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Abstract

‘Research capacity strengthening’ (RCS) is an umbrella term that can
be used to describe a wide variety of activities conducted in support of
diverse objectives premised upon distinct, potentially opposing, views.
Despite this, the ultimate objective of RCS activities is rarely made
explicit which can be problematic when diverse objectives are
possible. By ‘ultimate’ objective we are referring to the overarching
(often long-term) goal an RCS initiative is intended to contribute
towards (e.g. better population health) as opposed to the more
immediate ‘proximate’ (often short-term) objectives of any such
activity (e.g. improved capacity to undertake infectious disease
research).

We argue a need for those funding, designing and implementing RCS
initiatives to make clear statements as to the ultimate objective that
they foresee their respective initiative contributing towards as well as
the proposed pathway and associated assumptions that underlie their
approach. Examples of distinct ultimate objectives for RCS initiatives
are presented alongside fictitious examples of how they may be
transparently reported from both a funder and implementor
perspective.

Such transparency should be routine within the scope of funding calls
for RCS activities (even when such activities are only a minor
component of the call), subsequent applications to those calls and any
description of an applied RCS activity/ies and/or the associated
outcomes thereof. The process of determining one’s ultimate
objective will further cause funders and actors to think through their
respective initiatives more thoroughly and make informed choices
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and better designed RCS projects. Doing so would reduce any
ambiguity associated with the use of the term ‘research capacity
strengthening’ and would provide a stronger foundation for robust
programme evaluation.
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Introduction

There is a long history of governments, development partners and philanthropic organisations financing research capacity
strengthening (RCS) initiatives in the global South. Common examples, among many others, include scholarship
schemes, infrastructure grants and collaborative research awards. The cumulative investment in RCS support within
the global South has not been calculated but would certainly exceed several billion GBP and counting. As an example, the
UK government and Wellcome spent £873 million between 2016-2021 on dedicated RCS initiatives in the global South
with a further £1.2 billion expended on research activities with a capacity strengthening component.’ Benefits of RCS
investment have been widely reported in the literature”™" and gains in Southern research capacity are apparent in measures
such as scientific publication output.” Nevertheless, much of this investment is based on very little evidence of the
effectiveness or impact on long term outcomes. Southern research capacity remains well behind Northern standards on
most metrics™’ and there is still much to be learnt about the value for money of these investments and about the pathways
by which impact in the global South is achieved.”

Limited understanding of RCS impact reflects, in part, a lack of sound evaluation.™’ RCS is a long-term, multi-faceted
and complex undertaking and the tools to support robust, standardised evaluation are only beginning to emerge.'’"'”
A further factor confounding evaluation efforts is a pervasive ambiguity in the use of the term ‘research capacity
strengthening’ itself. RCS is not a construct in its own right; rather, RCS is an umbrella term that can be used to describe a
wide variety of activities conducted in support of diverse objectives premised upon distinct, potentially opposing, Vlews
(see further below for examples). Desplte this, the RCS term is often used with a false assumption of neutrality'* and
without a clear definition being provided.” Those definitions that are presented are highly diverse and typically process
oriented, yet it is not at all apparent whether different definitions of RCS represent distinct conceptualisations of RCS as
an undertaking or whether (as is more likely) they are being used with a broadly consistent (yet often ambiguously stated)
meaning (see Box 1). Even the term ‘research capacity strengthening’ is often used interchangeably with the terms
‘research capacity building’ and ‘research capacity development’® despite attempts to differentiate their meaning.”"*
Without absolute transparency about the agreed explicit, ultimate objective of an RCS initiative, and the assumptions
upon which it is based, then our ability to advance understanding of what works well and why in RCS practice through
applied research, evaluation and shared learning is compromised. By ‘ultimate’ objective we are referring to the
overarching (often long-term) goal an individual RCS initiative is intended to contribute towards (e.g. better population
health) as opposed to the more immediate ‘proximate’ (often short-term) objectives of any such activity (e.g. improved
capacity to undertake infectious disease research). Proximate objectives remain important; they are just not the focus of
this paper.

The aim of this paper is to justify and promote the need for transparency in RCS practice in making the ultimate RCS
objective(s) explicit and to provide some recommendations as to how this might be achieved. Not only will this support

Box 1. Defining research capacity strengthening.

