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Abstract 
There is a rationale for supporting social science on grounds of policy relevance.  It may be postulated 

that the central teaching mission of conventional universities in developing countries makes faculty 

members less than perfect as generators and disseminators of policy-relevant knowledge.  Even in well-

endowed developed-country universities, this has led to the creation of in-house policy-oriented units 

that engage in policy-relevant research and/or serve as information brokers.  Additional problems afflict 

developing-country universities, making their faculty even less productive with regard to policy-relevant 

research. 

The emergence of think tanks that function outside the university structure must be understood in the 

above context.  For the most part, these entities do not engage in pure research, focusing instead on 

applied research in specific areas.  Lacking the organic legitimacy that comes from university affiliation, 

they continuously strive for legitimacy.  The perception that social-science research is non-objective and 

ideological makes social-science based policy interventions somewhat controversial, the controversy 

increasing proportionate to potential and real policy impact.     

Even in well-resourced universities in developed countries, not all faculty members take research to 

policy.  The chances of good research findings being communicated in ways that will effectively inform 

policy processes by university-based scholars are much less in developing Asia.  Given the internal red-

tape and related dysfunctions of universities, it is unlikely that creation of specialized information-

broker units will provide a solution.   

The independent think tanks have policy influence as their raison d’etre and attract the kinds of people 

who are motivated to influence policy.  The paper sets out a solution, based on nine years of action 

research, on how think tanks can leverage their efforts in ways that will also yield measurable 

contributions to policy from university faculty and assist universities produce graduates who are better 

equipped to perform well in the research-to-policy arena.      
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Policy-relevant social science  

The rationale for the initiative to strengthen social science in developing Asia is policy relevance.  The 

concept note for the “Conference on status and role of social sciences research in Asia – emerging 

challenges and policy lessons” begins thus:  “For social science research to adequately support evidence 

based policy making . . ..”  Further down, it states that “The overall goal of this conference is to enhance 

the role and status of social sciences in informed policy making. “   

It may be postulated that the central teaching mission of conventional universities (especially 

pronounced in developing countries)2 and the perhaps inevitable emphasis placed on abstract 

knowledge (or pure research) makes faculty members less than perfect as generators and disseminators 

of policy-relevant knowledge.3  Even in well-endowed developed-country universities, this has led to the 

creation of in-house policy-oriented units that engage in policy-relevant research and/or serve as 

information brokers.4  Additional problems afflict developing-country universities, making their faculty 

even less productive with regard to policy-relevant research. 

However, some phrases in the Concept Note may be read as suggesting that universities are 

organizations similar to think tanks that could have the taking of research to policy as organizational 

objectives.  This is unfortunate.  A university can, and should, create an environment conducive to 

individual faculty members (and perhaps some students) taking research to policy.  But as an 

organization, it cannot advocate this or that policy position.  The necessarily contested nature of 

knowledge processes within the university would preclude the university as an organization from 

arriving at a common policy position, expect in rare instances where the interests of the university as an 

organization are at stake.  Individual faculty members have no such constraints, unless they have been 

imposed by the university or the government.5  The emergence of think tanks that function outside the 

university structure must be understood in the above context.6   

                                                           
2
  The Indian University Grants Commission specifies that 14-16 hours a week must be spent face-to-face with students 

in the classroom, leaving little time for policy engagement, leave alone research that would make meaningful engagement 
possible:    http://www.dauniv.ac.in/notices/UGCWorkloadandCodeEthicsRegulation.pdf  
3
  For an eloquent discussion, see Kristof, N. (2014 February 15).  “Professors, we need you,” New York Times. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/16/opinion/sunday/kristof-professors-we-need-you.html?smid=tw-share  
4
  E.g., http://www.lse.ac.uk/government/research/resgroups/LSEPublicPolicy/Home.aspx  

5
  E.g., Nemtsova, A. (2014 January 12).  “Respected Russian university feels the Kremlin’s scrutiny, New York Times. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/13/world/europe/respected-russian-university-feels-kremlins-scrutiny.html?_r=0  
6
  According to the University of Pennsylvania Think Tanks and Civil Society Program, there are many think tanks in the 

region:  Laos (3); Malaysia (18); Maldives (6); Nepal (13); Pakistan (16); Philippines (20); Singapore (6); Sri Lanka (14); Thailand 
(8); Vietnam (10): http://gotothinktank.com/dev1/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/GoToReport2013.pdf.  This is a “floor” 
number as known think tanks are not included in their list. 

