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ABSTRACT 

Evidence-based research is widely recognized as an essential input in effective economic policymaking. 
However, for the results of their research to influence policy, the research community must overcome a 
variety of challenges, including the absence of adequate and relevant data, differences of research results 
on the same policy issue, and deficiencies in effectively communicating policy conclusions to the 
policymakers. This paper stresses the need for increased investment in the generation of adequate and 
relevant data, and the responsibility of the researchers to seek to reach a consensus or narrow the range of 
and explain the reasons for their differences, thus enabling the policymakers to exercise their judgment. 
The direct and indirect channels through which effective interaction between the researchers and 
policymakers can be enhanced are examined. 

In the ultimate analysis, the political feasibility of research-based policy conclusions determines 
their acceptability. The paper discusses the political and economic circumstances, including the 
possibilities of balancing the interests of those who gain and those who lose from economic reforms, 
which detract from or facilitate the effect of research on policy. Two examples of research and policy 
interaction, illustrating its possibilities and limitations, are examined: one at the international level—the 
response to the world food crisis of 2007–2008—and the other at the national level, which relates to the 
output and input subsidy policies in the food-grain sector in the recent years in developing countries. 

Keywords:  data revolution, consensus, communication, political feasibility, donors, food crisis, 
poverty, subsidy, grain reserves, public food distribution 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

Much has been said about the role of evidence-based research as the driver of change or policy reform. 
This hypothesis is based on two assumptions: first, evidence-based research always yields 
noncontroversial results that are universally accepted; second, the absence of research based on evidence 
stands in the way of decisions in favor of reforms. In other words, if the results of research are 
communicated effectively to the policymakers, they would be persuaded to undertake necessary action.  

This paper discusses a few of the possibilities and challenges facing policymaking on the basis of 
evidence-based research. First, it distinguishes between supply-driven and demand-driven research, and 
their relative inputs or roles in policymaking. Second, it discusses a few requirements or prerequisites for 
effective policy-relevant research, such as availability of acquisition and reliable data as well as 
limitations in the way of obtaining unambiguous, noncontroversial results of empirical research. Third, it 
elaborates with illustrations, political feasibility, and constraints that determine the extent to which 
evidence-based research can influence policy. Even though these challenges face the role of research in 
economic policymaking in general, the scope of this paper is mainly on food and agricultural policy.  
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2.  SUPPLY- AND DEMAND-DRIVEN RESEARCH 

The use of research results in policymaking depends on both supply and demand for research. The supply 
of research does not create its own demand. Researchers can respond to the demands for policy advice by 
the political leaders and policymakers. Mostly they undertake research on the subjects and policy issues 
that, in their view, are important to economic growth or equity or both; their priorities of research are 
based on their perceptions of the important or relevant policy issues. Researchers may select issues for 
research with reference to policy debates carried out by policymakers such as the parliament in the media, 
in the public domain, or via public addresses. Also, the relative importance of sectors and policies, as 
perceived by the policymakers, is reflected in the allocation of budgetary resources. For example, the 
sectors of the economy that receive a large allocation of resources may be considered as high priorities, 
and researchers may select the subjects of their research on this basis. Frequently, they may believe that 
their choice of policy issues for research is appropriate and should be so considered by the politicians 
because it is related to their publicly declared objectives. However, research priorities selected on the 
basis of the above considerations do not originate in response to the expressed wishes of the policymakers 
or their felt or expressed demand. They are based on the researchers’ independent understanding of what 
is needed in terms of evidence for the policymakers to base their decisions on particular policies or 
programs in order to achieve their declared objectives. To illustrate, the objectives announced by the 
politicians could be a certain percentage rate of economic growth along with an equitable distribution of 
income. Researchers therefore may undertake research on how best to achieve the objectives, for 
example, in the light of the structure of the economy, that is, sectoral composition of output and 
employment. Their research may, for example, suggest that these twin objectives require, first, priority to 
promote agricultural growth in an economy where agriculture is a predominant source of income and 
employment and with a focus on the small farmers; second, to encourage labor-intensive urban 
manufacturing; and third, to introduce an effective progressive tax system and a safety net program for 
the poor, and so forth. To justify each of these policy priorities, researchers need to produce evidence-
based research results and convince the policymakers.  

In the end, the researchers have the task of convincing or persuading the politicians that the 
policies and priorities suggested by their evidence-based research are appropriate ones. To do so requires 
effective communication between the policymakers and the researchers. In view of the complexity of 
issues involved in a modern economy, it is helpful if the policymakers have the minimum education and 
training to understand or appreciate the policy prescriptions suggested by the researchers. The challenge 
confronting the researchers is not to be underestimated. Several considerations need to be borne in mind 
in relation to the effective communication of research results. First, the message has to be in simple 
language that is accessible to the policymakers. The jargon or the verbiage of researchers is an obstacle to 
effective communication. The researcher faces a dilemma: Excessive simplification may be misleading 
and miss the inherent challenges involved in policy formulation; on the other hand, the more complicated 
a message is, the less likely it is to be assimilated and absorbed by the policymaker. Researchers may also 
make special efforts in propagating research findings and policy recommendations among the relevant 
groups of society that will be predominantly affected by the policy reforms and try to convince them 
about the value or the appreciativeness of their proposals.1 For example, if a policy affects the interest of 
farmers, it would be helpful for farmers’ groups to be the target of dissemination of research results as 
well as to organize discussions and dialogues with them to mobilize their support in order to draw the 
attention of policymakers to the research results. This process of mobilizing support to draw the 

1 Generating public support for policy proposals involves several stages: First, the supporters of policy reforms inside or 
outside the government need to encourage discussion regarding deficiencies of current policies; second, groups and individuals in 
institutions, government ministries, and agencies should be encouraged to begin examining alternative policies to demonstrate the 
feasibility of such policies; third, proposed reforms should be communicated to the wide public or community incorporating a 
compelling message for change; and fourth, through diffusion of suggestions for reforms, a consensus emerges in the broader 
community. This helps achieve the legitimacy of proposed reforms.  
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policymakers’ attention to the research results is easier when the policy issues or interest groups affected 
by policies are very narrowly defined so that the affected group is closely identified. This can be 
illustrated in the area of nutrition and health policy with reference to the recommendations for a reduction 
of child and infant mortality. An issue such as this is very simple and clearly defined as well as widely 
understood by the public and the policymakers. Increasingly in recent times, organized civil society 
organizations focus narrowly on the promotion of health, sanitation, and nutrition policies for the 
reduction of child and infant mortality and can bring to bear pressure on the policymakers. 

The process of propagating research results and policy recommendations among the various 
interest groups through workshops, seminars, and conferences is facilitated when consensus is reached 
among researchers. Without a consensus, at least a large majority of research findings or researches need 
to support the policy recommendations. If multiple research groups propagate divergent research results, 
they may compete among themselves, and some may succeed in gaining dominance in the arena of public 
debate.  

At this stage, the role of a middleman or broker between the ultimate decisionmakers, or the 
deciders, and the researchers assumes importance. The ultimate decider could be a prime minister or 
president and the middleman could be his chief economic adviser or one of the ministers who has much 
influence on him. In most countries, this is the minister of finance or economic affairs; the sectoral 
ministers such as ministers of agriculture are often not the most effective interlocutor. Moreover, 
frequently the matters of concern to the food and agricultural sector are, for example, distributed among a 
wide range of ministries so that it is necessary to locate the minister in charge of the particular subject; 
however, even then, the subject is interrelated with other ministries dealing with other aspects of the same 
policy issue. This situation presents two possibilities: In some cases, the most important policy adviser or 
minister is not necessarily the one who has the formal responsibility for the subject under consideration. 
In many countries, a minister of planning or economic coordination deals with intersectoral issues, as well 
as the minister of finance, who plays a very important role in policymaking because of his responsibility 
to allocate resources between ministries or sectors. Second, among the various ministers involved in 
policies relating, let us say, to the agricultural sector, one needs to identify who the most powerful person 
is in terms of influence on the ultimate decider of policy—the prime minister or president. Therefore, 
identifying and having access to this important person who is nearest to the prime minister or president is 
important for researchers seeking to influence policy.  

In many instances, trust based on personal and informal contact between a researcher and the 
head of a research group, on the one hand, and the policymaker, on the other, plays a role in influencing 
the policymakers. In a climate of trust and informal personal relationship, it is possible for a policymaker 
to explain to the researcher his limitations in accepting the recommendations or in convincing his 
colleagues in the government about them. He may advise the researchers how to formulate their policy 
recommendations in such a way as to make them politically feasible so that in lieu of the first best policy, 
the second best may be chosen. After all, there is always room for judgment as well as uncertainty 
regarding the expected results of implementing a policy. Not all the factors or circumstances surrounding 
the effectiveness of a policy measure can always be forecast or ensured. 

Efforts made, problems faced, and success achieved by policy entrepreneurs, that is, researchers 
who take initiative on policy issues to inspire, inform, and influence, can be illustrated by the experience 
of a think tank such as the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) in the United Kingdom in connection 
with its role for the reform of the United Nations (UN) governance structure. To start with, ODI not only 
had a body of research and analytical studies on the subject suitable for a wide variety of audiences over a 
number of years since 1998, but also organized workshops and meetings to propagate their views among 
fellow think tanks and research groups as well as advocacy groups working on the reform of the UN 
system. At many of these meetings and conferences, the concerned UN officials as well as the UK 
government officials involved in the UN governance reform were invited. By the time the UN secretary 
general appointed a high-level panel in 2006 on the subject, the ODI already had a track record of 
established work in the subject (Simon Maxwell, personal communication, July 2007). Thus, the high-
level panel had the result of its accumulated research at its disposal for use while formulating its 
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recommendations. Moreover, personal networks were established with not only the UN officials but also 
the UK officials who were very actively involved in the UN reform process, as the United Kingdom is an 
important UN member country. The relationship at the working level between ODI and Department for 
International Development (DFID) helped in formulating feasible suggestions and proposals for 
consideration by the UN. The working-level contact with DFID (UK) and UK Treasury officials led the 
political leaders to speak on the subject at ODI for exchange of views; also ODI organized workshops at 
Davos for the UN and the national political leaders. This was an example of how a group of dedicated and 
motivated researchers working through a wide variety of channels communicated to and cooperated with 
the policymakers in formulating proposals for reforms by the political decisionmaking body, in this case, 
the UN.  

As the above example illustrates, the process of communication to the policymakers is facilitated 
when a technical and professional unit of some sort in the relevant ministry is dealing with the policy 
under consideration. It is convenient for nongovernmental or private researchers to communicate with the 
professional staff of the relevant ministry. The latter, after all, is in constant contact with the minister and 
can speak the language of the minister, free of academic jargon or verbiage, and not too detailed or long. 
When the policy advice is transmitted in this manner through the professional advisory staff of the 
minister, a couple advantages are that (1) the staff is aware of the political considerations and constraints 
that weigh heavily with the minister, and (2) they are aware of the problems in implementation that play a 
role in the choice of policy so that there is a feedback between policy choice or formulation and 
implementation of policies. Moreover, the mutual trust and understanding between the policy advisers 
and the policymaker, as they are in constant contact with each other, enables a careful examination of the 
complexity of policy issues through frequent interaction with the professional and technical staff and 
advisers.  

A growing body of literature exists on the subject of the interface between research and 
policymaking (Jones et al. 2012; Booth et al. 2009; Carden 2009; Head 2010; Jones 2009).2 This interface 
is heavily influenced by the political landscape or structure of a country, which determines the process of 
decisionmaking in the government. For example, the systems of the government, democratic or 
authoritarian, and within the democratic system, parliamentary or presidential, have different institutional 
arrangements for policymaking. The ways in which research results find their place in the policy process 
are different in the different systems of the government (UNCTAD 2008).  

In an authoritarian government, the power of decisionmaking is concentrated in the head of the 
government, aided by a few advisers; sometimes a few of them may be informal advisers and are not 
formally designated or visible functionaries in the government. Accordingly, the access to the 
policymaking process on the part of a researcher or group of researchers is often not formalized in an 
institutional framework. Even when it is formalized in an institutional framework, the real influence on 
the head of the government is not always the person who is formally responsible. In an authoritarian 
system, the decider has much less need to negotiate with and persuade the various interest groups, while a 
democratic leader has to reconcile the various interest groups that are affected either positively or 
negatively by the policies.  

In a democracy, the multiple actors in the process of policymaking both cooperate and compete. 
At least three visible sets of actors—executive, legislative, and the political parties—may have their own 
think tanks working on policy issues. A few countries have parliamentary committees that specialize in 
various subjects such as food and agricultural issues. These committees hold hearings with the public and 
experts or researchers as well as hear testimonies from the representatives of the executive branches of the 
government. Their deliberations or reports become an important input in the decisionmaking process of 
the government. At the same time the different ministries may use advisory committees as a forum for an 
exchange of views of the various interest groups or sectors of the economy. Moreover, in the executive 
branches of the government, the same subject often is split among a number of agencies or ministries. For 
example, the agricultural sector falls within responsibility of several ministries with independent 

2 A brief analysis based on the existing body of knowledge on the subject is provided.  
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responsibilities for different, broad subsectors such as livestock, fisheries, food crops, or nonfood crops. 
The different ministries may also have a functional specialization in terms of the different aspects of the 
same subject matter; for example, such subjects as research, education and extension, and marketing and 
credit as they relate to the agricultural sector are split among the different ministries or agencies. In turn, 
the complexity of the government structure increases the complexity of interface between research and 
policymaking.  