A scoping review of health-related RCS papers published in academic journals between 2000-2016 identified a total
of 172 papers of which only 19% (33/172) presented some form of RCS definition®. In the 33 papers that did so, a total
of 25 distinct definitions were provided. Seventeen of these 25 definitions pertained to either ‘health research
capacity strengthening’ or ‘research capacity strengthening’ (or variants thereof such as ‘research capacity building’)
whilst the remaining eight pertained to broader definitions of ‘capacity strengthening’ (or variants thereof) that
were not specific to research. Many of these definitions emphasised RCS as a ‘process’ without specifying an
objective beyond strengthened capacity, e.g.

“Process of individual and institutional development which leads to higher levels of skills and greater ability to perform
useful research.”"®

“A long-term process that requires a systematic and inter-sectoral approach to developing appropriate requlatory
frameworks, building and maintaining physical infrastructure, and investing in human resources, equipment and training
in an environment conducive to research commitment and institutional support.” '

In definitions where an objective was indicated, this was typically couched in terms of the capacity to identify and
resolve ‘problems’, e.g.

“The ongoing process of empowering individuals, institutions, organisations, and nations to: define and prioritise problems
systematically; develop and scientifically evaluate appropriate solutions; and share and apply the knowledge generated.”"’

“Strengthening the abilities of individuals, institutions, and countries to perform research functions, defining national
problems and priorities, solving national problems, utilizing the results of research in policy making and programme
delivery.”'®

The latter examples explicitly draw a link between research capacity and national development (as described below),
although this does not then mean that other definitions are used in support of a different objective; it is simply not
L possible to tell unless the ultimate objective is clearly articulated.
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more effective learning and evaluation, greater clarity of purpose for any RCS activity will also help inform the design
and implementation processes to ensure that they are compatible with, and contribute towards achieving, the stated
objectives. To substantiate our argument, we outline three different ultimate objectives for RCS activities. We also
highlight the considerable scope for distinct and potentially divergent pathways through which RCS activities might
support these objectives, even when the ultimate objective is agreed, well-defined and shared. In so doing, we are not
endorsing any one approach over another, we are merely demonstrating that the common term ‘research capacity
strengthening’ can be used to describe a wide range of potentially divergent activities. The examples we provide should
not be considered exhaustive. Further examples, with differing implications, are almost certainly possible and we would
encourage others to articulate these in the public domain and to challenge and refine those presented here. We will begin
with a description of what appears to be the most common ultimate objective for RCS investment in the global South:
(inter) national development.

RCS in support of international development

Much contemporary RCS practice in the global South, whether explicitly stated or not, is conducted within an
international development context. By ‘international development’ we are referring to any contributory effort towards
improving the health and/or development status of the intervention country. This positioning is evidenced in the two
statements quoted below. The first from the United Nation’s Development Programme (UNDP) referring to the
importance of capacity development more broadly (inclusive of, but not limited to research capacity) and the second
from the Council on Health Research Development (COHRED) referring to a specific type of RCS (health):

“A country’s successful development hinges on having sufficient capacity. While financial resources, including
official development assistance, are vital, they are not enough to promote sustainable human development.
Without supportive strategies, policies, laws and procedures, well-functioning organizations, and educated and
skilled people, countries lack the foundation to plan, implement and review their national and local development

. 519
strategies”.

“We find that essential national health research is a critical tool for equitable health and development and
therefore recommend that each developing country, taking account of its own circumstances, make careful plans
for and carry out sustained, long-term programs for building research capacity and conducting essential national

20
health research.”

The ultimate objective of any RCS initiative conducted within an international development context, then, would be a
measurable improvement in a nation’s health and/or development status. However, there are diverse views on what
factors, processes or systems may best drive national development which will in turn influence decisions as to what
specific development objectives should be prioritised and what corresponding research capacities need to be strength-
ened. Thus, referencing ‘(inter) national development’ as a RCS objective remains obscure if the type of development
sought, the specific development objectives and the proposed pathway towards achieving them are not articulated. For
example, proponents of market economics might recognise a transition towards a knowledge-based economy as a key
driver of socio-economic development and on this basis prioritise RCS in science, technology, engineering and
mathematics (STEM) as essential precursors to any such transition. Others may prioritise national health research
capacity on the basis that population health is fundamental to national development per se, irrespective of the underlying
economic model. Alternatively, RCS initiatives may be based on achieving progress against a specific development
indicator, such as one or more of the sustainable development goals (SDGs); which scientific disciplines or research fields
are then prioritised for capacity strengthening would vary accordingly.

