
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  R E S E A R C H  C E N T R E

The successful Knowledge Forum held in Yangon between July 
4-12th 2019 provided a showcase for the impressive network of 
researchers working on and in Myanmar. In so doing, it brought 
visibility to the network and attracted new audiences to the growing 
bank of local evidence on the country’s transition to democracy.
Over 100 individuals, from more than 30 institutions, took part in the 
event. It was the first of its kind in the country but, based on positive 
feedback, it will not be the last!

The nine-day academic festival was a mix of events aimed at both 
public and policy audiences. It began with a series of specialist 
training workshops for partners in the Knowledge for Development 
Myanmar (K4DM) programme, and a two-day conference entitled: 
“Managing Challenges During Myanmar’s Transition”. The event, 
a tripartite collaboration between the University of Yangon, the 
College of Asia & the Pacific Australian National University and the 
Institute of Myanmar Studies at Yunnan University, brought together 
researchers from Myanmar, Australia and China and focused on the 
impact of policy change across a wide range of fields. Sessions were 
wide-ranging and included education reform and innovation, China-
Myanmar relations and ordinary people and policy change. 

The Forum opened its doors to the public on July 9th with a welcome 
by Karen MacArthur, Canada’s Ambassador to Myanmar. “The 
Canadian government is a strong advocate of evidence as a pillar of 
good governance and we are committed to supporting the people 

of Myanmar in their decade-long struggle for democracy and human 
rights”, she said. “We are therefore pleased to support IDRC and Global 
Affairs Canada with this event”. 

The keynote speech was delivered by H.E. Dr. Myo Kywe, the Chairman 
of the National Education Policy Commission (NEPC), a body created 
by the National Education Law, that comprises 21 academics and 
education experts, to provide policy advice on education for the 
promotion of Myanmar’s development. The Chairman highlighted 
the challenges and the vision for reform of Myanmar’s knowledge 
sector.

A panel, made up of scholars with long experience of the research 
landscape in the country, was chaired by Francesco Obino, Head of 
Programs for the Global Development Network (GDN). Panellists— 
Zaw Oo, Executive Director of the Centre for Economic and Social 
Development; Charlotte Galloway, Director of the Myanmar Research 
Centre at the Australian National University; Tin Maung Maung Than, 
Senior Research Fellow at the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies 
(ISEAS) and Thida Kyu, Pro-Rector, University of Economics, Meikhtila, 
Myanmar— explored the challenges of supporting the system-wide 
reform that is needed to strengthen the quality and quantity of 
research in the country.

Dr Thida Kyu spoke about the importance of supporting research 
that is suited for the development of Myanmar’s economy and 
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country. “We have research funds but they are fragmented. If we 
want to research leprosy or forest who will fund that? To have a 
comprehensive university system we must identify what is important 
for the nation and support interdisciplinary and problem driven 
research to address these needs.” 

The efforts to re-build the higher education sector has been praised 
by Aung San Suu Kyi in 2013 as “part of our efforts to revitalise and 
reinvigorate our society.” 

Zaw Oo and Ngu Wah Win, Policy Coordinator of the Centre for 
Economic and Social Development, presented the emerging findings 
of the ‘Doing Research’ project. The project looks at the barriers and 
the enabling factors for doing social science research in a country; 
and explores the lessons learned from comparing the experience 
of doing research across time, and across different countries. The 
project explores different dimensions of a country’s research system, 
including cultural, economic, political, historical and international.

Emerging findings suggest that Myanmar’s higher education 
institutes are traditionally ‘top down and hierarchical’ and this inhibits 
autonomous learning, but there are growing calls from Regional 
Assemblies and policymakers to increase and strengthen research 
support from regional universities.  

Researchers face major challenges in accessing government data 
and information, but they are not alone in doing so: even large 
international NGOs and donors report this problem. Research is 
highly politicised and this sometimes results in the suppression of 
unfavourable findings and the increasing popularity of social media 

is competing with evidence‐based research. There are poor linkages 
between research and both development and public policymaking; 
and despite the recent prioritisation of research by higher education 
institutions, a foundation for quality is not yet built.  

Public funding for research is scarce, and although the private sector 
is both motivated and willing to utilise research and data, there are 
no proper linkages to enable them to do so. 

Finally, the study found that foreign donors are the main source of 
social research funding, but many of the donor-funded research 
reports remain unread and unused. There is poor local ownership 
over research agendas and although higher education and research 
institutions are partly funded by development aid, the larger funds 
for project‐related studies tend to finance foreign experts. Overall, 
research quality and standards of research are poor, and there is 
a lack of capacity and incentive systems for new generations of 
researchers. A lack of resources leads to a shortage of viable research 
topics for students and deters collaboration between both students 
and departments.

The project recommended first, that Myanmar should emphasise 
innovation to mitigate the drawbacks of being a latecomer to the 
global research world; second, that the government should prioritise 
both physical and quality infrastructures for applied and action 
research; and third, research systems need an enabling environment 
to grow and the donor community is (perhaps) key to making this 
happen by linking aid projects’ assessments to local research systems.

