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Executive Summary

Despite nearly a decade of political
liberalization and economic reforms, and

a growing demand for evidence-based
policymaking in Myanmar, there remains
fundamental weaknesses in the country’s
social science research system. As in other
developing countries, the instrumentality

of social science is often overlooked by the
government and its partners in the pursuit
of national development objectives and
specific policy goals. This is exacerbated by
financial constraints, and the immensity and
range of development priorities. In Myanmar,
international actors play an important role in
national development, but this often means
that too little attention is given to growing
the local research system.

This report aims to offer a holistic
understanding of how the research
landscape works, to ensure that actions and
reforms are informed by contextualized
knowledge of the local environment.
Employing a mixed-method approach,
quantitative data were collected through
questionnaires targeted at researchers,
research administrators and members of
the policy community; qualitative data were
collected during scoping interviews and
subsequent in-depth interviews.

The Doing Research Assessment (DRA)
methodology is comprised of three
components. First, as part of the context
analysis, the research team used secondary
data and interviewed key stakeholders to
gain a deeper understanding of the state of
Myanmar's social research system. Second,
the research team again used secondary
data and information from the scoping
interviews to identify and map key actors
(stakeholder mapping) and gain insights
into the dynamics between and among the
groups of stakeholders. Third, we quantified

and qualified the research findings using a
common framework, the DRA Framework
(GDN 2017), which allows us to study the
research system in relation to those in other
countries, across a number of sub-themes.

Main Findings

Research funding for social sciences
remains low on the list of government
priorities. This is evident in the allocation

of gross domestic expenditure on research
and development (GERD) in 2017: social
sciences and humanities had a mere 0.38
percent share of the budget for research — as
opposed to science, technology, engineering
and mathematics (STEM) with 32.8 percent,
agricultural sciences with 32.6 percent,
medical sciences with nearly 30 percent,

and natural sciences with 4.22 percent. The
allocation is unsurprising, given the content
of the National Education Strategic Plan
2016-2021, which emphasizes the promotion
of research and development for STEM
subjects.

Research funding disbursed to higher
education institutions (HEIs) and other
public research institutions comes with
stringent budgetary rules, which makes
it difficult to manage research projects. This
severely constrains longer-term research
studies or the ability of research projects to
adapt swiftly to changing circumstances

or policy demands. International donor
reporting requirements also impose
additional demands on top of those of local
administrators and policymakers.

There is currently no national research
policy in Myanmar. In the absence of

a national research policy, the current
emphasis on decentralizing HEIs may further
weaken the institutionalization of research,
particularly in regard to social sciences. It also
perpetuates the lack of emphasis on social
research in broader higher education policy,
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reflecting its peripheral role and the national
emphasis on science and technology.

As ‘civil servants, academics in public
universities are often burdened with
administrative duties, the supervision of
students or heavy teaching loads. Promotion
often entails taking on greater administrative
responsibilities, diverting time away from
research projects or teaching.

Women make up 75 percent of
researchers in Myanmar. This is a reflection
of social and cultural norms that often mean
that women are the secondary household
earners. Given the low salaries of university
staff, men are less likely to work in the higher
education sector.

There is limited collaboration or
partnership among government research
institutions, public HEIs and other relevant
government departments. This means

that research is often ‘owned’ by specific
government departments. This results in
overlapping and duplicated research, and
makes it very difficult for researchers to access
reliable or up-to-date data.

There is no formal peer review culture

in Myanmar, reflecting the lack of a
conversation about research quality.
Universities in Myanmar’s major cities, where
research is heavily concentrated, as well

as the many regional universities, produce
their own university research journals. These
operate as repositories of locally produced
research that is vetted according to the
specifications of individual universities.
Quantity prevails over quality, both in terms
of publication and academic promotion.

In the absence of a peer review culture,
standards remain low.

Popular opinions supersede research
evidence in policy discussions. The reliance
on platforms such as Facebook for official
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and unofficial communication on‘hot topics’
politicizes dissemination. Many researchers
are now discouraged to discuss their findings
through social media and, as a result, the
diffusion of research evidence through
Facebook is limited.