RCS interventions undertaken within an international development context may also vary in terms of design, even
when prioritising the same development objective or scientific discipline. RCS initiatives have historically focused on
strengthening capacity of individuals, such as researchers and research team members, as opposed to the institutions or
broader research systems they work within,”' yet funders are now increasingly emphasising the importance of
institutional and systems level interventions.”” RCS investments have also often emphasised notions of ‘research
excellence’ on the premise that it is innovative, high-quality research that drives development.”” However, this can
result in disproportionately large investment in a smaller number of the comparatively better capacitated universities and
research institutions in the global South further exacerbating local, national or regional disparities in research capac-
ity.”*=”° Thus, the concept of equity has become a key consideration in the field with a view towards more power and
resources being directed towards the less-well capacitated individuals, institutions, and nations across the global South.”’
There is limited evidence-based guidance to inform which of the many possible variations in RCS approach may be most
effective in terms of supporting an international development objective whatever the specific objective might be. Rather,
legitimate arguments can be made in support of multiple approaches and different RCS initiatives make different choices,
even when operating within the same overarching programme.”®
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Without clear statements as to the specific development objectives sought and the proposed pathway towards achieving
these objectives, it becomes difficult to design and implement optimally conducive RCS activities and evaluate their
success. To illustrate, in some of the examples presented above different scientific disciples or research fields are being
prioritised for capacity strengthening (STEM vs health research vs SDG appropriate research) yet it would not be possible
to make or to understand these prioritisation decisions without at least some understanding of the underlying development
objective. Similarly, the approach and ethos to designing and implementing the RCS activities once the specific objective
was agreed would also likely vary across these examples. Notions of attaining research excellence within the defined
standards of a Northern research tradition may be highly appropriate to RCS activities that prioritise STEM subjects in
support of transitioning towards a knowledge economy, yet the same approach may be less compatible with RCS
activities undertaken in support of empowering local community health initiatives. No one approach is necessarily more
or less appropriate than any other, nor indeed would any one approach be exclusive to any one development objective;
however, clarity as to the RCS purpose in each case would likely signal the more suitable implementation approach
further enhancing capacity outcomes and providing a clearer basis for subsequent evaluation.

To further complicate the situation, we now argue that RCS in the global South can also be conducted outside of an
international development context altogether. We present two such possibilities: 1) RCS in support of knowledge as a
common good and 2) RCS in support of decolonisation.

RCS activities outside of an international development context

Knowledge has long been regarded as a form of common or public good”” as have public Universities.’” The extent to
which (all) scientific knowledge may be considered a common good or the extent to which public universities are
genuinely in the public good are open to debate.’”*' However, within the parameters of these ongoing debates, it remains
plausible to frame RCS investment (or at least some forms of RCS investment) as a contribution to the common good.
This may overlap with an international development approach to some degree, as scientific knowledge that supports
international development may also be considered a common good”’; yet it also encompasses scientific disciplines and
research fields such as Philosophy, Theology or History that are less likely to attract funding within an international
development context. The ultimate objective of any such RCS investment would not be the outcome of knowledge
application (e.g. such as a development goal), but a measurable increase in the quantity, quality, diversity and/or access to
(scientific) knowledge itself.

30

RCS investments could also potentially be framed within a decolonisation context. It is widely recognised that a
consequence of the European colonial era was the disruption, degradation or destruction of traditional customs and bodies
of knowledge among colonised people.’” Colonisation also instituted the imposition of the coloniser’s ideals, practices
and standards which ended up suppressing indigenous knowledge practices.”” Tt would therefore be reasonable to
consider strengthening capacity for research that supports the restitution of traditional knowledge bodies and/or
strengthening local systems of research as conceptualised by the formerly colonised peoples or their descendants. The
ultimate objective of any RCS activity in such instances would be greater recognition of indigenous knowledge systems
and promotion of self-determination at local/national/regional levels regarding capacity goals, needs and the pathways
towards achieving specified goals. As with the international development example, the RCS activities conducted in
support of either acommon good or decolonisation objective, along with the proposed pathways to impact and associated
assumptions, would also be open to considerable variation.

