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Government policymakers rarely consult with aca-
demic experts before formulating policy posi-
tions. When policymakers do seek out academics,
they are often attempting to justify a position they
already hold, not searching for objective analysis.

Academics could add much to the policy debate if they were more
meaningfully engaged in the discussion.

The newly organized APSA Working Group on Practicing Pol-
itics met for the first time in Toronto during the 2009 Annual
Meeting. The group includes a number of political scientists with
full-time careers in government. One of the topics they chose to
explore was how political scientists can persuade governments to
better use their research findings.

This article discusses four aspects of communication between
academic researchers and government officials. The first section
addresses reasons that the two worlds fail to communicate—the
clash of cultures. The second section offers reasons why political
scientists should seek to communicate with policymakers—benefits
to academics. The third provides some ways to keep policymakers
informed of the availability of research products—getting policy-
makers’ attention. And the fourth section offers some practical
tips for communicating useful research findings to government
decision makers—selling the sizzle.

THE CLASH OF CULTURES: GETTING TENURED
VS. GETTING REELECTED

Political scientists conduct valuable research on topics debated in
the halls of government. Unfortunately, governments are frequently
oblivious to this work. The primary reasons that policymakers
ignore academics are differences in culture built on differences in
incentives (Gibbons et al. 2008).

The academic reward structure centers on tenure and promo-
tion, and the primary demand is for publishable material. Publi-
cation requires rigorous research methods, months of data
collection, careful analysis, precise explanation, and comprehen-
sive writing. Administrations also reward faculty who acquire
research grant funding. The standards for successful grant appli-
cations are similar to those of publication. Conference papers
and other research productions are considered a step along the
road to publication and require similar amounts of time and effort.
Academics generally do not receive much credit from their insti-
tutions for providing information to policymakers, unless their
efforts result in funding.

Academic incentives breed a culture of slowly developed,
in-depth expertise in niche issues. Political scientists build an
objective body of knowledge one study at a time. Taken as a whole,
the research offers valuable insight, although any single study
may not seem particularly relevant to a policymaker.

Policymakers have a completely different reward system.
Elected officials are rewarded by gaining reelection, being elected
to a higher office, or being selected by their peers as leaders within
the party or the chamber. They benefit from getting out in front
of an issue, recognizing an emerging concern, and proposing a
solution. Not only must officials try to stay a step ahead of the
demands of their constituency, but they are also constantly in
competition with one another. As a result, they rarely can afford
spending months to study an issue. When policymakers want an
answer, they want it immediately. If a brief summary of a full-
blown study is not readily available, a quick analysis will suffice
(see Bardach 2005).

Given the luxury of time, many policymakers would enjoy read-
ing the relevant research on a variety of topics. In the absence of
that luxury, they must frequently seek support and justification
for a preconceived idea. Their goal is to find policy solutions that
meet their partisan predispositions and attract little controversy
(Gibbons et al. 2008).

The problem, according to Mark Shafer of the Oklahoma Cli-
matologic Survey (2006), is “the process, not the content,” mean-
ing the clash between the research process and the policy process.
Jeffrey Henig (2009) demonstrates the clash of cultures between
researchers and policymakers regarding charter schools. He illus-
trates how research is frequently misappropriated by policymak-
ers and how researchers can get caught up in the policy debate.

BENEFITS FOR ACADEMICS—WHY GETTING THROUGH
TO GOVERNMENT BENEFITS YOU

Despite the cultural challenges, effective communication with pol-
icymakers presents numerous advantages to academics. Some of
these benefits are altruistic and others are self-interested. Among
the most altruistic of reasons, policymakers need rigorous data
analysis to make good decisions. Obviously, good decisions are in
the interest of all. Another altruistic reason for open communica-
tion is to help establish and communicate best practices industry
standards.

A slightly self-serving reason that political science researchers
should want to communicate with policymakers is to create greater
public awareness of the value of social science. The public and
their elected officials have little appreciation for how political sci-
ence research can and does affect their daily lives. To be effective,
Mary Woolley (2000) says that scientists need to be vocally
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passionate about their work and the good it does for society. All
three groups—social scientists, the public, and elected officials—
benefit when researchers actively explain the value of their work.

