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Abstract
The Knowledge-for-Development (K4D) approach has been characterized by a marked concentration of
the production of research on development in developed countries. The underlying utilitarian approach to
social science research misrepresents the nature and making of policy, raises entry barriers for developing
country researchers, and focuses on the production of research to the detriment of its use. Using such
research in developing countries requires informed debate, consideration of the local environment, and
sufficient local research capacity. Foreign assistance should focus on research capacity building as a
specific objective, distinct from the production and publication of research, with its own management,
implementation, and monitoring. This is essential if the objective of the K4D approach, namely the better
use of scientific knowledge to enhance the quality of policies, is to be achieved.
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The conviction that policy effectiveness requires the mobilization of scientific knowledge and
evidence has shaped development approaches and donor strategies for at least a quarter of a
century, most notably since the World Development Report on ‘Knowledge for Development’
(World Bank, 1998). L. Alan Winters has demonstrated strong and sustained commitment in
his career to strengthening research capacity in developing countries.1 This essay pays tribute
to this aspect of Alan Winters’ work by discussing ways in which ‘knowledge-for-development’
(K4D) efforts can, and should, be improved.

A well-known characteristic of research in social sciences (including economics) is the spatial
concentration of its production and its thematic focus. More than 80% of citable documents
in the social sciences originate in high-income countries, half a percent in low-income ones,
less than 5% in lower-middle-income ones.2 Das et al. (2013) note that most of the research
in economics published in the top 202 economic journals over the 1985–2005 period is devoted
to the United States. Only 4 papers were published on Burundi, 9 on Cambodia, and 27 on Mali.
Such concentration of the production is not necessarily problematic. Scientific knowledge is a glo-
bal public good (Stiglitz, 1999). Once generated, it can be freely accessed at zero marginal cost.3

Furthermore, its production exhibits economics of scale. An environment conducive to research

*President (2012–2022).
1For many years, Alan has been a member of the Board of Directors of the Global Development Network (GDN), a public

international organization headquartered in New Delhi whose mission is to enhance research capacity in social sciences in
developing countries, under the premise that this will lead to better policies and development outcomes. Alan chaired the
Board of GDN between 2011 and 2018.

2Data from SCImago country rankings database for the period 1996–2021.
3At least theoretically. Applied research may lead to partly privatized knowledge (through protection and patents) and
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will benefit researchers and increase their productivity through the synergies and interactions it
generates. Geographic concentration may therefore increase research effectiveness and product-
ivity and be preferable to other modes of organization. Casual evidence suggests that developing
country academic students able to graduate from leading universities in high income countries or
to receive post graduate training there have access to more promising research or professional
careers and greater visibility and influence. This is therefore one approach to raise research cap-
acity and strengthen the influence of research on policy. It reportedly worked well in Latin
America as highly trained economists educated in the United States came back to their countries
and played a major role in shaping policies (e.g., Harberger, 1993).

The K4D effort has mainly espoused the concentration model. Many universities in high-
income countries have nurtured centers of development studies and attracted top students
from developing countries in their departments. A buoyant academic market for development
research has emerged, producing a substantive scientific output, which is a global public good.
Why divert resources to train researchers locally if they could be better trained outside of their
own countries and if solutions to national development challenges are mainly technical in nature
and could be elaborated upon in foreign places? Information technology (IT) has contributed to
deepening the technical content of much social science research, and the concentration of
technical work may increase overall academic effectiveness.

The thesis developed in this article is that, however useful in augmenting development knowl-
edge, this conception of the K4D model is partial at best and misrepresents the nature of devel-
opment, the politics of policymaking, the various possible uses of research, and the importance,
role, and nature of capacity building. As a result, concentration of social science production is
sub-optimal for development policies and strategies. This problem was partly recognized and
addressed through research capacity building initiatives, but these have, however, been insuffi-
cient and inadequately funded and specified.

