of 
outbreak as happened in Ebola outbreak and Zika virus. This will allow timely 
response without panic. We also need to conceptualise people as being healthy 
and provide an environment for them to protect themselves. People are going to 
be secure if individually they are healthy and able to protect themselves. 

2. In 2010 WHO developed a strategy to reduce harmful use of alcohol. Alcohol use 
is about to receive attention like AIDS/Malaria. It’s use is associated with 
multifaceted effects beginning with enjoyment but later have deleterious effects 
related to resulting violence, NCDs, STIs and mortality. Alcohol is an ambiguous 
commodity that has pleasure and pain. Legislation of alcohol use and policy 
change is difficult because of dual equitable political economy. Most of the 
alcohol brands are cheap and unlicensed whereas big brewery companies may 



  

23 
 

be contributing huge tax revenues and therefore have big influence in regulating 
alcohol. There are barriers to policy change, for example with evidence and 
policy regarding what will be accepted. Difficult to have findings that will fit the 
diagnosis of problem and there is problem deflation where there is hate for social 
scientific research.  

3. Policy is available in general regarding persons with disability seeking medical 
care. There are several challenged they face from the time they get sick at home, 
decision to take them to health facility and actually receiving the service at facility. 
Sometimes people decide for them to get what is not the correct treatment as 
they have no say in decision. They also have the dual challenge of paying 
someone at every point to get what they need or not get care as nobody knows 
their needs. 

4. Whereas there are big strides at scientific research to embrace innovations that 
will improve health delivery it has been difficult to influence policy change to 
accept and adapt to new technology. At lower level this is easily accepted as 
benefits are immediately visible. At a higher level it is difficult to influence change 
at times because of low sample sizes used in these researches 

Research Uptake and Impact: Communication, Engagement, Co-construction 
• CHAIR: Marcus Rance, Consultant 

• Freeman, LSE: ‘Maximising research uptake and impact of work on unsafe 
abortion in Zambia’. 

• Ines Meyer, UCT: ‘From “using” NGOs to gain data access to NGOs driving the 
research agenda: Experiences from the collaboration between BRIDGE and the 
University of Cape Town’s Organisational Psychology Section’ 

• Diana Coates, DRUSSA: ‘Research uptake for development in sub-Saharan 
Africa’ 

• Des McNulty, Policy Scotland/University of Glasgow: ‘Maximising impact with an 
Impact Accelerator Account’ 

The format of this session as decided by the speakers and chair was to have a panel each 
taking turns to answer set questions relevant to the topic and theme, but drawing into their 
experience in their specific environments and more specifically their projects. The audience 
where invited to answer the same questions in the same format, as well as ask the panel 
questions. The result was a highly interactive session which interesting conversations, 
insights and question. Below are the specific questions and the summarised responses; 

Questions 1: How does one go about deciding the desired outcome for an impact and 
research uptake strategy? 

The overarching sentiment from the panel of speakers and the audience is that one cannot 
guarantee impact or outcome. Firstly, it is difficult as a researcher to decide on any desired 
outcome because the funder has the final say therefore one cannot guarantee traceable 
impact. Secondly, Even if you conduct research, impact can never be guaranteed. 
Researchers should not guarantee impact however, the communities where the research 
takes place should be the deciders of the impact. In addition, a collaborative approach with 
communities should decide what is needed in terms of research for a particular community. 
For example, one of the speakers gave an example an example of a community who without 
being consulted where told that what they needed was a clinic as this would make the most 
impact in their livelihoods. However, after a more involved research it was found that what 
the community needed was a soccer field and that field was used by the community as a 
meeting point, as a conflict resolution area. The take away was that impact evolves as the 
research goes on, therefore there has to be flexibility when it comes to impact even though  
it has been planned from the get go. 
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Question 2: Networks, contacts and cultural understanding how crucial are they for 
successful Knowledge Exchange and Impact Activities? 

The general discourse revolved around the sentiment that cultural understanding is 
undervalued and not paid attention to in development research. One panellist pointed out 
that public admin is made up of educated people within communities who are key to impact 
and research a strong voice to the people and access to audiences that most researchers 
have no knowledge of. knowledge exchange and knowledge dissemination are different and 
use different platforms and mechanisms. Impact is not necessarily dependent on value 
driven networks. 

