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Evidence-based policymaking in Myanmar?
Considerations of a post-conflict development dilema

Mareike Schomerus and Hakan Seckinelgin

Introduction

With a few months to go to Myanmar’s national dtats, a further spotlight has been shone
on the country’s political transition and developisesince the groundbreaking national
elections of 2010. The past five years have saeen@endous change in the country, leaving
citizens and analysts both hopeful and scepticaliathe direction and sustainability of such
rapidly-paced change (Jones 2014, Cheesman, Skagmod Wilson 2010). How to support
what is perceived as positive change is a concathinvthe international development
community now increasingly engaged in Myanmar, roft@erating with extremely limited
information. This means that assumptions on how riviya’s path might look are often
based on seemingly similar experiences elsewheveiekler, what is made less explicit is
that international actors contribute to the chaggmolitical landscape in many ways. One
topic of discussion that has been made more prorhitiieough the increased presence of
international development actors and their expederand foci elsewhere has been how to
approach issues of transition and development givavidence-based policies. Implicit in
this is an expression of the need for more inforomatfurther, basing policies on evidence is
broadly expected to lead to improvement and traesieg. But is pushing for better evidence
in the policy-making process an obviously benefia@proach for Myanmar?

The notion of basing policies on evidence has @erominent one in development circles
over the past few years; the emerging debate innkhga on the subject is thus not

surprising. Here, the debate on using evidencedbcy was refocused through the shock of
cyclone Nargis in 2008. International humanitatietp after Nargis marked the beginning of
an opening of Myanmar. Increased international gegeent, with many processes of

negotiation, blockade and engagement with intesnati actors, occurred in parallel with

internal political changes (Seekins 2009, Stover\dnck 2008). Having been devastated by
the cyclone and local organisations emerged, oarbecmore prominent, inadvertently

creating or strengthening a new set of civil sgcaadtors in the country (Centre for Peace and
Conflict Studies 2008). The importance of usingoiniation to plan programming was

foregrounded.

Although basing policies on evidence now seems doabwell-established approach in
international development, the approach does notige a clear path towards improving
development outcomes. It often remains unclear wiga¢ of evidence can be used to
develop policies or how such evidence can be gathdihrough what process policies based
on evidence will create a more balanced and leksiped transition is opaque. Framing the
debate about the usefulness of evidence-basedigsofier Myanmar as part of a broader,
seemingly internationally accepted trend in polmgking overlooks that basing policies on
evidence is not a straightforward process. Eviddrased policies do, in fact, require a
moment of evaluating information and elevating at eévidence, or downgrading it to
refutation; they also need information in the fiptdce. Evidence-based policies thus do not
replace political choices with more neutral proesss
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Whether developing policies only if they can bedshen existing information is a realistic
and sustainable approach is a broader question--albe that is of particular relevance to
Myanmar, where access to power plays a large panthiat information is available and to
whom. The push for better evidence and better jgslim Myanmar’s transition expresses a
genuine need for better information. It is inde@duagent priority to better understand the
country and to establish a system in which decssiorade by those governing are more
transparently linked to either broader strategiethe welfare of the population. However,
such aims too easily overlook the reality of Myanitwalay. The country is in a situation of a
difficult transition requiring negotiation and conmise, both of which are challenging to
combine with basing policies on evidence alone—itamsition is, after all, uncharted
territory and cannot simply be guided by evidencathgred in different contexts.
Furthermore, transitions require a willingness éguence attention to particular issues that
might prove problematic if an issue can only bl once sufficient evidence exists.

These challenges and contradictions might inviteomplete dismissal of the notion of
evidence-based policies for Myanmar. It is easjutige the approach as one that has been
imported—together with many other development nerswsth the prominent arrival of
international actors. The situation in Myanmar isrennuanced than that, primarily because
the country's history has created a particularesehiow information is created and used to
support political choices. The political experierinside and outside the country amongst
advocacy groups, diaspora and dissidents has beenob having to battle government
control of information while also constructing imfieation in a particular way. National
actors are currently particularly sensitive towardgbates on knowledge production and
information. The diversifying landscape of poliliead development actors in the country is
thus actively seeking knowledge that challengesonal received wisdom and international
norms and their applicability. At the same timegytlare aiming to influence policy and the
broader direction of the country's changes. Radiparoaches to evidence-based policy are
thus not helpful. Embracing or dismissing the notmoes not do justice to the delicate
relationship between information, policy, changd anderstanding in Myanmar's fracturable
and powerful transition.

Structure of the paper

To examine the complicated relationship betweeormétion, information actors, debate and
implementation in Myanmar today, this paper is didd into four sections. The first section

sets out the three challenges of the reality oinigagolicies on evidence; section two breaks
down each challenge in the context of Myanmar. fiivel section looks at the practices and
interests of different knowledge actors. In secfiour we discuss what methods they use to
produce knowledge and how they employ such knovdedfe conclusion summarises the
emerging tensions between Myanmar’s history, threeati process of transition, and the push
for evidence-based policy. In all sections, ouraesh focuses on the intersections of how
evidence is understood and the patterns of behavimi emerged during the prolonged

conflict that frame the production and use of enie



Method

This paper is based on 25 qualitative interviewsdoated over a period of two weeks in late
2014. Some interviews were held with multiple regpents, meaning that we interviewed
more than 40 people in total. Respondents wereegsunonymity since many had expressed
concerns about talking openly. We conducted seeenteterviews with Burmese
organisations with Burmese respondents in EngliSixteen interviews were with
international representatives of international argations. Two interviewees were foreign
nationals working in organisations established iyahmar. Not all interviewees are quoted
directly, but the broader conclusions are derivedfall interviews.

Section 1: The central challenge of the debate owidence-based policy

In recent years, national and international debate®vidence and evidence-based policy
have become a prominent part of policy-making atersitions (Cartwright and Hardie 2012)
(Teele 2014). Policy actors within international velepment—for example, the UK
Department for International Development or the M/dank—have shown an increased
interest in evidence-based policy. Behind this mie® the hope that rooting development
interventions in evidence might improve their effeeness (Cohen and Easterly 2009,
Rodrik 2009) (Deaton 2010). Academic enterprisegehl@come important players, notably
the Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab at the 9dachusetts Institute of Technology.
Within the academic realm, the move towards evidenar towarddetter evidence—relates
to a drive towards an improved knowledge base s policies can be made and
implemented more effectively and efficiently (Bgearand Duflo 2010). The subject areas of
development economics, health, and education Haeg@erienced new procedures that first
aim to develop or provide evidence and then to stuppolicy making (Jens, Kling, and
Mullainathan 2011). It is from these areas of ecoies, health and education that definitions
of what is meant by policy-relevant evidence arawdr. However, exactly how the link
between evidence and policy is supposed to workamesncrucially unarticulated. How
uptake of evidence—putting information of one kintb a practice of another kind—can
occur remains unclear. Consequently, research timolink between the production of
evidence and the implementation of policies based particular piece of evidence remains
crucial.

There are different ways of thinking about eviden&articularly among the actors
mentioned, a prominent image suggests that evidpnoeides sturdy scaffolding for a
particular policy, or advocacy for its implementati Thus, evidence seems to set out
scientific reasons as to why a policy needs tonpglemented. In this context, evidence is
usually debated at the stage when it is being mediuOnce research methods are approved
and evidence is produced using those methods, whd¢livered is expected to become
grounds for policy implementation. Such a notiorewvidence differs significantly from how
evidence is broadly used in law: in the legal cefiteonflicting evidence is used to contest or
argue for a case (Lambert 2009).