As discussed above, interaction between the policymaking agencies or ministries and the research 
community also involves a number of intermediaries such as nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
civil society organizations, and private-sector organizations, all of which serve in different ways in 
watchdog, monitoring, and advocacy functions. They bring different perspectives, knowledge of local 
conditions, and practical experience in the chosen field of research. A very effective interface between 
research and policymaking takes place when, in the process of research, the policymakers who are 
advising the politicians or are in charge of implementation interact with the researchers on a continuous 
basis at the various stages—from the formulation of hypothesis and the methodology of investigation to 
the preview of preliminary findings and finalization of research results. Such a process of close 
interaction between the researchers and the policymakers and advisers, which brings to bear the practical 
experience of the research results, is most likely to lead to policy recommendations that are more useful to 
the policymakers. 

When a research project is requested or commissioned by the policymaker, the policy issue is 
already decided by the policymakers. The researchers do not have to bear the burden of persuading the 
policymakers about the importance of the subject on which research needs to be commissioned. In many 
cases, research follows policies that are already decided or adopted or are under implementation, and the 
policymakers want the impact of policies to be evaluated so as to examine whether the objectives of the 
policy are being realized or whether there are unintended consequences. This type of ex post evaluation of 
policies under execution may help the policymaker to make changes, if necessary, in the light of the 
research findings. Frequently in aid-dependent developing countries, such evaluations are mostly required 
by the donors. The donors are frequently accountable to their parliaments to demonstrate whether their 
supported projects or policies are yielding the expected or desired results. Frequently, the donors decide 
on the extension of their aid program on the basis of evaluation of the projects or programs. 

Between the independent professional researchers outside the government, on the one hand, and 
the policy research or advisory unit in the government working directly for the policymakers, on the 
other, another category of researchers carries out demand-driven research in a broad sense of this term. 
Increasingly, many countries have semiautonomous research institutions that are financed by the 
government. The policymakers call upon them from time to time for advice on policies deemed 
important. These institutions frequently carry out two kinds of research: (1) research undertaken in direct 
response to a request by the government on specific policy issues narrowly defined by the government 
and frequently important for short-term policymaking; (2) research carried out on issues that are not in 
response to the specific requests of the government. Like private researchers, these institutions have a 
degree of freedom to choose and carry out research on policy issues that the research institute considers of 
high importance. These are mostly longer- or medium-term issues of development policy. Most countries, 
both developed and developing, have this type of government-financed policy research institution; 
sometimes they are partly financed by the donors. In an institutional arrangement for research, interaction 
between the users and the suppliers of research is often continuous and ongoing. This tends to improve 
not only the relevance of research but also the possibility of the use of research as a guide to policy. 
However, such a close association with the government of the day may impose some restrictions on the 
freedom of research. If the government considers the research findings to be against its interest or to 
reflect adversely on its policy or performance, it may have an unfavorable reaction. The government may 
reduce financial resources available to the institution.  

In the ultimate analysis, the policymakers and advisers need to know that all research results, and 
the recommendations based upon them, have a margin of error or a degree of uncertainty. In addition, in 
the implementation of a policy, shortcomings or limitations of the research may be detected. Unintended 
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or unexpected consequences of policies are often recognized to require emphasis. This is because not all 
of the conceivable factors that might arise in implementation could be foreseen. They are often well 
advised to accept a policy in a mood of experimentation. In other words, the process of implementation 
must be carefully monitored so that corrections, so called the course correction, may be made as 
necessary. In many countries and in many cases, successful policymaking starts with a pilot project and 
then proceeds to monitor and evaluate the consequences through research. If evaluation confirms success, 
then the project is scaled up in terms of size or geographical average.3 

It is important to remember that the policymakers and their assistants and advisers do not function 
or act in a vacuum; they do not approach the particular policy issue with a blank mind or a mind devoid of 
any ideas as to the functioning of the economy or economic sectors and activities on which research is 
being carried out. They do have ideas and perceptions derived from their past experience, the prevailing 
policy environment, or public intellectuals. They are also influenced by the current and historical 
experience of other countries. But they don’t know exactly what policies are the right ones, even though 
they have some biases, perceptions, and preconceived notions. In general terms, most of them want high 
economic growth, the poor to benefit from such growth, and some supplementary pro-poor measures. In a 
country with a heavy pressure of population, for example, they believe that a population-control policy is 
necessary; in a predominantly agricultural economy, they generally believe that agricultural growth holds 
the key to the increase in employment and income as well as adequate food supplies.  

Most policymakers and advisers in developing countries have tended in the last two or three 
decades to hold a view about the role of the market economy in promoting economic growth—a view that 
changes in emphasis from one subperiod to another.4 There was a general view during the 1960s to 1980s 
that the market was frequently plagued by monopolistic or oligopolistic features and therefore 
government intervention was, more often than not, necessary. They seemed to agree with Adam Smith, 
the founding philosopher or theorist of the capitalist market economy, who famously said that the 
merchants seldom get together even for merriment except to raise the price or conspire against the 
consumers. Even though the government intervention did not necessarily yield the best results, it was in 
general considered the second-best policy. Subsequently, during the 1990s and onward, there was a strong 
trend toward market liberalization and a reduction in the role of the government. The government failures 
were considered to be high—sometimes even higher than market failures. By the end of 2000s, especially 
with the onset of the world financial crisis and the great recession, the shift is toward a greater role of the 
government and appropriate institutions of governance. 

  

3 This is how the economic reforms in China are widely believed to have been carried out during the 1990s and onward. 
4 In other words, one can assert this even without going so far as Keynes to assert that “the practical men of affairs” are 

mostly the slaves of some defunct theorists. But in general, it can be said that they have inherited perceptions or preconceived 
notions. Keynes referred in this context to the classical theory of wage flexibility and employment, which in his opinion was a 
defunct theory. 
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3.  DIVERSITY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Different researchers frequently get different results depending on (1) the way the policy variables or 
targets are chosen or defined, (2) the models or the kind of specific relationships between variables that 
are used to examine or evaluate the instruments to achieve the policy objectives, and (3) the kind of data 
that are used to estimate the causal relationships assumed in the models. The models used to estimate the 
effects of different or alternative policy instruments as well as the policy objectives themselves have to be 
carefully selected. All these factors place a very heavy burden of responsibility on the researchers who 
venture to provide policy advice. The wrong conclusions may be drawn, and mistaken policies may be 
undertaken in the absence of the right choice in these respects. Even when the policy variables and the 
models specifying their relationships are appropriately chosen and defined, the results or conclusions may 
differ depending on the techniques or methods of statistical or econometric analysis. Even when the latter 
are the same, the number of observations used in the model, including the way the data are processed, 
may yield different results. This suggests that the results of research with important policy implications 
need to be carefully explained, with all the caveats and qualifications, to the potential users. The 
limitations of a particular piece of research need to be widely known to the users of such research to avoid 
misleading conclusions or to ensure that policy conclusions are not hastily drawn from such a research.  

Two examples illustrate these problems: one is a macroeconomic policy issue and the other is 
microeconomic. The first example, that of a macroeconomic policy issue, was a highly acclaimed and 
widely publicized research by professors Kenneth Rogoff and Carmen Reinhart on the effect of a high 
level of national debt on economic growth, which concluded that a steep decline in economic growth 
occurred when the amount of the public debt exceeded 90 percent of the gross domestic product (GDP). 
This was a policy issue of very high importance that related to the role and magnitude of a stimulus policy 
to deal with the great recession of 2007–2008. After a few years of wide acceptance of the conclusions of 
this quantitative study, flaws in the study were found by other scholars when it was replicated by (1) 
extending the time-series data, (2) correcting a few errors and omissions in data, and (3) making some 
adjustments in statistical methods of estimation (Pollin and Ash 2013, 11). It was found that when debt 
GDP exceeded 90 percent, the decline in average growth rate was much smaller than that found in the 
original study. Moreover, the rate of decline in GDP was gradual, suggesting no cut-off point. Also, the 
association of low economic growth with high debt could be other way around, that is, weak economic 
conditions or depressed demand may lead to a high debt level resulting from a decrease in revenue and an 
increase in spending, for example, on social sectors or safety net programs (Brittan 2013).5 

A similar episode of multiplicity or diversity of research findings in an area of microeconomic 
policy, which has led to considerable controversy, relates to the impact of microcredit on poverty. 
Microcredit has emerged in recent years as a major type of credit for the rural poor in the developing 
world who are without assets and are provided loans without any collateral. This system of credit 
provision for the poor has been widely acclaimed as an innovation to circumvent the information 
asymmetry in the real credit market and with a major impact on poverty reduction. For years, thanks to a 
few earlier studies vigorously championed by the microcredit proponents, led by the Grameen Bank, it 
was widely believed that microcredit was a powerful weapon to make “poverty history.” The first 
pioneering study of the impact of microcredit on poverty was done in Bangladesh on the basis of panel 

5 It was argued by many that the results of this faulty research misled the European Union countries into adopting 
inappropriate austerity measures and that an influential counter-argument by other economists made the United States escape this 
route. Yet another instance of evidence-based research in 1960s which wielded influence for some time and was later found to be 
erroneous was the proposition that there would be economic trouble if government spending exceeded 25 percent of GDP. Yet 
there were all sorts of difficulties in testing this assertion. Did 25 percent cover capital or current expenditures? If it covered both, 
would the countries with large state sector be doomed even if large part of the expenditures was on capital expenditures deemed 
essential for growth. If public investment was not included in the ratio, money spent on science teacher could be considered 
dangerous current expenditure whereas sums spent on school lavatories was considered virtuous expenditure. In any case, many 
countries exceeded this ratio for years without any disastrous consequences and whether it slowed down growth remained unclear 
(Brittan 2013).  
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data on households for different time periods (Pitt and Khandker 1998). This study found a significant 
impact of microcredit on poverty alleviation. This finding was challenged by a number of subsequent 
studies. In the first instance, the original study was replicated with a few corrections in the original data, 
using the same methodology. This led to different results, and no significant impact on poverty was 
found. Subsequently there were other studies—a few using time-series data and others using the cross-
sectional data—to examine the impact of microcredit on poverty. A number of them concluded that the 
major contribution of microcredit was not toward poverty reduction but toward consumption smoothing 
over time, that is, enabling the borrowers to meet the gap between the time flow of income and 
expenditures. Yet the third set of studies using the randomized controlled experiments found no impact on 
poverty. The major contribution of microcredit, it was argued, was to bring the poor within the threshold 
of the financial system, that is, financial inclusion. It has helped build financial institutions to help the 
poor. The microcredit served the same purposes for the poor and with the same benefits that the nonpoor 
received from the banks in general. It served a variety of purposes and to finance a multiplicity of 
economic transactions, including the mobilization of financial savings of the poor. Thus microcredit, in 
this view, pioneered a financial innovation for overcoming the information asymmetry in the provision of 
credit to the assetless poor, and thus reduced the transaction costs for lending to the poor without 
collateral. They offered effective competition to the preexisting institutions for lending to the poor, 
whereby the access of the poor to credit was greatly expanded (Roodman 2012; Islam 2012).6 The 
different research results, as indicated above, as to whether and, if so, to what extent microcredit 
contributes to the reduction in poverty are obtained because they used different types and sets of data as 
well as relied on different methods of analyses. 

The above examples reemphasize that quantitative socioeconomic research on a particular topic 
may produce results that are different, sometimes significantly so, depending on differences in the set of 
data used, the way policy variables are defined or formulated to fit the available data, and the different 
statistical and econometric models used. This poses an important challenge to the use of research results 
as a basis for policymaking. Past experience with the diversity of research results seems to suggest a few 
broad guidelines for their use (Summers 2013). First, researchers and policy analysts should devote much 
effort to replicating significant research results of a single study before widely spreading them in the 
public domain, especially when the informal economists and the public intellectuals start prescribing 
policies based on them. Replication should be done with the same data by using the same technique. 
Thus, errors in data as well as in the estimation techniques that may have crept in may be detected. This 
would allow data and the estimation techniques to be double-checked (Summers 2013).7 Second, policy 
judgment should be based on the accumulation of evidence from multiple studies based on differing 
approaches. Studies based on multicountry cross-sectional data, historical time-series data, or both cannot 
always successfully distinguish and account for different characteristics of different countries. The 
participants in policy debates should maintain a healthy skepticism toward retrospective statistical 
analysis that assumes that analysis based on past data can always forecast the future relationships.8 Third, 
in the same vein, one should not readily and unhesitatingly accept conclusions from models “without an 
intuitive understanding of what is driving them” (Summers 2013). 

Nevertheless, if a diversity or difference in research results persists on a particular policy issue, 
the policymaker is faced with the task of making a choice between them if they wish to base policy on 
such results. If multiple studies produce more or less the same results and conclusions, and actual 
quantitative results do not vary very widely and are within the acceptable margins of error, the 
policymaker can feel more confident and secure in making the decision. However, if the results of 

6 Different studies using different approaches with different results are elaborated at Roodman 2012.  
7 The scholars have an “obligation to discourage and on occasion contradict those who would oversimplify and exaggerate 

their conclusions” (Summers 2013). 
8 “The core issue is that while we now have a clear notion of what constitutes evidence of a causal effect, they are 

sufficiently stringent that they can be tossed aside in public policy debates, often with little discussion of how tenuous the 
evidence in support of particular policy position really is. Hence, while the homily that correlation is not causation is well known, 
it is almost completely ignored in many (if not most) public policy debates.” (McLeod 2013, 5).  

