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1 Development research and practice: Two worlds?

There is a common perception of disconnect between the worlds of social science research
and development practice by governments and other entities acting in the public interest.
Therefore, it is useful to remind ourselves that there have also been important episodes of
connect between the two worlds. Famously, in its early years the Planning Commission
engaged in and drew from the world of research, and indeed early planners were also
academicians (the young K. N. Raj writing parts of the first Plan, the seasoned P. C.
Mahalanobis driving the second Plan). Early evaluations of development programmes by the
Planning Commission engaged policymakers and the media (Mehrotra 2013; Pal 2012).
Chaudhuri (2016) writes that “in those halcyon formative years of the republic, not much
separated the public intellectual from the public administrator” even though today “the public
administrator and the public intellectual live on separate planets.” Early on, there were also
interesting grassroots experiments interweaving researchers and policymakers, such as the
famous Etawah experiment in Uttar Pradesh from 1948 to identify strategies for rural
development by emphasising initiative and action by villagers; V. T. Krishnamachari, who
headed the Planning Commission for much of the 1950s, saw it as an opportunity to reorient
government administration from colonial-era regulatory and extractive functions to people-,
welfare-oriented functions (Sussman 2019 [1983]).

But important connects have occurred even later. The national government created niche
thinktanks for research (NIEPA, NIUA, and so on), and many other institutions were started
independently (CSE being a notable example). Indeed, the country is dotted with over a score
of institutions affiliated with the Indian Council of Social Science Research (ICSSR),
including the CDS. In the early 2000s, the National Advisory Council engaged with
researchers (and development practitioners) in conceiving major new development
programmes (Saxena 2005). And there are examples of researcher-driven grassroots projects
generating insights over decades—such as the Palanpur and Arni / North Arcot studies. Often,



researchers have worked closely with development organisations (such as Abhijit Banerjee
with Pratham and Seva Mandir) and activist organisations (such as Gail Omvedt with the
Shramik Mukti Dal and the Krantivir Babuji Patankar Sanstha).

The symposium focuses on social science research, which continues to reside primarily in
academic institutions—although programme-focused research and other related policy
research increasingly occurs elsewhere, such as through consultancies, advocacy
organisations, and thinktanks (Datta 2012; Somanathan and Natrajan 2022).! Despite many
instances of connect between state and non-state practice on the one hand and development
research and social science research on the other, the dominant perception of disconnect has
considerable truth. Drawing on a large literature, Table 1 summarises three main sets of
points made by researchers and practitioners regarding the disconnect.

Table 1: Two perspectives

Perspective of academic researchers Perspective of policymakers & development
organisations
Values, languages, timeframes, incentive systems, networks
e Policymakers & development e  Much of social science research is not useful
organisations do not care for or use social & not actionable
science research e Academic research harder to access (output is
e Policymakers & development too late, inaccessible language) than
organisations want expedient rather than consultants & thinktanks (client-orientation,
‘quality’ research short-term projects)
e  Researchers uncomfortable with e Academic researchers are uninterested in
projectisation of research questions of interest to practitioners
Exposure
e Academic researchers have few e Academic researchers are not exposed to
opportunities to work in government & needs of development practice or realities of
development organisations to understand policy processes & organisational contexts

contextual realities

‘Use value’ vs ‘Enlightenment function’ (Weiss 1977)

e Being useful to society # useful to e Researchers have public / social
government responsibilities, practice connect enhances
o Keeping a distance from government (and research legitimacy
practitioners) improves research quality e Distance makes research insights unrealistic
e  ‘Pure basic research’ has its own value e  ‘Use-inspired basic research’ and ‘pure
(Table 2) applied research’ have value (Table 2)

Note: The table draws from the large literature on the topic. See Nelson, et al. (2023) and Yanguas
(2023) for recent summaries, and Weiner (1979a, 1979b) for an older—and still very relevant—
perspective from India.

! Indeed, almost half a century back Weiner (1979a) noted the moving of such research away from universities
to management institutes. On thinktanks in India, see Goyal and Saguin (2019). Regarding consultants, an
Indian Express article (“Consultant Raj: 1,500, including from Big 4, in 44 govt depts; annual spend Rs 302
crore”, January 30, 2024) mentions that the national government has 1,499 external consultants in 44
departments; in addition there are 1,037 Young Professionals, 539 independent consultants, 354 domain experts,
1,481 retired government officers, and 20,376 other staff hired on contract by 76 departments.