Arguing for a good knowledge base for specific ek or policy fields to support effective
policies is an uncontroversial move. Consequeritlis not a challenging suggestion that
evidence is needed to make policies. In fact, tteon of using evidence to make policies is
now so entrenched that the proposal that poliaesbe drawn up through other processes is
often met with surprise. However, what occurs inattseems like common-sense
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considerations is a transposition of informatiod &nowledge with evidence, meaning that
these terms are used interchangeably. These thtegocies are related, but they are not the
same thing. Their differences arise from the interatl activity of seeking evidence that
allows a conclusive act, meaning that an actionbeabased on such evidence.

Discussions about evidence-based policy come witket complications that are often
overlooked in a more casual consideration of trefulisess of basing policies on evidence.
These complications manifest themselves in thriferdnt components of seeking evidence:

a) The nature of actors who seek evidence;
b) how they seek evidence in a particular polieyd
c) how they use evidence for the implementatiopadicies.

The essence of what makes the debate on evidesee-palicies challenging is to be found
within these three components, within the disposgi and methods of the evidence
production and implementation processes.

The three steps of producing evidence-based policies

Actors rely on evidential claims to justify theiolcy focus, but these evidential claims are
not as rooted in an open market of ideas, possaisiiand experiences as they might seem.
This realisation is particularly important in thentext of Myanmar as it serves as a reminder
that the push for evidence-based policies doesantimatically create a new scenario;
instead what might occur is a continuation of wdrasts. With this in mind, three steps of the
process need particular consideration. Step onehies the actors who produce or use
evidence. Step two is how they seek evidence,i@tbby step three which is how they use
it in implementing policies. These three steps valla better disaggregation of each
component of the process in which evidence is spumghlighting the component’s unique
challenge and its role in predetermining how thet s&ep is taken.

The first step is a claim made by a policy actor afhe need for evidenceThese claims do
not come out of nowhere, but rather they often wthrthe interests and standpoints of a
policy actor in a particular policy area. A claior the need for evidence is often linked to the
political circumstances of the claim-maker, inchgltheir organisational mandates to have a
role in a given policy field. Seeking evidence tldenotes that an actor stakes an interest
claim. What this inevitably means is that the maedas well as political interests and
positions, provides an interpretive framework withwhich the development of evidence is
situated. This framework makes a distinction betwieéormation or data on the one side and
evidence on the other. Since any information oa-daxisting or yet to be produced—is
judged by the interpretative framework of interesitsl politics; it is shaped in such a way
that it can be used as the supporting evidenceedetedact in a given policy field.

The second step is the process of producing evidencrhis step is concerned with
methods; it is about how to gather or structurermiation so that it can serve convincingly
as evidence that justifies action. Examples of sieisond step include methods designed to
show the effectiveness of particular policies iadarcing the expected results. Considerations
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that allow for a comparison of different policy tedo assess their comparative advantage in
delivering the policy more efficiently in a giverolgy field are prominent in this second
step. In public policy, the approach has incredgibgen to borrow from medical sciences
and economics in using field experiments. Thesesapposed to show which interventions
work. This methodological tendency also createsistindtion between quantitative and
gualitative research in producing policy relevanbwledge. Whether, however, evidence
drawn from field experiments is generalisable foieo sites, situations, even countries,
remains a challenging question.

The third step is the use of policy justified by eidence developed or used by a policy
actor. As noted above, the nature of a policy actor shdpmv the need for evidence is
framed. It determines ways of seeking such evidemzkis a crucially influential factor in

how actors use evidence when implementing a pokojicy actors on the international
stage, often performing in multiple countries—forample, international organisations or
international NGOs—tend to work with organisatiord& policy frameworks for

implementation. In addition, they often have besicpce guides that help in-country
implementation of an international policy.

The three steps outlined here are interlinked. Tdetgrmine how organisational interests and
mandates frame the policy orientation and partrdidleus on issues. This happens before any
evidence has been produced or an open questiobeemsasked. The three steps serve as a
reminder that the search for evidence-based p@iogt simply about evidence or policies: it
is also about interest, mandates, methods and mgatai show success. The concern with
methods is of particular importance. Shifting thebate towards what particular type of
information is considered valid in the evidencedshgolicy process often obscures the
bigger problem that information or data alone doetcreate evidence. As the three steps
outlined above have shown, labelling particular Wienlge as evidence signifies that a
particular interpretive framework has been applted;framework is relevant for the work of
an actor seeking evidence. In other words, theeewe label gives the impression that the
knowledge implicit in the evidence is incontrovel#i. In reality, when policy-makers present
evidence what is communicated is a reflection pfeaexisting policy interests.

The nature of policy-relevant knowledge

The three steps of producing evidence-based pslmiglined above highlight the need to
focus on the nature of policy relevant knowledgénai\kind of knowledge do policy makers
need? What kinds of methods are most relevant dicyp making; what are the ways in
which knowledge deemed relevant for policy is piati? Can what is presented as evidence
be generalised across the policy field and forgyathaking in that field? These are pertinent
guestions that are often overlooked in considenatiof basing policy on evidence as a
technical process. A view of this process as anieeh issue focuses on methods of data
gathering and on questions of how to disseminaiz tdadecision-makers most effectively by
spotting windows of opportunity to influence.

Different policy fields are shaped with differer¢aus and aims; also, different policy actors
working in different socio-political and culturabetexts have different needs and aims. It is
crucial to ask at any given point in the process wghseeking evidence. For what purpose is
evidence being sought? Who are the target groups folicy that is being developed? How
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is the target group included in the evidence prédo2 Does knowing about the success of a
policy in one context allow conclusions regardirgyvhthe same policy would work in a
different context, albeit in what appears to bawlar policy field? Or is it enough for policy
actors to have an experience of policy implemeotain one context to transfer the same
policy elsewhere? What are the procedures for pdhansfer between different contexts?
Are such procedures relevant?

These broad questions take into account the phatites of policy interventions in
international development. This context is ofteanfed by global policy initiatives; these
come with funding and with actors wanting to fdaie the transfer of policy ideas and
expertise across multiple contexts. The situatiorMiyanmar is currently defined by the
tensions that appear when national political preegsneet international expectations of such
processes. The tension also influences how evidsnceerpreted and used. The questions
one needs to ask of evidence—listed above—alsdigighthat the move between having
knowledge and using such knowledge within a poticycess in a particular context is not a
simple progression. Policy actors who claim to havalence often expect that all policy
fields present a common ground. This is particylpdrtinent when policy actors come from
different contexts, for example national or intéio@al settings. International policymakers
in particular are often quick to establish a sesfsghared mission, due to their experiences in
a different context but with a similar policy issared policy field.

But therein lies a caveat. Even if a policy issppears to be familiar, the context within
which the issue emerges and the people who aretedfevill be different. Such difference is
often obscured by the apparent similarity of thécgoconcern. While most national policy
contexts create similar translation challengesefadence-based policy debates, these trials
are amplified in international development. Inteio@al development approaches are often
underwritten by assumptions. These dictate a geli®levance and presumed effectiveness,
regardless of whether assumptions locally are rdiffieand affect local policy processes and
the behaviour of target groups in entirely diffdremys.

Section 2: Meaning and reality of research and ev&hce in Myanmar

We were interested in the way in which the debat@wdence-based policy is taking place
within development policy interventions in situaisoof political transition, including in post-
conflict settings. Post-conflict work is one of tbentral areas of international development.
Many international policy actors provide both pglisupport and funding to national
governments for reconstruction, development, anghéditical processes that can be broadly
defined as processes of democratisation. Most edethnterventions aim to initiate change
that helps society to go beyond the causes of icanfThe contextual challenges that are
highlighted above are more pronounced in these licondnd post-conflict-contexts.
Furthermore, given the immediate needs of a couafter a conflict or a period of political
repression, the determination of policy intervensicreates a tension between the need for
evidence to support or justify policies, and adsirgsg urgent policy needs at multiple levels.