One less altruistic reason for presenting work to policymak-
ers is that through research, some social scientists develop policy
positions and the desire to influence relevant policy decisions.
Supplying information to like-minded policymakers serves the
purposes of both the researcher and the policymaker. Making
oneself available to elected officials is beneficial, because these
people frequently control university budget and research funds.
Conducting research that they find useful is valuable when bud-
gets are being determined.

Finally, effective communication of research builds the repu-
tation of the researcher and the university. The currency of a uni-
versity or research institute is its reputation. The stronger the
reputation, the more students the institution can attract, the
greater the funding opportunities available, and the more weight
given to research findings. Communicating results in useful ways
makes policymakers and the community at large more aware of
the valuable work being conducted.

GETTING POLICYMAKERS’ ATTENTION—NETWORKING,
NETWORKING, NETWORKING

Researchers tend to be passive in their distribution of findings to
policymakers (Spilsbury and Nasi 2006). Academic incentives
encourage scholars to publish an article and move to the next
project. At the point at which research is ready to be distributed
to the public and policymakers, incentives have been met, so
researchers do not make the additional effort necessary to notify
policymakers of their work. Findings are published in a profes-
sional journal. Research colleagues are aware of it. Essential uni-
versity administrators see the work on the scholar’s vitae. Pursuing
the next project is more important than wider distribution of the
last one.

A few simple additional steps to make research more accessi-
ble to policymakers could produce a number of benefits. The first
step is to get policymakers’ attention. As with other marketing,
the messages need to be brief, with the goal of grabbing enough
attention to get the policymaker to ask for more information. A
policymaker may not be interested in information on a particular
topic until an event makes the issue salient to the public. Then,
the policymaker will demand a lot of information quickly. Regu-
larly highlighting the availability of research to policymakers and
their staff will help them know where to turn when they need
data or analysis. Former Governor Jim Edgar of Illinois makes a
similar point. He offers several tips to academics seeking to influ-
ence policy, such as “use understandable language” and “keep it
short” (see figure 1).

One of the most valuable resources on campus for marketing
research is the university public relations department, whose pri-
mary mission is to build the reputation of the institution. These
people are highly skilled at delivering messages to target groups.
The university government relations office can also help distrib-
ute research findings to policymakers. A researcher who wants to
see his or her work influence public decisions should engage these
resources.

The more personal the contact, the more likely it will have an
effect. Building personal networks with policymakers will enhance
the likelihood of someone knowing that applicable research is
available when the need arises. Sending faculty for sabbaticals or

students for internships to policy-related venues and receiving
policymakers as guest instructors are excellent ways to build per-
sonal networks. APSA’s Congressional Fellowship Program can
help facilitate academic and policymaking exchanges (American
Political Science Association 2008). Engaging people who are
directly involved in a policy area—such as a legislative committee
chairman—is important. Building relationships with relevant staff
in both the legislative branches and the executive agencies is imper-
ative. Developing relationships with journalists is another way to
attract the attention of both the public and policymakers. APSA’s
media relations staff can also be supportive (see Rajaee 2008).

A group of researchers working in a specific policy area can
benefit from each other’s reputations by forming an institute. This
approach has been used very successfully by Michael Malbin and
others at the Campaign Finance Institute (http://www.cfinst.org).
Branding an institute and creating synergy among researchers
raises awareness of the available data. Developing a directory of
experts and distributing it to research consumers is another way
to make them aware of whom to call when the need arises.

National nonpartisan governmental associations and think
tanks are well connected to policymakers. Partnering with these
groups in developing a research project adds gravitas to the project
and ensures a distribution network for the findings. A successful
example of this type of collaboration is the Joint Project on Term
Limits, for which the National Conference of State Legislatures,
the Council of State Governments, the State Legislative Leaders
Foundation, a group of political scientists, and a funder joined
forces. The results were distributed to legislators around the coun-
try in the form of a booklet entitled Coping with Term Limits: A
Practical Guide. In addition, academics published two books and
several journal articles from the data that were collected.

Maintaining contact with alumni can be helpful in this enter-
prise. Political science majors are scattered throughout the halls
of government. Their respect and appreciation for their instruc-
tors can help promote the use of research from their institution.