http://www.dauniv.ac.in/notices/UGCWorkloadandCodeEthicsRegulation.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/16/opinion/sunday/kristof-professors-we-need-you.html?smid=tw-share
http://www.lse.ac.uk/government/research/resgroups/LSEPublicPolicy/Home.aspx
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/13/world/europe/respected-russian-university-feels-kremlins-scrutiny.html?_r=0
http://gotothinktank.com/dev1/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/GoToReport2013.pdf
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Think tanks, unlike universities, are not loose confederations of independent scholars.7  They are 

organizations with common purpose.  They attract certain kinds of individuals, generally more 

motivated to engage with policy than those who are acculturated and accepted as faculty by the 

university.  For the most part, think tanks do not engage in pure research, focusing instead on applied 

research in specific areas.   

Lacking the organic legitimacy that comes from university affiliation, they continuously strive for 

legitimacy.  The perception that social-science research is non-objective and ideological makes social-

science based policy interventions somewhat controversial, the controversy increasing proportionate to 

potential and real policy impact.  Some of the criticism reaches beyond the messages to the messengers, 

focusing especially on sources of funding, especially from foreign sources, and the alleged pecuniary 

benefits enjoyed as a result.8  On their part, not all think tanks always succeed in navigating the fine line 

between dissemination and activism.  There is little active collaboration among think tanks that are 

focused on activities within their own silos.   

It is not that individual academics do not provide inputs to policy processes.  More than in the social 

sciences, individual academics in professional fields such as engineering and medicine engage in policy.9  

For the most part, these engagements occur in the context of consulting contracts outside the public 

eye. 

Even in well-resourced universities in developed countries, not all faculty members take research to 

policy.  The chances of good research findings being communicated in ways that will effectively inform 

policy processes by university-based scholars are much less in developing Asia.  Given the internal red-

tape and related dysfunctions of universities, it is unlikely that creation of specialized information-

broker units such as that found at the London School of Economics and Political Science will provide a 

solution.   

The independent think tanks that are now active in the region have policy influence as their raison 

d’etre and attract the kinds of people who are motivated to influence policy.  However, given the 

                                                           
7
  This claim is true for developed-country research universities and is exemplified by Erving Goffman’s famous 

comment “A university is a place to pick up your mail.”  http://web.mit.edu/gtmarx/www/ascervg.html.  It may not hold true 
for some of the teaching establishments described as universities in Asia. 
8
  For an excellent response to these criticisms, see Nilekani, Rohini (2013 March 16).  “The colour of the cash.”  Open.  

http://www.openthemagazine.com/article/nation/colour-of-the-cash  
9
 Joint telematics Group, based in the IITs was once engaged in policy, but is now focused on capacity development:   

http://10times.com/organizers/joint-telematics-group-of-iits-iisc  

http://web.mit.edu/gtmarx/www/ascervg.html
http://www.openthemagazine.com/article/nation/colour-of-the-cash
http://10times.com/organizers/joint-telematics-group-of-iits-iisc
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inadequacies of domestic university education, these organizations have to engage in considerable 

retraining activities to bring recruits from domestic universities up to the required levels of knowledge 

and skills.   

What can be done to leverage their efforts in ways that will also yield measurable contributions to policy 

from university faculty?  How can policy-oriented faculty within universities be supported and 

encouraged?  What can be done to help universities produce graduates who are better equipped to 

perform well in the research-to-policy arena?       

A model to learn from 

LIRNEasia has, over the past nine years, built an Asia-Africa network of academics (mostly from the 

social sciences), reflective practitioners within government and industry and those working in think 

tanks known as Communication Policy Research south (CPRsouth).10  CPRsouth began in 2007 intended 

to “facilitate the creation, sustenance and continuous advancement of policy intellectuals capable of 

informed and effective intervention in ICT policy and regulation processes in specific country and 

regional contexts in the South.” 