Question 3: Should dissemination go beyond findings of your own studies and if so how? 

It was noted that some studies are too small for having any notable impact, it therefore 
follows that researchers have to be aware of what other researchers are doing and combine 
these for maximum impact even though the researchers might be competing for the same 
funding. In addition, combining research might expose some blind spots in one’s own 
research and the combination might help to cover those inadequacies. Research tends to be 
biased towards certain agendas and this leads to knowledge gaps. Researchers must inform 
debates rather than make claims and “fool themselves into thinking politicians listen to 
them”. Politicians are not the vehicles of change! 

Question 4: What are some of the techniques and challenges of tracking impact? 

Keeping in constant contact with the people in your research is one way of measuring the 
impact you are making, with that being said, testimonials are not effective in tracking impact. 
Show what impact you had from the evidence and of critical importance is to show what 
working, focus on learning by doing instead of just impact. Furthermore, there is a need to 
convince the funder that the research course might change as we learn by doing or as new 
insights come into plays which were previously not thought of. Impact also needs to take into 
cognisance the unintended consequences of research, therefore implying that negative 
impact also needs to be documented. Results need to be known and used! 

Social Protection and Child Protection in Africa 
• CHAIR: Gareth Haysom, UCT  

• Isaac Chinyoka, UCT: ‘The politics of social protection in Africa: Social grants for 
families with children living in poverty in South Africa, Botswana, Namibia and 
Zimbabwe’  

• Kathleen Kostelny, Columbia: ‘Integrating child protection, social protection, and 
community engagement: Lessons from Sierra Leone’ 

• Caroline Maingi, Strathmore: ‘Appreciation of child as gift: Valued more or valued 
less?’ 

Session comments and overview: 

Isaac’s presentation used evidence from a variety of independent research, university and 
civil society reports as a motivator for drivers of change pertaining to social protection 
initiatives in Namibia, South Africa, Lesotho, Botswana and Zimbabwe. Isaac presented 
tables showing different social protection interventions in the different countries, highlighting 
the specific interventions focusing on children specifically. He also linked these interventions 
to specific reports. One of the key points that emerged from this was how different countries 
approached child-based social protection in different ways; some linked to specific cultural 
traditions (Botswana) others were driven by NGO and INGO interventions and others, like 
South Africa, driven by legislative requirements. 

Kathleen’s presentation focussed specifically on child protection and used the case study of 
post-conflict Sierra Leone to highlight specific initiatives and lessons learnt. The fact that 
government mandated community level Child Welfare Groups (CWGs) were not effective 
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prompted different bottom up processes to engage youth. Through this process, with the 
sanction of community leaders, the youth identified childhood pregnancy as their key 
concern. The programmes sought to collaboratively design interventions to address these 
concerns. Perhaps one of the most striking outcomes was the youth’s use of the phrase 
“5920” to raise awareness of the issues: 5 minutes, 9 months, 2 years out of school and 0 
future. 

Caroline, presenting at a conference for the first time, presented a conceptual piece, 
describing her approach to her Masters research. Her concept of the “child as a gift” drew on 
traditional approaches to the child as well as wider theories relating to the care/self-esteem 
relationship. Caroline explained her hypothesis that if the child is seen as a gift and brought 
up feeling valued, this would have a significant impact on their future development and 
sense of self. She briefly described how she planned to test this hypothesis. 

Session highlights 

Question session: 

Despite a slow start, some very interesting and engaging questions emerged, some seeking 
further clarity and others engaging more deeply in what was presented. Questions of clarity 
pertained to Caroline’s specific methodological plans and Isaac’s document sources.  

Kathleen had mentioned that some of the findings fed into the UNICEF programmes and 
was questioned about bottom up participatory processes being new to UNICEF. The 
assumption was that this would have been something that UNICEF would have been 
engaged in already. This appeared not to be the case. 

There was an active discussion about how socioeconomic factors could influence how 
parents are able to support their children, how, if they were out working, the sense of self-
esteem could be built.  