In such situations, international organisationgmfise past experiences in other post-conflict
contexts as evidence. The transplanting of one reeqpee into another context is usually
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justified because there is a lack of informationdata readily available in the new post-
conflict context. Further, the notion that windowafsopportunity will close if not filled with
programming and interventions creates urgency. deuble-edged issue, this is particularly
pronounced in Myanmar.

In one sense, Myanmar presents a typical posticonfletting, meaning that basic
information and data is barely available. What ailable is highly political and the
credibility of data is viewed with suspicion. Thesamed need to develop new policies in an
expedient manner leads the implementation procesks feames knowledge production
practices. We thus considered the extent to whntérmational actors' research practices
dominate the country's post-conflict policy proesssLinked to this consideration is the
guestion of what implications such diffusion ofé@mational practices might have for the
national capacity to produce knowledge that is pashelent of the needs of policy makers.

In trying to understand how evidence-based poligyhiw Myanmar works, or might work,
our aim was to think about the questions relatetthéothree stages of evidence-based policy.
These stages are the demand for evidence, evigeadeaction, and evidence use in policy
contexts; different policy actors ranging from patl governments to civil society groups
and international organisations might be invohag wanted to understand the constraints
different actors experience in their ability to dep or produce and then to use evidence for
policy processes. This approach reveals relatiomsng various actors. Also, it engages with
the way in which the ability to respond to the push evidence becomes a pathway for
different actors to participate in policy processes

The meaning of evidence

Often the debate about evidence-based policiesssézmssume implicitly that a consensus
has been found on what evidence is. The many wayshich respondents in Myanmar
talked about, conceptualised and reflected on thetr of the word evidence was striking,
framing their views in distinctly political wayshis is most likely because the availability of
information has been, and is, used politically talerwrite particular knowledge claims and
policy stances in relation to different groups. preglents expressed unease about the way in
which technical and international approaches tdexwe are considered. Although there was
a consensus that using more information in thecpghrocess is good, many respondents
expressed hope that there could be more heterogengays to engage with notions of
evidence and policy. This was seen in contrastefitlirsgy on a homogenising technical
approach to evidence.

In our interviews, evidence was indeed considerethaterogeneous ways. Evidence was
described or imagined, for example, as:

1) Any statement that is provided by a higher autlofibr example from teachers to
students, or from political authorities to citizgns

2) amagic bullet to tackle complex socio-politicabiplems;

3) arelationship to data - as absence of data, badsg access to data;

4)  atechnical debate on how to produce large data;

5) information produced in a technical manner;
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6) data interpreted according to local experiencas$ @arratives about how to locate
evidence to allow for broader diversity;
7)  as a way of contextualising different claims ratiiran settling them.

Independent of the way in which people articulateslr understanding of evidence and the
evidence debate, it was clear in all interviewg tiegearch was viewed as an important part
of the process. Specifically, research was seeameasssary for the production of evidential
claims and then also for proposing policy changeiemplementation. This confirms that this
debate is an important one in and for Myanmar,that further considerations are necessary
about the relationship between research and policy.

The relationship between research and policy-making

We encountered different perspectives when askiooyitathe extent to which research and
information currently feed into the policy proce€se common answer was that with limited
research being conducted, information obviouslygdaa limited role. This perspective,
however, came with different narratives. The fmatrative pertains to the fact that there is
hardly any information available and that a bodkmdéwledge has to be started from scratch.
Hence research simply cannot yet play a role imiggsolicies on evidence. In particular, the
few international respondents often categoricalesl that no information at all existed. If
that were the case, an evidence-based approacbliby-making in Myanmar would face
almost insurmountable challenges.

A second common narrative is that information exiget ways of accessing it, evaluating it
and using it need to be adjusted. Respondents cridpage government information before
2008 is “not reliable and most of the data is netywseful....sometimes the information is
purposely manipulated.” One respondent explained that the greatest clyallefor
development in Myanmar is the destruction of: ‘ilegtual infrastructure. No data in this
country is reliable. Period. People don't valudistias and number and evidence in the way
they should because in the last 45 years we carhbeli@ve that you can make up evidence.
You can make up data. You can make up numbers.”

“Statistics in Myanmar is nothing, it's unreliallexplained another interviewee. “There are
certain capacities in government with people wheehlaeen trained in statistics, so | think
they have good people. But when we look at thetanyliregime | would say that they have
never listened to the evidence. In agriculture pilag for example, information on yield is
inflated, evidence is manipulated to suit their gmses.® It is important to note that
respondents’ assessment of existing research ag leanipulated extends beyond data
provided by the government. They pointed out thgioments of the regime, particularly if
working outside the country, produced research b cted advocacy interests from often
deeply divided interest groups. The conclusion warth was that new ways of dealing with
existing information are required.

! Respondent 1, male, national NGO, Burmese national
2 Respondent 2, male, national NGO, Burmese national
® Respondents 3 and 4, male, national NGO, Burmasenals.
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Basing policies on evidence requires that certamtsfare taken at face value and treated as if
they are correct. A thorough investigation of tmeddbility of existing factual information
would create a programming deadlock with which derame not comfortable in a moment in
which they hope for rapid political change. Onerapph to this lack of credible data might
be to create new data and engage in research dedduging internationally accepted frames
of reference. That such frames of reference areleteés a dominant narrative amongst
international organisations and others interestedesearch. Some respondents noted this
with concern, arguing that particular political Bbages are overlooked in the quest for better
evidence. One interviewee explained "the census avgeod example... many [national]
organisations said: let's not conduct the censhis. i$ not a good time. But the UN agencies
wanted evidence for their interventiorfs@nother respondent explained: "UN agencies are
pushing for more data...the public sector is tryiaduild this more reliable set of data. For
the private sector, there is more market researchsumer surveys, consumer behaviour.
People want to understand what they are settingifo8 Respondents regularly noted the
tension inherent in needing evidence to start meeethat are not fully understood.

A third narrative is that the judgment that no mfi@ation exists, or that none of it is usable, is
wrong. Instead respondents argued that interndtetars in particular were not willing to
consider information that predates their arrivathe country. "There is a huge amount out
there and when | talk to the NGO or humanitariamienity it's like it does not exist,"
explained one respondéhRespondents felt that while manipulation of datisted, it had
not been done necessarily in a structured waythaitthe government had controlled the use
of data, and the conclusions drawn on the basig blit not necessarily the raw data. One
respondent described it as a "controlling systeat dloes not control anything” and that it
had simply not used its existing data:

The information is there, but it's about findingabnsolidating it. A lot

of it is on Excel files that are so archaic thatee@'t open it. Or charts
that have been created in Word but the originakfilave been lost. And
two out of three people we work with in the minystif education don't
know how to use computers, so we can't ask themanscribe it.

Another respondent also stressed that state matigrulwas not as systematic or profound as
is commonly assumed: “This is a weak state. Pebale the illusion that this was an all-
controlling dictatorship along the lines of Nortlo¢a. But the state here is very weak
outside the military®

From these three narratives about data and infawmad number of research, evidence and
policy relevance trends emerged.

* Respondents 3 and 4, male, national NGO, Burmasenals.
® Respondent 5, male, national private sector osgdioin, non-Burmese national.
® Respondent 6 and 7, male and female, nationahizaion, Burmese and non-Burmese national.

" Group discussion 1, males and females, natiomanisation with international partnership, Burmasd non-
Burmese nationals.