It identifies persons whose attitudes and personal incentives cause them to want to engage with policy 

processes in their own countries.  Where necessary, CPRsouth helps enhance the skills needed to be 

effective participants in policy processes.  It provides a community or support network that supports 

continued engagement in policy processes.   

LIRNEasia has also drawn from the CPRsouth community to conduct applied research and to take 

research to policy in various South and South East Asian countries.  The inputs, outputs and, to a lesser 

extent, outcomes of this nine-year activity are well documented.11 To better illustrate the findings, 

CPRsouth is compared with two established organizations that aim to bring research to bear on ICT 

policy: TPRC (now described as the Research Conference on Communication, Information and Internet 

Policy) in the US and EuroCPR, the European Communication Policy Research Conference. TPRC has 

been in existence since 1972 and EuroCPR since 1984. 

                                                           
10

  http://www.cprsouth.org/about/  
11

  Gamage, S.; Samarajiva, R. & Kapugama, N. (2013).  “Organizing for policy impact in communication: A Social network 
analysis,” 28

th
 Euro CPR conference, Brussels, 21-22 March 2013. 

http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2329608  

http://www.cprsouth.org/about/
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2329608
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In TPRC and EuroCPR, the established research-to-policy initiatives, the focus appears to be placed less 

on capacity building and more on bringing researchers and policy makers together.  Affecting policy 

regimes appears to be an objective.  The annual conferences serve as platforms for interaction among 

scholars and enable connectedness as evidenced by citations to each other’s work.  TPRC and EuroCPR 

can assume the existence a critical mass of policy researchers given the strong university systems in 

their regions. TPRC and EuroCPR bring researchers from universities and research centers to locations 

that serve as the centers of ICT policy and regulation, Washington DC and Brussels, respectively. Lower-

than-desired levels of participation and engagement by policymakers are a perennial complaint in both 

organizations. 

Expanding policy capacity is the core mission of CPRsouth.  Here, decision makers (including those who 

participate in the policy process as stakeholders or experts) are sought to be changed.  The objective is 

to ensure that they gain greater abilities to analyze problems and devise innovative solutions.  The focus 

on developing reflective practitioners and policy-oriented scholars was based on analyses of the ground 

situation in the developing Asia Pacific.12 

Output 

Between conferences LIRNEasia carries out a survey to learn about the academic and policy related 

activities by the CPRsouth community, showing performance by paper presenters (PP) and young 

scholars (YS).  The latter are those that receive training in taking research to policy and are prepared to 

become paper presenters in subsequent conferences. 

                                                           
12

  Samarajiva, R. & Gamage, S. N.  (2007).  Bridging the digital divide:  Building Asia-Pacific capacity for effective reforms, 
The Information Society, 23(2), 109-117. 
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Figure 1: Academic output 

 

Source: CPRsouth outcomes surveys 

From 2008-2012, participants reported having produced 40-50 outputs related to community policy 

research with young scholars being as active as paper presenters.  

The surveys seek to capture whether or not the paper presenters and young scholars have engaged in 

any policy related activities.  It is assumed that those who do not respond have no activity.   The results 

are encouraging as shown in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Policy output 

 

Source: CPRsouth outcome survey 

The conferences and associated training activities are not the sum total of CPRsouth.  They are the 

means of connecting, motivating and catalyzing.  The time between conferences when the members are 

back in their home countries is what is most important.  A Facebook group and other means are used to 

maintain the engagement with members between and after conferences. 

As shown by Figures 1 and 2, academic output exceeds policy outputs. This may not come as surprise, 

given that it is a youthful community with mostly universities as their home bases. As shown in Figure 3, 

the average age of a young scholar is 29 years while an average paper presenter is 35. Furthermore, 

paper presenters show a higher level of activity than the young scholars in all three data categories. This 

again, is not a surprise; given that on average slightly over 30 percent of the paper givers have PhDs, 

while a majority of the young scholars are PhD candidates or those in junior to mid-level positions in 

telecom regulatory agencies or companies.  
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Figure 3:  Average age of CPRsouth members, 2007-2013 

 

Source: CPRsouth database 

Given the relative youth of members, it is to be expected that they will take some time to break through 

into circles of policy influence and have direct impact.  Evidence of affecting policy is at best anecdotal at 

this stage.  A three-time paper presenter is now Joint Secretary (e Gov) at Department of Electronics and 

IT of the Government of India, another is Director for International Cooperation Affairs at the Japanese 

Ministry responsible for ICT, and a third is Head of Corporate Strategy at the International 

Telecommunication Union.   

