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The research that LIRNEasia does will never get a Nobel Prize.  We work on applied research topics that are theoretically informed, but involve for the most part close engagement with what is actually happening on the ground in some country, preferably one that is in Emerging Asia.  This allows not only a focus on policy and regulation as actually practised (a signature of our work), but also more effective communication to policy-makers using analogies.

However, this does not mean that we do not generate new knowledge.  Aggressive interrogation of applied research allows us to abstract certain concepts and methods that are of general applicability.  Examples are the Telecom Regulatory Environment (TRE) assessment instrument extracted from the work on regulation and investment and “banded forbearance” regulatory tool being worked up based on the indicators work.       

Selection of research topics is decided on the basis of an intuitive understanding of the research likely to be in demand a few months or years in the future.   The understanding is derived from close interactions with the consumers of research and vigorous debate among researchers who interact with the users of our research.  Can this be made more systematic?   We have not figured it out yet.
Our focus on policy and regulation as actually practised necessitates a reliance on “in-situ” expertise.  This is interpreted at a regional rather than national level, allowing for example, an Indian researcher to take on work in Indonesia.   To our surprise, the Indian researcher’s work in Indonesia had the most impact on the policy process among all the initiatives of LIRNEasia.   If an independent and credible researcher from the country itself is available, it is of course, better, because he/she is usually in a better position to intervene when policy windows open up.   In our experience, policy makers have never rejected our research because it was done/presented by a foreigner.   The fact that we try very hard to make our work speak to more than one country’s experience and problems may contribute to this.      

LIRNEasia’s mode of research has an “open source” quality, wherein early drafts are made available on the website or otherwise and comments are criticisms incorporated into subsequent drafts.  In some cases, the recommendations embodied in early drafts that have been made available to key decision makers have found their way into official recommendations and reports, resulting in the research having an impact even before it is finalized.  This was the case with our recommendation on changes to the Indian universal service policy implementation.   

The Expert Forum idea developed within LIRNE.NET was adapted to good effect by LIRNEasia.  Here, key decision makers are invited to a short (1.5 days) meeting in a central location; the research is presented to them in easy-to-absorb form; plenty of time is built into the program for the participants to give comments.    The challenge is to ensure attendance by the right mix of stakeholder representatives.   The only way this can be done is through the maintenance of good relations over time with the relevant stakeholders, supplemented by leveraging the authority and relationships of a good partner.   In one case, we had the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India issuing invitations and in the other, the Institute of South East Asian Studies (ISEAS) of Singapore.    

LIRNEasia sees policy makers as functioning within a “symbolic universe” constituted by the media.  It considers gaining media coverage for its work as an essential complement to the direct communication of the research findings to the relevant audiences.  In the most difficult media market of India, it has been found necessary to retain the services of a communications consultancy firm to obtain the desired kinds of media, for the most part financial press, mostly print.       

The considerable attention given to attracting media coverage has a long-term payoff in terms of building the LIRNEasia brand.  It is necessary to do this in order to cut through the clutter and reach key decision makers, not all of whom may be familiar with LIRNEasia, especially given its location in a small country and its relatively young age.          

LIRNEasia strives to break from the project mindset and be opportunistic in its policy interventions.  We understand that demand from policy makers does not fit into specific funding cycles that we may be subject to.   Understanding that policy windows open and close depending on factors we do not control, we grab available opportunities.   For example, the fact that we did not have funded research on access to submarine cables did not stop us from intervening in Bangladesh.   The fact that the work on least-cost subsidies for extending networks to rural areas had been completed in a previous project cycle did not prevent us from intervening when the Sri Lanka government began to test the waters in 2007.   The flexibility afforded by IDRC’s approval of a rapid response program as part of its funding has made these kinds of interventions possible.

The opportunism also extends to mid-course corrections in research plans (e.g., despite the original research on indicators not including work on broadband quality of service, we started work on it in late 2007 based on understanding the increased salience of the project) and not waiting for perfect results before intervening.      

CPRsouth is an important, but not short-term, component of the overall strategy.  Here, the objective is identifying and fostering policy intellectuals in a larger number of countries than LIRNEasia works in, and across a larger range of topics than LIRNEasia addresses.  It is not the explicit purpose of CPRsouth to have its members (defined as all those who participate in its activities by giving papers, attending tutorials as young scholars or serving on the Board) impact the policy processes in their countries immediately.   The intention is to identify existing or prospective policy intellectuals, embed them in support and mentoring networks, improve their communication and other policy-intervention skills, and create the necessary profiles so that they become credible and effective policy intellectuals.  Systematic follow-up actions such as survey that check on their policy-related activities will also reinforce the policy orientation.  We also try to involve persons identified through CPRsouth in other LIRNEasia activities.  LIRNEasia is an organization with strict entry and exit conditions; its members are subject to normal organizational disciplines.   In contrast, CPRsouth is a network with much looser structures.          
