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Introduction
This report is part of an effort by the IDRC to strengthen the contribution of research support to
democratic governance and voice and accountability in high-risk contexts.

To meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the international community is intensifying
efforts around the world to end poverty in some of the most challenging contexts: countries
recovering from war or beset by political instability. The Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) estimates that by 2030, 80 percent of the world’s extreme poor will
live in such “fragile” contexts.

A key challenge in these contexts is democratic governance: the open, fair, and inclusive ways
in which societies cope with challenges and competing interests. The evidence is overwhelming
that democratic governance — including elections, methods to foster participation in shaping
public policies, and ways of holding governments to account — is crucial for human and
economic development. The functions of democratic governance are also essential for
international aid to be effective.

Researchers and their institutions are a pillar of democratic governance. Researchers, of
course, produce important evidence and knowledge related to challenges such as inequality,
urbanization, forced migration, violence, natural resource distribution, and climate change. But
researchers, their institutions, and the knowledge ecosystems they create can also foster
inclusive dialogue and trust. Researchers, with the right capacities and support, can help to



mitigate conflict within communities and among competing interests. They can help to combat
dangerous forms of misinformation and rumor, as we have been  reminded amid the infodemic
accompanying the Coronavirus pandemic. Researchers can help to build a virtuous cycle of
evidence, debate, planning, and evaluation that feeds democratic decision-making.

Unfortunately, less than 1% of the assistance to fragile states is directed towards research,
according to OECD data. That is not nearly enough, and the assistance that is given to
researchers can be better leveraged to support peace and democracy.

The International Development Research Centre has 50 years of experience working with
universities, think tanks, and civil society researchers, frequently in challenging contexts. That is
why IDRC is leading an effort to build better research partnerships and provide more effective
support to knowledge-building in high-risk and politically challenging contexts. This priority was
endorsed by 60 stakeholders—think tanks, universities, research funders, research councils,
and others—at a gathering in Amman in March 2019.

What are the most significant challenges impeding researcher organizations from contributing to
good governance in high-risk contexts? How can we collectively overcome these challenges,
and how can the right knowledge be produced and shared in meaningful ways? What kinds of
support modalities are best suited to different contexts, and how can donor procedures and
research design be better tailored to the needs of research organizations on the ground?

In an effort to answer these questions and shape how research is conducted in complex
environments, IDRC has been actively convening key stakeholders, including funders, scholars,
and practitioners, to discuss innovative approaches and best practices to strengthen knowledge
ecosystems in challenging environments. This report, which summarizes a series of internal
learning studies from IDRC’s experience, is among the varied efforts IDRC is embarking upon to
improve its own policies, approaches, and strategies—and to encourage more effective and
concerted international cooperation to build democratic knowledge ecosystems.

Following the design of a draft typology of research ecosystems in fragile contexts, Lucid
Collaborative conducted internal learning studies of IDRC programming in Myanmar, South
Sudan, and Afghanistan to build evidence on what kinds of research support are most
appropriate and effective in high risk settings.1 This report summarizes the key findings of these
internal learning studies and provides recommendations to IDRC on programming modalities,
practices, and policies.

Overview of Findings
The needs of research ecosystems in fragile contexts are particular and varied, requiring
relevant, appropriate, and innovative forms of support that contribute to the system overall and
do not adversely affect its development. A review of IDRC programming in Myanmar, South

1 Selection of these three countries for the learning studies was done through heterogeneous purposive
sampling, whereby each country exhibited characteristics of different types of research systems according
to the draft typology.
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Sudan, and Afghanistan revealed that in general, IDRC programming in these insecure
environments has been:

● Primarily thematically-based, rather than on capacity-strengthening;
● Carried out largely through northern or regional partners, rather than with local partners;
● Focused more on individual researchers rather than on institutional support;
● Implemented as part of multi-country project modalities rather than country-focused

projects (with the exception of the Knowledge for Democracy in Myanmar Initiative);
● Largely supply-driven, rather than demand-driven.

When viewed from a research systems perspective,2 it is clear that depending on the objectives
of IDRC research support, different programming modalities will entail trade-offs that impact the
research system as a whole, and in some cases negatively. One of the most important and
overarching trade-offs is between investing in transactional grant-making instead of
transformational grant-making. What does this mean? In short (and which will be described in
greater detail below), transactional grant-making3 for IDRC in Myanmar, South Sudan and
Afghanistan has been to research individuals and organizations to carry out thematic research
designed to advance policy and academic debates on important development problems.  The
traditional project cycle involves the production of research outputs and their subsequent
dissemination.  Transformational grant-making, on the other hand, is more outcome-based than
out-put based, and is demand-driven, based on needs assessments of local partners, a shared
strategic vision, and the expectation of long-term engagement. As will be shown in the following
analysis, both of these types of grant-making have important opportunities and challenges.  But
if strengthening a ‘fragile’ environment’s research system is the ultimate objective, then IDRC
should consider integrating more transformational grant-making into research portfolios in
high-risk countries. This will entail programming that is demand-driven, based on
comprehensive knowledge of both the characteristics of a research system and the larger
socio-political context, and an analysis of the trade-offs of any particular modality or
programming entry-point.

This paper includes several sections.  After a description of the overall approach to the internal
learning studies and a description of a research system’s interacting components, I will outline
the choices and trade-offs of different programming modalities. A brief section will propose
some programming modalities for different fragile contexts. This will be followed by a description
of ‘best practices’, or ‘ways of working’ for IDRC that could potentially strengthen a research
system’s components and their interaction. The paper finishes with a set of recommendations to
IDRC to enhance programming outcomes in high-risk environments.

3 To describe grant-making as ‘transactional’ should not be taken automatically as negative in nature;
there are important advantages to this type of grant-making for research donors and other funders who
have strategic objectives to achieve.

2 It is important to note here that when referring to the ‘research system’ in this paper, I am referring to the
country-level, or national research system, while recognizing that there are also regional or sub-national
systems that exist and form part of, and interact with, the ‘country-level’ research system.
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Approach to Learning Studies
The internal studies were undertaken using a systems lens that considered the interrelated
components of each country’s research field. These components are:

1. Research Inputs
2. Institutional Norms
3. Research Outputs
4. Research Outcomes

The diagram below outlines the main characteristics of each component of a research system:4

Research Inputs
In general, research inputs refer to the existing capacities of research actors; the investment in
higher education institutions (HEIs); infrastructure for research, including connectivity; physical
plant and specialized equipment; funding for research and the source of that funding such as
research councils; and types of research actors such as universities, think tanks, CSOs, NGOs,

4 Main sources: GDN “Doing Research” working paper; Universitas21 “Ranking of National Higher
Education Systems”. The Global Development Network’s “Doing Research” program outlines a
methodology and steps to conduct an objective assessment of social science research systems in
developing countries. Universitas 21 produces a ranking each year of higher educational systems, not just
universities.  Both efforts outline components of research/higher education systems that overlap
substantially, and which have been adapted to contexts of fragility.

4
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and government units. Together with institutional norms described below, research ‘inputs’ are a
critical element of the ‘enabling environment’ for research.

Institutional Norms
This refers to the historical and cultural factors that inform the research system, such as
centralization of HEIs, or distrust or competition between research actors.  Research
agenda-setting is an important element -- the ability of researchers to set their own research
agenda is one of the characteristics of a strong research system -- as are the incentive
structures for research such as compensation, professional advancement, or social status.
Institutional norms also refer to the evidence hierarchies that exist within any particular research
system: what types of knowledge are privileged, and what sources of knowledge are excluded?
The degree of social inclusion/exclusion within a community (or state or nation) can indicate the
relative strength or entrenchment of evidence hierarchies An associated element is prevailing
attitudes vis-a-vis research ethics -- is there a system in place to protect research subjects, or is
research conducted in an extractive, transactional or harmful manner?