8 Respondent 5, male, national private sector osgdioin, non-Burmese national.
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1. Thereis a need to establish a body of factuarmétion while carefully navigating the
danger that this might cement a particular undedste of what research means. With the
need for factual information great, the dangerhiat tresearch becomes reduced to being
understood as fact-finding missions that provideited analysis. One respondent from an
international organisation funding basic researaimmeed up this tension between
information need and the risk of establishing infation as being considered synonymous
with research: “Nobody knows how many local devetept funds are there; there is no
understanding what the local ecosystem on thesghisnow. So researching this and laying
it out for people what’s actually happening, thaits really research and not sustainable... |
am continually surprised how little informationdat there.®

2. Research gaps exist: There is limited crediblentjtadive work; qualitative work tends
not to go beyond superficial focus group approacee respondent explained in regards to
health research that "what you find is that peapl@e in with a bit of money, and they say |
will do some focus group research and then thegdp# the money and cannot say what the
prevalence is. What we need to do is match theteffith the information that is needed. The
gap in quality research is massive Official government data is known to be problemati
not just for reasons of manipulation, but alsodoality control. It is known that census data
was copied from one census to the next or thaiband deaths records were poorly Képt.

3. Access to historical information is difficult. Waithe national archive provides access
to the history of planning and investment, the naiee system is outdated. Colonial
resources in the national library are theoreticatigessible but are poorly catalogieéew
international sources published after the 1960®asdy available.

4. The international community too readily dismissedtng information, particularly if
it was gathered before 2008. This might mean thssfull information, particularly on
uncontroversial topics, is discarded; indigenousyswvaf collecting and preserving
information can get easily overlooked.

5. Politics determine what information is deemed ustfugather or to foreground, with
the exclusion of ethnic categories in the censgslagly mentioned as a hot political issue
that was threatening to the government. Issuedlegfal trade, particularly involving the
country’s poppy production, are politically diffituto research, both internally but also
because they involve external actors. The impaciush a selective approach to what is
deemed acceptable research was described by respends allowing the continued
exclusion of ethnic groups or groups involved laghl activities from national processés.”
There are continued concerns that the governmetnyiigy to influence information, more
often than not through simply not supporting resledahat asks critical questions or through
strategic use of hard factsThis challenge is exacerbated by the broaderigaililandscape
in which open contestation and accountability aesw nphenomena. “Politics here is
something dangerous,” explained one opponent. “lbsag been oppressed by the

® Group discussion 1, males and females, natiom@nisation with international partnership, Burmasd non-
Burmese nationals.

9 Respondent 6 and 7, male and female, nationahisa@@on, Burmese and non-Burmese national.

! Respondent 8, female, international organisation-Burmese national.

12 Respondent 9, male, national organisation, non¥gse national.

'3 Respondents 10 and 11, male, national organisd@iamese nationals.

' Respondent 12, male, national organisation, Buemesional.
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authorities.*®

6. Informal information was in the past not recordend acontinues to receive less

attention, which limits record-keeping. One resparid explained that the backroom

dynami%?3 of the current peace process are cruciatinging about change, yet these are not
recorde

Despite these challenges, a number of respondenisdathat research was currently playing
a crucial role, albeit in unexpected ways. For examparticularly under-researched topics
were purposely avoided. Awareness of lack of retean a particular topic focuses debates
around other topics. A second influence of researthhe current policy process that was
outlined was an improvement in record keeping. Bedpnts said that policy-makers and
practitioners who are more aware of the trend tdwesing research meant that organisations
were paying much closer attention to the way in clvhihey are documenting their
information. This was seen as a step forward edritduced a new awareness about the need
for transparency. An interesting contradiction egaer from this. Evidence-based policy
supports the notion of transparency; often trarepar is seen as being achievable by taking
into account how a situation or policy challengeurglerstood at the grassroots. The push
towards evidence means that quick ways of providitgve to be found, which more often
than not means a top-down approach to using infooma

This contradiction sets out the crucial dilemma tha push towards evidence-based policies
in Myanmar creates. It is implicit in the way in \h international organisations frame their
engagement, that with more evidence improvementisoatur. There is a danger that the
push for evidence replicates patterns of governivag the reform process is supposedly
addressing. This danger comes from expectationsitalvhat research and evidence can
contribute to policy processes and how these eapent are situated within Myanmar’s
information tradition. Coupled with the presumededieto quickly bow towards donor
interests while maintaining established ways of ki@ in the government—to protect
interests or simply to keep it functional—might mehat the evidence debate establishes
firmly the use of information as a political todh a situation of transition, with some
hallmarks of a post-conflict environment, this ¢esathe danger that patterns of the past are
becoming entrenched for the future.

Thereality of evidence in Myanmar

The seemingly uncontested push for better evidefiem shrouds the fact that evidence is
not a clear-cut category. Calls for evidence temdotus on particular types of knowledge
needed by policy actors. Defining these needs gésraplicated endeavour. They might be
driven by wanting to maintain power or by a grasssalemand for a particular action. What
gets classified as usable evidence is determinemtlbyinistrative and political decisions, by
bureaucratic interests to preserve a status qtmarange it, or by other incentives identified
by policy makers. This is true for many differemintexts, but of particular importance for
Myanmar.

!> Respondents 10 and 11, male, national organisd@iamese nationals.
' Respondent 13, male, national organisation, Buemesional.

11



Here, practical use of evidence is currently foduse supporting planning; using evidence to
develop strategic, sustainable and realistic pedicigrounded in the reality of the
circumstances is largely a theoretical notion. @spondent described the current situation
as “the demand-driven agenda” in which evidencé'nist brought together for policy
information.”’ Many of the respondents clearly understood eviderscdriven by needs and
interests of national or international groups.

A way of navigating these multiple incentives waghhighted by one respondent who
explained how his organisation had been workindp &itegional government to articulate its
social protection needs:

But we had to work out as well what they key peisamterests are in
this. What are his priorities? One of them was piyveeduction: He
wants his region to be developed, to reduce pavBdywve will do some
research and we will pitch the direction of thidlaahow the potential
poverty reduction impact of social protection pargmes. The politics
comes in, in what evidence to pitch to what per8on.

Usability of evidence for localised and personaiseterests thus defines where the
knowledge interests of policy makers are focusesp@ndents were very open about the fact
that, while pitching into the language used in #éwdence debate, they instrumentalised
processes for their own interests, often presupgoshat change was possible: "Before we
produce research and evidence we have to understhatispaces for advocacy in these
areas are open and how we would enter these spéicéke .space is closed, there is no point
to produce evidencé® Some insights into what might shape incentive$ tam open up
spaces can be derived from descriptions of howeewd is used. For an international
community cautious about its political engagemert get eager not to miss opportunities,
observing the actors seeking evidence can helpdenstanding trends.

Section 3: Actors seeking evidence

We have established that claims about evidencesnaedexpressions of particular interests
or incentives. In calling for evidence, policy astalevelop a certain set of requirements and
an interpretative framework. The challenges oudirebove show the extent to which
requests for evidence by certain actors also autoatlst act as a dismissal of what exists,
thus pushing for a particular shape and understgrafithe transition process.

This section looks in more detail at how differemblicy actors are described and
experienced, either by those who represent theriase who engage with them. Policy
actors differentiate between data and informatidata is the disembodied and seemingly
disinterested version of evidence; information ripteted as the more grounded and rounded

" Respondent 8, female, international organisation-Burmese national.
'8 Respondent 6 and 7, male and female, nationahisa@#on, Burmese and non-Burmese national.
' Respondent 14, female, international organisaBemmese national.
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interpretation of such data. This highlights theiaas interests served by the push for more
evidence for better policies.