Ranchod & Vas (2019) summarise some of the challenges—common across much of the
world—that produce the disconnect:

Researchers are thus challenged to persuade and enlighten decision makers who
generally operate within a complex, multi-actor and fragmented bureaucratic system
... the persistence of research hierarchies and preferences; the challenges of research
framing to address policy needs; continued disciplinary rigidity within the academy
and the challenge of providing a multi-dimensional approach to complex policy
problems; and the asymmetry between research and policy timeframes. ... the
difficulties in communication between researchers and policymakers, inconsistent
research findings, and a research focus on historical issues, which provides little
guidance to policymakers on future action ...

For India, by the late 1970s itself, Weiner (1979a, p. 1587) was noting that extant policy-
oriented research was “intended to provide the data base for policy” rather than to “make
general formulations and systematically test hypotheses,” that such studies (mostly done by
economists) were focused on individual development projects and “scattered and generally
unrelated to one another, lack a theoretical focus, and are not as yet cumulative.” The
situation has not altered greatly in the decades since (Chaudhuri 2016). On their part, those in
government also did not feel the need for inputs from social science research, perhaps
because ‘development’ seemed to be a clearcut enterprise—not “a long voyage of discovery
in the most varied domains”, as Hirschman (2014 [1967]) found when he observed
development projects of the 1960s. Weiner (1979b) writes:

Some state government officials believe that they know what needs to be done and
that what they lack is not additional knowledge but additional funding. Experience is
seen as preferable to social science research. The secretary of a state government
department involved in slum clearance and improvement programme and in the
construction of low income housing justified the lack of research in his department:
‘We know these slum dwellers well so there is no need for research. We only need to
develop programmes for them.” He seemed to be unaware of the criticism by local
fishermen of the housing that had recently been constructed for them or that some of
the new housing had already degenerated into slums. Similarly, the secretary of a state
educational department reported that no research was required for their major new
programme to achieve universalisation of primary education since they already knew
that the reason for the high school drop-out rate was simply that ‘the parents re- move
the children from school and send them to work’. ... Some officials justified their in-
difference to research on the grounds that academics lacked the experience that might
make their findings useful to administrators. An official in the social welfare
department of one state government noted that research findings on social problems
all said the same thing.



2 Two models connecting development research and
practice

In the field of science and technology, Stokes (1997) identifies different types of connect
between academic research and application. This is shown by the quadrants of Table 2: basic
research, application-inspired basic research, and applied research—represented by Bohr,
Pasteur, and Edison. In the social sciences and policy, this has a parallel with Carol Weiss’
classic work on different meanings/models of research utilisation. In the context of research-
practice dis/connect, most research falls within two of her models: the “problem-solving
model” and the “enlightenment model,” loosely corresponding to Stokes’ Edison and Bohr
quadrants. Table 3 lays out these two models. Amara, et al. (2004) report that in Canada,
government functionaries find research significantly beneficial from both perspectives.?

Table 2: ‘Basic research’vs applications in science

Considerations of use?
No Yes
Quest for fundamental Yes | Pure basic research Use-inspired basic research
understanding? (Bohr) (Pasteur)
No Pure applied research (Edison)

Note: This is a reproduction from Stokes (1997), Figure 3-5 (“‘Quadrant model of scientific research”)

Problem-Solving Model

Many people think of development practice, including policy practice, as a particular type of
“problem solving” (Turnbull 2018). In recent years, the emphasis on impact, performance,
and results has produced a revolution in what evidence counts from the perspective of
practice. Yanguas (2023) writes that “[f]or evidence ‘optimists’, this [results-based
management] is a much-needed corrective to suspect practices of the past, a turn towards

2 Two other models of Weiss are sometimes observed (political model, tactical model), although they would be
considered corruptions of how research is expected to affect practice. In the political model, research is
selectively used by political interests to support preconceived positions. In the tactical model, research is used as
a tactic to delay action or deflect criticism. For India, Saxena (2005) notes that many believe that policy
decisions in India are “taken on purely political grounds” with later justification based on research (Weiss’
political model). Saxena gives the example of 1969 bank nationalisation followed by research that showed past
rural neglect. He also gives the example of 1972 land ceilings with later justification that small holdings were
more productive. Similarly, Taylor and Balloch (2018) note that modern evaluation techniques have been a
source of political legitimation for Tony Blair’s New Labour movement in the UK.

