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Executive summary

As part of a series of papers commissioned for New Frontiers of Conflict, this pathfinding
paper aims to support the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) in
understanding perspectives on pathways out of conflict, with particular attention to the Red
Sea and Horn of Africa regions, the Greater Middle East, and Ukraine.

Because of the challenges researchers face in fragile and conflict-affected settings (FCAS), it
can be difficult to identify reliable sources of information on politics and social dynamics in
such contexts. This pathfinding paper provides an overview of knowledge-production
ecosystems in FCAS.

The first section presents the types of knowledge producers that are active in FCAS:
universities, governmental bodies, research institutes, think tanks, humanitarian organisations,
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), activist networks, the news media, businesses, and
specialised knowledge brokers. This section addresses the advantages each type of
organisation has in producing knowledge, the challenges they face, and how biases may
affect knowledge products.

The next section considers the types of research outputs that are produced in FCAS. Given
the fast-paced changes occurring in many conflict-affected settings, as well as the challenges
faced by researchers, academics are often de-prioritised in FCAS. Instead, policy papers,
operational documents, evaluation reports and other ‘grey literature’ are often more influential
sources of knowledge. Non-traditional outputs, such as dialogues, workshops and other
convening events, are also important research outputs in their own right.

Across these types of knowledge producers and outputs, systemic issues affect knowledge
production in FCAS: donor dependence; differences in the types of knowledge that are valued;
gender inequalities in research production; inequalities between local and international
research partners; and the ethical challenges of developing knowledge without harming
populations.

The final sections of the paper suggest specific issues that donors and research-
commissioning bodies may want to consider when supporting research and knowledge
production in FCAS. This section includes concrete recommendations for what to include in
Requests for Proposals (RFPs) and how to work collaboratively with local partners. The paper
closes by considering ways to shift the balance of power and decision-making in research
production toward local voices and priorities.
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1. Introduction

Knowledge of social and political dynamics in fragile and conflict-affected settings (FCAS) is
essential for those working in such contexts, yet it can be difficult to know where to find
reliable, locally grounded research or research partners. Conflicts disrupt research, upend
researchers' lives, destroy research institutions, and create incentives that stifle the free flow
of information. Nonetheless, high-quality research is still conducted amid ongoing wars.

This pathfinding paper outlines the types of knowledge producers and brokers that exist, the
types of outputs they produce, systemic issues in FCAS knowledge production ecosystems,
and productive ways for external donors’ to engage with these ecosystems.

2. Who are the knowledge producers
in FCAS?

Research ecosystems in FCAS are not dominated by any single type of institution. Knowledge
producers in FCAS contexts include universities, think tanks, independent research
institutions, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), intergovernmental organisations (IGOs),
civil society organisations, and other informal community structures. This ecosystem also
includes actors who may not consider themselves ‘researchers’ but who nonetheless hold
conceptual knowledge and grounded understandings of the field. Such actors include
community leaders, humanitarian staff and others (ldris, 2019; Smith and Blanchet, 2019;
Piquard, 2022).

One of the critical features of knowledge ecosystems in FCAS is their connection to the rest of
the world. Research funding, training pipelines and publication incentives remain tied to
international institutions (Bentele et al., 2021). Therefore, knowledge often circulates through
international networks such as donor-funded programmes, collaborative research initiatives
and international evidence platforms. In conflict settings, researchers face security risks,
limited access to information, and potential repercussions for publishing critical work (Bentele
et al., 2021). These challenges often push researchers towards greater dependence on
external donors, who may set research agendas and create incentives that reshape local
research ecosystems.

Understanding the knowledge production ecosystems requires considering who receives
funding, who is safe enough to speak, who has access to policy spaces, and whose evidence
is considered internationally legible.

"In line with the existing literature on knowledge production in fragile contexts, this paper uses the term ‘donor’ to refer to governments or
other entities from outside of a given local context, and generally from the Global North, which provide financial support for research
activities.
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This is consistent with the political economy approach discussed by Bentele et al. (2021, p. 5):

1. follow the people to understand the biographies and professional lives of researchers
and academics

2. follow the money to understand sources of funding, salaries, and flows of resources
into research activities

3. follow the organisations (research and higher education institutions, think tanks,
NGOs, etc.) to understand operational logics and the degree of research autonomy

4. follow the ideas to understand the pathways through which scientific knowledge
travels and its relevance for outreach and policy

The discussion in this section is limited to institutions and organisations — it does not include
individuals or informal networks.? We recognise that both individuals and informal networks
play essential roles in research ecosystems outside of institutions and organisations, both as
researchers and facilitators of research activities. These networks may exist either in person
or online, on social media platforms or in private chat groups. However, given that a primary
objective of this pathfinding paper is to guide those who commission research, we limit our
discussion to formal institutions and organisations that can serve as official research partners.

