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Background: Despite the known need for empirical research-to-policy studies, little is known
about the factors and conditions needed to support meaningful evidence use or how to intervene
to promote quality evidence use.

Aims and objectives: To study research-policy processes empirically and descriptively, we
conducted an ethnography that focused on the impact of the Research-to-Policy Collaboration
(RPC) on legislator and researcher evidence use or policy engagement, including whether and how
researchers and policymakers created and sustained meaningful relationships.

Methods: The ethnography included participant observation as well as pre- and post- semi-structured
interviews from policymakers (n=17), researchers (n=23), and RPC staff (n=5). The team attended
relevant events as well as observed the formal and informal ways research is used in policymaking.
Findings: In the paper, we describe how 1) legislative priorities were identified; 2) networks were
established and maintained; 3) trainings evolved over time; 4) relationships between RPC staff,
congressional staff, and researchers were facilitated; and 5) RPC followed up with policymakers
and researchers.

Discussion and conclusions: We 1) describe the experiences of participants and whether
involvement in the intervention changed attitudes or behaviours about evidence use in policy;
2) describe the RPC process in practice, and how it was implemented and evolved over time; and
3) better understand the conditions supporting evidence use in policymaking. We conclude with
the value of the RPC as a resource to fill a niche within the evidence and policy space, as well as
suggestions for future research-to-policy programmes and practices.

Key words use of research evidence - evidence-informed policymaking « systems change *
ethnography

Key messages

»  Describe whether a research-policy intervention changed attitudes and behaviours of
policymakers and researchers.

»  Demonstrate how research-policy initiatives are operationalised.
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* Illustrate the conditions to support evidence use in policymaking through an
empirical experiment.
»  Discuss lessons for future research-policy engagement.
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Introduction

Using science to improve or create health policies 1s a multilevel process, which requires
a good understanding of relationship building, behaviours, problems, actors, and results
(Davies et al, 2012; Parkhurst, 2017). There is presumed agreement that improving
evidence in policy is laudable, yet the processes by which this happens are rarely studied
empirically. In reality, we know little about whether existing initiatives succeed in
effective evidence uptake, or indeed what ‘success’looks like (Karcher et al, 2021; Cairney
et al,2020). For example, a recent study found that over 400 organisations are engaging
in research-to-policy work, yet only a few of these initiatives have been evaluated, with
even fewer evaluations in the public domain (Hopkins et al, 2021). The problems are
exacerbated by siloed projects and a lack of theoretical application (Hopkins et al, 2021).
Therefore, there is a critical need to better understand the complexities and trade-offs
in policymaking to implement evidence-informed policies to improve health equity.
Despite the known need for empirical research-to-policy studies, little 1s known
about the factors and conditions needed to support meaningful evidence use or
how to intervene to promote quality evidence use (Tseng, 2012). One factor which
is consistently identified as a key facilitator of evidence use is the creation and
maintenance of relationships between evidence producers and users (Ward et al,
2009; Bednarek et al, 2016). The promotion of joint working, collaborative research
relationships and space for developing shared agendas is said to enable greater uptake
of research evidence (Ward, 2009; Kothari and Wathen, 2017). These relationships
are meant to deliver improved evidence use through improved understanding of the
context within which decision makers operate, and enable better integration with
other forms of knowledge (Kothari and Wathen, 2013; Evans and Scarborough,2014).
However, relationships of all kinds from consultative (for example, policymakers often
turn to experts when addressing issues that are part of a political agenda) through
the longer-term, are all said to present opportunities for improving the flow of
knowledge between researchers and decision makers. In theory, these are opportunities
for researchers to inform what policy solutions are considered and identify solutions
with the greatest evidence of effectiveness (Kingdon, 2011; Cairney and Jones, 2016;
Cairney et al,2016). Another study found that research dissemination to policymakers
(that is,improving the supply of evidence through briefs and reports) is only one part
of the problem (Oliver et al, 2014; Cairney et al,2016).The other barriers to increasing
the use of evidence in policymaking is relationship building and systems change.
Although the literature clearly points towards relational work as central to evidence
use, it is less clear about what this means in practice. Firstly, there are many kinds of
relationships possible between professional colleagues. There is a difference between
interacting with decision makers through formal, regular-though-rare opportunities
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like advisory committees, project-based interactions over weeks or months, and what
some term ‘professional friendships’ — long-term, authentic and trusted contacts
with whom joint working is genuinely possible (Day, 1994). Secondly, these types
of relationships provide opportunities for interactions of different kinds; short
and fleeting, or more sustained; instrumental or consultative through to discursive
and exploratory.

