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Increasing share of the UK Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) budget 
devoted to research 

ODA-funded research is an increasing share of the UK Science Budget

ODA budget increasingly managed outside of DFID –
increasingly important role of UKRI

Research for international development



Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF)

• £1.5 billion (2016-2021)

“[GCRF] marks a change in the overall pattern of UK government funding 
for science and research, making a notable part of this funding contingent of 
whether or not the research themes fall within the international [Official 
Development Aid] definition” 
International Commission for Aid Impact 



How is ODA-funded research for development 
different from ‘normal’ research? 
• ODA compliance
– Geographical focus: OECD list of ODA countries
– Purpose: research should have the primary purpose of promoting 

economic growth and welfare in ODA countries. 
• Parliamentary scrutiny 
• Impact 

Impact in 
international 
development 

Academic
impact



Key question: are current approaches to reporting 
impact suitable for assessing development impact of 
ODA-funded research? 



Using Researchfish to report on development impact:  
A case-study of the Ecosystem Services for Poverty 

Alleviation (ESPA) programme



What was ESPA? 

§ An interdisciplinary research programme to explore the 
links between the environment and human wellbeing

§ 2009-2018

§ Funded by DFID, NERC and ESRC



ESPA in numbers



What impact did ESPA projects have? 

Influencing policy (global, national, sub-national);
Influencing legislation and regulation;
Influencing investments and business practices;
Mobilising citizens action;
Scientific base and ‘proof of concept’ for 
development funding;
Providing direct benefits to local communities 
through pilot activities. 

In most cases, only initial indications are visible –
impact takes longer than the average research 
project



ESPA’s Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL)
• DFID Logframe
• Reporting to NERC
• Reporting to Programme Executive Board 
• Directorate’s own learning process 
• DFID’s Independent Reviews (mid-term and end of programme)

Researchfish was a key source of data and information for ESPA’s MEL



Information flow
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Key benefits of Researchfish 

• A reporting requirement for PIs (not an add-on) – thus 
reducing the burden for researchers

• 5 years after end of project (enables the assessment of 
longitudinal impact) 



Key issues and challenges (1)

Only partial overlap between the information 
required by Researchfish and information needed for 
the ESPA’s logframe

Different terminology (or same terms used in 
different ways – particularly impact). 



A few examples from ESPA’s logframe…
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A few examples from ESPA’s logframe…



Key issues and challenges (2)

Multiple reporting of same results among different projects 
(need for data cleaning and Quality Assurance)

Variance in the level of detail and evidence provided in 
Researchfish submission

Lack of Southern voices and perspectives



Key issues and challenges (3)

Disconnect between the timeframe of ESPA 
logframe reporting and RF reporting

Data migration and interoperability issues between 
RF and ESPA’s MIS (e.g. inconsistencies in data 
formatting from one year to the other)



Examples of differences in data formatting in different 
years (1)



Examples of differences in data formatting in different 
years (2)



Considerations for future ODA-funded programmes
(1)

• Formalise agreement between UKRI/RF and 
programme management, establishing clear lines of 
responsibility in relation to data

• Reconcile reporting timeframes



Considerations for future ODA-funded programmes
(2)
• Scope out ‘data journey’ and allocate sufficient 

resources (data analyst/interpreter) 

• Anticipate the technical challenges relate to the 
migration of Researchfish data into (bespoke) database

• Provide tailored guidance to researchers on how to 
report to Researchfish



Considerations for future ODA-funded programmes
(3)

• Develop quality assurance protocols early on

• Complement Researchfish with the programme’s own 
reporting system

• Capitalise on the 5-year post-project reporting window



THANK YOU! 

….Questions? 
For more on ESPA’s learning about how to do research with 
development impact: 
www.espa.ac.uk/impact

http://www.espa.ac.uk/impact