In situations of great social and political shifteowledge and insight become the currency
of the already powerful. Myanmar’s knowledge indysalthough nascent, seems firmly in
the hands of a few actors who are setting a pathhich quiet, diverse and under-resourced
voices are in danger of being drowned out. Knowdedsg being refashioned using an
insider/outsider division, as one respondent erpldi “The NGO and donor community
looks at a piece of evidence and puts it forwaneerizone will claim—donor, government,
private sector—that they have pieces of evideramsf private data. They know what people
want and everyone claims that they have this kiridformation.”*

The power of the stronger knowledge actors alsoesowith responsibility, which in turn has
created some shifts. One example given was théa@emommission which, according to one
respondent, “realised they have to answer the gusstit's a huge shift for them to be open
and transparent and accountable. If we look atltimg-term, it's incredible high stakes next
year, but there is too much expectation on theitRas[and on] Aung San Suu Kyi for this
to be the watershed moment. But nowhere in thedimas done that ever, you have political
process, economic development and the peace prgossat the same timé”

Knowledge actor: government

The most prominent information actor is the govesntmof Myanmar; its use of data and
information is under much scrutiny from the broagelicy community. This presents both a
challenge and an opportunity as the policy commyuaiins to find ways to systematise the
process, with a number of issues particularly pramni. These issues have their roots in the
long-standing problematic relationship between etycand the state, where interaction was
primarily oppressive or marked by strategic neglect

Government remains the only source for many tygefata. Research actors having to rely
on such data are thus limited in how much theyadte to question the viability of existing
policies or suggest new ones, leading at timesoteignment interference in research work
that uses government d&fan many cases, getting to such government dataaraégss of
whether or not it is of usable quality—requiresgtty negotiation processes and established
personal relationships with government actors tuat out of reach for many smaller
organisations which are seen as challenging govemtbipower: “[The government has] this
view on data, of data as a state secret. It is pbt¥¥&Several respondents pointed out that the
tight link between having access to data and hagogd relationships with government
actors also meant that organisations or individualsting to challenge the government were
in a weak position to be able to do so with theggomnent's own information. An added
problem was that different government departmeasdeal with the same issue, doubling or
tripling the effort needed to establish personal anthreatening relationships.

2 Respondent 5, male, national private sector osgdion, non-Burmese national.

L Respondents 15 and 16, male, international orgtiois non-Burmese nationals.

22 Group discussion 1, males and females, natiomgrisation with international partnership, Burmesend
non-Burmese nationals.

% Respondent 17, female, international organisaBemmese national.
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Despite acting as a gatekeeper of information, etheas a broad consensus among
respondents that their expectations of the goventism@bility to make use of data and
information are generally low. Many respondentslaxed that the link between existing
data and the government’s use of it was non-existea to a lack of capacity to analyse data
for its policy relevance. Policy planning and detdlection happen in different realms, with
both processes paper-based and centralised, areasespondent describes it, “data is very
siloed...so for programming and planning you haveh&we information from different
departments® Immigration data, for example, is collected by tiepartment of
Immigration as well as by the general administratiOrganisations needing this data have
found discrepancies amongst the two data setdiefiudomplicating its usability. In such
situations, power relations overshadow any quesbbndata quality, because, as one
respondent argued, “some ministries are more poNveran others, how to manage that is
still quite sensitive 2

However, simply to blame a lack of government cépao use data overlooks the political
use of information by the most important knowledggor. Respondents highlighted that the
image of government as incapacitated by informati@s misleading since, particularly in
recent years, the government has established tainks and advisory panels to tackle issues.
Evidence of more strategic use of information foligy-making was seen by respondents for
example in the process of granting telecom licenoesany policy that needed population
figures as its basfS.

Unpacking the role of the state

A complicating factor is that government is oftemstakenly imagined as one monolithic
actor with clear inner workings. Government deparita play unique roles in both allowing
constructive processes and relationships to devatopvell as in maintaining control over
data and the framing of issues. Responsibilitiespetific issues are often not clear-cut, with
many government departments holding a stake. Thikemit difficult to know who might
have relevant information, but also who can actitdl It also highlights that a reform
process does not proceed at even speed acrostaali. dSome ministries are very reform-
minded, but not all,” is how one researcher sumopgdhe current situation, with the way
changes were progressing largely based on peries&liOne respondent vividly illustrated
what this means: “It depends on the situation efrthinistry how much influence bureaucrats
have....Some bureaucrats really have the will to ghaand to accept democracy. But some
of them say the life here is like a prison, we htvstay at the Minister’s house, wake up at 6
in the morning, it's like that. So it really dependow much they want to improve their
ministry and improve their worlé®

4 Respondent 1, male, national NGO, Burmese national

% Respondent 8, female, international organisation;Burmese national.

6 Respondent 5, male, national private sector osgdion, non-Burmese national.

" Respondent 18, female, national organisation, Reamational.

%8 Group discussion 1, males and females, natiorganisation with international partnership, Burmesel
non-Burmese nationals.

29 Respondent 19, female, national organisationp@se national.
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An example of how a relationship between governnaemt NGOs works in practice was

this:
It depends on the ministry. For example, [one] stmi.. iS more open
because they have more exposure of working witbrmationals and
NGOs compared to, say, [another] ministry... whiclsti working in
the way they used to in the past....There are sorperexfor instance
in one of the departments...we work with her...She ésyvopen,
through her we are able to reach to the ministet.[Bis] Ministry ... is
famous for being hardliner. On [one of our repoitsjas very hard to
communicate with them. So we work with key civilcedy to try to
catch the media attention - which we did for thegemt report. We
managed to get a relationship going with [one o thinistry’s
departments] — they’re going to organise discussigith us about the
recommendation of our reports. As the departmemttesested in the
report they are hosting the event. This is intangsis this department is
newly created and they are rivals of [the hardBnaranother ministry]

. So for us this is a very good opportunity tuance [the relevant

ministry] via this department’s work. In this cas® are using the
department as an indirect route to influefite.

Knowledge actor: civil society

Civil society activity in different policy fieldsni Myanmar has been strengthened after
cyclone Nargis hit the country. Those civil societganisations (CSOs) that participated in
relief and development work during this period egeéras viable actors with which both the
government and international organisations and dooould more safely engage. Nowadays,
broader civil society is implicitly expected to ag the balancer between the government’s
protracted ways of doing things and the processelying towards change. Furthermore
from a donor perspective, NGOs and CSOs seem tadardhe natural counterpoint to
government-driven evidence searches. “There imgtmressure from the donors to have
CSOs and NGOs to try and implement their programmea better way. Multi-donor
programmes are trying to put pressure on Myanma®©8iGo that they include research as
part of their programming activities. It's kind difficult to have them develop thig®

As knowledge actors, CSOs struggle with the sanadlesiges as government agencies: “I
have met heads of CSOs and they are being ask@dgent evidence for their work and they
have great difficulties to come up with somethinigjeh is quality,” explained a respondéft.
The notion of CSOs, and NGOs as challengers of rgovent evidence agendas is
misleading since, as one respondent argued, “Mgsingsations, especially NGOs, are very
much service-providers; they do not have reseamgaaty or very strong information
management systems. They are in a very early sidggy do not even use the available
information even when it is reliablé* Despite this reality, CSOs are often envisioned as
knowledge actors with better connections to gragsrmformation. We witness a somewhat

%0 Respondent 14, female, international organisaBommese national.
%1 Respondent 9, male, national organisation, nonvgse national.

%2 Respondent 9, male, national organisation, nonvgse national.

% Respondent 1, male, national NGO, Burmese national
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circular development here: Claims to acknowledgal society as a functional and
important knowledge actor are not driven by evidetiat this understanding of civil society
is appropriate for Myanmatr.