Reflecting the growing interest in this area, an increasing number of interventions
which attempt to provide opportunities for relationships between individuals or
institutions (or both) are being implemented, for example, providing long-term
funding for collaborative research teams (Kislov et al, 2018), and fellowship schemes
which allow movement of academics (for example, the American Association for the
Advancement of Science) or policymakers (for example, the Duke Foundation, or
Cambridge University’s Centre for Science and Policy programme) between their
home institutions. Existing evaluations tend to focus on relatively in-depth cases (Braga
and Davis, 2014; Ward et al, 2021), and few are able to undertake good evaluations,
whether internal or public, of knowledge-mobilisation or relational initiatives (Powell
etal,2017). More evidence is needed about the mechanisms which are said to generate
relationships, and about the outcomes to which these relationships are intended to
lead (Rickinson and Edwards, 2021). One such evaluation is the one we conducted
on the Research-to-Policy Collaboration (RPC).

The Research-to-Policy Collaboration

The RPC intervention was initially developed by the National Prevention Science
Coalition and taken on by Max Crowley and Taylor Scott as part of a randomised
controlled trial (RCT) to test how and when relationships improve evidence use
by policymakers. The RPC is an ongoing initiative that we evaluated as part of
the RCT, focusing on its evolution. The RPC intervention’s primary aims were to
increase the use of evidence in policymaking as well as researchers’ engagement in
the policymaking process. Secondary aims were to increase the number of productive
interactions and relationships between researchers and legislators. The underlying
goal is to intentionally and strategically create opportunities for policymakers and
researchers to build relationships around a shared area of interest (for example, child
maltreatment); with the assumption that this shared interest will result in increased
use of evidence in legislation (Crowley and Scott, 2017; Crowley et al, 2021). The
RPC intervention involved identifying legislative priorities, developing networks
of researchers to engage in identified legislative priorities, training researchers for
policy engagement, and facilitating enduring collaborations between researchers and
policymakers. Full details are available from Crowley et al (Crowley et al, 2021), but
in brief the RPC process comprised:

1. Network identification: legislative offices (n=40 control; n=40 intervention)
were chosen based on the intentionally broad topic area of ‘child maltreatment’.
RPC staff and interns identified relevant researchers (n=30 control; n=30
intervention) by contacting researchers through child maltreatment listservs
(for example, conference or coalition email groups that scholars previously
signed up for); academic networking (for example, reaching out to known
scholars); and ‘cold-calling’ scholars identified through internet searches. Once
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a legislative office was identified, an RPC Policy Associate, intern, or fellow
met in-person with the legislative stafter who oversaw the child maltreat-
ment portfolio, to gain a deeper insight into the office’s policy interests and
future work. A second meeting was then scheduled to recruit the offices into
the policy network and administer a survey with the staffers about their use
of research evidence. As the intervention matured, the needs assessment and
recruitment meetings were combined.

2. Training: researchers in the intervention group were invited to attend six web-
based trainings focused on: 1) an introduction to RPC;2) the legislative process;
3) relationship building; 4) role playing; 5) avoiding lobbying; and 6) preparing
for the legislative meeting. While trainings were initially mandatory to partici-
pate in RPC Hill Day meetings, this requirement was later rescinded due to
researcher availability and scheduling conflicts.

3. Facilitating collaborative relationships: policy networks were established at in-
person Hill Day meetings, where relevant researchers and legislative staffers
were introduced by RPC staff. Policymakers in the control group received a
light-touch intervention, such as a follow-up resource by email (for example,
policy brief) and were not invited to Hill Day meetings. Scheduling Hill Day
meetings between researchers and policymakers was one of the more tedious
jobs of the RPC intervention team, which required flexibility for researchers
and RPC staftf. Meetings were scheduled around policymaker schedules and
researchers were matched based on availability and research area expertise.

4. Follow-up: the RPC intervention is based on a feedback loop model, which
begins with RPC reaching out to policymakers and researchers, connect-
ing policymakers and researchers with similar portfolios or scholarly work,
respectively, and then continuing to create strategic connections between
policymakers and researchers. The follow-up meetings were typically led by
an RPC Policy Associate with researchers joining by virtual meeting (for
example, Zoom).

