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The launch of Lean Research, August 2014 
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#1. A consciously-chosen engagement paradigm

Engagement paradigms in international development research collaboration include:

1. Research by us, for us

2. Research for development (from outside the system)

3. Research as development (from inside the system)

4. Research capacity building, TA, and backstopping



#1. A consciously-chosen engagement paradigm

Douthwaite, B., and Hoffecker, E., (2017). “Towards a complexity-aware theory of change 
for participatory research programs working within agricultural innovation systems.” 
Agricultural Systems (155) 88-102



#2. A theory of change

If I add compost to 
my backyard garden 
to improve the soil 
quality and plants 
seeds at the right 
time 

and my garden has 
sufficient sunlight and 
water, and the fencing 
keeps the rabbits out

then I expect my flowers to 
grow stronger and taller than 
they did last year

ACTIONS ASSUMPTIONS ANTICIPATED RESULT



#2. A theory of change



#2. A theory of change

Source: Douthwaite et. al. (2017),“A Theory of Change for M&E,” p. 305.



#3. Participatory after-action reviews (AARs)
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#4. Lean Research questions and a “lean log”



Photo credit: MIT CITE

Introduction to Lean Research



What is Lean Research?
An approach to research designed to improve the practice, results, and impact of data collection 
involving people and communities targeted for development and humanitarian interventions. 
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The Lean Research approach was co-developed by faculty and researchers at MIT D-Lab, the Fletcher 
School and the Feinstein International Center at Tufts University who had observed the following:

Why Lean Research? 

1. 

2. 

3. 

Human subjects research in vulnerable contexts is a form of 
development intervention. 

Power and social dynamics- as well as prior experience- influence 
research results. 

Research fatigue among vulnerable populations is growing, and with 
good cause. 



The conceptual foundations
Inspired by lean production and human-centered design, Lean Research focuses on continual 
improvement in the research production process, opening space to innovate familiar routines. 

Lean Research is enjoyable for research subjects, produces value for communities, generates actionable 
findings and is efficient in terms of the cost and burden of research efforts relative to their impact. 



The Lean Research approach
Lean Research is an approach that can be used in qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods studies 
across a range of academic disciplines and types of research.
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The Lean Research Framework
Lean Research uses a framework of four principles as a starting point to make systematic improvements 
to the research process in order to enable both the research process and outputs to benefit study 
subjects as well as research clients, decision-makers, and donors. 



Rigor
• Ensures the integrity of the research process 

and validity of the findings

• Focuses on practices to increase the 
accuracy and truthfulness of the information 
we’re collecting 

• Data is:
• Documented fully and accurately
• Kept safely and securely 

Lean Research Principles 

Relevance

4Rs

Right Size 
Respect 



Rigor
• Addresses questions that matter to various 

stakeholders

• Findings are understandable and accessible
to diverse audiences

• Findings can be understood by research 
participants 

• Findings inform decision-making and action at 
multiple levels 

Lean Research Principles 

Relevance

4Rs

Right Size
Respect



Rigor • Prioritizes the dignity and delight of the 
research subject during the research process

• Honors research participants’ right to be fully 
informed about the research and its uses

• Creates a real, meaningful, understandable 
informed consent process in which research 
subjects feel free to opt out of participation.

Lean Research Principles

Relevance

4Rs

Right Size
Respect



Rigor
• Research scope and methods are well suited to 

research objectives and the importance of the 
research questions.

• Study costs and burden to research 
participants are proportionate to potential for 
impact and relevance to their lives.

• The time of research participants is valued and 
taken appropriately.

Lean Research Principles 

Relevance

4Rs

Right Size 
Respect



Putting Lean Research into practice



Putting Lean Research into practice



A growing community
The Lean Research community includes over 100 researchers, practitioners, donors, and policymakers 
working in the international development and humanitarian spaces. 

The community provides a safe space to learn from peers, experiment with implementing Lean Research 
practices, and continue co-developing the approach.



Common pitfalls in international partnerships

1. Rushing into relationships to meet grant deadlines
Start prior to grant opportunities

2. Inaccurate up-front assessment of collaborators’ skills or capacity to 
implement

Start small and low-dollar

3. Mis-aligned values, approaches or ways of working
Build in a practice of learning and reflection (AARs)
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ASPIRE: Achieving Sustainable 
Partnerships for Innovation, 
Research, and Entrepreneurship
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Avoiding common pitfalls 
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ASPIRE’s complexity-aware ToC



ASPIRE’s program-wide AAR
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ASPIRE’s research AAR
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Thank you!
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