Research Outputs
In addition to the variety of research products produced within a research system (journal
articles, books, white papers, briefings, blogs, public debates, conferences etc), research
outputs also refer to the relationships between research actors (networks, collaborations), the
cultivation of successive generations of researchers through HEIs (mentorship, joint research),
and the presence of ‘knowledge brokers’ -- those actors who translate, disseminate, and
communicate research outputs for different audiences, and make connections between
research producers and users.  Building a critical mass of research producers and consumers
who value evidence is critical for the system functioning overall.

Research Outcomes (Demand and Uptake)
This component refers to the quality of the very important relationships between research
producers and consumers (for example, lawmakers, government officials, private sector actors,
civil society, media, international actors) that constitute both the knowledge to policy interface,
and the knowledge to citizen interface.5 When these two interfaces are strengthened, citizens
can use research and evidence to exercise voice and hold policy-makers accountable on issues
of importance to their well-being, and policy-makers value citizen input in their decision-making
process.

5 When using the term ‘citizen’, I acknowledge that internally displaced and forced migration populations
do not enjoy the benefits of formal citizenship, but that they are nonetheless critical voices in debates and
decision-making that impact their well-being. As such, they are included in the term ‘citizen’ as used in
this paper.
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In any research system, it is important to understand the various opportunities and constraints
for research uptake by research users, including policy actors and citizens.

Drivers of Research Systems: Supply and Demand Approach
The drivers consist of the contextual and objective factors that enable a research system to
either flourish or be stunted, on the one hand, and the demand for research (which is the
‘lifeblood’ of a research system) on the other:

1. Enabling environment for research:
a. Research Inputs: Human capital (supply actors such as universities, think tanks,

research centers, civil society, community-based organizations); capacity of
researchers; sources of funding for higher education and R&D; infrastructure
including connectivity; access to data.

b. Institutional Norms: Autonomy of research institutions and researchers to set
their own research agendas; structures and incentives for research production;
valuation of research by political regime and citizens; degree of social inclusion
and what kind of knowledge is privileged or excluded.

2. Demand for research: Demand-led prioritization of research (demand actors include
domestic policy-makers and decision-makers at different levels; private sector; local
communities; international organizations such as the UN, INGOs; and funders.
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IDRC programming entry points in the research systems of Myanmar, South Sudan, and
Afghanistan were analyzed for their intentions, their outcomes, and the effects on the system
overall.  Intended and unintended consequences of IDRC programming for the research system
in each of these politically fragile contexts -- both positive and negative -- were identified and
these inform the associated recommendations. The learning studies were based on an analysis
of relevant program documents, including technical reports and progress completion reports, as
well as key informant interviews with IDRC program staff and management.

Limitations
As with most studies, there are some important limitations to this one that should be mentioned.
First, the internal learning studies were not an ‘evaluation’ of the merit or worth of any project or
program; the studies were conducted to surface insights into what program and grant modalities
or practices appeared to be most appropriate/inappropriate for politically fragile contexts, but
they are not a comment on the success or value of individual projects.

Second, the studies were based on interviews with IDRC staff, with one exception.  Input from
IDRC grantees and partners in fragile contexts is considered valuable and necessary; therefore
this synthesis of findings and recommendations was validated with several IDRC grantees via
an online survey (n=12) and one-on-one interviews (n=5).  Further validation of findings and
recommendations with additional researchers in fragile environments would be beneficial.

Third, the studies and synthesis touch on a number of issues worthy of further analysis that are
currently beyond the scope of this particular effort. Additional relevant research avenues remain
to be explored in the quest to understand how best to support research ecosystems in politically
fragile contexts. These avenues include the specific gendered aspects of a research system,
how ethics are operationalized within a research system, and how sub-national research
systems should be conceptualized and their interactions with the larger research system
surfaced.

Choices and Trade-Offs for IDRC Support in High-Risk Contexts6

As mentioned above, the needs of research systems in fragile contexts are particular and
varied, requiring relevant, appropriate, and innovative forms of support that contribute to the
system overall and do not adversely affect its development. Depending on the objectives of
IDRC research support, different programming modalities may entail tradeoffs that impact the
research system as a whole. Based on past IDRC programming in South Sudan, Myanmar and
Afghanistan, the trade-offs outlined below point towards the discussions and analysis that need
to occur when contemplating entry points for research support in fragile contexts. The pros and

6 It should be noted that this paper is based primarily on only three case studies that do not encapsulate
the variety of ‘fragile’ or ‘high-risk’ environments in which IDRC provides research support.  As such, the
‘trade-offs’ described below are a somewhat blunt instrument of analysis that do not account for the
nuances of IDRC research support in any particular project or program or conflict-affected country.
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cons below are not exhaustive; further discussions will illuminate additional factors that should
be considered.

Project vs Country Program
IDRC projects are most often thematically-based, and often include multi-country studies where
research is carried out across two or more countries for comparative purposes. Much less
frequently, IDRC has devised a ‘country’ strategy for research support, where multiple IDRC
teams engage in project grant-making focussed primarily on that country alone.

Pros Cons

Project/Program * Tried and true granting modality for
IDRC;
* Allows for comparative learning
* Opportunities for scaling up to
program level
* Ability to take advantage of
windows of opportunity
* Allows for individual POs to pursue
specific research avenues
* Allows for programming
experimentation with reduced risks

* Not usually informed by
comprehensive analysis of
country-level research system,
leading to unintended consequences
* Comparative projects have been
more transactional than
transformational for individual
research systems
* Can lead to siloing of programming
* Impact on research system usually
restricted to research output
component
* Risks being disconnected from other
donor or government initiatives and
missing out on opportunities to scale
up programming.

Country Program * More comprehensive, long-term
approach
* Entry points for programming in
multiple research system
components
* Allows for meaningful support of a
variety of research actors
* Opportunities for cross-program
coordination
*Opportunities for substantive
collaboration with other
country-based donors

* More demands on IDRC program
staff
* Requires lots of lead time, and
robust analyses at the front end
* Requires more on-the-ground
presence to be effective
* Consistent engagement with
partners is necessary and can be
labor intensive
* Increased risk if no return on
investment, particularly in politically
volatile or insecure settings.
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Discussion:
If lessons can be drawn from early IDRC programming in Afghanistan and South Sudan, and
the particular successes of more recent programming in Afghanistan and Myanmar, then the
signs point toward more localized, country-focussed programming that prioritizes
relevance and appropriateness to guide project and program design.7 Large comparative
projects that included politically fragile contexts as one case did not generally appear to
positively impact the research system in these contexts. An exception is the Pathways to
Innovation (P2I) project with the University of Central Asia, where programming in Afghanistan
with the Ministry of Finance has been particularly successful due to strong relationships
between the project leader and MOF leadership, and the tailoring of training to the specific
needs and institutional context of Afghan policy-makers.

Knowledge Generation vs Capacity-Strengthening
IDRC research support can have a number of objectives. On one hand, there is research
support to produce evidence or policy-relevant knowledge to advance debates or relevant
literature.  On the other hand, there is support to strengthen the capacity of individuals or
organizations to carry out research, often in the form of training, mentorship, or fellowships.

