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What is the 
Tafakari Yearbook?

Busara’s Tafakari  offers an annual summary of who we are, 

what we do,  and where we are going. 

Tafakari  means ‘ to reflect ,  ponder, think about’  in Kiswahil i , 

the language widely spoken in Kenya, where our headquar ters 

are located.  The Tafakari  Yearbook is an oppor tunity for 

different voices from within Busara 

To reflect:  What have we accomplished in the year gone 

past? What have we learned about humanity’s complex 

chal lenges and how behavioral  science might help? How is 

the environment in which we do our work changing? 

To ponder :  What kind of contr ibution are we hoping to make 

with our work? What changes would we l ike to see within 

ourselves and around us? What responsibi l i t ies must we take 

on to work towards a better future? What role can we play? 

To think:  What are our plans,  hopes,  and dreams for the 

coming year?
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M E E T  B U S A R A

Busara works with researchers and 

organizations to advance and apply 

behavioral  science in pursuit  of 

pover ty al leviat ion.  As a research 

and advisory organization,  we 

are boutique,  cutt ing edge and 

vocal ,  seeking to push the frontiers 

of  knowledge in behavioral 

science and development ,  and 

putt ing the Global  South at the 

center of  research,  pol icy,  and 

pract ice.  We pursue a future 

where global  human development 

act ivit ies respond to people’s 

l ived experience;  value knowledge 

generated in the context in which i t 

is  appl ied;  and promote cultural ly-

appropriate and inclusive pract ices.

To help achieve this,  we advance 

ethical  behavioral  science 

and equitable scholarship 

in the Global South through 

interdiscipl inary research (using 

qual itative,  quantitative and 

experimental  methods) and 

through personnel pol ic ies that 

suppor t diversity,  inclusion and 

equity in an international Global 

South organization.  As the largest 

behavioral  science lab in the world 

with 133,000+ lab par t ic ipants, 

we join our par tners—such as 

implementing non-profit  and 

private sector par tners,  academics, 

governments and mult i laterals—

on a learning journey to f ind out 

how to increase the impact of their 

programs.

The operational ly-relevant 

knowledge we produce tackles 

complex issues in food security, 

c l imate and environment , 

l ivel ihoods,  governance,  digital 

inclusion,  education,  peace,  and 

health.  With our work,  we are 

growing the next generation of 

researchers through in-house 

courses,  academic teaching,  and 

visit ing fel lowships.
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We want to learn. We want to never stop asking the difficult 
questions in our work. We want to meet each other with open-
ness and interest.

ACT  W I T H  C U R I O S I T Y

We want our work to be thoughtful and of high quality. We want 
to fulfill the need that we originally identified in pursuing a piece 
of work. We are careful about the complex issues we tackle, and 
mindful of the huge impact they have on people’s real lives.

ACT  W I T H  R ES P E CT

We are collaborators, seeking to actively share knowledge and 
perspectives. We seek to communicate and contribute to achiev-
ing our shared purpose.

ACT  TO G E T H E R

We want to keep a clear line of sight of why we do what we do. 
We want to take responsible ownership of our work, and be 
held accountable to the standards we set for ourselves.

ACT  W I T H  P U R P O S E

B U S A R A’ S  C O R E  VA L U E S
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Message from leadership

Chaning Jang is Busara’s Chief Executive Officer

Busara is under pressure. 

As an organization dedicated to 

behavioral  science in pursuit  of 

pover ty al leviat ion,  we feel  that 

pressure from al l  around us.  There 

is  pressure from the outside world: 

c l imate change is real ;  i t  is  here, 

and it  dispropor t ionately affects 

those experiencing pover ty.  Confl ict , 

pol i t ical  polar ization,  and extremism 

1 (UN 2020)
2 (World Health Organization Executive Board 2023 (1 February))
3 (Lewis-Kraus 2023)
4 (Nesterak 2023)
5 (Piper 2020 October 14))
6 (Weatherby 2023 (November 30))

have become a normal par t  of  l i fe 

for people.  Rapid inf lat ion has 

forced people to do more with 

less.  The next pandemic seems 

r ight around the corner.  A wave of 

misinformation and disinformation 

makes addressing these chal lenges 

even more diff icult .

There is  also pressure from and on 

behavioral  science.  The promise 

of behavioral  science has hit  the 

mainstream. Both the UN1 and the 

WHO2 ful ly embraced the power of 

behavioral  science to tackle a wide 

range of areas,  from health to the 

confl ict  to internal  bureaucracy. 

This puts the pressure at an al l-

t ime high for behavioral  science to 

del iver results.  At the same t ime, 

al legations of academic misconduct3 

and outr ight data fraud4 threaten to 

dismantle the science that underpins 

our f ie ld and add to the broader 

social  science repl icat ion cr is is.5 

These also invite broader cr i t ic ism6 
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of the problems we hope to solve. 

No longer can behavioral  science 

be seen as a singular s i lver bul let 

(and by the way,  i t  never was that 

s i lver bul let  in the f i rst  place) .  We 

must evolve our par tnerships,  ways 

of working,  and operating model  to 

more readi ly make an impact .

This pressure focuses,  forces,  and 

breaks.  But pressure also br ings us 

together.

We are not alone.  Behavioral 

science teams around the world 

have f lourished.  This year,  we 

counted nearly 900 teams that 

pract ice behavioral  science,9 

covering the gamut of boutique 

consultancies,  hundred-person 

agencies,  and embedded groups 

within governments,  mult i laterals 

and non-prof its.  What once was a 

handful  is  now a t idal  wave.  This 

year at Busara,  we star ted 88 

projects,  onboarded 67 new staff 

and interns,  and opened a new off ice 

in Latin America to continue our goal 

of  helping foster behavioral  science 

and behavioral  science talent 

worldwide.  We have redefined our 

operating model  to center around a 

dozen issue-based por t fol ios,  such 

7 (Aden 2023)
8 (Ngugi and Schomerus 2023)
9 888 Teams as of Dec 14,  2023. https: //www.behavioralteams.com/teams/

of  behavioral  science’s contr ibution 

to publ ic pol icy and whether the 

newly found impor tance in the 

realm of pol icy is  deserved.  More 

fundamental ly,  behavioral  science’s 

narrow focus on individual  behavior 

and overrel iance on nudges has 

created questions about whether 

the f ie ld is  truly f i t  for  purpose or 

better left  to the academic domain, 

or  domains where interventions can 

already be inexpensively and rapidly 

deployed,  or where f i rst-order 

structural  problems have already 

been solved.

The most pressure on us,  however, 

comes internal ly.  Nine years into 

our journey,  we are embracing what 

i t  means to be an international 

Global  South organization.7  We 

continue bui lding a hybrid work 

environment whi le keeping a hold on 

our commitment to context .  We are 

def ining how diversity,  equity,  and 

inclusion shape our identity through 

our people.8  We are real iz ing that 

to make meaningful  and last ing 

change in development ,  we need to 

break from methodological  dogma—

even redefine the f ie ld i tself— and 

embrace a more substantive view 
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as food systems, infect ious disease, 

governance,  and metascience, 

to name a few. We are,  in turn, 

br inging mult iple por t fol ios together 

to tackle far ther reaching problems 

such as cl imate change or to develop 

novel  mult idiscipl inary approaches 

to systems change.

Our work is  also not alone.  We have 

embraced our role as a steward and 

creator of  knowledge,  not s imply 

a service provider for insights.  We 

owe it  to the community of  peers, 

par tners,  funders,  and par t ic ipants 

to share our f indings to transform 

thinking.  To do that ,  we have 

created a team dedicated to f inding 

and amplifying our voice.  We 

have hosted trainings,  workshops, 

conferences,  communit ies of 

pract ice,  and internal  research 

fest ivals.  We have signed 

memoranda of understanding, 

developed new par tnerships, 

seconded staff,  and housed new 

organizations.  Our work necessitates 

and thr ives under col laboration,  and 

we have jumped r ight in.

Tafakari—the Busara Yearbook— 

ref lects our journey in 2023 and an 

outlook for 2024 through the wide 

range of perspectives that wi l l  shape 

Busara’s journey going forward.  I 

hope reading it  wi l l  give you a sense 

of the pressures of solving problems 

r igorously and pract ical ly,  l iv ing up to 

expectations,  representing the people and 

voices in contexts you serve,  and running 

a uniquely international  Global  South 

organization.  I  hope it  also shows you our 

commitment to our context ,  community, 

and unique perspective and that you 

receive and accept an invitat ion to join us 

on our journey.

This pressure focuses, forces, 
and breaks. But pressure 
also brings us together.
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M A P  O F  C O U N T R I E S  W H E R E  B U S A R A  H A S  W O R K E D

East Asia & Pacific

Fi j i ,  Indonesia,  Papua New Guinea, 

Phi l ippines,  Samoa, Solomon Is lands, 

Tonga, Tuvalu,  Vanuatu,  Vietnam

Middle East & Nor th Africa

Egypt ,  Jordan,  Lebanon,  Syria,

Saudi Arabia

Sub-Saharan Africa

Burkina Faso,  Côte d’ Ivoire, 

Democratic Republ ic of  the Congo, 

Eswatini ,  Ethiopia,  Ghana, Guinea 

Bissau,  Kenya,  Lesotho,  Liberia, 

Malawi,  Mal i ,  Mozambique,  Niger, 

Nigeria,  Rwanda, Senegal ,  Somalia, 

Somali land,  South Afr ica,  South 

Sudan, Tanzania,  Uganda, Zambia, 

Zimbabwe

South Asia

Bangladesh,  India,  Nepal ,  Pakistan

Latin America

Barbados,  Brazi l ,  Colombia, 

Guatemala,  Hait i ,  Honduras, 

Mexico,  Peru,  Suriname
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Central Asia

Azerbai jan,  Georgia

Nor th America

USA
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Researchers, we are not alone

When working hard to generate social 

science knowledge,  researchers can 

sometimes forget who is most impor tant: 

the people who share their  information 

for our research.  I t  is  the di lemma that is 

at the hear t  of  what Busara does.  A main 

focus for us has been—and continues to 

be in 2024—to f ind ways to always put 

research par t ic ipants f i rst ,  par t icular ly in 

the experimental  work we do. 

Experiments in the social  sciences 

have taught us an enormous amount in 

recent decades.  For example,  they have 

become impor tant tools for evaluating 

the eff icacy of interventions.10  However, 

in recent debates,  sharp cr it iques have 

been made of the power imbalances 

of discipl ine in knowledge production. 

Crit ics point out that al l  research funding, 

theories,  and hypotheses come from 

the Western world,  and as a result ,  the 

knowledge produced serves Western 

academic pursuits rather than actual 

development pol icy.11  The scope of these 

debates goes wel l  beyond those usual ly 

encompassed by the term ‘research 

ethics’.12  We need to move beyond a 

10 (Falk and Heckman 2009; Banerjee and Duflo 2013)
11 (Amarante et al .  2022;  Hoffmann 2020; Kaplan,  Kuhnt ,  and Steiner t  2020)
12 (Herington and Tanona 2022)

You are not alone: 
working with each other

Sharpening our principled 
approach: the future of 
research in the Global South 

Joel M. Wambua is a Research 
Specialist based in Kenya
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narrow focus on the welfare of  individual 

par t ic ipants and rather examine the 

researchers’  role in the ecosystem of 

international  development knowledge.13 

Several  researchers whose work is  on 

experimentation in the Global  South 

have responded to these cr it ic isms with 

suggestions for more ethical  conduct .14 

However,  the responses do not feature 

the voices of the par t ic ipants themselves. 

As a result ,  whi le researchers aim to 

do the r ight thing,  there is  a possibi l i ty 

that their  methods may not al ign with 

the expectations of their  par t ic ipants. 

Crossing cultural  boundaries fur ther 

complicates the situation,  as contrast ing 

views on what constitutes the r ight thing 

may exist .

Researchers cannot pursue the uncer tain 

pathway of doing good in the world 

through research i f,  at  the f i rst  hurdle, 

we harm. Yet widely shared bel iefs about 

‘do no harm’ are more diff icult  to pract ice 

than we might think .  Many of the ways 

researchers protect par t ic ipants have 

l i t t le regard for the actual  preferences 

of those par t ic ipants and are instead 

governed by far-off  inst itut ional  review 

boards. 

How we learned the hard way

At Busara,  our research primari ly focuses 

on bridging the gap between the Global 

Nor th and South,  with a signif icant 

por t ion of i t  taking place in the latter. 

Over the past decade,  our interact ions 

with research par t ic ipants from different 

areas in the Global  South have often 

left  us with the impression that they are 

disi l lusioned by the purpose of research. 

They often ask about the impor tance 

of the research conducted in their 

communit ies and the reasoning behind 

some of the decisions researchers make 

and repeatedly ask researchers to share 

results so they can learn something.  For 

instance,  in a recent qual itat ive study 

that we conducted,  a female par t ic ipant 

from Kibera,  a large slum in Nairobi ,  said; 

‘Honestly,  I  don’t  know the benefits and 

r isks of  par t ic ipating in research since 

I  have never been told’  and another 

said ’ i t  is  impor tant to me so that I  can 

know what went on and what wil l  now. 

I  would l ike to know what the results 

were and how it  would help someone’.15 

When research is not meaningful  to 

par t ic ipants,  the f indings may have 

l imited val idity.16

Relatedly,  the misal ignment in 

expectations between researchers 

and par t ic ipants may lead to profound 

negative consequences.  At Busara,  we 

have witnessed f irsthand the potential 

13 (Camfield and Palmer-Jones 2015)
14 (Humphreys 2014 (Nov 2))
15 (Nyaga et al .  2022)
16 (Schmidt 2022)
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harm that can occur when there is  a lack 

of understanding and communication 

between these different worlds. 

Consider an example from our early days. 

We conducted a study invest igating 

whether transferr ing a large sum of 

money – USD 500 – to lower-income 

Kenyans would improve people’s 

economic and psychological  wel l-being. 

We implemented the study in vi l lages 

where most vi l lagers earned less than 

USD 200 monthly.  The transfer of  money 

was uncondit ional—from ours and the 

perspectives of our Global  Nor th research 

par tners.  The study par t ic ipants could do 

whatever they wished with i t .  However, 

despite our good intentions,  the study 

caused some unintended negative 

consequences,  such as feel ings of anger, 

envy,  fear,  and jealousy among vi l lagers, 

and in some cases,  tensions across the 

vi l lages threatened to escalate into inter-

household confl ict .  We therefore,  halted 

our act ivit ies and spent t ime engaging 

community members to understand what 

had gone wrong and what we could have 

done to prevent i t .  What went wrong? 