Informality is prevalent in the linkages
between researchers, organizations

and policymakers. Unlike elsewhere, it

is not the dearth of research inputs that
limits evidence-based policymaking, but

the top-down nature of the policymaking
process, which means that evidence is often
neglected. All too often, work commissioned
by the government is conducted in a
relatively informal manner, and is undertaken
by researchers or organizations as a means
of developing or maintaining a rapport with
policymakers. As such, the notion of grants,
or a more formal manner of commissioning
work, is less widespread, and much of the
work remains‘under the radar’

Levers of change

Establish a national research body

that will oversee, facilitate, coordinate,
support and document research activities
conducted in Myanmar, and a structure
that ensures that sufficient attention is paid
to social sciences as part of the national
research system. Such a body could also
facilitate and develop close working
relationships between and among different
research organizations and government
research institutions, and promote
crosscutting conversations about research
quality and ethics.

Set up a robust and functioning research
evaluation mechanism/peer review
system for research in HEls. A peer review
system would greatly benefit the nascent
research system, and potentially expand its
impact and reach beyond the libraries of



university campuses. Improving the quality
of research papers would also increase

the uptake and use of research outputs by
policymakers and the general public.

Prioritize investment in research capacity,
infrastructure and funding for HEls as part
of the HEI reform agenda so that they can
meet the growing demand for evidence-
based policy research. Demand for evidence-
based research is increasing and changing
from more narrowly-defined scientific
research to broader social science research
that assesses the fundamental mechanisms
of policymaking, outcomes and impacts.
These demands come not just from central
government planners but also a myriad of
other policy actors: regional governments,
parliamentarians, political parties, private
sector associations and international
organizations.

Empower local researchers to provide
relevant and timely technical assistance
to policymakers. The choice of policy
options is context-specific. Local researchers
are best placed to choose the most
appropriate course of action from among
the different policy options provided by
outside experts. Whenever possible, local
researchers can be seconded to work on
commissioned research undertaken by
international organizations or foreign experts
on behalf of the Government of Myanmar.
Interaction with local research will not only
stimulate joint policy learning but also build
local capacity to effectively develop public
policies in the future.

Enhance collaboration and partnership
among government research institutions,
public HEIs and other relevant
government departments. Collaboration
between government departments and
research institutions will promote the sharing
of and access to reliable and up-to-date data.

Moreover, collaboration is likely to promote
research uptake and the production of
research-informed policy, particularly if the
views of all partners are incorporated, from
the outset, in the design of research studies.

Increase the budget for research and
improve flexibility. The Ministry of
Education budget almost tripled between
2012/13 and 2019/20, of which the
Department of Higher Education received
15-16 percent. Although there are some
allocations for undertaking research, projects
need to follow annual budgetary rules,

as well as provide evidence for auditing
purposes, which makes it difficult to
undertake multi-year research projects.

International funding for research

in Myanmar needs to be effectively
coordinated. A large chunk of donor
assistance is commissioned to international
experts to research, assess and advise on
policy inputs for the government. Thus,
local knowledge and research is often
overlooked by international organizations
and, consequently, in many instances
research is not properly contextualized
and produces inappropriate operational
recommendations.

Strengthen international funding support
to boost quality, ethics and equity in the
research system. \While many important
initiatives are being undertaken at the
ministerial level by key bodies such as the
National Education Policy Commission, the
Rectors’Committee and the Department

of Higher Education, international funding
remains the main source of research funding
in the country. Beyond commissioning
research and increasing the share of research
commissioned to local researchers, these
funds can support debates and processes
that strengthen quality, ethics and equity in
Myanmar’s research landscape.
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Conclusion

In August 2018, Myanmar adopted the
Myanmar Sustainable Development Plan
(MSDP) 2018-30, an ambitious programme

to implement 251 action plans under

28 strategies for achieving a peaceful,
prosperous and democratic Myanmar —in
line with the global sustainable development
agenda. To implement these proposed action
plans and achieve the ambitions of the MSDP,
Myanmar needs to address the persistent
knowledge deficit. It needs to invest in and
overhaul its national research system to
enable the production and dissemination

of evidence that can be used to inform
policymaking.

