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1.  The objectives set for the conference were to explore the implications for social science research of the apparent new interest in policy circles in evidence-based policy.  The format of the conference was to have four sessions on substantive policy fields - the economy, transport, employment and education, crime - in which a researcher and a policy maker would address the role of evidence in policy; to precede this with a keynote address and conclude the conference with an overview.  Attendance at the conference was a mixture of researchers (including some from market research and think tanks), research funders, and policy practitioners ( drawn widely from government departments and agencies, voluntary organisations, though not from local government).



2.  In opening the conference, the Chair Seamus Hegarty, Director of the National Foundation for Education Research, quoted Maynard Keynes’ dictum that ‘There is nothing a politician likes so little as to be well-informed; it makes decision-making so complex and difficult.’  Research-based evidence might make for better decisions but it can make decision-making harder.  To what extent then, is the new enthusiasm for ‘evidence-based policy’ rhetoric or reality?





Keynote address

Gerry Stoker, Professor of Government, University of Strathclyde



3.  Gerry Stoker noted that the evidence/policy relationship had a long history with a copious policy studies literature.  But the current political mantra that “what counts is what works” had stimulated renewed interest.  In a post ideological era evidence-based policy making could win a new prominence and influence.

�

4.  It was difficult to generalise across policy areas.  As papers in the current issue of Public Money and Management showed, diverse practices and relationships have developed among researchers, professionals and policy makers; even within policy areas experience varies - for example, within the health field the dominant paradigm of controlled experimentation is unsuited to many policy issues on food or public health.  (See Public Money and Management, The Role of Evidence in Public Sector Policy and Practice, January - March 1999.)  Even so, one common strand has been for different parties to blame the other - researchers argue that government disregards or botches up their good ideas; policy makers readily dismiss research as unreliable or naïve.  



5.  More and better dialogue is almost always recommended, but the means to achieve that still largely elude us.  For their part researchers must heed three Rs: commit themselves to Rigour in their work, within diverse methodologies, for it is that which distinguishes research-based evidence; put more emphasis on Review, building on rather than  ignoring earlier work; make their conclusions Robust and Realistic, and so usable by policy makers.  Policy makers  should put more resources into sustaining the research infrastructure and institutions (the UK compares badly with the US in its policy analysis capacity); limit policy hyperactivity; and commit themselves to exchange and pluralism.



6.  But, for Stoker, the issues surrounding evidence-based policy are not just practical and technical.  There is an underlying question about whether we want to enhance the scope for a scientifically-guided or a self-guiding society.  The former often disdains democracy; the latter - which he favours - recognises the ultimate unreason of democracy but seeks evidence to contribute to, though not dominate, agenda-setting, debate and effective action.  In the end the policy process must be about more than “what works”.  The search for vision and values - especially in pursuit of radical reform - means that there remains scope for social scientists to offer themselves ‘not just as technocrats but also as gurus’.





Case study 1: The Economy

Martin Weale, Director, National Institute of Economic and Social Research

Alf Webb, Senior Economic Adviser, H M Treasury



7.  Patricia Hewitt,  Economic Secretary to the Treasury, had agreed to speak in this session but withdrew at a late stage and Alf Webb stepped in at short notice.  In the event both speakers addressed the contribution of economics to public policy rather than the role of research in macro-economic policy.



8.  Martin Weale explored, through two examples, the often contradictory nature of received opinion and research-based evidence.  The first example was the effect of class sizes on learning.  Here the government’s conviction that smaller classes would improve standards had driven policy and expenditure.  The research question - for a given amount of money to improve standards, what is the best way of employing it - had not been asked; and some experimental research on maths in Tennessee had concluded that even halving class sizes had achieved no more than two extra days teaching a year.

�9.  His second example was monetary policy.  Here was an issue on which the Bank of England has access to research-based evidence, both internally and externally, but also receives advice from many commentators in business, the City and the media.  Much of this was semi-informed at best, uninformed at worst - atheoretical, often focusing on single variables, confusing prediction with interpretation, not distinguishing signals from noise.  Weale was also critical of the Bank’s reported analysis of 500 variables: how are they weighted, how can they realistically be handled, what framework is used for their analysis?  He contrasted the commentators’ 1998 view that interest rates should be cut to stimulate the economy and reduce the risk of recession with the research-based analysis that recognised the importance of time-lags for policy measures to achieve effects.  Weale concluded that the case for evidence-based policy is very clear; but achieving it is an uphill struggle.