At times, in FCAS contexts, the distinction between institutional and individual capacity often
blurs. Many research organisations or think tanks depend on a small number of individuals
who drive intellectual direction, networks and credibility. As a result, the institution's reputation
becomes closely tied to the standing and mobility of these individuals. When such individuals
move from one organisation to another, they may carry influence, partnerships and research
agendas with them, which can shift the centre of gravity within the ecosystem.

2.1 Universities

Universities and higher education institutions remain central hubs of knowledge production in
FCAS because they often provide training programmes, spaces for knowledge exchange, and
institutional continuity, especially when other structures are volatile (Pellini et al., 2020). Many
universities in FCAS contexts also run research centres and donor-funded initiatives, which
contribute directly to policy-oriented research on governance, development and conflict
resolution. However, these universities face several constraints, including limited access to the
internet and libraries; disruptions to teaching and research activities; weak incentives for
publishing; and limited funding for domestic research (Pellini et al., 2020). From a systems
perspective, in conflict settings, universities should be seen not only as knowledge producers
but also as key nodes whose research capacity depends on governance arrangements,
incentives, and connections with other actors in the ecosystem (Datta, 2018).

2.2 Government

Beyond public universities, many governments have national institutions that play key roles in
research and data collection. In some cases, research or data collection activities may be

2 Although informal networks may hold the best information, they generally do not represent viable official partners for research activities.
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required to be overseen by, or conducted in association with, the relevant line ministry or
national institute.

Examples include:

¢ National Statistics Offices (which exist under many names)
¢ National Research Councils

¢ Human Rights Commissions

e Ministries of Scientific Research

e Ministries of Health

e Ministries of Territorial Administration

e Ministries of Economy and/or Planning

The specific roles of these institutions and their degree of independence from political
influence vary by context.

2.3 Independent research institutes

Independent research institutes also play a significant role in the FCAS knowledge ecosystem,
as they can work more flexibly than universities and their outputs can directly influence policy
decisions. These institutions mostly produce applied research and policy briefs, facilitate
dialogue and translate evidence for decision-makers. Policy research institutes and NGOs
supplement the university landscape and are often more directly linked to donor programmes.
Their ability to respond quickly to policy demand makes them central brokers in the evidence
ecosystem (Mursal et al., 2016). Depending on the institution and country, they may also have
their own ideological biases.

Relatedly, organised networks of researchers exist in some contexts, such as women’s
research networks in South Sudan and Ethiopia.

2.4 Think tanks

Think tanks can be counted among the most influential categories of knowledge producers
and brokers, particularly because of their relevance to governance, economic policy, security,
and public sector reform. Since think tanks can combine research outputs with policy dialogue,
community convening and awareness-building, they act as intermediaries that translate
research into actionable recommendations (Kislov et al., 2017).

Think tanks often have strong links with universities (PASGR, 2016). Evidence from Sub-
Saharan Africa highlights both the growth and diversity of think tanks and the importance of
their interaction with universities. There are multiple avenues for collaboration, including joint
research, training and education, policy dialogue, and advocacy. Think tank staff often teach in
universities; university faculty frequently contribute to think tanks; and think tanks can help
bridge the ‘research-to-policy’ gap by translating evidence into policy-relevant forms and
supporting uptake by decision-makers.
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2.5 Humanitarian organisations

Humanitarian actors and organisations play a unique role in knowledge production in FCAS.
What makes them distinctive is their sustained presence in emergencies and contexts of
fragility. They generate substantial data through needs assessments, monitoring and
evaluation of programme progress. Their extensive field engagement gives them deep
awareness of ground realities, which differentiates their role from that of other institutions,
such as universities, particularly in crisis-affected FCAS contexts. They collect extensive data,
although often using different standards from those used by academic researchers and not
always reporting the procedures by which data was collected (Smith and Blanchet, 2019).

2.6 Local NGOs and civil society

Local NGOs and civil society organisations are another important pillar of knowledge
production in fragile contexts because of their deep and practical understanding of community
needs, local tensions and what legitimacy really looks like on the ground. Their knowledge is
relational and culturally rooted, and it plays a crucial role in informing sensitive decision-
making in fragile settings. Idris (2019) emphasises that in fragile contexts where trust is scarce
and polarisation is high, civil society organisations become important actors in mediating
access and legitimacy. However, it is often observed that donor requirements and tight
timelines can reduce them to data collectors rather than genuine partners in agenda-setting.

Despite their critical role in building local legitimacy, these actors often remain invisible within
international systems. Piquard (2022) provides relevant evidence from the Central African
Republic, arguing that local humanitarian NGOs are frequently undervalued and insufficiently
trusted due to political, structural and social dynamics within the humanitarian system.