Pros Cons

Knowledge Generation * Project outputs contribute to
academic and grey literature on
important development debates
* Can advance regional and
international understanding of
the causes and effects of
political fragility
* Knowledge translation is
outward facing to increase policy
relevance
* Requires robust research
methodologies for quality
outputs
* Advances IDRC’s mission of
being a premier R4D funder on
key development issues
* Research is possible despite
capacity gaps

* Research outputs tend to be
geared toward external
audiences, not local research
users (policy-makers or
citizens)
* Local knowledge to policy or
knowledge to citizen interfaces
are ignored or inhibited
* Research methods may not
be relevant or appropriate to
the fragile context
* Programming is not guided
by a coherent country strategy
based on characteristics of the
research system
* Research does not address
the capacity gaps that
contribute to a weak enabling
environment for research
* Research in fragile contexts
is not often locally-led.

7 While 80% of survey respondents felt that it was either very or extremely important for donors to
understand the specific context of their grantees, only 20% reported that research donors are very aware
of the local context.
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Capacity Strengthening * Directly responds to the needs
of diverse research actors in
politically fragile contexts
* Can be transformational for
both individuals and institutions
and increase the quality of
research inputs
* Diffusion of capacity
strengthening can occur with
specific modalities such as ‘train
the trainer’ or institutional
capacity-strengthening
* Contributes to endogenous
capacity of research actors, and
decreases reliance on external
consultants and experts

* Not high profile
* Requires mid-term and
long-term investment
* Outcomes are downstream
and hard to track
* If not done appropriately,
programmatic risk of failure
increases
* Risk that individuals will use
increased capacities to find
positions in other countries

Discussion
The majority of IDRC programming modalities in South Sudan, Afghanistan, and Myanmar were
determined according to the objectives of knowledge generation and policy influence (at
non-local levels), while reducing IDRC’s exposure to risk.8 These are all worthwhile objectives,
and characterize much of IDRC’s programming.  But if IDRC wants to support research
ecosystems in fragile settings, a different calculation will be necessary.

Supporting ‘knowledge gaps’ in a very weakened research system could be seen as placing
the cart in front of the horse. Gauging local capacities for specialized research in the early
stages of research development is advised, and remedial training may be necessary before
substantive research on thematic issues is carried out.9 The risk otherwise is that local
researchers are limited to data collection in an extractive manner. This is a point in favour of
supporting specific policy programs at universities that can serve as a training ground for
young researchers.10

Across the three country studies, research outputs have been predominantly academic in nature
and geared toward contributing to regional and global literature and understanding on thematic
research areas. These are important outcomes for IDRC-supported research and its
commitment to research quality and evidence-based policy-making.  However, an argument
could be made that this approach contributes to the distortion of an endogenous research

10 K4DM’s work with Myanmar universities has been notable in this regard.

9 For example, the K4DM mid-term evaluation noted that while contributing to internationally-led gender
research, local researchers had insights into their own gender biases. Myanmar researchers identified
“learning by doing” as the mechanism of capacity-strengthening. While unintended, this K4DM
supported research may have ignited a cognitive dissonance for local researchers on gender
inequalities that ultimately led to more gender aware researchers.

8 Fifty percent of survey respondents were neutral about the importance of funding research that
contributed to international policy debates.
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system, where target audiences for research products are external, and outputs are not
tailored to local consumers of research (either policy-makers or citizens). The result can be
academic or grey literature that does not remain in-country.11

Important opportunities are there for IDRC, if desired, to strengthen the enabling environment of
the research ecosystem through more explicit capacity-building initiatives that realistically
respond to the exigencies of the research environment (low capacity, limited internet penetration
etc).  In other words, to engage in modalities that address capacity gaps rather than
modalities that support research despite those gaps. This shift in priorities would place
more emphasis on “how” research actors in fragile contexts can be supported, rather than on
“what” should be researched.  Or at least a balance of projects within a portfolio explicitly
devoted to strengthening the local research system based on substantive analysis of its
different components (inputs, norms, outputs, and outcomes). A cross-programmatic or
Centre-wide robust analysis of the research system in fragile contexts will surface both the
opportunities and potential risks of different kinds of research support depending on the entry
point for support (inputs, norms, outputs or outcomes), and will enable a projection of possible
consequences for the system as a whole of any particular modality.

Where the intention is explicitly capacity development, it is important to tailor training (or
preparation for training) to meet researchers at their current level of capacity.12 Doing so
will increase the appropriateness of IDRC support and likely contribute to more positive
outcomes. As for relevance, there has been a tension in regional capacity development projects
where training is developed and then implemented to participants of varying capacities. The
one-size-fits all approach may mean that those most in need of support may end up
dropping out or ‘failing’. Pre-project capacity assessment is one potential tool to mitigate the
risk of participants not being able to benefit fully from IDRC-supported training.

Meeting researchers where they are AT is crucially important when designing capacity
development programming, and then planning for remedial training where necessary. But the
issue of appropriateness may not be more relevant than when it is applied to ensuring
inclusivity and gender equity in access to IDRC supported programming. Navigating
norms of gender relations and ethnic discrimination can be challenging, and attention should be
paid to the particular restrictions that vulnerable or marginalized participants might be facing.
This is an argument in favour of localizing capacity-development to the extent possible,
both in terms of location and language to ensure equitable and inclusive participation.13

13 In a good example of integrating learnings from previous projects, the executive masters in economic
policy (EMEP) in the P2I project for Afghan students switched from traditional forms of
capacity-strengthening to more tailored training that integrated on-the-job and job-relevant learning,
as well as longer time-frames for completion of the program.  Even so, a refresher course in mathematics

12 An observation in the Project Completion Report (PCR) for a capacity-building project in Afghanistan
raises a case in point. In the PCR, a number of challenges were articulated, including the challenge of
“finding participants able to absorb the training''. In the case of the public policy and analysis training,
only 67 of 133 passed the certificate course, reflecting inadequate educational background for the
level of training offered and perhaps an approach to training that was overly broad.”

11 This has been referred to in aid and humanitarian discourse as the ‘NGO-ization’ of research
production.
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Strengthening Individuals vs Institutions
IDRC programming objectives can also fall along the lines of whether research support is
invested in strengthening individual researchers, or whether grant-making is used to support the
organizational development of institutions such as think tanks and civil society organizations
(through core support, for example, or peer mentoring).14

Pros Cons

Individual Support * Builds the capacity of
individual researchers and can
be transformational for careers
* Builds regional and
international connections of
research actors through joint
research or networks
* Can be crucial in situations
where researchers are at risk
* Can be used to support
researchers from minority or
marginalized populations.

* Targets individuals, not systemic
or structural issues
* Difficult to track outcomes
* May contribute to brain drain
* May contribute to distortion of the
research system by drawing
individuals away from their home
institutions, thereby weakening
them (ie public universities)15

Institutional Support * Diffusion effect of support is
increased
* Contributes to enabling
environment of research --
strong institutional research
actors are an important element
of a robust research system
* Can contribute to cultivation of
young generations of
researchers (via HEIs or think
tanks)
* Core grants contribute to
institutional sustainability
* Leadership of institutions may
have greater local policy
influence

* Outcomes are downstream and
hard to track
* Internal procedures of local
institutions can be cumbersome,
creating bureaucratic delays
* Small or newer institutions do not
have absorptive capacity for large
grants
* Institutions in politically fragile
contexts may increase reputational
risk for IDRC depending on their
political affiliations
* Institutional support can be costly
over the long-term

15 Researchers may leave their home institutions to seek the higher salaries and professional connections
of an internationally-funded think tank, which can in the long term weaken endogenous institutions such
as public universities if they are already suffering from insufficient government investment.

