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The Impact Lab presents a series of Learning Guides which draw on the lessons for 

successful impact from grants funded by the ESRC-DFID Joint Fund for Poverty 

Alleviation Research. The Joint Fund aims to enhance the quality and impact of social 

science research, with the goal of reducing poverty amongst the poorest countries and 

peoples of the world.  Since 2005, the Joint Fund has enabled over 150 research projects.

An impact evaluation, undertaken in 2015, assesses the impact of the first two phases 

of the Joint Fund, and provides a thorough assessment of impact on policymakers, 

and other stakeholders over the ten years since it began.  The evaluation, published in 

2016, identifies critical barriers to engagement and uptake in areas like networks and 

relationships, mutual learning, individual capacities and incentives and lack of demand 

for evidence.  Drawing on the ESRC’s conceptual framework for impact assessment to 

inform the evaluation methodology, the evaluation also recognises the complexities of 

the research to policy process and the multifaceted nature of social science impact. 

The Impact Lab seeks to strengthen links and create dialogue by providing an outline of 

relevant issues and clear lessons for knowledge practitioners, funders and researchers.  

Each Learning Guide, therefore, identifies replicable approaches to effective engagement 

in a particular area previously identified by the impact evaluation as a potential barrier 

for impact. Drawing on diverse case studies from the first two phases of the Joint Fund, 

this learning guide shares the strategies that have been successfully employed by ESRC 

DFID grant holders to increase outreach and maximise research uptake and impact in 

these critical areas.  Many of these approaches may require a better understanding of 

local conditions, more time, effort or funding. However, the results could significantly 

strengthen the efficacy of research projects’ pathways to impact.

.
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Introduction

To exactly what extent evidence improves the efficacy of policy and practice remains 

highly contested. However, a consensus does exist amongst governments, donors and 

research funders, practitioners and researchers around the important contribution 

research can make to strengthen the evidence base that informs decision-making around 

development policy and practice (Newman et al. 2013; Levitt 2013).4,5

In defining the impact they are seeking to achieve, research programmes often identify 

specific changes they would like to see in the behaviours and attitudes of policymakers 

and practitioners, as well as the policies and practices that those stakeholders are 

responsible for. Achieving these changes relies on effective engagement with these 

audiences, and there are multiple resources that provide advice and guidance on how this 

can be achieved (Young et al. 2014).6

This Learning Guide draws on lessons from four research projects funded by projects 

funded by the ESRC-DFID’s Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research:

1. Healthy urbanisation: tackling child malnutrition through intervening to change 

the social determinants of health in informal settlements and slums7 (2010–14, 

Principal Investigator: Professor Pat Judith Pridmore, University College London). 

The project focused on the issues of child obesity in Chile and child undernutrition 

in Kenya. During its four-year duration, the study facilitated participatory action 

research (PAR) to find the most effective ways to change knowledge, attitudes and 

practices relating to the social determinants of child malnutrition at municipal and 

community levels. This was done by bringing together practitioners from institutions 

and sectors that are important for tackling malnutrition and community members 

from the informal settlements on which the study focused, to form two Urban 

Nutrition Working Groups (UNWGs) – one in Mombasa, Kenya and one in Valparaíso, 

Chile (Pridmore et al. 2014).8

2. Embedding poor people’s voices in local governance: participation and political 

empowerment in India9 (2008–10, Principal Investigator: Dr Glyn Owain Williams, 

University of Sheffield). The project looked at three related aspects of political 

empowerment (poor people’s political capabilities, their political space, and their 

substantive citizenship) in four selected locales in West Bengal and Kerala (Williams 

et al. 2011).10

3. Pregnancy termination trajectories in Zambia: the socioeconomic costs11 (2011–14, 

Principal Investigator: Dr Ernestina Coast, London School of Economics and Political 

Science). The project ‘Pregnancy termination trajectories in Zambia’ was run by a 

team of researchers from the London School of Economics and Political Science 
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(LSE) Health and Social Care, King’s College London and the Lusaka University 