2.6.1 Activist organisations and networks

Activist organisations are on the front lines of social conflict and, therefore, they often have
some of the best information about conflict and social dynamics. They often systematically
collect and collate primary information about key events, and they may have access to places
or people that are off-limits to outsiders. Although activist organisations are not neutral, their
biases are public, reflecting their causes and allowing for wider use of the information they
gather.

2.7 News media

Newspapers, TV stations, radio stations, news websites, blogs and other media outlets are
among the most important primary sources of information. Country media ecosystems vary
tremendously in the level of media coverage, the most prominent types of outlets, and the
degree of support or censorship from government authorities. International media outlets also
do some original reporting on some conflicts. News media can also be a site of
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disinformation.® (For more on media ecosystems in conflict settings, see Myer et al., 2018, as
well as the journal Media, War & Conflict.)

2.8 Businesses and private sector entities

Although businesses and private sector entities seldom have research or knowledge
production as a primary goal, they nonetheless engage in research activities. This includes a
wide range of actors, such as multinational corporations, local small- and medium-sized
enterprises, informal sector actors, and individual entrepreneurs operating in fragile and
conflict-affected settings (Avis, 2016). Relevant businesses may include extractive industries,
agricultural companies, telecommunication firms, sales companies, insurance companies,
financial services firms, or any other business which may operate in or near conflict-affected
areas.

Businesses of many kinds — local and international — conduct market research to understand
the commercial viability of certain products or strategies. While some types of business-
related research may be less common in conflict-affected settings, other types may be more
common, given that businesses have incentives to understand conflict dynamics and actors.
For businesses in conflict zones, making a profit depends on having clear, up-to-date
information on risks and power dynamics.

Another type of research conducted by businesses concerns commitments to corporate social
responsibility. Businesses collect data and conduct research to ensure compliance with
corporate social responsibility guidelines and legal requirements.

These types of research are seldom published, but they open possibilities for collaboration
with the private sector. Collaboration with businesses can also serve as a channel for
connecting with political actors, who are often linked to specific business interests.

2.9 Knowledge brokers

In many FCAS settings, knowledge brokers connect research with policy and practice. These
brokers might be research managers, evidence hub staff or liaison actors linked to
peacekeeping missions and international programmes. They sit between worlds that do not
naturally speak to each other.

2.9.1 Navigating the ’dark side’ of bridging gaps

This bridging role is not straightforward. Brokering is neither neutral nor simply technical.
Kislov, Wilson and Boaden (2017) describe what they call the ‘dark side’ of knowledge
brokering. Brokers are often pulled in different directions at the same time: managing
evidence, building relationships, translating research into usable formats, and strengthening
capacity. These demands can conflict with each other. Brokers can also become stuck in roles
that are unclear, fragile, and politically exposed. Brokers may also select ‘local’ voices that

3 As just one example, see ‘The St Petersburg infowar on 22 African countries’ (The Continent, issue 228, 14 February 2026).
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confirm their own pre-existing beliefs. In FCAS, brokering pressures are often intensified by
security risks, political constraints and hierarchical bureaucracies that can quietly shape what
evidence is considered ‘usable’ or ‘too sensitive’. When this happens, knowledge can be lost
or distorted in translation, especially when decisions are made under pressure (Kislov et al.,
2017).

In conflict research, the role of brokers often sits in an uncomfortable space that is not fully
acknowledged in final outputs. As Eriksson Baaz and Utas (2019) suggest in their introduction
to a special issue of Civil Wars discussing research brokers, the contributions of brokers may
be reduced to brief mentions or omitted, even when they shape the research in substantial
ways. This pattern seems tied to longer histories of knowledge production in which locally
based actors remain less visible, while the Northern researcher takes centre stage as the ‘lone
gun’ of knowledge production. At the same time, the risks are unevenly distributed.
Researchers can withdraw or access external support, whereas brokers remain exposed to
consequences that can extend beyond the project, sometimes in very serious and personal
ways (Eriksson Baaz and Utas, 2019).

3. What outputs do knowledge
producers generate in FCAS?

A consistent finding is that FCAS knowledge ecosystems produce a much wider range of
outputs than those typically seen in academic journals. Peer-reviewed publications represent
only a fraction of the knowledge produced, while other dissemination channels include grey
literature, operational and data-driven evidence, co-produced reports, media coverage,
dialogue outputs, and culturally rooted stories and narratives (ldris, 2019; Smith and Blanchet,
2019). There is strength in this diversity, as it represents a rational and creative response to
real-world constraints such as time pressure, limited access and safety concerns. In fast-
moving crises, knowledge must often be produced quickly, shared through operational
channels and tied directly to urgent decision-making needs.

