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ESPA Research Into Use Strategy  

 

Putting ESPA’s Research Into Use to benefit poor people in developing countries is a key 
component of the programme’s approach to building impact.  The programme’s Impact Strategy 
states that ESPA’s success will be measured by the way that its research generates new 
knowledge that can be turned into results that benefit the poor. 

ESPA’s Research Into Use Strategy will evolve over the lifetime of the programme through a 
collaborative process linking the ESPA Directorate, ESPA projects and potential users of ESPA’s 
research.  This document serves as a roadmap for ESPA’s Research Into Use activities and is 
intended to support ESPA projects and researchers to build and enhance the development 
impact of their research.  The associated activities will run throughout and beyond the lifetime of 
individual ESPA projects.   

 
Figure 1 Research Into Use activities are an integral component of ESPA’s overall Impact 

Framework and associated Impact Strategy. 

What is Research Into Use? 
Research Into Use is not a new concept, nor is it difficult to understand.  ESPA’s Impact Strategy 
describes how ESPA projects will be asked to work with the Directorate to answer three simple 
questions: 

1. Who will use ESPA’s research and new knowledge? 

2. How will ESPA’s new knowledge be used? 

3. What will projects, the ESPA Directorate and the programme’s development partners need 
to do to ensure that ESPA’s knowledge is put into use to generate significant and 
sustainable impact benefiting the poor. 

The Research Into Use activities implemented by projects and the Directorate will be designed and 
implemented to respond to the third question.  A key component of this is the recognition that 
projects will in nearly all cases need to work in partnership with others to build impact. 

It is understandable that the research into use concept may be a new one to many researchers.  It 
is accepted that good quality science and getting research into use for the benefit of the world’s 
poorest communities may not be common features of many research projects, but there is no 
reason why they should not be.  ESPA is one of an increasing number of research programmes 
that encourages and expects projects to be active participants in building approaches and 
partnerships putting their research into use. 
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How to put Research Into Use? 
There is no magic bullet or prescribed formula to ensure that research gets into use as each 
project and its context for potential impact will be different.  Putting research into use does not 
have to be a daunting or ominous task and the ESPA Directorate will assist ESPA projects, 
drawing on practical experience derived from working on other research programmes.  ESPA has 
funded a small research project “Understanding How Research is Put into Use” to draw lessons 
from other programmes, both successful and not, in order to ensure that ESPA’s Research Into 
Use activities and Strategy are themselves informed by high quality research evidence.  Results 
from this project will inform future revisions of this strategy 

A number of factors have been identified that do help to enhance and maximise impact from 
development-focused research.  Some of these factors are described below: 

Context matters! 
ESPA’s Impact Strategy notes that ESPA projects will be encouraged to develop their own Theory 
of Change to assist their teams to conceptualise and plan an approach to building development 
impact.  The first step of building a theory of change is conducting a baseline situational analysis 
which considers the context that a project will work in, along with identifying key stakeholders and 
potential beneficiaries.  The Directorate will assist projects in this critical step as it forms part of the 
contextual understanding of the situation in which research outcomes could be utilised for the 
benefit of poor people.  The Theory of Change for each project will be reviewed regularly as a way 
of looking for new opportunities to use ESPA research as well as checking assumptions and 
ongoing impact activities. 

Strategic timing 
Knowing when to put research into use is an important factor.  Sometimes specific opportunities 
are expected and can be planned for, but very frequently opportunities will be difficult to predict.  
An important factor determining success will be the ability for projects to respond rapidly when 
opportunities arise.  Projects will be encouraged to look for opportunities, such as feeding 
knowledge into key national or international events or policy.   

There are also stages during a project’s lifetime when getting research into use is most pertinent 
and can be maximised.  Attempts will undoubtedly fail on occasion but lessons will be learnt for 
next time.  The Directorate will assist in the identification of suitable opportunities, some that will 
not be realised at the start of the project and some that may not be appropriate until after the 
research project has been completed.   

Identifying champions for change 
ESPA’s Research Framework identifies change enables (or champions for change) as being an 
important part of enabling conditions that make the link between ecosystem services and poverty 
alleviation.  It is very evident from other research programmes, that a change enabler who is well 
networked to navigate often complex political and institutional landscapes is often pivotal in making 
change happen in order to get research into use.  This involves building networks between a 
different set of practitioners and policy makers who see the wider vision, advocating and 
proactively promoting the approach arising from the research.  Invariably, this requires different 
skills and know-how from that usually found within the originators of the actual research.   