8 

                                                      



research are widely different or contradictory, the policymaker is faced with a difficult predicament. To 
put the burden of choice between competing research results on the policymaker does not help. In this 
event, the most likely choice of the policymaker would be for the research result that suits his bias and is 
politically expedient. Under the circumstances, the politicians often make policy decisions first and then 
cast about intellectual support for collaboration. Alternatively, faced with conflicting research results and 
recommendations, the policymakers may not accept any of the research studies and make decisions on the 
basis of their experience and judgment. To avoid such an eventuality imposes an obligation on the 
researchers who are engaged in influencing policy to attempt to reach a consensus by debate and 
discussions among them to facilitate decisionmaking on the part of the policymakers.  

9 



4.  AVAILABILITY AND LIMITATIONS OF DATA 

As seen above, along with models specifying the relationship between variables as well as methods of 
estimation of such models, an essential requirement for quantitative economic research is the availability 
and reliability of relevant data. Frequently, researchers have to rely on data collected by the national 
statistical organizations as well as the secondary sources such as those of private research organizations. 
However, in most countries, the ongoing system of data collection by the national statistical agencies is 
not designed to help investigate all the possible policy issues that might be analyzed. In most countries, 
such data are collected for a multiplicity of objectives, often for administrative purposes, and most often 
without a well-thought-out framework for facilitating research on policy issues. In addition to the central 
and national statistical organizations, the various ministries and agencies collect data to meet their 
specific needs. Even when they deal with the same range of phenomena or aspects of the economy, they 
are often inconsistent; this is because concepts and definitions that are used for measuring the same 
phenomenon are sometimes different. To illustrate, the household surveys and labor force surveys 
generate different estimates of employment and unemployment, as well as of wages and income. Seldom 
are they reconciled. For example, in many countries, the definition of an urban area changes over time. 
Therefore, the statistics on changes in the degree of urbanization incorporate both changes in the 
definition of an urban area as well as transfer of population from rural to urban areas.9 Moreover, the 
distinction between the two components of urbanization is seldom made.  

Ideally, a national statistical system, let us say, for the food and agricultural sector, should be 
designed after considerable thought and discussions among all the users, (stakeholders) keeping in mind, 
among other things, relevant research and policy questions that deserve investigation. Seldom is any 
attempt made on the part of the researchers in most developing countries to specify, as best as possible, 
the data that are required for policy research. Such a process could have provided guidance to the relevant 
ministries and statistical agencies in determining their program of work. Even then such an exercise is 
unlikely to be exhaustive, and supplementary data following the same guidelines may have to be 
collected.  

In addition to the availability of necessary data, is the question of access of researchers to the data 
in the central statistical organization as well as in the different government agencies. In some countries 
and in some cases, the data are not easily accessible, such as if they are scattered over the different 
agencies. Special efforts then need to be made for access to the data, which is often a very frustrating 
process unless a rapport is established by the researchers with the relevant governmental agencies. 
Moreover, the researchers and policy analysts are often obliged to rely on data that are not designed to 
answer the policy questions at hand and, therefore, required to make assumptions and sometimes use 
substitute or closely proximate data to fill in the gap. This is a very tricky and risky venture. Depending 
on the choice of the approximations, the results of research may be very different. In a few cases, primary 
data collection through new surveys to substitute or supplement the existing data may be resorted to. This 
is a time-consuming process and requires finance. Moreover, this allows only cross-section analysis and 
does not permit a time series analysis. For some analysis, the cross-section data are not enough or not 
appropriate.10 

9This is a problem that is not unique to developing countries. For example, the estimates of employment in the United States 
by different US government agencies are different. Even in an advanced country like the United States, the definition of a rural 
area differs from one agency to another. First, there are differences in definition between the Census Bureau, Department of 
Agriculture, Education Department, Veterans Affairs, and Health and Human Services. Second, there are differences within the 
Department of Agriculture; different definitions are used for different purposes. In total, there are 15 definitions of rural area 
(Washington Post 2014). 

10 Sometimes a research organization undertakes a comprehensive survey for the collection of primary data to meet the 
needs of a group of researchers at a point of time. However, the research needs of the present group of researchers at a given time 
are unlikely to cover all the relevant or even the most important questions of tomorrow or for different groups of researchers, 
which are outside the scope of current research for which data are collected. Moreover, this kind of survey is done once in a 
decade or so if at all. Since it is not integrated in the statistical system of the country concerned, once this particular survey is 
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The approximation that has to be made in the absence of relevant data may be illustrated with 
reference to the research on public expenditures and its impact on development. In many countries, data 
on public expenditures in adequate details, appropriately defined in terms of research needs, are not 
available, even though this is the kind of data that the ministry of finance has to deal with on a regular 
basis. The definitions of various expenditures often do not coincide with the analytical or theoretical 
concepts necessary for research and policy analysis. Intercountry comparisons of such data become even 
more difficult. The international agencies dealing with the statistics of public finance and national 
accounts, ostensively based on national data, reclassify the data on public expenditures to conform to their 
own definitions. For example, the definitions of the agricultural sector in the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) statistics, or in the UN statistical system of national accounts, or in the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) data on the sectoral distribution of development assistance are 
different from each other. They all differ in different ways from the definition of the agricultural sector in 
national budgets.  

The next important task is to obtain from the available data a quantitative estimate of the 
appropriate variables to be used in research. To revert to the example of estimating public expenditures, 
let us say, on agricultural research, one can quantify the variable in terms of estimates of (1) amounts of 
expenditures or (2) number and quality of the research personnel. Accordingly, one researcher can use 
some sort of an index for the number and quality of researchers while another researcher selects the 
amount of expenditures; the two are not necessarily highly correlated. This indicates that the choice of 
appropriate variable in such a quantitative analysis is crucial, since the results would be different 
depending on the choice of the variable. Again, the amount of aggregate expenditures on research by 
itself does not indicate precise subjects of research. The impact of research expenditures, for example, on 
agricultural growth depends on the composition of those expenditures (that is, research on seeds, soil 
quality, or water use) as well as on the quantity and the quality of research personnel. Similarly, the 
amount of expenditures on extension services, which consist predominantly of salaries of the extension 
workers without adequate provision for associated expenditures on transport and facilities for training and 
so forth, may not be the appropriate variable to study the contribution of extension services to agricultural 
growth.11 Similarly, one index of the size and the quality of extension service may be different from 
another. Thus, to estimate the impact of research or extension service on the growth of agriculture, one 
may have to use a number of alternative indicators or indexes of the determining variables, which may not 
produce consistent results. This leads the researchers to make judgments that may differ among different 
researchers. Increasingly techniques of economic research, especially quantitative and econometric 
research, have become highly advanced and complicated, whereas the availability of data to allow a 
satisfactory application of such technique falls short of requirements of such analysis. It is like designing 
a very sophisticated and complex aircraft, but the runway for the aircraft to land on is becoming less 
usable over time. 

The report of the UN High-Level Panel on the Post-2015 Development Agenda noted with 
serious concern the lack of reliable and adequate data that prevents both national governments and 
international agencies from making appropriate policy decisions (UN 2013). Time lags in reporting data 
remain very high, suggesting the need for a data revolution by the use of new information technology 
such as mobile technology and other advances to enable real-time monitoring data. “Better data and 
statistics will help governments to track progress and make sure that their decisions are evidence based. 
They can also strengthen accountability. A true data revolution would draw on existing and new sources 
of data to fully integrate statistics in decision-making, promote open access to and use of data and ensure 
increased support for statistical systems” (UN 2013, 23–24).12 Neither donor agencies nor national 

over, it is not repeated for other time periods. 
11 The nature and magnitude of the challenge in analyzing the data on public expenditures are discussed in  

Fan and Saurkar 2012.  
12 The national statisticians earn in a whole month what external consultants earn in a day. Increasing take-home pay by 

choosing donor-financed per diems via workshop attendance, training, and doing survey field work is normal. As a result the 
national statistical systems remain very poor (UN 2013). 
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governments devote necessary resources for the purpose. In many countries, donors frequently spend 
millions of dollars for surveys and one-off impact evaluations related to projects they finance. They 
seldom pay adequate attention to the collection of statistical data, sectoral or countrywide.  The 
international development agencies that provide policy advice to developing countries on a regular basis 
pay lip service to this issue but make no serious investment in the development of an efficient statistical 
system.13 The panel recommended the establishment of a global partnership on development data that 
brings together diverse stakeholders, governments, statistical offices, international organizations, civil 
society organizations, foundations, and the private sector.  
  

13 The author once put this question to a senior official of a leading international development finance agency, and the 
answer was as follows: one, a recipient country seldom assigned high priority to the development of the statistical system in their 
request for assistance. In other words, there was no sense of urgency on their part. Hence, the donor agency did not have any 
occasion to respond to their request. To my counterquestion as to why the donors attached conditionality of all kinds in their 
lending projects and why they were averse to use this issue as a condition of assistance, especially since the donors recognized its 
vital importance for policymaking, there was no response. The above question was put to a very high-level official of the agency 
in charge of a region. When this question was put to a country-level project manager, the answer was that for their lending 
operations, they did not need to build statistical systems. The rate of return on a project on data collection was much lower from 
the lender’s point of view than the rate of return on a project in any productive sector. Even when they were engaged in sectoral-
level or macroeconomic policy advice, they did not deem it critical to collect such data. They could make do with whatever data 
the government agencies produce at their request from their internal files and documents or from some quick project-related 
surveys. However, they did mention, on a regular basis, in their country reports the need for more comprehensive data and 
expressed the hope that the country would take necessary steps. This hope was, however, expressed regularly in their reporting 
without any follow-up action. After all, the establishment of a national statistical organization is a time-consuming process 
requiring not only building up organizations but also training the necessary staff—a kind of effort for which the staff of an 
international development agency is seldom rewarded. 
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5.  POLITICAL ECONOMY OF POLICYMAKING 

Generally speaking, it is important to emphasize that the evidence-based research, even when it is based 
on consensus and is effectively communicated to the policymakers for consideration, is only one input in 
the decisionmaking process. The political feasibility of any decision is always paramount in the mind of 
the policymaker. A politician would usually respond to a pressure of demand from his constituencies; 
alternatively, a politician may also take leadership in convincing or persuading his constituencies 
regarding the need for a particular policy. If a policymaker is to introduce or reform a policy, he needs to 
persuade and convince those who gain from the policy reforms as well as to compensate those who 
oppose and may suffer losses. In any case, if a large majority of the population opposes the policy, it is 
unlikely to be introduced (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012).14 

The political feasibility of a policy often depends on circumstances. In other words, a policy may 
become acceptable under one set of circumstances more than under other circumstances. The politicians 
usually react when they find it absolutely necessary to react; otherwise, they tend to go with the status 
quo. Under normal circumstances, it is more difficult to undertake significant change unless, of course, 
(1) a favorable ground has been prepared over a period of time through vigorous advocacy and public 
debate and (2) politicians perceive that if policy reforms are not universally acceptable, the gains in 
overall economic efficiency will significantly outweigh adverse side effects such as losses on some 
politically important groups. Moreover, the political feasibility of policy reforms recommended by the 
researchers is conditioned by the timing of policy reforms. In a democratic country with periodic elections 
at regular intervals, a government coming to power after an election usually has a window of opportunity 
for policy reforms in the first one or two years; the opportunity exists for a strong leadership to adopt 
policies for which there is no consensus or that are not supported by a large majority, in the first two or 
three years at most in a five-year election cycle. Whether their window of opportunity would be utilized 
depends on the commitment of the leadership to introduce reforms and the margin of support in the 
electorate. If the election is won by a small margin of votes, then the government is more cautious in 
introducing unpopular policies. If it wins by a large majority, the government is more willing to take risk 
in view of its large support base. Hence, the stock of political capital that has been built up in the past as 
reflected in the victory at the polls has to be very carefully spent or managed. In this light, it is important 
for politicians, first, to choose very carefully their priorities in terms of policy reforms and, second, to 
implement them in the initial years after winning the election. The fund of support or political capital, as 
it is popularly known, gets exhausted over a period of two or three years, and in the later years the task of 
making desired policy changes becomes increasingly difficult, if not impossible. This is so not only 
because, as time passes, the stock of political capital gets depleted but also because the pressure to win the 
next election builds up and thus acts as a discouragement to policy reforms that are not widely acceptable. 
In fact, if the incumbent government can initiate and implement policies that bring significantly 
improvements in the economic life of most of the citizens, it can venture at the same time to undertake 
some not-very-popular reforms. In a general environment of high and visible growth, the losers would not 

14 “Main obstacle to the adoption of policies which reduce market failures and encourage economic growth is not the 
ignorance of politicians, but the incentives, constraints they face from the political and social institutions in their societies.” 
(Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 446). To illustrate with an example of macroeconomic policy, it is widely argued that an 
independent central bank ensures monetary stability and control of inflation since it does not allow large budget deficits to be 
financed by printing money. However, a law establishing an independent central bank becomes ineffective if the head of the 
central bank can be blackmailed or terrorized into submitting to the will of the political authority. Also, political leaders 
determined to undertake wasteful public expenditures can finance such expenditure by public borrowing and avoid the overview 
of the central bank. A similar example of a good policy at the micro level is an attempt to ensure regular attendance of nurses at a 
health facility by having a time clock to stamp their entry and exit and linking their financial compensation to attendance; it gets 
subverted when time clocks are damaged and take a long time to repair—all with the connivance and cooperation of the health 
administrative officers, who in addition provide for the nurses “officially sanctioned” exempt days, that is, when they are allowed 
to be absent without penalty (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 446–448). 
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feel much the impact of their relative loss. Also, it is comparatively easy and affordable to compensate the 
losers in such an environment of growth. 