3.1 Academic publications

Peer-reviewed journal articles and academic books are important channels of dissemination
because they help build cumulative knowledge and evidence, while also conferring legitimacy,
especially for universities and international research consortia, where dissemination is often
driven by career incentives and donor impact metrics. However, the academic publication
cycle moves quite slowly and is often misaligned with the urgent pace of humanitarian and
policy decision-making in fragile contexts. Publication requirements can favour methodological
designs that are less feasible in conflict settings and may sideline context-specific and
politically sensitive insights (Smith and Blanchet, 2019; Shanks and Paulson, 2022).

Many of the institutions and organisations that were most prominent in our manual search did
not appear at all in our search of academic literature.
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3.2 ‘Grey literature’, operational documents and data
publications

A wide variety of knowledge documents beyond academic publications are produced by the
institutions in the first section, including universities. They include:

e needs assessments and situational reports

e monitoring and evaluation documents

e programme evaluations and internal reviews

e policy briefs, learning briefs, evidence summaries and synthesis notes

e context analyses, stakeholder mappings, political and economic analyses

Humanitarian organisations and NGOs rely heavily on these formats because they can be
produced quickly, align with operational timelines, and meet operational needs for information
on safe access to communities. However, because they are not always systematically
archived, their accessibility and potential for long-term learning can be limited. In addition,
when such documents are commissioned by external donors or partners, their accessibility is
often shaped by those actors’ publication and data-sharing policies, which may further restrict
public availability.

On-the-ground learning and implementation knowledge are crucial to generating evidence in
fragile contexts, yet they are often overlooked within traditional academic hierarchies. Smith,
Whitehouse and Blanchet (2020) argue that strengthening research in humanitarian crises
requires investment in routine data collection and greater use of qualitative and mixed
methods, alongside systematic documentation of what works, what does not, and how
practice adapts in real time. This implies treating operational knowledge as a legitimate
evidence product that captures implementation constraints, shifting contexts, and the
interaction between interventions and conflict dynamics.

Piquard (2022) illustrates how local NGOs generate precisely this form of knowledge. Through
day-to-day monitoring, sustained dialogue with communities, and culturally grounded
interpretation, they produce functional insights, such as reading rumours as signals of risk or
tension and using traditional mediation mechanisms to navigate conflict. While these forms of
evidence may not align neatly with international reporting systems, they often shape effective
decision-making and action on the ground.

3.3 Dialogue, convening and non-traditional outputs

In fragile and conflict-affected settings, some knowledge products flow not through formal
written reports, but through the spaces where people come together to interpret and debate
evidence. Think tanks, for example, create these important spaces by organising workshops,
seminars and policy roundtables that transform research into conversation and build trusted
relationships with decision-makers. PASGR (2016) identifies policy dialogue as a key terrain
where think tanks and universities collaborate, helping evidence enter policy not just through
publication, but through personal interaction and dialogue.
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Therefore, outputs produced through engagements such as presentation slides, meeting
notes, shared statements or media coverage should be valued as real knowledge products, as
they capture how evidence is understood, contested and ultimately used in real-life contexts.

At the same time, in contexts in which speaking openly is risky, knowledge finds other
channels for dissemination. It may be shared through storytelling, art, film, oral histories or
anonymised narratives. These culturally rooted forms allow difficult truths to be communicated
safely, protecting both communities and researchers, and often resonating more deeply with
local audiences than conventional reports (Pellini et al., 2020; Bentele et al., 2021).

Together, these dialogic, cultural and non-traditional pathways remind us that, in fragile
settings, knowledge is not only what is produced but also how it travels safely, gains
legitimacy and sparks action in ways that written reports alone sometimes cannot.

3.4 Systemic issues in FCAS knowledge ecosystems

Several systemic issues shape both the research organisations operating in FCAS and the
outputs they produce.

3.4.1 Donor dependence

Most of the types of organisations discussed in section Il (Who are the knowledge producers
in FCAS?) are highly dependent on external donors. Independent research institutes are often
highly donor-dependent, which can shape their agenda-setting autonomy and the legitimacy
of their outputs to local stakeholders. In weak or distorted ecosystems, external funding may
become a dominant structuring force, shaping both research topics and researchers' ability to
pursue critical work (Bentele et al., 2021). For think tanks, collaborations are often ad hoc —
dependent on individual relationships rather than institutional commitment. As a result,
dependence on external funding can create power imbalances (‘he who pays the piper calls
the tune’), which may pressure think tanks to compromise their intellectual independence to
align with donor priorities or government interests (PASGR, 2016). Even when a donor
provides flexible funding and refrains from influencing approaches or outputs, the donor often
still defines the research agenda. In universities, research is often externally funded and
shaped by donor priorities (Mursal et al., 2016; Pellini et al., 2020).

The degree of dependence on external financing varies by institution and context, as does the
extent to which the external financing influences the research questions, methodologies and
outputs pursued. Nonetheless, the overall influence of external donors on FCAS research
ecosystems should not be overlooked.

