
AID-FINANCED INNOVATION CAN PLAY A 
BIG PART IN GLOBAL DEVELOPMENT 
Aid resources have played a vital part in developing and 
rolling out technologies and innovations that have had a 
significant impact on productivity and the quality of life—
from Norman Borlaug’s work on the dwarf and resistant 
plant varieties of the green revolution supported by 
the Rockefeller Foundation through the advance mar-
ket commitment for the pneumococcal vaccine sup-
ported by Gavi to the UK Department for International 
Development’s (DFID) backing for the development of 
M-PESA mobile finance in Kenya. The economic returns 
to such advances can be huge. DFID’s M-Pesa investment 
was only £1 million; annual mobile payments in the 
country are now worth over 50 percent of Kenya’s GDP. 

UK AID FOR R&D IS BIG COMPARED TO 
OTHER DONORS, BUT SMALL COMPARED  
TO TOTAL R&D 
At £738 million, official reporting suggests the UK spends 
nearly four times as much on research funded by offi-
cial development assistance (ODA) than the next larg-
est donor (France) and as much as the next 15 countries 
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combined. On the other hand, total UK R&D spending 
alone is about £35 billion. And donor finance will be a 
comparatively small part of overall research finance even 
if it is successfully focused on developing country priori-
ties: low- and middle-income R&D spending totals $470 
billion (although an estimate for low-income countries 
alone would be closer to $9 billion). Looking at specific 
priorities, a dated estimate of annual neglected tropical 
diseases research spending is about $3.2 billion. Solar 
power attracted $10 billion of R&D spending in 2018.

UK ODA FOR R&D SHOULD BE TARGETED 
WHERE GAPS ARE LARGE AND CAN BE 
FILLED EFFICIENTLY 
There is still a considerable role for ODA-funded R&D 
not least because the primary goal in ODA-funded 
research spending is (or at least should be) social value 
for developing countries as a whole rather than private 
or narrow national good. But the scale issue clarifies why 
the UK should focus efforts on the research likely to be 
most significantly under-provided by the market and 
with the highest potential development impact in the 
poorest countries.

https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/uk-research-aid-tied-opaque-and-topic.pdf
https://www.cgdev.org/publication/when-does-what-works-work-and-what-does-mean-uk-aid-rd-spend
https://www.cgdev.org/publication/when-does-what-works-work-and-what-does-mean-uk-aid-rd-spend
https://www.cgdev.org/publication/aid-financed-mechanisms-technology-development
https://www.cgdev.org/publication/aid-financed-mechanisms-technology-development
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For technological innovation, this is likely to include 
technologies that reduce the need for scarce governance 
capacity and capital to meet public good needs of par-
ticular use in developing countries—for example, the 
off-grid toilet being backed by the Gates Foundation 
that removes the need for expensive and institutionally 
complex piped sewage systems, or research into cheap, 
easily applied, and long-lasting road surface treatments 
that survive in tropical climates. It might also include 
low-cost responses to disease conditions concentrated 
in tropical climates, such as genetically modified 
mosquitoes. 

Not only should the focus of ODA-financed technological 
research be reasonably specific, the choice of research 
focus should come before the choice of funding mech-
anism—which should be selected based on its suitabil-
ity to the particular challenges involved. There is a role 
for “push” mechanisms including traditional research 
grants and product development partnerships as well as 
testing mechanisms including support for pilots, eval-
uation, and scale-up, and “pull” mechanisms including 
prizes and advance market commitments. Given the 
varied characteristics of different pull and push mecha-
nisms as well as piloting and evaluation, there is not one 
solution to which approach should be used to incentivize 
particular research. In some cases, combined push and 
pull approaches for different parts of the problem will 
be the best way to deliver an affordable, scaleable tech-
nological solution to a specific development challenge

Again, who does the research should be a subsidiary 
question in the case of technology. Cutting-edge bio-
medical or road surface advances are likely to involve 
researchers from the “Global North.” But this does not 
necessarily imply UK researchers nor does the location 
of research have to be determined prior to the subject of 
research being decided.

With regard to policy and institutional research, the impor-
tance of local context to successful policy intervention 
is an argument for orders of magnitude more evalua-
tion involving considerably more capacity to evaluate 
at the local level. Because of the considerable need for 
local capacity to deliver locally relevant answers as to 
what works, UK ODA should support the development 
of that local capacity to answer priority questions of 

local policymakers. More broadly, outside bespoke eval-
uations are unlikely to be a sustainable or affordable 
model. The UK should rarely fund outside evaluations of 
programs that are unlikely to be easily replicated at scale 
or in other regions or countries (in cases where this can 
be predicted a priori). 