It is often said that an economic crisis provides opportunities that must not be wasted by shrewd 
policymakers. Experience shows that often significant policy reforms take place when a country is faced 
with an economic crisis of one kind or another. In an environment of economic crisis, the people are 
willing to make or accept sacrifices that are not acceptable under normal circumstances. For example, 
such crises as a steep rise in food prices and severe inflation or an imbalance in foreign exchange 
accounts or budgetary crises frequently lead to or provide occasions for significant policy changes. If 
there is a food crisis, policies are adopted to augment food supplies or to reduce demand so as to ride over 
the crisis; also measures are adopted to prevent recurrence. Similarly, if there is a balance of payment 
crisis or a budgetary crisis, public expenditures are adjusted to meet the balance of payments or budgetary 
crisis. Under such circumstances, short-term loses or sacrifices are acceptable because, in their absence, 
circumstances would worsen and prospects for improvement in the future appear dim. Often, a crisis also 
provides an opening for the use of research in policy, that is, the use of available research results. In 
response to crisis, sometimes in the absence of readily available evidence-based research, the 
policymakers commission new research studies to suggest appropriate policies. This is not to suggest that 
in response to a crisis, policy reforms that are based on research or researchers’ recommendations are 
always and invariably adopted. Neither does it suggest that reforms are always based on a correct 
diagnosis of the causes of crisis by the researchers.  

Aside from economic crisis of one kind or another generating pressure and creating opportunities 
for reforms, an additional set of circumstances frequently facilitates policy changes: aid negotiations in 
heavily aid-dependent countries. The dialogue between the donors and the recipient countries involves a 
discussion of policies that are necessary to make an effective use of the aid sought. Under these 
circumstances, an opportunity occurs for the results of research and analysis to be used for designing 
necessary policy changes. In some cases, in fact, research studies are commissioned by the donors; 
sometimes they are commissioned jointly by the donors and the recipient countries. In some cases, the 
donors have strengthened the hands of the national researchers by drawing upon their research studies and 
using them in their dialogue with the recipient countries. Moreover, the donor community in several 
instances facilitates the policy reforms by providing an analysis of examples and experience of other 
similarly situated countries to provide strength to their specific recommendations. In several instances, 
they facilitate the exchange of ideas and experiences on specific policy reforms by means of workshops 
and conferences for the policymakers and experts of the comparable developing countries. Also, they 
encourage the local researchers, think tanks, and civil society organizations to study, discuss, and debate 
the policy issues and their possible solutions. In other words, they act as conveners and brokers for 
encouraging national discussions and debates on the pros and cons of policy reforms as well as for 
mobilizing support or generating consensus on specific policy reforms. 
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6.  ILLUSTRATIONS OF THE USE OF RESEARCH IN POLICYMAKING 

Policy Response to the World Food Crisis 2007–2008 
This section illustrates the challenges that policymakers face in concrete instances in the use of research 
results. The illustrations encompass the issues discussed in the preceding sections relating to the adequacy 
and quality of data available for research, the diversity of research results, and the political considerations 
that influence policy decisions. Two case studies are discussed. The first deals with the policy response to 
food price hikes during the world food crisis of 2007–2008 in order to mitigate or alleviate the adverse 
impact on the poor, especially in low-income countries. The response required an analysis of the extent or 
magnitude of rise in food prices. The nature of the policy response depended crucially on the magnitude 
of the impact of high food prices on the population, especially the poor. Two of the widely known 
analyses of the impact of high prices on the poor were undertaken by the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the World Bank. They relied on different methodologies, 
using the same data on the extent of rise in food prices in the world market, to estimate the extent of rise 
in domestic prices and consequent increase in poverty, that is, in the number of poor people, especially in 
developing countries. Both analyses faced a common challenge: to produce estimates at short notice 
because rapid action was needed at both national and international levels to alleviate the impact of the 
world food crisis. The urgency of response was heightened by the fact that rise in food prices in the world 
market was widely publicized in the international media and attracted a great deal of interest from the 
national and international development agencies and policymakers. The crisis evoked the memory of the 
earlier food shortages and rise in food prices during the 1980s and 1990s, causing an increase in hunger 
and poverty, which in some countries led to political turmoil, including changes in government. A quick 
response to the food crisis was accordingly expected from both the national and international 
development community.15 Therefore, what was required from the relevant international agencies such as 
FAO and World Bank was an estimate of the short-run impact so that a quick action to alleviate distress 
could be initiated urgently. There was no time either for the collection of more comprehensive data or for 
devising and applying very refined methodologies to derive better estimates of the impact on poverty. 
Whatever data were readily available had to be used, and a few assumptions based on past studies were 
made to obtain the necessary estimates. Since the food crisis was global and concern for the adverse 
effects of high food price was worldwide, a need was felt for an estimate of the impact globally and 
especially on the developing countries. However, both FAO and World Bank had also estimated the 
impact on a few individual countries. For example, FAO estimated, first, the extent to which the rise in 
world prices in 2007 passed through to the domestic consumer prices in individual countries (seven in 
number), and second, the increase in (1) the number of poor people and (2) the undernourished caused by 
the rise in domestic prices.16 

The data on the pass-through of the increase in world prices to domestic prices and on household 
surveys of food consumption by income groups were not available for all or even most of the countries. 
Therefore, to estimate the impact of high prices on the global estimate of the undernourished population, 

15 “Speed of prediction is as important as accuracy. When the objective is to prevent undernourishment, intervention should 
arrive before the household has sold assets or taken other irreversible measures to obtain food; although timing is often not 
thought of as a targeting issue, there is clear evidence that the late arrival of assistance is, in fact, a significant source of exclusion 
error” (Compton, Wiggins, Keats 2009, 8).  

16 While a rise in food prices increased the real income of the net sellers of food and pulled some of them above the poverty 
line, it also reduced real income of the net buyers of food and pushed some of them below the poverty line. By deducting the 
number of the former from the number of the latter, the net increase in the number of the poor was estimated. Similarly, those 
among the net buyers of food, whose demand for food staples and dietary energy supplies as a result of a rise in prices fell below 
the standard nutritional requirement, swelled the number of the undernourished population. To the extent that the positive income 
effect of an increase in price on demand for food staples of the net sellers more than offset its negative effect, there was an 
increase in their dietary energy supplies. Those among the net sellers, whose dietary energy supplies increased above the 
nutritional requirements, contributed to the decrease in the number of undernourished population. To the extent that the increase 
in undernourished population was more than a reduction in their number, there was a net increase in undernourished population. 
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FAO followed a different method. For per capita average food consumption, per capita average dietary 
energy supplies in 2003–2005 were compared with the per capita average dietary energy supplies in 2007 
(FAO 2008a and 2008b).17 It was further assumed that the average per capita dietary energy supplies in 
2007 already incorporated the impact of rise in food prices. This assumed that rise in food prices in the 
world market had fully passed through to the prices in the domestic markets of the developing countries. 
The estimate of the number of people whose dietary supplies fell below the nutritional requirements was 
made on the assumption that per capita dietary energy supplies among the population followed the 
lognormal distribution. This method yielded an estimated increase in the number the undernourished 
population of about 75 million as a result of in the increased food prices during the 2006–2007 period. 
However, to further corroborate the impact of food prices on the increase in the number of 
undernourished population, FAO followed a method adopted by the US Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) using the basic data of FAO relating to food balance sheets for 2003, 2005, and 2007 based on 
staple foods. The national food balance sheets provided the estimates of the aggregate national food 
consumption and dietary energy supplies. The USDA method was as follows: Dietary supplies in a 
country were estimated as consisting of production, imports, stocks, and food aid. Imports of staple food 
products were considered to be a function of their prices in the world market, along with other variables 
such as the world prices of substitute commodities as well as foreign exchange availability (USDA 2008). 
Therefore, rise in the world prices affected the national food supplies and food consumption by reducing 
imports on the basis of elasticities of food imports with regard to import prices. As a consequence, the 
supply of total dietary energy supplies would be reduced. To the extent that per capita dietary energy 
supplies following the rise in food prices fell below the nutritional requirements, there was a nutritional 
gap for the country as a whole.18 The total amount of food availability for the country as estimated in 
response to the rise in food prices, and hence the total national dietary energy supplies, were distributed 
among the income groups in the same proportion in which the food consumption of each group was 
estimated. Accordingly, dietary energy supplies were estimated for each income group. The newly 
estimated per capita dietary energy supplies for each income group, in turn, were compared with the 
standard nutritional requirements to estimate the number of undernourished population in different 
income groups and thus for the country as a whole. This exercise was performed for the year of the spike 
in food prices—2007—and yielded an increase in the number of undernourished population by 70 million 
over the number in 2006 for the 70 countries covered by the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID). The percentage increase in the number of undernourished population yielded by 
the USAID methodology, when applied by FAO to all the countries for which it had food balance sheets, 
provided an estimate of an increase of 75 million in the number of undernourished population.  

The World Bank also made an estimate of global poverty resulting from a rise in food prices over 
the period of 2005–2007. In the first instance, it provided the estimates of increase in poverty in a group 
of nine countries following the rise in food prices. The exercise was done on the basis of the following 
assumptions: (1) The rise in world prices of food (2005–2007) was adjusted to allow for the decline in the 
value of the dollar relative to the currencies of these countries; (2) the price changes were adjusted for 
barriers to the transmission of world prices to domestic prices, and 60 percent was the guesstimate of the 

17 This was done on the basis of food balance sheets available for most of the countries of the world. Food balance sheets 
provided the estimates of the supplies of staple food products derived from domestic production plus net imports (imports minus 
exports).  

18The income–caloric relationship was derived on the basis of income and consumption elasticity which was estimated from 
the cross-section data for 70 countries. For each country, per capita consumption and per capita income were estimated as 
follows: 

       c = a + b by y     (1) 

b was derived from cross-section income consumption relationship for data on 70 countries. By inserting per capita consumption 
(c) and per capita income (y) for an individual country, the term a was estimated for each country. Given the relationship in the 
equation, the coefficients, (a) and (b), were thus determined. This income and consumption relationship was then applied to each 
income group in the population for the year under consideration, assuming the income distribution was unchanged. The per capita 
food consumption was thus projected for each income group. 
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average value of this parameter, that is, the extent of transmission of world to domestic prices; and (3) the 
impact on poverty in each of the nine countries was estimated taking into account both rise in prices and 
changes in wages of unskilled workers. The rise in wages to some extent offset the negative impact of 
increase in prices on consumption. The simple average of the estimated increase in poverty rate ($1/day in 
nine countries) was 45 percent.  

In the next instance, this average rate of increase was then applied to all the low-income 
countries, which yielded an estimated increase in the number of the poor by 105 million (Ivanic and 
Martin 2008). It should be noted that World Bank’s estimate of increase in poverty rate applies only to 
low-income countries while the FAO estimate relates to all developing countries; moreover, while FAO 
estimates the number of undernourished population, the World Bank estimate relates to the number of the 
poor (with less than $1/day of income). Therefore, these figures are not comparable even though they are 
very high figures. In a subsequent year, World Bank expanded its estimate of the impact of the rise in 
food prices on poverty for both low-income and middle-income countries.19 

It is important to emphasize the diversity of assumptions with varying degrees of validity or 
justifications or rationale that underlie various estimates of the impact of high food prices of 2007–2008 
by FAO, USDA, and World Bank. The limitations of data and methodology used in various studies have 
subsequently been widely recognized. Whenever the impact of a rise in food prices on poverty and 
undernourishment was sought to be made at the level of a few individual countries, reliance was placed 
on the household income and expenditure surveys of the earlier years, which did not reflect the 
adjustment in consumption patterns, following higher food prices. The most important limitations 
concerned, first, the estimate of a rise in domestic food prices, which followed the rise in world prices in 
the same period, and second, the impact of the rise on domestic food prices (however, indirectly estimated 
or assumed) not only on the aggregate consumption of food staples at the national level but also on the 
consumption level of different income groups in order to identify the impact on the poor group. All 
estimates as seen before had to make heroic assumptions for arriving at such estimates for different 
income groups for individual countries. To add to these limitations was the attempt to use the results 
obtained from a study of a very few countries with all its limitations to the entire developing world or 
low-income developing countries. In addition, the above major limitations, a few more specific 
deficiencies of various estimates can be noted as follows (Headey 2011): 

1. Even when domestic data on price were available or were indirectly derived, they related 
to the urban rather than rural prices, as the majority of the poor lived in the rural areas. 