The study was a randomized experiment 

with a pure control  group.  This meant 

that half  the vi l lagers did not receive 

the cash transfer.  The problem was that 

these control  v i l lagers did not know 

why, which led to a perception that their 

fr iends,  r ivals,  and relat ives suddenly 

received a windfal l  wor th two and a half 

t imes their  monthly earnings for reasons 

they did not understand.  When doing 

the r isk assessment for the project ,  we 

did not involve the par t ic ipants.  Had we 

done that ,  we would have known about 

the social  structures of  the vi l lage and 

explained the study procedure to the 

broader community instead of focussing 

on selected par t ic ipants only.

Our story of  this study has a posit ive 

ending.  After we learned about our 

Busara at the Afr ica Evidence Summit 2023
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mistakes,  we spent t ime talking to 

community members about the study 

procedures,  and we completed the study 

without incident .  Taking t ime to speak to 

community members about a potential 

study and brainstorming about potential 

threats and ways to mit igate them has 

al lowed us also successful ly to conduct 

better studies in other regions.  Because 

we learned that to show respect toward 

the communit ies we aim to serve is 

crucial ,  we became better researchers. 

As researchers,  we need to think more 

cr it ical ly about approaching research in 

the Global  South.  We must decolonize 

the purpose of research and bui ld a 

knowledge infrastructure that ref lects 

the voices of those being researched, 

and communicates to pol icy pract it ioners 

in the Global  South.  This means 

spending more t ime thinking through 

the values and principles of  the people 

we hope to serve,  doing research for 

actual  development rather than career 

advancement ,  and recognizing that 

research par t ic ipants are the exper ts of 

their  own l ives,  and  to involve them in 

decisions that affect them is cr i t ical .

Building better relationships: we are 

working on it

Social  research is an ongoing 

relat ionship between the researcher 

and the researched.  These are not 

empty words;  they are very real  to us. 

When researchers and the researched 

communicate about expectations,  and 

researchers try to understand the context 

of  the research,  this relat ionship gets 

easier to manage.  But i t  never gets easy. 

And the greater the chasm between 

the experience of the researchers and 

the researched,  the more thoughtful 

management of  that relat ionship is 

required. 

Heading into 2024, one of our aims is 

to sharpen our tools for that kind of 

thoughtful  relat ionship management .  In 

2023, we enhanced our thinking on what 

i t  takes to strengthen the ethics of  al l 

of  our research,  but even more so when 

working with vulnerable populat ions. 

We ar t iculated new commitments to 

diversify and protect our staff,  par tners, 

and research par t ic ipants.  We hope that 

as our tools and relat ionships continue 

to get better,  the effect wi l l  become 

cumulative from research project to 

research project :  maybe each step wil l 

al low us to make a contr ibution towards 

a more just research ecosystem in 

which knowledge creators and research 

par t ic ipants work together and,  in doing 

so,  create better evidence that can be 

used for better pol ic ies and programs. I t 

wi l l  be for everyone’s benefit .
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Michael Onsando is Busara’s Manager 
Voice and Impact ,  based in Kenya

How I becomes we: why 
voice is the link between us 
and the world

What makes us

I f  you go far back enough in history, 

communication and community become 

the same word.  They both star t  out as 

communis ,  an old Latin word that means 

common, publ ic ,  general  or  shared by al l . 

Who ‘ I ’  am may be the terr i tory of  the 

individual ,  but everyone has a stake in 

who ‘we’  are.

When we speak,  we par t ic ipate in this act 

of  community bui lding.  We begin to carve 

out a space for ‘ I ’  in the shared ‘we’.  But 

when does I  become we? And how does i t 

happen? 

Busara is a col lect ive of  individuals,  each 

with their  own perspective on the world. 

Busara sits within a larger ecosystem of 

development organizations in the Global 

South.  Which each sit  within a larger 

ecosystem of development organizations. 

Through our voice,  we seek to make 

ourselves known to the world and thus 

make the world known to us.  To bui ld 

Busara’s voice,  we have,  in the past year, 

created onl ine and off l ine avenues where 

individuals and organizations can express 

their  v iews and hear the views of others. 

In doing this,  we hope to create a future 

that is  truly communis.

What we have asked this past year and 

what was asked of us

Understanding what is  shared by al l 

involves asking questions about the 

elements involved and explor ing their 

relat ions.  At Voice and Impact ,  we 

have faci l i tated asking questions l ike 

‘What does i t  mean to be a Global 

South organization?’.*  We have created 

frameworks for navigating contexts when 

al l  researchers are often one (sometimes 

more than one) step removed from 

their  research environment .*  We even 

mapped out our experiences applying 

behavioral  science in India.* While these 

publ icat ions offer a contr ibution to 

knowledge,  these are al l  areas in which 

we don’t  expect anything we put out to 

be f inal .  I f  anything,  by putt ing work l ike 

this out ,  we invite the world to interact 

with the work and perspectives of an 
*(Aden 2023)
*(Singh 2023)
*(Jagati ,Korur and Schomerus 2023)

https://www.busara.global/our-works/what-is-a-global-south-organization/
https://www.busara.global/our-works/what-is-a-global-south-organization/
https://www.busara.global/our-works/before-you-wreck-yourself-a-guide-to-facing-the-hard-truth-that-we-are-all-one-level-removed/
https://www.busara.global/our-works/before-you-wreck-yourself-a-guide-to-facing-the-hard-truth-that-we-are-all-one-level-removed/
https://www.busara.global/our-works/behavioral-science-2/
https://www.busara.global/our-works/behavioral-science-2/
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individual  or group of individuals within 

the organization and al low us to learn 

together.

This process is  not always roses and 

butter f l ies.  Sometimes the resistance 

is external .  Something we put out is 

chal lenged,  and we need to explain 

ourselves fur ther and l isten to the 

cr it iques.  Sometimes we are afraid to 

speak up,  or  our par tners are afraid.  Afraid 

of  the repercussions of putt ing something 

out .  That in trying to bui ld ourselves the 

communit ies we seek (around peace, 

just ice,  and progress) ,  we might isolate 

ourselves from the communit ies we need 

(funding and par tnerships) . 

St i l l ,  there are good days.  Like when 

we hold Tara Mistari ,  our research and 

learning fest ival  that Mareike Schomerus 

writes about in this Yearbook,  and as a 

result ,  the cross pol l ination of information 

across the organization skyrockets. 

Or when a Twitter space creates an 

environment to navigate complicated 

organizational  conversations publ ic ly 

on things l ike gender pay gaps (which 

Stanley Ngugi elaborates on more in this 

Yearbook) .*

Two tasks for Voice and Impact: 

consistency and awareness

This past year,  Busara’s voice strategy 

consisted of two words:  consistency 

and awareness.  By making sure we are 

consistently putt ing work out to the world, 

we were looking to get i ts attention.  Now 

more people are looking.  The discipl ine 

needed for consistency is  always a 

chal lenge,  which is  why we had to grow 

awareness within Busara of how impor tant 

i t  is  to interact with the world through 

the knowledge we create.  Researchers at 

Busara are running randomized control led 

tr ials (RCTs) or qual itat ive surveys; 

they analyze data and prepare repor ts. 

Many t imes asking them to then work on 

packaging this information for different 

people may seem l ike an added step too 

far.  Especial ly when the next project 

beckons and t ime is t ight .

Busara’s Tafakari  room also known as the l ibrary 
opened in 2023

*(Singh and Ngugi 2023)
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2024: everything again, but better

But precious t ime cannot mean that we 

do not do i t ,  or  that we do not do i t  wel l . 

This is  why in 2024, we are simply adding 

one more word to our strategy - qual ity. 

We wil l  spend the year def ining qual ity 

standards across the organization whi le 

st i l l  keeping up a consistent ,  steady pace 

for continual  awareness.  This,  we hope, 

wi l l  continue to carve out a space for 

Busara as a voice in the larger landscape 

that has something of value to offer.  A 

space where we are al l  together creating 

the rules and pol ic ies that govern what is 

shared by al l .

Busarians at Tara Mistari  2023

S P O T L I G H T : 
S O C I A L  M E D I A

As we reflect on the past year, our journey 
through the digital landscape has been 
nothing short of remarkable. With an 
average growth rate of 28%, our social media 
presence has flourished, connecting us with a 
diverse and engaged audience.

Groundwork chronicles
and beyond

Our Groundwork publications found 
a special place on the professional 
landscape, capturing the attention of 
thought leaders on LinkedIn.
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The buzz around 
contextualization

Sal im Kombo’s blog post on 

“Contextual iz ing Moral  Foundations 

Theor y”* attracted the attent ion of 

academics and sparked a heated 

debate on X.

GAMING CAPTIVATES
OUR PARTICIPANTS

Our par t ic ipants,  the

hear tbeat of our community,

expressed a keen interest

in learning how we 

incorporate gaming into

our research work.

Blog coverage

Our digital footprint expanded 
with the release of over 20 
insightful blog posts on our 
website and LinkedIn. These posts 
spanned diverse sectors such as 
health, experimentation, climate 
change, agriculture, and more.

28%
average 

growth rate

Closer to the MILLION-MOMENT 
milestone

Our col lect ive impact reverberated across 

the digital  realm, with our posts receiving 

nearly 1 mill ion impressions  across 

various social  media platforms.  This 

mi lestone signif ies not just numbers,  but 

a community that values and engages 

with the content we create and share.

*(Kombo 2023)
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Francis Meyo is Vice President (Research 
and Advisory),  based in Kenya

Catalyzing impact: Busara’s 
approach to global development 
and partnerships

Things are changing

2023 marked my seventh year with 

Busara.  I  spent much t ime in those 

seven years working on understanding 

the prevention and management of  HIV 

infect ions and how behavioral  science 

can be helpful  here. 

During that t ime,  I  also saw a signif icant 

shift  in the trajectory of  HIV prevention 

programming (which becomes even 

more apparent in the past three 

decades) .  Strategies for prevention and 

management were init ial ly predominantly 

inf luenced by Social  and Behavior Change 

Communication (SBCC),  notably centered 

around the messaging of what came to 

be known as  ABCs—‘Abstain,  Be faithful , 

use a Condom.’

However,  despite the SBCC approach 

and the ABC messaging,  HIV infect ions 

remained devastatingly high.  I t  became 

clear that communicating about ABC 

was not having the desired impact . 

The medical  community responded 

by developing and deploying various 

biomedical  products.  Concurrently, 

SBCC strategies evolved,  al igning with 

the UNAIDS 90-90-90 targets,  which 

highl ighted knowing one’s status, 

receiving antiretroviral  therapy,  and 

achieving viral  suppression.17  Awareness 

of one’s HIV status and preventive 

products became widespread.  Yet 

somehow, this knowledge and these 

products were not real ly used:  the desired 

impact remained elusive. 

Working together

In the past f ive years,  a pivotal  shift  has 

occurred,  and it  has nothing to do with 

new medical  insights,  but everything 

with community:  Col laboration,  at 

the foundational  level ,  between the 

biomedical  and behavioral  sciences 

17 The UNAIDS 90-90-90 strategy (which concluded in 2020) aimed to have 90% of al l  people l iv ing 
with HIV know their  HIV status,  90% of al l  diagnosed people receive sustained antiretroviral  therapy, 
and 90% of those receiving antiretroviral  therapy having viral  suppression.  (UNAIDS not dated)
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communit ies increased.  This col laboration 

aims to f inal ize cl inical  studies that 

innovate on desired HIV prevention 

technologies,  such as long-acting PrEP. 

Simultaneously,  effor ts are being made 

to explore the behavioral  segments, 

messaging,  and posit ioning necessary 

for the successful  awareness,  adoption, 

ut i l izat ion,  and advocacy of these 

products once they receive regulatory 

approval  and come to market .  The work 

that has kept me busy in Busara for the 

past seven years has become a lot  more 

centered on people working together. 

This concer ted effor t  is  evident in the 

journey of a f ive-year Busara study that 

involves numerous stakeholders such 

as biomedical  and behavioral  science 

researchers,  study par t ic ipants and 

respondents,  enumerators,  regulators, 

product sponsors,  advocacy groups, 

government agencies,  and creative 

agencies.  True par tnerships,  as evidenced 

by the diverse group of stakeholders 

involved here,  are instrumental  in 

achieving true impact .

Achieving more with par tners

When Busara star ted,  our genesis was 

one of disruption,  stemming from the 

inquiry of  ‘what  works or doesn’t  by 

randomistas.  But in the fol lowing years, 

we understood that our mission—which 

is to shed l ight on the intr icacies of  why 

specif ic  programs, pol ic ies,  or  products 

inf luence development outcomes—is 

not served wel l  s imply by disrupting 

others.  Anchoring our work are the core 

pr inciples of  decision making,  act ion, 

and behavior,  and st i l l  require us to 

pay attention to people,  whether at an 

individual ,  community,  or  global  level .  We 

learned that paying attention to people 

also means bui lding better par tnerships 

so Busara now actively cult ivates 

and maintains par tnerships at these 

various levels.  This effor t  is  dr iven by a 

shared pursuit  of  a more equitable and 

sustainable future for everyone.

Busarians Morgan Kabeer and Shalmali  Ghaisas at a 
learning event
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In the global  development landscape,  our 

research,  design,  and advisory services 

hold signif icant value for implementing 

par tners,  pol icymakers,  and product 

designers.  Simultaneously,  Busara 

recognizes the impor tance of identifying 

the individuals and groups to whom  our 

understanding of behaviors is  grounded, 

appl ies to,  and ult imately impacts.  While 

we persistently str ive to br idge the gap 

between intention and act ion,  we also 

focus on closing potential  disparit ies 

within the research/design to pol icy/

pract ice (R /D - P/P) spectrum.

This involves for t i fy ing our connections 

with respondents,  enumerators,  and 

benefic iar ies,  as wel l  as engaging with 

creatives,  advocates,  and sponsors.  Such 

effor ts ensure al ignment of  col lect ive 

agendas on development and minimize 

the r isk of  knowledge and act ions being 

lost along the R /D - P/P spectrum. 

None of that is  par t icular ly effect ive i f 

done in isolat ion.  So,  in navigating the 

complexit ies of  the global  development 

system, Busara’s commitment to foster ing 

meaningful  par tnerships and bridging 

cr it ical  gaps remains unwavering, 

paving the way for more effect ive and 

sustainable interventions that have the 

impact that they want to achieve. 

Mareike Schomerus is Vice President 
(Voice and Impact ),  based in Kenya

Did you catch that? The making 
of a learning organization

Lockdown pushed us over the edge. 