14 While 70% of survey respondents said support to institutions was extremely important, only 30%
reported that support to individual researchers was extremely important in contexts of political fragility.

was necessary for Afghan students, which was delivered by an Afghan academic in local languages, and
which is a good example of the kind of remedial training that should be built into project designs in
contexts of low capacity.
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* Stronger institutions can
reverse brain drain and provide
opportunities for returnees.

Discussion
In the fragile contexts of Afghanistan, South Sudan, and Myanmar, much (though not all) of
IDRC capacity development support has been aimed at the individual level among graduate
students, faculty, or some policy-makers. While this kind of support may be transformational
for individuals, it is generally not so for institutions, and will likely have little benefit for the
research system in the short to medium term.16

Capacity development in fragile contexts like Afghanistan, Myanmar and South Sudan is
a long-term proposition that will likely unfold in stages. Depending on the security situation,
it may be the case that fellowships for local researchers to obtain training outside their home
country is the only feasible option.  When there are no relationships with endogenous
institutions, or those institutions are too compromised (either politically or financially), then
investing in individual capacities may make sense. To avoid undue burden on IDRC staff in
administering fellowships in challenging circumstances, it may be advised to partner with
organizations who are in “the fellowship business” and who have good local knowledge
of the contexts and institutions such the Scholar at Risk program.17

With insufficient government funding for the research sector occurring in many fragile contexts,
international donors like IDRC can play an important part in the production of skilled
researchers through institutional support to institutes of higher education and think tanks.
There are opportunities for IDRC to direct its support to research actors such as universities,18

where programs of excellence could be established that would benefit many more research
actors through the diffusion of capacity-strengthening to wider circles.  From a research
systems perspective, this type of support would more substantively contribute to increasing the
quality of research inputs. Additionally, there could be opportunities for IDRC to scale this
support by building wider and deeper donor partnership linkages with other multilateral and
bilateral institutions working in the higher education sector.

For think tanks in fragile contexts, a combination of core-funding with training and possibly
small grant funding is the most appropriate modality to contribute to the sustainability of
independent think tanks.19 Strong independent think tanks engaged in policy-relevant research
are an important element of a critical mass of research actors, and are an indicator of a
research system’s robustness.

19 Ibid.
18 As noted in the mid-term evaluation of K4DM and planning documents for a potential phase 2 of K4DM.

17 The Scholars at Risk program provides sanctuary and assistance to threatened scholars around the
world.

16 Helms, Robin Matross. International Higher Education Partnerships: A Global Review of Standards and
Practices. Occasional Paper. American Council on Education, 2015.
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Where/When to Invest Research Support in High Risk Contexts
It should be said that IDRC can usefully invest in research support in almost any context,
depending on the objectives of that grant-making. Below are some suggestions for
programming modalities that might be most appropriate for different types of research systems.
These suggestions are not exhaustive, and some modalities may be appropriate and relevant to
multiple types of research systems and contexts. The overarching theme for all of these
suggestions is to move towards transformational grant-making and to support demand-driven
research and its uptake by policy-makers and citizens for democratic and inclusive governance.

Research System
Type/Context

Characteristics Programming
Modalities/Practices

Discussion

‘Weak’ System
(examples: Yemen,
Syria, Chad). Often
in active conflict.

* Negative enabling
environment (low
investment in HE, low
capacity, civil society
closed, no academic
freedom, dependent
on foreign aid,
significant brain drain)
* Low to zero demand
for research (policy
decision-making
closed or
non-existent, gov in
crisis, no knowledge
to policy or knowledge
to citizen interface.

* Support to
researchers in exile
(with proviso that
they return to their
home country when
safe to do so);
* Networking of
researchers in exile;
* Conduct analysis to
see if any pockets of
resilience exist
(CSOs, university
faculty, etc) and
explore research
support;
* Support to
policy-makers in exile
(in democratic
processes,
evidence-based
decision-making etc).

While direct support
in-country may be
impossible because of
ongoing conflict and inability
to travel there, there are
ways in which IDRC can
strengthen future research
actors to assume positions
of leadership in building the
research system when
armed conflict abates.

‘Distorted’ System

(Example:
Afghanistan, Iraq)
Long-running or
low-intensity conflict;
static situation

* Negative
environment; low
capacity. Med-high
exogenous demand
for research

* Pre-project capacity
assessments, leading
to medium to
long-term phased
capacity-building of
local researchers
through regional
partners (with cultural
and linguistic affinity)
* Convening of local
researchers (pockets
of resilience) to
jumpstart

For any kind of
system/context, the first
priority should be to conduct
or commission a
comprehensive analysis of
the enabling environment
and the demand for
research to assess
entry-points, risk, and
possible implications of
investment.

In order to not contribute to

14



construction of local
research agenda;
* Donor partnerships
to begin investment
in the higher
education sector.

the distortion of the system
whereby local researchers
and institutions are
by-passed by foreign
researchers and
organizations, IDRC should
structure partnerships with
regional and/or intern’l
organizations in such a way
that local
capacity-strengthening is a
key objective of the grant
agreement.

(Re)Emerging
System
(examples:
Myanmar, South
Sudan)

Post-conflict
democratization, or
post-natural disaster;
some improvements
in governance but
with significant
challenges

* Negative but
improving
environment;
increasing demand for
research from some
sources (both
domestic and intern’l)

* Country-focused
strategy development
based on
comprehensive
assessment of local
capacities, needs,
and demand-driven
research agenda
* Institutional support
to both pockets of
resilience and
new/returning
research actors,
(primarily core
support)
* Participatory
research projects that
incorporate
policy-makers and
citizen groups where
possible throughout
the research cycle (to
build interfaces)
* Projects that include
building relationships
among research
producers, and
between research
producers and users
(networks, knowledge
marketplaces, public
debates/discussions,
local radio shows etc)

As the enabling
environment and demand
for research begins to
improve, the options for
IDRC research support
increase.  Emphasis should
be placed on stimulating
and supporting local
research agenda-setting,
building local capacity of
individuals and institutions,
and seeking partnerships
with other donors to rebuild
or reinvigorate the higher
education sector.  As the
enabling environment
continues to improve,
training on specialized
research can start to take
place.

As mentioned previously,
single-country focused
projects rather than
multi-country projects seem
to be more appropriate for
supporting a (re)emerging
research system

‘Worsening’ System
(Examples:

Worsening enabling
environment and

* Projects that build
relationships with

In this type of research
system/context, research
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Venezuela, Brazil,
Bangladesh)

Increasing structural
inequalities,
increasing
authoritarianism and
anti-intellectualism.

decreasing demand
for evidence-based
policy-making

regional research
actors that provide
some ‘protection’ for
researchers who are
under increasing
threat;
* Institutional support
to research
organizations who
are facing increasing
restrictions from
government,
especially in terms of
research
agenda-setting
* Projects that
support HEIs and
build on pockets of
resilience in the face
of increasing
restrictions

producers (scholars,
researchers, CSOs etc) can
be in a defensive position in
the face of increasing
attacks from government
circles and supporters.
Academic freedom is
narrowing. Research
support that can buttress
resilient organizations and
actors will strengthen the
research input component
of the system as
institutional norms (such as
social inclusion and
academic freedom) worsen.

There are of course additional research system types and different ‘fragile’ contexts in which
IDRC is likely to invest in research support.  But the systems/contexts outlined above are those
that offer opportunities to IDRC for meaningful and robust support that will contribute to
strengthening endogenous research systems.

