


SDGs and the role of national and regional 

science systems

Matthew L. Wallace

“Mapping Research Related to the Sustainable Development Goals” Workshop

September 4, 2020



Main argument:
One cannot divorce STI for SDGs from national development priorities, 

which both benefit from strong national and regional STI structures

➢ Measuring or assessing STI contributions to SDGs must consider the 

organizations themselves, particularly in the Global South

Outline

1. Context and assumptions

2. North-South collaboration and funding flows

3. Organizational capacity-building at the national and regional level

4. Some considerations for a path forward: from “what” to “who” / “how” /

“where”



1. Context and assumptions
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Assumptions

• New knowledge, technology, and knowledge translation mechanisms

are needed to achieve SDGs

• The main challenges for achieving SDGs at a global level lie in the 

underfunded Global South

• National STI capacity is needed to develop and adapt context-specific

technologies and knowledge



Broader context

• Intentionality, causation and knowledge/information flows in STI for

SDGs: policy-for-science, science-for-policy

• What is the role of national governments, regional organizations, 

multilateral agencies

• Science is about institutions, norms, etc., which are often defined at a 

national level

• Science is also fundamentally international: ‘invisible colleges’, 

collaboration networks, etc. 

Drawing on IDRC programming directions and results:

• Individual and organizational capacity-building to supporting science 

systems in the Global South



2. North-South collaboration and funding flows 

driving SDG-related research in the Global South



Funding flows

• Bilateral and multilateral ODA for 

research tends to be scarce

• Research funds flow relatively 

“poorly” to the Global South

• Donor funding generally bypasses 

national institutions  a missed 

opportunity for capacity-buiding

Chataway et al, Science and Public Policy, 2019

ODA funding in the area of forestry. Favada
et al., Source: Centre for International 
Forestry Research, 2019



Bilateral and multilateral funding

Left: Funding for Makerere Research (2000-2012); Right: Research publication output (2008-2016)
Source: Ssembatya and Barugahara (2020) in: Kraemer-Mbula, Tijssen, Wallace, MacLean (eds)., Rethinking research 
excellence: new perspectives from the Global South. Johannesburg: African Minds.



3. Organizational capacity-building: 

a national and regional approach



A national-level perspective on SDGs

• Countries generally have strategies for achieving SDGs, embedded 

within various ministerial and other structures

• Think-tanks, granting agencies, NGOs, universities that play a key 

role in generating and mobilizing evidence



National and regional-level science agencies

• Alignment between SDGs and 

regional and national strategies, 

via government structures, includes

generating, mobilizing knowledge

• Also supported by think tanks, 

NGOs, universities, etc.

• Gaps in resources, structures or 

mechanisms for research 

priority-setting and science advice

• Granting agencies are often

catalysts for effective STI systems

(Tigabu & Khaemba, 2020)

Science, April 15, 2019



Regional and national capacity-building examples



Relevance of capacity-building activities

• Tools for priority-setting, research

evaluation

• Promoting international and inter-

sectoral research collaboration

• Strategies for knowledge translation 

and dissemination

• Develop national and regional STI 

policy frameworks

• Empower STI organizations 

within the broader political 

economy

• “Level the playing field” for 

South-based research

• More effective use of 

funding

• Greater impact domestically 

and internationally



4. Considerations for a path forward:

from “what” to “who” / “how” / “where”



“How”: questions on STI structures and 

intentionality

• Do mechanisms exist for capturing national research outputs to inform

progress on SDGs?

• Are priority-setting exercises for STI at the national or regional level

informed by SDGs, and how are they integrated with national/regional

development plans?

• How are decisions made, tradeoffs recognized, etc., and what incentive

structures are dominant?

• What is the agency of researchers and research organizations within a 

national/regional science system to work on SDGs?



“Where/who”: Situating STI contributions to 

SDGs (and national development priorities)

• Recognizing differences in content of South- and North-driven research

• Understanding dynamics of collaborative international SDG-related

research: infrastructure, access to data, roles, etc.

• Focusing on the role of multilateral and bilateral institutions in defining

and implementing research agendas, and providing science advice

• Gathering more evidence of national or regional research uptake of 

South-based research for SDGs



Concluding remarks

Considerations for a research agenda:

• Understanding dynamics

within/among organizations (STI 

and other) for setting research

agendas and informing SDGs

• Expanding mapping work by 

situating research and tracking how 

agendas are set and policies for 

SDGs are informed

• Describing biases against Global

South research in terms of SDGs

… and a policy/funding agenda:

• Capacity-building of key STI 

organizations fosters a longer-term

perspective on STI for SDGs

• Rethinking incentives that allow

researchers and organizations to 

better contribute to SDGs

• Building regional and national 

structures (Chairs, networks, 

consortia) for longer-term impact, 

more equitable North-South 

collaborations 
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