2. Most studies did not include changes in factor prices such as wages in response to 
changes in food prices; the rise in wages affected the impact on poverty; nor did they take 
into account the supply response to rise in price in the short or medium term. 

3. The studies did not analyze the impact of changes in food price on the allocation of labor 
between farm and nonfarm production, which in turn affected food supply as well as 
income of various population groups. 

4. As stated before, changes in the commodity composition of the food basket in response to 
changes in prices of different food items were not considered. However, adjustment in 
food consumption pattern in response to changes in relative prices is most common 
especially among the poor. Hence, it is of crucial importance in the estimation of poverty 
or undernourishment. 

Above all, well-known limitations of data relate to the food balance sheets of individual 
countries, which as stated earlier were used to estimate the impact of high prices on the aggregate 
consumption. Balance sheet data provide estimates of availability of food supplies for consumption and 

19 Also, whenever data on the domestic prices subsequent to rise in world prices were available, they were used in measuring 
the impact on poverty; whenever data on domestic prices were not available, it estimated the pass-through of changes in world 
prices to domestic prices by using the share of import of each food item in the total consumption of that country (World Bank 
2010). 
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not actual consumption. In many cases, estimates of calorie or dietary energy supplies from the food 
balance sheets differed significantly from the estimates provided by the household surveys. Most of the 
studies of impact of price increase (2007–2008) on poverty or undernourishment had wide margins of 
error or were found subsequently to be exaggerated due to the lack of adequate and reliable data as well 
as limitations of methodology. This was pointed out as subsequent country and regional studies were 
carried out. The foregoing discussion provides a very emphatic illustration of how the absence of 
adequate and reliable data and differences in assumptions and in methodology either considerably restrict 
the tasks of empirical analysis and pose difficulties in policy decisions or produce a wide diversity of 
results.  

What was the influence or significance of the various estimates of poverty and undernourishment 
following the food crisis (2007–2008) for policy purposes at the national or international level? Whatever 
the differences between various estimates of the extent of rise in prices, one common conclusion of all 
studies was that the rise in world prices resulted in a large increase in the number of poor or 
undernourished population in the developing countries. The estimates of poverty rate attracted a great 
deal of attention, first, among the media and, second, among the international development community, 
including the UN agencies as well as bilateral and multilateral donor agencies. They had the responsibility 
to assist the developing countries with financial aid technical assistance to mitigate the impact of rise in 
food prices as well as to adopt measures to face such contingencies in the future.  

A strong tendency on the part of the media to exaggerate was strengthened by modern 
information technology, with instantaneous transmission of local news, but often without sufficient 
scrutiny of facts on the ground. The international civil society organizations active in the field of food, 
hunger, and poverty tended to follow. The international public opinion applied great pressure on the 
development agencies not only to undertake a quick analysis of the extent of rise in prices and the 
magnitude of its impact on poverty but also to take remedial action.  

In the light of the above, it is now recognized more than ever that timely, reliable, and relevant 
information on both world prices and domestic prices in individual countries should be available. At the 
same time, there is a need for real-time data on household consumption and expenditures so that impact of 
price changes on real income and poverty can be estimated. The access to updated and current household 
expenditure surveys would obviate the need for using simulation models using historically determined 
consumption parameters to measure the impact on income and poverty. The estimate of the impact on the 
poor during the 2007–2008 crisis was inaccurate due to the use of the historical data on the pattern of 
income distribution and household food consumption.20 

As a follow-up of the above, there has been a great awareness of the need on the part of the 
relevant international organizations to strengthen the international system of collecting comprehensive 
and updated data on food supply, demand, and prices in various markets so that an early warning based on 
the relevant data relating to an impending food crisis could be provided. In this connection, agencies such 
as FAO, the World Bank, and others are paying greater attention to help strengthen the food information 
and early warning system at the national levels.  

20 The range of data and that of analytical tools that are needed for working at the full implications of a spike in prices in the 
short and medium term in order to provide a basis for policy response is quite large. To illustrate, the ramifications of the rise in 
food prices are quite wide including implications not only for production and consumption of food crops but also for crops that 
are either substitutes for or complementary with food crops with consequences for the crop sector as a whole. The rise in food 
price affects differently the landless wage workers, deficit farmers, and surplus food producers in the rural economy. This has 
impact on urban wages and prices with consequences for the urban economy, including production costs in industrial and service 
sectors. For example, more than a dozen basic data sets are identified as necessary for such an analysis; about the same number of 
analytical methods are found to be necessary for providing a basis for policy implications (Benson et al. 2013). The sets of policy 
response in very broad terms are (1) price-oriented policies (reduce food price for consumers); (2) supply-oriented policies 
(increase food production); and (3) income-oriented policies (increase access to food for target groups). This, in turn, affects 
general price levels and causes inflationary pressure with consequences for monetary and macroeconomic balance. Secondary 
implications also exist for exports and imports and trade balance. Therefore, the policy response in the medium term needs to 
take into account the impact of rise in food prices on the various sectors of the economy and different income groups. This has 
political implications for the policymakers, depending on the support of the various socioeconomic groups. 
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The food crisis of 2007–2008 greatly increased the awareness of the need for both national and 
international efforts to increase food production in the developing countries. There has been an increase in 
the postcrisis years in the international development assistance to the food and agricultural sector, 
especially in the food-deficit, low-income countries. The policy to increase food supplies has two aspects. 
One is to increase food production in the short run in the food-deficit countries by financing the imports 
of production of agricultural inputs such as fertilizer and seeds, as well as strengthening agricultural credit 
to facilitate increased food production. At the same time, there is a trend toward increased financing for 
safety net measures to cushion impact of high food prices on the poor. 

An important lesson of the above episode for interactions between research and policymaking 
was that, in the absence of adequate and timely data at a time of a crisis requiring urgent action, an ad hoc 
policy response is likely to take place. In fact, hasty projections or estimates based on inadequate data and 
analysis may lead to policies that may need to be reversed when more reliable information is available. 
An important example of the short-term reaction was that the low-income developing countries, both 
importing and exporting countries, faced with the impact of increased prices reacted quickly to mitigate 
their impact on their economies. Many exporting countries resorted to banning or taxing exports to 
stabilize domestic prices. Analysis showed that such action on the part of the exporting countries was 
globally inefficient and this policy caused much criticism. This was because such ban and export taxes 
aggravated the shortage and the rise in the world market prices, which imposed higher costs on the 
importing countries. The latter in turn resorted to panic purchases, further aggravating the rise in world 
prices (FAO 2009).21 Economists disagreed on the best ways of dealing with shortfalls in world supplies 
and increase in prices. While the export ban or tax was intended to protect the domestic consumers from 
the impact of high prices, at the same time it deprived the domestic producers of the benefit of high prices 
and incentives to increase domestic production. To the extent that the poor consumers or net food buyers 
outnumbered the surplus producers, that is, the exporters, this policy may, however, be judged equitable; 
a large number of the poor consumers were set against a few affluent surplus producers. Supporters of 
export restrictions argued that in the absence of taxes and bans, higher domestic prices for the producers 
were unlikely in the short run to lead to any long-run investment to increase food production though they 
might increase output in the short term through an increased use of current inputs. However, it depended 
on the elasticity of response of output in the short run, which would be different among different 
countries. However, the output response was unlikely to be large enough unless its share in the world 
market was very large to bring down prices. While the short-run supply response might be limited or 
uncertain, the impact of high prices on the poor consumers was wholly felt in the short run. The adverse 
political risks of sudden and considerable rise in food prices for domestic consumers were considered 
high enough for the policymakers to resort to export ban and taxes.  

There was no unanimity among the economists as to the best policy or second-best policy under 
the circumstances in the absence of alternative measures to cushion the short-run impact of a sudden spike 
in food prices on the consumers in the exporting countries. It was argued that unstable supply and demand 
must be accommodated somewhere and passing the adjustment to the world market may be both equitable 
and efficient in a “second best” world in the absence of (1) fast acting and well-targeted safety nets and 
(2) where collective action failed to prevent the crisis in the first place (Timmer 2010). If a few large 
exporting countries had a very large share of the world market, they could hold public stocks and at the 
time of shortage they could release their stocks and help stabilize prices. However, the cost of holding and 
managing public food stocks large enough to stabilize domestic prices was usually high. It was not clear 
which of the two methods of increasing short-term market supply at the time of price hike, that is, 
national public food stocks to be released in the market at the time of food shortage or subsidized inputs 
to increase production in the very short-run, was superior to the export ban in terms of both equity and 
efficiency. It depended on the circumstances of each country. It should be noted that food crises were 
very short-term events. If efficient safety nets were already in place, they could be expanded at the time of 

21 The international trading rules under the WTO provided against taxes on tax on imports and subsidies on exports and the 
reverse, that is, import subsidies and export taxes were not ruled out. 
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the food crisis; but if they were not, then it would have taken a long time to design and implement; 
moreover, they could be very expensive if the target population was a very large proportion of the 
population. Thus, given the pros and cons of the various alternative ways of dealing with short-term price 
hikes in the exporting countries with a large proportion of the poor consumers, especially an organized 
urban labor force with a potential to create social instability, the political imperative is high to use export 
bans that are immediately implemented and effective in preventing a rise in domestic price.22  

It is interesting in this context to analyze the policy response of the important rice-exporting 
countries in Asia. The world’s most important rice-consuming and rice-producing countries were in Asia, 
and a few of them had a large share in the world’s rice trade. The response of three major rice-producing 
and rice-trading countries (exporting and importing countries) in Asia demonstrated how the diversity of 
local circumstances determined the response to the 2007–2008 world food crisis (Timmer 2010). 
Thailand, the largest rice-exporting country, had followed a policy of high-price support for the Thai 
farmers and the urban consumers were used to pay high domestic prices. The price support program in 
Thailand was in a way a poverty-alleviating program for Thai farmers. Unlike in South Asia, the majority 
of the poor farmers in Thailand were surplus producers, whereas the urban poor were relatively better off 
and were used to high rice prices. During the 2008 crisis, Thailand let the world prices pass through to the 
local market, benefiting the large majority of the poor Thai farmers. India, however, had a high-price 
support program for the farmers but at the same time had a subsidized food distribution system for the 
consumers. In response to a shortfall in wheat production in 2007–2008, India needed domestic rice to 
substitute for wheat in the public food distribution system, and hence decided to ban the rice exports. Not 
to ban exports but to buy rice from the domestic market at a higher price would have greatly increased its 
burden of subsidy. Therefore, the ban on rice export was a way to keep the cost of public distribution 
down. Indonesia followed a domestic output support program at a price above the world price. She had no 
food imports and her domestic price was higher than world prices. Three diverse experiences indicate that 
the response to spike in world price was not uniformly the same, that is, the control or ban on exports. It 
depended on the domestic food production and price policy that each country followed.  

A relevant question is whether the policy response would be different were a similar food crisis to 
occur today if the deficiencies in data and research as described above are overcome. One can venture an 
answer as follows: In the presence of more reliable estimates of rise in domestic prices resulting from the 
price hikes in the world market and a more accurate measurement of the impact on poverty, taking into 
account the price-induced adjustments in the consumption as well as the income or wages of the poor, the 
highly exaggerated estimates of the domestic price hikes and of the deprivation of the poor, as happened 
in the past, would not occur again. As a consequence, the policy response, even if intervention in external 
trade was resorted to, would likely be more deliberate and measured rather than being hastily driven by 
fears and panic and therefore would be more moderate in terms of its extent and speed. Moreover, the past 
experience has encouraged the developing countries to establish (1) social safety nets for the poor to be 
expanded at the time of crisis and (2) domestic public food stocks, whenever feasible, to meet food 
emergencies. 

It may be illustrative to review in this context the lessons of past experience following the world 
food crisis of 1974–1975 relating to proposed action at the international level to deal with the very high 
rise in world food prices. The proposal was that of internationally managed nationally held food stocks to 
be released at the time of food shortage. At the same time, financial assistance was to be quickly available 
at short notice for the purchase of food by low-income, food-deficit countries. Considerable research and 
analytical studies were undertaken on both of these issues by international organizations as well as 
independent experts and scholars. A proposal along these lines was in fact made in 1975 by U.S. 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. He put forward a proposal for a world food reserve of 30 million tons 

22 In this context, it may be noted that an exchange of information among countries engaged in food trade relating to their 
choice of policy options such as export ban or panic imports by individual countries was likely to be helpful. Absence of such 
knowledge might create a prisoner’s dilemma when uncertainty regarding about each other’s move may encourage countries to 
take action which make all countries worse off.  
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(in addition to the working stocks) to be held by all the countries of the world, based on such criteria as 
GDP per head, volume of food trade, vulnerability of production, and so forth. Second, the stocks were to 
be released at times of food shortage so that the countries in need would have access to food supplies. 
Third, the developing countries were to be assisted with financial or food aid to be able to hold and 
manage stocks. It was suggested that an international agreement on the establishment of a world food 
reserve based on these three principles would codify the operational details for the management of such 
stocks (Shaw 2007). However, the principles for such an agreement were not accepted by all the countries 
at the World Food Conference in 1975. In the United States itself was an absence of full agreement 
between the State Department and the Department of Agriculture, since the latter was a firm believer in 
free market and did not like the idea of state intervention in the world market; some countries thought that 
such a system would help the European Economic Commission (EEC) to maintain its high food price 
support program, even though EEC itself was not enthusiastic about it; Russia and China were not 
interested. Many importing countries thought that this proposal was an attempt to spread the burden of 
holding stocks among all the countries of the world, away from the United States, which as the 
predominant food-exporting country at that time had to bear the major or exclusive burden. Thus, the idea 
of an internationally managed but nationally held food reserve system was rejected due to the complex 
interplay of self-interest and political considerations on the part of the participating countries.  