Ways of Working20

While the previous discussion of findings focused on trade-offs of programming ‘modalities’, the
next section discusses findings related to typical IDRC ‘ways of working’: the often default
practices that are informed by years of experience programming in developing countries.
However, as mentioned previously, if IDRC is committed to investing in meaningful research
support in politically fragile contexts, some of these mainstream ways of working will need
critical reflection on their relevance and appropriateness to research systems in insecure
environments.

Working in Fragile Contexts via Northern and Regional Partners

Pros Cons

* Higher capacity northern and regional
partners are able to deliver high quality

* Has historically had minimal involvement of
local research actors based on perceptions of

20 As opposed to specific grant-making modalities, these ways of working are more representative of
IDRC’s value proposition or ‘business’ model.
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research
* These partners can provide contextual and
country expertise where it might not exist
within IDRC
* Reduces IDRC’s exposure to fiduciary risk
* Increases IDRC visibility in regional and
international fora
* Trusted northern and regional partners have
sufficient absorptive capacity for large grants
* Working with these partners reduces
burdens on IDRC staff and management
* Advances external understanding of political
fragility

low capacity
* Research support is deficit-based --
research is produced despite local capacities
* Without sufficient sources of funding, local
researchers default to NGOs or
consultancies, thereby decreasing locally-led
research
* Large grants privilege larger organizations
and inadvertently punish small or new
institutions
* Research does not stay or is not used
internally

Discussion
In at least the last decade, IDRC programming in Myanmar, South Sudan, and Afghanistan has
been significantly skewed towards working with regional and northern partners, as opposed to
partnering directly with local organizations:21

● In non-K4DM IDRC programming in Myanmar, most projects have (or had) a
multi-country focus with Myanmar as one case.  These projects were overwhelmingly led
by northern and regional partners(16 out of 17 projects). For projects that focused
exclusively on Myanmar, only 11% worked with local grantees;

● In South Sudan programming to date, all projects have been led by northern partners
(10) or by regional partners (7);

● Since 2009, IDRC programming involving Afghanistan has been strictly in the form of
multi-country initiatives. Since 2013, 80% of lead grantees have been from the Global
North.

It should be noted that K4DM programming in Myanmar is a notable exception to this pattern.
K4DM is focused on Myanmar, and over 50% of grantees are local organizations.

There are important benefits to IDRC of working through northern and regional partners in
insecure environments. Some of these include reduction of risk to IDRC, both in terms of
physical safety of staff and reputational risk that might come from working directly in politically
volatile contexts. Also, regional partners can provide the necessary contextual knowledge and
expertise where there is a gap in IDRC staff knowledge or country experience. Often linguistic
and logistical challenges of working with local partners can be avoided by working with
intermediary institutions, reducing burdens on IDRC program staff. And certainly in some
politically fragile contexts, the lack of required banking structures for grant administration or the
presence of Government of Canada sanctions means that IDRC frequently supports research
activities indirectly through intermediary partners.

21 Data here is drawn from rapid assessments of IDRC programming conducted by the Governance and
Justice team.
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But it does appear from the internal learning studies that supporting research in fragile contexts
via northern and regional partners has become an oft-used ‘way of working’ for the majority of
IDRC teams (with Governance and Justice perhaps being an exception).  On one hand, an
endogenous research system can be almost entirely bypassed if non-local researchers
‘parachute’ into a context, collect data, and then leave to publish the results; in these cases,
there will be minimal involvement of local research actors and no substantive benefit to any
component of the research system. In IDRC programming in South Sudan, for example, less
than half of supported projects partnered with local organizations in any phase of the research
process, much less in any way that would involve meaningful capacity-strengthening. As
mentioned above, when the research process does not meaningfully integrate local research
producers and users, the NGO-ization of research can result, and local institutions remain or
become further weakened. When local capacities for research are considered weak by IDRC
staff and partners -- requiring work-arounds to get the job done -- a deficit-based approach will
prevail, leading to the ‘soft bigotry of low expectations.’ In other words, in assuming low capacity
without a comprehensive capacity assessment and plan to address gaps, the low capacity will
be reinforced as research support goes to other higher capacity actors.

When northern and regional IDRC grantees do partner with local organizations, who is
collaborating is an important consideration depending on desired outcomes: North-South;
South-South; or ‘domestic’. Each modality has pros and cons, but for a fragile country
emerging from tight state control and years of isolation and deterioration such as Myanmar, or
politically volatile countries with complex histories of conflict like Afghanistan, it appears that
south-south and domestic collaborations yield benefits for the incremental strengthening of a
country’s research system. This is due to factors of contextual and linguistic familiarity that are
necessary to overcome pervasive distrust among research actors (Myanmar) or resentment
towards foreigners (Afghanistan) and to navigate what can be a minefield of ethnic and political
divisions and social exclusion (South Sudan).  In the Afghanistan case, the University of Central
Asia’s partnership with the Afghan Ministry of Finance resulted in a robust economic policy
training that responded directly to the needs of the Ministry, the capacities of the trainees, and
the incentive structure for promotion. In South Sudan, the close collaboration between Laccor
hospital in northern Uganda and Torit State hospital in South Sudan yielded important benefits
to Torit State hospital administration and local Ministry of Health representatives who were
integrated into the project.  In the case of K4DM, the mid-term evaluation identified
capacity-strengthening training that “did not incorporate an Asia-specific context, and culturally
congruent perspectives and insights are less successful in garnering participation from
beneficiaries.”  On a positive note, however, K4DM’s country focus included South-South and
domestic relationship-building between researchers and policy-makers, and researchers and
private sector actors, including an important relationship between a local think tank and regional
parliamentary research units. These relationships can contribute to strengthening the
knowledge to policy interface in the research outcomes component of a research system.

It should be said that North-South collaborations yield important outcomes for individual
researchers, although it could be argued that training abroad for a postgraduate degree could
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produce more sustainable outcomes for the research system if returnees assume
leadership roles in universities, think tanks, or policy units.22 Research support could, for
example, stipulate that individuals receiving support commit to returning to their home country
when it is safe to do so.  On the flip side, research support to strengthen local research
organizations can help to reverse the brain drain by creating professional opportunities for
returnees.

From Transactional to Transformational Grant-Making
As described in the overview of findings, transactional versus transformational grant-making can
be seen as a programming trade-off, although in reality each trade-off is more likely two ends of
a spectrum.  Below is a more detailed description of the opportunities and challenges of each
type of grant-making.

Pros Cons

Transactional partnerships * Efficient - based on program
needs
* Clear expectations re: outputs
* Research agenda-based
* Shorter commitment (ie one
project cycle) = less risk
* Risk can be off-loaded to
intermediaries
* More nimble; can take
advantage of evolving situations
and windows of opportunity

* Can lead to extractive data
collection, with research
ethics implications
* Can lead to “reverse
technical assistance” where
money is spent to advance
external capacities to
understand political fragility
* Fewer opportunities to
positively impact a research
system

Transformational
partnerships

* Based on the needs of
research actors and research
system characteristics
* Strengths-based approach
that invests in existing pockets
of resilience in fragile contexts
* Relationship-based rather
than output-based
* Privileges locally-led and
context-appropriate research
*Tends to be demand-driven
rather than supply-driven.

* Not research agenda-based
* Outcomes are downstream
and hard to track
* Requires longer-term
investment
* Requires a more hands-on
approach, either by IDRC or
intermediary partners with HR
consequences
* Requires a comprehensive
contextual analysis to be
effective

Discussion
Much of IDRC’s project-based grant-making is to research individuals and organizations to carry
out thematic research designed to advance debates on important development problems.