In that regard, it is worth noting the very limited global 
aid support for local research in developing countries. 
Sub-Saharan Africa outside of South Africa has 56 scien-
tists per million inhabitants (compared to 4,181 per mil-
lion in the UK) but the system of external financing and 
enforced “partnering” in aid spending in this area means 
that research priorities even for many of these scientists 
are set outside of the continent, where most of the money 
is also spent. In 2012, 79 percent of research in Southern 
Africa involved collaboration with external partners, 
for example.  The existing mechanisms for strengthen-
ing African research institutions directly are extremely 
small, amounting to around $2 million per country. 

THESE LESSONS ARE NOT REFLECTED IN THE 
CURRENT DESIGN 
Current UK ODA R&D spend is overwhelmingly bilat-
eral and UK based, and a significant portion is allocated 
based on demand for funding from UK researchers 
rather than the urgency and tractability of the research 
topic in developing countries. Forty-five percent of UK 
R&D ODA is classified for “research/scientific institu-
tions”—an “other” category for sectoral allocation. Sixty-
two percent of R&D ODA is allocated to “developing 
countries, unspecified.” 

In particular, the £1.5 billion Global Challenges Research 
Fund supports UK institutions to address “the problems 
faced by developing countries, whilst developing our 
ability to deliver cutting-edge research.” It uses the UK 
Research Councils to deliver funding. The UK academic 
incentive structure is not (and should not be) designed to 
maximize utility of research for development outcomes. 
But academics learning and writing about developing 
countries with the focus of reaching academic journals 
in their field is not an efficient way to deliver improved 
development outcomes in the world’s poorest countries. 
Meanwhile the UK’s Newton Fund, designed to promote 
research capacity by fostering research partnerships 
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between UK researchers and those in developing coun-
tries, focuses explicitly on middle-income countries, 
with a quarter of expenditure in China. This excludes 
the developing countries most in need of greater R&D 
capacity.

A BETTER SYSTEM FOR INCENTIVIZING 
TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION 
The UK should consider setting up a commission made 
up of representatives of developing countries, devel-
opment organizations, and scientific experts to draw 
up a list of potential innovations that would (i) amelio-
rate or solve public policy challenges specific to devel-
oping countries, and (ii) require comparatively small 
additional research and development steps to bring to 
market.

It would be useful for the UK to have a specific institu-
tional financing mechanism to fund pilots, trials, buy-
outs, and prizes for where they are an appropriate tool 
(advance market commitments are likely to be of suffi-
cient size to demand a specific vehicle like the one cre-
ated by Gavi). An Advanced Research Projects Agency for 
Development (ARPA-D) within DFID or the new Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Office could provide 
such a mechanism. 

As a rule, ODA-funded technology research should not 
be patented because it is meant to be focused on global 
public good provision, not revenues for the (largely) 
rich-country-based researchers that receive funding. 
And given the global public good aspect of the research, 
it makes considerable sense to fund it at the interna-
tional level as part of a collective exercise. A priority for 
UK aid should be the creation of an international mech-
anism to support R&D aimed at public good challenges 
of specific concern to developing countries.

A BETTER SYSTEM FOR SOCIAL SCIENCE 
RESEARCH 
For local policy effectiveness research, UK ODA should 
primarily focus on interventions to support local capac-
ity to answer local questions, including (i) embedding 
researchers with governments to provide technical sup-
port and capacity building, (ii) providing (co-) funding 
to local universities and research institutions to answer 
policy research requests, and (iii) supporting data col-
lection efforts perhaps in particular through global 
approaches including satellite data systems.

Because there is a global role to evaluate whether global 
or at least regional “best practices” are in fact emerging 
from local research, and because there are intermedi-
ate procedures in the middle of the spectrum, there are 
roles for intermediate approaches. It may be that the 
broad and significant determinants of cost effectiveness 
in safety net design, health procedures, or education in 
different contexts are few enough that a global effort to 
create country-specific estimates would be far more effi-
cient than individual countries attempting to create the 
whole evidence base for bespoke country assessments 
to determine the most efficient way to spend health, 
education, or welfare funding, for example. Such exer-
cises should be conducted wherever they are most effi-
ciently done. But given that they are not primarily origi-
nal research endeavors, at the least they could involve a 
global consortium of research institutions that combine 
technical expertise as well as local knowledge.

R&D AID SHOULD ACKNOWLEDGE THE 
PRINCIPLE OF COUNTRY OWNERSHIP AND 
SYSTEMS
For all that ODA for R&D will necessarily look different 
from ODA for provision of health services or infrastruc-
ture, the general principles regarding aid effectiveness 
agreed in Accra and Busan still have relevance. As far 
as is possible, ODA-funded R&D should be transparent, 
respond to the priorities set by developing countries 
themselves, and use country systems to deliver on those 
priorities.
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