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Abstract

Why and when is it appropriate and relevant to use research funds for social innovation to support both
conventional scholarly researchers and non-researchers working in collaboration?
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Main text
The scarcity of research funding available in low-income
countries, and the enormous needs of those countries,
suggest that research for development money might be
better spent to support qualified researchers who are, at
least in theory, more likely to develop new research
agendas, make new discoveries, and through the transfer
of their research, stimulate innovation.
However, a cursory look at the many places of com-

merce in various African countries, including in crowded
markets, provides a glimpse of the ingenuity and
innovation that prevails in such settings.
Over many decades, Sida has provided support to

strengthen research capacity in low income countries,
with emphasis on “the use of the research”– defined
here both as utilising local research expertise and utilis-
ing the important relevant research results obtained.
This philosophy has fed into the initial steps of
innovation and especially into achieving societal impact
from this [1]. This need not occur in orthodox research
settings. However, connecting research and innovation is
a means to ensure that research results are used and
enhance sustainable impact, with the goal to reduce
poverty and build sustainable societies.

A systems approach to innovation that focuses on the
creation of an enabling environment for innovation is
thus promoted. A key feature for any successful
innovation, especially in low income countries, is effi-
cient and effective interaction between the different
stakeholders at an early stage. This includes universities,
the private sector, the public sector and civil society.
Sida has interpreted its role in part, to fund and to

facilitate dialogue to harness important ideas and ways
of approaching health care and the prevention of disease
and ill health through local innovations. This is espe-
cially relevant when the solutions that derive from this
approach are accessible by and affordable for people
who are poor, or whose financial status is unpredictable.
Social innovation procedures generated in local settings,
in response to local social structures, contingencies and
constraints, are more likely to be able to address these
roadblocks in appropriate health delivery. Furthermore,
finding methods that allow rigorous documentation of
the innovation and assess its reproducibility, through the
interactions of researchers with social innovators, has
the potential to make such social innovations in health
very powerful tools to improve health in low income
settings.
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Sida is committed to strengthening local institutional
research capacity in low income countries and support-
ing organisations with a focus on social innovation, such
as TDR where, in addition to its undesignated funding,
Sida provides specific funding to support social
innovation [2]. This opens the opportunity for social in-
novators to analyse and gather the evidence needed to
ascertain the reproducibility of affordable social innova-
tions in health. Such assessment is vital when making
the case to policy and other decision makers who seek
health innovations that can have positive impact on the
health of a wide range of people, regardless of their
financial status.

Conclusions
The establishment of research hubs within the frame-
work of the Social Innovation for Health Initiative,
through competitive processes, provides the opportunity
for prospective social innovators in various countries.
The aim is to develop further skills to help simple,
accessible and effective social innovations in health to be
identified. By nurturing academic, community and insti-
tutional collaboration and communication, we are most
likely to identify and target for implementation, inter-
ventions in the places where they can make the greatest
difference.
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