Following the failure of an internationally binding agreement to provide access to food supplies 
for low-income, food-deficit countries, FAO launched in 1979 an Action Plan on World Food Security, 
incorporating a set of voluntary guidelines for nations to hold and manage food stocks with a view to their 
being available at times of shortage and high prices in the world food market caused by natural disasters, 
crop failure, and so forth. The voluntary guidelines proposed that the countries would accept and 
implement national stock policies and targets and manage them in such a way as to avoid adverse effects 
on (1) international trade and structure of production and (2) developing countries that are heavily 
dependent on exports. Furthermore, it was proposed that at the time of acute and large-scale food shortage 
identified by the FAO food information and Early Warning System, the FAO secretariat would convene 
an urgent meeting of the member countries to decide, among other things, how to use the national food 
stocks to moderate the rise in food prices in the world market. FAO proposed that a memorandum of 
understanding should be signed by the member countries to specify the mechanics, procedures, and 
remedial action necessary to ensure food supplies in the world market and to moderate price increase. 
Furthermore, as a guide to action and for enabling the member countries to assess the adequacy of their 
food stocks for the purposes of ensuring the stability of world food supplies and prices, FAO estimated 
that a minimum safe level of the aggregate world food stocks was to be 17–18 percent of the world food 
consumption, of which 12 percent was estimated to be working stocks and 5–6 percent was estimated as 
reserve stocks. This was to enable the countries to assess the adequacy of stocks at a global level in any 
given year to ensure stability of supplies or prices. 

However, the proposal for such a memorandum of understanding was rejected by the member 
countries. Each country was left to decide its own level of food stocks in the light of its own assessment 
of national and world markets. However, FAO continued to monitor and report regularly the amount of 
national stocks held by member countries every year and draw the attention of the member countries to 
the adequacy or otherwise of the total world stocks globally held in relation to the minimum safe level as 
stated above. 

Thus in spite of the experience of the 1974 food crisis and subsequent episodes of food shortage, 
no international agreement was reached to hold public food stocks to ensure stability in world food 
supplies and prices. Subsequently, attempts were made to build up regional and subregional food stocks 
to help member countries to meet the consequences of food shortages and price hikes. All such attempts 
were also ineffective in view of the disagreement regarding burden sharing, that is, the allocation of the 
shares of total stocks to member countries as well as on the trigger points in respect of price level at 
which stocks were to be released and manner in which the supplies to importing, deficit countries were to 
be provided. Thus, the incentive for collective action in this matter remained weak. As in all matters, 
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national and international, the politics of distribution of costs and benefits continued to decide the fate of 
policies that were otherwise considered efficient in the light of agreed objectives.  

Following the failure of efforts to establish a system of internationally coordinated and nationally 
managed food reserves, a measure to assist low-income food-deficit countries with finance to import food 
at the time of a rise in world food prices was introduced by the IMF. This was called the “cereal import 
financing facility.” The objective was to provide financing to pay for the excess cost of imports due to the 
rise in import prices. This was to be calculated by the excess of the year’s import cost above the average 
import cost for the immediate past three years. However, this financing facility was canceled after a short 
period and was incorporated in the preexisting compensatory financing facility for export shortfalls. The 
automaticity of the cereal financing facility was abandoned on the grounds that a rise in food imports and 
its cost, unlike export shortfall, could partly due to internal policy. Moreover, a country suffering from a 
rise in cereal import costs might have an offsetting increase in exports as well as a fall in costs of other 
imports. Therefore, it might not require IMF financing. Also, a rise in import costs, if fully compensated, 
might generate inflation and a raise in wages and prices in general, which had to be handled by domestic 
policy. The access to IMF financing was thus made conditional on policy changes, both internal and 
external. Thus, the IMF incorporated the provision of finance for the excess cost of imports in the broader 
Compensatory Financing Facility. In fact, after this change in IMF policy, seldom did any country borrow 
from this facility to finance the excess cost of cereal imports during the 1980s and 1990s (IMF 2004). 
However, the differences of opinion between the IMF and economists or analysts outside the IMF on the 
need for access to automatic financing of the excess cost of cereal imports for low-income, food-deficit 
countries continued to persist. 

It may, however, be mentioned that in the aftermath of the food crisis of 2007–2008, several 
proposals were made by economists and trade specialists for international grain reserves, including 
regional food reserves (Lilliston and Ranallo 2012). These proposals by the researchers received no 
response from the policymakers around the world. Subsequently, a more modest proposal was made by 
the researchers for a small emergency food reserve amounting to no more than 5 percent of the food aid 
flows in the grain to be supplied by the major grain-producing countries. The finance for the reserve was 
to be provided by the Group of 8 plus five countries (United Kingdom, United States, Canada, France, 
Germany, Italy, Russia, Japan, Brazil, China, India, Mexico, and South Africa). The location of the 
reserve should be decentralized, to be placed at strategic points near or on major developing countries, 
using the existing storage facilities. The reserve to be used for emergency and humanitarian assistance 
was to be managed by the World Food Programme. However, even such a modest proposal received no 
support from the above-mentioned countries. The donor countries did not want to accept obligation even 
for such a small food assistance for emergencies. They were agreeable, however, to provide assistance on 
a case-by-case and voluntary basis through the World Food Programme in the event of emergencies. They 
did not want their freedom of action to be fettered even to the smallest extent by an international 
agreement (von Braun and Torero 2009). 

The lessons of foregoing experience at the international level of the use of research in dealing 
with the world food crisis (2007–2008) are as follows: The need for improved research on the factors 
determining the transmission of the hikes in world food prices to the domestic prices in individual 
countries as well as on the various direct and indirect ways in which the rise in food prices affects both 
the consumption and income of the poor cannot be exaggerated. This, in turn, emphasizes the crucial 
importance of increased investment in collecting up-to-date, adequate, and reliable data, not only on the 
movements of food prices at home and in the world market but also on the consumption pattern and 
income sources of the households, especially the poor. Experience amply demonstrates that the political 
will at the international level for adopting any of the wide variety of research proposals for internationally 
coordinated food stocks for moderating the rise in world food prices is lacking. The political economy 
considerations of burden sharing of the costs of international action are a serious obstacle to any 
international agreement. The developing countries are left to design any appropriate domestic policies 
such as the establishment of public food stocks to meet emergencies as well as the social safety nets for 
the poor. 
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However, few international development financing agencies did provide food as well as financial 
assistance on an ad hoc basis for increasing food production in the short run as well as for introducing or 
expanding safety net programs for the poor. However, in the end, there was a heightened awareness of the 
need for increasing food production in the developing countries. 

National Food Security Policy 
As shown in the preceding section, the interrelations between empirical research, sometimes with 
different research results, and policy recommendations on the one hand, and a multiplicity of political 
economy considerations on the other, such as the impact on and reaction of various interest groups with 
varying degrees of influence on the policymakers, are complex. The following discussion relates to two 
aspects of food security policy at the national level. One is the case of an input pricing policy such as 
fertilizer, which has been a ubiquitous feature of food policy in most developing countries (in fact, in 
developed countries as well). The debate on this policy issue highlights once again the diversity of 
findings of researchers, depending on the differences of assumptions and of policy objectives as well as 
the nature and timing of the circumstances relating to supply and demand balance, which propels changes 
in policies.  

In recent years, a large majority of economists concluded on the basis of their analyses that 
fertilizer subsidy was justified only under special circumstances, that is, to correct such market failures as 
(1) credit constraint faced by small farmers, (2) instability of fertilizer price resulting from short-term 
price fluctuations in the world market, and (3) inadequate soil nutrient (as in many African countries) that 
needs to be supplemented or replenished by the application of fertilizer (Sidhu, Baanante, and Ahsan 
1982; Osmani and Quasem 1990; Barakat et al. 2010). However, empirical studies on some of these 
issues produced different sets of evidence and conclusions. For example, different researchers on the 
credit constraint of the small farmers even in the same country obtained conflicting results with no 
consensus. A few country studies concluded, while others disagreed, that credit constraint, even if it 
existed for the small or marginal farmers in the past, was largely relieved by the growth of both formal 
and informal or nonformal agricultural credit available for the purchase of fertilizer, and that in addition 
the high profitability of fertilizer use encouraged and enabled farmers to save in order to purchase 
fertilizer. Similarly, on the question of stability of fertilizer import price, some argued the case for a 
variable import duty to stabilize import price; others disagreed on the grounds that a tax on imports to 
stabilize import price of fertilizer was an inferior alternative to changes in the rate of subsidy. This was 
because the impact of a variable import duty on the domestic fertilizer price was uncertain depending on 
the assumed or estimated supply and demand elasticities, which necessarily had margins of error. 
Therefore, a policy could not be formulated on the basis of uncertain or unreliable results. Similarly, some 
argued that increased investment in agronomic research and extension services is a more effective and 
long-term solution to the problem of nutrient deficiency; others differed on the grounds that such 
investment produced results only in the long run, leaving the problem unresolved in the short run. 
Accordingly, the policymakers preferred subsidy in lieu of such investment, at least, until research started 
yielding unequivocal results. In light of the above, a wide variety of arguments and counterarguments for 
and against fertilizer subsidy were advanced by various researchers and different interest groups in a 
country. The interest groups for small farmers lobbied and won at various times the argument for the case 
of fertilizer subsidy based on credit constraint; the importers and traders of fertilizers in some instances 
succeeded in introducing subsidy on the grounds of stabilizing domestic price; in some other instances the 
case of subsidy was based on the grounds of reducing import dependence for the sake of increased self-
sufficiency in food. 

Fertilizer subsidy, as with other input subsidies, was often introduced in the context of a short-
term spike in food prices as a means of increasing food production speedily in the short run, as with 
2007–2008 world food crisis.23 However, in some cases, once introduced during a period of high prices, 

23 Many countries during the 2007–2008 food crisis introduced or increased input subsidy for achieving an accelerated 

23 

                                                      



subsidy persisted even after the crisis was over so long as the beneficiary farmers remained a politically 
strong group to exercise pressure on the government. In many cases, as currently in Africa, the heavy 
financial burden of subsidy required the government to limit the amount of fertilizer to be supplied at a 
subsidized price, requiring many of the politically powerless farmers to buy the unsubsidized fertilizer in 
the open market to meet their full requirements. Even then, so long as the number of farmers, especially 
large- and medium-scale farmers, benefiting from the public distribution system, either as entitlements or 
through leakage or corruption in the system, was large and powerful enough to exercise political pressure, 
the subsidy on inputs such as fertilizer continued (Jayne and Rashid 2013). 

It was often argued that farmers would be willing to forego subsidy if a regular and adequate 
supply of fertilizer was ensured and that subsidy was a compensation for the low yield that resulted from 
an inadequate and irregular access to fertilizer. This was because, it was argued, the availability of 
fertilizer at the right time, sowing time, and in adequate quantity was critical to gain the optimum yield in 
output. In fact, it was said that fertilizer delayed was fertilizer denied. The yield from input was low due 
to inadequate and sporadic use of fertilizer, and hence low input price with subsidy was required to offset 
the low yield. One or two sporadic opinion surveys of a few farmers in some countries such as 
Bangladesh or India, for example, found that they were willing to forego fertilizer subsidy if adequate and 
timely supply of fertilizer was ensured, either by the public distribution system or through private 
marketing channels (Centre for Policy Dialogue 1995; Gulati, Shah, and Shreedhar 2009; Dinesh Kumar 
et al. 2010).24 

Occasional shortages of fertilizer supply did occur due to an inaccurate estimate of demand or 
supply by the government when the distribution of fertilizer was regulated or controlled by the 
government. Instances of such supply interruptions might also occur even when supply and markets were 
in the hands of the private sector. Usually, the cost of storing large quantities of fertilizer was high, 
especially as it spoiled if storage continued for a long time; hence, the private dealers tended to 
economize the size of stocks or else they would need to raise the price of fertilizer. If public storage was 
resorted to and high cost of storage and price are to be avoided, subsidy would be needed. Supply 
interruptions were unlikely to be avoided unless there was an improvement in the provision of timely 
information regarding supply and demand as well as in the management of storage of fertilizer. In the 
meantime, it was argued that subsidy was justified and continued. 