Weiss lists two more models but they are not explored here as they do not seem to have many adherents in
social science research today. The knowledge-driven model is: basic research — applied research—
development — application. Malkki & van der Vet (2024, p. 279) note that it is reinforced by “often used
concepts as ‘knowledge transfer’ or ‘knowledge translation’, which may provoke a connotation of ‘gathering
and integrating evidence from research, condensing this into convergent knowledge, and neatly packaging this
knowledge for transfer elsewhere.” Weiss’ interactive model is about multiple actors going back and forth based
on beliefs and understandings of problems and practices.



using the scientific method and data to solve some of the world’s most pressing challenges.”
This approach emphasises sophisticated performance metrics, techniques of impact
evaluation, and targets (Reed, et al., 2018).3 It has been adopted by governments as well as

civil society organisations and their funders; focus on estimating numbers for costs and
benefits is justified on grounds of efficiency and utilitarian morality.

Table 3: Problem-solving vs enlightenment model

Problem-solving Enlightenment

Model definition of pending decision — identification | Weiss (1979, p. 428): “social science
of missing knowledge — acquisition of social generalizations and orientations
science research — interpretation of the percolating through informed publics and
research for the decision context — policy coming to shape the way in which people
choice think about social issues”

Application | Weiss (1979, p. 428): “It probably takes an Weiss (1979, p. 430): “As more studies are
extraordinary concatenation of circumstances done, they often elaborate rather than
for research to influence policy decisions simplify. They generate complex, varied,
directly: a well defined decision situation, a set | and even contradictory views of the social
of policy actors who have responsibility and phenomena under study ... the
jurisdiction for making the decision, an issue implications for policy are less simple and
whose resolution depends at least to some clear-cut.”
extent on information, identification of the
requisite informational need, research that
provides the information in terms that match
the circumstances within which choices will be
made, research findings that are clear-cut,
unambiguous, firmly supported, and powerful,
that reach decision-makers at the time they are
wrestling with the issues, that are
comprehensible and understood, and that do not
run counter to strong political interests.”

Consequence | Weiss (1979, p. 428): “... the problem-solving | Weiss (1979, p. 430): “... the
model remains the prevailing imagery of enlightenment process has its full share of
research utilization. Its prevalence probably deficiencies. When research diffuses to the
accounts for much of the disillusionment about | policy sphere through indirect and
the contribution of social science research to unguided channels, it dispenses invalid as
social policy. Because people expect research well as valid generalizations. Many of the
use to occur through the sequence of stages social science understandings that gain
posited by this model, they become discouraged | currency are partial, oversimplified,
when events do not take the expected course.” inadequate, or wrong.”

Note: The table is derived from Weiss (1979)

3 Nevertheless, many evaluations in India leave much to be desired (Kumar 2010, Jacob and Mukhopadhyay

2023).




Monitoring and evaluation orientation and techniques have revolutionised intervention
practices, and they offer important operational learning. However, their translation to
strategic learning and decision-making is less clear. Typically, other criteria drive decisions,
so that systems are at best “evidence-supported” rather than “evidence-based” (Marschall
2018). Much of the overall evidence is at the micro level for many specific contexts and
cases. Research also offers macro-level claims about broad strategies. But most policy
decisions on development happen at the meso-level where planners and managers interpret
micro-level evidence while guided by macro-level understandings—and considerable work is
involved in aligning them meaningfully. Yanguas (2023) observes of planners and managers:
“We could imagine them as occupying the narrow neck of an hourglass with ever-growing
bulbs of evidence above and below: a macro level of evidence encompassing what works in
general terms, and a micro level encompassing what has worked in specific programmes.”

Yanguas notes that planners and managers operate with the constraints of narrow compliance
requirements and “limited cognitive budget.” They are therefore “more likely to rely on
associational thinking than careful deliberation, responding to difficult questions by using
heuristics — what they have heard, whom they trust, what feels right.” Decisions, thus, depend
considerably on background, training, and associational networks—which are affected by
culture and power, particularly with respect to gender, class, caste, and region.