22 Interviews with IDRC staff involved in programming in all three countries revealed that the strongest
think tank partners were often led by returnees who had received training or education abroad.
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Research outputs are produced and disseminated, projects are evaluated via the PCR process,
and then closed.  Sometimes there are additional phases of projects to carry research forward.
Trusted partners can be the recipients of multiple individual grants from IDRC over the years.

To describe these ‘standard’ partnerships as transactional is not meant to be a criticism
of IDRC’s grant-making process.  As outlined above, these transactional partnerships are the
bread and butter of IDRC’s ‘way of working’ as a research funder; they can be efficient,
nimble, low risk, and they can deliver high returns in relatively short timeframes.

But as has been described above, these transactional partnerships may have unintended
consequences for research systems in fragile contexts. These may include the phenomenon of
what one IDRC partner described as ‘reverse technical assistance’, where research is
conducted ‘on’ insecure contexts with the purpose of advancing capacities of regional and
international audiences to understand causes and effects of political fragility. This kind of
research support will have only tangential effects on a country’s research system, as it is
largely supply-driven, increasingly through ‘calls for proposals’ on specific research themes to
which researchers respond. Filling in ‘knowledge gaps’ is an important objective of IDRC
support, but this ‘way of working’ does not address the needs of the endogenous research
system unless there is a robust project design that incorporates local research producers
and users into the research process (to be discussed in more detail in the next section).

Transformational partnerships on the other hand (of which IDRC has many examples), tend
to be more outcome-based than out-put-based. They are demand-driven and based on
needs assessments of local partners, a shared strategic vision, and the expectation of
long-term engagement. In politically fragile contexts, transformational partnerships with local
research actors have the possibility of strengthening the enabling environment for research
by improving research inputs through capacity-building (individual researchers, HEIs, think
tanks, government research units) and addressing negative norms such as limits on academic
freedom (through the support of locally determined research agendas), or mistrust between
research producers and users (through improving capacities for policy-relevant research and
evidence-based policy-making, as well as integrating citizen voices into the research process
via participatory action research and communication).23 Transformational partnerships begin by
identifying pockets of resilience within a research system in a politically fragile context and
investing in these actors/institutions/relationships. This strengths-based approach has been
identified by the World Bank as integral to supporting locally-led research.24

24 http://wbgfiles.worldbank.org/documents/hdn/ed/saber/supporting_doc/brief/SABER_EDR_Brief.pdf

23 In Afghanistan, the Executive Master in Economic Policy program run by the University of Central Asia
trained mid-level Ministry of Finance employees in job-related skills that allowed them to both advise
deputy Ministers and to also rise up through the ranks and assume leadership positions. In Myanmar, a
deepening relationship with the University of Yangon appears to be on the cusp of establishing part of the
university as a robust training ground for young researchers on gender issues and public policy.
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From Dissemination to Communication
Given the low levels of trust between research users and producers that can exist in politically
fragile contexts, or the low capacity of research users (policy-makers and citizens) to use
evidence for policy-making or advocacy, the traditional process of ‘research, publication,
then dissemination’ is not robust enough to contribute substantively to the knowledge to
policy interface.25 In fragile contexts like Myanmar, South Sudan and Afghanistan, where
policy-makers have not been a traditional source of demand for research, a different kind of
engagement between research producers and policy actors is needed, where the co-creation
of research agendas and continual engagement of policy stakeholders happens
throughout the research cycle, not just at the end. The dual outcome of increasing demand for
local research and increasing the capacity of policy-makers to use research could be attainable
if intentional engagement of policy actors by researchers occurs starting with the research
development phase.

Similarly, IDRC support to research producers could be used to strengthen institutional norms
of sharing research findings with citizens who are likely to be impacted by the issue at hand,
(such as decentralization, climate change, or inclusive growth), or from whom data was
collected. From a research ecosystem perspective, this is an important element of a strong
research system, where citizens are informed and can use evidence to push for appropriate
solutions to problems that affect their well-being. It is also ethical to share findings with
communities who participated in the research process.

To reinforce a research system’s dual feedback loops and contribute to both evidence-based
policy and informed (empowered) citizens, IDRC support could usefully be directed to
designing research projects with local partners that intentionally lay out impact pathways of
planned research26 with both decision-makers and the citizens who provide the local
knowledge.

In addition to theorizing impact pathways for research uptake and research outcomes,
engagement of project teams with local communities and decision-makers from the early
stages of research development is recommended in mid-term evaluations of K4DM and P2I.27

This early and consistent engagement can result in a more inclusive research process that
can better respond to local needs and priorities, and potentially ensure that the voices of
vulnerable and marginalized communities are heard. Such research methodologies could

27 Additionally, the project completion report for a Governance, Equity and Health project in South Sudan
pointed to the participatory action research methods that engaged communities and public health officials
throughout the research cycle as a factor in that project’s positive outcomes.

26https://sites.google.com/a/cpwf.info/m-e-guide/background/theory-of-change/research-to-outcome-to-im
pact-pathway

25 Both the mid-term evaluation of K4DM (Myanmar) and the mid-term evaluation of P2I (Afghanistan)
identified weak policy-maker engagement or participation in dissemination activities.
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contribute to dismantling knowledge hierarchies where some types of local knowledge are
discriminated against.28

More robust engagement of local research users raises the importance of knowledge
translation which is inward-facing, not just outward-facing. Knowledge translation (KT) in a
fragile research ecosystem is integral to both the research output and outcomes components
because it facilitates reciprocal exchange between researchers and research users when
both are actively producing and applying knowledge to address development challenges. Key
aspects of knowledge translation activities that support a research ecosystem are those that 1)
do not reinforce knowledge hierarchies and, 2) recognize that different ‘knowledge cultures’
will require tailored communication strategies. Knowledge translation is what underpins both the
knowledge to policy relationship, and the knowledge to citizen interface.  In practical terms, this
will require ensuring project budgets include sufficient resources to plan for dynamic
knowledge translation activities at the partner level that respond to evolving
circumstances, not just in IDRC HQ. Building capacity in knowledge translation in IDRC
partners could be transformative for research systems in fragile contexts because it would
address weaknesses inherent in ‘distorted’ research systems, including a disconnect between
researchers and citizens, as well as low capacity of decision-makers to translate research for
policy purposes .29

As an example, a GEH project with Community Information and Epidemiological Technologies
(CIET) conducted a social audit of health services in two districts in Afghanistan using a
particular methodology called SEPA: socializing evidence for participatory action:

“Socialising evidence among stakeholders is more than just passing on research results. It
begins with the research itself, partnering with communities to better identify and solve their
development problems, using, wherever possible, participatory research designs and
community engagement in various phases of the research process. These include open
circulation, interpretation and collective discussion of local evidence, as well as the building of
consensus on the choices for action. In this context, evidence is communicated, but not for
prescribing a specific course of action. CIET socialises the evidence for people to seek solutions
in dialogue with their own reality, in an informed manner but on their own terms, which often
implies working out conflicting views and interests.”30

Facilitating the flow of information between citizens and public health officials along with early
and consistent engagement of policy actors in the research process addresses important
elements of the research outcomes component of a ‘distorted’ research system: 1) the
inability of policy actors to translate research into policy and 2) the disconnect between

30 https://ciet.org/home/methods/

29 As noted in the draft typology document, there is an element of ‘distortion’ in most research ecosystems
in fragile contexts because of the significant presence of international humanitarian and development
actors.

28 For example, the inclusion of South Sudanese women’s organizations on research on peace
agreements, or the inclusion of Rohingya perspectives on research on decentralization of the health care
system.
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researchers and local communities. By doing so, IDRC support contributed to improving the
enabling environment for research in Afghanistan.