The bureaucratic procedures of external donors also influence research agendas and
methods. Bureaucratic processes often reward approaches that yield predictable outputs on
relatively short timelines, which can shape the types of research that are conducted.
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3.4.2 What knowledge is respected or valued

Local knowledge is often labelled as ‘tacit’ and perceived as something that cannot be
transferred, while international systems tend to promote knowledge that is ‘explicit’ and
produced in standardised formats. This distinction can be misleading, as Piquard (2022)
argues that whether knowledge is considered tacit or explicit depends heavily on institutional
cultures, language and dominant perspectives.

Recent scholarship also complicates the way donors often use the term ‘local knowledge’.
Several authors argue that it is more accurate to speak of ‘local knowledges’, because
knowledge is not singular or neutral. It can be contested, political and shaped by social
position. Von Billerbeck et al. (2024), for example, describe how international actors tend to
control the acquisition and filtering of local knowledges. In practice, this filtering can favour
information that aligns with existing beliefs or fits neat programme narratives, while
perspectives that challenge donor assumptions can be easier to ignore (von Billerbeck et al.,
2024).

This distinction matters for influence. A community can be asked for input and remain marginal
to decision-making if its knowledge does not fit the frameworks that outsiders bring to the
process. In other words, consultation can happen without shifts in real agenda-setting power.

3.4.3 Gender norms in knowledge production hierarchies

Beyond the barriers that limit women’s influence in knowledge production globally, there are
additional barriers specific to conflict zones: the masculine-coded nature of war, the
dominance of men in armed forces, and the additional safety concerns which arise in fragile
settings. Female researchers may have difficulty accessing field sites due to safety concerns,
or their contributions may be overlooked by biased decision-makers. Research and
knowledge-production focused on armed actors or their leaders may overlook women’s
perspectives entirely. Household-based data is often collected by speaking with heads of
households, who are often men. As with local knowledge in the section above, women’s
knowledge and perspectives may be incorporated into some aspects of research while
remaining marginal to real decision-making.

Babatunde’s (2019) account of fieldwork in the Niger Delta shows, in a grounded way, how
conflict settings can shape the everyday realities of doing research, particularly for women. In
her case, being a female researcher did not just influence interactions; it also affected access,
safety and even the ability to move between sites. She describes moments when navigating
communities, dealing with misidentification or avoiding potential harm became part of the
research process itself. These are not abstract concerns. They point to risks that are physical
and immediate, especially in contexts where patriarchal norms are already strong. In such
settings, negotiating entry and building trust can take longer and involve greater uncertainty.
This raises a broader issue. If some researchers consistently face higher risks and
constraints, it is possible that certain perspectives, and the communities they can reach, may
not appear as strongly in the evidence base (Babatunde, 2019).
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3.4.4 Local participation in research

Across the literature, the gap between local participation and epistemic influence frequently
arises (Shanks and Paulson, 2022; Marchais et al., 2020). In other words, in many FCAS
research contexts, local actors’ roles are limited to data collection and consultation during the
implementation phase, while decision-making power around agenda-setting and the
interpretation of findings remains concentrated among external stakeholders. This is why local
actors are only ‘included’ but not ‘influential’.

Von Billerbeck et al. (2024) provide a framework for understanding this. They argue that, in
decisions regarding local knowledge, two processes come into play: acquisition and filtering.
Acquisition refers to the local knowledge that international actors have managed to obtain,
while in the filtering process, external institutions decide which local knowledge is accepted
and which is sidelined. Both processes are largely under the control of international actors.

Local humanitarian knowledge is rarely used in strategic priority setting, even though local
humanitarian NGOs provide knowledge that forms the core of effective response in FCAS
contexts, as Piquard (2022) argues. International frameworks often privilege standardised
formats and reporting logic, which fail to recognise local actors as legitimate knowledge
producers.

Local NGOs are often used to ‘facilitate access’ to local communities because of their local
legitimacy and then subsequently excluded from substantive decision-making roles. This
process can, in turn, erode the very legitimacy on which researchers depend.

3.4.5 Ethics in research in FCAS

In fragile contexts, ethical research does not simply mean taking signatures on consent forms.
Instead, ethics is an ongoing process shaped throughout the research lifecycle through
funding incentives, time pressure, partnership power dynamics and dissemination practices.
Shanks and Paulson (2022) argue that ethical challenges emerge across the full research
landscape, including funding models, research design, partnerships, participant selection,
positionality and dissemination plans. They illustrate extractive practices in Mosul, where
international researchers relied on local fixers, conducted rapid interviews with traumatised
populations, and then left without returning findings or sharing outputs in local languages.
They also note that Iraqi academics were excluded from narrative construction and response
design. This reflects not only an unfair partnership arrangement but also a form of epistemic
injustice (Shanks and Paulson, 2022).