One respondent explained why this contradictionumiaddressed, might contribute to
entrenching current interpretations and systentserahan pushing for increased research to
build a broader evidence base that might help mameechange. This respondent explained:

| am quite concerned about the turn of the CSOdlydnmar, because
they are looking for nuggets [of knowledge]. Cuthgihsee that a lot of
CSOs are donor-driven, so | think some of the @& think this is an
alternative livelihood...The current trend of the C8OMyanmar is

concerning because the government can relax. Be¢aasNGOs only
construct the toilets and schools, so the goverbhram relax. And the
government can also show the international commuhg CSOs are
doing that, so iseems like political changé?

As a result, respondents saw a move of NGOs ands@&&ards becoming substitute service
deliverers:

They have very few CSOs and NGOs that have gonenoethis step as
providing services to actually come up with an idéauilding evidence
and trying to collect evidence and doing researwh @me up with a
statement. Few have been exposed to that. But witheomes to
evidence that could possibly undermine the agemhaéhat the CSO or
NGO is trying to achieve, | don't think that wileba big issues. Heads
of CSOs and NGOs here are honest enough to analydermation is
against what they are trying to promote. Usuallynfer political
activists, they are honest people.

Government/ civil society interactions

Despite this evolving contradiction, respondentsifeal to examples where civil society had
acted as a control on government. Interaction batwgovernment and CSOs was enlivened
through the process of drafting a controversialogsgtion Law (Human Rights Watch 2013);
yet more tensions have arisen from the realitiesugh interaction. During the controversial
population census, explained one respondent:

..minority civil society went for face-to-face dission with the census
commissions and they raised that this census gctiterfered with the
peace process in Myanmar—and also the Rohinja ssseraised. So
from this side the CSO recommended not to counetheic name and
the religious affiliation. They wanted to miss tlagtegory because it
could raise a potential conflict because of thesaenactivity. The
government did take that advice from CSOs, but Higyleft it in. A lot
of potential conflict rose up.

% Respondents 10 and 11, male, national organisa&iammese nationals.
% Respondent 9, male, national organisation, nonvgse national.

% Respondents 20 and 21, female and male, natiogahisation, Burmese nationals.
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Another respondent echoed the sentiment that gmesrh engagement with CSOs on
knowledge and evidence was half-hearted: “It i$ fushowcase. The consultations sessions
are made just to tick off on their “to do” list. @pdon't really care®

The process of signing off on the Association Laaswegularly referenced as a display of
uneasy interaction:

Government recognised the role of civil society bhas not entirely
accepted it. Even the President made public statesnadout the role of
civil society recently. But street level civil sarts don’t know what
this means for them within their work. There's naitwards
communication from the parliament or governmene sitter the CSOs
proposed this Association Law change. They takestiggestions but
you don’t know what’s being discussed behind clodedrs. We don't
know whether the feedback is taken seriously oramat then suddenly
they announced the new law on July"18igned by the president. But
the discussion between his office and the uppeséasi not known to
the public—how they decided to amend and sign itaif®

International knowledge actors

Donors are already a prominent knowledge actohipgsknowledge production in specific
directions or influencing how information is packag “It has to be concise enough to catch
the attention of ambassadors,” was how one respora@lained the characteristics of useful
evidence®® Another said that:

Donors here are very keen on evidence, they sayay@wery good at
activity reporting but where is your evidence? Veedcollected a lot of
data and we are not good at using it. We know t8atwe are also
trying to change our outcome monitoring in our eatibn system. But
the search for evidence is now strong, many doaggstalking about
outcome-and results-based work. And | think it énough, but it also
makes it difficult for us to come up with verifi@lindicators.
Sometimes we worry although we understand thatooogcis very
important, which is the very reason why we are ddhis intervention.
But it also means that the process becomes notivgrgrtant if you are
focusing on the result. And this has traditionhis tcountry, because the
military government used to say we want your waftége. don't care if
your bottle has a hole. And in the villages thisame that they only
pursue what they need to do regardless how muclpebgple in the
village suffer....Having to rely on donor funding &so frustrating,
because more and more donors are saying that wetwaee policy
changes, and they fail to see the continued neeskfuices?

The tension between an agenda to push forward msgdieased policies and the inherent
political interests of knowledge actors in shapihg meaning of such agenda is focused in
the role of donors in Myanmar:

" Respondent 23, female, national organisation, Reamational.

% Respondent 18, female, national organisation, Reemational.

% Respondents 15 and 16, male, international orgtiois non-Burmese nationals.
0 Respondent 3, male, national NGO, Burmese national
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Capitals need their time to find their position Barma. There were
strong lobby groups in London, Washington, Canbwina say do not
invest in this process. But it’'s balancing perceqmi at home, trying to
make an impact here and then you have donors gditinthe post-
election review in the first quarter of 2016 to $wav they will invest.
Donors will not continue paying money after thecetns unless there
Is a recalibration after the elections. There Ww#l new demands and
also different issues. All of that is on the tafdle2016. Who is going to
invest in that? Is there money ready? The pressuoa for 2020. It's
important to send the right signals that this js@per reform process.

A representative of a national NGO explained hois tansion between pushing for reform

while finding evidence for what might work in theform was playing out in the relationship

between donors and government: “We understand doaiors need to have a good

relationship with the government. But they alsoéhtavlisten to us, but they have to listen to
Myanmar government 70 per cent, even though thenkhga government does only 30 per

cent. | want to see that donors have a very stroagsage, saying hey guys if you are not
doing this we cannot support yoff.”

Yet it was also pointed out that the relationshgiween donors and government was not
always just guided by donors’ reluctance to supportinclear transition process. In terms of
information, respondents argued that internatiac#brs were leading with a wrong example
by treating information as proprietary, rather thaaking data and information as openly
accessible as possible to encourage transparergemgnt. One particularly poignant

example was given about a UN agency that was widmp its data even when the

government requested that other actors could f3e it

Section 4: Producing and using evidence for policy

In a situation where a lot of information existst bttle of it is gathered or kept in systematic
and methodologically transparent ways, the quesifomhat type of information is produced
and how becomes particularly prominent. A corollenthis is the issue of how to interpret
and decide the relevance of evidence for use inengontext. The focus on the production
of evidence often suggests a clinical approachhéomessy findings on social issues and
human interaction. The reality does not match treogeectations. While the generalisability
of evidence is questionable even under the modtlestaf circumstances, the technical
production of evidence, based on fixed methodokggeoften used to justify generalisability
without having much information about the contekimplementation. The difficult part is
often to justify the reason that a particular pie€@vidence might make sense in a specific
context. It requires much research on broader kquétical and cultural issues to allow the
evaluation of evidential claims in a grounded manie the absence of this, the default
position suggests that a given policy worked intheao conflict context and therefore it
should have relevance for this context too. In ¢hee of Myanmar, rethinking might be

! Respondents 15 and 16, male, international orgtiois non-Burmese nationals.
2 Respondent 19, female, national organisation, Bsemational.
3 Respondent 6 and 7, male and female, nationahization, Burmese and non-Burmese national.
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required when it comes to justifying generalis&ilA policy context that consists of the
forces of transition is difficult to evaluate. Evenoadly applicable policies—for example,
holding elections—might not be as generalisablhag seem.

Current methods of research

We have discussed the roles of different knowledgtors, as well as the problematic
understanding of what evidence is. This sectiokdao more detail at the type of research
(and by extension types of research methods) tffateht actors in Myanmar prefer at the
moment and the implications of this.

Having identified an information gap, most actonsrently focus on reactive and descriptive
research. The implications of filling informatioas in this way are profound. Reactive and
descriptive research responds to programmatic gaedady set, or to a readily identified
knowledge gap, by providing a factual basis. In theeire, information gathered for this
purpose might be used to ask more in-depth questimwever, if it will ever come to that is
not clear. Rather, many research projects are siah@ fundamental questions that might
help generate grounded knowledge that can act hasaline in number of areas. The
implications of this are important: Absence of grdad local knowledge can be expected to
generate a cycle of recognising the paucity of rimfation, followed by commissioning
research to fill this gap. The cycle might continuéhout ever creating contextual, analytical
tools for interpreting any data that is produced.