Unusually for this type of activity, the RPC was evaluated via a RCT mixed-methods
study to assess the impact of the RPC on evidence uptake in the 116th US Congress.
The RCT reported mainly quantitative outcomes including citations of social
science research in legislative documents (Crowley et al, 2021; Long et al, 2021).
Alonggside this, and to study research-policy processes empirically and descriptively,
we conducted an ethnography, observing and interviewing RPC staft, congressional
staffers, and researchers. The ethnographic component was particularly focused on the
impact of the RPC on legislators and researchers’ uptake in evidence use or policy
engagement, respectively, including whether and how researchers and policymakers
created and sustained meaningful relationships. Specifically, we assessed how the RCT
was implemented and whether participation in the RCT changed perspectives and
behaviours related to evidence use in policy.

The ethnographic evaluation is a qualitative evaluation of the RPC, and the
authors were not involved in the conceptualisation or implementation of the RPC
intervention, only the evaluation. Our analysis focuses on the implementation of the
RPC as an intervention, therefore this paper aims to 1) describe the experiences of
participants and understand whether involvement in the RPC changed attitudes or
behaviours about evidence use in policy; 2) describe the RPC process in practice,
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and how it was implemented and evolved over time; and 3) better understand the
conditions supporting evidence use in policymaking. In particular, we sought to
understand the role of the RPC in establishing relationships between researchers and
policymakers, characterising these relationships, and understanding their importance
in evidence use.

Methods

Data collection

We conducted an ethnographic study with legislative staffers in the US Congress,
RPC staff, and researchers who were engaging in the research-to-policy space.
Ethnography was the ideal approach to studying evidence use, given the nuanced
nature of relationships and public policy. In addition to researchers being able to ask
in-depth and follow-up questions, they can observe the experiences of participants
over an extended period. The primary aim of the ethnography was to examine the
effectiveness of the RPC model among legislative staff and researchers, as well as assess
legislators’ use of research and researchers’ skill and engagement in policy. Data were
collected through participant observation of events and email exchanges as well as
pre- and post- semi-structured interviews from policymakers (n=17; 23 interviews
conducted), researchers (n=23; 35 interviews conducted), and RPC staff (n=5; 14
interviews conducted). The first author immersed herself in the Washington, DC
political scene, including moving to the capital area and attending relevant events, as
well as observing Hill Day meetings (n=24) between staffers and researchers, RPC
staff meetings (n=30) as they discussed project implementation, policy trainings
(n=5) by RPC staff for researchers, Hill Day prep meetings (n=5) for researchers,
and debriefing sessions (n=5) with researchers. In addition to formal meetings, she
conducted participatory observation with researchers, policymakers, and RPC staff
to gain a deeper understanding of the RPC in practice, and the formal and informal
ways research is used in policymaking. Examples included participating in post-
Hill Day dinners with researchers, congressional dinners with policymakers, and
congressional briefings.

The interviews assessed motivations for utilising the RPC as well as participants’
experiences being part of the RPC network. In addition, we asked participants
about the barriers and facilitators for using evidence in policymaking, perceptions
of evidence and how this influences use, and types of evidence use supported by
policymakers.This study was approved by Pennsylvania State University and University
of Texas Medical Branch Institutional Review Boards. Protocols are publicly available
and can be found at Transforming Evidence for Policy and Practice.

Interviews

Semi-structured interviews are a versatile method of qualitative data collection
because they incorporate enough structure to ensure key research questions are
addressed, while still including open-ended dialogue. This method provides the
opportunity for participants to add new and unexpected context to the study, and
for researchers to think critically about responses and probe accordingly (Galletta,
2013). Interviewees provide personal narratives that explain their experiences (for
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example, how policymakers use research). Knowledge is considered co-constructed
between interviewee and interviewer; therefore, reflexive praxis was used to account
for the researchers’ assumptions, attitudes, and ideas (Copland and Creese, 2015).
Interviews with policymakers enable a holistic understanding of the experiences
of participants and what individual (for example, assumptions, attitudes) and
contextual (for example, environment, setting) factors influence the experiences
of policymakers. Participants were asked if the interview could be confidentially
recorded so that de-identified, complete, and verbatim transcriptions could comprise
study data. All participants were reassured that their responses were confidential such
that managers or bosses would not have access to identifiable responses or comments
about participants’ experiences. If a participant did not want to be recorded (n=1),
we took detailed notes corresponding with stenographic best practices for field
researchers (Lee, 2004; Trochim et al, 2008). Interviews were conducted face-to-
face, on the phone, or over video conferencing.

