ANALYSIS

REVEALING THE ROUTES
TO POLICY IN PRACTICE
John Young, Head of the Research and Policy in Development programme at the Overseas
Development Institute, describes how his team is dedicated to working at the interface between
knowledge, policy and practice to improve the integration and use of research-based evidence and
local knowledge by policy makers and practitioners
THE RESEARCH AND Policy in Development (RAPID) programme
works with researchers, think tanks, civil society organisations,
developing country governments and donors to develop capacity for
policy influence and evidence-informed policy making. Our belief is
that this will lead to greater government and development agency
effectiveness and, ultimately, transform lives. Like the rest of the
Overseas Development Institute (ODI), we conduct research, and
provide policy advice and technical support. We also have a strong
focus on capacity development, and are committed to ensuring that the
results of our work are freely available.
As well as conducting research, we believe in testing out the results
and recommendations in practice, and we are currently involved in
substantial long-term projects strengthening the production and use
of research-based evidence in Indonesia, South Africa, Ghana and
Uganda. RAPID has always had a wide global footprint; currently,
we have staff living in Indonesia and Malawi as well as projects on
the ground in China, Nepal and Bangladesh. In addition, we work
very closely with bilateral and multilateral agencies including the
Department for International Development (DFID), Australian Aid, the
Food and Agriculture Agency, the International Fund for Agricultural
Development and the International Labour Organisation.
MULTIDISCIPLINARY ENDEAVOURS
We implement around 30 projects a year for a wide range of donors in
a variety of countries. Some are very small and short term, involving
only one or two members of the team. At the other end of the scale, we
have just been commissioned by the MasterCard Foundation to be its
‘learning partner’ alongside its six-year, US $60 million programme
seeking to improve employment opportunities for youth in Ghana and
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Uganda. The project will involve a dedicated team of five people: two in
London, and one each in Accra, Kampala and Malawi. For a project of
that scale we have implemented a sophisticated project management
system, regular interactions with MasterCard and its partners on the
ground, and a well-developed programme of research and capacitybuilding work, which includes work with policy makers at a national
level, as well as a communications strategy. We have another three
or four projects of that scale and duration and a whole raft of other
endeavours in between.
RESEARCH VALUE
We tend to judge the relevance of any piece of research using the
same general criteria recommended by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development Assistance Committee: relevance,
effectiveness, efficiency, impact and sustainability. Assessing
relevance, effectiveness and efficiency is as easy, or complicated, as
for any development intervention: Is the goal of the project aligned with
the interests of the target group? Did it do what it aimed to do? Are the
outputs commensurate with the inputs?
Assessing impact and sustainability, however, is much harder. While
‘operational research’, on the best way to deliver public services, for
example, may have an immediate impact if the agency commissioning
the research changes the delivery method, it could be much more
difficult to prove that this can change people’s lives. Moreover, policy
research rarely has such an immediate impact. Policy makers are
influenced by a huge range of factors, of which research is just one,
and rarely the most important. There are, nevertheless, ways of
assessing the contribution of research to a specific policy, and we have
a unit in RAPID which specialises in that.

THE FOUNDATIONS
In the early days, we received a grant from DFID to run a large global
research project entitled ‘Bridging Research and Policy’ for the Global
Development Network. That involved theoretical and empirical research
including a lot of case study work to understand what factors truly helped
or hindered the uptake of research into policy and practice. This led
to the development of a six-step approach to help researchers design
strategies to improve the impact of their research:

We have done a great deal more work since then to both broaden and
simplify these steps, and our recently published ROMA: A guide to policy
engagement and influence includes a wide range of approaches and
tools that researchers can use to engage with policy makers; policy
makers can adopt to make better use of research-based evidence; and
intermediary groups like civil society organisations and the media can
employ to communicate research-based evidence more effectively.

• Be clear about the policy objective
• Understand the political context for that policy issue

A MULTIFACETED MISSION

• Identify the key stakeholders

ODI is the UK’s largest independent think tank on
international development and humanitarian issues. Its
mission is to inspire and inform policy and practice that lead
to the reduction of poverty, the alleviation of suffering and
the achievement of sustainable livelihoods in developing
countries. The Institute does this by locking together
high-quality applied research, practical policy advice, and
policy-focused dissemination and debate. ODI works with
a wide range of partners in the public and private sectors,
in both developing and developed countries. This approach
is organised into 14 policy programmes whose staff work in
multidisciplinary cross-programme teams to address a very
wide range of development challenges.

• Develop a strategy on how to best engage with them
• Decide what resources are needed to implement the strategy
• Establish a monitoring and learning system

ODI’S CURRENT DEVELOPMENT PRIORITIES
• Eradicate absolute poverty and equalise opportunity
• Promote effective action on climate change and manage
resources sustainably

www.odi.org

• Protect people threatened by conflict, disasters
and insecurity
• Build accountable and inclusive institutions
• Increase productivity and create jobs through
transformative growth

www.internationalinnovation.com
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