Teaching Hospital. In addition to the research funding they were also awarded an 

impact maximisation grant to extend their dissemination and engagement work (the 

maximisation grant was follow on funding designed to enable researchers to respond 

to emerging opportunities for knowledge exchange and research impact). In this 

Learning Guide we examine the impact this project achieved in terms of influence on 

policy and practice in more detail – see Spotlight: Pregnancy termination trajectories 

in Zambia: the socioeconomic costs.12 

4. Mining, social networks and rural livelihoods in Bangladesh13 (2008–11, Principal 

Investigator: Professor Katy Gardner, LSE). The research aimed to generate policy 

recommendations, tools, and ‘best practice’ guides, aiming to reduce the negative 

impacts of mining and displacement on affected populations, as well as providing 

insights into practices of corporate social responsibility (CSR).  A  multinational energy 

corporation was a particular focus for the research due to their CSR programmes 

in Bangladesh in which they invest in health, education and alternative livelihoods 

projects as part of their Community Engagement Programme (Gardner 2011).14

Incentives and drivers for positive engagement of research with policy and practice 

Researchers have:
• Integrated targeted engagement activities into the 

research design, which are undertaken regularly 
and continuously from the outset of the project;

• A sound understanding of the policy 
environment, target audiences and who is 
best placed to engage with them, and how;

• The ability to respond to rapidly emerging policy 
and practice windows and opportunities;

• Existing networks that can be built upon and 
leveraged for engagement activities;

• Broader organisational capacity and support to 
underpin research engagement activities. 

 
 
 
 

Barriers to engaging research with policy and practice
• Limited funding available for effective 

engagement by researchers;

• Policymakers and/or practitioners do not have 
adequate resources to effectively engage with 
research, particularly single projects, and understand 
the benefits and implications for their own work;

• Unclear or too broadly defined policy 
engagement and impact goals, with limited 
understanding of what success looks like;

• Unexpected events and changes 
to the policy environment;

• Parallel or separate research and research 
uptake tracks within a research project;

• Diverging and competing interests 
of target audiences;

• Over-reliance on existing networks and connections.
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Policymakers and practitioners, alongside  
other users and beneficiaries, have: 

• Been involved in a collaborative way in the research  
process from the outset; 

• The capacity and capability to understand and utilise 
evidence in decision-making, or this is built as part of  
the research process; 

• Existing appetite for policy or practice change.
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Top tips for researchers

Be clear about your impact goals and how you will achieve them from the 

outset

Having clearly defined impact goals and pathways to achieving them is critical to 

effective engagement, even if these need to be refined, revised and adapted as the 

programme progresses. This was highlighted in the impact evaluation report2 which 

assesses the impact of the first two phases of the Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example: Pregnancy termination trajectories in Zambia: the socioeconomic costs11 

The project, led by Dr Ernestina Coast at LSE, on unsafe abortion in Zambia had a clear 

set of impact objectives from the outset for the programme. These included building 

the capacity of the research team, contributing to knowledge around why women seek 

unsafe abortions and the cost of them, influencing debates around safe abortion services, 

providing evidence for advocacy non-governmental organisations (NGOs) to use in lobbying, 

and encouraging evidence-based decision-making around abortion by policymakers. 

 

Identifying a clear set of objectives allowed the project to be specific about the best tools 

and tactics to employ for engagement, such as meetings, press releases and policy briefings. 

It also positioned the project well to get the most out of its impact maximisation grant (this 

was a grant, or follow on funding, designed to enable researchers to respond to emerging 

opportunities for knowledge exchange and research impact), planning specific engagement 

activities with individuals and organisations in a much more detailed and targeted way.  
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‘...it was found that 71% of impactful projects had 
good or excellent clarity to their intended impacts, 
70% had a good or excellent understanding of how 
their impact would be achieved, and 78% had a 
good or excellent impact plan’. 
 

(Quoted from France et al. 20162)
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Involve those who are at the heart of the change you wish to see from the 

outsets

All four studies engaged with non-academic stakeholders through a formal 

project advisory board or consultative group, which met regularly throughout 

the project’s duration. Structured engagement in this way increases interest, 

encourages inclusivity and develops trust. Communication is two-way: a number 

of projects reported that the groups shaped their study’s objectives and strategies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example: Healthy urbanisation: tackling child malnutrition through intervening to 

change the social determinants of health in informal settlements and slums7

The project identified one of their target audiences as the community members that the 

research would directly benefit. They involved the Chief of Chaani, Mombasa and nursery 

school teachers in Valparaíso in the UNWGs, which helped ensure the relevance and 

feasibility of the planned interventions. 