Also, funding itself can carry ethical weight. Decisions about who receives funding and how it
is provided may send implicit messages, shift local power dynamics, and create risks for local
actors (Bentele et al., 2021).

Data ownership

Often, regardless of who collects the data, it ends up being owned by the donor. Standard
donor contracts typically include clauses specifying that the donor owns the data. These
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contracts often do not grant the individuals or organisations that collected the data the right to
use, retain or conduct analyses with it.

3.5 Marginalisation of non-English-language research and
researchers

Research written in languages other than English is often overlooked by Anglophone
researchers. Those who do not speak English may therefore struggle to compete for funding
from global Anglophone institutions or to participate in discussions conducted in English
(Shanks and Paulson, 2022). Data sources in other languages are likewise often neglected by
Anglophone researchers. These issues can bias English-language analyses away from local
perspectives. Moreover, the dominance of English-language publications can, in practice, limit
knowledge exchange, particularly where scholars work in other languages, and access to
research produced in the Global North remains uneven (Shanks and Paulson, 2022).

3.6 Destruction of institutions and displacement of researchers

In active conflicts, entire research institutions are sometimes destroyed, and researchers
themselves must flee for their lives. Such disruptions clearly affect research in the short term,
but they also have longer-term consequences for individual researchers and national research
ecosystems. Researchers often need to relocate to ensure their safety and take whatever
work is available to support their families, disrupting their professional research trajectories.
For universities and other research institutions, even if they eventually reopen, key personnel
and physical resources may have been lost. Although some international support exists for
displaced researchers, it remains quite limited, with demand far exceeding supply.

4. How can donors interact with
FCAS knowledge ecosystems?

The literature often presents donors as key participants in FCAS knowledge ecosystems.
Because donors control funding, decisions about which projects receive support, who can
participate, which methods are used, and how findings are shared typically lie largely in their
hands.

Donor influence is not limited to project-level decisions; it also shapes which institutions are
involved and which types of knowledge are amplified and considered legitimate. Research
agendas are therefore often donor-driven (RCC, 2025).

Research funding can also have unintended consequences. It may implicitly signal legitimacy,
and local power dynamics can shift simply through the allocation of resources. Funding
decisions should therefore be made with strong conflict-sensitive awareness and a genuine,
nuanced understanding of local politics and conflict dynamics (Bentele et al., 2021).
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4.1 Select delivery models carefully

There is no single ‘best’ model that can be applied universally across all settings (Englebert
and Thissen, 2025; RCC, 2025). Instead, donors need to make choices based on the goals
they seek to achieve, the geographic and risk contexts, the leadership and governance
structures of partnerships, and the required delivery mechanisms.

Hybrid delivery models are commonly used in FCAS contexts, as they bring together different
ways of working rather than relying on a single structure. They enable programmes to adapt
their operations, particularly in unstable environments. In this sense, they function more as a
flexible, ‘mix-and-match’ approach to delivering research and are often necessary to help
balance the need for local legitimacy with donor compliance requirements (Engelbert and
Thissen, 2025).

4.2 Funding modalities and contracting

Donors’ funding modalities and contracts are not ‘just paperwork’; rather, they are structured in
a way that can determine who gets a seat at the table. Even well-intentioned compliance rules
can shut out local universities and local NGOs because they lack large administrative teams.
Consequently, the voices of local institutions with the most context-specific knowledge are
unintentionally sidelined (Shanks and Paulson, 2022; Piquard, 2022).

Grants often flow to organisations that are internationally connected and familiar to donors.
Funding negotiations are often lengthy, informal discussions between a donor and a handful of
known partners, facilitated by shared cultures and work backgrounds. Local actors may lack
the social capital, connections, shared cultural linkages and financial resources to engage in
these long pre-award discussions. This process reinforces a cycle in which data and insights
are provided by local actors, while control over analysis, narratives and often credit remains
with the external institutions that donors are comfortable with.

Exploratory partnerships and small pilot engagements can help build trust with local
stakeholders, provide an idea of real capacity, and improve relationships over time. A patient
and adaptive approach that goes beyond a ‘tick box’ project mentality can strengthen the
entire knowledge ecosystem (Pellini et al., 2020).

4.3 Support locally-led research and co-production

Donor localisation strategies that focus on local participation or local consultation may not
confront the structural mechanisms that determine what knowledge flows and whose
knowledge counts (von Billerbeck et al., 2024). Supporting locally led knowledge does not
simply mean funding local organisations; it is also important to consider local knowledge
frameworks as legitimate and support an active role for local actors in decision-making
(Piquard, 2022).

Co-production principles can play an important role in shifting ‘influence’, particularly through
shared decision-making, reciprocity, mutual capacity strengthening, and reflexivity. In research
partnerships, the most visible hierarchy is often the funder’s power, so these power dynamics
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should not be left unaddressed (Lokot and Wake, 2021). This model promotes research
conducted through shared decision-making and equitable partnerships among academics,
NGOs and communities, reframing research outputs as relational products rather than
technical deliverables. While this approach can yield more relevant and actionable outputs, it
requires careful attention to power dynamics and may not be feasible in all contexts at once.