On occasion, however, even after an improvement in the timeliness and adequacy of supply, an 
attempt to withdraw subsidy met with protests, as happened in Bangladesh, for example. One reason for 
this was that the farmers did not believe that timely and adequate supply would in fact always be ensured; 
even though in the initial years supply might be adequate and timely, they feared that it would not be so 
later on. Another reason is that the farmers liked to have both subsidy and adequate and timely supply.25 
Similarly, a few opinion surveys of the farmers in India showed that the farmers would be willing to pay 
market price rather than subsidized price for electricity for irrigation, provided that the timely and 
adequate supply of electricity was assumed. The politicians, however, were hesitant to withdraw subsidy 
since they did not trust the casual findings based on a few sporadic opinion surveys. On the contrary, they 
believed that the farmers did indeed clamor for a timely and adequate supply of electricity but not at the 
cost of loss of subsidy. In any case, the subsidy-dependent farmers, whenever they constituted a powerful 
political group, such as the large- and medium-scale farmers, succeeded more often than not in obtaining 
privileged access to the supply of electricity with fewer interruptions than that which occurred with the 

increase in food production in the short run. 
24 However, the opinion surveys quoted above were very few. It would have been more convincing if surveys were carried 

out at different times under different systems of marketing and distribution under the circumstances of abundant supply. Then, it 
was possible for a politician who had large popular support to risk introducing one or two policy measures with uncertain results, 
because he or she could overcome the likely opposition. This was demonstrated by the example of the Gujrat state in India by the 
policies of its chief minister, who in the first place ensured adequate or regular electricity supply and then only reduced or 
abolished subsidy afterward.  

25 This was a type of reaction or response which the behaviors’ economists characterized as a disconnect between intentions 
and behavior. 
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smallholder farmers. Even then they continued to exercise pressure for the continuation of subsidized 
input, be it water or fertilizer. 

In many cases, input subsidy was justified as a stimulus to increase domestic production to reduce 
import dependency.26 In several studies, the value of additional food production resulting from the use of, 
let us say, additional use of fertilizer was found to be more than the cost of the fertilizer subsidy. 
However, the cost–benefit analysis in all such comparisons depended on a set of assumptions regarding 
(1) the price at which the increase in output was evaluated and (2) increase in output, which resulted from 
the use of fertilizer subsidy. The estimate of (2) depended on the yield response of fertilizers and on the 
price elasticity of demand for fertilizer. The various estimated price elasticities differed widely among 
different studies depending on the nature of data (cross-section or time-series) as well as the methods of 
estimation. Accordingly, the cost–benefit ratio varied depending upon the differences in assumptions. 
There was as yet another way to choose the price at which the increase in output was to be evaluated, that 
is, domestic price or import parity price. In some estimates, the cost of subsidy was higher than the 
increase in the value of production at import parity prices. In some other studies, the domestic value of 
loss in production due to withdrawal of subsidy was higher than the cost of subsidy (Jayne and Rashid 
2013; Khan 2013). The evaluation of the output at import parity price could be said to reflect the true 
opportunity cost of domestic production. If the increase in the value of output at domestic price was 
higher than that evaluated at import price, the excess of the former over the latter might be considered as a 
premium paid for a reduction in import dependence. Reduction in import dependence might be a 
politically desirable option in view of the uncertainty of access to world supplies at times of world food 
shortage as happened in 2007–2008 (Jayne and Rashid 2013). Thus, in the context of different results, it 
was left to the policymakers to make decisions in the light of their political preferences. 

If reduction in import dependence was an objective, the question might be asked as to why 
investment in research extension and infrastructure did not receive high priority as an efficient way of 
attaining the objective. Studies in several countries had demonstrated that investment in agricultural 
research and development, adequate supply of inputs, infrastructure, education, training of farmers, and so 
forth constituted the efficient ways of increasing production on a sustainable and long-run basis.27 
However, it was realized that each of these several components of productivity-enhancing investments 
required the necessary institutions and technical expertise to be built up. It was a time-consuming process. 
The policymakers in most countries, who were necessarily eager to show results in the short run, 
especially if they were currently faced with a food shortage, did not have much interest in investments 
that would yield results in the long run, most possibly after they would have left office. The political 
compulsion of the policymakers was to show results in the short run; input subsidies produced results in 
the short run even though they had a high cost–benefit ratio. Frequently, they would agree to increase in 

26 The attitude of the developed countries, or donors, toward input subsidy changed over time. The use of input subsidy for 
achieving a quick increase in food production in the short run was supported by such agencies as the World Bank as a temporary 
measure to meet a food crisis as in 2007–2008, on the condition that at the same time efforts would be made to develop an 
efficient and competitive private marketing and distribution network and that the subsidy would be short lived and withdrawn 
when the food crisis was over. 

27 While on the subject of investment in long-run productivity-enhancing investments, a few comments are in order in 
respect of the research findings on the subject and their usefulness as a guide to policy. Policy recommendations tended to be 
given on the basis of a few country studies analyzing the impact of broad categories of public expenditures on agriculture. Even 
then the conclusions on the basis of a few country studies were often indiscriminately applied to other countries and were not 
always acceptable to the policymakers. While the role of agricultural research in stimulating agricultural growth is generally 
accepted by the policymakers, the choice between alternative types and kinds of research remains a difficult policy issue in the 
absence of conclusive and reliable quantitative evidence of the productivity-enhancing impact of different kinds of technological 
research. Estimates made of the impact of research on output growth were mostly based on seed technology and its impact. 
Subsequently, a few cross-sectional studies were undertaken on the impact of aggregate research expenditures, without much 
differentiation of different components of agricultural research. Research studies that differentiated between the various 
components of research expenditures such as crop research, soil research, and water research were few and far between and 
therefore offered no useful policy guide even in the specific country where the study was done, not to mention other countries. 
Also, a few country studies on the comparative returns on investment on research, education, and types of infrastructure have so 
far been undertaken. 
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investment on research and infrastructure simultaneously with the adoption of input subsidies. As such 
investments started to yield results, they might agree to a reduction of subsidies. In other words, reliance 
on subsidies was to be reduced or abandoned only when high returns from such long-run investments 
started to accrue and were demonstrated to be certain and stable. 

Therefore, so long as the removal of subsidy was not political feasible, it was argued, for 
example, that in the prevailing context of Africa, where soil nutrient deficiency was a major constraint, 
the second-best alternative would be to simultaneously increase supplementary investments in a few 
narrowly focused areas such as agronomic research, as well as in farmers’ education and training in order 
to increase the yield response of fertilizer use (Jayne and Rashid 2013). It was likely that the combined 
total cost of supplementary investments and that of fertilizer subsidy would be more than offset by the 
consequential increase in output in a few instances. Thus, the cost of fertilizer subsidy might be justified 
under these specific circumstances of a country. It would be expected that, at a later stage, as the soil 
quality improved and the yield from the use of fertilizer increased to make food production without 
subsidy profitable, the subsidy could be removed. 

There were ups and downs in the attitude toward fertilizer subsidy on the part of the policymakers 
in recent years, as demonstrated with Africa. After a period of discouragement of a policy of subsidy in 
Africa in the 1980s and 1990s, there was an upsurge in fertilizer subsidy policy in the new millennium, 
starting with what was considered a successful fertilizer subsidy policy in Malawi. This was supported by 
a number of donor countries as a successful case of subsidy policy. By 2010, nine countries were engaged 
in implementing the fertilizer subsidy policy. The main justification for this policy was as follows. The 
application of fertilizer in Africa was very low compared with other developing continents, especially 
Asia, and the subsidy was considered to be the appropriate instrument for encouraging an increase in the 
use of fertilizer. It was not adequately recognized by all concerned that the agronomic circumstances and 
the soil characteristics such as nutrient content in Africa acted to limit the yield response of fertilizer and 
therefore discouraged its use. The impact of fertilizer subsidy under the circumstances—absence of water 
control as well as of improved agronomic and integrated soil management—was considered by many to 
be limited. Researchers disagreed on the extent to which these characteristics were significant enough to 
limit the use of fertilizer. In any case, subsidy was considered by the politicians to be a highly 
demonstrable way of showing their support for farmers. A comparative survey of causes and 
consequences or impact of fertilizer subsidy concluded that the subsidy programs would remain on the 
African agricultural landscape for some time to come. After all, it could be a powerful tool for increasing 
food production in the short run or in one season, even though it could not be sustained over time. 
Accordingly, the usefulness of research and analysis to the policymakers at this stage might require, for 
some time to come, shifting from debating whether or not government should have input subsidy 
programs to improving the effectiveness of such programs and identifying the complementing types of 
public expenditures that would enable fertilizer subsidy programs to be more effective (Jayne and Rashid 
2013).28 

The above examples relating to input subsidy confirm that judgment or decision on a policy issue 
such as this involves a very complex set of considerations. The judgment of the policymakers regarding 
the effects of policy, their evaluation of uncertainty that relates to the effects of any policy, and the 
reaction of the beneficiaries to the policy reforms—all enter into the decision-making process. 
Experimentation with policy reforms, with modifications and corrections whenever necessary as they are 
implemented, might be the only viable opinion under the circumstances. 

The second food security policy issue to illustrate the use of research in policymaking relates to 
the role of state intervention in the marketing and distribution of food, including the role of public food 
stocks in ensuring stable domestic supplies and prices. This is illustrated with examples from Bangladesh. 

28 These programs should include, among other things, targeting subsidy to households who otherwise could not purchase 
fertilizer; involving the private sector in marketing and distribution through the use of vouchers tied to the supply of fertilizer to 
the farmers; farmers’ training and education in the use of fertilizer in the context of a more comprehensive soil management 
program, that is, soil testing services, choice of specific types of fertilizer suited to particular soils, water control, reduction of 
soil acidity, deep plant location, and so forth. 
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The Bangladesh food policy reforms with respect to the marketing and distribution of food during the 
years 1998–2000 and beyond illustrated the ways in which reforms were influenced by the results of 
evidence-based research. In this instance, results of research were supported by donor conditionality 
relating to food aid and finance assistance, on the one hand, and by a few reform-minded public officials, 
on the other (Ahmed, Haggblade, and Chowdhury 2002, chapters 6 and 9). Research studies mostly 
commissioned by the donors, with the agreement of the government, showed (1) a very high degree of 
leakages and (2) mistargeting in the publicly subsidized food marketing and distribution system. The 
results of research were helpful to the reformers in the finance and planning ministries, in their efforts to 
achieve a fiscal balance and avoid a wasteful use of public resource. The reduction of food subsidies—a 
heavy burden on the budget—was an important consideration. The first step in this process was to abolish 
the rural food-rationing system, which, research showed, suffered not only from the heaviest leakages but 
also a very high incidence of mistargeting, such as not reaching the intended beneficiaries. As a next step, 
the government raised the food procurement price—the price at which the government purchased food 
crop from the farmers or traders. The public procurement of food was introduced to support farmers’ 
prices as well as to build up public food stocks for the supply of food to the public food distribution 
system. Raising the procurement price, while at the same time linking it with the selling price of food in 
the public distribution system by a fixed markup, reduced the amount of subsidy. Over time the 
procurement price increased and the selling price under the rationing system also rose pari passu. There 
was thus a steady erosion of food subsidy throughout the 1980s and early 1990s. However, this was 
important to note that the reform in the subsidy system was facilitated by the appropriate timing of policy 
reforms. This was the period when the past and ongoing investments in agriculture, partly financed by 
donors, in such areas as irrigation, supported by the supply of fertilizer and high-yielding seeds, started to 
yield results in terms of not only a substantial increase in food production but also a reduction in the 
market price of food. In a beneficial cycle of reaction, the fall in the market price in its turn reduced the 
purchases by the consumers from the public distribution system. Progressively over the next few years, 
there was thus a reduction and eventually elimination of the public food distribution system based on 
generalized food subsidies in the urban areas by mid-1990s. Whatever food subsidies remained afterward 
were limited to a very few selected urban income and occupational groups. This was supplemented by a 
policy of open-market sales of food in very limited quantities at subsidized prices at times of high market 
prices to alleviate distress in the selected poor urban neighborhoods. At the same time, any adverse 
impact of the rise in food prices on the poor in general was sought to be mitigated by the expansion and 
improvement of the food-based safety net programs such as food-for-works, rural road maintenance 
program, and various feeding programs for vulnerable groups (Ganesh-Kumar, Roy, and Gulati 2010). A 
variety of research studies were undertaken during this period to evaluate the performance of the whole 
range of programs mentioned above; the results of these evaluations provided suggestions for their 
improvement or modifications in course of implementation.29 

29 The most comprehensive study in this connection in the early 2000s was the joint evaluation of the different programs by 
the World Bank program and the government of Bangladesh (Ahmed, Haggblade, and Chowdhury 2002). 
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Table 6.1 Milestones in research linked agriculture and food policy transitions, 1979–2004 
Milestones in research linked agricultural and food policy transitions, 1979–2004 
Date Milestone 

September 1979 The World Bank produced an important document, Food Policy Issues (World Bank 
1979), that framed all the major policy and analytical issues in managing 
Bangladesh’s food sector. The report cited optimal national stocks as equal to 1.5 
million metric tons as of July 1 of every year and 1.2 million metric tons as of 
November 15 of every year. Security stocks equal to 600,000 metric tons were 
considered “appropriate.” 

1981 With the launch of the country’s Second Five-Year Plan, the government adopted an 
ambitious long-term plan for accelerating the growth of rice production. 

1982 A Food Policy Monitoring Unit in the Ministry of Food was established based on a 
recommendation in Food Policy Issues. 

1986 A study led by Beacon Consultants—the first-ever evaluation of the welfare effects 
of subsidized rating system—demonstrated the inequities in the operation of such 
channels. 

Source:  Author. 