 

Interaction with the communities through involvement in the UNWGs and capacity building 

and training initiatives led to a number of positive outcomes. They built the confidence and 

awareness of the communities around improved nutrition and also established stronger 

links between the communities and other organisations and the government – relationships 

that would allow for ongoing engagement and demand for change to policy and practice by 

the community that could be sustained beyond the life of the project. 

 

As highlighted by the impact evaluation report2, in Kenya ‘community members were still 

reporting a significant improvement in the health and nutritional status of their children, of 

their income levels and their social status within the community as a result of their role in 

the […] project’ (France et al. 2016). Through the UNWGs the project also brought different 

ministries together, building on earlier initiatives to foster cross-governmental working.  

 

2
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‘...It can be seen that the highest level of impact 
achievement was found in projects that identified 
and directly engaged with individuals or  
communities that were the subject of the  
research.’ 
 

(Quoted from France et al. 20162)
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 ‘...The coordination of the different ministries is 
very exciting at our level as officers. We feel it is 
something very exciting to have a group of  
different ministries working together to achieve 
the same goal. Because we don’t get to know what 
the other [ministries] are doing.)’ 
 

Kenyan government employee
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Collaborate and work in partnership

Researchers working on Joint Fund projects regularly cited a lack of knowledge around 

research engagement and/or policy influencing (and time to undertake these types 

of activities) as a significant barrier to achieving impact. Collaborating and working in 

partnership not only helps shape and target engagement activities more effectively, but 

it also offers a way in which to extend the sometimes limited resources and capabilities 

of researchers. In fact, research partners may be better placed to lead on certain 

engagement activities such as media or social media engagement (which the impact 

evaluation report  noted was under-used by all the research projects (France et al. 2016)2, 

or where they have existing relationships or established credibility and reputation with 

target audiences.

Example: Embedding poor people’s voices in local governance: participation and 

political empowerment in India9

Researchers leading a project on participation and political empowerment in India worked 

with a partner institution, the Kerala Centre for Development Studies, to host a series of 

events to engage with key stakeholders. One important stakeholder, the Principal Secretary 

in charge of local self-governance for the Government of Kerala, identified the involvement of 

the Centre and their perceived strong reputation as a key success factor.

 

Example: Pregnancy termination trajectories in Zambia: the socioeconomic costsa11

Successful working with partners to strengthen engagement was also evident in the Zambian 

research project on unsafe abortion. In this project, a significant part of the communications 

and uptake work was led by the in-country partner who was a medical expert in the 

field of study and who was well plugged into relevant networks and policy circles. His 

background and connections established a level of credibility and reputation which meant 

he was well positioned to engage with stakeholders such as the Zambia Medical Association, 

the Zambia Association of Gynaecologists & Obstetricians, and the Resident Doctors 

Association of Zambia. The Deputy Minister for Health was in attendance at a Resident 

Doctors Association meeting alongside the in-country partner, which led to the in-country 

partner being invited to present at a Senior Management meeting at the Ministry of Health. 

 

The Zambian project was also unique in the way that from the outset the researchers 

consulted with stakeholders around how they could help them to make use of the findings 

– in terms of tailoring messages and the format and presentation of the findings. The lines 

of communications between researchers and stakeholders were kept open and maintained 

throughout the project, and, as the impact evaluation2 outlines, the ‘combination of ongoing 

communication and flexible collaboration proved to be very successful’.

3
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Design engagement into your research

A number of the projects referred to a lack of time and funding to undertake research 

uptake and engagement activities. Or that it was hard to conceive pathways to impact 

and related engagement activities at the beginning of the research process before 

researchers had a clearer idea about the findings.

However, it was evident from a number of other projects that, where plans around 

engagement had been integrated into the research design rather than undertaken as part 

of a parallel or separate track, this yielded positive results.

Example: Healthy urbanisation: tackling child malnutrition through intervening to 

change the social determinants of health in informal settlements and slums7 

By creating the UNWGs, the project created an effective research engagement mechanism 

which allowed them to build relationships and networks and tailor their approaches and 

messages appropriately to the local context. Researchers in the project also identified an 

existing appetite amongst policymakers and practitioners for change in Kenya and Chile, 

which provided a convincing rationale for why the countries were selected as focus countries.