10.  Alf Webb reviewed changing HMT practice in the appraisal and evaluation of policy.  He referred particularly to the ‘Green Book’, the government manual on this topic now in its third 1997 edition. Cost-benefit analysis remains the underlying methodology but adaptations have been made to apply it to policy initiatives as much as investments and to handle outputs that cannot be quantified or monetised.  He offered a framework for such work which distinguished , one the one hand, ex ante appraisal and ex post evaluation and, on the other, projects, programmes and policies.  Generally more progress had been made in government with evaluation than with appraisal and more applications to projects and programmes than policies.  He praised the work of DfID, DTI and DETR in project evaluation, and of DSS and DfEE in programme evaluation.  Policy appraisal or evaluation was rare in government and he argued therefore that this should be a particular priority for external evaluation.



11.  US government practice was a source of inspiration.  He mentioned a recent obligation placed up on all government agencies to report annually on past and future evaluations and their impact on policy.  This commendable commitment to evaluation was the product of a number of factors: the competitive nature of US administration with fairly autonomous agencies defending their patch and their budget; a range of evaluation consultancies and institutes;  the involvement of leading academics in evaluation practice;  serious methodological debate and innovation; and a political culture that favours substantial demonstration projects before programmes are rolled out nationally (cf the UK’s more limited pilot projects to iron out administrative processes).  He saw prospects of this US approach taking root here.  Webb said that HMT is supportive and had recently reviewed the prospects at a small conference and in discussion with NAO and ESRC.  He welcomed contributions to this development.





Case study 2: Transport

Phil Goodwin, Professor of Transport Policy,UCL

Colin Poole, Transport Strategy and Awareness Division, DETR



12.  This session focused on the 1998 White Paper on Transport with which both speakers had been involved - Phil Goodwin as Chair of the panel of academic advisers to the Department, Colin Poole as the official responsible for the consequent research programme.

�13.  Phil Goodwin argued that transport policy had always been evidence-rich, principally in being strongly based on sophisticated traffic forecasts.  The dominant policy paradigm was to ‘predict and provide’, usually for more car use and less public transport use, though extra capacity never succeeded in meeting extra demand.  Through the 1970s and 1980s transport researchers began to question this approach - on economic and social, and later, on environmental grounds.  By the early 1990s a policy shift was starting, arguing for action on the demand as well as the supply side of the equation.  Subsequent research and analysis, much sponsored outside DTp (eg by RAC, RCEP, Countryside Commission, LT)  underpinned and increased confidence in the tentative new policy direction.  The research did not cause the policy shift; rather the policy shift provided a newly favourable context in which research, hitherto considered marginal, became central to policy debate.  The 1998 White Paper enshrined this new policy paradigm and sometimes used the research as supporting evidence. 



14.  In turn this has produced a new research agenda.  More work is now needed on, for example, walking and cycling, on the transport effects of non-transport decisions eg school or hospital location, fine-tuning road capacity, sophisticated monitoring, public transport (where its privatisation has made research access more difficult).  But, aside from this agenda, there is a need for a new analytical framework for transport research, its theories, methodologies, data and analyses.  The critical question for research is: what do people actually do when travelling conditions change?  How optional are their trips?  How quickly do they respond to price or convenience changes? how readily reversible are their choices of route or mode or time of travel? The economic concept of equilibrium, which has been powerful in the past,  cannot help understand and manage this dynamism and adaptation.  Cross-sectional surveys need to give way to time series data at both aggregate and individual levels.



15.  Goodwin concluded that transport demonstrates two paradigm shifts.  One is a rethinking of the relationship between travel demand and the capacity and policies to cope with, counter or moderate it.  The second is a deep shift from analytical tools based on equilibrium to those based on process.  Curiously, in terms of the concept of evidence-based policy, the second is proceeding more slowly than the first.



16. Colin Poole reviewed in more detail the research which had contributed to the 1998 White Paper and which would be needed to put its policies into effect.  The link between evidence and policy must be a continuous process.  He declared that “in transport we are firmly in the realms of social science dealing with, and seeking to understand, human behaviour.”

