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Foreword

AusAID DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH STRATEGY 2008–10

While significant gains have been made in the past twenty years to reduce 

poverty in the Asia-Pacific, much of the Pacific and parts of Asia still face 

serious development challenges. These challenges are often complex and 

deep-rooted. Good development research leads to greater development 

effectiveness by providing a practical evidence base upon which policies 

and programs can be built.

Partner country constituencies are best placed to drive reform, and research 

can be a powerful advocacy tool through synthesising key messages for 

action and potential consequences of inaction. AusAID’s work on HIV in the 

region is a good example of this approach. AusAID-funded research provides 

essential information on contextual complexities and future policy directions for local policy makers, donors 

and civil society, as a recent study in Vanuatu has shown.

I am proud of Australia’s position as an innovative, influential donor with a reputation for excellence and 

expertise in the Asia-Pacific region in particular. Our practical contribution in fragile states – drawing on 

our experiences in the Solomon Islands, East Timor, Bougainville and Cambodia – is a key area in which 

we are, in many respects, a leader in international policy development.

AusAID is now working on finding new ways to sharpen the impact of our development cooperation 

program. To better project our expertise and influence, and to ensure our broader assistance program is 

effective, AusAID will significantly scale up and diversify its research investment over the coming years, 

especially in fragile states. AusAID’s research investment in the Asia-Pacific region fills an important 

gap, as there is less focus on these areas in development research compared to other regions.

AusAID’s research will be focused on addressing the following objectives:

>	 to develop partner country capacity to solve local problems

>	 to build a stronger evidence base for policy and programs

>	 to create incentives for innovative ideas and strategies to address existing and emerging 

development challenges, and

>	 to deepen the pool of academic expertise about and within countries in the Asia-Pacific region.

The new AusAID Development Research Strategy promises more research funding, new quality 

assurance processes, stronger connections between research and policy, greater consideration of capacity 

building needs, and better links with other government departments. This strategy will provide the 

overarching framework for all aid program-funded research over the next three years. AusAID will ensure 

an expanded program of quality research that is well communicated, informs AusAID’s and partner 

countries’ policies and programs, and builds capacity of researchers and research users. The benefits for 

the Australian aid program, and the broader development effort, should be substantial indeed.

The Hon Bob McMullan MP	

January 2008
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left: A researcher from the Centre for Advanced Studies in Cambodia undertakes a patient exit interview at the Phnom Penh 

Municipal Hospital to collect data for an AusAID-funded study into Financial Access to Health Services in Cambodia. 

photo: Peter Annear, RMIT University

right: Follow-up mentoring is an important part of the IASTP training process. Dr Gunawan Yamin (at rear), Head of 

Microbiology and Parasitology in Indonesia’s Ministry of Health, maintains regular contact with laboratory technicians who 

completed the TB early detection training course. photo: AusAID

below: Researchers from the International WaterCentre engage in community consultation as part of an AusAID-funded 

research project on the Kongulai Water Catchment Area, Solomon Islands. photo: Bronwyn Powell, International 

WaterCentre
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access to relevant expertise. Thematic groups, 

including the Principal Advisers, will provide 

an important quality assurance and knowledge 

management role to thematic areas and country 

programs on research.

AusAID has established a Research Thematic Group, 

which will have a variety of policy, program and 

knowledge management functions. The Research 

Thematic Group will compile an annual AusAID 

Research Program Report and act as secretariat 

to the Research Steering Committee, collecting 

information for meetings and conveying committee 

recommendations to program areas.

The Research Thematic Group will also:

>	 manage the ADRA funding round

>	 manage an increased central research program, 

the AusAID Development Research Program

>	 develop standards and processes, including 

generic guidelines, and straight-forward reporting 

mechanisms, and

>	 manage a transparent and competitive process 

to give access to research experts, including peer 

reviewers, who understand development research.

The Research Thematic Group also has an important 

knowledge management function for AusAID staff. 

The Thematic Group will:

>	 generate and highlight lessons learned

>	 break down research ‘silos’ by collecting and 

providing information on research across AusAID

>	 improve the capacity of AusAID personnel to 

plan and manage development research and to 

effectively use new research findings

>	 provide information on monitoring and 

evaluation of research activities and their impact, 

and

>	 alert staff to emerging researchable issues.

The Research Thematic Group will use the other 

AusAID thematic groups and their networks to 

distribute relevant research information to staff.

Greater focus on communication 
of research

As noted, AusAID funds research to provide 

decision-makers with practical, policy-relevant 

solutions to development challenges. However, poor 

communication of research can reduce or even negate 

its policy impact. AusAID therefore recognises the 

importance of effective communication of research 

to policy-makers and users.

AusAID-funded researchers will be required to 

formulate a communication strategy early in 

their project. Researchers will consider the need 

to work with policy-makers at all stages of their 

research project, including linking research into 

broader capacity building efforts. For example, 

key policy-makers should be included on research 

teams and advisory committees of partnerships, 

where appropriate.

Often the complex connections between research 

and policy development and implementation will 

require different approaches to reach different 

groups. Mechanisms to share results include both 

formal mechanisms such as journals, conferences, 

the Australian Development Gateway, and 

AusAID thematic and other networks; and less 

formal mechanisms such as media, community-

based networks and general publications. It may 

be necessary for some researchers to use an 

intermediary skilled in communications.