Kathleen offered support to Caroline’s hypothesis, citing evidence from her earlier early 
childhood development work, stating how care beyond just the home could have similar 
esteem building outcomes but stressed that the parent remained the key. She did question 
why other caregivers were not also the focus – fathers, grandparents, etc. Caroline 
explained that in her effort to focus, and as this was only a Master’s degree, she had 
deliberately chose to focus on mothers of children under 15 years of age and mothers with 
children with disabilities.  

Isaac was questioned on his view of the non-conditional nature of the South African child 
support grant. The question was asked from the perspective of the fact that young mothers 
who are still of school-going age, often chose not to return to school. Isaac stressed that this 
question was outside his area of research but returned to his evidence base to argue that he 
had not found such requests for conditional grants in the documents and reports that he had 
drawn on to inform his research. 

General comments: 

While the presentations appeared to be very different, the central theme was on the 
importance of the child and the need to focus on the child in development interventions. 
Informed by the evidence presented in the session, South Africa was the only country that 
specifically addressed the rights of the child and child-centred social protection in legislative 
processes (in the South African case, the constitution). All other countries detailed in Isaac’s 
presentation applied child specific grants (or protection) for different reasons. In the case of 
Sierra Leone, while there was a legislative child welfare requirement, this was specific to 
child welfare but was described as being top down and was not being implemented.  
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While not directly stated, there were distinct links to tradition, culture, the culture of care and 
the histories of the specific countries discussed in the session. All spoke of the need for 
action as the consequences of inaction having long-term consequences.  

Perhaps implied and taken as understood, I did feel that all the presentations missed linking 
their own work to global agreements and conventions, particularly those relating to socio-
economic rights. Concepts such as the right to social assistance and the rights of the child 
were not discussed. These I felt were perhaps important aspects that could be combined 
with the evidence presented in the cases to drive policy transformation. 

Comments from attendees during the tea break were positive stressing that it was an 
interesting session and that it had also prompted further questions on the subject. 

Poverty: Structures, Dynamics and Concepts 
• CHAIR: Andrew Shepherd, ODI  

• Flora Kessy, University of Mzumbe and Andrew Shepherd, ODI: ‘Poverty 
Dynamics in Tanzania’ 

• Paul Dornan, Young Lives: ‘Research and impact lessons from Young Lives 
cohort study’ 

We had a good discussion, mostly about the contribution of research to change (of policy, 
practice, and thinking). There were four points from the discussion which were discussed. 
Some of these issues emerged from other sessions of the conference as well. 

1. The need to work at multiple levels – global, national, regional, local, and to 
understand the ‘social relations’ and thinking of the middle, the street level 
bureaucrats – and not to neglect the local level, and the implementation of 
policies. An example was the importance of reforming different agricultural 
markets in the regions of Tanzania with different groups of stakeholders, local 
and national. 

2. The importance of researchers finding influential allies. Young Lives’ alliance with 
UNICEF was an example elaborated by Paul Dornan in his presentation. But 
recognise that incentives vary between organisations and that allies need to 
understand these, and that collaboration is fraught with challenges.  

3. The importance of conceptual research for changing minds – a point made in the 
morning plenary – was also illustrated by all three presentations: the conceptual 
work underlying the creation of the Multidimensional Poverty Index, the concept 
of mobility around the poverty line with impoverishment potentially cancelling out 
escapes from poverty, and the existence of chronic poverty. 

4. The need for research into indicators of policy and discourse change, in particular 
monitoring the language of policy documents, and public discourse through 
content analysis or other techniques. 

There was also lots of discussion about the use of indicators or indices, with concerns about 
what’s left out (e.g. suicide), very difficult (socio-psychological and cultural), and what, when 
counted may tell you the opposite story to immediate appearances (e.g. violence). 

Policy engagement sessions 
• Policy dilemma: Improving health systems in fragile contexts - What do we know 

about the efficacy and cost-effectiveness of different interventions to improve 
health systems in fragile contexts? (Peter Da Costa, Hewlett Foundation) 

• Policy dilemma: Delivering education for conflict affected populations - How can 
development agencies support the delivery of education at scale to large refugee 
and conflict affected populations? 

