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Executive Summary

This Case Study Report proposes numerous recommendations to support scienti�c research and to 
strengthen the science/policy nexus in Laos with the objective of fostering a thriving Lao knowledge eco-
system. Recommendations are formulated in a manner that they address the most pressing challenges 
faced by the Lao knowledge ecosystem today, the publication of controversial research �ndings in a way 
that is safe for researchers for integrated policy formulation or the retention of skilled and young re-
searchers to alleviate the shortage of quali�ed researchers, to name but two of these challenges.

Recommendations and challenges are grounded in an in-depth, qualitative description and assessment 
of the Lao knowledge ecosystem. To this end, interviews with 49 respondents from a broad variety of 
�elds and backgrounds (e.g. universities, national research institutes, ministries, the Party, INGOs, bilat-
eral donor organisations) were conducted alongside desk research. The data collection focused on cap-
turing local perspectives and insights from researchers of the ‘Global South’. The �ndings thus present 
�rst and foremost a spotlight on the Lao context seen through ‘Lao eyes’.

Conceptually, the research outlined in this Case Study Report looks at the full process of knowledge 
production and policy uptake of research in an authoritarian context. In order to understand the Lao 
ecosystem, the authors adopted a political economy approach by following four ‘threads’ within the eco-
system: people (the biography and professional trajectory of researchers and academics), organisations 
(research and higher education institutions, think tanks, INGOs, etc.), funding (resources and their �ow 
into research activities) and ideas (pathways and relevance of scienti�c content to policy).

Overall, the Lao knowledge ecosystem is still in its infancy and knowledge production/application pre-
dominantly occurs in a highly politicised context. This is exempli�ed by a lack of independent research 
bodies operating in Laos, among others. At the same time, there are noticeable trends towards more 
science-based and rigorous forms of data collection and analysis, evidence generation and knowledge 
production as well as an emerging science/policy nexus. 
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The research project ‘strengthening knowledge ecosystems’ is part of IDRC’s endeavour to strengthen the con-
tribution of research support in ’high-risk’ contexts. The jointly designed research foresaw case studies to better 
understand research in con�ict-affected contexts and to inform effective pathways and modalities for sup-
porting research in such settings. The project comprises in-depth case studies on Afghanistan, Laos and South 
Sudan, which were conducted jointly with locally-based research consultants. Additionally, �ve shorter-term 
case studies were conducted in Cambodia, Côte d’Ivoire, El Salvador, Ethiopia and Lebanon, building mainly on 
desk research as well as key informant interviews.

This study looks at ‘knowledge ecosystems’ as a whole, covering the full process of knowledge production from 
agenda setting, getting funding, and selecting partners to conducting research (i.e. choice of methodology and 
research design, data collection and analysis, publication), to doing outreach and policy uptake (see the Synthe-
sis Report for more information on the conceptual background of this study). 

With this research, we aim to understand best practices of knowledge production and policy uptake of research 
in high-risks contexts. In order to understand knowledge ecosystems, a political economy approach was adopt-
ed, by following four ‘threads’ within these systems: 

1. Follow the persons to understand the biography and professional life of researchers and acade-
mics;

2. Follow the money to understand the sources, salaries and �ow of funds into research activities;
3. Follow the organisations (research and higher education institutions, think tanks, NGOs, etc.) to 

understand the operational logic and degree of in�uence with regard to research and policy;
4. Follow the ideas to understand the pathways and relevance of scienti�c content towards outre-

ach and policy in the respective context.

This allowed us to assess the research environments and its actors from various angles, all departing from the 
respective case study contexts. To this end, a semi-structured questionnaire was developed, covering these four 
tracks (persons, money, organisations, ideas).

The overall research design for the entire “Strengthening Knowledge Ecosystems” project centered on captur-
ing local perspectives and insights from researchers of the ‘Global South’. In this vein, data collection and rec-
ommendation generation for this Annex focused almost exclusively on the Lao context seen through ‘Lao eyes’. 
For the same reason, this report only includes additional sources or references to a limited extent.

Based on this understanding actionable recommendations to strengthen knowledge ecosystems in different 
types of high-risk contexts are suggested. Thereby, this research aims to contribute to improved and relevant 
research, academic careers and policy uptake. Thus, we aim to promote resilient, locally-driven research eco-
systems, support the research community to conduct con�ict sensitive research, and lastly, to improve the op-
portunities and the security of research partners in the Global South. Overall, this shall valorize research for 
development outcomes as well as towards democratic governance.

1. Introduction to the Knowledge 
Ecosystems Approach
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Visualising Characteristics of Knowledge Ecosystems

The knowledge ecosystems assessed in these case studies are all characterised by a low to medium 
demand of research that is in many cases externally driven. They are characterised by an environment 
that is not (much) enabling for researchers. In order to visualise these characteristics, we illustrate the 
strengths and weaknesses of six dimensions of knowledge ecosystems. This helps our understanding 
of a context and informs our conclusions as to what kind of strengthening measures could be taken by 
stakeholders and donors to facilitate knowledge production and research, information uptake and evi-
dence-based decision-making in con�ict-affected or authoritarian contexts.

The dimensions were developed thinking from a context/researcher’s perspective. The case study con-
texts are situated along these dimensions based on a qualitative assessment (scale: high/strong – low/
weak) to give a rough indication of the system’s characteristics:

A simple scaling of these dimensions of knowledge ecosystems from 1 (low) to 4 (strong) covers the fol-
lowing ranges, informed by a list of indicators (see Synthesis Report for further information) as well as a 
context-informed decision by the respective case study researcher(s).

DIMENSIONS

Infrastructure 
that is inducive 

for research 
(internet, 

database, …)

Safety for 
researchers is 
guaranteed vs 

researchers 
are particularly 
prone to risks. 