One example is the Global Research Network on Parliaments and People (GRNPP),
supported by the UK’s Global Challenges Research Fund. The programme directed a large
share of its resources towards work in Global South settings, with particular attention to
contexts such as Ethiopia and Myanmar. In doing so, it emphasised working with locally based
scholars and institutions, rather than relying only on externally led research arrangements.

Including local researchers from the design stage and enabling open discussion of ethical
issues and power dynamics can help mitigate some of the ethical concerns discussed in
section 3.4.4 Local participation in research.

4.4 Supporting adaptive research and documenting
methodological change

In fragile and conflict-affected settings, it is often impractical to adhere to a rigid, predefined
research plan. In such contexts, adaptation is not a failure but a necessity. The main challenge
is that, although researchers frequently adjust methods in the field, these changes are rarely
documented systematically. When documentation is omitted, valuable learning is lost. Hard-
earned lessons remain confined to individual projects and cannot inform future research or
support wider learning.

Adaptation is common across humanitarian research (Smith and Blanchet, 2019). Research
teams often revise sampling strategies, adjust follow-up processes with participants, and
modify data collection methods in response to security risks, access constraints and ethical
dilemmas. These adjustments should not necessarily be seen as compromises; in many
cases, they reflect good practice under extreme pressure. However, when they are not
recorded and reported, they remain largely invisible.

Smith, Whitehouse and Blanchet (2020) also caution against the ‘innovation trap’. They argue
that an excessive focus on the next new idea can distract from urgent priorities, such as
strengthening existing methods and improving data systems. Their work suggests that donors
should prioritise the systematic documentation of adaptations, improve the quality of routine
data, support mixed-methods approaches, and ensure that research questions arise from
community engagement rather than being driven solely by donor priorities.

For donors, this implies that these recommendations can be operationalised by requiring:

» systematic documentation of design changes and adaptive decisions

e budgeting not only for data collection, but also for learning and reflection

e encouraging mixed-methods designs and triangulation

» setting flexible milestones, rather than expecting strict adherence to a fixed design
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The RCC FCAS delivery model review emphasises the importance of institutionalising
learning across the commissioning cycle. It suggests that evidence from evaluations and
internal reviews should be actively synthesised to inform future approaches, underscoring that
grey literature is not peripheral but essential to a functioning evidence ecosystem (Engelbert
and Thissen, 2025).

4.5 Understanding knowledge brokering as a system, not as a
solo act

Evidence does not automatically translate into action; it often requires skilled intermediaries
who can interpret, package and communicate findings effectively. However, Kislov et al.
(2017) warn that relying on a single ‘knowledge broker’ can be fragile. Individuals in these ‘in-
between’ roles often face unclear expectations, significant pressures and burnout, which can
result in important knowledge being lost. Knowledge brokering should therefore not depend on
individual champions but instead be embedded as a collective, institutional practice.

4.6 Research system strengthening: long-term ecosystem
investments

Longer-term research system strengthening can yield results that short-term project grants
cannot. Datta (2018) outlines several strategies, including generating knowledge about
research system trajectories, supporting priority-setting and financing, strengthening
governance and regulation, improving research management and coordination, supporting
research leaders and centres of excellence, strengthening ties between stakeholder groups,
and advancing women'’s participation and gender mainstreaming (Datta, 2018).

The knowledge ecosystem synthesis report echoes these strategies but adds that effective
donor approaches may differ across ecosystem types (weak, distorted, transitioning,
authoritarian or disengaged). This suggests that donors should tailor their engagement to local
conditions and trajectories, rather than relying on standardised capacity-building templates
(Bentele et al., 2021).

In Somalia specifically, priorities for research system strengthening include improving research
governance, enhancing connectivity and research networks, creating incentives for
publication, and developing collaboration mechanisms that integrate diaspora expertise while
strengthening domestic institutions (Pellini et al., 2020; Mursal et al., 2016).

Strengthening knowledge production through universities, therefore, requires more than
training workshops or project-based grants. It calls for sustained investment in research
management systems, institutional funding and meaningful partnerships (Datta, 2018).

4.7 Concrete recommendations

Based on the above, research commissioning bodies should consider the following
recommendations:
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¢ Involve local researchers in early pre-award planning discussions on research
initiatives and partner selection. Informal discussions where donors scope out potential
initiatives are critical. If international researchers say they will work with local partners,
donors should request that those partners also join early-stage meetings.