• Policy Dilemma: Making livelihoods programmes more gender sensitive - How 
can we make a livelihoods programmes (cash for work scheme) operating in poor 
urban communities more gender sensitive? (Paul Ladd, UNRISD) 
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• Policy Dilemma: Child and youth participation - How can we maximise the role of 
child and youth participation in development effectiveness? (Gina Porter?) 

Policy Engagement Workshops 

The conference held four separate sessions on policy engagement, each focusing on a 
particular issue or policy dilemma. These were: 

1) Making livelihoods programmes more gender sensitive  

2) Child and youth participation 

3) Improving health systems in fragile contexts 

4) Delivering education for conflict-affected populations 

The four areas were chosen to reflect some of the cross-cutting issues in the Join Fund 
portfolio. They were designed to be broad enough to be partially relevant to the areas of 
interest or the research agendas of a good cross-section of conference delegates whilst 
reflecting truly current ‘in-tray’ development programme design challenges. The main 
objectives of the sessions were: 

 Forge connections between grantees and other delegates including donors, policy 
actors and intermediaries. 

 Identify potentially policy relevant research within the portfolio  

 Improve awareness of emergent programme design issues and demand for evidence 

 Identify potential evidence gaps and future research agendas 

 Identify research to policy networks and potential audiences for Join Fund evidence 

 Identify potential opportunities for grantees and partners to collaborate around 
seeking to mobilise knowledge and evidence.  

Issues in common: The four sessions were well attended, generating thoughtful discussion 
and interesting insights, much of which were pertinent at a more general level, not just to the 
themes under discussion. Some of the key discussion points were:  

Challenges: 

 Policy v. implementation: Throughout the sessions, and indeed throughout the 
conference, the issue of policy versus implantation came up over and over again. 
Often the policy makers can create very good high-level policies, but without the 
lower-level policies that ensure that they are properly budgeted for and implemented 
well. This means that policies can reflect the best, latest research without making a 
difference to anyone. Who do researchers connect with to address this, and how?  

 Long term, unpredictable, nature of change: Another recurring theme was that 
change never happens quickly, nor does it follow a predictable process. Often 
research projects end and researchers disperse to other projects before significant 
change has happened. Influencing policy is rarely a linear researcher-to-policymaker 
feed of knowledge, but involves trying to understand messy, opaque policy 
environments where change depends more on the right politics than the right 
knowledge. Research is slow, relative to policy processes. Policy windows open and 
close before research is ‘ready’, and there is rarely a tidy alignment between policy 
priorities and available research at any given moment. 

 Important social factors that do not always get considered as they are seen as 
unrelated, and as ‘soft’. There are hierarchies of challenges and sometimes issues 
that are considered are ‘soft’ don’t make it to the policy agenda. Policy needs are 
seen as technical inputs that don’t address underlying social issues. In the Eastern 
Cape, for example with regards to availability of public resources, an organisation 
has tried to speak to the local Government about the challenges faced. “Quite often 
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there is resistance from the Government when you try and engage with them on the 
issues that are faced by people of provinces. There is resistance from government 
where doors are closed about why they should listen to your research. In effect, it 
becomes difficult to ‘sell your product’.” 

 The different ‘languages’ of different actors: Because the needs of intended 
beneficiaries, policymakers, and research funders are different from each other, 
researchers sometimes feel like they are speaking different languages to each. This 
requires time and resources, and can result in miscommunications and frustrations 
on the part of the researcher. Shared understandings that they have with the different 
groups can come unglued from each other, resulting in divergent expectations.  

 Relationships or forcefulness: There is a long-term potential that comes from building 
relationships with key policy actors. But what if (as is often the case) the 
policymakers are part of the problem, and their research will be seen to be critical of 
key stakeholders? Is there a balance to be struck, or do researchers need to chose? 

 Whose voice?  Whose agenda?: When research is funded is perceived to be coming 
from the North, especially if it is critical in nature, there can be a backlash against it. 
Northern-funded research can furthermore miss the need because it is being driven 
by Northern political agenda 

 Who ever said policy is about evidence? Another conference leitmotif. We know that 
policy should reflect solid evidence, and we must not stop pursuing impact. But we 
shouldn’t fool ourselves about the level of importance policy actors place on 
evidence. Often, governments seem to follow a policy-to-evidence approach.  

