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A meta-analysis about
research for development.
full report available in open access: robert mclean & kunal sen 2018

We believe the evidence presented is of value to:
• Policy-makers in fields of science, innovation, and development
• Research funders working in the Global South
• Researchers and innovators
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RESEARCH CAN
CHANGE THE WORLD

A recognition of this potential is reflected in
the increasing value of public, private, and
philanthropic investment into research for
development, R4D.
But with these investments come questions
that the global research community struggles to
answer. We want the best research to underpin
social and natural progress, but: How do we
know when research is of high quality? And if we
can determine what quality is made of: How can
quality research be cultivated?
Canada’s International Development
Research Centre (IDRC) saw an opportunity to
contribute evidence to the debate based on

learn more about idrc

the organization’s near 50-year track record of
supporting R4D.
To do this we worked with an independent peer
expert from the Global Development Institute
of the University of Manchester. Together we
conducted a retrospective meta-analysis of
research quality – critically examining research
undertaken across disciplines, within academic,
public, and private institutions, across the world.
Underpinning this work is a common thread —
the Research Quality Plus (RQ+) approach. RQ+
goes beyond assessment of the scientific merit
of research, to examine multiple dimensions
of quality that are critical for research that is

learn more about the rq+ approach to research evaluation

intended to make a difference in the world. The
core dimensions of RQ+ are: integrity, legitimacy,
importance, and positioning for use.
Metadata of this sort opens new doors for highly
powered investigation and learning. We are
unaware of any dataset of research quality with
comparable richness, scale and scope. We will
argue the results are path-breaking for R4D
systems and actors.
Here we share five findings that underline the
value of research and innovation in the Global
South. In some cases, challenging assumptions
that many in this sphere hold true.
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Five things we’ve
learned about research
for development.

1 2 3 4 5
Scientifically
excellent
research is
useful research.

Capacity
strengthening
does not imply low
scientific rigour.

New researchers
innovate.
Local researchers
do so best.

Quality begets
quality.

Southern research
demonstrates
superior quality,
in all measures.
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Scientifically excellent
research is useful
research.
It is often assumed that rigorous research is too slow to
be useful in our fast changing world.
Our review shows the opposite. A strong positive
correlation between research integrity and how well it
is positioned for use shows that the researchers who
do highly rigorous research are also ensuring their work
gets to the right people, and in ways that they can use it.

so what?
This provides evidence
for scientifically rigorous
research in efforts to improve
development outcomes. By
extension, evidence for the
value of investing in R4D
excellence.
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ADVANCED NANOTECHNOLOGY
TO INCREASE FOOD SECURITY
Post-harvest losses in fruit and vegetables affect the
livelihoods of millions of farmers in India and Sri
Lanka. For mango alone, farmers lose an estimated 35%
or a billion dollars annually.
To tackle this challenge, researchers are developing
green nanotechnology innovations to be used on farms,
in packaging, and in transport. This science is making
people’s lives better—benefiting farmer’s incomes,
nutrition, and the local agricultural economy—in Asia
and beyond.
learn more
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Capacity strengthening
does not imply low
scientific rigour.
This finding contradicts a potent assumption – that
research requiring attention to training and support to
skills development will also be poorer quality research.
The finding may be rooted in issues such as additional
time/attention paid to rigour when mentorship is
involved, or the emergence of novel techniques from
people new to a field.

so what?
Research that includes a focus
on capacity building should
not be avoided out of a desire
for excellence. Indeed, the very
opposite should be considered.
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YOUNG SOLUTIONS TO
OLD PROBLEMS
More than 95 per cent of women in Egypt have
experienced sexual harassment at least once. With the
risk of negative social stigma, most goes unreported.
New ideas can help. And when supported by research,
ideas can be evaluated, fine-tuned, and improved. In
Cairo, a young network of activists, volunteers, and
researchers have used new digital tools and innovative
approaches to crowdsource the reporting of sexual
harassment. Their research is helping to build safer
communities, empower women, and change the
attitudes of men in the process.
learn more
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New researchers innovate.
Local researchers do so best.
Innovative, original research is undertaken by those
who are new to a field. A strong positive correlation
between the effort spent on capacity building and the
originality of research supports this.

