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Background

In the wake of political regime changes 

in the Arab region and IMF structural 

adjustment reforms, Egypt has sought 

to implement equitable social policies. 

Although all policymakers share an interest 

in promoting economic growth, there is 

less agreement about how to shield the 

vulnerable from the negative effects of 

subsidy retrenchment. In this environment, 

policymaking processes are often confined 

to top-level bureaucrats and framed 

by the standardized policy models and 

conditionalities of donor funding.  Does the 

idea of a Policy Lab have any traction in this 

context? Or do factors such as lack of open 

access to data and policy consultation render 

it an unrealistic model for policy-making?  

Actors

In the case of subsidy reform, the relevant 

government actors come from the Ministries 

of Finance, Social Solidarity, and Planning 

and Administrative Reform. Beyond the 

government, the World Bank and the IMF 

are key policy stakeholders. Academics 

(especially Cairo University) and civil society 

representatives round out the Cairo Policy 

Lab.  

Institutions and Norms

The Cairo Policy Lab provides a neutral 

space for dialogue around a timely policy 

In order to design policies that actively 

respond to the needs of users, policy 

stakeholders in high income countries 

(namely advanced Western economies) 

have increasingly drawn on insights from 

design thinking.1 Innovative problem-

solving exercises, user consultations, 

and rapid trialing procedures have 

been among the many elements that 

have recently found their way into 

policymaking practice. The possible 

extension of design-thinking to different 

development and political contexts has 

been little explored. The goal of the Cairo 

Policy Lab is to apply elements of design 

thinking in the Egyptian context in order 

to address dimensions of policymaking 

that have received less analytical scrutiny: 

the definition of policy problems and 

identification of evidenced based solutions. 

This inaugural policy innovation case 

study discusses the ongoing efforts of the 

MENA Social Policy network and their 

partners to establish the Cairo Policy Lab. 

It describes the first roundtable meeting of 

stakeholders in a series of events designed 

to untangle the problems posed by social 

assistance and subsidy reform efforts in 

Egypt. While building bridges between 

academics and policymakers has presented 

challenges to all involved, the good will 

of many policy actors gives reason for 

optimism. Through nurturing relationships 

of mutual trust and encouraging innovative 

approaches to problem-solving, the Cairo 

Policy Lab has the potential to be a catalyst 

for positive change. 

Summary



Policy Innovation Case Study No:  1  - Cairo Policy Lab

www.menasp.com

issue or problem. It uses interactive 

methods to engage a broad range of relevant 

stakeholders in a meaningful conversation 

in order to generate innovative policy 

solutions. It sets up and enables collective 

learning cycles in which problems and 

solutions co-evolve and problems are 

reframed. Furthermore, the Lab protects 

the confidentiality of participants and 

encourages them to be candid. Finally, 

it aims to allow everyone to be heard 

throughout the course of the events, 

exposing policymakers (and the other 

participants) to a diverse set of perspectives. 

 The Innovation

The April roundtable was the first in a 

series of events associated with the Cairo 

Policy Lab. The event was cohosted by the 

University of Bath, Chahir Zaki of Cairo 

University, and the British Council in Egypt. 

The roundtable brought together a small 

but diverse set of local and international 

researchers, as well as civil society, NGO 

and donor agency representatives. The 

group discussed the impact evaluation of 

the Takaful cash transfer program recently 

undertaken by the International Food 

Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), Egypt. 

This allowed participants to identify 

several key problems related to social 

assistance in Egypt. Then, the attendees 

divided into smaller groups of three to five 

people to break down these problems into 

related causes and subcauses.2 Each group 

considered the availability of the evidence 

surrounding their problem and created 

impromptu posters which were presented 

to whole group. As session concluded, 

participants conversed about opportunities 

for future collaboration. 

What worked? 

The April roundtable meeting was well-

attended by members of the research and 

donor community. The selected themes 

resonated across a number of agencies 

and participants saw value in the type of 

open discussion offered by the Lab. The 

impact evaluation by IFPRI highlighted 

how design thinking redirects the focus 

of policymakers to the fit between social 

problems and solutions. The space provided 

by the Policy Lab allowed participants to 

perceive their agency as decision-makers 

and think differently about their network 

and knowledge resources. Participants 

worked in an iterative and reflexive manner 

as they explored the various dimensions 

of the policy problems including: women’s 

empowerment, policy borrowing, the narrow 
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space for social research, the shift from 

protection to production and civil society 

law in Egypt.  Participant evaluations of the 

event revealed that majority came away with 

new knowledge and several suggested that 

future events provide even more time for 

discussion. 

What’s next?  

One of the purposes of the April roundtable 

meeting was to introduce Policy Lab ideas 

and concepts to local actors and build trust 

among a group of stakeholders who will 

continue to participate with the Lab in the 

future.  There are other roundtable events 

planned for 2019 and a larger two-day 

international Lab event planned for the end 

of October 2019. Based on feedback from the 

Cairo Policy Lab experience, the MENASP 

network and British Council are planning 

to expand the Policy Lab concept to other 

countries in the region as early as the end of 

2019.  

Methodological notes

As previously mentioned, the Cairo Policy 

Lab methodology borrows from design 

thinking and state capabilities approaches. 

The success of the April roundtable event 

was measured by qualitative observations 

as well as responses to participant surveys.  

Future events will be similarly measured. 

However, it is too soon to measure 

the broader impact of the Lab on the 

policymaking process. 

The Cairo Policy Lab provides a neutral 
space for dialogue around a timely 
policy issue or problem
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