Everyone looked so t i red on Zoom cal ls 

coming out of  the winter of  2020/21. 

With Busara staff  worldwide having 

gone through different experiences of 

lockdown, Covid waves,  and trying to 

keep our organization going,  I  real ized 

that I  was more famil iar  with what the 

wal ls looked l ike in everyone’s homes 

than with their  work:  the hour-long 

slots of  engaging with each other just 

did not al low for meaningful  exchange 

and learning.  We missed the one thing 

we wanted to do:  communal ly advance 

knowledge. 
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Busara’s journey

Busara was born out of  a service need: 

to del iver data col lect ion to academics 

requir ing behavioral  lab experimentation. 

While the longevity of  Busara is a 

testament to the need for this service, 

v irulent debates have shifted the 

organization’s interests:  debates about 

the appl icabi l i ty and reach of randomized 

control led tr ials ;  experiments;  the need 

for interdiscipl inary knowledge creation; 

local isat ion;  and the gaping Global  South 

data gap.  Busara could go on forever 

being a service del ivery organization for 

others—or we could learn to take a stance 

on some of these issues ourselves. 

The ethics of  research are different and 

more acute when you l ive where the 

research is conducted. The ar t iculat ion 

of what the data gap real ly means for 

our pol icy understanding is much sharper 

when you are one of the people not 

represented by that data.  And the global 

need for a comprehensive,  data-informed 

debate is  becoming clearer as the need 

for col lect ive act ion is  more urgent than 

ever,  and the wil l ingness to be together 

diminishes since the international 

inst itut ions that ought to shape this 

togetherness are losing power because 

many,  i f  not most ,  cannot see their 

benefit . 

How does this shape our interest? I t 

highl ights that we can use the substantial 

amount of  effor t  that has already gone 

into bui lding an organization (and 

keeping it  funded and mission-driven is 

no picnic)  and bui ld i t  out to become more 

of a think tank than a consultancy,  more 

of a knowledge contr ibutor than a service 

del iverer. 

Who is Busara, the learning 

organization?

We talk a lot  about diversity,  inclusion, 

equity,  and the need to contextual ize 

research.  We also want to understand 

what i t  means to be an organization that 

is  rooted in the Global  South yet f iercely 

international .  With a voice that can be 

heard in many different international 

sett ings that deal  with appl ied research–

without s imply bending to conventions, 

but by also developing our own. 

But how to do that? How do you take 

completely different educational 

experiences,  different knowledge 

cultures,  different—to be Bourdieu 

about i t—habitus? How do you set up 

your inst itut ion so that i t  suppor ts i ts 

researchers in growing their  careers, 

f inding their  voice,  and making a 

The ethics of research are differ-
ent and more acute when you live 
where the research is conducted.
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contr ibution? What steps does i t  take to 

develop a learning organization culture 

that does not s imply repl icate what other 

organizations do? 

Learning to walk

One step is to real ize that learning is 

pract ice.  Learning is culture.  Declar ing 

interests and seeking to contr ibute to 

knowledge and learning can be tough 

to do in a business model  that also 

sometimes simply requires us to f i l l 

f inancial  holes.  But the stark real izat ion 

of the learning vacuum that lockdown 

brought put us on the track that in 2023 

saw our learning culture become more 

rooted as a natural  par t  of  who Busara 

is.  An integral  par t  of  this is  our learning 

fest ival  Tara Mistari .

Tara Mistari  was born as an idea in 

that dark lockdown winter of  2020/21.  A 

humble team of two—Shriyam Gupta (now 

University of  Maryland) and myself—

identif ied that the lockdown had made it 

harder for al l  of  us to make connections 

between what we knew and between 

each other.  Tara Mistari  connects:  in 

a nod to two languages widely spoken 

in Busara (Hindi  and Kiswahi l i ) ,  Tara 

Mistari  descr ibes the imaginary l ines 

that connect the stars to bui ld a 

constel lat ion.  I t  is  entirely possible to 

look at a beautiful  night sky and see 

the gl i t ter ing dots of  stars (tara)—

information—without ever drawing l ines 

(mistari)  between them to frame them as 

a constel lat ion that becomes recognizable 

knowledge (such as the constel lat ion 

Orion:  very easy to point out ,  very hard 

to describe i t  without referr ing to the 

imaginary l ines) .  Tara Mistari  is  designed 

to help us draw the connections to move 

what we learn from dots of  information to 

patterns of knowledge.

Busarian Brenda Ogutu at Tara Mistari  2023
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of India’s behavioral  science gathering 

Disha ColLab’  23–about which Krit i 

Chouhan writes more in this yearbook. 

Another identif ied need was to 

systematical ly share our knowledge 

with the world.  Thus,  2023 also saw the 

launch of Busara’s publ icat ion ser ies 

Groundwork. Groundwork  embodies 

our move toward intentional ly working 

on bui lding Busara’s voice in the way 

we know best :  by acknowledging al l  the 

actual  groundwork an organization l ike 

Busara does.  Groundwork  celebrates the 

work that often stays in the background—

the thinking on research approaches, 

l i terature reviews,  lessons learned,  or 

fundamental  discussions about how we 

do our work .

A third par t  of  the move towards being 

a learning organization is  the change 

The f i rst  Tara Mistari  in September 

2021 was largely conducted onl ine with 

small  decentral ized staff  gatherings. 

Tara Mistari  2022 was a humble get-

together held inside a wel l-venti lated 

off ice.  In 2023, Tara Mistari  was a 

joyful  celebration with about 120 

people meeting in our garden and 

around the campfire,  cherishing debate, 

companionship,  and seeking insights on 

the question of where Busara f i ts in in 

the research ecosystem. Tara Mistari  is 

now par t of  Busara’s lexicon to describe 

this par t icular learning and connecting 

experience.  Convening and bringing 

people together to learn is  an increased 

focus for us,  also evident in our convening 

What does Busara speak?
During our Tara Mistari  research 

festival ,  we dicovered the diversity of 

languages spoken in Busara that day

_
English,  Swahil i ,  Hindi ,  Kikuyu,  Kamba, 

Luhya, Sheng, Pidgin,  Teso,  Maragol i , 

Lutsotso,  Marathi ,  Meru,  Kikuyu,  Punjabi , 

Lang’e,  Wanga, Kalenj in,  Luganda, Hausa, 

Nupe, Kisi i ,  Achol i ,  Nyore,  Afr ikaans, 

Spanish,  I tal ian,  French,  Por tuguese, 

Kannada, Sign language, German, Tamil , 

Bengali ,  Hingl ish,  Runyoro,  Runywakole, 

Luo,  Amharic ,  Rukiga,  Lusoga, Gujarati , 

Alur,  Nepali ,  Mandarin,  Vietnamese
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in structures:  we have structured our 

research and advisory work around 

championing exper t ise in subject areas. 

Had we remained general ists,  we would 

l ikely be working towards someone else’s 

research agenda. 

Al l  of  that combined created another 

crucial  shift .  Busara’s beginnings as 

a behavioral  lab working mainly for 

behavioral  economists were aptly 

ref lected in i ts long or iginal  name: Busara 

Center for Behavioral  Economics.  Heading 

into 2024, this is  no longer who we are. 

Our lab has moved from being a data 

col lector to being a research par tner as 

Engy Saleh writes in this yearbook.  The 

issues we tackle with a behavioral  lens 

in our por t fol ios are complex ,  requir ing 

a commitment to diverse methods and 

discipl ines beyond psychology and 

economics.  To better ref lect this,  we 

now refer to ourselves simply as Busara 

(meaning wisdom in Kiswahi l i ) ,  which 

describes our ambit ion much better than 

the discipl inary qual i f ier. 

2024: learning to talk

A learning organization is  not bui l t  by 

decree:  learning needs to occur with 

intention,  commitment ,  and consistency.  

Once we ar t iculated the changes we 

wanted to see,  we granted ourselves 

the t ime to learn from each other—and 

continue to do so.

We star t  2024 with the ambit ion to invite 

the outside world to soon join us for 

Tara Mistari ,  to share much more of our 

groundwork through Groundwork ,  and to 

acknowledge that learning nourishes us. 

For al l  of  this,  t ime is of  the essence—

but t ime is expensive.  Staying committed 

to learning and connecting can feel  l ike 

cl imbing a mountain covered in s l ippery ice 

i f,  at  the same t ime,  you have to del iver on 

project work to keep food on the table. 

Yet ,  a crucial  consequence of real iz ing that 

this is  a joint ,  s low and steady effor t  is 

that we are committed to not s l ip up:  we 

wil l  take a day for Tara Mistari ,  even i f 

f inances are t ight and deadl ines looming. 

We wil l  celebrate the unglamorous 

but crucial  work that goes on in the 

background. We wil l  continue to learn.

Busarins celebrating Tara Mistari  2023
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Working at Busara, what was an important thing 
you learned in 2023?

Working at Busara has helped me realise the potential for both collec-
tive and individual contributions to critical issues that matter.

Shalin Desai,  Senior Analyst ,  Mumbai

Your role at Busara, whatever its nature, carries the potential to cre-
ate considerable impact.

Samantha Wanjiku, Senior Officer People Operations, Nairobi

I learned the value of collaborative teamwork and the power of di-
verse perspectives in driving innovation.

Gladys Muange, Project Operations Coordinator,  Nairobi

I learnt to think of feedback as a bold recipe suggestion – it may seem 
unfamiliar and challenging initially, but opening up to it allows me 
unravel new flavors that enhance the overall taste of my dish (work).

Ayo Adeloye, Talent Officer,  Lagos
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Sam Bastian is Busara’s Chief 
Operating Officer ;  Wilson Mburu is 
Director of Finance; Mareike Schomerus 
is Vice President (Voice and Impact ), 
based in Kenya

Welcoming the moneyed 
visitor: funding challenges and 
opportunities for a Global South 
organization 

We don’t  want to work alone.  Frankly, 

Busara can’t  afford to.  We need moneyed 

vis itors.  In 2023, we learned that with 

money,  context also matters:  under what 

condit ions and with what understanding 

money arr ives determines whether Busara 

can be a good host . 

Moneyed visitors

Money vis its Busara in different shapes.  I t 

might be attached with exact instruct ions 

on how to spend it  on the design of a 

study or the precise shape of the output . 

Or money might announce its arr ival  by 

simply stat ing:  I  am here.  I  trust you to 

spend me with intent ,  in a pr incipled way 

that is  best suited to the changing needs 

of your work .

We need both,  and we have been 

for tunate and honored to have welcomed 

a variety of  moneyed vis itors (sometimes 

the same year after year ) ,  who deeply 

bel ieve in our abi l i ty to help solve big 

global  development chal lenges.

Busara is a complex organization with 

big ambit ions to improve how research 

in global  development is  conducted,  and 

to consistently ref ine the qual ity of  the 

knowledge we produce.  Money with exact 

instruct ions br ings us par tners with skin 

in the game. These par tners br ing us their 

problems and ask:  can you help me solve 

this? Can we learn together? 
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I t  al lows us to focus and prior it ize our 

effor ts where there is  momentum and 

demand for research.  Those types of 

moneyed vis itors al low us to learn 

about the ambit ions of others who also 

want to see a change.  Condit ions and 

expectations are good i f  they are par t  of 

a healthy mix in our money f lows.

On the other hand,  the money that comes 

without exact instruct ions al lows us to 

f lourish and grow while taking r isks.  We 

need those types of vis itors.  We cannot 

use f lexible funding to subsidize def ined 

project work:  we would see that as 

violat ing the trust placed in us to be a 

sustainable organization that is  creating 

its own room to grow. This unrestr icted 

money we can spend on being a learning 

organization,  strengthening our voice, 

working on our approach to diversity and 

inclusion,  and invest ing in developing 

substantive areas with Global  South 

researchers. 

We are not in the business of making 

prof it ,  but we do have to be sustainable, 

and we are mandated to make a difference 

in global  development;  both are impossible 

to achieve without money.  We need to 

make sure our feet are f i rmly planted in 

the ground whi le pursuing the freedom to 

f ly,  which a combination of specif ic  and 

f lexible funding al lows us to do. 

Grappling with the challenges

Cer tain moneyed vis itors,  however, 

chal lenge us.  Sometimes,  a chal lenging 

moneyed vis itor intentional ly or 

unintentional ly tr ies to get more out of 

the col laboration than we can real ist ical ly 

afford.  Assuming that working in the 

Global  South would be cheaper is  a long-

standing misconception.  We are bui lding 

our col lect ive muscle to asser t  our power 

in these situations.  

At t imes,  money can be offered with 

condit ions to fundamental ly change the 

way we work .  Being offered money also 

then becomes a soul-searching moment for 

us,  as we ask ourselves:  are we accepting 

money because we need it  or  because it 

helps us advance our mission? 
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Sharing our impact story in terms of Key 

Per formance Indicators (KPIs)  and metr ics 

is  one of our biggest chal lenges.  Because 

we prior it ize knowledge creation,  we 

think of impact more l ike researchers or 

academics,  rather than implementers.  Yes, 

we want to know how many people we 

reached with our outputs,  of  course,  but 

we do not think that countable metr ics 

along the l ines of  ‘number of  papers 

publ ished’  are an honest measurement 

of  the long-term impact we have on the 

ecosystem. 

How to better measure our desired impact 

is  a work in progress for 2024: how wil l 

we measure the relat ionship between 

resources spent and the impact we seek 

to have on the ecosystem of knowledge 

creation? Measuring increased ski l ls  and 

improved relat ionships—which is what we 

cherish in our role as responsible hosts—

is much tr ickier  than counting the number 

of  l ikes on a post (even i f  such a way of 

counting might make it  easier to access 

funding) . 

What it means to localize funding

Like any other organization working 

in research and global  development , 

we need to consistently adjust to 

funding real i t ies that change due to 

pol i t ical  trends or current events.  For an 

organization deeply invested and present 

in the contexts in which we work ,  the 

local ization agenda of many international 

funders sounded l ike good news. Yet , 

2023 taught us that local ization requires 

funders to better understand local ized 

networks and what a local  organization 

needs to be able to do to access such 

local ized funding.  Government dynamics 

are often invisible to international  funders 

but can create hurdles and contradict ions, 

for  example,  regulat ions in a country on 

receiving money or taxation incentivize 

an organization to be registered in the 

Global  Nor th,  but that often then excludes 

i t  from being considered local  by an 

international  funder.  Compliance issues 

are extremely complicated for a local 

organization that receives international 

funding.  From a banking perspective,  for 

example,  we are encouraged to have a 

Busarian Edith Mwaniki  at  Tara Mistari  2023
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US-based headquar ter ;  from an ideology 

and sustainabi l i ty perspective,  we are 

committed to having our leadership and 

teams hosted where we work . 