Observations

Participant observation is a research technique that involves understanding the
experiences of participants by observing everyday procedures, such as interacting
with co-workers or performing job duties. Observations included meetings with
researchers, committee hearings, and informal and formal meetings between workers.
Following ethnographic best practices, ‘open observations’ of key meetings and
training events were conducted to enrich the interviews with more information
about how participants interacted. The aim of the observations was to build trusting
relationships with the participants to maximise the utility of the interviews, and
to provide follow-up material with interviewees. The field notes were not coded
alongside the transcripts; rather, they allowed the ethnographers to develop a
more holistic reflective understanding of the policymaking process. The protocol
for ethnographer participation and field notes is derived from a distillation of
recommendations and identified best practices (Mulhall, 2003; Copland and Creese,
2015). We documented brief, chronological notes regarding what we saw, heard,
and sensed regarding interactions, experiences, and our own internal reflections in
order to obtain a deep intuitive sense of their experiences. Reflexive notes allowed
us to capture potential sources of bias from prior experiences. At the end of each
meeting day, we recorded reflections on broad patterns across multiple meetings
(Mulhall, 2003).

Observations helped us develop a sense of the culture and tone of each group and
to understand the micro-interactions underpinning evidence use implementation in
policy. We assessed what was being discussed, how it was being discussed (including
verbatim notes for semantic comparisons), and who was interacting with whom
and how. The complexity of social events was captured comprehensively (Copland
and Creese, 2015). Meetings were sampled purposively to ensure representation
of interviewed participants and a range of diverse experiences and opinions. By
sitting/standing behind or to one side of any work-related activities, we experienced
the dialogue and how interactions unfolded. At meetings or events, we circulated
unobtrusively with the intent to generate fruitful conversation and positive
relationships with participants, to enable better interviews, and to develop a more
holistic understanding of their experiences as participants. As no causal inferences
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are intended from this set of data, we were primarily concerned with inductively
understanding the world of the policymakers, so the observations’ goal is to acclimatise
us to their world and improve participants’ familiarity with us.

Data analysis

The qualitative data analyses took an inductive approach to identity key themes and
discourses that emerged from narrative data,and we explored the different rationalities and
rhetoric employed by participants. Open coding was done to identify themes regarding
interactions, attitudes, and experiences, and codes inductively emerged. Of focus were
participants’ rhetoric about values, attributions, interactions, and credibility. Coding of
these was led entirely by participants’language reflected in the data. This approach allowed
us to explore social interactions and the use of evidence by policymakers; going beyond
simple typologies to understand the relationship between actors, how language and
communication differ between settings (for example, legislative committees), and how
the presence of certain actors influences narratives (for example, high-ranking managers).

Interviews were used to understand if the RPC model enhanced the use of evidence
in policy, the effectiveness of the model in increasing researchers’ skills and engagement,
and how the model could be improved for future research-to-policy engagement.
Observations also provided key insights regarding patterns of interactions and
communication, or rhetoric used under certain circumstances. Interview transcripts
were coded and analysed using Atlas.ti cloud software.

Findings

RPC was started in 2015 to facilitate the sharing of evidence between researchers and
policymakers. The RPC trained researchers, conducted legislative needs assessments,
and coordinated Hill Day meetings. RPC staff led the trainings and Hill Day
meetings, with the objective of creating long-term relationships between staffers
and researchers who shared similar areas of interest (for example, human trafficking).
RPC conducted the trainings, Hill Day meetings, and follow-up during the 116th
US Congress. Researchers were selected to be part of the network based on their
expertise in child maltreatment, but political views were not collected. Policymakers
were selected based on whether they had a child maltreatment policy portfolio, with
28 Democrats, 18 Republicans, and 1 Independent participant.