Finances 
available for 
research and 

conducive 
funding 

modalities, 
reliable income 
for researchers

Good 
governance 
of research, 

academic 
freedom is 

guaranteed, 
independence 

of research

Type of 
government: 
democratic 
government 

or weak/
authoritarian 
government

Reliable policy 
relevance & 

research uptake 
(e.g. validation 
of knowledge, 

role of local 
researchers)

S
C
A
L
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1 no research 
infrastructure 

available

high-risk 
context for 

researchers, 
very dif�cult 
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any safety for 
researchers

zero research 
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government

zero research 
uptake

4
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research 
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environment 
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even if they 
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fully-funded 
research 
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long-term 
�nancing 

available for 
researchers
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independence 
of research

democratic 
government
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implemented 

science-policy 
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research 

uptake works 
for majority of 

issues
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Characteristics of the Lao Knowledge Ecosystem 

The Lao knowledge ecosystem is strongly marked by shrinking levels of funding for scienti�c research on 
the one hand and a persistently authoritarian government on the other hand. Given these basic conditions 
and a willingness to operate within the system, researchers have space to generate scienti�c knowledge and 
evidence and to feed it into research uptake by policy- and decision-makers. While the openness to research 
uptake is very heterogenous, the general, albeit slow, trend is towards a more collaborative and integrated 
science/policy nexus.
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2. Context

7

2.1 Country Context

The Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR, hereafter Laos) has been a country in transition for 
the better part of the past century, each phase creating a distinct “interpretive authority” and speci�c 
understanding of knowledge. Under French protectorate for decades, Laos became fully independent as 
a constitutional monarchy in 1953. Six years after gaining independence, the Laotian Civil War ensued 
with the Royal Lao Government �ghting the Communist Pathet Lao. In 1975, the Pathet Lao prevailed and 
took control of the government, instituting a socialist regime with close ties to Vietnam. Following years 
of isolation, Laos gradually began opening up to economic liberalisation and private enterprise with the 
New Economic Mechanism introduced in 1984. Despite greater economic openness, the country remains 
poor and dependent on foreign aid1.

For years, Laos’ economic policy relied heavily on natural resource extraction and capital-intensive infra-
structure. While this narrow growth policy delivered sustained economic growth during the past twenty 
years, the policy has proven to be less successful at job creation and has led to signi�cant public debt. 
The Lao political leadership, past and present, are increasingly aware that growth based on extractive 
industries and resource exploitation is unsustainable and other pathways to growth are needed. Greater 
emphasis is to be put on access to basic public services, especially health and education, and on human 
resource development, among others.2 However, with the Lao foreign dept crisis becoming a more and 
more pressing issue, intensi�ed by the economic downturn due to the pandemic in 2021, Laos may turn 
to extractive industries such as the mining sector again to pay off debts.

In view of the Lao knowledge ecosystem, it is worth mentioning that the ruling Lao People’s Revolution-
ary Party (hereafter the Party) “exerts tight control over the media and the government owns most of the 
mainstream outlets.”3  Authorities use legal restrictions and intimidation tactics against state critics, 
and as a result, self-censorship is widespread. Authorities also monitor expression of public dissent, 
especially on social media such as Facebook and apply mechanisms of punishment including prison 
sentences.4 Consequently, there is little space for free expression of views on political or sensitive issues 
without fear of surveillance or prosecution. This in turn may lead to blind spots because it skews knowl-
edge production, deliberation and evaluation to be aligned with the dominant discourse.

Overall, the Lao knowledge ecosystem is faced with a number of typical challenges of a high-risk con-
text. Reliable and high-quality data is still hard to come by and access to data is generally restricted. 
Local capacity for solid evidence generation remains limited and the turnover of quali�ed researchers 

1 In 2015, the Lao PDR was the 52nd most aid-dependent country, OECD Library online, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933185105 (accessed on 5 Novem-
ber 2021).

2 “Lao PDR At-A-Glance”, World Bank website, https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/lao/overview#1 (accessed on 5 November 2021).

3 Laos country pro�le, BBC online, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-paci�c-15351898 (accessed on 11 November 2021).

4 Global Freedom Score 2021, Laos pro�le, Freedom House, https://freedomhouse.org/country/laos/freedom-world/2021 (accessed on 11 November 
2021).
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is high. In addition, decision-makers are often hesitant to share and use critical �ndings by researchers. 
Fundamentally, knowledge production in Laos occurs in a highly politicised context. This is exempli�ed 
foremost by a lack of independent research bodies operating in the country. Both universities and so-
called national research institutes (NRI) – the main research producers in Laos – form part of the Lao 
government structure and are thus subject to Party monitoring and oversight.

Conversely, there are noticeable trends towards more science-based and rigorous forms of data collec-
tion and analysis, evidence generation and knowledge production. While it is true that the Lao knowledge 
ecosystem is still in its infancy, “anecdotal” evidence and knowledge rooted in political doctrine are grad-
ually complemented or replaced by evidence-based mechanisms. 

Research plays a key role in supporting and strengthening these trends. However, the current conditions 
and idiosyncrasies of the Lao knowledge ecosystem pose a number of challenges. These “stress factors” 
slow down or even hinder a continued and effective transition. A closer look at the demand and supply 
sides of research in Laos provides a meaningful overview of these conditions and idiosyncrasies:

On the demand side, research is predominantly requested or commissioned by either an entity of the Lao 
government/Party or donor organisations working in or on Laos (or the Mekong region).  While numerous  
NRIs have emerged in government ministries (see Actors Mapping for this case study) to better inform 
policy-making over the past two decades, they are primarily mandated to provide ad-hoc solutions and 
give inputs to solving a speci�c problem of the respective line ministry. These institutes lack an autono-
mous standing and thus have little clout in terms of accountability to research results from the line min-
istries. In addition, public �nancial resources to support research are generally insuf�cient to produce 
high-quality research. 

Donor organisations (bilateral donors, international organisations, INGOs), on the other hand, have suf-
�cient funding at their disposal but tend to commission research based on their individual national, 
regional or global agendas without suf�cient respect for Lao issues and needs. Combined with weak co-
ordination and limited information sharing among donors as well as with the Lao government and across 
sectors, this fragmentation often results in redundancies and a misguided allocation of thematic focus.

On the supply side, research is chie�y provided by Lao researchers or researchers based in the country/
region. However, the production of high-quality results and recommendations is severely hampered by 
the still low skill and capacity of local researchers. Much has been done in the past years to alleviate this 
situation but the need for skilled and experienced researchers remains paramount. This is especially 
true since the role of universities continues to be focused on education, while research remains a side 
line. In addition to low levels of skill and capacity among researchers, two factors further exacerbate the 
dif�culty in producing high-quality research in Laos: the humble economic incentives and few career 
perspectives for researchers to remain in this profession on the one hand, and the relatively high restric-
tion of individuals such as researchers to freely express critical or unconventional thoughts or positions 
in public on the other.