And then there are tough budget 

conversations.  Local ization is  often 

impl ic it ly expected to make things 

cheaper.  This might not be said out 

loud,  but funders often tend to expect 

an organization headquar tered in 

Kenya to operate with less money than 

one headquar tered in,  for  example, 

Washington,  D.C.  But compliance,  ski l l 

bui lding,  equity and simply being a 

Global  South organization cost as much 

as anywhere else in the world,  as we 

are working against the way the system 

has been set up.  Genuinely suppor t ing 

diversity,  equity,  and inclusion is also 

expensive.  Our equity-based approach to 

salar ies has impl icat ions that are tough 

to talk about;  paying people equal ly no 

matter what passpor t they hold means 

that sometimes we are not considered 

competit ive.

Heading—sustainably—into 2024

At the star t  of  2024, Busara is in a unique 

moment in our journey of deal ing with 

money. 

We wil l  continue to improve our systems 

as wel l  as our f inancial  and substantive 

discipl ine.  Par t  of  the journey is also 

explor ing how to share confidently and 

honestly what is  required to do our work 

and to say no i f  the resources won’t  al low 

us to do i t  in the r ight way. 

But crucial ly,  we do want to be a good, 

pr incipled,  and construct ive host to al l 

types of money and learning.  We have 

many ambit ions to use resources wisely 

to do qual ity work ,  seek ways to work 

more eff ic iently,  and cautiously al locate 

funds between competing and often 

complex demands.  And along the way,  we 

humbly try to make knowledge production 

more equitable,  and research in global 

development more diverse and inclusive. 

This is  tough to do.  We can’t  afford to do 

this alone. 
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B U S A R A  P O R T F O L I O S

BeGov (Governance and Accountabi l i ty)

BRACE (Behavioral  Research and Academic Engagements)

CREME (Culture,  Research Ethics and MEthods)

Education,  Labour,  and Youth Employment

Environment and Cl imate Change

FaRM (Food System, Resi l ience,  and Cl imate

Risk Management )

Health

Inclusive Finance

Infectious Diseases

LATAM (Latin America)

Social  Inclusion
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You are not alone: 
working on ideas

Moh’ M. Alhaji ,  PhD, is an Engagement 
Director based in Nigeria

Can individuals trust health 
advice? Public health and 
preparing for the next pandemic

Our COVID-19 journey

I t  now seems l ike a whi le ago,  but of 

course the events of  2019 shaped very 

much what our 2023 looked l ike.  First 

identif ied in Wuhan, China in December 

2019, COVID-19 was declared a Publ ic 

Health Emergency of International 

Concern (PHEIC) on January 30,  2020, 

and escalated to a pandemic on March 

11,  2020. This rapid global  transmission 

tr iggered a surge of emotions and 

uncer taint ies,  overwhelming health 

systems. Governments worldwide 

responded with measures l ike travel 

restr ict ions,  mask mandates,  and 

lockdowns.  While deemed essential  to 

contain the virus,  these act ions came at 

a substantial  cost ,  disrupting economies, 

reducing earnings,  incit ing social 

upheaval ,  and exacerbating pover ty.

During this turbulent t ime,  the scientif ic 

community played a pivotal  role in 

shaping responses,  although urgency 

sometimes led to rushed decisions.  The 

rapid spread of the virus consistently 

outpaced informed reactions.  Vaccine 

introduction fur ther complicated matters, 

with wealthier nations monopol iz ing 

suppl ies,  intensifying global  disparit ies 

and sparking tensions between r icher 

and poorer nations,  creating str i fe at al l 

levels.
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Fast forward to May 5,  2023. After 765 

mil l ion confirmed cases,  seven mil l ion 

deaths,  and 13.3 bi l l ion COVID-19 

vaccine doses administered global ly, 

the WHO declared COVID-19 no longer 

a publ ic health emergency.  As we 

normalize COVID as a common ai lment , 

this experience prompts valuable self-

ref lect ion.  The WHO acknowledges past 

mistakes,  c it ing a ‘ lack of  coordination, 

equity,  and sol idarity ’  that left  ‘deep 

scars on the world’.18  These insights 

are vital  for  learning from our errors, 

improving preparedness,  and better 

coordinating our response to future 

epidemics and pandemics.

Individuals and community: the many 

levels of our learning

2023 also highl ighted that i t  was 

necessary to explore the intr icate 

relat ionship between individual  behavior 

and community welfare which,  in the 

aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic , 

has emerged as a cr it ical  concern that 

needs to be appreciated.  The enduring 

goal  is  to nur ture thr iving communit ies 

where members grasp the broader impact 

of  their  choices—for example how much 

individual  vaccination has a communal 

benefit .  To achieve this,  health init iat ives 

must shift  from individual  approaches 

to hol ist ic  ecological  models.19  In these 

ecological  models,  health status and 

behaviors are the outcomes of interest 

and are inf luenced by interconnected 

factors across levels,  such as publ ic 

pol icy,  community,  inst itut ions, 

interpersonal dynamics,  and intrapersonal 

factors.  What does this mean? It  means 

that i t  is  deeply acknowledged that al l 

e lements work together,  just  l ike they 

do in ecology,  which describes how 

organisms relate to each other in addit ion 

to their  physical  surroundings. 

18 (World Health Organization 2023 (May 5))
19 (McLeroy,  Steckler,  and Bibeau 1988)
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Public policy in a health ecological 

model

Government pol ic ies,  regulat ions,  and 

funding at international ,  national ,  and 

subnational  levels s ignif icantly shape 

how the elements interact and,  thus, 

ecological  health.  I t  is  therefore essential 

to establ ish,  periodical ly assess,  and 

communicate these pol ic ies wel l  in 

advance of any publ ic health cr is is.  This 

proactive approach minimizes the urgency 

of creating pol ic ies during emergencies, 

leaving insuff ic ient t ime for effect ive 

publ ic communication and adherence. 

The COVID-19 pandemic offers a valuable 

oppor tunity to evaluate exist ing pol ic ies 

and introduce new ones for future 

reference.  For instance,  cr i t ical  inquir ies 

that need addressing include:  Did the 

International  Health Regulat ions ( IHR) 

2005 effect ively fulf i l l  i ts  role during 

the COVID-19 pandemic ,  especial ly 

when some have suggested that i t 

constrained rather than faci l i tated act ion 

against COVID-19?20 Where did our 

international  por t  health systems exhibit 

shor tcomings? What diff icult ies emerged 

in implementing pandemic preparedness 

plans amid the COVID-19 cr is is at 

national  levels? To what degree does 

publ ic health emergency preparedness 

and coordination exist  at subnational , 

national ,  and international  t iers?

Community level

The dynamic interplay of elements, 

ent it ies,  and resources within a 

community shapes i ts social  norms, 

impacting community behavior and 

health.  This level  is  pivotal ,  necessitat ing 

the engagement of  trusted community 

members in co-creating strategies.  Key 

act ions involve human-centered outreach 

design,  bolster ing exist ing suppor t 

networks,  and establ ishing community-

based survei l lance systems, with a focus 

on inclusivity for vulnerable populat ions. 

Some per t inent questions that can help 

us determine the state of  community-wide 

emergency coordination systems include 

evaluating the number of  communit ies 

with such systems, gaps observed during 

the COVID-19 pandemic in communit ies 

with such systems, and strategies for 

strengthening or developing these 

systems for future emergencies.  

20 (Aavist land 2021)
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Institutional level

Health and medical  inst itut ions ref lect a 

community and government’s commitment 

to residents’  health.  To establ ish trust 

and accessibi l i ty,  these faci l i t ies must 

be adequately equipped,  wel l-staffed, 

and consistently suppl ied with medical 

resources.  Improving coordination 

across pr imary,  secondary,  and ter t iary 

healthcare is  vital .  Evaluating their 

pandemic-era coordination helps pinpoint 

and rect i fy exist ing gaps,  enhancing 

readiness for future publ ic health cr ises.

Interpersonal processes and

primary groups level

At this foundational  level  where 

community members f i rst  engage and 

exchange ideas,  i t  is  imperative to 

ensure a consistent stream of accurate 

information,  act ively countering 

and dispel l ing misinformation.  The 

establ ishment ,  reinforcement ,  and 

dissemination of rel iable information 

sources are essential ,  along with 

the promotion of community-minded 

behavior to foster a shared sense of 

publ ic health responsibi l i ty.  Moreover, 

foster ing both impl ic it  and expl ic it  social 

accountabi l i ty and offer ing suppor t to 

community members and leaders are 

crucial .  Immediate areas of inquiry 

involve assessing the sources of health 

information within the community and 

evaluating their  effect iveness during the 

COVID-19 pandemic .

Intrapersonal factors level

Our individual  choices are shaped by 

various factors l ike personal experiences, 

values,  preferences,  and motivation. 

These choices have far-reaching effects 

on both others and their  communit ies. 

For instance,  fol lowing COVID-19 health 

guidel ines,  such as vaccination,  goes 

beyond personal protect ion.  I t  also 

safeguards the community by reducing 

the r isk of  virus transmission,  i l lustrat ing 

the same holds true for non-compliance. 

Therefore,  i t  is  crucial  to enhance health 

l i teracy with rel iable information,  bolster 

self-eff icacy,  offer healthier choices,  and 
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provide incentives.  These act ions are 

essential  for  empowering individuals to 

be responsible community members.

Bringing back health for all  after 

COVID-19

I t  is  on these many levels that our work 

needs to happen.  Behavioral  science has, 

maybe somewhat surpris ingly,  a role to 

play in al l  of  them. No longer reduced to 

simply focusing solely on the individual , 

a broader behavioral  perspective even on 

inst itut ions or communal adherence can 

help us to get ,  after al l ,  the best out of 

the COVID-19 pandemic:  a future in which 

we are better prepared,  better connected 

and more knowledgeable on how humans 

need to navigate the next publ ic health 

emergency. 

Steve Wendel is Vice President 
(Research and Advisory),  based in 
Costa Rica

Behavioral science and 
systems analysis

Behavioral  science has often been 

bl ind to the communit ies and societ ies 

in which i t  works.  Our f ie ld’s shared 

blueprint for applying behavioral  science, 

whi le cal led by various names by 

various organizations,  fol lows the same 

pattern.  This pattern both expresses and 

reinforces our bl ind spot:  we identify 

a ‘behavioral  problem’ among a group 

of people,  we select an intervention, 

and we measure the impact .  We look 

to change individual  behaviors with 

our interventions.  As a result ,  we are 

cr it iqued for only being able to tackle 

small ,  individual- level  problems: we can 

nudge a consumer to recycle an aluminum 

can,  but we have l i t t le to say about how 

to create a circular economy.
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At Busara,  we have sought to 

contextual ize our work through 

qual itat ive research and par t ic ipatory 

design:  to understand the specif ic 

people with whom we are working, 

their  environment ,  and their  pr ior it ies. 

This is  a vital  step towards seeing the 

communit ies we engage with.  Tools such 

as the US Center for Disease Control  and 

Prevention (CDC’s)  socio-ecological  model 

also help us map how individual  decisions 

and behavior are shaped by communal 

factors.21  In appl ied behavioral  science, 

however,  we often use these tools in 

a par t icular way:  to help us do better 

individual- level  work . 

Has the thril l  gone? Next steps for 

behavioral science

The f ie ld is  grappl ing with how to tackle 

communal and societal  problems head on: 

from racism to environmental  degradation 

to gender-based violence.  Authors 

such as Thaler,  Chater,  Lowenstein and 

Hal lswor th have each cal led for new tools 

and methods to better ‘see the systems’ 

in which we work .22  Busara is working 

on new tools for behavioral  science to do 

just that .

In an ongoing project in Guatemala,  we 

are working with local  stakeholders to 

understand the horr i f ic  system of gender-

based violence in the country:  how 

ineffect ive pol icy,  a culture of  impunity, 

and the decisions of individual  vict ims/

survivors interact .  We have generated 

a set of  causal  loop diagrams showing 

how wel l-meaning effor ts to increase 

the repor t ing of GBV could actual ly 

make things worse through a pernicious 

feedback loop.  In par tnership with 

the team, we are star t ing to identify 

leverage points—nodes,  interact ions,  and 

unwritten rules of  the system—that offer 

oppor tunit ies for systemic change using 

targeted techniques from behavioral 

science. 

In our environmental  and agricultural 

work ,  we are analyzing how seemingly 

effect ive behavioral  interventions to 

encourage cl imate-resi l ient crops can 

be deeply misleading:  because they 

lose sight of  the broader economic 

and pol i t ical  system in which they 

are embedded. The more effect ive an 

individual  nudge is at encouraging better 

crop select ion,  the lower the incentive 

is  for al l  other farmers to do so.  As with 

our gender-based violence work ,  the goal 

is  to f ind new interventions,  and new 

appl icat ions of behavioral  science,  that 

can drive change across a society and its 

web of interdependencies.
21 (Centers for Disease Control  and 
Prevention not dated)
22 ( Thaler 2020) (Chater and Loewenstein 
2022);  (Hal lswor th 2023)
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Connecting to understand the system

In doing so,  we are seeking to learn 

from the long tradit ions of systems 

analysis that already exist  in many 

other f ie lds,  whi le remaining true to the 

unique perspective and empir ical  base 

of behavioral  science.  The simulation 

model ing approach cal led System 

Dynamics provides an impressive set of 

computational  tools to analyze communal 

and societal  interact ions.  Systems 

Thinking,  a qual itat ive offshoot of  System 

Dynamics,  goes fur ther and helps make 

these tools more accessible to a broader 

audience.  Agent-based models (a means 

to model  the bottoms-up emergence 

of complex adaptive systems) provide 

another tool  to combine individual 

decision making and behavioral  insights 

with systemic analyses.

This work is  new, and st i l l  being defined. 

But i t  is  excit ing.  At Busara and at other 

organizations,  we are pushing against 

the l imits of  our f ie ld to learn from 

the tradit ions and exper t ise of  other 

discipl ines,  whi le remaining true to our 

evidence base and approach.  Behavioral 

science can and should be able to deeply 

understand the communit ies in which we 

work ,  and change our perspective from 

people as isolated,  lonely individuals to 

one in which people are embedded in a 

context that shapes and is shaped by 

their  behavior.