Solutions/approaches: 

 Participatory methods: All of the sessions discussed the importance of identifying and 
working the right stakeholders at every step of the way. Usually, the key problems 
are not adequately understood or properly defined until a significant amount of 
engagement has already taken place. The process is often iterative, with new pieces 
to the puzzle emerging as different stakeholder groups are identified and brought into 
the research.  Participation doesn’t only help strengthen the research, but also 
ensures that potential policy influencers, and policymakers have ownership in the 
research.  

 Imbed capacity development: It is important to build the capacity not just of the full 
research team, but often to work on capacity development with other stakeholders as 
well, as part of the participatory approach. For example, health workers involved in 
research on health and ageing may become more effective advocates and 
practitioners as they are empowered to better understand and address health needs 
of old people. 

 Developing stronger understandings of impact: There was an appreciation of the 
growing emphasis that ESRC, DFID, and other research funders were placing on 
impact. Because individual research projects often contribute to- rather than provide 
by themselves- a fuller picture needed for policy processes, it is important for 
research to connect and build up bodies of knowledge. It’s great if research projects 
can point to policy change after a few years, but often that depends on so many other 
things happening. Researchers should also focus on those other things- connections 
and networks, capacity, and conducive discourses- that lead to change down the 
road in a more sustainable way.  

 A bit of luck: It was striking how often stories of success involve a bit of luck, in terms 
of meeting an effective champion in an unrelated event, unexpected media coverage 
on the topic, or other in-the-right-place-at-the-right-time stories. Because processes 
are not linear, often it is something unexpected that helps achieve impact.  But as a 
golfer famously said, ‘the more I practice, the luckier I get’, and in most instances, 
this kind of luck would not have happened without the impact focus.  
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Specific:  

1) Making livelihoods programmes more gender sensitive  

 ‘Gender’ is seen as a Western agenda, though many gender concepts resonate at 
the local level. Important for how the issue is most effectively framed. Sometime 
objections to gender policies are framed in a religious discourse, and working with 
religious groups to promote gender concepts within a religious discourse can be an 
effective counter to this.  

 It is important to understand how men and women may see livelihoods differently in 
terms of balancing financial goals with those of personal fulfilment. Also the different 
needs. 

2) Child and youth participation 

 There is a youth population bulge which will present challenges in a range of sectors. 
Yet youth are underrepresented. It is difficult for youth to articulate their needs in a 
way that resonates with policymakers 

 Policymakers are mostly middle-aged men.  

 Tokenistic gestures, like ‘youth parliament.’  But nothing happens. 

3) Improving health systems in fragile contexts 

 Agendas set at the national and international levels are ‘trendy’ and do a poor job at 
understanding and addressing actual need. Funds can too often follow the headlines, 
and when global attention shifts, so does the money, even though problems still 
persist. Sections of the population, like old people, are often invisible, while 
international issues like HIV get high priority even in places where much more 
pressing health issues need attention.  

 In Uganda, the government policy mandates free maternal and child health care. 
However, and in reality, there is a sizeable gap in actual service delivery. And yet, 
despite the gaps, the Government frowns on citizens paying for their healthcare. How 
does one advocate for implementation of healthcare strategy that does not reflect the 
status quo? 
 

4) Delivering education for conflict-affected populations 

 Identifying at-risk populations. One of the first challenges to addressing education 
needs is knowing what that need is, and that’s often being done poorly especially 
with regard to migrant populations.  

 Also important to identify who the teachers are. 

 Identity and language barriers are key issues that often gets overlooked in education 
policy.   

Final plenary: ‘Lessons from the Joint Fund for the achievement of the SDGs’ 
• CHAIR:  Mel Knetsch, ESRC 

• Stuart Carr (Massey University) 
• Jonathan France (Ecorys) 
• Alison Brown (Cardiff University) 
• Craig Bardsley (ESRC) 
• Ted Johnson (Lofa Integrated Development Association) 
• Peter Evans (DFID) 
• Harsha Dayal (Dept of Planning, Monitoring & Evaluation, Govt of South Africa)  
• Gracian Chimwaza (ITOCA) 

 