 

Example: Pregnancy termination trajectories in Zambia: the socioeconomic costs11

Researchers working on the Zambian abortion project involved the in-country partner, a 

medical practitioner with strong networks and understanding of the political and policy 

environment, closely in the research design. Again this resulted in strong levels of engagement 

with the research by policymakers and practitioners.

4
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Understand the policy environment but expect the unexpected

As the Joint Fund research projects overwhelmingly demonstrated, effective engagement 

with research and practice needs to be shaped by an understanding of the local context. 

The projects also highlighted how keeping on top of often rapidly changing environments 

or unexpected changes can prove challenging. Yet it is often these rapidly emerging issues 

or changes that can offer ‘windows of opportunity’ for engagement, and the researchers’ 

ability to adapt and respond to these is critical.

Example: Embedding poor people’s voices in local governance: participation and 

political empowerment in India9

In India there is generally a five-year policy planning process, where multi-disciplinary task 

forces comprising of academics, officials and civil society are established to draw together 

findings over the last five-year period and propose recommendations for the next five-

year period. This process was key to researchers in India looking at political participation 

and empowerment, as it offered a clear opportunity for research to shape policy. 

 

However, these known quantities regarding the policy and political environment are offset 

by the unknown, which can offer both opportunities and risks for research programmes 

to influence and shape the change they are seeking to achieve. A researcher in the Indian-

based research project was approached by a senior member of an opposition political 

party who was likely to be returned to government in the forthcoming State Assembly 

elections. The politician requested that the researcher provide him with a paper outlining 

the challenges faced by the current government’s anti-poverty programme. This obviously 

represented a significant influencing opportunity, although there were risks attached 

to how the opposition might use the findings to shape the political agenda. This was 

important for the research team to consider in framing their messages in the paper.  
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Example: Pregnancy termination trajectories in Zambia: the socioeconomic costs11 

In the case of the Zambian-based research project looking at unsafe abortion, the team 

highlighted the ‘snowballing effect’ whereby often one opportunity would lead to another. 

Their uptake and influencing activities were also shaped by the unexpected death of the 

Zambian president. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A more positive unforeseen opportunity arose when the research team had the chance to 

influence debates in the first Youth Parliament Zambia. Researchers’ ability to capitalise on 

these ‘windows of opportunity’ and become ‘policy entrepreneurs’ is vital, as is their ability 

to adapt and respond to politically volatile and sensitive contexts characterised by the 

diverging interests of stakeholders.

Example: Mining, social networks and rural livelihoods in Bangladesh13 

This was certainly a situation that researchers in Bangladesh looking at mining and 

rural livelihoods found themselves in, where a stakeholder, was was perceived not to 

be fully committed to dialogue and there was a question of trust by other stakeholders 

that the programme was attempting to engage with. As a researcher highlighted: 

 
The Impact Lab // Learning Guides // Policy and practice

‘The death of the president in September 2014 
led to a period of political uncertainty and made it 
hard to find interested stakeholders in the  
ministry. Newspapers focused on political news 
and there was no space for the research findings 
to be mentioned in the media.’
 

(Quoted from France et al. 20162)

We were continually assessing what is working 
and what is not working. We were doing fieldwork 
in villages and we had to follow our noses. I was 
continually shaping the research according to the 
circumstances. 
(Researcher)
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Top tips for research funders

Incentivise focus on impact through funding

A number of the Joint Fund projects cited a lack of time and resources to effectively 

undertake engagement and impact work as a limiting factor to achieving impact. 

Example: Healthy urbanisation: tackling child malnutrition through intervening to 

change the social determinants of health in informal settlements and slums7 

The project highlighted difficulties arising from a lack of understanding amongst key 

stakeholders and partners, both around the concept of impact and also in relation to the 

benefits of the research to their own work, lives and the lives of other potential beneficiaries 

of the research. Researchers cited a lack of time to engage and develop this understanding as 

a key barrier. 

Targeted funding for research impact activities is one way that these types of barriers can 

be overcome, as demonstrated by the impact maximisation grant that the Zambian project 

looking at unsafe abortion trajectories received. The grant was follow on funding designed 

to enable researchers to respond to emerging opportunities for knowledge exchange and 

research impact.