Behavioral science for systemic issues: 
working with FAO on reducing food waste

Working on behavioral approaches to reducing 
food waste in key food supplies,  we conducted 
a behavior-infused analysis of the dynamics 
between actors in the food value chain to 
identify causes of food loss,  specif ically for 
potatoes in Georgia and onions in Azerbaijan. 
The work, conducted in par tnership with the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), aims 
to design targeted interventions addressing key 
behavioral factors for reducing food waste.
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Engy Saleh is Director of BRACE 
(Behavioral Research and Academic 
Engagements)

We are intentionally much more 
than an experimentation lab in 
the Global South

On September 28th of this year,  Busara 

held the third round of i ts internal  re-

search fest ival ,  Tara Mistari .  We hosted 

as a keynote speaker Adam Fejerskov, 

Senior Researcher at the Danish Inst i-

tute of  International  Studies and author 

of  the book The Global  Lab:  Inequal ity, 

Technology,  and the New Experimental 

Movement .  A core theme of the book is 

around the emergence of the experimen-

tation movement ,  specif ical ly in low- and 

middle-income countr ies and among low- 

and low/middle-income populat ions.  In 

par t icular,  the book “aims to explore the 

oft-hidden geometry of  power relat ions 

between those who aim to help and those 

who receive,  sometimes wilful ly and at 

other t imes forceful ly” and how treating 

the world as a lab can exacerbate ine-

qual it ies.23

Now hold that thought .

In the same spir i t ,  Busara’s BRACE team 

(which stands for Behavioral  Research 

and Academic Engagements)  held a ses-

sion to discuss some of the controversial 

questions that we grapple with on a dai ly 

basis in our work:  how and when are 

par t ic ipant incentives perceived as a tool 

of  compensation versus a tool  of  coercion 

into taking par t  in research? How much 

should we rely on contextual  knowledge 

in sett ing inclusion cr iter ia for targeting 

benefits? And why should Global  Nor th 

researchers seek more than data col lec-

t ion contr ibutions from their  research 

par tners on the ground in the Global 

South? There are many other questions, 

unif ied by the insight that improving 

research done for development purpos-

es should be in the direct ion of making 

research more benefic ial  and relevant to 

the researched communit ies.

That’s another thought to hold

on to.

We at Busara pride ourselves on the fact 

that the way we do our work intentional ly 

aims at changing the real i ty that most of 23 (Fejerskov 2022, 3)

https://www.diis.dk/en/experts/adam-moe-fejerskov
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what we know about human behavior and 

psychology is actual ly derived from what 

Henrich et al .  cal l  the W.E. I .R.D popula-

t ions:  People from Western,  educated, 

industr ial ized,  r ich and democratic coun-

tr ies.24 This overal l  motivation for our 

work to close this data gap made its way 

into our discussion of what constitutes 

qual ity.  A core element of  qual ity is  cred-

ibi l i ty.

That’s the third thought .

Now please put those three thoughts to-

gether and ref lect on the fol lowing ex-

tracts from The Global  Lab:

West Africa,  French Indochina, or 

Tunisia formed colonial  theatres of 

proof as experimental medicines 

were tested for their  eff icacy,  the 

results compared and confirmed 

before being brought back to Eu-

rope where there was no guarantee 

they would be published or used 

scientif ical ly.  Local communities 

were seen as ‘reservoirs of disease’ 

with ample subjects from which to 

extrapolate scientif ic f indings.25 

In employing the Global  South as a labo-
24 (Henrich,  Heine,  and Norenzayan 2010)
25 (Fejerskov 2022, 12)

ratory of  experimentation today,  no mat-

ter whether the aim is commercial  or  to 

direct ly inform pol icy and pract ice,  funda-

mental  notions of race,  bodies,  and ethics 

take center stage.

This extract reminds us that to this day, 

research can turn into a colonial  under-

taking.

The problem of distance and how we 

want to change it

There is  no way we can claim that re-

search is credible and relevant i f  the 

fol lowing continues:  researchers who are 

hundreds of mi les away are solely the 

ones who come up with the research de-

sign.  They decide what questions to ask 

and how to ask them. They analyze the 

data and only disseminate the f indings 

through el i te academic journals.  There is 

minimal to no involvement of  local  or  on-

the-ground voices in this whole process. 

Locals are of  course conveniently em-

ployed in data col lect ion—after al l ,  they 

speak the local  language.  

This is  not the kind of research setup we 

want to be involved in 2024 and beyond. 

Rather,  we are going to dedicate as much 

effor t  and t ime into thinking about ways 

we can make our standard operating 

pract ices more ref lect ive of  why we do 

research.  This requires us to continuously 

invest in our research capacity and ca-



T A F A K A R I  |  B U S A R A  Y E A R B O O K  2 0 2 4

P
A

G
E

 4
2

pabi l i t ies.  I t  means we have to innovate 

to empower local  voices,  not by speaking 

for others,  but by giving the people whom 

the research is about oppor tunit ies to be 

par t  of  the research process at i ts differ-

ent stages.  Local  voices include our local 

research teams, local  Pr incipal  Invest i-

gators (PIs) ,  enumerators,  and of course 

par t ic ipants. 

BRACE yourself ? What we are

working on  

We changed our lab team’s name from 

Busara Lab to Behavioral  Research and 

Academic Engagements (BRACE).  The 

change is not only because it  is  a better 

ref lect ion of who we are and what we do, 

i t  is  also a ref lect ion of what we’re mov-

ing away from.

We st i l l  operate as a largely independ-

ent unit  within Busara,  but our concer t-

ed interest in making research better 

for everyone also means bringing some 

changes. 

External ly,  BRACE already par tners with 

a wonder ful  set of  academics and re-

searchers who bel ieve wholehear tedly in 

empowering local  voices for the better-

ment of  the whole research process.  We 

wil l  continue these par tnerships and wil l 

also seek others with those who would 

l ike to val idate common measures of hu-

man behavior that were designed in the 

Global  Nor th but need to be tested and 

val idated in Global  South sett ings. 

Internal ly,  we wil l  par tner with other 

Busara teams who seek ways to conduct 

our research in better,  more equitable and 

thus also more effect ive ways.  Joel  Wam-

bua in this yearbook has written about 

the ambit ions of the team working on re-

search ethics,  on needing to examine the 

current rules of  the game and questioning 

standard research ethics measures that 

were developed in a specif ic  context and 

under cer tain assumptions of exist ing in-

frastructure and basic knowledge of one’s 

r ights. 

The contexts where we work are charac-

ter ized by inequal ity in power,  education, 

and in knowledge.  In these situations,  the 

notion of knowing one’s r ights is  far re-

moved,  not only because knowing how to 

query a researcher asking for consent is 

very tough to do in s ituations where there 

are inequal it ies of  knowing and nobody 

obvious there to protect one’s r ights, 

should a research respondent query the 

researcher ’s intention.  But BRACE wil l 

seek to be r ight there,  to faci l i tate peo-

ple speaking and to al low them to do so 

in the way they choose.  Bracing yourself 

is  not just what happens in a situation 

of threat .  Braces give suppor t where i t  is 

needed.

We are embracing that role with the open 

arms and minds that we aim to br ing to 

our profession.
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Advancing behavioral science 
in the Global South

Will  a study that has been conducted in the Global 
Nor th be generalizable to the Global South? Building 
on the SCORE project ,  which is trying to develop 
methods to predict the replicabil ity of behavioral 
science research, we sought to f ind out .  Par tnering 
with the University of Melbourne (who developed 
a structured group discussion protocol called IDEA 
and tested it  in a sub-project of SCORE called 
repliCATS), we used the same protocol with Busara 
staff and master ’s-level behavioral science students 
in Nairobi.  Our aim is to compare our predictions to 
the predictions generated in the original repliCATS 
project ,  which mostly involved forecasters from the 
global nor th. More on this project here.*

*https: //ces-transformationfund.org/our-projects/ is-general izabi l i ty-to-the-global-south-predictable/

https://www.cos.io/score
https://replicats.research.unimelb.edu.au/
https://ces-transformationfund.org/our-projects/is-generalizability-to-the-global-south-predictable/
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Kriti  Chouhan is Busara’s Country 
Representative in India

We can’t do this alone: 
behavioral science and 
change in India

​​Walk along the street—any street—in 

India and you are bombarded with the 

very def init ion of humanity:  human beings 

col lect ively.  The r ich tapestry of  just so 

much commonal ity and difference in cul-

tures,  tradit ions and ways of l iv ing in the 

country that in 2023 became the world’s 

most populous one is a jolt ing reminder of 

just how fascinating the study of human 

behavior is .

And how necessary.

This necessity is  acknowledged in the 

burgeoning interest in behavioral  science 

here,  with the f ledgl ing research and 

pract ice community offer ing insights into 

the intr icacies of  decision making,  soci-

etal  dynamics,  and pol icy impl icat ions. 

We are with you: suppor ting a fledg-

ling community in India

Busara is proud to be on the forefront of 

this f ledgl ing community in India.  Over 

the past couple of  years,  the India team 

working on applying behavioral  science 

has been spoi led with insights.  Our big-

gest learning,  however,  is  also our most 

obvious one:  context is  everything.  That 

is  not a l ine that can be said f l ippantly or 

to please a funder.  Context is  what makes 

India and its people.

India’s cultural  diversity provides a 

unique sett ing for behavioral  scientists. 

The vast array of languages,  tradit ions, 

and social  norms across different states 

and regions creates a complex but invalu-

able chal lenge for studying human behav-

ior.  Thus,  to apply behavioral  science in 

India,  one must acknowledge the impor-

tance of cultural  and contextual  nuances 

in shaping decision-making processes 

and social  interact ions. 

The acknowledgement of  this fact is 

growing:  in the recent years,  India has 

seen a surge in the appl icat ion of behav-

ioral  science with more research organ-

isations dedicated to behavioral  science 

being establ ished in the country.  Nit i 

Aayog  ( the publ ic pol icy think tank of the 

Indian government )  saw the inst itut ional-

isat ion of a behavioral  insights unit .
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26 (Gorur,  Jagati ,  and Schomerus 2023)

Busara contr ibuted,  too:  we convened—

suppor ted by the Bi l l  and Mel inda Gates 

Foundation,  Disha ColLab’23 .  Sizzl ing 

with excitement and interest ,  Disha Col-

Lab’23,  was a two-day conference that 

served as a platform for stakeholders in 

the Indian behavioral  science ecosystem 

to come together in-person and discuss 

present and future perspectives on be-

havioral  science in India with exper ts 

from al l  over the world.  Launching the 

Busara book beScIGHTS: Experiences 

from three years of  appl ied behavioral 

science in India al lowed us to col lect ively 

share our learning with the community.26

Busarians Kritt ika Gorur and Jaspreet Singh at Disha ColLab’23
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The road ahead: bringing behavioral 

science into the Indian context

However,  India st i l l  has a long way to 

go in br inging behavioral  science to the 

center of  pol icy making,  and is yet to 

catch up to i ts global  peers in applying 

behavioral  science to pol icy.  One of the 

major aspects missing from the behavio-

ral  science ecosystem in India is  a strong 

and dynamic coal i t ion of behavioral  sci-

ence pract it ioners that can come together 

and bui ld a behavioral  science community 

in the country.  A behavioral  science com-

munity can play a crucial  role in advanc-

ing the f ie ld and contr ibuting to posit ive 

societal  outcomes whi le foster ing col labo-

rations among the community to generate 

more comprehensive and nuanced in-

sights into human behavior,  and give the 

push needed to br ing behavioral  science 

centre stage for pol icy design. 

Fur thermore,  we have learnt that—while 

many of the behavioral  insights’  appl ica-

t ions from developed economies may wel l 

be relevant—there is  also a larger set of 

more complex problems that may require 

a revised and more deeply-contextual ised 

approach ( including a more systemic view 

on behavioral  science,  as the one advo-

cated by Steve Wendel in this Yearbook) . 

‘Nudges’—the backbone of behavioral 

science for pol icy and conceptual ised in 

developed economies by Sunstein and 

Thaler—often aim to encourage recipi-

ents to fol low through on a clearly stated 

intention or desire (such as complet ing 

a complex student aid form to increase 

the l ikel ihood of col lege attendance) .*  At 

the same t ime,  many of the behavioral 

chal lenges in Global  South economies l ike 

India involve complex social  dynamics, 

and may require addit ional  focus on cre-

ating intention (for example encouraging 

exclusive breastfeeding for new moth-

ers,  encouraging vaccine uptake,  and so 

for th) .  Thus India also needs a different 

approach to research,  as wel l  as a dif-

ferent ethical  framework to govern these 

interventions.  Joel  Wambua’s insights in 

this Yearbook on what i t  means to con-

duct par t ic ipatory ethical  research are 

hugely relevant for India.

Behavioral science cannot do it alone

Behavioral  science needs doing:  ethical , 

contextual ised research is a real ly dif-

f icult  thing to do and requires a lot  of 

different ski l ls .  Suppor t ing researchers in 

developing those ski l ls  remains the need 

of the hour for a behavioral  approach to 

real ly inf luence pol icy making.  However, 

such deep learning can only happen with 

commitment ,  col laboration and capital ;  al l 

of  these are required to nur ture a robust 

behavioral  science ecosystem in India. 

Fur ther,  sustained suppor t is  needed to 

equip par t ic ipants with novel  behavioral 

science approaches.  This is  not covered 

by one-off  training:  we need to continue 

to learn by doing also.  

*( Thaler and Sunstein 2008)
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I t  is  excit ing to think about the possibi l-

i t ies that behavioral  science brings for 

better societal  outcomes.  And whi le the 

f ie ld is  garnering more attention,  one 

must understand that behavioral  science 

should be approached as a useful  lens 

to view problems: i t  can help us deeply 

understand human chal lenges.  What i t  is 

not is  a standalone solut ion.  Using be-

havioral  science as a si lver bul let  for the 

most pressing social  issues can result  in 

i l l-conceived solut ions that fai l  to take 

context ser iously enough.

It  is  thus cr it ical  to approach behavioral 

science as a useful  tool  amongst many 

others in the toolkit  of  problem-solving, 

rather than a solut ion;  and learning when 

not to use behavioral  science becomes 

as impor tant .  With this insight in India, 

we think of the motto of this Yearbook as 

‘you cannot do i t  alone’.