These main supply- and demand-driven challenges to research together with a number of other in�u-
encing factors outlined in the following chapters leave signi�cant room for further changes in the Lao 
knowledge ecosystem so it can be strengthened towards safe and inclusive development in Laos.



9

2.2 Data Collection and Validation Context

Data collection for this case study occurred from January to April 2021 and was carried out by two local 
senior consultants. On the basis of a semi-standardised catalogue of questions, interviews with a total 
of 49 respondents with different institutional backgrounds (universities, NRIs, ministries, Party, INGOs, 
bilateral donor organisations) were conducted. Out of the 49 respondents, 14 (29%) were female and 35 
(71%) were male. Respondents were between 33 and 65 years of age. Interviews were predominantly car-
ried out in person and in the Lao language. The work of this case study was generously supported by the 
University of Bern’s Center for Development and Environment (CDE) based in Vientiane.

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted the data collection and the validation of the �ndings for this case 
study in various ways (see Final Technical Report how this effected this research project). Due to ad-
aptations of the overall research project, data collection was postponed several times and ended up 
coinciding largely with the National Election and the 11th Party Congress of the Lao PDR. The availability 
of key representatives of the political sphere and higher-level government of�cials for an interview was 
especially impacted by this coincidence.

The pandemic also made it necessary for the validation workshop to be pushed back several times due 
to strict lockdowns in Vientiane and certain provinces. The workshop was �nally held in July 2021 chaired 
by the newly appointed Minister of Education and with close to 50 participants attending the workshop 
in person. Based on cultural preference and due to spotty internet connection in Laos, the option of an 
online validation event was discarded in favour of higher attendance and thus greater input into the val-
idation of the research �ndings.

In addition, it turned out to be challenging to get interview appointments with speci�c target groups, 
especially in the private sector. Private enterprises and the only private research company operating in 
Laos were sought out and either declined or remained unresponsive to interview requests. Likewise, only 
a very small number of politicians were willing to follow a call to interview. Interviews with these actor 
groups could potentially have added valuable perspective and insight to the nature and functioning of 
the Lao knowledge ecosystem.

Finally, the preliminary research �ndings and possible recommendations were presented and discussed 
at a half-day in-person validation workshop with close to 50 attendees from Vientiane as well as certain 
provinces. Findings and recommendations were then compiled in a Synthesis Report, which served as 
the basis for this Annex/Case Study Report. The Annex was critically reviewed and commented on by a 
senior researcher in Laos for further validation.
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3. People: Researchers’ Biographies

101010

As an introductory remark, it is imperative to re-state that there is a lack of independent research bodies 
in Laos. To a large extent, research bodies in Laos are in one way or another part of the Lao government 
structure and therefore well-monitored by the competent authorities. The implications for researchers’ 
biographies outlined below must therefore be understood in this light and do not equally apply to more 
independent research entities such as INGOs or international organisations.

When “following the actors” and studying Lao researchers’ biographies, a generational split becomes 
evident with regard to training. Researchers of the more senior generation (people approx. 50 years of 
age or older) received their education and training in socialist countries of the former East (e.g. the So-
viet Union, the GDR, Hungary, Poland, Cuba, China, Vietnam) with some of the most senior researchers in 
Laos also having been trained in the West (e.g. France, Australia and India) under French rule or the times 
of the monarchy. Conversely, researchers of the so-called new generation (people approx. 40 of age or 
younger) are predominantly educated and trained in Western capitalist countries (e.g. Australia, France, 
New Zealand, Canada, Japan, the Republic of Korea, the United States, the United Kingdom). Several re-
spondent researchers have received their training in Southeast Asian countries (e.g. Vietnam, Thailand, 
Singapore, the Philippines, Indonesia, China).

This generational split is indicative of a difference in a system-based imprint of researchers, meaning 
that people who graduated from universities of the former Eastern bloc tend to be more specialised in 
technical domains and familiar with the political economy of socialist countries, whereas graduates of 
Western universities tend to operate more under a capitalist socio-economic mindset and orientation. As 
a consequence, their understanding of research and the role science can or is meant to play in the realm 
of policy-making and development can differ considerably. This, in turn, informs the nature and function-
ing of the Lao knowledge ecosystem with potentially varying outcomes.

Furthermore, the split causes a communicative and value-based gap between the more senior and the 
more junior generation of researchers that is to be bridged if an environment of mentorship and effective 
recruitment of young talent into research is to be fostered.

A second implication on researchers’ biographies consists in the challenging circumstances to receive 
graduate and postgraduate training locally (master and PhD levels), at Lao universities. The Lao Ministry 
of Education and Sports in its Sector Development Plan (2016-2020)5 sought to address the issue by 
declaring scienti�c research an important factor for socio-economic and human resource development. 
However, due to the limited capacity of lecturers themselves and an insuf�cient budget along with miss-
ing incentives, the Plan’s objectives were not realised.

In recent years, donor governments, especially Australia, Japan, China, the Republic of Korea, France, 
Thailand and Vietnam, have created opportunities (and funding) for postgraduate and graduate training 

5 For the Education and Sports Sector Development Plan (2016-2020) see: https://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/�les/ressources/lao_pdr_
esdp_2016-2020_eng_1.pdf (accessed on 11 November 2021).
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of Lao scientists abroad. Lao researchers have equal access to graduate and postgraduate scholarships 
abroad regardless of their basic training and once they have worked for several years. However, in the 
case of Australia, receiving a graduate or postgraduate scholarship is not without a major hurdle - the 
requirement of a high score in a standardised test of English language pro�ciency such as the TOEFL in 
order to be accepted at an Australian university.

Such graduate and postgraduate education opportunities have proven to have an undesired conse-
quence, namely a brain drain of human resources from developing countries to more developed coun-
tries. In the case of Laos, this risk has shown to be small since the return rate of Lao researchers to their 
home country after training abroad is generally high.6 And while the return rate to the homeland is high, 
the retention of these high-pro�le researchers poses a far more important and greater challenge (see 
below for further elaboration on this aspect).