This type of grant allows research programmes to extend the reach and impact of their work 

with policy and practice, beyond the life of the project. As the final evaluation report points 

out ‘It is evident that the research has greatly informed and reinvigorated the debate around 

abortion in Zambia… [and]… reconceptualised unsafe abortions as a public health issue’. 
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‘For me the impact is great. Issues of abortion in 
Zambia are not talked about. It’s very emotive, the 
topic is taboo. The research and initiation of such 
topics to start a discussion, it goes a long way in 
changing the perception of people in communities’. 
 

(Research user, Zambia)
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Promote an integrated approach to research and research uptake

The challenge of limited time and resources on the part of researchers can also be 

addressed, as highlighted earlier in the researcher-focused recommendations, by 

integrating uptake and engagement activities into the research design.

Many donors and research funders request that detailed pathways of impact statements 

or uptake strategies are included in proposal documents, and provide guidance and 

advice in these areas; for example, the ESRC’s Impact Toolkit. However, the integration 

of research uptake into research design could be strongly promoted in funder and donor 

calls, through reemphasising the value of this approach and articulating clearly in awards 

criteria that those proposals that demonstrate this approach will be rewarded accordingly.
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Promote a culture of mutual learning

Donors and research funders can also contribute to building and strengthening a culture 

of learning and sharing around impact, including their own role in this process.

Example: Embedding poor people’s voices in local governance: participation and 

political empowerment in India9  

For researchers working in India on the project on political empowerment and participation, 

clearer guidance around how best to work with DFID country offices would have been 

helpful because they struggled to engage effectively with the DFID country office. 

Obviously researchers also have a role to play in building their own contextual knowledge 

of stakeholders, but insights on organisational structure and processes from donors and 

funders, as well as introduction to relevant personnel, would be invaluable.

A number of the UK researchers also reported that there was a low level of understanding 

around research impact – how it is achieved, monitored and reported – outside of the 

UK. Through funding programmes such as the Impact Initiative, research funders can 

build awareness around impact where it is low, and also create new opportunities to 

strengthen potential long-term and scalable impact by establishing new networks of 

research projects and knowledge.

In the Joint Fund impact evaluation report (France et al. 2016)2, ECORYS and IDS 

proposed that ESRC and DFID should consider developing a range of possible 

outcome indicators that research programmes could use to monitor their impact. 

They also recommended that ESRC and DFID require researchers to report on 

impact annually over the course of a project. Tools such as Researchfish15 (a web-

based tool used by researchers and research funders to track impact) could 

aid this process, and the appointment of a monitoring, evaluation and learning 

consultant could help ensure more effective measurement of research impact. 
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Capacity building improves potential long-term and sustainable impact

Building on the point in earlier recommendations around low awareness of key issues and 

debates around impact and organisations’ capacity and capability to utilise and engage 

with research findings, donors and funders should continue to fund capacity-building 

initiatives focused on strengthening the demand for, and use of, research.

These types of capacity-building activities can have a very positive effect on long-term 

research impact. 

Example: Pregnancy termination trajectories in Zambia: the socioeconomic costs11 

Researchers in Zambia combined engagement activities with capacity activities, including 

training reproductive and sexual health practitioners on the legal framework around 

providing abortion services and interacting and communication with media. They also 

trained journalists, presenters and media producers on some of the key issues around sexual 

and reproductive health and abortion, which helped shaped future content and public 

debates.

4
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Spotlight

Pregnancy termination trajectories in Zambia: the 
socioeconomic costs

Unsafe abortion is a significant, preventable, cause of 

maternal mortality and morbidity, and is both a cause and a 

consequence of poverty. Unsafe abortion is the most easily 

prevented cause of maternal death. The project11 aims to 

establish how investment in safe abortion services impacts on 

the socioeconomic conditions of women and their households, 

and the implications for policymaking and service provision in 

Zambia.