�17.  The White Paper cited 10 items of research evidence.  Three that were particularly influential were on the impact of the Manchester and Sheffield light rail systems, showing how even a high quality (and expensive) public transport system makes little difference to urban traffic levels; on the impact of alternative packages of measures in different cities on modal shift; and on changing public attitudes to car traffic in towns highlighting the importance of travel awareness.  For the future, he highlighted four issues as research priorities: how to best change travel behaviour as well as attitudes; assessment of the likely impact of system changes; the impact of transport on different groups in society; and refining the content and presentation of evidence to support decision making, especially in the context of the White Paper’s commitment to appraise policy options against the five criteria of integration, safety, economy, environment and accessibility.





Case study 3: Education

Richard Pearson, Director, Institute for Employment Studies

David Willetts, MP, Shadow Secretary for Education and Employment 



18.  Richard Pearson had been involved in the IES review of educational research relating to schools commissioned by DfEE (Excellence in Research on Schools, DfEE, Research Report RR74, 1998).  But he prefaced his presentation of this with some general observations based upon IES’s experience of applied research and consultancy.  There is not a direct, linear or unidirectional relationship between research and practice: for research is only one source of evidence, evidence is only one input to policy, policy is only one influence on practice.  So researchers should not have excessive expectations of their impact.  But, to maximise impact,  they should concern themselves more with the fitness for purpose of the research they do.



19.  The review of education research had revealed a major disconnection between research and practice in school education.  The research community was large, mostly university-based, but very fragmented - ‘a cottage industry’; the research was strongly evaluative rather than prospective, small projects, non-cumulative with little effort in reviews of the field, often inaccessible to others through its choice of language and outlets.  On the other hand, education practice in schools was very weakly based upon research, the teaching profession was not very research-aware, and there was little research directly commissioned by policy or practitioner interests - before the merger of the Employment and Education Departments into DfEE their respective research budgets were £8M and £800K pa.  Consequently the research agenda was largely producer-defined and shaped more by peer judgements with a view to the RAE than by policy or practice priorities.  And all this within a context which - for both policy and research - had become very politicised.

�20.  The Review’s recommendations were for 

a national research agenda related to a clear policy agenda

more collaboration between research funders

an expansion of research commissioning by policy makers, but not just on narrow policy-driven work

strengthened research capacity and quality, especially to counteract the negative RAE impact

more commitment and engagement with research by policy makers and practitioners

improved dialogue between researchers and research users, possibly by developing new mediation roles.



21.  David Willetts said that Pearson’s critique was sadly all too true. But he wanted to draw on a wider range of experience as a consumer of research over 15 years - in the No 10 Policy Unit, the Centre for Policy Studies, as a Government Minister and a Shadow Secretary of State.  There had undoubtedly developed ‘in the recent past’ a gulf between the policy and research communities which did a disservice to both sides.  It was easy and common to blame this on a dominantly ideological politics.  But - as a politician known to be in the market for ideas - he was surprised how rarely researchers contacted policy people, either to present some findings or - just as important - to brief themselves on policy thinking relevant to their research interests. 



22.  He concluded that there are many researchers who are active in policy-relevant  research, but who are unwilling or unable to engage with policy practitioners except remotely through academic publication.  This was why he personally often turned to US research which was more accessible, strongly comparative in methodology, and willing to be prescriptive.  He admitted too that he often found the implicit paradigms in some US social policy work more to his liking than those common in UK work - three examples of too unquestioned paradigms in UK research derived from Rawls in welfare policy, Piaget in teaching practice, and Robert Reich in employment policy.  He was also critical of the disregard or lack of rigour shown by too many researchers to questions of programme costs, distributional impacts (‘all politicians should beware averages’), and administrative practicality(‘so often the best of policy intentions are lost when transmuted into practice’).



23.  But there were good UK examples.  He praised the work of Le Grand and colleagues in developing Hirschman’s insights on Exit, Voice and Loyalty in human affairs into sustained theoretical and empirical work on quasi-markets which had been enormously influential.  He also praised the lead shown by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in communicating research results through their Findings publications.



�Case study 4: Crime

Professor Nick Tilley, Director of the Crime and Social Research Unit, Nottingham Trent University

Dr Gloria Laycock, Head of the Policing and Crime Reduction Unit, Home Office



24.  Nick Tilley works part-time as a consultant to the Home Office.  He and Gloria Laycock had therefore prepared a joint paper drawing on their shared experience of (in the title of the paper) ‘joining up research, policy and  practice about crime.’  Nick Tilley started by illustrating the strength of some assumptions about crime and criminals among the public and criminal justice practitioners that research has challenged: for example, the belief that offenders are different from the rest of us, whereas 35% of men have a criminal record before 35 years of age; or that crime, like lightning, does not strike twice, whereas those once victimised are at high risk of further victimisation.  Even so, public and practitioner views are not easily altered, probably because of the power of ideological concepts of wickedness and retribution; in contrast research is more concerned with explanation than judgement.