Additionally, both the social audit process and the SEPA methodology address the important
issue of evidence hierarchies by privileging local knowledge, experience, and priorities.
This goes some way towards mitigating the fact that the research agenda is externally driven by
foreign donors.

These relationships -- between researchers, policy-makers, and citizens -- are the glue that bind
a research system together and allow for both evidence-based policy-making and voice and
accountability.  Where these relationships are compromised or non-existent, IDRC support can
usefully be targeted to build them up. This will require integrating strategies for research use
consistently and early in program/research design phases to maximize outcomes at the
research system level.

From Risk-Averse to Risk-Aware
According to interviews with IDRC staff, IDRC’s traditionally ‘ambiguity averse’ approach to
risk management will be stress tested if more programming dollars are devoted to fragile and/or
conflict affected environments where business as usual (in non-fragile contexts) does not exist.31

An illustrative example:  When evaluating support to think tanks in Myanmar, K4DM replicated
the Think Tank Initiative (TTI) model of institutional assessment.  However, the thresholds within
the TTI model resulted in many Myanmar think tanks being disqualified because they were
relatively new and were not ‘proven’.  But given Myanmar’s recent transition from an almost
completely closed society to a slowly democratizing one, it should be expected that many think
tanks will be in early stages of development. Consequently, K4DM may have missed the
opportunity to work with a variety of research actors that better represent the spectrum
of socio-political and ethnic interests within Myanmar. Adjusting models and risk
assessments to reflect the realities of the research system in each context will be an important
improvement on current practices, and should be based on conflict-sensitive principles that
go beyond the adage of ‘do no harm’.32

Currently, the determination of whether a country is included on IDRC’s list of ‘high risk’
countries depends on a number of criteria that are both objective and subjective (for example:
the presence of GoC sanctions vs IDRC’s ability to monitor, or knowledge (presumably of the
responsible program officer) of the context.33 These criteria are not weighted. However, not all
fragile contexts are necessarily ‘high risk’ as defined by IDRC, and the manner in which this
issue is analyzed creates the likelihood for confusion, possible bureaucratic delays, and an
unsystematic approach to complex programming environments. The inclusion of risk

33 It should be noted that Governance and Justice program officers, who support research in
conflict-affected countries, will likely have more knowledge of fragile contexts than program staff from
other teams (though not exclusively).

32 https://www.swisspeace.ch/projects/mandate/guidelines-for-conflict-sensitive-research

31https://www.behavioraleconomics.com/resources/mini-encyclopedia-of-be/ambiguity-uncertainty-aversio
n/
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assessment and proposed risk mitigation sections in the project approval document is a step in
the right direction and will be increasingly important for program staff who may be programming
in fragile contexts for the first time. But these assessments and risk mitigation strategies should
be based to the extent possible on a comprehensive analysis of the programming context (such
as a political economy analysis), an assessment of characteristics of the research system’s
components and their interaction, as well as input from potential research partners. Effort at the
front end to gain this kind of contextual knowledge will enable program staff to better
identify risk factors and their appropriate mitigation.34

While IDRC is primarily concerned with fiduciary risk when partnering in developing countries,
both contextual and programmatic risk gain more importance in fragile contexts such as
Myanmar, South Sudan, and Afghanistan.  For example, the Government of Canada sanctions
in Myanmar restricted IDRC from interacting directly with the military faction and some political
actors; K4DM staff and partners found some acceptable work-arounds (mainly with strategically
connected think tanks) that kept them within the loop on certain issues. It should be
acknowledged that IDRC program staff engage in  a ‘risk management’ type of thinking and
acting on an ongoing basis independent of any formal risk assessment that is conducted at an
institutional level. Within fragile contexts, risk assessments should be incorporated into on-going
program decision-making; these risk assessments would benefit from a more comprehensive
approach such as the OECD’s Copenhagen Circles that take a multidimensional approach to
risk management:

IDRC staff also pointed to the challenges of implementing standard IDRC procedures in a fragile
setting where humanitarian assistance is a priority and the economy is largely cash-based.

34 Ideally this contextual knowledge will be based on-ground-information gathering and networking that is
more nuanced than official scoping visits.
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IDRC does not have significant experience in granting directly to local partners in these kinds
of contexts. Yet as we have seen, using international and Canadian ‘buffers’ might mitigate risk,
but does little to bolster the sustainability of a research ecosystem such as South Sudan’s.
There are questions about IDRC’s ‘fitness’ for operating in these fragile contexts, despite
the Centre’s commitment to adaptability and learning. Important insights from partners in
politically fragile contexts should be obtained to augment IDRC’s toolkit for administering grants
in insecure environments. Lessons from actors in the humanitarian-development-peace
nexus could also be adapted for IDRC purposes, especially in understanding risk and adopting
flexible instruments for funding dispersal.35

In the medium-to-long term, discussions of IDRC’s particular ‘risk culture’ will need to take
place, especially if the new 10-year strategy centers on inclusion of the world’s most
vulnerable as a priority for the Centre’s investments. In the short-to-medium term, IDRC can
work more mindfully through regional granting councils to build on existing local capacities in
fragile contexts if a research ecosystem approach is adopted. Regional offices and directors
should play a critical role in this kind of programming based on their ongoing relationships with
such regional granting councils and other regional grant-making partners.

Much emphasis has been placed in the synthesis document on the need for comprehensive
research, intelligence gathering, and analysis of any particular research system’s characteristics
and the wider political-economic context in which it is inextricably entwined. Investment in this
analysis prior to investment of research support will not only aid in identifying different elements
of risk, but will also point towards those grant-making modalities that have the greatest chance
of being relevant, appropriate, and hopefully sustainable in the long-term. Here again, regional
offices and directors should be involved substantively in these assessments and ‘intelligence
gathering.’

From Supply-Driven to Demand-Driven
Increasingly over recent years, IDRC has moved towards large donor partnerships such as with
the Government of Canada with K4DM and the Innovating for Child and Maternal Health in
Africa initiative.  Accepting project proposals on a rolling basis throughout the fiscal year has
given way to competitions where a call for proposals is launched on a specific theme and bids
are submitted by interested parties in response. These partnerships and competitions are
largely designed in the Global North with varying degrees of input from research actors
in the Global South. At least in relation to GAC-funded programs, this research support
adheres closely to Government of Canada development assistance priorities.

Like transactional partnerships, supply-driven programming through competitions and
donor partnerships such as K4DM in Myanmar and IMCHA in South Sudan have several
benefits: they deepen relationships between IDRC and strategic partners like GAC and AKFC;
they enable comprehensive programming on a particular theme that can be scaled up and

35https://www.oecd.org/dac/conflict-fragility-resilience/docs/2014-10-30%20Approaches%20to%20Risk%2
0FINAL.pdf
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substantively contribute to relevant literatures; and they can respond to windows of opportunity
that arise from GAC priorities or other windows of opportunity with like-minded donors.
Competitions reduce uncertainty on how team budgets will be spent and reduce burdens in the
medium-term on IDRC staff.

But as with transactional partnerships, there can be some drawbacks from a research system
perspective. The impetus for supply-driven programming most often originates in
northern capital cities and may or may not accurately respond to the needs and priorities
of local research actors.36 The research agenda is rarely locally-driven, and subsequent
partnerships with local actors/institutions are in danger of being transactional (to satisfy the
priorities of the donor partner) rather than transformational for a research system. Research
outputs may or may not be relevant to local research users, depending on how individual
projects are structured. Supply-side programming can contribute inadvertently to the
‘distortion’ of a research system by ignoring or supplanting local demand for evidence.
Additionally, large competitive calls for proposals may unintentionally disadvantage smaller
research organizations who have less absorptive capacity for large grants or who cannot
compete with larger, better funded organizations.