These examples demonstrate that activities described as ‘research capacity strengthening’ can be implemented in support
of diverse ultimate objectives and premised upon a multitude of legitimate, yet potentially very different, pathways to
achieving their respective objective. Distinct scientific disciplines or research fields may be more or less likely to receive
capacity strengthening support depending upon what the ultimate objective is and, in some cases, these prioritisation
decisions could be diametrically opposed. Hence the call for greater transparency re the ultimate objectives when
describing or reporting on future, current or past RCS activities. In practice, RCS programmes may have multiple or over-
lapping objectives. For example, Mormina and Istratii recently argued a case for a decolonisation approach to RCS in
support of international development objectives'” and, as noted above, science conducted as a common good may also
support development objectives in some instances. This is in no way problematic if the primary or overlapping ultimate
objectives are clearly articulated. When such transparency is lacking, as argued above, it becomes difficult to evaluate the
outcomes of a RCS intervention or even to design and implement an intervention in a manner optimally conducive to
achieving the objective. This is analogous to any other ‘experiment’ i.e. if the ultimate objective is not clearly stated from
the outset, alongside any associated assumptions as to how best to achieve that objective, then how can an optimal
intervention be designed in the first instance?
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Box 2. Fictitious examples of transparent RCS reporting.

Example 1: RCS in support of international development

Funder statement: This programme is designed to strengthen research capacity in STEM-related disciplines in ODA-
eligible countries. The programme is premised on the view that greater national research capacity in STEM-related
disciplines will provide a stronger foundation for the development and uptake of innovative, locally appropriate
technical solutions to priority national and regional challenges and contribute towards economic growth through
innovation-led commerce and enterprise.

Implementor statement: Our project is designed to strengthen research capacity in computational modelling in
[name of focal nation/s]. We will achieve this by supporting the development of a specialist ‘centre of excellence in
computational modelling’ housed within the University of X and supporting them to cascade these skills to other
institutions. This approach is premised on the view that the fastest and most efficient way to develop research
capacity in computational modelling in [nation] is through intensive investment of time and resources within a
specialist centre that can then support the development of similar expertise in other institutions throughout the
country and region (i.e. a ‘hub and spoke’ model).

Comment: The ultimate objectives (addressing priority national/regional challenges & contributing towards socio-
economic development) of the RCS funding are made clear in the funder statement as is the pathway towards achieving
these objectives (STEM-derived innovative, locally appropriate technical solutions with potential for commercialisation). The
implementor statement makes clear the approach (investment in a computational modelling centre of excellence) with
which their project will contribute towards the ultimate objective as well as the assumptions underlying this pathway (fastest
way to build capacity in the short-term and efficient in the long-term when considered the’ hub’ for future ‘spokes’).
Evaluation of this RCS project would therefore look for examples of technical solutions that the centre for computational
modelling has developed (or is currently developing) that have addressed (or could potentially contribute towards
addressing) a national/regional challenge and/or that have been (or potentially could be) commercialised.

Example 2. RCS in support of knowledge as a common good

Funder statement: This programme is designed to strengthen research capacity in the Arts and Humanities. The
programme is premised on the view that creating, and ensuring access to, new knowledge from across traditional
academic disciplines is in the common good. The Arts and Humanities have been prioritised in this instance as,
relative to many other academic disciplines, research funding in these fields is scarce.

Implementor statement: Our project is designed to support five early career researchers, one from each of five
universities belonging to our consortium, to undertake three-year post-doctoral study within an Arts and
Humanities subject of their choosing. Along with the financial resources necessary to undertake their study, each
scholar will be provided expert mentorship and specialist leadership training to assist their career development and
we will support the production of multiple, publicly accessible outputs (e.g. books, artwork, film) arising from their
work. This approach is premised on the view that each University within our consortium should have the right to self-
determine which Arts and Humanities discipline is prioritised for funding in their context. Our approach further
recognises that early career researchersin the Arts and Humanities need specialist funding and guidance to develop
a productive and sustainable career in what is a competitive academic environment and that the value of their work
to society will be best served by ensuring that it is made readily accessible in easy to understand and engaging ways.