Anatomy of three Research-to-Policy Conferences 

Research papers presented at the annual conferences of CPRsouth, EuroCPR and TPRC for three years 

spanning 2010-2012 were used to generate a database consisting of 334 publications, 494 authors, 520 

co-authorship relationships and 382 citation relationships.  Institutional affiliation of each author was 

used to determine whether an author was ‘Mode-1’ or Mode-2.’ The disciplinary approach of each 

Mode-1 author was determined using the highest qualification of each author or the current 

departmental affiliation of each.  NodeXL programs were used to visualize citation networks. 
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Composition 

Although TPRC and EuroCPR were initiated with the objective of bringing together researchers and 

policymakers and CPRsouth with the objective building capacity of scholars, the composition of the 

paper presenters at the three conferences in terms of their modes (20 percent) and disciplinary 

affiliations were remarkably similar.  

Gibbons et al. used the term Mode-1 to describe knowledge produced in formal settings such as 

universities and research institutes and Mode-2 to describe knowledge produced in work places and 

other settings.13 In the present context we use the terms mode-1 and mode-2 to distinguish between 

those who represent universities or research institutions from others who represent government, 

industry or non-profit organizations.  In the present context we use the terms mode-1 and mode-2 to 

distinguish between those who represent universities or research institutions from others who 

represent government, industry or non-profit organizations.  

Given that the purposes of TPRC and EuroCPR include that of bringing together researchers and policy 

makers (and possibly other stakeholders such as operators), it is useful to benchmark the presence of 

policy makers and other stakeholders engaging with the research side by themselves being paper 

presenters or co-authors. Interestingly, the percent of mode-2 authors or co-authors constitute about 

20 percent in all three conferences. The implications of this level of active participation by mode-2 

scholars are further explored in the discussion. 

Multidisciplinarity 

Analysis of the composition the mode-1 participants in the three conferences depicted in Figure 4 show 

them to roughly represent four disciplines with the majority from Social Science disciplines with half of 

the social sciences, excluding economics, being represented by communication. EuroCPR has the highest 

percentage of lawyers, contrary to the common perception that US policy debates are dominated by 

lawyers.  CPRsouth had no lawyers, at least in three recent conferences.  Social scientists were the 

majority in CPRsouth.   

                                                           
13

  Gibbons, M, Limoges, C, Nowotny, H, Schwartzman, S, Scott, P and Trow, M (1994). The New Production of 
Knowledge, in the Dynamics of Science and Research in Contemporary Societies.  Thousand Oaks CA, London, New Delhi:  Sage.  
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Figure 4:  Disciplinary composition of mode-1 paper givers at communication policy research 

conference, 2010-12 

 

Source:  CPRsouth database; conference proceedings of EuroCPR and TPRC supplemented by web searches 

Note: Disciplinary affiliation was determined by discipline of highest degree; where not available departmental 

affiliation. 

Disciplines are important in academe. Students and faculty in universities are often supported by their 

institutions by way of travel grants to attend discipline-based conferences.  In contrast, interdisciplinary 

fields have difficulty in focusing resources.  Given these realities, it is significant that TPRC and EuroCPR 

attract individuals from universities to attend such multi-disciplinary conferences. Currently most 

participants at CPRsouth are supported through donor funds, with small co-payments borne by 

participants.14  Universities in low- and middle-income countries rarely support scholarly travel, even for 

disciplinary conferences.     

Connectedness  

Research networks are characterized by knowledge exchanges among their members by way of co-

authorships and citations and a multitude of informal interactions. In the absence of measures for 

                                                           
14

  A paper presenter pays a registration fee of USD 200 and is responsible for visa fees, airport transfers, and a few 
uncovered meals.  A young scholar who attends the conference and a two day additional training pays a fee of USD 150 and the 
above mentioned costs.  
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informal interactions, co-authorships and citations serve as proxy indicators of connectedness within a 

knowledge network.  