 

The impact

The project on abortion services in Zambia11, led by Dr Ernestina Coast at LSE, was 

successful in achieving a number of significant impacts:

• Capacity building: It developed the skills of researchers working on the project 

in qualitative data analysis, research methodology and research ethics, as well as 

building the capacity of the medical research partner to measure and report research 

impact. It worked with sexual and reproductive health (SRH) practitioners, including 

doctors and gynaecologists, to build their awareness of the legal framework around 

abortion and to develop their confidence in communicating with the media. In 

addition, the project also provided training to journalists around SRH issues and 

abortion in Zambia, and one of the recipients of this training said:

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The researchers also built links between these different stakeholders, contributing to the 

creation of new networks that had not existed previously.
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Juliet, a mentor at a girls’ safe space in Zambia
Photo: DFID/Flickr, licensed under CC BY-NC 2.0.

‘The training] was highly beneficial in equipping 
the producers to produce programmes that are of 
good quality and contain information that is  
helpful for the people’. 
 

(Research user, Zambia)
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• Conceptual impact: The project produced the first national estimates of the health 

system costs of abortion in Zambia. They showed that, annually, unsafe abortions 

cost the Zambian health system up to US$0.4m more than if the pregnancies had 

been terminated safely and legally. This addressed an existing knowledge gap and 

helped reconceptualise unsafe abortions as a public health issue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The project has also led to new research collaborations with partners in the USA to 

develop a conceptual framework for the study of trajectories to abortion which has been 

positively received by other academics and NGOs working on SRH issues at a global level. 

The team also gained funding from LSE to do further research on abortion in rural areas 

in Zambia, responding directly to a gap in knowledge identified by a Zambian Ministry of 

Health official.

• Instrumental impact: As a result of training provided by the research programme, 

BBC Media Action in Zambia have adapted how they write stories on SRH and 

abortion issues, placing a much greater emphasis on the experiences of real people. 

New collaborations with NGOs such as Marie Stopes were established, and the 

UNICEF MDGi programme drew on the study’s recommendations in their programme 

design around access to unsafe abortion services for young people. To date there has 

been no measurable impact on specific laws and services, however, there has been 

much encouraging progress towards achieving this. For example, the research team 

was invited to comment on national guidelines on reducing unsafe abortions and 

continues to engage with senior officials at the Zambian Ministry of Health.

The engagement 

The study had a number of objectives in relation to the capacity building, instrumental 

and conceptual impact which they were seeking to achieve and which shaped their 

engagement strategies.  
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‘The research came in very handy, especially the 
cost of unsafe abortions because then people were 
able to see unsafe abortions are a big health-care 
problem’. 
 

(Research user, Zambia)
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These included:

• Building the research capacity of the research team; 

• Contributing to the knowledge base, particularly the reasons why some women seek 

unsafe abortion while others access safe services, and the individual cost of unsafe 

abortion;

• Influencing the debate on provision of safe abortion services;

• Empowering advocacy NGOs with more evidence to use in their lobbying;

• Increasing policymakers’ understanding on issues around unsafe abortion and 

encouraging use of evidence in their decisions.

To achieve these objectives, the project identified a number of key audiences that they 

were keen to engage with. These included:

• National policymakers, including the Zambian Ministry of Health;

• Service providers and clinical practitioners including doctors and gynaecologists in 

SRH;

• NGOs and advocacy networks including the International Planned Parenthood 

Federation (IPPF), the Planned Parenthood Association of Zambia (PPAZ), and Marie 

Stopes Zambia;

• Journalists and those shaping men and women’s understanding of reproductive 

sexual health rights and services;

• Women seeking to terminate a pregnancy.

The project employed a variety of engagement activities:

• Meetings with stakeholders to discuss the findings of the research and how they 

could help them make best use of them, i.e. providing tailored evidence, running 

training sessions, speaking at events;

• Holding workshops and presentations;

• Stakeholder analysis;

• Sharing their findings in the context of a wider body of existing evidence on abortion 

in Zambia;

• Website and social media channels;

• Peer-reviewed journal articles;
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• Presentations at academic conferences held by organisations such as the Oxford 

Institute of Population Ageing and the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 

Medicine;

• Presentations to in-country practitioner networks such as the Zambia Association of 

Gynaecologists and Obstetricians;

• Media engagement with outlets including BBC World News and Zambia National 

Broadcasting Corporation;

• One-to-one meetings with key influencers, such as the Deputy Minister of Health.