Overall, participants (that is, researchers and policymakers) enjoyed being part of
the RPC network. Policymakers said it helped their access to evidence and they
were generally appreciative of the Hill Day meetings. Researchers reported that
it helped them learn how policymakers meet with constituents, advocacy groups,
and scholars, as well as providing a different value to their research. While some
policymakers noted that the RPC Hill Day meetings were confusing, they regarded
RPC staff as “genuine” and “persistent”. Other policymakers said that the RPC
intervention is “interesting” and that “there’s not enough of it in policy”. These
sentiments were heard in many interviews with policymakers. Researchers described
the intervention as “surprising” and, though they were generally in favour of the
process, that improvements could be made in communication and relationship
building. Researchers were “pleasantly surprised” by how engaged the legislative
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staffers were, how knowledgeable they were on the topics, and that they were willing
to listen to and discuss expertise and science.

Trainings

Researchers in the intervention group were initially invited to attend web-based
trainings conducted by the RPC Associate Director that focused on an introduction
to RPC, the legislative process, relationship building, role playing, and avoiding
lobbying as well as an in-person session about preparing for the legislative meeting.
The meetings were envisioned as complementary to the Hill Day meetings to offer
support for successful researcher-policymaker collaboration.The trainings were largely
based on the experiences of RPC staff. While trainings were initially mandatory to
participate in RPC Hill Day meetings, this requirement later evolved to be ‘highly
encouraged’ due to researcher availability and scheduling conflicts.

The training sessions for the researchers also evolved throughout the intervention
to become more light-touch as well as changed from in-depth live lectures to pre-
recorded videos. Originally conceptualised as a six-part training, the RPC first
condensed it to five online live lectures with one in-person prep session, and then
later repackaged it to five pre-recorded training videos and one in-person prep
session. The change in training, as described by RPC leaders, was a logistical choice
when balancing the ‘tension for researchers on how much time they can give to
participate in capacity- building trainings’. Additionally, availability of trainers and
low participation rates for the live trainings influenced their decision to alter their
modules. However, according to an RPC staft member, most of the researchers
did not watch the pre-recorded trainings that were provided before their Hill Day
meetings. Overall, researchers who attended the trainings reported feeling more
confident translating complex ideas for a more public audience and having a better
understanding of how RPC operates; however, researchers and RPC staff members
reported that the in-person prep session before the Hill Day meetings provided the
most benefit.

Hill Day meetings

Policymakers

Policymakers said they liked that RPC was “willing and able to bring rigorous data
back” and that it was “a value that could be added” to their office. Positive reflections
about the meetings included having access to an abundance of resources, reliable
research and information, data-based scientific information to corroborate legislation,
expanded networks with the research community, and academic resources that are
difficult to access because of pay walls, such as peer-reviewed journal articles. Generally,
policymakers appreciated the meetings and liked the idea of RPC. Reflections on
how RPC could be improved upon included providing a list of topics in advance to
ensure the correct staff person from the legislative office was present, especially in the
event of last-minute scheduling changes; holding initial meetings over the phone or
email; providing a clearer message about the purpose of the meeting and the expertise
being offered, which would help distinguish between RPC and the Congressional
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Research Service; and inviting fewer researchers to the Hill Day meetings, which
many described as “overwhelming” and “confusing”.

Researchers

For researchers, there was a consensus that the Hill Day meetings helped them
understand the policymaking process better, navigate future policy meetings, provide
evidence in real time, and reconceptualise research for policymakers. They noted being
able to follow up with staffers regarding lack of knowledge about areas of research.
For example, a researcher sent RPC staft a policy brief that described the evidence
in plain language, which was then sent to legislative staffers. Although not all research
meetings were matched with policymakers interested in their research, they seemed
to be aware of this prior to the meetings and were able to navigate and add to the
conversation, such as a researcher who was mismatched but said she still had insight
into the staffer’s questions. Researchers also felt that meetings were managed well by
RPC,who helped the attendees avoid potential hostile politics or different viewpoints
regarding science. One researcher stated:

I think that a very key component was having the staft physically there and
having those relationships already initiated before we walked through the
door and having the staff there to provide kind of the scaffolding around,
you know, last time we spoke, you mentioned you were interested in this.
And so these are folks who have that knowledge. I could tell that those sorts
of reminders and that sort of scaffolding was really useful to the staffers for
kind of orienting who we were, what we were doing there. And I found
that I was... I didn’t really experience as much nervousness as I would have
expected, because I knew that the RPC staft was going to walk in and
introduce us and kind of set the stage, and if things started getting off track,
I knew that they would kind of pull things back in and reroute us. And so
that really made it that I could just focus on the content area and not worry
so much about introducing myself or introducing the topic or kind of stating
why I was there. That all felt like it was already established.