Using behavioral science for public engagement

Working with Spark Microgrants to suppor t better par ticipation in 
community-driven development groups, we sought to understand 
the context and behavioral factors (such as local norms/ customs, 
specif ically in Uganda and Rwanda) that might influence decision 
making that might in turn influence par ticipation in Community-
Driven Development interventions such as Spark’s Facil itated 
Collective Action Process (FCAP).
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Rober t Nyaga is the Technical Director 
of Qualitative Research and Design; 
Araika Mkulo is the Behavioral Design 
Specialist ,  based in Kenya

Co-designing: finding structured 
ways of working together

Working together sounds so easy—and 

yet ,  we know how chal lenging it  can be 

to f igure out what this means when con-

ducting research or designing programs 

that are supposed to make people’s l ives 

better.  But lucki ly,  we do not need to 

guess what i t  means to work together : 

we have a set of  tools that al lows us to 

suppor t our col laborative inst incts in con-

struct ive ways. 

Co-designing,  also known as par t ic ipa-

tory or col laborative design,  describes 

a creative process in which al l  stake-

holders,  including local  communit ies,  get 

involved in designing and developing 

solut ions for their  own chal lenges.  The 

approach is rooted in human-centered 

par t ic ipatory and user-centered design, 

which describes a seemingly simple thing: 

designing with the people rather than de-

signing for the people.  I t  fol lows a cer tain 

ser ies of  steps in the faci l i tat ion,  which 

Figure 1 shows:
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Figure 1:  Faci l i tat ion of a co-design process (Adapted verbatim from the Dalberg Design Creative 
faci l i tat ion toolkit  -  https: //www.dalbergdesign.com/approach)

ownership,  which is  needed to main-

tain and sustain implemented solu-

t ions in the long term.

Creating more comprehensive and 

sustainable development effor ts by 

foster ing par tnerships between differ-

ent stakeholders such as community 

members,  non-governmental  organ-

izations,  governments,  and inter-

national  agencies.  Having diverse 

stakeholders play a role in the deci-

sion-making process fosters a high-

er level  of  accountabi l i ty,  leading to 

more transparency and accountabi l i ty. 

Why do we need to co-design? 

In international  development ,  co-design-

ing is par t icular ly impor tant for various 

reasons such as:

Ensuring that solut ions are cultural ly 

relevant and contextual ly appropri-

ate and address the needs of the 

people they are meant to serve. 

Empowering local  communit ies by 

giving them a voice and al lowing 

them to act ively par t ic ipate in deci-

sion-making.This creates a sense of 

https://www.dalbergdesign.com/approach
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What does an effective co-design 

preparation entail?

To ensure an effect ive co-design process 

for sustainable and contextual ly-relevant 

solut ions,  a few key principles apply:

Inclusive and diverse par ticipation

The hear t of  co-design is the par-

t ic ipants,  which is  why the process 

should involve a diverse range of 

stakeholders,  including community 

members,  local  leaders,  NGOs, gov-

ernment representatives,  and exper ts 

relevant to the project .  I t  is  par t icu-

lar ly impor tant to ensure the par t ic-

ipation of vulnerable and marginal-

ized groups to address their  unique 

needs and chal lenges.

Cultural sensitivity and respect

One of the most impor tant pr inciples 

of  effect ive co-designing is respect-

ing the local  cultures,  tradit ions,  and 

bel iefs of  the community.  The design-

ers need to understand and acknowl-

edge local  knowledge and exper t ise 

and incorporate tradit ional  wisdom 

into the design process.  Fai l ing to do 

so may result  in ineffect ive par t ic ipa-

t ion from the community.

Good facil itation and mediation

The success of the co-design process 

is  highly dependent on the effect ive-

ness of the faci l i tators.  Good faci l-

i tators need to bui ld rappor t with 

par t ic ipants by managing group 

dynamics,  foster ing open and trans-

parent discussions,  and ensuring 

that everyone’s voice is  heard.  The 

faci l i tators create feedback mecha-

nisms to al low continuous input from 

stakeholders throughout the co-de-

sign process and have mechanisms 

in place for addressing confl icts and 

disagreements construct ively.

Iterative and adaptive approach

Co-design is i terat ive,  where devel-

oped solut ions are prototyped quickly 

using l imited resources,  tested with 

community members,  and then re-

f ined based on feedback from stake-

holders.  Good designers are f lexible 

and wil l ing to adapt the solut ions 

based on changing circumstances 

and new insights gained during the 

process.

Monitoring and evaluation

To ensure the integrity of  the i tera-

t ive nature of  co-designing,  i t  is  very 

impor tant to track the progress of the 

co-designed solut ions and make nec-

essary changes.  Design professionals 

conduct periodic evaluations to as-

sess the impact of  the co-designed 

interventions on the community and 

adjust strategies accordingly.

Figure 2 on the next page outl ines how to 

plan for a co-design workshop.

4

5
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When does co-designing work? And 

when does it become tokenistic?

Co-designing is most effect ive when it 

is  approached with sincerity,  openness, 

and a genuine commitment to involv-

ing stakeholders in the decision-making 

process.  However,  i t  is  impor tant to note 

that co-designing can become tokenist ic 

when representatives from marginal ized 

or underrepresented groups are involved 

merely to give the appearance of diver-

sity,  without genuinely considering their 

input or perspectives.  Co-designing also 

is  a per functory effor t  when community 

members do not have a real  say in deci-

sion-making processes,  their  suggestions 

are consistently overruled,  and solut ions 

are imposed from external  sources with-

out their  val idation. 

To avoid tokenism, i t  is  crucial  to ap-

proach co-designing with genuine intent , 

respect for local  knowledge,  and a com-

mitment to empowering communit ies. 

Meaningful  engagement ,  act ive l istening, 

continuous involvement ,  and a wil l ing-

ness to adapt based on community input 

are key to ensuring that co-designing 

effor ts are authentic and impactful .

Figure 2:  The steps of preparing a co-design workshop (Adapted verbatim from the Dalberg 
Design Creative faci l i tat ion toolkit  -  https: //www.dalbergdesign.com/approach)

https://www.dalbergdesign.com/approach
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How could co-designing become a 

non-negotiable par t of every program?

Seeing that effect ive co-designing can 

lead to the creation of sustainable and 

contextual ly relevant solut ions,  i t  is  more 

impor tant than ever to embed the co-de-

sign process in al l  development programs, 

which is  what we str ive to do.  While 

organizations and inst itut ions wil l  need 

to shift  their  mindset ,  pol ic ies,  and prac-

t ices,  there are several  strategies they 

can implement to make co-designing an 

integral  and indispensable component of 

every development program:

Leadership can champion co-de-

signing effor ts and demonstrate i ts 

impor tance through their  act ions 

and decisions by foster ing a culture 

of  col laboration,  openness,  and re-

spect for local  knowledge within the 

organization.

Provide training and capacity-bui ld-

ing programs for staff  and stake-

holders to understand the pr inciples 

and methodologies of  co-designing. 

Equip staff  with faci l i tat ion ski l ls  to 

effect ively engage diverse stake-

holders in the co-design process.

Develop pol ic ies that mandate the 

inclusion of co-designing in al l  pro-

grams, ensuring that i t  becomes a 

standard pract ice.  Incentives l ike 

recognit ion or funding can be used 

to encourage teams to successful ly 

implement co-designing init iat ives.

Col laborate with local  Non Gov-

ernmental  Organizations (NGOs), 

community organizations,  and 

grassroots movements to faci l i tate 

co-designing effor ts.

Al locate dedicated resources (f inan-

cial ,  human, and t ime) specif ical ly 

for co-designing act ivit ies within 

program budgets.

Include co-designing components in 

funding proposals,  making it  a re-

quirement for program funding.

Develop metr ics to evaluate and 

measure the effect iveness of co-de-

signing effor ts,  including communi-

ty par t ic ipation rates,  sat isfact ion 

levels,  and project outcomes to make 

necessary adjustments for improve-

ment .

Systematical ly document co-design-

ing processes,  outcomes,  and les-

sons learned to create a knowledge 

base for future programs. 

Organize workshops,  webinars,  or 

conferences to share co-designing 

experiences and lessons with pro-

fessionals and organizations in the 

f ie ld.

4
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Maintain ongoing engagement with 

communit ies,  ensuring their  par t ic-

ipation not only in the init ial  stages 

but throughout the program l i fecy-

cle.

Implement accountabi l i ty mecha-

nisms to ensure that co-designing 

effor ts are transparent ,  accountable, 

and al igned with the interests of  the 

communit ies involved.

By integrating these strategies into or-

ganizational  pract ices and sector-wide 

init iat ives,  co-designing can become a 

non-negotiable par t  of  every program, 

ensuring that development effor ts are 

more inclusive,  effect ive,  and empower-

ing for the communit ies they aim to sup-

por t .  That is ,  ult imately,  what we seek to 

achieve by working together—but we can 

take the guesswork out of  how to do this.

10

11

Editorial  note:  A previous version of the graphics 
in this ar t ic le were erroneously attr ibuted to 
Busara.  The process described in the graphics 
are recreated verbatim from the Dalberg Design 
Creative faci l i tat ion toolkit  (https: //dalbergdesign.
com/approach).  The graphics you see in this ar t ic le 
are recreated by Busara.

https://dalbergdesign.com/approach
https://dalbergdesign.com/approach
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You are not alone: 
the role of people

Stanley Ngugi is Vice President (People 
and Community),  based in Kenya

The human element: an 
approach to meaningful 
collaboration

In a t ime when ‘col laboration’  often be-

comes a hol low catchphrase,  overshad-

owed by an emphasis on technical  tool-

kits,  the fundamental  ingredient for true 

teamwork is  sometimes lost .  This is  espe-

cial ly true in the Global  South,  where dis-

t inct chal lenges intensify this oversight . 

At Busara,  we have opted for a different 

course,  anchored in a bel ief  that is  both 

simple and profound: meaningful  col lab-

oration is  rooted in individuals feel ing 

genuinely respected and valued.

Throughout my career,  I  have been dedi-

cated to nur tur ing spaces where individ-

uals thr ive.  A persistent curiosity of  mine 

has been:  what catalyzes effect ive team-

work? Organizations,  par t icular ly in the 

Global  South and within the development 

sector,  pour resources into systems and 

tools meant to enable col laboration but 

often miss the mark on the human aspect . 

I t  is  not merely about the tools or systems 

in place (even though as Rober t Nyaga 

and Araika Zawadhafsa write elsewhere 

in this Yearbook,  knowing the tools can 

help) .  But at i ts hear t ,  col laboration is 

about cult ivating an atmosphere where 

people are honored and valued,  empower-

ing them to contr ibute signif icantly.

Busara operates amidst the unique com-

plexit ies of  the Global  South,  from varied 

educational  backgrounds and languages 

to entrenched power structures and eco-

nomic disparit ies.  These chal lenges do 
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not just complicate:  they present us with 

a chance to reconceptual ize the essence 

of col laboration and its execution.

Are we there yet? 

Our strategy has been to pr ior it ize pr inci-

ples over tools.  We have placed our foun-

dational  values at the forefront ,  rather 

than leading with systems and checkl ists. 

This pivot has signif icantly inf luenced 

team engagement and col laboration, 

establ ishing our core pr inciples as the 

cornerstone for al l  other facets of  our or-

ganization.

The results of  this values-centr ic ap-

proach have been promising.  Busara has 

emerged as a beacon of col laboration 

within the development sector.  Yet ,  we 

do not see this as a cause for compla-

cency.  I  was recently in a meeting with 

another s imi lar organization to exchange 

learning on personnel  pol ic ies.  I  argued 

that for Busara,  equal  pay was a broader, 

pr inciple-driven effor t  to make sure that 

al l  members of  our team are valued and 

respected,  with the underlying thought 

being that paying people differently for 

the same job makes one group feel  un-

dervalued.  I  was both del ighted and a 

l i t t le concerned when I  heard from my 

col leagues that they saw this approach 

as innovative.  We view it  as simply doing 

what is  necessary.  This is  why we hold 

transparency in high regard.  By openly 

sharing our experiences,  complete with 

their  imper fect ions,  we not only maintain 

our accountabi l i ty but also extend an in-

vitat ion for col lect ive progress.

As we look ahead to 2024, Busara is ded-

icated to reinforcing environments that 

pr ior it ize the human element .  For us,  es-

pecial ly within the context of  the Global 

South,  integrating Diversity,  Equity,  and 

Inclusion (DEI)  is  not just a pol icy—it is  a 

fundamental  pract ice that acknowledges 

and values the diverse human experienc-

es within our teams. I t  is  this focus on the 

human aspect that enables us to connect 

more authentical ly with the communit ies 

with whom we work ,  and to address the 

chal lenges we face more effect ively.

Learning means to admit when things 

go wrong

Our commitment to transparency is about 

being real—sharing the successes and 

the setbacks—because that is  where true 

learning happens (and as Mareike Scho-

merus writes,  being a learning organiza-

t ion is  one of our great pract ices) .  I t  is 

about showing that the hear t  of  col labo-

ration is  human connection and trust .  By 

sharing our experiences openly,  we not 

only hold ourselves accountable but also 

demonstrate the power of  putt ing people 

f i rst  in the col laborative process.
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Looking forward,  Busara continues to in-

vite other organizations,  especial ly those 

in the Global  South,  to join us in this hu-

man-centered journey.  We bel ieve that by 

sharing our pract ices and learning from 

each other,  we can al l  improve our col lec-

t ive abi l i ty to col laborate.  After al l ,  i t  is 

the human connections and shared values 

that make teamwork effect ive,  not just 

the tools we use.

Wendy Chamberlin is Vice President 
(Research and Advisory),  based in Kenya

Bringing people and behavior 
into climate programs

Climate change is sectoral ly agnostic .  I t 

does not care about funding strategies 

that are t ied to specif ic  domains such as 

health,  f inance,  agriculture,  sanitat ion, 

and gender.  I ts effects break down these 

arbitrary si los and perhaps in doing so 

provide a better mirror on how people are 

impacted by cl imate shocks and stresses 

than development init iat ives themselves.  

Why does i t  matter to understand this?  

Many exist ing approaches to addressing 

the r isks presented by cl imate change are 

derived from sectoral  areas of focus that 

solely look at the problems presented by 

cl imate r isks from the vantage point of 

that sector,  and in doing so look at the 

threats these r isks present in isolat ion.  

Taken to an extreme view we are asking 

bankers,  doctors,  agronomists,  teachers, 
Busarian Jennifer Adhiambo at the Afr ica Evidence 
Summit 2023
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and so on to solve the effects of  c l imate 

change from their  domain.  This does not 

make sense.  Those most impacted by cl i-

mate shocks and stresses do not experi-

ence the r isks in t idy sectoral  categories, 

rather these r isks are often overlapping 

and compounding.