The need for increased local research skills and capacities has not gone unnoticed by development co-
operation partners in Laos. Many of their programmes have a capacity building component for local staff 
built in. Local staff have the opportunity to gain and/or upgrade their research skills and capacity by 
directly working with international and regional experts, getting exposure to international seminars and 
attending short-term courses. The Australian Center for International Agriculture Research (ACIAR), for 
instance, provides competent Lao staff with the possibility to further their studies at an Australian uni-
versity or at the National University of Laos (NUOL) as well as numerous other research institutes, partic-
ularly in the �elds of crops, livestock, �shery, soil and land management.7 The Swiss Agency for Develop-
ment and Cooperation (SDC) improved the research-policy nexus8 through a policy think tank (National 
Agriculture and Forestry Research Institute, NAFRI) by supporting small, transdisciplinary research proj-
ects and organising policy dialogues and by supporting government counterparts in enhancing analytical 
capacity as well as by improving cross-sectoral data/information sharing through projects like the Lao 
Decide Info9 or the Knowledge for Development (K4D).10

Once trained abroad and returned to Laos, researchers and prospective researchers are often faced with 
unfavourable incentives to remain in their �elds as researchers or to continue pursuing a career in re-
search in Laos. Incentives are perceived unfavourable both in monetary and non-monetary terms, based 
on the data collected. Incomes for researchers and aspiring researchers are considered to be relatively 
low compared to administrative or policy-making positions within the government and, in comparison, 
with other sectors such as private companies, international organisations, INGOs or CSOs, where higher 
salaries are paid. The same is true for people contracted as independent consultants by donors, INGOs 
or international organisations.11 Certain disciplines also lend themselves to entrepreneurship, e.g. the 
medical �elds where trained people start their own practice and create higher earnings for themselves. 
This lack of �nancial incentives to go into or remain in research leads to a “brain drain to other sectors” 
and cutting a promising researcher career short, leaving the Lao research sector depleted.12

Restrictions on freedom of expression and critical thinking and the resulting (self-)censorship further de-
ter researchers from staying or pursuing a career in research. While the Party leadership and high govern-
ment of�cials welcome scienti�c evidence to corroborate or support the Party line and policy, they are far 

6 LaoID48

7 LaoID07

8 LaoID12, LaoID47

9 For more information see: http://www.decide.la/en/

10  For more information see: https://www.eda.admin.ch/countries/laos/en/home/news/news.html/content/countries/laos/en/meta/news/2019/
April/2019-04-03--K4D

11 As far as the research for this case study was able to determine, a private, independent research sector (e.g. for-pro�t research institute or think tank) 
is virtually non-existent in Laos aside from INGOs. Only one privately registered company – Integro – seems to operate in Laos, offering various consultancy ser-
vices in research.

12 The Lao government sought to address the issue of �nancial disincentives in 2017 by passing Decree No. 202/GOV. By granting professional titles 
coupled with a salary increase based on academic level and experience, the government aimed to retain more staff in research positions at universities and NRIs. 
However, the Decree has only been implemented at universities, not at NRIs due to lack of funds. In addition, researchers are not aware that this Decree exists so 
as to strategically use it for their career advancement (LaoID05, LaoID06).
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less open to critical viewpoints or data that goes counter a given policy or an of�cial’s convictions. With 
the Party’s tight grip on the media in Laos, newspapers and other outlets – often referred to as the fourth 
power in a political system – are not in a position to compensate for political biases in the Lao knowledge 
ecosystem. As a result, researchers dedicated to their craft and professional ethos increasingly turn else-
where for employment, particularly to environments where they can voice critical re�ections and discuss 
controversial topics in a more receptive and safe setting such as with INGOs or international organisations.

Related to this lack of (academic) freedom is the cultural constraint of “respect your seniors”. Students 
or junior staff must listen to and follow the instructions of senior staff based on this cultural practice. A 
constructive debate or exchange of opinions is of lesser importance. Students are asked to strictly and 
precisely follow the instructions of lecturers instead of applying their creative minds to an issue at hand. 
Given the generational split mentioned above, there is a risk of con�ict around research and knowledge 
issues rooted in this cultural behaviour pattern.

More broadly speaking, the missing culture of creative-critical thinking poses a key challenge to a thriv-
ing and innovative knowledge ecosystem. Such forms of thinking are not valued very highly in Lao society 
and therefore not cultivated systematically. Skills for creative-critical thinking are not taught within the 
Lao education system and there is also no space dedicated to foster it outside formal education.13 This 
missing culture does not only contribute to curbing academic freedom but also leads to missed opportu-
nities where research activities with creative freedom are offered but go unexploited.

In addition to these adverse incentives, the situation of researchers in Laos is exacerbated by their rather 
limited prospects of Lao academia when it comes to doing research within the country’s university sys-
tem. Lao universities’ primary mandate is to educate students at the tertiary level, meaning that univer-
sity staff are hired to teach students and equip them to complete their degrees. Research, especially at 
provincial universities, is a sideshow of academic training (see chapter 4 for more information). Conse-
quently, there is little to no space for faculty to dedicate themselves to research - at least on a paid level. 
Faculty wishing to do research need permission to do so and frequently end up conducting research on 
their own time and their own dime.14

Finally, what impacts a researcher’s biography in Laos – in a drastic way at times – is the practice of “in-
voluntary” promotion of competent and capable researchers into different or higher-level government 
positions. When the government’s call for promotion to administrative duty reaches a scientist (as a de 
facto government employee) working at a Lao university, the scientist has no choice but to accept this 
call. The same is true for researchers at so-called National Research Institutes, which are part of Lao 
ministries and therefore government entities. In neither case, it is acceptable for a person to turn down 
the promotion, even if it means leaving a research position that they would like to keep.15

In brief conclusion, the functioning of the Lao knowledge ecosystem currently syphons away the already 
few trained and skilled researchers to other sectors, making it very dif�cult for the ecosystem to move 
out of its state of infancy and to grow into a more mature and established ecosystem.