To foster an enabling environment

for research, Myanmar can start with
empowering its higher education institutions
with the adequate provision of resources,
enhanced quality control, broader
collaborative partnerships and effective
policy uptake. Research capacity needs to be
strengthened, with regular collaboration with
other international scholars and the adoption
of universally recognized benchmarks to
measure the progress of the research system
within the broader framework of higher
education reforms (Chinlone 2018). Local
ownership of research projects needs to

be encouraged in order to leverage the
expertise of Myanmar scholars for better-
informed policymaking, along with stronger
partnerships between researchers and
policymakers. The key messages of this report
can be summarized as follows:

Higher education institutions can meet
the growing demand for evidence-based
policy research. Demand for evidence-
based research is increasing and changing
from more narrowly-defined scientific
research to broader social science research
that assesses the fundamental mechanisms
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of policymaking, outcomes and impacts.
Demands are made not just by central
government planners but also a myriad of
other policy actors: regional governments,
parliamentarians, political parties, private
sector associations and international
organizations. The government needs

to invest in boosting research capacity,
infrastructure and funding for higher
education institutions as a priority goal of the
HEI reform agenda.

Local researchers can be empowered to
provide relevant and timely technical
assistance to policymakers. The choice

of policy options are context-specific, and
local researchers are best placed to choose
the most appropriate course of action

from among the different policy options
provided by outside experts. Whenever
possible, local researchers can be seconded
to commissioned research undertaken by
international organizations or foreign experts
on behalf of the Government of Myanmar.
Interaction with local research will not only
stimulate joint policy learning but also build
local capacity to effectively develop public
policies in the future.

Itis not only important to increase

the budget for doing research but

also improve the flexibility of research
funding. The Ministry of Education budget
almost tripled between 2012/13 and
2019/20, of which the Department of Higher
Education received 15-16 percent. Although
there are some allocations for undertaking
research, projects need to follow annual
budgetary rules, as well as provide evidence
for auditing purposes, which makes it difficult
to undertake multi-year research projects. In
addition, doing research involves a great deal
of trial and error, particularly when applied

to complex policy processes. The current
allocations for doing research should be
increased and exempt from rules that limit
the carry-over of research funds.



Governance for doing research needs

to be developed and institutionalized.
There is an urgent need to develop a system
of governance to ensure an enabling
environment for doing research in Myanmar.
The government must acknowledge

the importance of research in building

a knowledge-based society that values
researchers as important links between
citizens and the government. It should
develop appropriate policies, long-term
endowments and functional institutions to

oversee research activities and organizations.

International funds for doing research

in Myanmar need to be effectively
coordinated. Technical assistance is a key
component of international aid for national
development. A large chunk of donor
assistance is commissioned to international
experts to research, assess and advise on
policy inputs for the government. Thus, local
knowledge and research is often overlooked
by international organizations and,
consequently, in many instances research is
not properly contextualized and produces

inappropriate operational recommmendations.

Collaboration between local researchers
and international consultants should be
encouraged. The government could also
request that donors consider investing in
local research systems, and involving local
organizations and service providers in their
projects.

International support can boost quality,
ethics and equity in the research
system. While many important initiatives
are being undertaken at the ministerial
level by key bodies such as the National
Education Policy Commission, the Rectors’
Committee and the Department of Higher
Education, international funding remains the
main source of research funding. Beyond
commissioning research and increasing
the share of research commissioned to
local researchers, these funds can support

debates and processes that strengthen
quality, ethics and equity in Myanmar's
research landscape. This will entail routing
funding to and through universities with
the aim of strengthening the operational
capacity of research support services and
research ethics review boards; increasing
exposure to how research is managed at an
institutional level in neighboring countries
and globally; and strengthening linkages
between research and other aspects of
academic life, including teaching and career
advancement. This will require coordination
with national bodies that are engaged in
debates on how to strengthen the research
system in Myanmar, and with those setting
the financial management rules for the use of
research. Given the current level of funding to
research-related activities, this is well within
the reach of Myanmar and its development
partners.
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