1. On Knowledge Use vs. Generation
As a global public good, development knowledge is essentially ‘disembodied’ (Stiglitz, 2000).
It can be defined and disseminated without reference to contextual oddities and has a universal
value. It includes the broad scientific underpinnings of knowledge that can be universally shared
and serve as guide for thinking and action. Even in that case, however, access, understanding, and
interpretation are conditioned by individual capacity and by contextual factors, such as culture,
history, experience, ideologies, and politics.4 To put it differently, there are different ‘ways of
knowing’ that are highly context-dependent.5 Using scientific knowledge to define and imple-
ment development paths or solutions requires re-embodying knowledge, which implies a local
process of ownership that concentration of research work makes more difficult, both in terms
of lack of capacity locally, and in terms of ‘salience, credibility and legitimacy’ (Cash et al.,
2002), three characteristics of knowledge that condition its use. Knowledge is not a commodity
that can be bought and put to work with little additional effort (Arocena et al., 2014). This echoes
the critique of ‘monoculturality’ (Akude, 2014) and strengthens the case for expanding research
capacity-building efforts.

The very generation and dissemination of ‘disembodied knowledge’ reflects value-laden
choices, because scientific investigation is always incomplete and selective. Why generate knowl-
edge, and disseminate it, on any given specific issue as opposed to others? Knowledge being
incomplete, any choice to allocate research time on any theme is a subjective choice. Politics, cul-
ture, and ideology matter even for scientific creation. Developed countries’ domination ends up
being further accentuated through the overwhelming role of foreign expertise and advice (even

4Baggini (2018) discusses different approaches to thinking in various philosophical traditions. See also (Lavis, 2021).
5Wagner (2018), for example, discusses differences between East and West ways of knowing.
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when instrumentalized in domestic politics). This runs exactly contrary to the avowed focus on
local ‘ownership’, even though the latter was rightly recognized as a major principle of aid effect-
iveness by the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness.6 Moreover, the lack of ownership may
be a deliberate strategy for political economy reasons. Developing country governments may tend
to ignore domestic academia and seek knowledge from abroad (Arocena et al., 2014). Calling on
foreign experts not only helps raise resources, but also limits political implications and respon-
sibility – it is tempting to ‘buy’ an expertise-based, scientifically legitimate, credible foreign blue-
print that can then be presented by local ministers as a ‘result’ of their actions, even though the
ministries lack capacity to implement these blueprints, which then become substitutes to action.
One could cynically interpret part of foreign assistance as the ongoing conception of blueprints
succeeding each other and seldom if ever implemented.

From a policy perspective, therefore, the global public good dimension of general knowledge
cannot justify a de-politicized separation between knowledge generation, knowledge interpret-
ation, and knowledge use. The three aspects of knowledge interact constantly. Scientific knowl-
edge produced in the best universities in high income countries is not immediately actionable
in a developing country context. Research conducted locally is an important component of access
to, and use of, such knowledge, of interaction and integration with local implicit knowledge, and
establishing nationally based epistemic communities (Haas, 1992). Explicit recognition of this
role for local production would be a decisive contribution to the effectiveness of the K4D agenda.

2. Social Returns to Social Science Research
In a financially constrained environment, it is not surprising, and even legitimate, to expect
research to demonstrate social returns. Unfortunately, the interpretation of the latter has inexor-
ably tended to shrink over time toward a restrictive, instrumental, and short-term interpretation.
Given the concern about the social returns to social sciences, this section reviews the various roles
and uses they may play and discusses the limits of the utilitarian view of research that has
emerged as a guiding force of the K4D movement.

2.1 Roles and Uses of Research

Pressure to demonstrate results has considerably boosted policy work linking research with solu-
tions to pressing policy challenges. The normative stance7 has become one of the main functions
of social-science based, policy-oriented work. Economics has notably expanded on an ‘engineer
view’ of policy and a rational model of the policy-making process: the economy is represented by
a model, whose sophistication testifies of the capacity to understand and summarize complexity,
through which inputs (policy instruments) are transformed into outputs (development results) in
a more-or-less systematic and pre-determined way. That model is validated by rigorous empirical
tests and can be further documented and improved through scientific evaluations. Such a model
remains a positive representation of the economy, although the assumptions on which its simpli-
fications are based are hardly value free. It easily leads to an explicitly normative approach by
identifying the policy instruments and sequences supposed to generate any desirable mix of
given outputs. This representation of the policy process amounts to a depoliticization of knowl-
edge and of policy (Nustad and Sending, 2000). It ignores political economy considerations,
which may be particularly relevant in at least four ways: (1) the reasons to focus on any given
policy problem (which implies a choice between problems competing for attention); (2) the
choice and adoption of the objectives to be assigned to policy (which may not be stable over

6This commits developed and developing countries to abide by five major principles of aid effectiveness: ownership, align-
ment, harmonization, managing for results, and mutual accountability (Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, 2005).