13 LaoID02, LaoID47

14 LaoID19

15 At the same time, following the Party steering is known to result in indirect �nancial rewards eventually by way of promotion into higher positions. For 
decades it has been general practice in Laos to honour Party membership with promotions. Long service over time coupled with the accumulation of political, 
social and academic capital is an almost-certain way of advancing within the government apparatus. Emphasis is put on political capital especially. Over the past 
decade, however, a transition to a less strict promotional scheme is observed: Younger generation employees with a high education background increasingly hold 
important governmental positions even with less political capital for instance.
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4. Institutions: Research and 
Knowledge Actors

1313

When looking at research and knowledge actors it is again important to bear in mind that the vast ma-
jority of these actors are government entities and, in that sense, not independent institutions in a strict 
academic sense. INGOs and international organisations again have greater independence to a certain 
extent.

An in-depth look at the institutions making up the Lao knowledge ecosystem indicates that research 
institutions have yet to �nd their place and their role overall. With the Lao knowledge ecosystem being 
relatively young and many parts are in transition, particularly the research-to-policy process is neither 
institutionalised nor functioning well yet. The present system is set up in a centralised, top-down fashion 
but with its individual components very often operating in isolation following a “ministerial line logic”.

Key research institutions in Laos are the national research institutes (see Actors Mapping for a detailed 
overview). Since the formation of the National Science Council (NSC) in 2002 to develop and promote 
scienti�c research activities in the country, a signi�cant number of research institutes have been estab-
lished to carry out research particularly for the immediate needs of their respective line ministries or the 
Party16 itself.

Every research institute develops its own �ve-year strategic or research plan in line with the Party line, 
the National Socio-Economic Development Plan as well as the respective ministerial strategy. On this 
basis, each institute then devises its annual research plan comprising self-identi�ed issues that may or 
may not be relevant to improving the country’s socio-economic development.

Universities in Laos are all public according to the data. There are no private, independent universities in 
the country. As quasi-governmental institutions with little institutional independence, they are generally 
places of higher education rather than sites of research. Universities produce the majority of the coun-
try’s civil servants and researchers, however, their role in the Lao knowledge ecosystem is much more 
peripheral vis-à-vis the NRIs. Research coming out of universities is predominantly conducted to gener-
ate scienti�c knowledge, evidence and new information to make curricula more relevant to the country or 
local context and subsequently to improve teaching quality. Thematically, the research focus mostly lies 
in technical and natural sciences, with little attention given to social sciences.

Next to the sectoral research institutes, development partners such as the UNDP, WB, ADB, IFAD, EU, SDC 
and other bilateral cooperation partners are important actors in the Lao knowledge ecosystem. Their im-
portance often owed to greater �nancial means to fund research activities than the Lao government (see 
more on the topic of funding later in this chapter). 

Large donors almost always dominate the agenda setting when it comes to the research that they fund 
in Laos. Lao actors partnering with these donors have little negotiation power because of their �nancial 

16 The so-called Party Research Institute. Little information about this institute has been released to the public however.
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dependency on their development partners. Donor research agendas are generally aligned with their re-
spective national or global agendas and revised in �ve-year intervals, which is dif�cult to negotiate for 
Lao counterparts. Conditionalities17 are commonly attached to co-operations and geared towards policy 
reform.18 Smaller donors or donors with a strong interest in primary research on the other hand are often 
less imposing and work on a more collaborative basis where Lao researchers have a say in the research 
agenda and design.

Finally, civil society organisations (CSOs) are part of the Lao knowledge ecosystem based on the �ndings 
of this study albeit to a lesser degree. There are relatively few CSOs active in Laos and their scope of ac-
tivity as well as organisational freedom are well-monitored by the Lao government. While they generally 
deliver technical assistance to vulnerable communities at the grassroot level, their capacity, means and 
scope to conduct research is not homogeneous. Non-pro�t associations (NPAs) have less capacity to 
conduct research than (some) INGOs. For many of the NPAs, the impact of their �ndings is very localised. 
However, certain INGOs produce and use research results to advocate for policy change with the Lao 
government, often working in a more coordinated manner with the Lao government and development 
partners than other CSOs.

CSOs’ practice for agenda setting primarily centres on the communities they serve on the ground. Since 
CSOs work with diverse ethnic groups and livelihoods, they are placed in a uniquely strategic position to 
use evidence-based knowledge for policy making towards a more diversi�ed perception and approach to 
serve the Lao population. Yet, their main focus lies in research for development (R4D) and is applied at 
the micro level, contributing in a rather marginal way to knowledge production.

These main research and knowledge actors of the Lao knowledge ecosystem are all intertwined by three 
critical factors: 1) Available funding to conduct research, 2) the capacity and resources to produce 
high-quality research and 3) the partnerships and networks that these actors engage in. Together, they 
largely determine whether the Lao ecosystem is effectively thriving or essentially stagnating or even 
withering. 

4.1 Funding

Public means to fund19 research in Laos are extremely slim. In 2012, the National Assembly (NA) ap-
proved the creation of the National Research Fund (NRF) to accelerate scienti�c research in Laos. One 
percent of public expenses20 was to be earmarked for research to feed the NRF managed by the Ministry 
of Science and Technology (MOST). Individual researchers and research teams from sectoral research 

17 E.g. ownership, partnership, inclusive development, good governance, democracy, human rights.

18 LaoID34

19 In 2014, 11.8% of total government expenditure went towards education overall, which is equivalent to 2.94% of GDP (Unesco Institute for Statistics, 
http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/la, accessed on 11 November 2021). Only 13,8% out of total expenditure on education were allocated to tertiary education (World 
Bank Data, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.XPD.TERT.ZS?locations=LA&view=chart, accessed on 11 November 2021). Figures for expenditure on research 
speci�cally are not available.

20 It is unclear if the 1% of funding for the NRF was a reallocation of education expenditure or additional funding from another sector.
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institutes, universities, provincial science and technology of�ces as well as the private sector can apply 
for funding by the NRF to conduct research21 for socio-economic development.22 Proposals need to be 
aligned with their sectoral socio-economic development plan. However, by 2015, it became evident that 
the governance structure of the NRF was ill-functioning and procedures very cumbersome (see Figure 1 
below). As a consequence, the fund allocation to the NRF was suspended inde�nitely pending a reform 
of the entire set-up.