Co-authorships and Co-citations among the conference participants  

Papers presented at CPRsouth, EuroCPR and TPRC conferences for 2010, 2011 and 2012 were analyzed 

to ascertain coauthoring and citation networks within the three conferences.  All co-authorships in 

CPRsouth, except one, turned out to be due to co-authors working within the same organization.  This 

suggests that interactions in this young organization have not deepened to the extent that would 

support co-authoring.   Collaborations within EuroCPR and TPRC require further study since 

organizational affiliations of coauthors are not always easy to discern from the available data from these 

organizations.  

However, intra-network citation analysis was more fruitful.  Citations to other authors from among the 

conference participants were higher than expected for a multidisciplinary conference.  In CPRsouth, of 

80 individuals listed as authors for nearly 60 papers, nearly 60 percent showed some interaction with 

others in the conference.  In TPRC, 40 percent showed some form of interaction.  In EuroCPR, only 31 

percent showed interaction.  Four types of authors were identified: those who only cite others in the 

conference but are not cited, those who are cited but do not cite others, those who both cite and are 

cited, and those who are not cited at all.  

Table 1: Distribution of Authors According to their Within-Network Citations, 2010-12 

 CPRsouth EuroCPR TPRC 

Cites in only (cited by other authors) 30% 13% 14% 

Cites out only (cites other authors) 24% 16% 14% 

Cites in and out (cites and is cited by other authors) 7% 2% 10% 

No cites in or out (authors with no citations in or out) 39% 69% 61% 

Vertices 46 29 138 

Edges 51 30 301 

Edges/vertices 1.1 1.0 2.2 
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Total number of authors 76 89 346 

Source:  CPRsouth database; EuroCPR and TPRC proceedings. 

Notes: A vertex is an author connected to another author through a citation; an edge is a link between two vertices. 

Connectedness among researchers as depicted by citations to each other’s work has been explored at 

length by scholars before social networks like Facebook became major phenomena.15  Data visualization 

has been made easier by easy-to-use software such as NodeXL and Cytoscape.  Connectedness among 

researchers is perhaps the most widely studied, using citation analysis.16  It has been extended to 

collaboration across national boundaries.17   

The presence of a core group of interlinked nodes with other peripheral nodes consisting of in-links only, 

out-links only and non-linked nodes is characteristic of citation networks, the World Wide Web and 

similar networks with directed links.18  The citation network is a peculiar directed network in which IN 

and OUT components reflect the historical ordering of the papers and the central component is very 

small if it exists at all. 

Figure 5:  Citation networks of authors at CPRsouth (2009-11), EuroCPR (2010-12) and TPRC 

conferences (2010-12), left to right 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
15

  Facebook was launched in February of 2004, but Linked: The New Science of Networks by Barabasi (2002) had already 
set the stage for analyzing social networks. 
16

  Smith, L.C. (1981). Citation Analysis, Library Trends, p. 83-106 
17

  Wagner, C.S.; Leydesdorff, L. (2005).  Network Structure, Self-Organization and the Growth of International 
Collaboration in Science. Research Policy, Volume 34, Issue 10, Pages 1608-1618; Wagner, C. S. (2008). The New Invisible 
College: Science for Development. Brookings Institution, New York. 
18

  Barabási, A. L. (2002). Linked: The New Science of Networks. Cambridge MA: Perseus Publishing.  
According to Barabasi, citation networks represent a special case. 
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At a glance, what Barabasi says about citation networks seems to hold for the three networks as shown 

by Figure 5. The core of interlinked authors is only a small fraction of the links while the in-only and out-

only links dominate.  Pham, Derntl and Klamma studied papers presented at five conferences over a 

period of years in the field of Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL).  Following changes in citation 

patterns from one conference to another, they show graphically the development of a network from a 

“Born” stage through “Bonding” and “Emerging” to “Focused” stages.  Having the luxury of working with 

established electronic datasets ranging in size from 1000-2000 vertices, they were able to use the full 

potential of citation analysis.  They concluded: 

We found that TEL conferences exhibit a mixed development of pattern of young emerging 

conferences that are still in the process of developing their communities. We also found that the 

more interdisciplinary conferences in our data set exhibited a slower rate of community 

development compared to those conferences with more focused topics.19  

As discussed below, communication policy research conferences may have an advantage in that a select 

set of technologies and issues define the field and give it focus.  