¢ Recognise that local organisations and researchers may lack the funding or capacity to
engage in lengthy pre-award discussions and proposal processes. Extended proposal
development and interactive negotiations over research agendas tend to favour
institutions with the resources to support researchers’ time during those discussions
and can inadvertently exclude actors in fragile settings.

¢ Begin with small-scale pilot or paid agenda-setting engagements with local research
organisations to build trust and mitigate these barriers. However, ensure that such
engagements are adequately funded. Local organisations should not be working on
under-budgeted ‘pilots’ based solely on the hope or expectation of future contracts.
The donors should be clear-eyed about avoiding this risk and should acknowledge and
openly discuss inherent power imbalances to create space for local organisations to
raise concerns.

¢ Require the meaningful participation of women in developing research designs,
reviewing data collection tools, and conducting analysis. This may include setting
targets for female enumerators, conducting separate interviews with female
respondents, and extending sampling beyond household heads, particularly in
contexts where women’s perspectives are otherwise excluded. Constraints on female
researchers’ safety, mobility and access in conflict settings should be mitigated as far
as contextually possible.

¢ Allocate resources for embedded capacity-sharing roles, South—South collaboration
grants, and regional peer-learning exchanges within larger projects. Capacity
strengthening and cross-context learning should be integrated into project delivery
rather than treated as standalone or post hoc activities.

e Consider the timing of disbursements, recognising that delayed payments can have
catastrophic consequences for local partners. Where possible, ensure that funding for
local organisations is provided up front.

e Ensure that local researchers are included in decision-making structures, including
holding veto power where appropriate, rather than being confined to advisory roles.

o Draft Requests for Proposals (RFPs) and Terms of Reference (TORs) that explicitly
require local Principal Investigators and co-authors based at local institutions.

¢ Include requirements or strong preferences in RFPs and TORs for local language
proficiency within the lead research team, including Principal Investigators or co-
authors. For evidence syntheses, the inclusion of non-English-language sources is
required.

e Ensure that local organisations and researchers have rights to data access and,
preferably, data ownership.

¢ Recognise the barriers to research created by sanctions and facilitate exceptions
where necessary to enable research activity.

¢ Recognise that ‘new’ and ‘innovative’ questions are not the only priorities; many
longstanding questions remain inadequately answered.
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5. Breaking the cycle?

Many of the problems identified above have been widely documented, and many of the
recommendations are not new. Yet, despite modest improvements in the representation of
local scholars within the global research community, significant inequities persist. This pattern
raises an important question: what structural barriers continue to prevent systemic change?

Within both research commissioning bodies and international research institutions, individuals
and organisations often face incentives to maintain the status quo. For donors, working with
established, trusted partners reduces perceived risk, delivers more predictable outputs, and
involves less administrative burden. Prioritising the inclusion of local researchers — particularly
in high-risk, conflict-affected settings — may also pose professional risks for individuals
working within commissioning bodies, depending on how their performance is assessed.
Among researchers, those based in the Global North frequently operate in declining funding
environments, face increasing time pressures, and have limited professional incentives to co-
author or deepen collaborations with local researchers.

Implementing the recommendations outlined above will therefore require recognising these
vested interests and actively reshaping the incentive structures within research commissioning
bodies and international research organisations. Both groups need stronger professional
incentives to prioritise the inclusion of local researchers, alongside disincentives that
challenge the continuation of existing practices.

In a global context of reduced development and research funding, there are also emerging
opportunities to encourage such shifts in incentives and mindsets. One of the main costs of
producing research is researcher salaries, particularly in countries with high costs of living.
Although start-up costs may be higher, shifting greater responsibility to local organisations
may yield cost efficiencies over time. With careful consideration, it may also be more
straightforward to demonstrate Value for Money when investing in local researchers rather
than relying predominantly on international researchers.

A renewed focus on evidence use also presents an opportunity to prioritise local researchers
and organisations, who are often better connected to local decision-makers. Recognising the
value of locally produced research and embedding this recognition within the objectives and
strategies of research commissioning bodies could begin to shift the dynamics that have
historically marginalised local contributions.

At a more fundamental level, prioritising and strengthening local knowledge production
ecosystems will require radical shifts in how decisions are made about what is measured and
who controls knowledge and data in FCAS contexts. As discussed throughout this paper,
current systems of knowledge production often serve the questions posed by external donors.
Efforts to promote accountability and transparency frequently prioritise accountability and
transparency to donors rather than to local communities. The central challenge for both
research commissioning bodies and researchers is therefore to rebalance power towards
communities affected by conflict and to support the development of transparent and
accountable institutions capable of generating knowledge that reflects their own priorities.
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Acronyms
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FCDO
GRNPP
GRTD
IGO
NGO
RCC
RFP
TOR

International Initiative for Impact Evaluation

Fragile and Conflict-Affected Setting

Foreign and Commonwealth Development Office (UK)
Global Research Network on Parliaments and People
Global Research and Technology Development
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