Opportunities, barriers and lessons 

The selection of Zambia as the focus country was an important factor that shaped the 

project’s approach to engagement and impact. Abortion in Zambia is legal but numbers 

of deaths as a result of unsafe abortions remain high and there is a shared interested 

amongst groups of NGOs, policymakers and practitioners to tackle this issue. It could be 

argued that the appetite for change already existed amongst key stakeholders.

SRH and abortion issues were politically, culturally and socially sensitive and the 

researchers reported a broad lack of awareness across medical practitioners, NGOs, the 

media and the public more widely. The research project sought to address this awareness 

gap through its capacity-building initiatives and its local partnerships, including with the 

medical practitioner who provided invaluable contextual insights to the project and who 

was well connected to professional networks and senior policymakers. Researchers also 

invested time in consulting research users about how they could assist them in using the 

research findings. Indeed this collaborative approach was something that the impact 

evaluation report2 of the Joint Fund identified as an aspect that set the project apart from 

many others in the fund.

Time and money were also critical issues for the research project in achieving impact. 

Winning the impact maximisation grant (which provided follow on funding to support 

researchers to develop a response to emerging opportunities for research impact)  was key 

to extending the reach and engagement of the programme – allowing them to undertake 

more detailed stakeholder analysis which shaped further targeted engagement activities. 

 

 

 

   

 

 

The Impact Lab // Learning Guides // Policy and practice



The Impact Lab // Learning Resource // Low Capacity 20

 

Conclusion

There is no blueprint that projects and programmes can employ to ensure that the 

research findings they are generating contribute to the evidence base that informs 

and shapes decisions around development policy and practice. It is dependent on the 

capacities and capabilities of researchers to understand and respond to the policy 

environment in which they operate, to leverage and build networks for engagement, and 

to make information available and accessible. While strategies and planning are key, the 

ability of researchers to adapt and respond to rapidly changing contexts is essential.

Being able to achieve specific changes in policy and practice through new evidence is 

also dependent on the resources and abilities of policymakers and practitioners to utilise 

this knowledge, their alignment and interest with the desired outcomes of the research 

programme, and the broader social, economic and political context. Donors and research 

funders can play a critical role in improving the interface between research, evidence and 

policy and practice through targeted funding, the promotion of an engaged approach to 

research design and uptake, and encouraging a culture of learning and sharing. 
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Key resources

Research funding and guidance: 

• ESRC DFID Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research Programme: 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/international-research/international-development/esrc-

dfid-joint-fund-for-poverty-alleviation-research/

• ESRC DFID Raising Learning Outcomes in Education Systems Research Programme: 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/international-research/international-development/esrc-

dfid-raising-learning-outcomes-in-education-systems-research-programme/

• ESRC Funding - information about funding opportunities and related guidance:  

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/ 

• ESRC Impact Acceleration Accounts: 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/funding-opportunities/impact-acceleration-accounts/

• ESRC Impact Prize: 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/celebrating-impact-prize/

• ESRC Research Funding Guide – May 2016 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/funding/guidance-for-applicants/research-funding-guide/

Tools and guidance for building impact:

• DFID Research Uptake Guidance – published May 2013 (updated April 2016):  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-uptake-guidance

• ESRC Developing impact evaluation: 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/research-and-impact-evaluation/developing-impact-

evaluation/

• ESRC DFID Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research - Impact and Engagement scheme 

2015 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/funding-opportunities/esrc-dfid-impact-and-engagement-

scheme-2015/

• ESRC Impact Case Studies:  

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-publications/impact-case-studies/

• ESRC Impact Toolkit: provides definitions of impact; guidance and support for maximizing 

research impact; for ‘Developing Your Pathway to Impact’ (http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/

impact-toolkit/developing-pathways-to-impact/); and includes a variety of communications 

tools for developing effective research communications: 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/impact-toolkit/   
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• ESRC ‘Pathways to Impact for Je-S (Joint Electronic Submission System) applications – 

guidance for applicants: 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/funding/guidance-for-applicants/je-s-electronic-applications/

pathways-to-impact-for-je-s-applications/

• The UK Collaborative on Development Sciences (UKCDS): provide a useful guide on Finding 

and Building Effective Partnerships (http://www.ukcds.org.uk/resources/finding-and-

building-effective-partnerships) along with a range of resources on relationship building and 

collaborative working: http://www.ukcds.org.uk/resources

Further resources:

• Evaluating the Impact of the ESRC-DFID Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research: Final 

report to ESRC and DFID (March 2016)  

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/research/research-and-impact-evaluation/evaluating-the-

impact-of-the-esrc-dfid-joint-fund-for-poverty-alleviation-research/

• Related to this report: The Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research impact evaluation: a 

response from ESRC and DFID (March 2016): 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/research/research-and-impact-evaluation/joint-fund-for-

poverty-alleviation-research-impact-evaluation-a-response-from-dfid-and-esrc/

• Policy, practice and business impacts: evaluation  

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/research-and-impact-evaluation/policy-practice-and-

business-impacts-evaluation-studies/
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Glossary of terms

Capacity Building*

Through technical and personal skill devel-

opment

Co-construction (of knowledge)

An approach to learning in which the focus 

is on collaborating with others in order to 

build a body of knowledge and understand-

ing that is shared by everyone in the group 

– individuals are actively involved in the 

process of developing understanding as 

equal partners.

Co-learning

Collaborative learning in which individuals 

come together (either as pairs or as a larger 

group) to capitalize on one another’s expe-

rience, skills, and perspectives in order to 

develop a common understanding.

Co-production

Collaborative and reciprocal process by 

which individuals design, develop and de-

liver a product (the research, or research 

outputs such as a publication, event or 

workshop) through equal partnership.

Communication pathways

A method or strategy that engages those 

with knowledge and ensures that informa-

tion is effectively communicated to a wider 

audience.

Communities of Practice (CoP)

Where individuals interact as a group 

around a common theme, topic or body of 

knowledge in order to exchange learning 

and understanding. Online Communities 

of Practice can be useful forums of peer 

support, particularly when individuals are 

spread geographically.

Conceptual*

Contributing to the understanding of poli-

cy issues, reframing debates

Cumulative influence*

Research impact and influence that emerg-

es over a longer period of time as evidence 

and debate increases, grows and deepens.

Instrumental *

Influencing the development of policy, 

practice or service provision, shaping legis-

lation, altering behaviour

Knowledge broker

“A knowledge broker is an intermediary 

(an organization or a person), that aims to 

develop relationships and networks with, 

among, and between producers and users 

of knowledge by providing linkages, knowl-

edge sources, and in some cases knowl-

edge itself…” (Wikipedia)

Knowledge exchange

Knowledge exchange is a process that 

brings all stakeholders together (i.e. re-

searchers, research users, policy-makers, 

and communities) in order to exchange 

expertise, information, ideas, experience 

and to learn from learning emerging from 

research.

Knowledge exchange capacity

Developing the skills and ability to foster 

knowledge exchange.

Knowledge intermediaries

The knowledge intermediary role is to 

bring producers and users of knowledge 

together therefore helping to connect ev-

idence with demand. 

Mutual learning

Process of collaborative learning between 

two or more individuals. A broad definition 

of mutual learning in a research context 

would include all stakeholders being en-

gaged in collective learning from research 

from the outset and continuously through-

out in order to benefit the development 

of the research and support its’ medium 

to longer term impact and sustainability.  

Mutual learning can also be applied to the 

communication and dissemination of les-

sons learnt to a wider audience.

Outputs

Outputs are related more to the immediate 

results of research in terms of what was 

produced or undertaken.

Outcomes

Outcomes are the consequences of re-

search in the medium to longer term.

*These definitions are drawn from the following resources:

• What is impact? The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) Toolkit

• Evaluating the Impact of the ESRC-DFID Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research.
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The Impact Initiative for International Development Research exists to increase the uptake and 
impact of two programmes of research funded through the ESRC-DFID Strategic Partnership. These 
are: (i) The Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research, and (ii) The Raising Learning Outcomes in 
Education Systems programme. The Initiative helps identify synergies between these programmes 
and their grant holders, and supports them to exploit influencing and engagement opportunities and 
facilitates mutual learning. 

The Impact Initiative is a collaboration between the Institute of Development Studies (IDS) and the 
University of Cambridge’s Research for Equitable Access and Learning (REAL) Centre.

www.theimpactinitiative.net

All content is available under the Open Government  
License v3.0, except where otherwise stated.