Working with intermediaries: other projects and programmes 
It is unlikely that one project will provide all the knowledge, skills and investment required to put 
research into use.  As projects develop their impact activities, including a theory of change and 
research into use activities, there should be a growing appreciation of the need to work in 
partnership with others.  The Directorate will actively encourage and assist in the identification of 
new partners who may not have been part of the original thinking behind the project proposal.  
From other research programmes, it is evident that the policy community, private sector and civil 
society can also have major roles to play in getting research into use.  The key role that knowledge 
intermediaries can play in putting research into use is also reflected in ESPA’s Communication 
Strategy 

http://www.espa.ac.uk/node/38181
http://www.theoryofchange.org/
http://www.theoryofchange.org/
http://www.espa.ac.uk/knowledge
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/ESPA-Communications-Strategy.pdf
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/ESPA-Communications-Strategy.pdf
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Knowledge translation and brokering 
ESPA’s Impact Strategy outlines how projects are expected to generate both academic impact 
(evidenced by peer reviewed publications) and development impact leading to significant and long-
term improvements in the lives of the poor.  It is well known and accepted that specific actions will 
be required to make the link between the academic and development impacts of projects.  In ESPA 
this will require activities that are designed to translate and broker research knowledge into 
something very practical that can be readily used.  Identifying immediate beneficiaries1 and the 
way that they obtain information that influences their behaviour will assist projects to get their 
research used.  For example the knowledge required by a small holder farmer to make decisions, 
and the way this knowledge is obtained, will be very different to that needed by a government 
policy maker, a parliamentarian, other researchers, a banker or a private sector manager.  

ESPA’s Research Into Use Activities and Funding Schemes 
The ESPA programme has been in development and existence since 2007 as can be seen in the 
ESPA timeline.  ESPA’s Research Into Use activities and funding schemes are now focused on 
delivering enhanced development impact from ESPA’s main rounds of research grants, specifically 
ESPA Programme Framework Grants, ESPA-2011 Consortia, ESPA-2012 Grants and the recently 
announced ESPA-2013 Grants.  ESPA Fellows, who will join the programme from 2014 will also be 
allowed to access ESPA RIU funding in conjunction with their host project or projects. 

The ESPA programme will appoint Regional Evidence Brokers in two regions during 2014.  They 
will work in the East and Southern Africa and South Asia regions, working with projects and 
potential users of ESPA research to enhance the programme’s impact.  These posts will be 
commissioned on a competitive basis and the next version of this Strategy will provide more 
information about the way that the Evidence Brokers will support projects to build development 
impact. 

ESPA’s RIU Activities 
The ESPA Directorate will work with projects to enhance impact and support small-scale research 
into use activities.  There will be five main Directorate work streams: 

Regional Opportunities Fund 
A small grants scheme administered by the Directorate to support individual projects and groups of 
projects to undertake activities designed to create significant development impact by putting ESPA 
research into use.  Projects are encouraged to approach the ESPA Directorate with their ideas 
before making specific proposals for funding. 

Regional Evidence Brokers 
ESPA will appoint two Regional Evidence Brokers during 2014.  These individuals will work with 
projects and ESPA Fellows in East and Southern Africa (Region 1) and South Asia (Region 2) to 
make ESPA’s research more relevant to the needs of local stakeholders.  The Evidence Brokers 
will organise events to support this process and may also work with small projects funded under 
the Regional Opportunity Fund. 

6-Monthly Review Meetings 
The ESPA Directorate meets the Lead-Principal Investigator from all current research projects on a 
six-monthly basis.  Opportunities to put emerging research into use will be discussed and where 
relevant projects may be encouraged to apply for small grants under the Regional Opportunities 
Fund. 

Working with External Agencies 
The ESPA Directorate has strategic partnerships with a number of agencies who are interested in 
using ESPA research to inform policy and practice to benefit poor people in developing countries.  
The Directorate will work with projects to identify potential opportunities and ways of building 
partnerships to put ESPA research into use 

 

                                                
1
  Immediate beneficiaries are described in ESPA’s Impact Strategy. 

http://www.espa.ac.uk/impact
http://www.espa.ac.uk/files/espa/ESPA-Timeline.pdf
http://www.espa.ac.uk/projects/programme-framework-grants
http://www.espa.ac.uk/projects/espa-2011-grants8
http://www.espa.ac.uk/projects/espa-2012-grants
http://www.espa.ac.uk/impact


 

 

 

 

This has been produced by the Directorate of the Ecosystem Services for Poverty Alleviation (ESPA) 
Programme.  ESPA is a programme funded by the Department for International Development (DFID), 
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) and Natural Environment Research Council (NERC), as 
part of the UK’s Living with Environmental Change programme (LWEC).   

The ESPA Directorate is hosted by Research Into Results Limited, a wholly-owned subsidiary company 
of the University of Edinburgh, responsible for the delivery of research and project management services 
in the area of international development.  

The views expressed here are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of the ESPA 
programme, Research into Results, The University of Edinburgh, other partners in the ESPA Directorate, 
LWEC, NERC, ESRC or DFID. 
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http://www.espa.ac.uk/
http://www.dfid.gov.uk/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/
http://www.nerc.ac.uk/
http://www.lwec.org.uk/