Comment: The ultimate objective (contributing to the common good) of the RCS funding is made clear in the funder
statement as is the premise upon which the Arts and Humanities were prioritised (neglected relative to other academic
disciplines). The implementor statement makes clear the pathway (mentored and resourced early career researcher
scholarships and support to produce accessible outputs) with which their project will contribute towards the ultimate
objective as well as the assumptions underlying this pathway (scholars in Arts and Humanities need specialist funding and
support to develop and sustain careers in a competitive environment). Evaluation of this RCS project would therefore look
for examples of outputs that represent new knowledge and evidence that this knowledge has been made accessible to, and
has been accessed by, the public.

Example 3. RCS in support of decolonisation

Funder statement: This RCS programme is designed to strengthen indigenous knowledge and/or knowledge
systems in [nation]. This investment is provided by [donor] in recognition that indigenous knowledge/knowledge
systems are a precious national and global resource. All decisions related to how this funding will be used to support
RCS within [nation], including how the notion of research is conceptualised, is for [nation] to self-determine.

Implementor statement: Our project is designed to ensure the oral histories of [a people] are recorded for posterity
and made accessible for the national good. It is our belief that a full understanding of our nation’s people, our
current place in the world and our future pathways is not possible without reference to our own unique histories
which are at risk of being lost or neglected if not recorded and communicated in ways that everyone in our society
can engage with.

Comment: The ultimate objective (strengthen indigenous knowledge and/or knowledge systems) of the RCS funding is made
clear in the funder statement as is the premise upon how the funding will be used to support this objective (for the recipient
nation to self-determine). The implementor statement makes clear how the funding will be used in support of this objective
(record oral histories) as well as the assumptions underlying this decision (it is in the national good to do so and a risk of oral
histories being lost or neglected if the work is not undertaken). Evaluation of this RCS project would therefore look to
establish that the work was self-determined independent of funder influence and that there was a measurable increase in,
Kand/or access to or influence of, indigenous knowledge.
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Achieving transparency in practice

To aid the appropriate interpretation of RCS activities as well as subsequent learning and evaluation, we propose that
those funding, designing and implementing RCS initiatives make clear statements as to the ultimate objective that they
foresee their respective initiative contributing towards. They should also describe the proposed pathway and associated
assumptions that underlie their approach. Key principles that are expected to be, or were, prioritised in RCS design and
implementation such as ‘excellence’, ‘equity’ or ‘collaboration’ may also be emphasised. These statements do not need to
be overly complex or lengthy. To illustrate, some fictitious examples of transparent statements about the ultimate RCS
objectives from both a funder and implementor perspective are presented below, along with a note on how they support
transparent RCS reporting and would inform subsequent evaluation (Box 2).

These examples illustrate what should be considered a minimum acceptable level of transparency. Understanding of any
RCS activity would be further enhanced by fuller descriptions of proposed impact pathways and there are widely used
methods and tools for doing so, including the use of programme Theories of Change,* logic models™ and even specialist
frameworks intended to support better, more transparent RCS practice and evaluation.'” Even basic descriptions such as
those presented above would represent a considerable improvement in transparent reporting of RCS activities if they were
applied in practice. Such transparency should be routine within the scope of funding calls for RCS activities (even when
such activities are only a minor component of the call), subsequent applications to those calls and any description of an
applied RCS activity/ies and/or the associated outcomes thereof. The process of determining one’s ultimate objective will
further cause funders and actors to think through their respective initiatives more thoroughly and make informed choices
and better designed RCS projects. Doing so would reduce any ambiguity associated with the use of the term ‘research
capacity strengthening’ and would provide a stronger foundation for robust programme evaluation. From such a
foundation, and with appropriate investment to support routine evaluation, the research community will be in a strong
position to greatly accelerate our ability to understand what works well, and not so well, in our collective RCS
endeavours.

Ethics and consent
No ethics and consent required.

Data and software availability
No data are associated with this article.
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Maru Mormina
Department of Philosophy, African Centre for Epistemology and Philosophy of Science, University
of Johannesbourgh, Johannesbourgh, South Africa

Thank you to the authors for such a thoughtful commentary and their valuable attempt to bring
clarity and transparency to a practice that remains poorly defined and poorly understood.
Research capacity building (RCB), strengthening (RCS) or development ( RCD) are much misused
and abused umbrella terms, used to encompass anything and everything but more often
associated with training and development of the research workforce (researchers but also
government officials, health workers, and other actors engaged in generating and using research
and evidence). This is not only confusing, it is highly reductive: developing research capacity
entails far more than a transfer of technical skills, but developing often intangible competencies,
including the ability and opportunities to absorb and produce the tacit knowledge that underpins
much of the research and innovation process.