People matter,  individually and

together

The poorest are the most susceptible to 

c l imate r isks by vir tue of where they l ive, 

what they do for a l iv ing,  their  economic 

status,  their  age,  their  physical  capa-

bi l i ty,  and their  gender,  to name a few 

demographic cr i ter ia.  These cr iter ia de-

termine how they perceive cl imate r isks 

as a star t ing point ,  how they choose to 

adapt ,  and what informs the types of 

solut ions they need.  The solut ions are 

not uniform. They ref lect the experienc-

es,  values,  the needs of individuals and 

they cut across sectoral  l ines.  A drought 

in Mal i  may cause a husband to look for 

a loan to replace lost income, whi le the 

same event may cause his wife to look 

for a loan to pay for school  fees.28  An-

t ic ipation of off-cycle rainfal l  (and the 

knock-on effects this may have on local 

infrastructure)  may cause a petty trader 

in rural  Bangladesh to put his money into 

buying surplus food stores in case he and 

his family cannot access markets during 

rainfal l .  

This kind of response does not just hap-

pen at the individual  level .  Communit ies 

that s it  on the front l ines of  the cl imate 

cr is is also have dist inct ways of respond-

ing to cl imate shocks and stresses based 

on long-standing relat ionships,  ongoing 

exposure to r isk ,  and also given their 

overal l  relat ionship to land.  In semi-ar-

id land areas of nor thern Kenya,  pasto-

ral ists engage in a complex and robust 

form of social  resi l ience that both works 

to protect their  l ivestock assets,  but also 

leverages exist ing and longstanding 

social  t ies,  even over generations.29  In-

digenous people from local  communit ies 

protect and reside in 80% of the world’s 

most ecological ly-fragi le areas.  Local-

ly- led effor ts such as those conducted by 

Indigenous persons and local  communi-

t ies ( IPLC) demonstrate the impor tance 

of community strategic planning,  and it 

informs an approach to col lect ive act ion 

that can ult imately potential ly be a br idge 

to pol i t ical  advocacy. 

Listen up: why we need the wisdom

of others

Individual  and community approaches to 

address individual  and community needs 

often run the r isk of  appearing unscala-

ble or too small  to be impactful ,  but what 

they,  in fact ,  show us is  that they often 28 (Djoudi  and Brockhaus 2011)
29 (Shariff  2020)
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are the br idge to sustainable,  impactful 

solut ions.  Think about i t :  i f  sectoral  solu-

t ions to the cl imate cr is is are designed 

without input from those most impacted, 

we run the r isk of  misusing resources to 

offer products that perhaps people do 

not want or need.  We design products 

in isolat ion from one another and from 

the communit ies we hope wil l  use them, 

which creates the kind of problems that 

Rober t  Nyaga and Araika Zawadhafsa 

highl ight in this yearbook.  For example, 

i f  there is  a drought ,  whi le insurance is 

a viable solut ion,  is  i t  the only one we 

should offer? What i f  i t  is  not what peo-

ple are looking for to begin with? What i f, 

l ike in the case above,  a mother is  looking 

to pay for school  fees? Livestock insur-

ance does not seem l ike a way to solve 

that very real  problem, and as a result  she 

may not take up that solut ion as i t  is  not 

relevant to her needs at that moment .

The problem is not the products.  The prob-

lem is not l istening and acknowledging the 

pr ior it ies,  needs,  and exist ing pract ices of 

resi l ience under taken by those most im-

pacted—sometimes because as Engy Saleh 

and Joel  Wambua write,  the inherent pow-

er relat ions get in the way.  

The solut ion to the cl imate cr is is does 

not begin with product design.  I t  begins 

with l istening to those most impacted f i rst 

to understand what they want to be ad-

dressed.

Working with people for 
better nutrition

In Ethiopia, we worked with UNICEF to encourage the uptake of 
maternal micronutrients among pregnant and lactating women 
in Ethiopia. In Kenya, we worked with GDP, USDEC and FAO to 
assess what faci l itates school milk feeding programs within a 
larger context of school feeding programs. We aimed to identify 
how to promote sustainabil ity in such programs through community 
engagement /involvement .
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Gideon Too is Engagement Director 
and head of the Governance and Civic 
Engagement (BeGov) Team, based in 
Kenya

Emotional scaffolding: behavioral 
science and civic engagement 
under political pressure 

Busara’s most impactful  work is  done 

when we bridge the gap between behav-

ioral  science research and pract it ioner 

work .  In our mission,  we talk about the 

need to advance and apply behavio-

ral  science in the Global  South,  and this 

moment between research and pract ice 

sits r ight in the middle of  this.  Within our 

Governance & Civic Engagement por t fol io 

(BeGov),  this has largely meant closely 

working with our Civi l  Society Organiza-

t ion (CSO) par tners to enhance cit izen 

par t ic ipation for increased government 

transparency,  accountabi l i ty,  responsive-

ness,  equal ity and representativeness. 

Underpinning Busara’s approach is the 

Theory of Change that amplifying cit izen 

voices wil l  make a government more re-

sponsive to cit izens’  needs and demands 

and therefore more accountable.  Accord-

ing to Menocal  & Sharma (2008),  this 

combination of amplifying cit izen voices 

and increased accountabi l i ty contr ib-

utes direct ly to progress towards broader 

development outcomes,  including pov-

er ty reduction,  human development ,  and 

changes in pol icy,  pract ice,  behaviors, 

and power relat ions.30

How do you get people to engage? 

This is ,  however,  a lot  easier said than 

done.  Busara’s CSO par tners across East 

Afr ica frequently c ite as one of their  key 

chal lenges (besides sustainabi l i ty and 

diff icult  pol i t ical /operating environments) 

the fact that the communit ies they serve 

can sometimes be complacent and disen-

gaged from the issues that affect them, 

and that organizing and mobi l iz ing act ion 

to demand accountabi l i ty and address 

these issues is  an ongoing,  evolving chal-

lenge.  This experience has questioned 

our (and our par tners’ )  assumption that 

c it izens natural ly want to be involved in 

pol i t ics,  but that many lack the motiva-

t ion to engage in c ivic l i fe general ly and 

pol i t ics specif ical ly,  and that i f  the r ight 

condit ions are created,  many more people 

would par t ic ipate.  

30 (Rocha Menocal  and Sharma 2008)
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Busara has over the years,  col laborated 

with CSO par tners to develop a por t fo-

l io of  behavioral  science research and 

advisory projects that seek to generate 

behavioral  evidence and insights that 

can be used to strengthen CSO programs 

and strategies with a view to inspir ing 

and mobi l iz ing act ion among their  target 

audiences.  Through this work ,  we have 

become increasingly impressed by how 

power ful  behavioral  science can be for 

our par tners’  work .  This is  largely be-

cause behavioral  science encourages us 

to view cit izens,  governments,  and civi l 

society actors through a behavioral  lens 

in order to look beyond basic assumptions 

of rat ional  choice where actors rat ional ly 

seek to maximize their  self- interest .

What does behavioral science offer for 

civic engagement? 

Behavioral  science is a tool  that natural ly 

suppor ts creating clar ity.  This is  almost 

an inevitable byproduct of  applying be-

havioral  science because behavior change 

requires a careful  def init ion of the exact 

behavior you are seeking to change.  I t 

also al lows us to test the relevance of in-

terventions that address specif ic  behav-

ioral  barr iers that often inf luence a target 

audience’s preferences,  decision making 

and behaviors on the pathway to a de-

sired set of  outcomes.  Last ly,  behavioral 

science provides evidence of what works 

and what does not ,  and why.  Because 

measurement through research methods, 

such as lab experiments,  f ie ld surveys, 

ethnographic research,  act ion research, 

etc .  is  the gold standard of behavioral 

science.

What have we learned from working 

with CSOs? 

Through careful ly applying a behavioral 

lens,  governance pract it ioners such as 

our CSO par tners have begun to unwrap 

and bui ld an evidence base of the precise 

behavioral  mechanisms that underpin 

their  Theories of  Change.  They are in-

creasingly using this to inform program 

design,  del ivery,  and evaluation effor ts 

toward motivating and better mobi l iz ing 

the communit ies they serve.  Below are 

Busarian Sal im Kombo at the CSO week 2023
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highl ights from some of our work with 

CSOs over the years:

Some CSOs have better understood 

how formal and informal structures 

(as much informed by culture as they 

are by constitut ional/ legal  frame-

works) that c it izens use to hold 

their  leaders accountable,  ult imately 

shape government responsiveness 

and qual ity of  publ ic services ren-

dered to i ts c it izens. 

Some CSOs have better def ined the 

select ion cr iter ia and training curr ic-

ula for community-based monitor ing 

programs through a better under-

standing of how direct select ion of 

community leaders by the community 

can apply impor tant social  pressure 

and inst i l l  a power ful  sense of re-

sponsibi l i ty and reciprocity among 

members of  a par t icular community. 

Some CSOs have increased knowl-

edge of how information and social 

norms interact to inf luence cit izens’ 

pol i t ical  att i tudes,  preferences, 

and act ivit ies.  They have learned 

how these insights can be used to 

strengthen group identity,  provide 

clear pathways of change,  as wel l  as 

boost the self-  and col lect ive eff ica-

cy among target communit ies need-

ed to affect /solve issues facing their 

community. 

On the other hand,  some CSOs can 

now describe how stories and nar-

rat ives can be leveraged to inspire 

att i tude change and mobi l ize cit i-

zen engagement behavior,  and how 

these stor ies diffuse within par t icu-

lar social  networks

Some CSOs have,  through research 

and various i terat ions,  designed 

and run effect ive community meet-

ings/engagements around par t icu-

lar issues of interest .  They have 

learned who is more l ikely to attend 

such meetings (and why),  and have 

been able to use an understanding 

of demographic and psychographic 

phenomena (such as differ ing r isk 

preferences) to create safer spaces 

for community members,  par t icular ly 

the marginal ized,  to voice issues. 

Busara has also worked with a cou-

ple of  CSOs on framing techniques 

as a tool  for behavior change.  This 

has involved changing the context , 

alternatives,  sequence of presenta-

t ion,  or  the relevant information 

presented.  We are currently working 

to assist  these CSOs to integrate 

moral  values,  social  norms theory, 

rhetorical  styles,  and narrat ives -  to 

overcome barr iers and effect ively 

organize,  connect with others,  and 

develop compel l ing narrat ives that 

promote trust ,  understanding,  and 
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engagement with the causes they 

are passionate about .

In conclusion,  through our col laborations 

with CSOs across East Afr ica,  we have 

learned that successful  organizations are 

those that can effect ively l ink togeth-

er individuals’  understanding that their 

self- interest is  t ied to their  community’s 

interests (and far ther down the l ine to 

the pol i t ical  process) .  When used correct-

ly,  behavioral  science can be a power ful 

tool  to do this.  I t  can inspire and mobi l ize 

substantial  change in our communit ies.

Interdisciplinary and 
multi-method research

To shift narratives in order to better 
value unpaid care and domestic 
work, we sought to challenge and 
transform prevail ing attitudes 
and perceptions that undervalue 
unpaid care and domestic work 
by identifying existing narratives 
and testing new, transformative 
ones. This qualitative research in 
three areas in Kenya (Kakamega, 
Kil if i  and Nairobi) was augmented 
with a nation-wide quantitative 
experiment via SurveyCTO in 
collaboration with Oxfam Kenya & 
Oxfam UK.

Emiliano del Valle is Engagement 
Director in Mexico

(Re)establishing credibility 
in behavioral perspectives: 
journeying through Latin 
America

In the ever-evolving realm of behavioral 

sciences,  growth has been anything but 

steady.  Over the years,  various inf luential 

governments worldwide have championed 

the infusion of behavioral  science princi-

ples and tools into their  pol icymaking and 

social  programs. This year,  the cal l  for  a 

broader appl icat ion of these insights has 

reached new heights,  with even the Sec-

retary-General  of  the United Nations en-

dorsing their  potential  for  transformative 

impact .31  In unison,  both the publ ic and 

private sectors have recognized the piv-

otal  role of  behavioral  science in foster ing 

innovation and enhancing publ ic services.

31 (UN 2023 (September))
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Amid this backdrop of global  recognit ion, 

Busara has embarked on a captivating 

journey.  Having expanded its footprint 

into Latin America in the past two years, 

Busara aims to complement i ts already 

wel l-establ ished presence in Afr ica and 

Asia.  The expansion into Latin America 

signif ies a concer ted effor t  to gain hol ist ic 

profound insights from the whole of  the 

Global  South,  encompassing its people, 

contexts,  and behavioral  patterns.  This 

endeavor stems from a profound aspira-

t ion to confront developmental  chal lenges 

through the lens of behavioral  science, 

amplifying the effect iveness of economic 

and social  init iat ives throughout the re-

gion. 

Three key areas in Latin America

In Latin America we are strategical ly tar-

geting three key areas:

Gender-Based Violence:  Busara is 

working on using behavioral  science 

to tackle gender-based violence, 

employing a systemic behavioral 

approach that Steve Wendel writes 

about in this Yearbook.

Financial Inclusion and Education: 

In Latin America,  we are continuing 

deeply-establ ished areas of Busara’s 

exper t ise in promoting f inancial 

inclusion and education,  par t icular-

ly among small  micro-,  and medi-

um-sized enterprises.

Migration and its Impact:  Busara 

delves into the economic and social 

consequences of migration in both 

Central  and South America,  aiming 

to shed l ight on i ts far-reaching ef-

fects.

Ongoing projects embrace pioneering 

methodologies,  encompassing systemic 

analysis,  community-centr ic approaches, 

and strategic design thinking.  Bui lding 

on Busara’s long history in Afr ica and 

Asia,  the core focus in Latin America is  on 

unravel ing the intr icacies of  individuals’ 

cognit ive processes and decision-mak-

ing,  employing a r igorous and pragmatic 

experimental  methodology.

Indigenous Arhuaco men in discussion (Source: 
Envato Elements)
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These init iat ives have yielded remarkable 

outcomes.  In Brazi l ,  Busara provides en-

hanced psychological  suppor t to vict ims 

and survivors of  gender-based violence, 

whi le in Guatemala,  we are navigating 

the complex landscape of gender-based 

violence,  l inking it  to the chal lenges of 

pol icy implementation.  This explora-

t ion paves the way for empathetic ,  con-

text-aware strategies for transformation.

Simultaneously,  Busara act ively col labo-

rates on enhancing inclusion and f inan-

cial  education programs for a neo-bank 

in Brazi l .  Moreover,  the organization 

endeavors to infuse behavioral  improve-

ments into diverse areas,  including envi-

ronmental  impact ,  migration,  education, 

family planning,  medical  service adoption, 

governance,  and pol icy implementation.