Enlightenment Model

In Weiss’s (1979, p. 428) enlightenment model, “it is not the findings of a single study nor
even of a body of related studies that directly affect policy ... [but] the concepts and
theoretical perspectives that social science research has engendered.” Fischer (2003) observes
that evidence by itself does not sway policymakers and the public, as it depends on the
frames through which evidence is legitimized as understanding. He writes of the US (Fischer
2003, p. 111):

For example, modern-day conservatives have no interest in social programmes
administered by the state, regardless of how successful the programme might have
proven. ... no amount of evidence will change hard nosed conservative opinion.
Advancing a market society will remain the conservative commitment. Only
programmes that can meet this criterion are judged to have the potential to contribute
to policy learning. For conservatives, relevant learning takes place only if it moves
along this ideological track. ... The same principles apply, of course, to liberal
thinking about the uses of government intervention.

This leads Fischer (and others) to the following argument:

Rather than seeking technical solutions — which go wanting anyway — the task is more
appropriately understood as helping decision-makers think about the problems they
face —i.e., to improve their understanding with the help of relevant findings and
analytical perspectives ... (Fischer 2015)



[The goal of research should be] to stimulate the political processes of policy
deliberation than to provide answers or solutions per se to the problems facing
modern societies. While such deliberation is generally acknowledged to be important
to effective policy development, ... policy science has traditionally dedicated itself to
the development of methods and practices designed to settle rather than stimulate
debates. ... [research should] improve the quality of policy argumentation in public
deliberation. (Fischer 203, p. 120)

Decades ago, writing about India, Weiner had noted the research-practice disconnect
regarding the enlightenment function:

Nor are there studies of the policy-making, project development process that look at
the politics of the process and the assumptions and knowledge that underlie policy
choices.... perhaps the most limiting element is that little policy-oriented social
science research in India questions fundamentals. There are too few instances where
policy failures have led analysts to question the assumptions on which policies rest.
All too often, failures in policy are simply attributed to the ‘lack of implementation’
... (Weiner 1979b)

Since the time Weiner wrote, considerable research has now accumulated on this for India—
that is, studies of what he termed “the politics of the process and the assumptions and
knowledge that underlie policy choices.” However, there continues to be a disconnect
between such research and practitioners. Practitioners are apt to dismiss critiques for being
fundamentally unsympathetic and unconstructive, if not also motivated by ideological holier-
than-thou attitudes cultivated by those in the luxury of academic pulpits. Weiner had pointed
to this also decades ago:

There are also too few instances where scholars dissent from the prevailing orthodox
view in Indian intellectual circles, and there are too many sacred cows
(‘decentralisation’, ‘appropriate technology’, ‘integrated rural development’, ‘non-
formal need-based education’, restricting ‘monopoly houses’ and ‘family enterprises’,
eliminating profit-making ‘middle men’, and ending ‘semi-feudalism’ and the ‘kulak
class’) that are not subjected to critical review. ... paradoxically some of the
unchallenged orthodoxy in India is itself the product of radical thinking that has not
been adequately subjected to empirical investigations. Moreover, some of the radical
orthodoxy is readily accepted by policy-makers and administrators for it often
absolves them from responsibility when policies fail. Consider for example the
question of why irrigation facilities are not adequately utilised: an explanation which
points to the ‘semi-feudal’ land system relieves the department of irrigation from
responsibility. Similarly, to the extent that low enrolment and high drop-out rates in
schools are simply the results of rural poverty then officials of the education
departments are not responsible ... (Weiner 1979b)



For the enlightenment function, what is missing is sympathetic critique from quarters that
development policymakers and practitioners can trust. Anthropologist David Mosse was in
such a position through many years of involvement in a farming project in the Adivasi region
at the convergence of Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, and Gujarat. He writes:

Initially I was deeply involved in the mechanics of doing: designing, recruiting,
training, supervising, etc.; once the project was established, my role began to change.
I became a critical observer of actions and effects, encouraging review and reflection,
acting as an advocate for field-level perspectives, providing feedback to management
and donor, and influencing changes in approach as the project learned from
experience. This was a task shot through with tensions and the need to negotiate or
bargain for desired changes, often through forming tactical alliances with my
technical colleagues. (Mosse 2020)

Mosse makes a strong case for two broad techniques—participatory learning and process
documentation—that can potentially help, through sympathetic critique, to translate research
to practice and to connect evidence with policy learning.