Calls for more locally-led research are increasing among donors and local research actors.37

Such ‘intentions’ ‘have implications for IDRC (and other research donors).  Demand-driven
programming in politically fragile contexts, as we have seen from the discussions above on
programming modalities tradeoffs and ‘ways of working’, requires significant effort at the front
end of project/program design to:
❖ Conduct a comprehensive contextual analysis to understand risk, determine mitigation

strategies, and understand the characteristics of a context’s research system;
❖ Identify pockets of resilience in the research sector (which requires nuanced local

knowledge), create a shared strategic vision, and build programming around those
pockets;

❖ Design capacity-strengthening programs that meet research actors where they are
currently at;

❖ Design projects that account for the needs and priorities of research users --
policy-makers and citizens -- and integrate their representatives into the research
process as appropriate;

❖ Plan and budget for sufficient knowledge translation to ensure that both the ‘knowledge
to policy’ and the ‘knowledge to citizen’ interfaces are strengthened so that
evidence-based policy-making and citizen voice and accountability are enhanced.

❖ Plan and budget for medium to long-term investment and engagement in any one
politically fragile context.

The advantages to demand-driven programming can be transformational in the medium to
long-term: a research system that is strengthened in each of its components and their

37 https://www.idrc.ca/en/perspectives/leaving-no-one-behind-principles-research-fragile-contexts

36 IDRC grantees reported overwhelmingly (80%) that they were able to secure funding for part of their
research agenda but that they had to incorporate or adjust their agendas to respond to donor priorities.
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relationships can incrementally move along a pathway to becoming a robust research system
where evidence is valued, evidence is used to advocate for inclusive governance, and evidence
is used to make policies that counteract  and amend societal divides.

Recommendations
A review of IDRC programming in three politically fragile contexts (Myanmar, South Sudan and
Afghanistan) have revealed a number of issues and tensions between programming modalities
and ‘ways of working’.  Along with consultation of some relevant literature, the review above
gives rise to some recommendations to IDRC to programming in politically fragile contexts:

➢ IDRC should invest in gaining more substantive contextual knowledge of fragile
contexts beyond official scoping visits in the pre-project or program design phase. For
example: Task regional offices or the DIG team to conduct robust research system
analysis and conflict analysis of countries where research support is planned.  Analysis
can be based on indicators provided in the draft typology, as well as key informant
interviews, literature searches, and focus group discussions in-country (when COVID
allows for travel). Alternatively, such analyses could be commissioned and conducted by
experts and then used to inform programming discussions. Burden-sharing for the
analysis among donor partners is another potential option.

➢ Determine objectives of research support modalities, and conduct an assessment of
how each will impact the research system;

➢ In contexts with a weak enabling environment for research, engage in programming
modalities that address capacity gaps rather than modalities that support research
despite those gaps;

➢ Mainstream conflict sensitive programming to help foresee risks and obstacles to
project/program implementation and identify new opportunities for program adaptation.
For example: Adopt a Centre-wide policy on integrating conflict sensitivity measures in
the project/program cycle; conduct an assessment of institutional capacities for conflict
sensitive programming and provide support where capacities need to be improved; find
conflict sensitivity ‘champions’ within IDRC that can support other teams to be conflict
sensitive in their programming; ensure that granting partners provide their own conflict
analysis and commit to conflict sensitive principles in their IDRC-supported work.

➢ In capacity-strengthening programming, plan for medium to long-term investment.38

Ensure relevance and appropriateness of capacity-strengthening strategies and
activities.  For example: conduct robust capacity needs assessment in early stages of
the project design; build in feedback mechanisms to get input from potential trainees and

38 All survey respondents (100%) reported that long-term support to institutions (3-10 years) was very or
extremely important in high risk contexts.  Similarly, 100% reported that it was either extremely or very
important for researchers to be able to determine their own research agenda.
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trainers on whether the capacity-strengthening measures are appropriately designed for
the target population; ensure that input is obtained from marginalized and/or vulnerable
population representatives to ensure that IDRC supported training is equitable and
inclusive; insist on follow-up with trainees (not just by evaluators) to adapt the training if
necessary.

➢ Respond to specificities of each country’s learning environment, focusing on
formats and accreditations that create optimal incentives for training participants.  Better
link content and knowledge application to institutional needs of the institutions that
students come from;

➢ In program/project development, address research use at the beginning of the design
process and build in periodic ‘pit-stops’ to review use strategies throughout program
implementation. Integrate and engage with research users throughout the project cycle
to increase uptake and build capacities of state actors and citizens to use research for
local evidence-based advocacy and decision-making;39

➢ Plan for communication of research to multiple audiences at multiple points, not
just end-of-project dissemination.  Ensure that program/project budgets have sufficient
resources to implement knowledge translation at the local level, including in local
languages;

➢ In contexts of fragility, take a strengths-based approach that identifies pockets of
resilience in the research system, and build programming around those actors.  For
example: invest in the co-creation of research agendas with resilient local research
actors; design capacity-strengthening programs to meet researchers where they are at,
and according to their articulated capacity-development needs.

➢ Where granting to local partners is not possible or recommended, structure partnerships
with Northern or regional organizations that integrate local research actors in a
mindful and substantive way. For example: choose regional and northern granting
partners that embrace a commitment to demand-driven research and principles of
inclusiveness and equitable research collaborations (and who have a demonstrable
track record of operating in this manner).

➢ Invest in transformational partnerships rather than simply transactional relationships.
Consider the criteria of relevance and appropriateness of each programming modality for
the research system and its components.  Invest in more hands-on programming. For
example: consider the trade-off of working through an intermediary grantee compared to
granting directly to a local organization - while working through an intermediary might
reduce work burdens, it can move IDRC further from contribution to outcomes;

39 More than half of survey respondents (60%) reported that their organizations were very strong in
engaging with civil society organizations, while only 20% reported being very strong in engaging with
policy-makers.  Even fewer (10%) reported being very strong in engaging with elected officials.
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alternatively, ensure that regional or international partners are assessing their
interventions from a research systems lens, and weighing the pros and cons of any
proposed modality; during Centre budget planning stages, balance a team portfolio with
a combination of transactional and transformational projects.

➢ Where IDRC staff are not able to conduct in-person monitoring, contract with a
reputable third party monitor (TPM) to augment verification of project activities
and outputs, seek feedback from grantees and local partners, and provide contextual
analysis that can feed into ongoing risk assessments and project adaptation;

➢ In supply-side initiatives, ensure that adequate resources are devoted to activities that
solicit input from local research actors in order to align programming with local
demand. For example, build into grant agreements with donor partners a design phase
that will involve comprehensive contextual analysis, substantive consultations with local
research actors, and a validation process of project/program design to ensure relevance
and appropriateness.

➢ In partnerships with GAC, ensure that time and money is allocated to a good diagnostic
of research system components to assess local demand and secure buy-in. Establish
protocols of communication to respond to sometimes rapidly changing dynamics
and political crises. For example: focus donor partnerships with embassies, where aid
dollars can be accessed and local knowledge is stronger, and close, ongoing
communications between embassy staff and the regional office can be established.

➢ Plan and budget for post-project evaluations to track outcomes over time to
evaluate sustainability of capacity-strengthening projects (for example: longitudinal
studies).  This, and similar evaluations, could establish an evidentiary correlation
between research and other efforts to attain democrative governance, inclusion, and
attainment of SDGs.
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