Figure 1: Research Financing Flow in the Lao Health Sector23

With public research funding so scarce, external funding sources are currently vital to sustain the Lao 
knowledge ecosystem and to help it thrive. National research institutes and universities have opportuni-
ties to access research funding provided by development partners such as the WB, various UN branches, 
embassies/bilateral development agencies as well as from INGOs. Access to international funding is 
generally more structured and streamlined, with donors screening and allocating funds to the most rel-
evant proposals in terms of content and budget.24

Recently, like-minded donors working on the same or related issues such as nutrition, food security or 
child rights have started joint funding programmes to increase the quality and effectiveness of research. 
For instances, the SNV, IFAD and other actors have come together to link improved nutrition, food secu-
rity and climate-smart agricultural practices through research.25

21 Funding is approved for actual research activities and rarely covers operational expenses. Examples of funding: Souphanouvong University received an 
annual research budget of around 600 million LAK to upgrade teaching materials (10 million LAK/approx. 1,300 CAD per project) and to promote technical innova-
tions (20 million LAK/approx. 2,700 CAD per project). NUOL distributed NRF funds quasi equally to all faculties (approx. 40 to 60 million LAK/approx. 5,300 to 7,900 
CAD per project).

22 For instance, on innovative techniques to improve agricultural productivity, technology innovations, plant and animal breeding for food security and 
commodity production, medicinal plants, biodiversity conservation, climate change and sustainable use of land and water resources.

23 Essnik, D. et al. (2020), Developing a national health research agenda for Lao PDR: prioritising the research needs of stakeholders, Global Health Action. 
doi: 10.1080/16549716.2020.1777000 (accessed 9 November 2021). On the left side in blue the governmental bodies that decide and approve research are presen-
ted. On the right side in yellow the organisations that take up/conduct the research are presented. The research agenda is informed by research outcomes, and is 
used by the medical ethical committee to evaluate research. Research outcomes have been given the colour purple to indicate where research and practice meet 
each other.

24 Figures, even approximations, on the size and scope of this type of research funding appear not to be available.

25 For instance, via the “Enhancing Nutrition of Upland Farming Families” project (2020-2024) together with Scaling Up Nutrition Lao contributing to 
realising the Lao National Multi-Sectoral Food and Nutrition Security Action Plan. Or research to support sustainable ground water development and governance 
in Laos supported by ACIAR) and CGIAR’s programme on water, land, and eco-systems in close cooperation with Lao universities and several local and international 
technical institutions.
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4.2 Capacity and Resources to Produce Research

All research and knowledge actors are essentially impacted by the lack of research capacity and the 
relatively few resources – especially human resources – to produce high-quality research26, scienti�c 
knowledge and a solid evidence base in Laos. The country’s research institutions cannot rely on a critical 
mass of quali�ed and experienced researchers or an accompanying research infrastructure required to 
meet the research needs and to address the (increasingly multi-disciplinary) challenges facing all re-
search sectors.
As outlined above (see chapter 3), research capacity is seriously affected by the limited opportunities to 
train people at graduate and postgraduate levels in Laos, the unfavourable incentive structures to attract 
young people to do research or to retain trained researchers. Naturally, there is competition among the 
various research institutions for these few skilled and experienced researchers in Laos.

What is more, certain institutional requirements de facto work against a knowledge and skill transfer 
from retired researchers or current researchers at NRIs to the younger generation of students. For in-
stance, NUOL recently introduced the requirement of a three-month training course on pedagogy to en-
sure appropriate knowledge transfer and teaching quality. While it is meaningful for regular lecturers to 
have basic teaching skills, the requirement is considered unreasonable and ineffective for guest lec-
turers, since many potential guest lecturers are not willing to make this kind of time investment.27 So, 
instead of fostering knowledge and skill transfer, the requirement effectively deters researchers from 
passing on their knowledge and thus creates a loss not only for NUOL but for the generation(s) of young 
students and potential future researchers.

4.3 Partnerships and Networks

Engaging in research partnerships and networks outside one’s institutional walls is still relatively new 
and uncommon in Laos. Plus, little in terms of partnerships and collaborations is possible without an 
of�cial endorsement by the Lao government. Research organisations predominantly tend to work in 
isolation. Even within institutions, research oftentimes is a one- or two-people endeavour, which is not 
amenable to a thematically broader or more integrated research effort. Horizontal coordination and col-
laboration are either non-existent or very rare. Due to this “silo approach” sectoral differences in terms 
of research capacity, infrastructure and outputs are vast. While the public health or natural resources 
sectors are more advanced, other sectors (e.g. the environmental or social sciences sectors) lag behind 
or are neglected.

However, the Lao government has begun to recognise the importance and bene�ts of greater coordina-
tion and collaboration among research actors and across topics. In 201228, LASS – the national research 
institute under the Party’s Central Committee – led nine so-called cross-sectoral research themes. At 
the time, it was a very promising undertaking. Research results were meant to provide the PCC with a 
strong evidence base to formulate a long-term socio-economic trajectory for the country provided by Lao 
researchers and with full government funding. However, to this day, none of the cross-sectoral research 
themes have been completed and the reasons remain obscure.29

26 Data collected yielded little insight into the role of scienti�c publications both on the side of researchers and on the side of policy-making. Publications 
are a requirement for career advancement at NUOL and people in higher research positions at universities, NRIs and other government branches often have publis-
hed in international journals, but it is unclear how relevant publications in scienti�c journals (national or international) in fact are. Clarke et al. state that scienti�c 
publications for government employees are often neither acknowledged nor appreciated, Research capacity and science to policy processes in Lao PDR: An initial 
study, DOI: HYPERLINK „http://dx.doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.4782.9845“10.13140/RG.2.1.4782.9845 (accessed on 11 November 2021), p. 14f.

27 LaoID19.

28 Decree No108/SPCC dated 5 September 2012 by the Secretariat of the Party Central Committee and Order No, 324/CPTC dated 5 December 2012 by the 
Party Propaganda and Training Committee.

