Working with
policymakers
Building bridges between academia
and the world of policy

Five questions of policy
engagement
Why

would you want to do this?

What

question are you answering?

Who

do you need to speak to?

When

is the best time to connect?

Where

does your research focus?

What’s in it for me?
Working with policy is interesting, horrifically
complicated but interesting.
Doing so can provide a great feedback loop on
research – especially for social scientists but for others
too.
There is an intellectual rigour to working with external
audiences (including policy) that is both challenging
and rewarding.

What’s in it for the world
Evidence-informed policy is just better policy.
Policy debates can get stuck in ruts where ‘everybody
knows the rules’, scholars can provide a new
perspective to reframe the debate.
Academics often bring perspectives that are not their
own, sometimes capturing the experience of
overlooked groups.

What

Question Are You Answering?

Focussing on the ‘policy question’ rather than the ‘research answer’ will clarify both what it is
you are trying to say and the best tools to use to say it.
The element of your research that is of most interest to policymakers may well not be the
academic headline. Indeed, it may be of little or no academic interest at all.

The defining characteristic of a policy question – as opposed to a
research question – is that its answer can be implemented.

It can be useful to get ahead of the game and take a look at what questions will be ‘live’ in a few
months.
Policy professionals are more often seeking your expert option than the results of any particular
study – although they will have that too when it speaks to the question.

Who

Do You Need to Speak to?

Parliaments, governments and other bodies may all have an interest in a topic but fulfil different
functions. You can engage at more than one stage in the process.
Governments, parliaments, local authorities and other public bodies are complex organisations
that are not always great at communicating with themselves, (Not unlike universities).

There is much more to policy than primary legislation and much
more to academic input than parliamentary inquiries.

Many policymaking institutions have professional researchers (often called analysts) who may
well be your best starting point.
As a general principle, avoid mass emails; find out the person or people working on the question
you’re seeking to address and contact them directly.

When

Is the Best Time to Connect?

Talk to colleagues, NGOs, officials and others to get a sense of what topics are coming up in the
next six to eighteen months.
You can only plan so much. Policy moves very fast – just look at Covid and how much bandwidth
it consumes. However, many questions are endemic.

Policy change is often driven by events rather than strategy, which
can mean that time is of the essence.

There is no need to wait for publication and delay can be a problem as it may well mean that a
window of opportunity closes.
Academics can often help frame the debate before it has even started.

Where

Does Your Research Focus

It sounds obvious but it is worth stating that policy takes place in real space. Different tiers of
policymaking have responsibility for different areas, identify the right one.
Understand the policy and political context of that part of the world, don’t make assumptions.
Does your data map onto to the area covered by that government or authority?

Geography matters in policymaking; both the questions and the
answers need to relate to that corner of the world.

What makes for good comparators? Don’t be trapped into thinking that what applies in one
place must work in another or believing that because two places are close, they are the same.
There are local authorities, regional development agencies, community planning partnerships,
foreign governments and international bodies. There is more to life that central government.

A few top tips

How will this be used?
If and when your carefully crafted
research briefing is put in front of a
minister, it will have been merged with
lots of others and been boiled down to
three bullet points.

Be brief and offer more

This isn’t peer review

When you first reach out, there’s no
need to set out everything you know
on a topic – just give an overview and
explain how it relates to the question.
They can always ask for more detail.

Your contribution needs to be up to
date but it doesn’t need to be knew. It
needs to be rigorous but methodology
isn’t terribly interesting. Overviews of a
body of knowledge are often more
useful than one brilliant insight.

Be kind to your reader
Your reader is not an academic and
may not be a subject specialist. Avoid
jargon, be brief and be aware this may
not be your readers top priority.

Relationships matters
Is this a priority for the person your
contacting at the moment? It can be
worth waiting until it is. Gaining a
reputation for having the right research
at the right time is the strongest
position to be in.
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