7As opposed to the ‘positive’ and the ‘political economy’ approaches to policy research (Benassy-Quéré et al., 2019).
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time or over the available information); (3) ideological pressures on methods, assumptions and
conclusions; and (4) the conditions for implementation.

Carol Weiss approaches the utilization of social science research along seven distinct and com-
plementary dimensions (Weiss, 1979). These are summarized below into three categories: instru-
mental, political, and societal. The ‘instrumental’ approach focuses on the role of knowledge in
directly addressing policy issues. For social sciences, this can take several forms. In the strongest
one, policy may be expected to directly implement knowledge-driven prescriptions. Alternatively,
social science research may be directed to solving specific policy issues, to evaluate a pending pol-
icy decision, or to formalize learning from policy experiments through scientific evaluations. In a
more sophisticated version of the instrumental principle, research may be seen as one source of
knowledge interacting with others (cultural beliefs and experience alongside forms of tacit, non-
formalized knowledge) to inform policy challenges and decisions. Research, notably evaluative
research, has a role to play to formalize tacit knowledge and knowledge from experience. It
requires knowledge to know what one does not know. At low levels of education, beliefs tend
to be considered as true knowledge; at all levels of education, ‘knowledge illusions’ are pervasive
(Sloman and Fernbach, 2017). Unfounded claims, increasingly easily circulated through social
media, compete with scientific knowledge and can be used as part of arguments to push specific
decisions or actions. Such competition is unequal because access to high quality, scientific knowl-
edge is more constrained, and users may not always distinguish the differences in the intrinsic
quality of various claims to knowledge. This interaction between academic research and other
forms of knowledge is an important topic for social sciences.

The ‘political’ approach recognizes that social science research-based insights are used as
ammunition to defend predetermined ideas or positions. Research on a given theme can provide
arguments for conflicting policy views rather than the clear-cut, unambiguous prescriptions that
would correspond to the instrumental approach. The role of research in this case is not to change
decision-makers’ views but to help strengthen their arguments. They are not primarily interested
by new evidence from such research, but use it to support their priors or inclinations. A weaker
version of the political approach recognizes that policymakers face constraints that may legitim-
ately prevent them from abiding by scientific advice, even when the latter falls into so-called
‘Econ 101’ (Krugman, 2022). Weiss notes that using research to validate priors is a perfectly legit-
imate (and important) instrumental use of research, unless of course there is intentional distor-
tion or misinterpretation of research findings. An additional political dimension of research use is
tactical: to gain time or to show that decision makers care about a given issue, even if they do not
take any other decision about it. Commissioning research on a specific issue may thus be an
instrument of decision, which may then lead to an instrumental use of research, to further delib-
eration, or – in more cynical cases – to oblivion.

Finally, the ‘societal’ approach looks at social science research as a contribution to education
about complex issues related to societal challenges and welfare – as a source of enlightenment.
Research feeds into public debates, may provide new perspectives, helps define issues, and sup-
ports priorities. It may also lead to shared patterns of thinking (Weiss, 1979). Research in social
sciences is one important dimension of social interaction, alongside other scientific disciplines,
journalism, lobbying, culture, and artistic expression.

Social science research has a potential impact through each of these approaches, which may
also interact with each other. For example, the societal role of research may well contribute to
changing policymakers’ priors, in turn leading to a more instrumental use of research. To
some extent, climate change provides such an example, although action has lagged well behind
science-based awareness and prescriptions. At the core of the reflection on the kind of research
that would be necessary and useful for policy is a debate on the role of scientific evidence in pol-
icymaking. Scientific evidence crucially adds new knowledge, but it is unlikely to be the only driv-
ing force to generate action (Stone, 1989, 2002; Gluckman, 2016). Different strands of knowledge
need to be connected, within academia across the social sciences and outside it.
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2.2 Limits of the Utilitarian View