A visualization of the citation networks helps to give a perspective on the relative importance of the 

citations in each of the three conferences. TPRC is a large conference that runs parallel sessions to 

accommodate 90 or so papers per conference.  EuroCPR and CPRsouth are smaller conferences 

accommodating around 20 paper presenters at a time.  While only 40 percent of TPRC authors show 

evidence of interaction, their citation patterns are denser.  In TPRC, there are 301 edges (or citations) for 

138 vertices (authors) for an edge-to-vertex ratio of 2.2.   

The connectedness demonstrated in terms of citations is particularly dense in the case of TPRC. For 

example, Pham, et al. note edge-to-vertex ratios between one and two in five conferences on 

Technology Enhanced Learning that they followed for periods of 10 years or more.  In comparison, TPRC 

has an edge-to-vertex ratio of 2.2, higher than any reported by Pham, et al.  EuroCPR and CPRsouth 

appear similar to the conferences studied by Pham, et al. and are actually on the lower end.  CPRsouth 

shows a shallow, but broad, level of interaction (59 percent) among participants.  

                                                           
19

  Pham M.C.; Derntl, M.; Klamma, R. (2012). Development Paths of Scientific Communities in Technology Enhanced 
Learning, Journal of Technology and Society: 15(3):  323-335. 
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What can be done 

CPRsouth is focused on a specific domain: policy-relevant research on communication.  Unlike its 

counterparts in the US and Europe, its focus is not on a single national (in Europe, supra-national) policy 

apparatus, but on multiple, independent national policy apparatuses.   If the domain focus is removed, 

one may imagine an entity that could tentatively be described as “Research to Policy south” (RTPsouth).  

This entity would identify individuals in multiple disciplines and fields (within and outside the university) 

whose attitudes and motivations cause them to want to engage with the policy processes in their own 

countries.  It would enhance their skills needed to be effective participants in the relevant policy 

processes.  It would embed them in a community or support network that will support continued 

engagement in policy processes.  It would help the existing think tanks develop the capacity, especially 

of their junior staff, for more effective research-to-policy engagement.  It may indirectly increase 

interactions among think tanks and allow for the realization of synergies in their efforts. 

 

A network of persons motivated to engage in policy-relevant research will be of great benefit to the 

subset of university faculty whose personal incentives cause them to engage with policy processes.  This 

will provide a useful counter-balance to the navel gazing proclivities of university academics.  The policy-

oriented faculty who will not receive support for policy engagement from within the university will be 

sustained by such a network.  The knowledge sharing that will occur in such a network will help faculty 

improve their teaching, depending on the degrees of freedom they are permitted by overly rigid and 

formulaic university rules. 

 

This would be the core activity of the proposed “Association of Asian Social Science Councils and Think 

Tanks,”20 which could otherwise easily become a forum for the exchanging of platitudes and statements 

of good intent by leaders of funding bodies and think tanks.21  Focus on young people and capacity 

building will inject energy into the organization.  It will help keep the emphasis on policy-relevant 

research.   

                                                           
20

  There may be merit in reconsidering the name and organizational structure.  There is less likelihood of it becoming 
just another conference where papers are read to each other and points accumulated for the next promotion, if Research to 
Policy is in the name of the organization. 
21

  Such functions can continue to be performed by the AASSREC [Asian Association of Social Science Research Councils], 
a 20-year old organization that organizes annual meetings and elects office bearers but which appears to have missed the 
emergence of the world wide web 25 years ago. 
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RTPsouth should organize annual training/networking events, run as parallel interest- or field-focused 

streams where the numbers of research-to-policy scholars so justifies.  The relative merits of national 

versus regional events should be carefully assessed.  In the first few years participation from think tanks 

and from outside the universities may predominate, but if emphasis is placed on the “pipeline,” i.e., the 

students, participation from the universities will increase over time.                    