“A NEW SCIENTIFIC TRUTH
DOES NOT TRIUMPH
BY CONVINCING ITS
OPPONENTS AND MAKING
THEM SEE THE LIGHT,
BUT RATHER BECAUSE ITS
OPPONENTS EVENTUALLY
DIE, AND A NEW
GENERATION GROWS UP
THAT IS FAMILIAR WITH IT.”
Max Planck

But our analysis demonstrates a deeper issue within
Max Planck’s assertion on novelty and progress.
The only factor more strongly correlated to originality
of science than the fact it is being undertaken by new
researchers, is the degree to which the research is
incorporating local knowledge. In other words, those
most closely linked to a particular problem are the best
placed to innovate a solution to it.

so what?
Evidence indicates that building
the next generation of research
leaders in the Global South, who
value local knowledge, will be
coupled with novel solutions.
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AVOIDING UNREST
WITH TRUTH
Peace and security become threatened with the
spread of misinformation. This is particularly true
in Myanmar—a country with a history of cultural
divisions and in the process of democratic transition
from military rule.
Local voices, equipped with facts from the ground,
provide one mitigation strategy. Understanding how
and when social media can be helpful, is critical for
leveraging the power of the public voice. Researchers
in Myanmar are studying how social and digital
technologies can empower truth to be spoken, dispel
rumours, and keep people and communities safe from
dangerous misinformation.
learn more
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Quality begets quality.
There is no indication of a trade-off between one area of
research quality and another. All dimensions of research
quality are positively correlated to one another.
It is possible to design and conduct R4D that can do it all:
have scientific integrity, legitimacy, importance, and is
well positioned for use.

so what?
Researchers, funders, researchusers who hold a holistic view of
quality can have high expectations
for this holistic quality being
achieved.
Then too, choosing to invest in a
strategically important dimension
of quality—say a particular
strength or weakness of a team—
is positively linked to overall
research quality.
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CLIMATE CHANGE REQUIRES
HOLISTIC RESPONSES
Research on adaptation to climate change is
critically important, especially to those living in ‘hot
spots’ where climate variability meets poverty and
vulnerability. One of those hot spots is the Himalayas,
home to over 200 million people, and the key water
source for 1.3 billion people living downstream.
Researchers in Pakistan are developing solar pumps
for irrigation that are both state-of–the-art and
affordable for small and medium scale farmers. The
researchers work closely with the communities and
decision-makers from local to national levels that will
benefit from the innovation. Doing so makes sure the
research is relevant, inclusive of local know-how, and
easily actionable. This science can make a difference
for peoples’ lives and livelihoods.
learn more
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Southern research
demonstrates superior
quality, in all measures.
Perhaps it should not be a surprise that research
happening in the Global South is the more useful and
legitimate research for the Global South. However,
our metadata indicates that research which is housed
wholly in the South tends to be the more scientifically
robust and important research for development too.
In fact, in our study Southern R4D demonstrates
superior research quality to Northern R4D and to
North-South partnered R4D.

so what?
Results demonstrate the validity
of Southern-led research for
development.
While there are many reasons for
supporting North-South research
collaborations, we should not
assume that Northern partners
are improving the quality of
Southern ones. Rather, North-South
collaboration should be predicated
on other mutually strategic benefits.
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INNOVATION ONSITE
In 2010, an earthquake overwhelmed the
Caribbean country of Haiti. A part of the
consequence was the destruction of 28 of
the country’s top 32 universities, and many
professors and students were either killed or
left the country.
In challenging situations like post-earthquake
Haiti, the importance of Haitian solutions
is paramount. Investing in Haitian research
capacity, ought to pay dividends in terms of
future high quality Haitian-led knowledge,
innovation, and solutions.
learn more
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TO LEARN MORE

The

RQ+ Meta-Analysis

The

RQ+ Approach

Meta-analysis is a technique that collates the results of multiple
scientific studies into a single record, statistical methods are then
applied to the analysis of the amalgamated dataset. Doing so to
increase the precision and generalizability of results.

RQ+ provides a means of evaluating research that has intended to
make a difference in the world. To do so, RQ+ comprises elements of
scientific rigor, legitimacy, importance, and the positioning of research
for use and impact. It requires a holistic, systems-informed view.

The findings presented here are derived from the systematic
aggregation of data from seven independent evaluations of
research quality. Each evaluation included a sample of research
projects assessed using the RQ+ approach. Each individual
assessment, in each of these evaluations, was made by three
fully independent, subject-area experts who based their ratings
on expertise as well as the analysis of primary and secondary
data. The aggregate sample includes 170 cases. This large, peerreviewed dataset provides the foundation for the evidence we
report here.

The RQ+ approach is progressive in at least two ways:

for full details: McLean & Sen 2018

for full details: Ofir, Schwandt, Duggan & McLean 2016

1— RQ+ accepts that research does not occur in a vacuum. Instead,
RQ+ challenges evaluators to systematically examine the context
in which research happens, and consider this context in an
assessment of quality.
2— RQ+ rejects the convention that research quality rests on
methodological excellence alone. Instead, RQ+ requires an
evaluator to consider methods, but also, additional dimensions
of quality that underpin the greater value of science for society.

to contact idrc with comments, try us on twitter @idrc_crdi
try the global development institute of the university of manchester @GlobalDevInst

www.idrc.ca | evaluation@idrc.ca
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