Researchers also appreciated the brief overviews and dossiers they received from
RPC staff. One researcher said it gave her “clear info on who this person is” and
helped her navigate “hot topics” or “do-not-touch topics”. Similar to policymakers,
researchers felt that the number of people in the room was a concern. One person
explained, “there were a lot of pieces and players. We had people on Skype. We had
people in the room. And when you have that short period of time with a staffer you
might not be able to communicate everything that you want”.

The mission and vision of the Hill Day meetings as opportunities to learn the
policymaking process and link existing research to policy was met with gratitude;
however, the logistics of the meetings were often described as unclear and lacking
structure. Researchers stated there were no clear questions, direction, or topics; travel
support was difficult and confusing, particularly for junior researchers with smaller
allocation accounts or less experience asking for university financial support; expectations
were high, such as requests to quickly make or change travel plans and turnaround policy
products within a few days; and the lack of travel planning was especially difficult for
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female academics who are generally saddled with balancing home life and work life
(Sutherland, 2018). Other logistical issues were often unavoidable, such as one researcher
who could not make the meetings because the “metro caught on fire” or staffers who
forgot about or cancelled meetings at the last minute. A participant agreed with the
intent of RPC, but said “in the end, it didn’t get executed because mostly people didn’t
want to talk about the things that I was prepared to talk about”. Another participant
“felt like the staffers were confused about what we could help with... and I didn’t feel
like they had any sense that we are focused on children and families”.

Policymaker preparedness and impact had wide-ranging responses from researchers,
which was expected given that each office had staffers of different experience levels
(for example, a chief policy associate, first-year policy fellow). Some researchers
reported that the intent of the meetings and the reality of policymakers’ preparedness
did not line up. One researcher was asked to go to the meetings only seven days in
advance and felt that it was “kind of disruptive”, especially because the meetings “did
not feel urgent or impacttul”. However, other researchers described the experience
as “exceptional”, particularly because of how enthusiastic the policymaker was or
because policymakers had done research and were knowledgeable about the topics
being discussed.

Follow-up

Originally, the RPC staff members were only meant to connect researchers and
policymakers through the Hill Day event, with the idea that researchers and
policymakers would then forge relationships based on shared interests (that is,
knowledge-broker model). In practice however, the RPC team often became the
knowledge brokers, instead of the researchers, as a result of RPC staff fortifying
the relationships with the policymakers through in-person meetings, constant
email communication, and being the go-between for sending policymakers needed
evidence-informed policy products. One participant noted, “I feel like I have a
relationship with the team members. I don’t know if I feel confident about sending
stuff to the staffers right now”. In retrospect, this unintentional outcome may have
hampered researchers’ ability to build relationships with policymakers, but it did
increase the ability for RPC team members to schedule meetings (which researchers
were part of) and provide evidence-informed research to offices. One policymaker
noted that researchers from the Hill Day meeting had not followed up, but that “the
RPC folks have”. Another policymaker stated:“An [RPC staff name redacted] and I
have been chatting about some of the things that we talked about because we do think
that there could be some promising ideas to develop from it”. One of the researchers
said that relationship building with policymakers would need to be more proactive
and persistent on her part to maintain the relationship, which was difficult since she
was not the one scheduling initial meetings or meeting agendas.

In addition to managing follow-up meetings, RPC staff collected research materials
that were sent to the staffers. Policymakers often reported being grateful for the
follow-up materials, but suggested more up-to-date research, direction on how the
research informs the policy issue, and specific policy proposals or research that is
evaluating a particular policy. Preliminary findings also suggest that policymakers
were willing to engage with researchers who may have different political values, but
how or when that research was used needs further exploration. Researchers were
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also interested and willing to work with policymakers of different political parties
than their personal political affiliation. Regarding follow-up materials, researchers
provided this information to RPC for the policymakers, but often did not know
what happened to the information and how the materials were used. One researcher
commented, “I wonder if the work just sort of disappears into the ether of the Hill”.
They said they expected to build relationships with staffers but felt that the research
products that were sent to staffers became the focal point or that they were not in a
position to continue facilitating meetings.