29 LaoID35. Possible explanations are lack of time for researchers to dedicate to the task, unfamiliarity with a cross-sectoral approach, inadequate coordi-
nation mechanisms, high complexity of research themes, vague formulation of the themes, high staff turnover in the research teams.
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More recently, the Lao government together with development partners and CSOs, launched multi- and 
transdisciplinary research programmes on nutrition, poverty reduction, climate change adaptation, land 
management and disaster relief so that a trend towards greater cooperation and collaboration amongst 
research actors is emerging. As outputs and outcomes of these programmes are still pending, the reli-
ability this trend and the impact on the Lao knowledge ecosystem remain to be seen.
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5. Ideas: Their Transfer & Exchange

18

In the past – as recent as ten years ago – the science/policy nexus in Laos was essentially disconnected. 
The policy-making process largely occurred without any research input or without the support of scien-
ti�c evidence. Policy planning and formulation were generally based on assumptions and hypothetical 
targets guided by Party doctrine without any scienti�c basis or the outright neglect of scienti�c analysis. 
Socio-economic development policies and plans in those times heavily depended on the exploitation of 
the country’s natural resources with improper management mechanisms and laws that created tremen-
dously negative impacts on people’s livelihoods and the environment. With these poor policy outcomes 
becoming obvious over the past 20 years, policy-makers and decision-makers are increasingly open to 
evidence-based recommendations and actively seek advice from seasoned researchers. Thus, the sci-
ence/policy nexus in Laos is gradually emerging and taking shape.

Despite their slowly growing interest in research, policy- and decision-makers still approach scienti�c 
�ndings and new ideas with scepticism and superiority. “They do not open their minds to accept new 
ideas that differ from their own”.30 Researchers need to have high con�dence to express their critical 
views in public or with policy- and decision-makers instead of staying in their comfort zone. The tight and 
lengthy government procedure of censorship prior to releasing ‘politically sensitive’ results or publishing 
�ndings ‘against the will of the government’ has often discouraged researchers from sharing their work 
and continues to do so. For instance, after the government awarded a 99-year concession of the That 
Luang Marsh to a Chinese company for real estate and business development, a senior researcher spoke 
out about how the government had failed to consider the potential loss of environmental and cultural 
value in public. He was subsequently summoned to the respective government agency to clarify why he 
had made information with potentially harmful consequences to the project available to the public.31 
Instead of using these research �ndings as leverage to negotiate changes to reduce negative impact or 
to reformulate policy with the Chinese company, the government is perceived to turn economic coopera-
tion into a political issue with the aim of restricting the �ow of information to the public. In many cases, 
important research results are not publicised because they run counter to the Party’s/the government’s 
policy and researchers fear political and/or economic repercussions.32

The generally low level of information sharing across sectors and organisations and the limited willing-
ness to coordinate among actors, are indicators that the science/policy nexus still has a long way to be 
�rmly established and well-functioning. Integrated and coordinated planning is often (deliberately) hin-
dered. Both in terms of the horizontal (across disciplines, themes, organisations) and vertical (national, 
provincial, local33) integration of stakeholders in the Lao knowledge ecosystem, there is much room to es-
tablish links between fragmented elements in order for ideas to move more smoothly in this ecosystem. 

30 LaoID18

31 LaoID31

32 LaoID05, LaoID06

33 This is a typical centre-periphery issue, where most of the efforts and activities focus on Vientiane without much regard for regional or local research 
and a vertically integrated science/policy nexus. Regional universities have started to engage in research and provide evidence base for the formulation of the 
provincial socio-economic development plans. These universities play an important role in the action research.
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What is more, roles and mandates of organisations are often (kept) vague and not seldom overlapping.
Exchanging information and coordinating within as well as across themes is further hampered by fre-
quent organisational changes and the shuf�ing of personnel in the government apparatus. Ministries 
and national research institutes are reorganised, merged or dissolved often, thereby limiting the con-
tinuity of structures, processes and relationships. Such changes destabilise the knowledge ecosystem 
unnecessarily and motivations for these changes are not always evident. The regrouping and reconstitut-
ing efforts absorb resources and create redundancies as well as insecurities in the ecosystem. 

According to the data gathered, the fragmentation of the science/policy nexus appears to be rooted in 
the lacking understanding of “the other”. Researchers generally have an insuf�cient understanding of 
the policy world, while policy-makers and decision-makers do not have suf�cient insight into the world 
of research.34 Hence, the needs, interests and potential contributions of the respective other party are 
neither understood nor appreciated. With such a pervasive disconnect, it is not surprising that the �nd-
ings also show a lack of relationship “across the divide” and consequently a lack of trust. In such an en-
vironment, the �ow and exchange of ideas, �ndings and data is severely constrained and policy uptake 
becomes immensely challenging. Additionally, government of�cials tend to see international or foreign 
researchers as more quali�ed and capable than local researchers even though discounting the local con-
text has led to policy failures in the past.

A number of approaches have shown to alleviate this challenge. An attitude and approach of non-con-
frontation particularly between donor-led research and the Lao counterpart(s) generated common 
ground for a trusting relationship and an enabling environment for policy uptake.35 Non-confrontation 
is a starting point for the Lao government to accept and apply evidence-based information provided 
by research organisations or individual researchers. Conversely, an attitude of non-confrontation helps 
research organisations or individual researchers to be heard and effect change for the bene�t of the 
Lao population.36 Applied and practiced in a sensible manner, over time, this can build suf�cient trust 
for international research organisations to operate freely with an informal status. For instance, a local 
research organisation37 with more than 200 members and operating under the umbrella of an INGO, ac-
tively conducts research in Laos without of�cial registration with a competent ministry or memorandum. 
Similarly, an international organisation with a long history of working in and on Laos cooperates with Lao 
institutions to do research on politically sensitive issues without the generally required credentials.38

The identi�cation of so-called “champions” within the government apparatus as change agents has 
proven to be a successful pathway to cultivate trust and a more functioning science/policy nexus. Re-
search organisations or researchers build trust with these champions and, once established, channel 
relevant scienti�c information and evidence to the champion for policy uptake.39 However, this approach 
requires continuous relationship building with the champion for long-term commitment and fruitful co-
operation especially given the relatively high turn-over in government of�cials. This strategic approach 
has proven successful in land management (uptake by PCC, NA and government branches)40, poverty 
reduction41, and nutrition and health.42

Engaging researchers and policy-makers/decision-makers in broader communicative channels/ for-
mats to foster a greater understanding among each other has also proven to be useful, particularly at 
the agenda setting stage of the research process. Including decision-makers in the research agenda 

34 LaoID42

35 Ibid.

36 LaoID30, LaoiD32

37 LaoID32. The organisation provides relevant evidence-based information to government partners and organises policy dialogue with the Faculty of Law 
(NUOL), the NA, the Ministry of Natural Resources and the Ministry of Justice, development partners and the public.