Participants from more than 35 research organisations, Think Tanks 
and INGOs working on pro-democracy initiatives assembled early 
in the Marketplace on the morning of July 10th. The event aimed to 
provide organisations with a space to communicate their work with 
others working in the ‘knowledge ecosystem’ in the country. Faced 
with a large empty Banqueting Hall, they began to unload boxes of 
materials, brand-new posters and merchandise, research literature and 
video screens to populate their stands next to others doing the same. 
The hall was soon buzzing with the combined voices of more than 120 
participants. The onset of biblical monsoon rains outside only served 
to make people speak louder, to make sure they were being heard 
above the unwelcome and extra noise.

This was the first time such a Marketplace has been held in Myanmar; 
but you wouldn’t have known it. The participants embraced the 
opportunity to get beyond knowing the name of their organisational 

peers. They took turns to visit other stands; exchanging business cards; 
selectively collecting relevant literature; exploring common areas 
of work. Networking is relatively new to the country, but the young 
scholars were eager to learn and keen to explore potential avenues 
for collaboration. Participants were given postcards and asked to 
nominate which market stall/organisation they had learned the most 
from (Mandalay University were the winners); what market stall was 
the most innovative and why (Gender Equality Network because 
they had thought about how to make it easier for people to access 
their materials e.g. putting QR codes on publications); and what 
organisation/project they planned to make contact with/collaborate 
in future (participants pledged on the postcards to follow up with a 
total of 18 organisations in total). Every stand was staffed up to the 
end of the day, and participants were already talking about what they 
would do better next time. The event will be repeated for sure.

All photos ©IDRC/K4DM 
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While policies are essential to enshrine the rights of ordinary men and 
women in the laws of a country, it can take years for the meaningful 
positive changes promised on paper to appear in the lives of people. 
A Roundtable on Gender Equality held at the recent Knowledge 
Forum in Yangon heard about the distance between the theoretical 
progress made and the practical realities of gender advances in the 
country.  For example, while Myanmar’s 2008 Constitution prohibits 
discrimination based on sex, the legal system is still skewed against 
women and non-binary people. 

“Most people simply assume that gender equality is a women’s issue. 
They think it is only for women’s rights and the status of women. But, 
the concept and definition of gender are broader than that,” said Wut 
Hmone Phyu, a Research Officer at Myanmar Institute of Gender 
Studies.  

The session was the subject of an online feature article in Mizzima in 
July 2019.

Tackling Gender Inequality in Myanmar

There are many routes a society can take to achieve gender 
transformation. Some are visible and dramatic e.g. introducing legal 
and policy reform to end discrimination; and some are attitudinal 
e.g. challenging stereotypes held by both men and women about 
the role of women in society. Others are quiet but no less profound 
e.g. supporting working mothers to play their full part in professional 
working life. A challenge all over the world, the return to work is 
particularly difficult for women in Myanmar because of institutional, 
cultural and social pressures that require women to stay at home and 
look after their children.

The Knowledge for Development Myanmar (K4DM) programme has 
a strong and persistent gender theme at its core. This is visible in both 
its ambition to catalyse gender-transformative policy development, 
and in the mechanisms used to achieve this aim e.g. providing 
gender training to researchers and promoting positive employment 
practices in the organisations it supports.  

May Pannchi works for the Myanmar Institute for Integrated 
Development (MIID) as the Research Coordinator for a project 
supported by the K4DM programme. The project aims to identify and 
address the barriers affecting women’s full economic and political 
participation in seven ethnic groups in two states, South Shan and 
East Shan.  Her role— supervising focus group discussions, training 

volunteers, collecting and analysing data— requires her to travel for 
more than 40% of the time. In 2018, she became a first-time mother 
to her son, Jayce, and talked about how she manages to juggle the 
two roles of mother and full-time professional.  

“My situation is unusual in the country: I am lucky”, she says. “The 
participants are understanding, and they and the gender trainers 
all say: ‘Bring the children!’ Group discussions are held with children 
playing in the background and my baby is not a disturbance to 
them. I have a supportive husband and I can hire extra help so I can 
dedicate 100% of my time to my job when I’m there. MIID is a small 
organisation so staff know each other as individuals and try to be 
supportive. There is a policy that allows us to work from home and 
there are three other working mothers, so I am not alone.”

“Of course there are challenges. Many people say that my husband 
should be the main bread winner. They ask him: “Why are you looking 
after the baby? Why do you let your wife travel far from the home?”  
May thinks that there is a long way to go before her situation is 
‘the norm’ for women in Myanmar, but hopes that she is providing 
inspiration for others. “While I travel to the field at the village and 
township level, I am seen by people who are curious that I can work 
full time. This makes them start to think about it. Because of the 
cultural norms and traditions that exist in these places, the women 
face more impediments than I do for now. But this is changing.”