Discussion

The ethnographic evaluation aimed to identify how the RPC model impacted
legislative staff and researchers’ use of evidence, and whether their programme created
and sustained meaningful relationships between the two groups. We followed and
questioned policymakers’ use of evidence and researchers’ engagement in the policy
process through the three main points of contact with the RPC: 1) trainings; 2) Hill
Day meetings; and 3) Hill Day meeting follow-up. Having examined these contact
points, we now discuss the successes and limitations of the RPC model in supporting
evidence use between policymakers and researchers.

The RPC process in practice

The RPC was developed in response to a well-documented facilitator of evidence use in
policy, namely strong collaborative relationships. The RPC approach (that is, being policy
responsive by selecting legislative priorities, providing training for researchers, facilitating
collaborative relationships, and following up) was designed to maximise opportunities
for these relationships to develop in a meaningful and sustainable way. The amount of
work it took to develop and implement this approach should not be underestimated.The
RPC Associate Director managed the day-to-day operations, including implementation
approach, staft’ (that is, interns, postdocs), the RPC network, trainings, and overseeing
the scheduling of Hill Day meetings. As RPC matured, the Associate Director relied on
policy interns to assist with initial policymaker contact and Hill Day scheduling.

The RPC intervention’s primary aims were to increase the use of evidence in
policymaking as well as researchers’ engagement in the policymaking process. To
do this, the RPC aimed to increase the number of productive interactions and
relationships between researchers and legislators. Overall, the RPC accomplished
its objective of increasing researchers’ engagement in the policymaking process;
however, the relationships established tended to be short-term and directly tied to
single meetings. The interactions between researchers and policymakers within these
relationships were somewhat instrumental and focused on the exchange of specific
pieces of knowledge or information. By contrast, we did not find evidence of long-
term relationships being established by RPC between researchers and policymakers.
Rather, there was a move away from facilitating direct relationships and towards
becoming an intermediary broker between researchers and staffers, by the RPC,
alongside facilitating more consultative interactions between researchers and staffers.
For instance, attitudes among the researchers showed a shift in their perception from
‘RPC helping build relationships’ to ‘helping create opportunities to share policy
products’ (that is, policy briefs).
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These shifts may be attributed to how RPC was implemented over time. Initially,
the perceived role of the RPC staff was that of intermediary supports who facilitated
meetings and trainings, matched researchers and legislative offices, brokered trust and
created relationship-building opportunities between policymakers and researchers,
and were a resource for non-biased information. Toward completion, the facilitation
of meetings and matching experts with legislative offices created the foundation for
a relationship between RPC staff and legislative staffers, as opposed to the intended
target (that is, the researcher). That is, the RPC became the dissemination point of
information instead of the connector (Boaz et al, 2021). Contributing to this shift
were systemic factors, including time and resources of researchers, growing skills
and awareness of RPC implementers, and intervention fatigue among policymakers.

In their goal to be relationship connectors, RPC staft successfully eased researcher
discomfort and kept meetings on topic; however, the presence of RPC moderators
paradoxically put researchers at ease but hampered relationship building as the
moderators were seen as the knowledge brokers. Therefore, the goal of building
long-term, structured relationships was limited as RPC became the go-betweens.
This finding was evidenced in the development of skills among the staft and intern
group in how they communicate, how they select researchers and evidence, and how
they collate that evidence themselves for policymakers.

Perhaps because of the huge workload involved in identitying, training, and
facilitating interactions for researchers, even in a relatively confined policy area,
over time the RPC became more streamlined. For example, rather than sending
out open-ended invites, the RPC recruited more directly. This may have sped the
process up, but also may have reduced the diversity of participants. In addition, the
RPC got better at identifying with whom to work (that is, those who were most
likely to engage). However, RPC staftf as brokers rather than conduits did not seem to
effect the use of evidence by legislative stafters, but the sustainability of this approach
should be further studied.

Another output to increase researcher skill and policy engagement, outside of
the Hill Day meetings, was the policy trainings for researchers. Researchers who
participated in RPC trainings reported being more prepared to engage with
policymakers, relative to how they believed prior to training. That said, researchers
who did not attend the trainings also felt prepared to engage with policymakers.
This equivalence in preparedness may be attributed to self-selection bias of the
trainings, which were initially required and then highly encouraged by RPC staff.
Time restraints also became a major barrier for trainings, as well as for interactions
between researchers and policymakers, particularly given that the two parties function
within completely different timelines.