38 LaoID47

39 LaoID32

40 LaoID47, LaoID32

41 Ibid.

42 LaoID29
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setting process seems highly bene�cial for policy uptake in Laos. The development of the National Nu-
trition Strategy, the Prime Minister’s Order43  to suspend the concession for rubber plantations and the 
ban of banana plantations are all directly related to an involvement of relevant government actors in the 
research agenda setting stage. Evidence coming out of research in these areas showed negative environ-
mental impacts, the risk of social con�icts and threats to people’s health.

At a larger and higher-level scale, the Round Table Meeting process is the main platform and mechanism44  
for government, donors and CSOs to discuss the national socio-economic development plan. There are 
ten Sector Working Groups with various Sub-sector Working Groups engaging along thematic areas of 
development based on the country’s priorities. This process has recently also been decentralised to in-
clude various provinces in order to integrate participation at the sub-national level.

43 2012 Order No. 13/PM

44 For a critical appraisal of this mechanism, see Clarke et. al (2015). Research capacity and science to policy processes in Lao PDR: An initial study, 
DOI:10.13140/RG.2.1.4782.9845 (accessed on 11 November 2021).
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The following recommendations draw on the data collected and the input received during the validation 
workshop for this case study. They are targeted to any actor seeking to support the research sector in 
Laos and to help it thrive. 

The recommendations are organised around the key challenges identi�ed in the frame of this case study. 
Additional recommendations are imaginable and may be good practice in other contexts facing the same 
or similar contexts. However, only productive recommendations are included here to prevent valuable 
resources from being invested where returns and impact are unlikely.

Challenge: Addressing the absent culture of creative-critical thinking to promote social change through 
research

 — As an outside organisation, design engagement in Laos on a long-term basis (5+ years) and with 
an on-site presence in Laos. Only with this kind of engagement building relationships of trust 
and respect with local decision-makers is realistic and a gradual promotion of change becomes 
possible.

 — As an outside organisation, staff on-site positions with people who are committed to a long-term 
assignment and who have the soft skill set to understand the local context and needs in-depth 
and the willingness to operate in such a setting.

 — As an outside organisation, build in and allow for a broad degree of �exibility/agility when it comes 
to implementation to ensure that opportunities can be explored where they arise and that activ-
ities are tailored to the current context on site, e.g. the building up of champions and nurturing 
the relationship with them.

Challenge: Publishing and disseminating controversial research results to remove blind spots and for-
mulate more integrated policies

 — Provide and/or facilitate opportunities for Lao researchers to co-publish with international re-
searchers who are trusted and respected in Laos to create space for the publication of more 
controversial or innovative research results.

 — Provide and/or facilitate opportunities for Lao researchers to do outreach in collaboration with 
international researchers or research institutions with a respected standing in Laos to create 
safe spaces for the discussion of controversial or innovative perspectives.

212121

6. Recommendations
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Challenge: Retaining skilled researchers and promoting young researchers to address researcher 
shortage

 — Foster an environment of continuous growth and career advancement for skilled researchers to 
build and sustain a senior researcher pool.

 — Fund higher-level academic or research positions at universities (postdoc level and beyond) for a 
longer period of time to further build up and strengthen the pool of researchers.

 — Strengthen and increase development-relevant research activities at universities.

 — Help create and fund programmes to train students at Master and eventually at PhD level at Lao 
universities or with dual-degree programmes to build a critical mass of young researchers in the 
country with exposure to international academic contexts.

 — Introduce teaching formats and/or (research) projects supporting innovation and critical thinking 
to begin transforming the cultural practice of “seniority”.

 — Fund and organise platforms for researchers to engage with policy-makers and the wider public 
to showcase their work to increase the recognition of research and the role of researchers. In 
the medium term, this could lead to �nancial and status incentives to retain researchers in ac-
ademia/research.45 Such efforts require capacity building in effective science communication.

Challenge: Creating and delivering high-quality research relevant to policy-makers and decision-makers

 — Generate capacity among researchers to identify the relevant research gaps for adequate re-
search agenda formulation and to deliver research results in a timely manner. Create correspond-
ing platforms for researchers and policy-makers to exchange and determine respective needs 
and potentials.

 — Generate capacity and platforms to present evidence and �ndings in a fashion intelligible for 
policy-makers (e.g. non-academic writing, data presentation, etc.).

 — Work towards founding and funding a “public policy” degree programme or school to foster a 
greater understanding of the policy realm both among researchers and government of�cials.

Challenge: Ensuring horizontal and vertical coordination and cooperation to foster evidence-based 
integrated development planning

 — Support the development of a multi-year cross-sectoral research strategy (National Research 
Strategy) with speci�c thematic themes that are in alignment with Lao’s socio-economic devel-
opment plan.

 — Work towards integrating regional and local contributions to evidence generation are part of the 
knowledge creation process and feed into the science/policy nexus.

45 LaoID31. Such important initiatives exist already. NUOL together with other research institutes had organised the National Research Forum annually 
with �nancial support from international donors. However, to attract a wide audience and build an effective research culture the organising committee needs a 
better Forum design by focusing on the quality and the relevancy of the research papers or topics based on audience’s interest and needs.
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 — Help strengthen the National Research Council as an institution.

 — Challenge: Creating continuity within and across sectors and ensuring equal access to informa-
tion

 — Support (through funding and training) effective and comprehensive knowledge and data man-
agement.

 — Help foster cross-sectoral collaboration and exchange, e.g. by establishing and working with 
cross-sectoral task forces, by supporting clarifying processes and mandates across sectors and 
by providing technical means for information exchange.

About swisspeace

swisspeace is a practice-oriented peace research institute. It analyses the causes of violent con�icts 
and develops strategies for their peaceful transformation. swisspeace aims to contribute to the improve-
ment of con�ict prevention and con�ict transformation by producing innovative research, shaping dis-
courses on international peace policy, developing and applying new peacebuilding tools and method-
ologies, supporting and advising other peace actors, as well as by providing and facilitating spaces for 
analysis, discussion, critical re�ection and learning.

swisspeace is an associated Institute of the University of Basel and member of the Swiss Academy of 
Humanities and Social Sciences. Its most important partners and clients are the Swiss Federal Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs, the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation, international or-
ganizations, think tanks and NGOs.