Institutions should recognize the benefits of research dissem-
ination to policymakers and alter the academic reward system to
include such activities. In fact, most institutions appreciate fac-
ulty who raise the profile and enhance the reputation of the insti-
tution. Generally, those researchers are rewarded, even if outside

F i g u r e 1
Jim Edgar’s Recommendations for
Communication between Political
Scientists and Government Officials

• Be relevant
• Write in understandable terms
• Keep it short
• Build trust
• Identify key players, including staff
• Be available to serve on advisory commissions
• Encourage students to go into public service

Note. Derived from comments presented by former Illinois governor Jim Edgar to

the 2010 State Politics and Policy Conference, Springfield, IL,June 3–5. For more infor-

mation, see http://webcast2.uis.edu/multimedia/Archive/2010/

SPPCOldStateCapitol.html.
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the formal reward system. A publicly recognized expert is more
likely to receive institutional research funds, plum appointments,
salary increases, and promotions than one with equal academic
accomplishments who is less publicly recognized. Universities
could make the incentives for engaging in policy discussion more
explicit.

Of course, policymakers should seek information. But like other
economic maximizers, they are unlikely to keep abreast of avail-
able resources until they need them—when they want them imme-
diately. It is incumbent upon researchers to keep policymakers
and their staff aware of these resources, so that when they are
needed, they can be easily found.

SELLING THE SIZZLE—BE BRIEF, FOCUS ON THE MESSAGE

Part of the clash of cultures between the university and policy-
making spheres is the difference in communication formats. Pol-
icymakers look for brief explanations that capture the public’s
concerns and resolve their fears. Researchers develop in-depth
explanations of how data were collected, why certain methods
were chosen, and how conclusions were reached. In sales, a com-
mon cliché says to “sell the sizzle, not the steak,” or to “sell the
benefits, not the features.” As distasteful as it may be to turn
research results into a marketable product, effective communica-
tion in the policy arena is based on marketing principles. Tailor-
ing the product to the consumer’s need is essential.

According to David Pannell (2004), the key is to be brief and
clear. Policymakers are not looking for the full explanation, they
are looking for the “takeaways”—the sound bites and talking
points. Researchers need not write the sound bites, but they must
provide briefs that will allow the policymaker’s staff to quickly
find them.

When policy-relevant research is published, a researcher would
do well to create a one- or two-page summary of his or her find-
ings. This summary should focus on the benefits of a policy pro-
posal. Keep the provision as simple as possible, but provide enough
detail to be credible. The writing should use easy-to-understand
language and terms that can be understood by people with no
background or experience in the discipline or policy area. Policy
options should be as concrete as the data will allow. Include enough
data to make the relevant points. Focus on the message, not the
method.

This summary can be distributed to relevant policymakers
through numerous channels. If the policymaker needs the entire
study, then he or she will request a copy. However, chances are
that having the summary and knowing that a study backs it up is
all that he or she will want.

Timing is everything. Distributing research findings as they
are published will enhance the reputation of both the researcher
and the institution and encourage policymakers to seek expertise
when they need it. Be prepared for when they do need it. Respond
quickly, or even take preemptive action. When a news headline
breaks on a research topic, immediately issue a release of relevant

issue papers. Do not wait for policymakers to call; rather put the
word out that expertise on the topic is available.

CONCLUSION

Political scientists could provide policymakers with background
research, policy options, analysis of various options, and best prac-
tices for managing many government issues. A clash of cultures
prevents policymakers from paying attention to academic research.
Politicians want quick, easily understood answers. Academics
develop extended essays using terminology specific to the disci-
pline. The rewards of making research accessible to policymakers
can be considerable. Effective communication with policymakers
requires marketing efforts beyond the publication of articles in
prestigious journals.

Major corporations have research and development depart-
ments that are charged with keeping the company a step ahead of
the competition and the market. Governments need such an arm.
Unfortunately, the government pays scarce attention to the work
of academics. Universities are full of researchers working for the
betterment of society. Policymakers should pay more attention to
the work done there, and universities should adjust academic
incentives to include effective communication of research to
policymakers. �
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