Methods to fill the information gap are determiri®dthe usability and implementability of
immediate research outpdfsMost research conducted at the moment in Myanmagurally
gravitates towards qualitative methods. These laeaper, easier to implement—for better or
for worse—and findings can often be presented ase miche insights. Focusing issues as
narrowly and anecdotally as possible does notehgél the government on a broader i$sue.
However, it was noted that more in-depth qualimatiesearch is currently hampered by a lack
of expertise—it is notable that there is curremtyworking Burmese anthropologf§tFew
guantitative pieces of research have been done.

Respondents also noted other shortcomings of duremearch. Because of the push for
evidence for policy, policy actors frame researclesgions. This does not allow space for
fundamental social and political research questibnsesponding to the immediate need for
knowledge, many groups quickly produce conceptudillyited information. How this
information will be used to establish future grounaths is not clear. It was argued that this
created a whole subset of activist resedfch.

This enhances the problem that even unprecedentkd@aque processes such as the peace
process are treated through readily available insins of what research can find out. The
expedient need to get answers for policymaking mdhat answers are often given that
support policy processes that have already beenlate This is a known problem in the

“4 Respondent 9, male, national organisation, nonvgse national.

“5 Respondent 22, female, national organisation, Bsemational.

“5 Respondent 8, female, international organisation;Burmese national.
" Respondent 24, male, international organisation;Burmese national.
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intersection between evidence and policy. For Myannthis means that basic questions
about the appropriateness of processes are not amkeall. Such research is, as one
respondent argued, an attractive but reactiveerattan proactive, undertakifijlt crucially
creates a situation in which actors with less dediwmices have no opportunity to frame
guestions or to propose areas of inquiry.

Other organisations described their role as rebesuipporters as that of a catalyst between
community needs and translating these for NGOs gowernment. This meant that they
organised community workshops in which researchripies are set. Although community
members often act as volunteer researchers in seitings, discussions were guided along
the lines of NGO and government frames of referembe research was directly understood
to be a necessary step towards establishing arpéady platform* Thus much of the
research that is branded as grassroots-driven lescanproxy for local voices, with outside
researchers bringing assumed local insights tesarkanquiry already framed by actors with
other interests. These processes stand-in for lowalledge, ultimately supporting already
decided policy directions.

The power of being able to drown out voices isipaldrly important in this context. NGO
respondents argued that it was almost pointlesprésent evidence and research to the
government. Their experience had been that governaeors would only consider their
own data, or at best data that big internationghwisations, namely the UN, had collected.
Practically speaking, this means for some NGO dtat they were unable to use their
findings if these contradicted UN findings, whichhibits locally-driven knowledge
processeg This problem is exacerbated by the fact that ir#tBonal actors often treat data
they collect as proprietary, presumably to avoithdpeited as a data source on controversial
findings that could alienate the governm&nThus, only politically safe data is released,
which exacerbates the challenge that smaller adtms when they want to act on their
information that confronts the government.

New issues or different perspectives are diffibnladdress in such an environment. Despite a
push for information and evidence, the focus isabbrady identified issues, rather than on
identifying new issues. What this means in pracves summed up in a group discussion in
which a group of international and Burmese reseaschaid that they had “more of a quick-
and-dirty approach, trying to understand broadlw hbings are, rather than trying to get a
deep understanding of things. How do we pick paldic topics is what are the policy
windows and what are the gaps that can be quidiiesed in terms of uptaké®

A notable exception to research that is not grodradel does not challenge might be research
that begins from local concerns and frames its @gppr from local needs. This was
exemplified by a local organisation whose reseands initiated by concerns about
accountability and transparency within the politiostitutions. They produced studies on the

“8 Respondents 15 and 16, male, international orgéois non-Burmese nationals.

49 Respondent 18, female, national organisation, Beemational.

* Respondent 19, female, national organisation, Beemational.

*! Respondent 8, female, international organisation-Burmese national.

*2 Group discussion 1, males and females, natiorganisation with international partnership, Burmesel
non-Burmese nationals.

20



functioning of parliament, aimed at compiling addase data set of how parliament works in
practice. Methods used included scrutiny of recaadsark the number of times different
members of parliament raised questions and the auwibissues that were brought to the
attention of the parliament in this manner. Thiswagmented with polling people on their
opinion about the workings of parliament—possiblyuddying the waters between
observation and perception. The organisation arghattheir mode of data collection by
mobile phones allowed a more honest reflectionrdspondents®

The emphasis on evidence might be counterprodydimveard-looking, and might thwart
innovation. Particularly in the turbulent transited times that Myanmar is experiencing,
respondents articulated the concern that the eveleebate creates a conservative process,
rather than a transformative one. "If you develop@del that is different from an old one,
you should not reject it on the basis of it notihgwevidence. Evidence will come later, in the
future,” explained a respondent who is pilotinganmunity-based resource management
approach.

This is very new to our country, but the regionatgrnment allows us
to pilot in this area. We cannot see the evidebeeause the approach is
very new, one year, two years. But we cannot pewddence for the
resource management or conflict impact. We don'vehahat
evidence....If you go only after evidence, you aresilg for the
innovation. Then you are going to go the formal wagr us, it's the
more informal and innovative one. This is not veayidence-based
because it's still in the pilot. Then DfID may @oall the innovation in
development, that is a danger. Because all problemsd new
solutions>*

Another respondent agreed:

It's a balance we need to strike. If you stop aayg you want to do

something only when you have hard evidence to ftatawa policy, you

are going to be far behind. Of course, this isgbal we want to set, and

we have to plan on that in five years. On the olfad, one has to start

from somewhere, with the knowledge that this daanot hard or

reliable data. So if we do that, then we can seatwhanges have to be

made>>
This is a dilemma: on the one hand it is good teehevidence on the other hand one cannot
stop acting because there is a claimed lack ofeené, or unsatisfying research methods.

Judging research quality and finding appropriatgsm@a assess the usability of research is
challenging. Several respondents talked about 8igiggles to evaluate evidence within a
situation of political shifts and contestations:

I look at evidence based on the institutions: whigs this evidence? Is
it an area that is more familiar to us so that wevk this evidence is
useful or not useful. And for me, if | see the @nde then | try to
triangulate with other evidence. If it's in Myanmar there any other

*3 Respondent 22, female, national organisation, Beemational.
** Respondent 1, male, national NGO, Burmese national
%5 Respondent 2, male, national NGO, Burmese national
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evidence in the ASEAN or anything like that? Thigim mean that the
evidence is very solid or&.

Sometimes data manipulation and quality derivesifneethod, rather than from intent:

| worked with the government for 12 years... | kndwow my

departments get their data. They only get theia day phone. For
example, | am not blaming the government, but teeision makers
may be misunderstood. For the food security, thheyoaly focusing on
rice production, not multi-stakeholder or multid@mary approach. So
what happened in the past, the managing directtineofministry needs
to report to the Minister how much cotton we gr@&wvery day. We can
grow cotton only two seasons, sometimes only ormsae But they
want the data every day.