The combination of a normative research approach and instrumental use has received almost
exclusive consideration in the K4D agenda, converging towards a utilitarian view of the
research-to-policy interaction, even though, as noted by many (e.g., Weiss, 1979; Landry et al.,
2001; National Research Council, 2012) this is not the most representative or relevant model
of policymaking. There are many potential causes for the emergence of the utilitarian view as
the dominant one. Ubiquitous funding constraints played a role, by focusing funding on results
and impacts. Technical factors, including progress in modeling, computing power, and big data,
facilitated this evolution by allowing the ‘engineer view’ to address a larger number of issues, and
by sustaining the trend towards measurement and quantification of objectives and results.
Political economy pressures pushed toward explicitly addressing complex issues whose under-
standing and interactions call for technical explanations, calling on technical expertise to hide
political motives (in line with the ‘political’ use of research), and considering public policy as
a ‘de-politicized’, mainly technical and rational process of choice between alternatives that can
be properly evaluated.8

Overall, there is a tendency to value instrumental research (as the expression ‘research for
development’ itself indicates) more than other forms of research, implicitly suggesting that action
should be derived from knowledge. It is hard to disagree, but this is only one aspect of the con-
nection. The other way around, namely the contribution of action to knowledge, is also crucial.
Advances in evaluation techniques make it possible to close the loop and use research as an ana-
lytical process connecting action and knowledge. In this line of thinking, research is also needed
to formalize all forms of knowledge and make them transmissible. This implies a need for new
methods, notably based on what is called ‘co-creation’ and on rigorous, multidisciplinary mon-
itoring during implementation (Schon, 1983).

The utilitarian pressure has distorted knowledge generation in many ways. It focuses on the
explicit and technical components of knowledge, to the detriment of implicit and socio-human
components, despite their strong bearing on feasibility and implementation. More broadly, it pro-
motes the generation of instrumental knowledge against non-instrumental dimensions of knowl-
edge. This is problematic, because the latter are essential components of knowledge, determine
the environment and conditions of actions, and therefore also impact on the usefulness of instru-
mental knowledge. The utilitarian view focuses on the deterministic and technical dimensions of
knowledge use, as opposed to the understanding and interpretative components. As noted,
knowledge use is not only, or even primarily, ‘technical’, but is linked to the level of education
and social norms that, for example, define the scale of importance of various dimensions of
‘known facts’. This matters because decisions and actions are about choices and thus implicit pri-
orities. Important areas of knowledge (social, cultural, etc.) are thus neglected.

The ‘engineer view’ also serves as a basis for the elaboration of development donors’ oper-
ational strategies. This tilts research themes and methodologies in a way that enables these actors
to intervene in line with their own priorities, biases, and competences (Nustad and Sending,
2000). This may lead to addressing problems specifically identified and formulated to allow
them to implement their ‘solutions’. In such a context, there is a high risk that the choice of
research themes in developed countries inspires policy priorities in developing countries, while
the reverse should be the case. This is not to deny the considerable benefits of trying to under-
stand how development and development assistance work. Results-based management, intimately
linked to the ‘engineer view’, and the generalized recourse to ‘theories of change’ are important
contributions to concentrating efforts where they are likely to achieve results and to rationalize
interventions. But when carried too far, this approach may lead to a deterministic vision of devel-
opment and greater risk aversion: no action will be considered without a clear ‘theory of change’

8The utilitarian approach also provided a rationale for the intervention of development finance institutions, which need to
justify the associated use of funds.
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ex ante, which denies the possibility of using experiments to discover what the theory of change
might be in practice. The instrumental approach to knowledge is also related to the increasing
focus on ‘evidence-based’ approaches, which tend to reduce useful knowledge to a search for
evidence and ignore the fact that ‘evidence’ may mean different things to different persons.

A consequence is that knowledge generation is mainly focused on thinking about the ‘what
should be done’ as opposed to the ‘how to do it’ (since the ‘how’ is technically pre-determined).
This leads to viewing research as a ‘product’ rather than as a ‘process’. A process view would
require more investment in understanding, through critical questioning, analyzing, and interpret-
ing, not just within the confines of a specific technical model, but within the social context. The
focus on what should be done supports a view of research as providing ‘solutions’, in turn leading
to a funding and organizational preference for research conducted in the ‘best academic places’,
hence polarizing funding and research approaches, including the choice of research themes and
methodologies, as well as research quality, to the detriment of what matters in the field from the
local actors’ perspectives.