The article acknowledges this ambiguity and calls for transparency not only in what those doing or
funding RCS mean by it but also what they are trying to achieve, i.e. the ultimate goal. After all,
without a clear understanding of where we want to go, how do we select the route, and crucially,
how do we know whether we have arrived?

That RCS initiatives should be clear about their goals is intuitive and the authors provide good
examples (quite possibly inspired by their own experience in this field) to illustrate how an explicit
articulation of long term goals helps inform a more effective design of capacity building activities
and contributes to a more robust monitoring and evaluation of programmes.

Whilst the proposition is very well-argued and difficult to disagree with, I feel there are two
considerations that the authors have left unaddressed, possibly due to space constraints.
Nonetheless, I think they are important to acknowledge, reflect upon, and, if possible, discuss in
future updates of the paper.

The first and most important consideration is complexity. Whether capacity building contributes to
the ultimate goal of international development, decolonisation or the common good, these goals
are 'wicked problems' for which cause-effect pathways (and their respective linear theories of
change) are difficult to recognize. Wicked problems are an entangled web of issues that are part of
an interconnected and interdependent system, so that fixing one part of the system will cause
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(often unpredictable) effects in other parts of the system. Given the wicked nature of the systems
that RCS activities aim to impact, it is unclear whether we will ever be able to determine with any
certainty a causal relationship between a particular capacity building activity and its ultimate goal.
Evaluators, at most can evaluate the activities' contribution to proximate goals, in which case the
value of articulating ultimate goals lies not so much in the evaluation of RCS but perhaps in
making clear the need to approach RCS as a systemic intervention.

This brings me to my second point. As the authors will undoubtely know, there is a great deal of
wasteful fragmentation, duplication and reinventing of the wheel in international development,
and capacity building is no exception. Funders are largely responsible for this, although recent
years have seen more concerted efforts at integration and collaboration, with joint programmes
increasingly becoming the norm. I would have liked to see this addressed in this commentary and
Iinvite the authors to reflect on how their call to transparency with regards to the ultimate goals
could help funders and RCS actors take more systemic approaches consistent with the wicked
nature of the problems they are trying to solve. My personal view, perhaps biased, is that the true
benefit of a more transparent articulation of the ultimate goals of RCS lies in that it exposes the
wicked nature of development problems and forces actors to recognise the need for, and seek
pathways to, systemic integration through collaboration.

Is the topic of the opinion article discussed accurately in the context of the current
literature?
Yes

Are all factual statements correct and adequately supported by citations?
Yes

Are arguments sufficiently supported by evidence from the published literature?
Yes

Are the conclusions drawn balanced and justified on the basis of the presented arguments?
Yes

Competing Interests: No competing interests were disclosed.

Reviewer Expertise: research capacity development in international development, systems
thinking, wicked problems, epistemology, ethics, science and technology studies.

I confirm that I have read this submission and believe that I have an appropriate level of
expertise to confirm that it is of an acceptable scientific standard.
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Elizabeth S Rose
Vanderbilt University Medical Center, Nashville, USA

The authors have begun an excellent discussion about the lack of a definition for research capacity
strengthening (RCS). They provided evidence of the array of RCS definitions in the academic
literature as well as the number of articles about RCS that do not define the term. The authors also
discuss the diverse views of 'international development,' which subtly (and not so subtly) is a root
of most RCS initiatives. They present a new view on RCS in decolonization. Although RCS could be
seen as another form of colonization (e.g., institutions from the 'global north' deciding who needs
to be 'capacitated'), the authors propose that goals of RCS should be aimed towards "greater
recognition of indigenous knowledge and promotion of self-determination at
local/national/regional levels," which would promote research and knowledge independence. The
authors' proposal that funders, implementers, and others define RCS by including their ultimate
goal in the project will help those individuals and organizations to have more clarity about their
work and provide transparency in this space. Such transparency and additional thought about RCS
initiatives prior to work starting could contribute to projects that better support equity and
independence.
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