Rather than producing data and delivering an analysis, the researchers facilitate actors
in documenting and reflecting on their own practices, whether these are the
institutional practices of development workers or the agricultural practices of
villagers. ... methods which have evolved largely within development rather than in
academic settings. ... ‘Participatory Learning’ (also known as Participatory Rural
Appraisal or PRA); and ‘Process Documentation Research’, or ‘Process Monitoring’.
... stress the direct involvement of actors (project staff, participants, or ‘beneficiaries’)
in the production and analysis of data ... ‘Participatory’ and ‘process’ research
methods both have a strong action-orientation, which means that their outputs are, in
the first instance, directed towards participants who are in a position to react to them
whether ‘beneficiaries’ or programme managers ... There is also a methodological
premise that intervention and change make visible certain structures underlying social
systems which are otherwise invisible. ... both participatory and ‘process research’
methodologies give recognition to the inter-subjective nature of the research process
and (at least potentially) treat the perspectives and judgements of researchers,
monitors, or participants as data in their own right. (Mosse 2020)



3 Pathways for impact of research

The research-practice connect is invoked through many terms such as “academic
engagement,” “evidence-based practice,” “evidence-informed practice,” and “knowledge
mobilization.” The UK, in particular, has an interesting history of exploring pathways of
development research impact, especially through the IDS, ESRC, ODI, and DFID/FCDO.
After surveying the literature, Mark Reed and collaborators note of research impact and
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pathways:

... we define research impact as demonstrable and/or perceptible benefits to
individuals, groups, organisations and society (including human and non-human
entities in the present and future) that are causally linked (necessarily or sufficiently)
to research. (Reed, et al. 2021)

... pathways to policy impacts may be conceptualised as a social learning process in
which changes in understanding occur as researchers and policy communities
influence each other and together learn new concepts, attitudes, capacities and policy
options through processes of social interaction ... (Reed, et al. 2018)

This suggests that pathways for the impact of research lie in subsystems consisting of players
within and outside government with shared interest in a specific policy sector or theme.
Different terms have been used for this: iron triangles,* issue networks, regulatory sub-
governments, policy communities, professional networks, whirlpools, and policy networks
(H. T. Miller & Demir, 2007). An early scholar of policy networks, Heclo (1978, p. 284),
notes that “it is through networks of people who regard each other as knowledgeable, or at
least needing to be answered, that public policy issues tend to be refined, evidence debated,
and alternative options worked out.” For Fischer (2003, p. 45), networks are “part of a larger
power-knowledge relationship ... [with] the ability to constitute, control, and legitimize the
very issues that we take to be the subjects of deliberation.” Within public management,
Salamon (2002) moves the focus from own-agency management to “enablement skills”
facilitating complex tasks through diverse teams. Such skills are “required to engage partners
arrayed horizontally in networks, to bring multiple stakeholders together for a common end in
a situation of interdependence” (Salamon, 2002, p. 16) This becomes more important with the
large presence of non-government players—for-profits and non-profits—in publicly financed
and publicly authorised roles.

Surveying the literature on research-practice connect in health policy, Oliver, et al. (2014)
note “the importance of personal relationships and contacts between decision-makers and
researchers.” Research-practice connect requires the building of trust and respectful relations
within networks:

4 In the US literature, iron triangles refer to strong relationships between legislative committees, government
agencies, and interest groups.



What kind of evidence gets noticed and trusted depends significantly on interpersonal
relations. ... Whose evidence gets noticed and used depends partly on the
trustworthiness and credibility of the messenger. (Malkki & van der Vet 2024)

... evidence use — whether we call it knowledge exchange, research impact, or some
other variant — is essentially a relational process, and takes place in social settings ...
Evidence use in policy and practice is significantly shaped by who is included, the
conversations they have, how they are connected (or not), and the dynamics of their
relationships. (Oliver & Faul 2018)

The literature observes that “boundary organisations” can potentially sustain and mediate
policy networks and the interplay of research and practice. In India, while there are now
several thinktanks at the national level that combine research, dissemination, and advocacy
(Saxena (2005) cites the Centre for Science and Environment as an early example)—some
initiated by government, others originating elsewhere—there is a paucity at the state level.
Further, both at the national and state levels, the distinction between three very different
policy spaces—developing broad orientations of policy in particular sectors (or intent-
setting), developing specific plans to implement broad policy direction (or implementation
planning), and actual implementation—is seldom made in discussions of research-practice
connect. Further, while research following the problem-solving model implicitly focuses on
the second space (developing implementation and monitoring plans), research following the
enlightenment model focuses on the first space (intent-setting). Seldom does research-
practice connect explore all three policy spaces in an integrated manner.
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