The prevalence of the utilitarian approach to social science research holds the seeds of its own
disappointment. This is in part because supply of academic knowledge and demand for policy
knowledge do not meet. Anecdotal evidence suggests that policy advice produced by research
is mostly unsolicited, while the demand for immediate knowledge from policymakers is often
not satisfied by academic researchers. One way to proceed would be to think about the connec-
tion between the supply of (academic) development research and the demand for actionable
development knowledge as a specific, professional process that requires its own, autonomous,
development.9 The issue cannot be addressed by producing more research or research that is
more innovative and technical, or by training academics in research communication but requires
better understanding of how research is used, misused, or not used.10 Efforts to address this gap
can include research communications, policy labs and experiments, evaluations, and ‘boundary
objects’ (Wenger, 1998) specifically designed to connect the two distinct worlds of academic
suppliers and policy users.

The utilitarian approach risks tilting democracies toward what could be seen as a form of
‘enlightened despotism’ (Albaek, 1995), denying debate in the face of scientific certainties. The
alternative is not relativism as there are universal scientific truths. The point being made here
is that however well established scientific knowledge is, using it when acting requires debate,
interpretation, and deliberation. The deterministic overtones of the current K4D approach chal-
lenge democracy by questioning the relevance of a democratic debate in the presence of technical
certainties evolving into a perceived deterministic view of policy. The main risk, ominously
present throughout Western societies, is that discontent with the prescriptions and the results
extends to loss of credibility and a rejection of science as a guide to action and decisions. It is
in that sense that a project initially based on enlightenment values may lead to weakening
their base.

Overall, the instrumental approach to knowledge belongs to positivism and relates to a vision
of history where progress takes place as we know more about how to do things, what works best,
etc., and where science provides ultimate explanations, and where one can finally act without
error. This vision of progress translates into a “quest for certainty” (Dewey, 1929; Fayolle,
2020) and belief that knowledge can defeat uncertainty. Citizens’ reactions during the
COVID-19 pandemic, especially critiques of public policies elaborated while knowledge was
largely incomplete, can be interpreted as a refusal of being exposed to uncertainty, and a wish

9For empirical attempts to measure the utilization of social science research along multiple dimensions, see Landry et al.
(2001). They show that knowledge utilization depends much less on research outputs than on other factors pertaining to
researchers’ and research users’ contexts.

10See Lant Pritchett’s discussion of randomized controlled trials methods, suggesting an explicit distinction between the
existence of knowledge and its actual use, and arguing that most of the time the former is understood as naturally or logically
implying the latter (Pritchett, 2018).
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to assign policymakers the responsibility to ensure certainty. The implicit idea that there was one
right way to think is illustrated in the debate around the ‘Washington consensus’ and more
generally the prevalence of conventional wisdom at any point in time.

More concretely, the virtues of mistakes tend to be ignored, even though they are an important
mechanism through which practical learning and ownership occurs. Paradoxically, in the name of
avoiding mistakes, the illusion of certainty, through the idea that scientific ‘truth’ should inspire
one course of action, can sometimes lead to policy mistakes and failures, invalidating the percep-
tion that advanced science in high-income countries provides the best insights on how to address
development challenges. It is likely that the recent appeal of ‘alternative facts’, ‘false truths’, or
‘post-truth’ politics reflects a (theoretically and conceptually unfounded) reaction and opposition
to a vision of knowledge with deterministic overtones which exclude human dimensions. while
humans may not be primarily driven by truth (The Economist, 2016, quoting Kahneman).

While economic and social science knowledge may occasionally find their way into specific
actions, the instrumental view underplays the role of thinking (and therefore of reasoning) by
equating the usefulness of knowledge with the results of action and suggesting that the latter
can be subsumed through analytics. In fact, the main usefulness of scientific knowledge is to
be found in the quality and power of the thought process and the rhetoric it supports.11 The latter
may lead to various, contrasted outcomes. In turn, the value of reason is not so much in establish-
ing the ‘truth’ as in enhancing the power and quality of deliberation (Mercier and Sperber, 2017).