25.  But research may often seem less than helpful to policy makers and practitioners.  It may be of poor quality, sometimes its weaknesses only evident to other researchers.  Its tempo often meshes poorly with the pace of policy development - too early it can go unnoticed, too late it can be resisted.  And findings themselves are often qualified or contradictory.  For example, the ‘nothing works’ dogma sprang from a 1974 review of research findings; later reviews concluded that everything works sometimes.  And the social world is open where change undermines the relevance of past findings to future problems - for example, ‘the history of the safe is one of successive innovations by the safe cracker and the safe designer, each exploiting available developments to their own opposed ends.’  This variability from time to time and from place to place poses challenges for policy-makers, practitioners and researchers.  This proposition was illustrated by two brief case studies of burglary prevention measures.  What both showed is ‘the need for a theory, which explains how measures work in their contexts, if sensible lessons are to be learned.’  (This argument is developed further in Pawson and Tilley, Realistic Evaluation, Sage, 1997)  Popular and practitioner views can be formulated as theories for testing through research.

�26.  Laycock continued with the presentation.  The practitioner and policy makers’ knowledge base is what research evidence must impact upon - there is no policy or practice tabula rasa.  In this context there are steps which researchers can take to maximise their impact -

anticipate objections by having explicit regard to politics, resource costs, timing, presentation;

communicate results effectively - related to policy or practice issues, clearly expressed, offering conclusions and recommendations, not just findings

relating findings to previous evidence - major policy shifts (which are rare) rest on an accumulation of evidence and research programmes will have more impact than individual projects

recognise that practice changes do not automatically flow from policy changes, so complementary communication of research results to policy makers and practitioners may well be needed.

In conclusion Tilley and Laycock called for active management of the research/policy relationship by policy-literate researchers and research-literate policy makers.





Discussion



27.  There were contributions from participants after each of the presentations.  Among the points made were -



the dominant mode of supporting policy research through individual projects, separately tendered - rather than through supporting programmes or centres or rolling contracts - inhibits the desired longer term relationship between research and policy making 

maintaining a diversity of funders for policy relevant research was essential

more development work was needed on mediation skills and mechanisms for relating policy and research

too much research evidence is focused on national policy in both its substance and its communication; there is a real need to bring evidence to bear on local policies and practices

are there effective mechanisms for public agencies to share experience, identify good practice in evidence-based policy?





Closing speaker

David Walker, Associate Editor, The Guardian



28.  David Walker commented that the event - a conference on evidence-based policy - was itself evidence that the times are changing.  There is a new interest, commitment perhaps, to what research can contribute to policy.  And, somewhat gingerly as might be expected, researchers are responding.  But we have been here before - in the 1970s with the Centre for Environmental Studies, the Centre for the Study of Social Policy and the unrealised ambition to create a ‘British Brookings.’  



29.  Reflecting on that history and the debate at the conference prompted two conclusions.  First, the need to remodel the policy/research relationship in a way that avoids the dominant rationalism of the research community and recognises that researchers need to advocate their convictions rather than assume that they will self-germinate.  For, secondly, evidence-base policy making has its own politics and ‘you need to weigh personalities, ideologies, pre-dispositions and engage with them in a process of argument and articulation.’  This was largely what the previous speakers had been saying while recognising - in their respective policy fields - the inherent difficulties.



30.  Walker than turned to the role of the media.  He noted a tendency to demote the significance of the media, especially the printed press, in the modern information economy.  But policy development processes are increasingly opened up in a ‘dialectic between party, people and the media’; moreover, for more and more policy, changing public attitudes and behaviour is the objective and so policy must heed the fora where these are reported and debated.  And policy detail is still thrashed out in the media, especially the printed media so any researcher anxious to influence that detail must engage with the media.  For all these reasons successful policy research must have its dissemination calculated and planned for in advance, integral - not left to others or happenstance - to the research enterprise.







William Solesbury

Conference rapporteur

February 1999