May thinks that the supportive environment provided by her 
organisation has advantages for them too. “After the birth of my son I 
became stronger than before. I can handle the time because I have to: 
in fact, I think it affects productivity positively. If I look at ‘better jobs’ 
in bigger organisations I also have to consider their attitude towards 
supporting me as a working mother, and may decide not to move.”

The project works with, and through, four civil society organisations 
based in the two regions. Research is carried out participatively 
to ensure: that local people lead the research in a gender sensitive 
manner in their own ethnic communities; that it is conducted in a 
familiar language and fully acknowledges and appreciates cultural 
norms and gender roles; and that the project leaves a legacy of built 
capacity around gender concepts and research skills.

May Pannchi, Research Coordinator at MIID, with her 10 month old son, Jayce.
 ©MIID

The Road to Gender Transformation is Long 

Panel members at the Gender Round Table take questions. ©IDRC/K4DM
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Knowledge for Democracy Myanmar Initiative aims to build the capacity of leaders to carry 

out research and evidence-based policymaking with a focus on inclusive economic policies and 

democratic laws and standards. This five-year, $10.7 million initiative is funded by Canada through 

the IDRC and the Global Affairs Canada. Part of Canada’s foreign affairs and development efforts, IDRC 

invests in knowledge, innovation, and solutions to improve the lives of people in the developing 

world.
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Myanmar Economic Bulletin

The second issue of the Myanmar Economic 
Bulletin has been published by the Myanmar 
Development Institute. It focuses on the 
possibilities of Myanmar’s growing involvement 
in global supply chains and income flows; private 
and public finance and the critical role of getting 
infrastructure ‘right’.

2018 Annual Peace and Security Review

The 2018 Annual Peace and Security Review 
published by the Myanmar Institute for Peace 
and Security (MIPS) is now available in Burmese  
as well as in English.

Read more about the Review in the July issue of 
the Inclusive Myanmar Newsletter.

Upcoming events

22 - 23 October 2019: The Asia Development Bank–Asian Think Tanks 
Network (ATTN) Development Forum 2019 is being held in Yangon 
and focuses on The Global Value Chain and Economic Development. 
The forum will provide a venue to share ideas and experiences among 
affiliated scholars on the drivers and impact of global value chains and 
opportunities and challenges for Asia within it.

24 – 28 January 2020: The Australia Myanmar Institute (AMI) and the 

Myanmar Institute of Strategic and International Studies (MISIS) are 
hosting Conference 2020: Progress toward Myanmar’s Sustainable 
Development Goals. The first two days will be held at the University of 
Yangon and will review the country’s progress towards the MDGs with 
a special focus on leadership. The second two days will be held at the 
University of Mandalay and look at projections for Mandalay’s growth and 
development by 2030, mindful of its strategic location with important 
road, rail, water and air links to China, India and Thailand, and to the Bay 
of Bengal.

The legacy of IDRC’s Knowledge for Development Myanmar 
(K4DM) programme is beginning to show itself in strengthened, 
more confident and visible research institutions as the programme 
passes its half-way point. Supported by Canada’s Global Affairs and 
beginning in January 2017, the programme’s most recent Annual 
Report shows more than 30 Canadian, international and Myanmar 
partners have implemented 18 projects under the initiative’s three 
main pillars. These focus on building the individual capacity of key 
stakeholders; enhancing the organisational capacity of independent 
think tanks; and providing grants for research projects on gender 
equality and political decentralisation.

The programme’s design and implementation are informed by IDRC’s 
50-year history of supporting democratic transitions in countries like 
South Africa, Chile and Vietnam. This valuable experience shows that 
equipping local researchers and policymakers with the necessary 
knowledge and tools helps them to generate the evidence needed 
to build prosperous, democratic societies.

A busy schedule of training and mentoring individual academics 
has yielded nine new research groups; more than 150 civil servants 
receiving advanced training on quantitative research methods 
and public finance; and the country’s first plan for improving 
parliamentary research capacity within a subnational legislature in 
Shan State.

The programme has worked on strengthening institutions by 
delivering training in organisational development, gender, and hiring 

and training new staff. It has facilitated exchanges and collaborations 
across the pool of grantees. 

Research teams supported by K4DM prepared and published their 
first joint report on gender equality; the first survey of Myanmar’s 
policy community; and a ground-breaking report calling for the 
creation of a Myanmar National Climate Land Bank to prepare the 
country and its people for large-scale climate-related displacement.

Priorities for the remainder of the programme will be guided by 
the Learning Evaluation that has been commissioned, on top of the 
planned series of summer schools and workshops at major Myanmar 
universities; mentoring and training to support sub-national 
parliaments; and working to strengthen the media ahead of the 2020 
elections.

For more details about the K4DM Annual Report see the full story and 
publication on the IDRC website.

K4DM Programme Reports Good Progress

New publications
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