3. Issues of Capacity Building
Not only does knowledge generation strengthen the domination of high income countries
universities, research themes, approaches, and funding constraints, it also erects barriers to
entry that exclude many developing country researchers. These barriers go beyond lack of
funding or lack of access to information. They are somehow more insidious: demanding quality
standards, for example, exclude researchers working in low-capacity places who never get a
chance to bolster their ability enough to participate in global research networks. The ‘solution’
to send the best of them to Western universities is treating part of the problem at the individual
level, but certainly not at the country level. And it does not address the deep contextualization
issues discussed above.

The quality imperative may well be at the core of the research-to-policy conundrum. It is an
imperative because poor quality research cannot be expected to be a good guide for policy.
Academia has gradually developed a metric for scholarship quality that is highly determined
by the capacity to publish in the best, peer-reviewed, academic journals. This is all-the-more
sensible as only peers can read and assess academic papers, and especially frontier research.
The assessment of quality should not be left to laymen’s judgment. Quality thus defined also
acts as a strong signaling device for potential users of academic research (or listening to academic
researchers).

However, this is essentially a supply-driven definition of quality. Assessment of quality from a
demand-led perspective would still emphasize rigor (in the generation of knowledge, use of data
and existing knowledge), but also timeliness, completeness (i.e. broad-based knowledge on major
challenges), and relevance.12 Academic researchers have developed a field of policy studies that do
focus on policy relevance, but even then the very notion of policy relevance is too often supply
driven, with the risk of generating recommendations that will not be heeded.

11See for example McCloskey (1983) for a discussion of the role of rhetoric in economics and the argument that debates
about methods and technicalities hide the main issues that should be discussed.

12Mercier and Sperber (2017) develop a much more critical analysis on the role of reason, where analytical reasoning is not
directed by true, scientific knowledge, but by the careful analytical use of potential interpretations of existing knowledge to
serve one’s priors.
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Thus, the academic quality as defended by academic producers may not correspond to the
desired features from the knowledge-user perspective. As a result, users may turn to other, poten-
tially inferior, sources of knowledge, which may then be seen to have a competitive advantage
against academia. This has considerable implications, both on the perception policymakers
have of researchers and of their contribution to development, and on the capacity of high-quality
academic research to compete with other sources of legitimate knowledge and even with inferior
sources of knowledge, sources promoting fake news and low-quality analyses. What could make
scientific research more ‘competitive’ in the market for development knowledge? Can the
current, scientific definition of quality be expanded to better address demand requirements
while maintaining demanding academic quality prerequisites? How should the latter then be spe-
cified? There is a need to develop a second tier of peer-reviewed, policy-oriented journals that
provide good outlets for the publication of research work that responds to more relevant quality
standards.

Bardsley (2017) proposes to define quality by a combination of rigor and excellence. By excel-
lence, he means ‘a competitive process based on open and transparent peer review.’ However, he
further qualifies this by mentioning that beyond rigor, quality research should ‘break new
grounds in terms of theory and methods’. This puts the barrier quite high and leads to the ques-
tion of what is needed to develop a research- and evidence-based policy culture in developing
countries. This debate might parallel the distinction proposed by scholars of economic growth
(Acemoglu et al., 2006): what is expected from countries well below the technology frontier is
not to push the frontier further outwards, through investments in innovation, but to adopt
and adapt existing technologies. How should quality be defined for social sciences research
work undertaken in lower capacity developing countries? Obvious candidate components for
such quality might be rigor in data collection and data analysis, and new and analytical work
on development challenges; it is unclear, however, that quality should emphasize the high-level
academic innovations understandably valued by the established academic community.

These questions also pertain to building research capacity. While a well-recognized objective of
foreign aid, implementation of research capacity building has suffered from high barriers to entry,
combined with the quest for short-term results and thematic and methodological biases imported
from foreign expertise. Research capacity building often takes a second seat behind the require-
ments on research output, and the same quality metric tends to be, by default, applied to both.
Yet, there are several qualities that research capacity building should develop, focusing on rigor
rather than innovation, which could be assessed as part of a specific, monitorable quality metric.
Scientific rigor is particularly important in an era characterized by the data revolution and the
power of computers. Technological ease by itself does not solve basic issues that remain at the
core of research quality, including keeping a critical eye on the nature and reliability of data
that are collected, interpreting them with rigor, using them to address structured questions rather
than specifying questions for the sake of using them, and trying to identify robust ways to address
existing problems, rather than define the problems from one’s own perspective. There is a risk
that the collection and use of data could be essentially supply driven, and could lead to diverting
resources away from the most urgent development challenges. An important role for social sci-
ence research will be to structure the demand for data.