As a general rule, researchers will be granted full 

rights of reproduction and representation of material 

produced for AusAID on the basis that this material 

is seen as their own and is not viewed as reflecting 

Australian Government policy. Where full rights have 

been granted, AusAID itself will be granted a licence 

to reproduce and use all research material it funds. 

In the instances where AusAID retains intellectual 

property rights (such as with some commissioned 

work), a licence to use and reproduce the research 

material will generally be granted to the researcher.
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Capacity building and research	

There are two aspects of the relationship between 

capacity building and research: the capacity to 

undertake research and the capacity to use research. 

Both are important.

Capacity to undertake research

AusAID will focus on building research capacity in 

the Asia-Pacific region, both within partner countries 

and in Australia. This will include assisting partner 

country institutions and researchers, as well as 

selected regional institutions. Capacity building 

requires a substantive and long-term investment 

in order to address this need on a significant 

scale. AusAID will continue its commitment to 

organisations that facilitate capacity building, such as 

the Global Development Network.

If capacity building is the primary objective of a 

research activity, this should be clearly articulated. 

Capacity building will only be effective if it 

constitutes an explicit and central aim of funding; it 

should not be an add-on. Research standards need 

to be realistic when also trying to meet capacity 

building objectives.

Capacity to use research – within partner countries

Partner country constituencies are best placed to 

drive reform. International experience shows that 

research driven by policy-makers has the greatest 

impact. Achieving the anticipated result requires the 

identification of practical, policy-relevant research 

questions. At the very least, research questions 

should be discussed with policy-makers before the 

research commences.

Policy-makers also need to be able to translate 

research findings into policy. Attention should be 

given to the specific skills that are needed to identify 

research questions and to use research findings. 

Building this broader capacity requires research 

activities to be linked with AusAID’s and other 

donors’ programs. Building capacity to use research 

in partner countries also includes supporting 

developing and developed country institution 

partnerships and encouraging research-informed 

policy dialogue among researchers and policy-makers.

Capacity to use research – within AusAID

AusAID will also consider its own internal capacity 

building needs to apply both AusAID-funded 

research and development research more generally. 

A greater focus on knowledge management, 

including thematic knowledge, is a core part 

of the recent corporate reform agenda within 

AusAID. AusAID will continue its commitment to 

secondments for AusAID staff and policy-makers 

to research institutes and ‘think tanks’, especially 

AusAID research partners.

Better leveraging of linkages for research

AusAID has important linkages with the rest of the 

Australian Government and with other donors that it 

can use to enhance the quality of research.

Whole-of-government linkages

AusAID will use its existing whole-of-government 

engagements to discuss and promote research 

activities. AusAID programs considering research 

will discuss proposals with relevant whole-of-

government partners. Agencies will also be invited to 

be part of research selection committees under the 

ADRA funding round, as appropriate. The research 

findings will enable AusAID to strengthen its 

contribution to whole-of-government policy through 

an evidence-based development perspective.

AusAID has an important research linkage with 

the Australian Centre for International Agriculture 

Research (ACIAR). ACIAR is an important source 

of funding for agricultural research, with an annual 

budget of $51.5 million in 2007–08. ACIAR’s 

research work will be better integrated into the 

rural development strategy of the Australian aid 

program. ACIAR will function within the framework 

of country development strategies. AusAID will 

strengthen its engagement with ACIAR, including 

by involving the organisation in priority setting, peer-

review and quality assurance activities.
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Links with other donors

The Overseas Development Institute recently 

undertook a comparative analysis of international 

development research by donors.3 The study found 

that, while data on development research was highly 

varied, geographical and thematic overcrowding 

among donors was not a major problem. The study 

found relatively little coverage in Oceania and East 

Asia, areas where AusAID seeks to increase the stock 

of knowledge.

AusAID will work with other donors to add to 

the collective stock of development knowledge. 

AusAID will fund some research jointly with other 

donors, such as the current support for the Poverty 

and Economic Policy Research Network with the 

International Development Research Centre. AusAID 

will also provide funding for research activities by 

multilateral partners such as the World Bank.

AusAID’s work in the Asia-Pacific region will have 

important complementarity with other donors. 

A recent internal AusAID survey highlighted 

the difficulties in determining donor research 

information, especially on expenditure. AusAID 

will work with other donors to achieve consistent 

definitions and research expenditure data.

3	 Jones, Nicola and Young, John, ‘Setting the Scene: Situating DFID’s Research Funding Policy and Practice in an International Comparative Perspective’, Overseas Development 
Institute, April 2007.

Consultative mapping: gaining stakeholders’ understanding of their local water catchment area. Part of an AusAID-funded 

research project on the Kongulai Water Catchment Area, Solomon Islands. photo: Terence Chan, International WaterCentre
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A fundamental tenet of research is to encourage 

independent and innovative ideas. Research can have 

higher risks than standard development activities 

as it is by definition exploratory in nature. But it can 

also have high returns. Although not all research 

activities will have a major development impact in 

the short term, research will provide information 

on what policies and programs will be effective in 

different sectors and settings. High-risk research 

should be considered where the potential returns 

are high. Risks should continue to be carefully 

identified and managed, along with likely costs 

and benefits of research.

Success for research programs is therefore often 

measured not by the individual research findings, 

but by the collective impact of the research program 

overall. This impact will be judged by determining 

the impact on development policy in both developed 

and developing countries, as well as the contribution 

to broader development thinking and practice.

What will success look like?