Therefore, the experience of the Bangladesh food policy reforms in the 1980s and early 1990s 
demonstrated that research played an important role in policymaking, but then their role was facilitated by 
a number of very favorable factors (1) donor conditionalities, (2) committed champions of reforms in the 
powerful finance and planning ministries of the government, (3) past productive investments in 
agriculture partly financed by donors leading to a substantial increase in food output, and (4) a 
consequential fall in market prices leading to a rapid and significant decline in demand for food from the 
public food public distribution system.  

This experience illustrated how the policymakers’ response to research-based policy 
recommendations also depended on to some extent on serendipity, that is, particular economic 
circumstances that made such reforms appropriate and politically feasible. For example, during the 1990s, 
the liberalization of the public food distribution system was facilitated by food aid and financial and 
budgetary assistance which substantially expanded the total availability of food in the market through an 
increase in food imports; at the same time, technical assistance was provided to increase the efficiency of 
the organizational and institutional system for food imports as well as for domestic procurement and 
distribution. The liberalization of food imports that resulted in an increase in private food imports and a 
reduction of the public sector food imports greatly increased the timeliness, adequacy, and smooth flow of 
food imports. As they did not suffer from bureaucratic delays in decisionmaking and importation. These 
various changes were introduced in stages over time and space so that the results of specific reforms were 
evaluated before they were extended over time and space. The policymakers were necessarily risk averse 
and were likely to reverse policies unless they were persuaded that the reforms were successful and did 
not involve the risks of political backlash. 

One important ingredient in the use of research for policy reform was to identify the ways in 
which the losers from policy reforms can be compensated in a politically acceptable way. This was 
illustrated by the example below of a policy recommendation in the early 1970s, based on research, to 
substitute an inefficient policy with an efficient and cost-effective policy was not accepted because results 
were not found convincing by the policymakers.30 Research showed that if the subsidy for food for the 
urban workers in the private and public sectors was substituted by an upward adjustment of the wages of 
the workers to compensate for the withdrawal of subsidies, the increase in the total wage bill would be 
less than the combined cost of subsidy, including the cost of distribution as well as the leakage and 
mistargeting in the distribution system. But the political leadership did not accept this reform because the 

30 In Bangladesh, there was a public food distribution in the 1970s and 1980s in the urban areas, mainly for the industrial 
workers and selected low-paid government employees. 
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workers rejected this alternative; if implemented, they faced the risk of riots or industrial unrest in the 
urban areas provoked by the powerful trade unions. The workers had several reasons for their 
unwillingness and therefore the reluctance of the politicians to accept such an alternative proposal. First, 
it was not easy for the workers to fully comprehend to what extent adjustment of their money wages 
would truly compensate their benefit or gain from cheap rice. It was too complicated for the illiterate 
workers to understand the method of wage adjustment. Second, wages adjusted for the cost of subsidized 
rice might not be fully enforced by the employers. Third, a lag time was possible in the process of 
periodic adjustment of nominal wages as rice prices rose over time (Islam 1977). 

Yet another example of interaction between research and policy in the area of food policy 
concerned the optimum size of public food stocks. This was a subject of considerable interest in many 
developing countries where public food stocks were held for a variety of purposes, including the objective 
of domestic food price stability. In many countries, especially in the food-deficit, importing countries, this 
issue was a subject of frequent debate and discussions in the aftermath of the various food crises in the 
1970s, 1990s, and 2007–2008. The primary argument for public food stocks in many countries was that 
they could stabilize food prices in the face of fluctuations in domestic production and in world supplies 
and prices. In Bangladesh, the role of donor agencies in promoting research on the optimum size of stocks 
was important because in the 1980s and 1990s, foreign aid was an important source of financing of food 
imports, part of which contributed to the building of the public stocks. The quantitative estimate of 
optimum food stocks was a difficult task since a wide range of variables was involved in making such an 
estimate. Important among these variables were the amount of private food stocks held by farmers and 
traders, the role of foreign trade as a source of supply as well as an outlet for surplus production, the level 
of prices at which stability was sought, and the elasticities of food demand and supply. For each of these 
variables, researchers made a wide range of assumptions; many of these variables could be estimated only 
within a margin of error of varying proportions. Consequently, different estimates of required stocks were 
made. Given the diversity of estimates of required food stocks, the policymakers frequently decided on 
the size of stocks on the basis of their evaluation of the research results, on one hand, and donors’ 
opinions, on the other. Given the uncertainty in the estimates of required stocks and the policymakers’ 
traditional risk aversion, the bias was always toward a larger rather than a smaller size of public stocks.31 
The policymakers wanted, in view of the risk of fluctuations in domestic production that were beyond 
their control, to avoid the risk of being found without adequate food stocks at a time of food shortages and 
high prices. Moreover, inadequate public stocks were likely to give rise to uncertainty and hence to 
encourage speculative behavior on the part of traders and farmers regarding future prices and encourage 
them to increase private stocks, thus adding to the upward pressure on prices. The assurance of adequate 
public stocks was therefore deemed to have a stabilizing impact on the market expectations and thus to 
discourage speculation (Dorosh 2009; Dorosh, Shahabuddin, and Farid 2004). On the other hand, an 
offsetting consideration against a very large public stocks was that food stocks would spoil over time and 
had to be rolled over by buying and selling in the market without affecting market price (Dorosh and 
Rashid 2013). This was a difficult and expensive task to manage. 

Over the years, the researchers, policy analysts, and donors in Bangladesh produced, on the basis 
of diverse assumptions regarding the variables mentioned above, the alternative estimates of required 
annual public stocks ranging from 700,000 to about 1.2 million tons. The government of Bangladesh at 
one stage decided to hold a minimum of 1.0 million tons of food grain as stocks but then it changed its 
mind frequently and in general attempted to hold larger stocks (Dorosh, Shahabuddin, and Farid 2004; 
Dorosh 2009). 
  

31 Subsequently, as in many other countries, holding public stocks in Bangladesh served other objectives or purposes in 
addition to stabilizing prices; a large number of safety net programs for the poor and vulnerable groups such as children were 
introduced in the later years. Many of these involved distribution of food in-kind in a few of the food transfer related to 
educational or health and nutrition. 
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7.  CONCLUSIONS 

The research community faces a number of challenges in making their research results influence policy. 
This paper discusses ways in which these challenges can be met to aid successful policymaking by 
adequate and relevant research. These challenges consist of lack of adequate and reliable data as well as 
the diversity of research results including unresolved controversies among researchers, which make it 
difficult for the policymakers to come to a decision.  

The lack of adequate relevant and reliable data is the first hurdle in the way of undertaking 
satisfactory research for policy purposes. This is an area frequently neglected by both national and 
international development agencies. To build up an adequate database is a time-consuming and expensive 
process. The politicians are not always convinced of the need for such expensive undertaking as they do 
not perceive political rewards from such expenditures.32 

It should be stressed that the quality and reliability of research results should be enhanced by 
replicating the same research under (1) various assumptions, (2) differing circumstances and contexts, and 
(3) different models and methodologies. This iterative process would enhance the reliability and 
credibility of research results by reducing the margin of error. In the end, however, if the differences 
among researchers on their analysis and recommendations on policy issues persist, it is both advisable and 
desirable on their part to arrive at a consensus by debates and discussions among themselves. If such an 
outcome is not possible yet they would like to make their research results useful to the policymakers, it is 
necessary for them to clarify where they agree and where they disagree and also to point out the reasons 
for their disagreement. This facilitates policymakers in exercising judgment to reach decisions; their 
judgment is often influenced by intuition and their experience of the real world. 

The communication of research results to the policymakers is the next most important step. An 
effective way of communicating the research results is by organizing workshops, seminars, or 
conferences for the researchers to present their findings to a wider audience of think tanks, civil society 
organizations, public intellectuals, the media, and so forth. The policymakers or their in-house advisers 
and assistants could be encouraged to participate in the discussions. Similarly, the interest groups that are 
affected by the policies one way or another should also be invited so that they can exchange their views 
with the researchers. In fact, both of these steps contribute a useful reality check of the research results on 
the part of the researchers. It may help them to revise or redo their research in the light of reaction to it or 
views expressed by the audience.33 

The process of communication is greatly improved if there is a policy advisory or analysis unit in 
the relevant ministry or agency consisting of experts who are in regular contact and dialogue with the 
policymakers. The policy advisers and assistants can thus be effective intermediaries between the 

32 As pointed out earlier, the importance of collecting reliable and adequate data and therefore investing adequate resources 
to build up organizational and technical capacity cannot be exaggerated. It is striking to note that a recent commission composed 
of eminent thinkers and policymakers to identify the most important socioeconomic challenges for the future generations and to 
suggest policies and institutions, national and international, to meet the challenges drew priority attention to the lack of adequate 
and reliable data, especially in the developing countries, to generate sufficient knowledge about the challenges and issues under 
consideration and possible ways of meeting them. The commission was so struck by this deficiency that it recommended the 
establishment of an international statistical organization called Worldstat to “undertake quality control of statistics at the country 
level, assess domestic practices, regulate misuse, and improve data collection and build capacity in developing countries.” It 
would foster sharing of data collection technology and expertise, interpretative know-how and training of local personnel. This is 
considered by the commission in a sequence of steps necessary to generate knowledge as a basis for the formulation of policies 
and programs of action to successfully meet the forthcoming challenges (Oxford Martin School Commission Secretariat 2012, 
59). 

33 In general, the policy reforms regarding institutions and organizations for research and development or infrastructure 
development and so forth are less controversial. The most difficult policy questions relate to the rule of market and prices, the 
role of state versus private sector, taxes or subsidy, and similar debates. The sectoral or microeconomic policy issues involve 
greater complexity and generally a distribution of resources and incomes among different groups of beneficiaries; the losers and 
the gainers emerge from policy changes. The macroeconomic policy reforms in general do not directly raise such distributional 
issues. The differential impact of such policies on different interest groups are not directly visible or felt. 
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researchers outside the government and the policymakers. Better still if the government’s own analytical 
unit or research institutions interact on a regular basis with the private researchers in the process of 
ongoing research. This regular interaction and exchange of ideas with the officials or government policy 
analysts is a halfway house between demand-driven and supply-driven research. This enhances the 
relevance of research results by bringing to bear on the ongoing research the concerns and perceptions of 
the policymakers. The most common form of demand-driven research is that requested to evaluate the 
impact or consequences of a policy only under implementation. The results of such research and 
evaluation are helpful to policymakers in designing possible changes in policy and their implementation. 

Even if research results based on (1) adequate data and analysis as well as (2) reasonable 
consensus among the researchers are available and are communicated effectively to the policymakers, 
they remain a necessary and essential input but not the only input in policymaking. In the final analysis, 
the political feasibility of the research-based policy recommendations determines their acceptability. 

In aid-dependent countries, donors often play a role in facilitating and encouraging the use of the 
research results undertaken by national researchers themselves or jointly with the donors, in course of 
their dialogue with the policymakers. They frequently provide financial and technical assistance to enable 
the process of structural adjustment, whenever necessary, for example, to facilitate a reallocation of 
resources between sectors and economic groups, which is frequently required by policy reforms. It is, 
therefore, useful for the researchers in aid-dependent countries to get the donors involved in the 
workshops or conferences where research results are discussed with the national stakeholders. 

A degree of uncertainty is always related to the effects of any policy changes. Policymakers are 
necessarily risk averse; they are likely to refrain from specific policy changes unless they are persuaded 
that the reforms will be successful and do not involve risks of political backlash. The political feasibility 
of policies, which is affected by the balance or a compromise between the supporters and opponents of 
policies, is a critical consideration. Successful reforms in the past were often carried out in stages, through 
experimentation and monitoring of the results of reforms, and then modifying or adjusting them before 
extending them on a sustained basis. Researchers can play a role in the process of experimentation, by 
evaluating the results of experimentation and recommending changes, if necessary. 

The policymakers make changes only when they feel that change is an absolute necessity. There 
is nothing like an economic crisis in helping to concentrate the minds of the policymakers. This has been 
the experience of policymaking in all countries, even in developed countries. Therefore, a research 
community that keeps ready with the results of their research over a number of years is helpful so that 
when needed in a crisis the policymakers can make use of their research in policy deliberations.  

Moreover, a government contemplating a change in policy, even when it is convinced about the 
need for reforming a policy, has to face the vested interests that have developed over the years and 
benefited from the prevailing policies. Any change in policy by the incumbent government is likely to 
place it in an unfavorable comparison with the past government in the eyes of the beneficiaries of the past 
policies. The problem of getting rid of the burden of the past is often intractable. Under the circumstances, 
the second-best policy for the government is to initiate policies that benefit all groups even though they 
benefit some more than others but without hurting any group to a significant extent. As growth takes 
effect and employment and income-earning opportunities expand for all, a degree of political capital is 
built up by the government, which could help it to undertake the policy reforms, for example, getting rid 
of inefficient or inequitable policies. The costs of readjustment following reforms, which inflict losses on 
some, would be less acutely felt in an environment with a general upward movement in the economy and 
a shared prosperity. One important political economy consideration for policy reforms is to identify the 
ways in which the losers from policy reforms could be compensated. The provision of external assistance 
can be and was sometimes in the past designed to facilitate gradual reforms and to compensate them, 
whenever necessary. Researchers can play a useful role by identifying the losers and the gainers and 
advising how to compensate the losers and still secure a net gain.  
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