4. Concluding Remarks
The knowledge-for-development approach is based on the premise that scientific output can be
better used to enhance the quality of policies and improve development impacts. This premise is
valid but the approach has only partially succeeded. The emphasis on producing high-quality
knowledge has led to a welcome expansion of high-level development research and provided tal-
ented individual researchers from developing countries opportunities to develop international
research careers. But the international academic and development donor community has tended
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to assume that the whole knowledge-for-development dynamic naturally rested on such efforts. It
does not. Mobilizing knowledge for development requires much more than a focus on high-
quality production. It must be conceived and implemented as a specific project with its own prin-
ciples of effectiveness.

Such a project requires a better understanding of the whole process of using research-
generated knowledge (Harris, 2015) which requires looking not only at how research is generated
and funded but also at how it takes place and is disseminated within a system of personal and
institutional interactions between suppliers and users in a given environment.13 To make research
attractive, more demand-led and policy-relevant, the choice and formulation of research ques-
tions should, whenever possible, be organized interactively, while preserving research independ-
ence. This can be done, for example, through policy labs, which the Global Development
Network (GDN), among others, uses as part of the inception of many programs. Winters
(2016) emphasizes the role of interactions involving researchers, policymakers, and interest
groups, together with institutional support, effective implementation, and evaluation for the
success of the temporary migration program put in place through the ‘New Zealand’s
Recognised Seasonal Employer’ (RSE) Scheme. While he concludes that ‘the creation of the
RSE arose from such a fortuitous coincidence of interests that it will be replicable only very rarely’
(p. 4), shaping a research program (or, indeed, a policy experiment) can build the kind of
coincidence of interests that is feasible and appropriate in a given environment and transform
research into a collective endeavor to provide policy insights.

While it is crucial to shape research programs in developing countries with the objective of
producing quality, publishable output, including a capacity-building component that is explicitly
organized and implemented, with its own theory of change, quality control, and evaluation is
important. It could be part of a country-based research capacity building policy, in line with
one of the recommendations of the evaluation of the Think Tank Initiative to ‘transcend expecta-
tions that a project can produce a specific policy change, to instead emphasize the capacities that
need to be fostered to underpin credibility and relevance within ongoing policy dialogues’
(Christoplos et al., 2019, p. VII). A recent GDN program conducted in partnership with the
EIB illustrated that the main capacity building benefit for young and talented researchers was
not as much in the technical realm as in the interaction with non-researchers and in the capacity
to design effective research in a given, constrained environment that will be found useful and
attractive by non-researcher stakeholders so that they will be cooperative in sharing data and in
providing input; choosing appropriate methodologies (rather than having a preferred methodology
in mind ex ante and trying to organize the research around it) and how to discuss preliminary
results and frame conclusions (Jacquet et al., 2021).

The knowledge-for-development agenda needs to be given a second lease of life. There has
been a gradual shift over the last half century towards a positivist, technocratic vision of devel-
opment challenges that suggested that there were winning, universal ways to think and act.
Policies were conceived as mechanisms to uncover rather than as informed choices. This
approach led researchers to formulate recommendations and prescriptions. We are now living
through the democratic test of these claims: they are often perceived as having generated costly
crises and inequality. As a result, an increasing number of citizens, at least in advanced countries,
have lost trust in academia, threatening to end the era of enlightenment that has been so instru-
mental in raising welfare over the last two centuries. When science no longer guides beliefs, soci-
eties turn to obscurantism, a particularly ominous development. And yet, science produces useful
knowledge, and academic knowledge is crucial at a time when our societies must deal with new
global challenges that call for deeper understanding and informed action. Mobilizing research for
development requires the highest political commitment.

13This is what GDN’s ‘Doing Research’ program proposes. See www.gdn.int/doingresearch/about.
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