Interference from existing dynamics into the resegrocess often goes unacknowledged:

Sometimes data has misleading interview questiorsometimes | can

see the sample size and the geographical regan kay that this data
is not reliable. Because also sometimes NGO corduitie interviews

with the assistance of the village committee. Smetanes it can be

wrong or incorrect®

There is a danger that research is used to dispakitcal discussion or to move along
processes that are deeply political, but can beusled by the use of facts:

There is the blind trust in the science and formuldere we ask very
simple questions, which hide a net of very compéidaquestions. |
don't know if it's a matter of political pressutane, capacity, but it's
difficult to go the next step and say what you t@iking about is not a
simple question. You are talking about what kinddet/elopment you
want to have, what kind of social system, but wiyibei are having a
blind faith in science, you do not ask these qoest®

Using research for policy

Some of the concerns surrounding the debate oy usgearch for policy are very technical.
Respondents mentioned that few national staff aredécision-making positions in
international organisations that could push forodicy. Few have the capacity to evaluate
information and reformulate it to fit a policy dtiafy process. The communication skills that
make a policy process more than a bureaucraticiseeare often lackin®. This links to the
challenging process of using research in a polioggss.

In the three challenges to this process, a cruoial step is the weighing of available
evidence to decide which one to use for particplaicies. Views of particular actors and

*% Respondent 1, male, national NGO, Burmese national

>’ Respondent 19, female, national organisation, Bsamational.

°8 Respondent 19, female, national organisation, Bsamational.

% Group discussion 1, males and females, natiorganisation with international partnership, Burmesel
non-Burmese nationals.

%0 Respondent 8, female, international organisatiom-Burmese national. Respondent 1, male, natisGaD,
Burmese national.
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their political positions are central in this st&wen in political environments that are more
conducive for general research, this step highdightat basing policies on evidence is a
programme planning tool, rather than a scientifjcahdisputable grounding of an
intervention. Another way to understand how polawtors' interests frame a policy is by
examining what kind of evidence is considered, mmissed, as powerful by the actors
concerned.

Others had more defined technical notions of ewdddhat had been adapted for the current,
often fluid context:

For us, it's a combination of numbers as well &&opeople's feelings.
It's important because in our field we work with rginalised
communities, so we go particularly to the confficone area and
impacted area... and sometimes in our work we deetrno know how
many students have been displaced. But we only teekdow that this
village that was there is no longer there. Somdirtteat's enough
evidence, that the village that was there in 2052 displaced due to
fighting. All we care at this point is that thisascommunity we need to
care about. But there are other things: war isgoim, people's attitude
towards the government, the current state of affiirthe country, if a
student does not feel comfortable to go back toagepor be with
people, that's enough evidence fofls.

The notion of multiple sources and multiple pecsppes—and how these might be
combined in sophisticated arguments that allowfureed programming—was identified as a
challenge:

What kind of evidence? Peace talks’ evidence issneimple, very
complicated...People from outside the peace procesxne has the
stamina for complexity. They want something simle:is good, he is
bad. You have the phenomenon, where people searcspbilers and
people really don’t understand the dynamics withinegotiation. | am
telling everyone some people negotiate for thenesgelgome for their
bosses, some cannot be bought, some are ideolggicaien. We have
a lot of things here, resources, unresolved things¥0 years, and the
peace process has been an initiative in the ldrgekdrop of social
reforms. You can't just look at the peace procéssea You have to look
at it from a larger perspectié.

The peace process might be an apt example to gigdi problematic notion that emerges
within the broader evidence debate. The idea thamteace can be used to understand a
situation and respond to it through programmingasverful and yet misleading. Based on
such a notion of using evidence for policy, evidebecomes refashioned as a manifestation
of the truth, rather than as a snapshot of a pdaticsituation and its interpretation. Several
respondents were struggling with the tension beatwegathering evidence today and
simultaneously shaping what evidence might lool lik the future, particularly if a first
round of policies based on the evidence had beplemented.

®1 Respondent 2, male, national NGO, Burmese national
62 Respondent 13, male, national organisation, Beenmational.
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Conclusion: Myanmar and evidence-based policy

Implicit in the notion of evidence-based policisstihat better knowledge will create better
programmes. Another assumption is that the contékin which evidence will be evaluated
and then used to support policy is transparenteid¢caveats remain under-examined in this
presumed chain of events for Myanmar, particuleglyarding the roles of knowledge actors,
production of knowledge and use of such knowledgeoblicy. The concept of evidence is
very loosely interpreted in this context.

Some organisations aim to use the challenge catistely by linking minimal available
information to broader programmatic or politicalatg This poses the danger that model-
based approaches become prominent, foregroundesgiqas of implementation, rather than
asking whether specific models are the right wayMganmar in the first place. Respondents
expressed their doubts that the focus on evidentieei policy debate is a useful one:

Evidence-based policy approach - the issue hag thdre, and | think
we need to engage. But we have to just keep in mhiaidit will work in
an ideal situation. ...Because in Myanmar, even i jak to a lot of
people and collect evidence, you cannot know totvet#ent they are
telling you the truth. People are scared and sliire very polarised.
Where you can go and where you cannot go determvhes evidence
you can get. That's the Myanmar situation. But asmweve out of this in
other ways, not through evidence- based policy @ggr, maybe one
day we can look at that. But currently in Myannmaatis not the way to
do it, but I don't mean to say that we should majagie in that dialogue,
| wish we could do that’

The usefulness of this approach is thus not asoabvas it might seem. One crucial element
that is lacking in the current push for evidenceduapolicy in Myanmar is grounding this
debate in evidence: evidence on the known compicabof this process, of the challenges of
research and of working within a political contextven in the most favourable
circumstances, the evidence on evidence-basedypiolicsocial processes is that it rarely
works. In Myanmar, this complication is further egebated because the circumstances in
which research is conducted in Myanmar highligh@atthithe evidence debate is
instrumentalised.

Most of the policy-relevant socio-economic reseackturrently conducted with funding
from international sources. Immediate policy ing¢seof different international policy actors
in Myanmar—including international NGOs—broadly rfra the research orientation. It is
clear that many of the respondents thought thagjtivernment is more interested in research
and better understands the relationship betweaterge and policy than it might be given
credit for. Therefore, for international policy axt evidence has become a way of persuading
the government to act in particular ways.

The underlying assumption about how evidence-bapeticy works is simple: If
policymakers are presented with the facts of aenatte decision-making will be faster and

%3 Respondent 2, male, national NGO, Burmese national
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lead to a desired solution. This technical notidrthe process ignores that the decision-
making processes of the government are not clegre&edly we learned that nobody knows
how government actors weigh the knowledge they haoe they go about finding out what

they do not know, or how they access research ¢wddSOs. It is clear that personal

relationships matter tremendously and that indigichetworks of CSO members reach into
the government. Not only the actors pushing foreehmical understanding of evidence
benefit from this approach—the government does, Itadlows an instrumentalisation of the

current piecemeal evidence-based policy negotiatiath different policy actors.

It is currently easier to fund policy-relevant ragdh yet at the same time there is an
inadequate understanding of how policy decisioesi@ade. This intersection of what kind of
research is funded and a lack of knowledge abowtihis used creates a long-term problem.
Many policy actors allocate money for research poktically expedient manner to influence
what they see as the government policy processmseter, the output from these processes
is focused on the present; it is unlikely that sapproach to research and policy will allow
the building of a deep knowledge base. Given thphacity to conduct research in Myanmar
is limited, this mostly externally driven processimtegrating most local researchers into a
particular model of knowledge creation. It is thwsclear from where future capacity to
conduct research that is independent of policy@sts might come.

The evidence debate theoretically takes place mithe broader context of knowledge
production processes and the way in which knowlepigeluction supports evidence use
when policy questions change over time. Myanmai&ohy, the transition to a post-
conflict/post-authoritarianism context and the vimyvhich international policy interests are
intersecting with these suggest that this relahgndetween knowledge and evidence is
reversed. Evidence is produced in piecemeal fasfilois means there is no attempt to create
an integrated knowledge and knowledge productiacgss that can support evidence needs
in the future. Given Myanmar’s history, this looksngerously close to the knowledge
management of the authoritarian regime in the past.
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