Behavioral approaches in Latin

America and beyond

The experiences and discoveries thus 

far underscore a universal  truth:  hu-

man-centered approaches possess global 

relevance.  The key to designing supe-

r ior products,  government init iat ives, 

and private endeavors l ies in a profound 

understanding of users and the obstacles 

they face when interact ing with products, 

services,  and publ ic strategies. 

As we look ahead to 2024, Busara is 

poised to elevate i ts work methodolog-

ical ly by integrating state-of-the-ar t 

methods and tools that wi l l  amplify i ts 

understanding and solut ion design ca-

pabi l i t ies.  The organization is  also pre-

pared to broaden its horizons to address 

increasingly intr icate issues.  This unwa-

vering commitment underscores Busara’s 

dedication to dr iving posit ive change, 

ut i l iz ing behavioral  perspectives to mold 

a more inclusive,  empathetic ,  and innova-

t ive future for al l .

Busara’s journey in Latin America em-

bodies an unwavering commitment to 

the pr inciples of  behavioral  science.  I t 

serves as a testament to the transforma-

tive power of  these insights,  transcending 

geographical  boundaries to impact the 

world on a global  scale.  As we navigate 

the complexit ies of  2024, Busara stands 

ready to make a last ing impact through 

innovation and human-centr ic design 

thinking.
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Wairimu Muthike is Engagement 
Director in Kenya and heads the FARM 
(Food, Agriculture and Resil ience) 
por tfol io

Embracing the tapestry of 
knowledge: a reflection on the 
significance and intersectionality 
of endogenous knowledge

Endogenous knowledge,  a captivating 

blend of tradit ional  wisdom interwoven 

with external  insights,32  has long held a 

special  fascination for me.  I  have come 

to real ize that there is  a dynamic syner-

gy between these systems, where they 

learn,  grow, and adapt together,  forming 

a shared ecosystem. I t  is  akin to weav-

ing a r ich tapestry of  understanding from 

threads borrowed from various sourc-

32 (UNESCO not dated)
33 (Global  Center on Adaptation 2022)
34 (Bhatt ,  Labanya,  and Joshi  2019) (Chandini , 
Kumar,  and Prakash 2019)
35 (Pahalvi  et  al .  2021)

es.  This incredible perspective has been 

nur tured by the experiences and wisdom 

shared by those I  have had the pr ivi lege 

to meet and l isten to (and real ly l isten,  in 

the sense that Wendy Chamberl in high-

l ights in this Yearbook) .

Why endogenous knowledge is needed

Sub-Saharan Afr ica’s predominantly 

rainfed agricultural  systems have been 

acutely affected by the severe and un-

precedented impacts of  c l imate change 

– including increased temperature,  in-

tense droughts and f looding,  and extreme 

weather events– reducing crop yields and 

threatening food security.33  The negative 

impacts of  c l imate change in the region 

are due in par t  to the appl icat ion of ex-

ternal  knowledge to sub-Saharan agricul-

tural  systems. 

Despite producing shor t-term gains,  ex-

ternal  knowledge,  and agricultural  prac-

t ices can lead to negative environmental 

ramif icat ions.  For instance,  the prolonged 

use of inorganic fer t i l izers can cause nu-

merous environmental  ramif icat ions,  in-

cluding soi l  degradation and environmen-

tal  pol lut ion,  water pol lut ion,  greenhouse 

gas emissions,  and heavy metal  pol lu-

t ion.34  These consequences contr ibute to 

cl imate change and pol lut ion,  threaten 

soi l  health and fer t i l i ty,  and pose health 

r isks to humans fur ther down the food 

chain.35 ​ In the quest for sustainable alter-
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natives,  researchers have explored the ef-

f ic iency of different fer t i l izat ion methods, 

including the synergy between organic 

and inorganic fer t i l izers. 

Feeding the soil  (and mind) in

different ways

Organic fer t i l izers,  such as manure,  have 

long been a staple of  indigenous farming 

pract ices.  Researchers have documented 

the benefits of  integrating organic and in-

organic fer t i l izers.  For instance,  research 

conducted in the Vihiga and Siaya Coun-

t ies in Kenya found that ut i l iz ing a bal-

anced approach of organic and inorganic 

fer t i l izers helped control  Str iga—a para-

sit ic  plant that destroys maize crops– and 

improve maize yields.36

Research such as the above is emblem-

atic of  an approach that integrates en-

dogenous knowledge,  which is  rooted in 

nature-based solut ions and sustainabi l-

i ty.  Endogenous knowledge upl i fts and 

respects the sovereignty of  indigenous 

knowledge,  and by extension,  cultural 

values and local  environments.  Faci l i-

tat ing bottom-up approaches and local 

par t ic ipation seek to mit igate the inher-

ent power dynamics by encouraging the 

f low of knowledge from both cultures.  The 

rapid evolut ion of the agricultural  land-

scape in Sub-Saharan Afr ica,  par t icular ly 

in the face of unprecedented and unpre-

dictable cl imate shocks,  demonstrates the 

growing need to balance innovation with 

tradit ional  knowledge systems.

During a ser ies of  thought-provoking con-

versations with farmers,  food scientists, 

agri-entrepreneurs,  researchers,  and 

behavioral  scientists that spanned across 

this year,  i t  became evident to me that 

there is  an intersect ion in our pursuit  of 

understanding the reach and ut i l izat ion of 

endogenous knowledge.  A re-emergence 

of interest in integrating exist ing knowl-

edge systems into programs, services, 

and pol ic ies was noted in the 2023 Afr ica 

Cl imate Summit where the topic featured 

prominently in the Afr ican leaders’  Nairo-

bi  declaration on cl imate change and cal l 

to act ion. 

Talking about the future by talking 

about the past

During one of the above-mentioned 

thought-provoking conversation sessions 

36 (Sibusisiwe 2013)

African maize (Source:  Envato Elements)
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with Associate Professor Dr.  Jen Evans, 

during our preparation for Tara Mistari 

2023 (the research fest ival  Mareike Scho-

merus writes about in this Yearbook and 

that also had Adam Fejerskov as another 

keynote speaker,  as Engy Saleh recounts) , 

i t  became evident that there is  an inter-

sect ion in our pursuit  of  understanding 

the reach and ut i l izat ion of endogenous 

knowledge.  This intersect ional ity is  dr iven 

by a common motivation – the recognit ion 

that in our rapidly global iz ing world,  we 

r isk losing something profoundly valua-

ble:  the t imeless wisdom of Indigenous 

peoples,  ref ined over mi l lennia.  For Jen, 

this real izat ion dawned as they pondered 

the relentless march of progress,  whi le 

for me,  i t  sur faced as I  placed my MSc 

thesis alongside countless others on a 

l ibrary shelf.  These ref lect ions led us to a 

shared question:  how can we ensure this 

invaluable knowledge endures the test of 

t ime? 

Our conversations ref ined my thinking. 

Indigenous knowledge is not a rel ic  of 

the past ;  for  stakeholders in the agricul-

ture development and implementation 

sectors in sub-Saharan Afr ica effects of 

understanding and integration of these 

knowledge systems are evident .  Various 

emerging appl icat ions of endogenous 

knowledge across food value chains, 

from production with the case of the use 

of the Baobab tree f lowering as an indi-

cator of  planting t imes in Kenya  to the 

use of communal seed banks that lever-

age communal trust systems in Malawi  

and more upstream as indicated in the 

CoAmana case in the markets points to 

evolut ion with a growing need to balance 

innovation and tradit ional  knowledge sys-

tems.* By understanding how indigenous 

or tradit ional  knowledge inter faces with 

external  knowledge,  we can unlock in-

sights crucial  for  sustainable agriculture 

and cl imate-resi l ient pract ices.

We cannot forget what has been there 

for a long time

Collect ively,  these conversations reveal 

that the world has yet to unlock the ful l 

potential  of  Indigenous knowledge.  In the 

context of  c l imate change,  the indigenous 

perspective offers solut ions deeply rooted 

in nature that could reshape our response 

to this global  cr is is.  Col laboration is  the 

path forward,  but i t  must be founded on 

principles of  respect and equal ity that are 

sensit ive to underpinned power dynam-

ics.  Indigenous knowledge holders should 

have the power and authority when it 

comes to sharing their  wisdom, and equi-

ty is  not negotiable.  I  have come to un-

derstand that embracing indigenous wis-

dom in our fast-paced,  global ized world 

is  about honoring the enduring legacy—

which in turn makes a future possible.

*(CoAmana not dated)
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You won’t be 
alone: looking into 
the crystal ball

Sam Bastian is Busara’s Chief 
Operating Officer,  based in Kenya

At Busara,  we are unif ied but not uni-

form. As I  delve into the r ich tapestry of 

ar t ic les within our Yearbook,  I  am struck 

by the remarkable diversity of voices 

and ideas that harmoniously unite under 

the banner of Busara.  We each contr ib-

ute our unique experiences,  learnings, 

and impact stories,  al l  converging on a 

common bel ief :  we, as researchers,  hold 

the power to enable change and improve 

global development through the science 

of human behavior.

When Busara f irst  embarked on its jour-

ney,  our perspective was singular,  and 

our approach was similar to having a 

hammer that made every problem look 

l ike a nai l-  l ike many organizations, 

maybe. But over t ime, while retaining 

our focus on human behavior,  we have 

evolved into a mult idiscipl inary organiza-

tion.  With this perspective,  we are bring-

ing everyone together as a community 

to learn and solve the complex problems 

with which we are faced. Our diverse 

perspectives make us greater than the 

sum of our par ts.

In 2024, we stand on the threshold of 

concluding a transformative three-year 

strategy.  This strategy has been instru-

mental  in posit ioning us as advisors,  ad-

vocates,  and pioneers in the f ield,  and it 

has been guided by three core principles 

that define our ethos.

Principle 1: the power of human

behavior
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Our f irst  bel ief  is  s imple yet profound: 

the science of human behavior can 

change the world.  We have embraced the 

idea that behavior is  deeply inf luenced 

by context – individual behavior is  an in-

tegral  par t of the larger communit ies we 

l ive in.  In a world where enormous col-

lect ive chal lenges often make individuals 

feel  powerless,  we bel ieve it  is  impossi-

ble to change the world without chang-

ing human behavior at various levels (as 

Moh’ Alhaj i  and Gideon Too discuss in 

this Yearbook with respect to health and 

governance chal lenges.)

But ,  behavioral  science,  though pow-

er ful ,  has faced a credibi l i ty cr is is at a 

t ime when it  is  most needed. At Busara, 

we are cal led to stay true to our val-

ues,  sharpen our tools,  and create new 

approaches.  Whether that’s in creating 

thoughtful  relationship management be-

tween researchers and the researched or 

creating new approaches to appreciate 

the interdependencies of individual be-

havior with the context and system. We 

learn this from Rober t Nyaga in his con-

tr ibution on the co-creation of research 

and from Steve Wendel and his ref lec-

t ions on behavioral  systems. Joel  Mumo 

also discusses this in his impassioned 

cal l  for a profoundly ethical  approach 

to research,  which is backed fur ther by 

Engy Saleh.  Through our continual learn-

ing in the science of human behavior,  we 

are gett ing closer to conducting research 

that can be readi ly implemented and 

scaled.

Principle 2: fostering a culture of 

learning

Our second principle centers on fostering 

a culture of continuous learning.  Busara 

is not just an organization;  we are bui ld-

ing a vibrant community of l i felong learn-

ers and problem solvers,  always seeking 

to l isten,  connect ,  col laborate,  and solve 

complex problems, as Wendy Chamberl in 
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or Wairimu Muthike elaborate.  In 2023, 

to make learning an integral  par t of our 

identity,  we al igned our organizational 

structure and operating model ,  creating 

por tfol io teams with expl ic it  learning 

agendas,  to get closer to this very goal . 

We have also thoughtful ly created spac-

es,  l ike Tara Mistari ,  to create sparks 

that keep the debate and ref lect ion going 

through the year–an experience that Ma-

reike Schomerus describes in her piece. 

In 2024, we remain committed to nur tur-

ing this culture of learning within and 

across teams, pushing the boundaries of 

behavioral  science for global develop-

ment ,  for example by putt ing people f irst 

in our organization,  as Stanley Ngugi 

argues in his ar t ic le.

Principle 3: par tnering for greater

impact

Our third principle underscores the fact 

that we can’t  – no one can – tackle glob-

al  chal lenges in isolation.  Just as indi-

viduals are par t of communit ies,  organi-

zations are an integral  par t of the larger 

ecosystems. Busara’s most impactful 

work is done when we bridge the gaps in 

the ecosystem, share our learnings,  and 

work with par tners to take the value of 

behavioral  science to greater heights,  as 

in the examples provided by Gideon Too 

or Francis Meyo.  

Acknowledging this real ity,  in 2023, 

we have invested in speaking up con-

sistently.  We also decided to share our 

groundwork (by launching our publ ica-

t ion series appropriately cal led Ground-

work ,  on which Mareike Schomerus elab-

orates) and learnings so that we can 

al l  be on the journey to greater impact 

together.  However,  taking t ime to speak 

up,  bui ld a community,  and learn togeth-

er can often come at a tradeoff to run-

ning projects in a resource-constrained 

environment ,  which is a chal lenge that 

Michael Onsando elaborates on.  

As we embark on 2024, we hold on to the 

bel ief  that we are par t of a community 
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and ecosystem that needs nur turing,  and 

we continue to f ind creative ways to re-

source this impor tant community-bui ld-

ing work in our impact story.

Underlying these principles is our dogged 

practice of being an international Glob-

al  South organization (which has grown 

into Latin America,  as Emil iano del  Val le 

shares) .  To truly leverage the power of 

behavioral  science,  learning and l isten-

ing,  and par tnering with the entire eco-

system, being in the context and plugged 

into the international global develop-

ment ecosystem is cr it ical .  I t ’s  not an 

easy practice and we are often tempted 

to soften the edges (par t icularly in mo-

ments when money is t ight ,  as my co-au-

thors Wilson Mburu and Mareike Scho-

merus and I  ref lect on).  However,  being 

an international Global South organiza-

tion is central  to our values. 

In 2024, we are determined to continue 

on our journey to bui ld a community of 

learners and problem solvers that lever-

ages behavioral  science for global de-

velopment .  I  do not expect i t  to be easy 

– but together we can embrace the com-

plexit ies to drive transformative change. 

I f  you f ind that your principles al ign with 

ours,  I  invite you to join our ever-evolving 

community of researchers,  practit ioners, 

and learners.
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