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How can research influence public policy so that it is based on the best-available evidence?
What different ways of working are required of researchers? Here are 10 things researchers
from the UK’s Overseas Development Institute have found helpful.

1. Know what you want to influence
Being clear about the policy issue, theme or process you want to change is the first step to
effective policy influencing. Are you looking to influence legislation, or a change in
government policy? You might want to encourage greater investment in a certain programme
or approach, or a change in practice. You might want to influence perceptions or attitudes, or
the language people use around an issue.

2. Know who you want to influence
Who has the power to enact a change in a policy process or change the debate on an issue? Is
it a senior government official, a parliamentarian, a government minister or a head of state?
You need to be clear about who you want to influence. It’s also useful to identify who can
indirectly influence your target audience – an adviser, a respected commentator, a media
outlet, a well-known academic? Know the routes to the people and organisations you need to
influence and build relationships with them. And remember that you might not always be the
best messenger. An audience mapping tool can be useful here.

3. Know when to influence
Your research needs to reach your target audience at a moment when they can take action.
For example, this could be in the lead-up to an election, during a budget cycle, as part of a

government consultation, ahead of an international decision-making summit, or at a key
meeting. Unexpected opportunities will also emerge. So having the flexibility to react and
adapt your plans as you go is important. If you can quickly spot policy opportunities as they
arise, you may be able to have greater impact. Think ‘strategic opportunism’.

4. Build relationships and networks
You can’t change policy by yourself, no matter how ground-breaking your research is. Find
and work with other people and organisations who share your policy influencing objective –
your allies and collaborators. Working together, building trust and developing a joint plan
will increase your impact.

5. Policy development is not a linear process
It is tempting to think that policy processes are linear: you identify a problem, gather
evidence and implement a policy. But they aren’t. Policy-making is complex, dynamic and
involves a lot of different people and moving parts. Nonetheless, policy formulation does
have its own formal and informal rhythms. If you understand these, you’ll know where your
evidence will be most useful and have greatest impact.

6. Policy-making is inherently political
Policy-making is often a very political process. Alongside research, policy-makers’ own
values, experience and expertise play an important role in influencing how they make
decisions. For example, in the lead-up to a general election it’s not uncommon to see the
same research being used by competing political parties to argue different points. Factor this
into your plans, considering how working in a political context could affect others’
perceptions of your independence.

7. Plan your engagement
Think carefully about how to communicate your research. Policy-makers are busy so won’t
always have time to read a long report. A short, sharp executive summary or policy brief can
be a powerful tool. Focus on clear messages and avoid overly technical language.
Infographics can also help to make your data accessible. Consider other outreach activities
too, such as press releases, public events, bilateral meetings, presentations or side events at
summits and conferences.

8. Focus on ideas and be propositional
Policy-makers need constructive ideas, so be propositional. Based on your research, tell them
what could happen, who could take action, when and how. It’s important to frame your
recommendations within the realms of what is possible, both technically and politically. Be
ambitious, but realistic.

9. It takes time, stick at it
Influencing policy takes time and commitment. Make a plan, break it down, and be realistic
about what you can do. Often it can be a slow process with no obvious impact in the short
term. But stick with it, recognise that policy influencing is usually a marathon not a sprint,
and be sure to set milestones and capture the small successes as you go. Continue to engage
with your target audience and always keep up-to-date on the decision-making process.

10. Monitor, learn and adjust along the way
External factors will affect your plans along the way so it’s important to remain flexible and
adapt to new contexts and opportunities. You should also seek feedback from allies, partners,
and even your target audience. Ask them what they need and when, as well as what format
they prefer and adjust your plans accordingly. If you find an approach is not working, you
should stop, assess and try something new. Continuously review, and capture your learning as
you go so you can apply it to future influencing plans. And, be willing to share your learning
with key partners.
Do these ideas resonate with you? Is there anything else that you have found to be useful? Do
you have examples to share?
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