Opverall, most researchers and staffers reported positive interactions with the RPC,
finding the trainings useful and collaborative meetings helpful, respectively. R esearchers
tended to report more positive experiences than policymakers, perhaps speaking to the
relative naivety of researchers about policy processes, and the relative fatigue of staffers
in engaging with multiple academic brokers. Although the number of researchers who
engaged with legislators increased, the overall attitudes about evidence use did not
change among staffers. While attitudes regarding research did not change, the RPC
certainly succeeded in providing opportunities for productive interactions, measured
by researchers’ and policymakers’ attitudes regarding future engagement in the RPC
network and researcher-policymaker meetings.
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The implicit assumptions underpinning the model (see, for example, Crowley,
2018) were that 1) contact would lead to relationships; 2) research evidence should
be the primary source of information for policymakers; 3) the provision of evidence
would lead to greater uptake; 4) greater uptake of evidence means more research is
cited in legislation; and 5) greater uptake of evidence leads to ‘better’ policy. These
assumptions are very widely shared in the literature (Oliver et al, 2014) and the RPC
explicitly aimed to use existing literature throughout its development. However, robust
tests of these assumptions have rarely if ever been made, and as this evaluation shows,
are not always borne out in practice. We found that merely providing opportunities
for connection between researchers and policymakers was not sufficient to establish
meaningful trusted relationships; and in fact, even provision of this level of facilitated
opportunity was an extremely time-consuming task. It is interesting that the RPC
itself has managed to establish relationships with staffers — becoming the go-between,
rather than a creator of relationships. Of note, the relationship building in this study
was limited to a few meetings, but a more robust model with multiple meetings or
points of contact may have contributed to policymaker-researcher relationships.

There is inadequate data at this stage to establish whether RPC interactions had a
long-term effect on relationship building between policymakers and researchers, but
it did facilitate relationships between RPC staft and policymakers as well as a number
of conversations between researchers and policymakers. As an intervention, RPC has
evolved since our initial evaluation and further studies of its ongoing development will
reveal whether and how long-term relationships are built through a knowledge-broker
model. Regarding the one-off conversations, both staffers and researchers said they
found them both useful and positive. It may be that these one-oft conversations are
adequate for evidence use in policy, or are in certain conditions.The literature reports
that relationships are important, but there are many facets to and aspects of potential
academic-policy relations which remain unparsed. It could be that having single points
of contact, such as the RPC, is easier to manage for policymakers, rather than trying
to maintain meaningful links with tens if not hundreds of individual researchers. It
could also be true that short-term, instrumental interactions are appropriate and
useful for some knowledge needs.Whether longer-term, more ‘authentic’ professional
friendships are indeed more important for evidence use than one-off conversations
remains unclear (Shearer et al, 2014; Oliver and Faul, 2018).

Conclusions

The RPC is a multifaceted intervention aiming to train researchers, provide
opportunities for creating and sustaining meaningful relationships between
researchers and legislative staffers, and enable evidence uptake into policy. In practice,
we found that the initiative moved away from attempting to build relationships
directly, and towards becoming a knowledge broker itself. Both researchers and
policymakers stated clearly that RPC is a valued resource with the potential to fill
a niche within the evidence and policy space. Educating policymakers continually
about RPC, why they are different from the Congressional Research Service, and
what they can tangibly offer to legislation is an important part of the model that can
be improved upon. Moreover, RPC as a source for expedited evidence to inform
policy strongly relies on continued engagement of RPC staff as moderators between
researchers and policymakers.
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In the future, the RPC intervention may benefit from recognising and embedding
the shift of their framework away from structured relationship building between
researchers and legislators to one that directly builds relationships between RPC
staft’ and legislators. This shift will allow RPC to continue bridging research with
policy, while also engaging in long-term relationships with legislative offices.
Finally, training for researchers helps legitimise researchers’ roles and encourages
them to engage in policymaking. The policy training for researchers should be
further explored to improve future engagement of researchers in the policymaking
process. Longitudinal follow-up is necessary to evaluate long-term impacts of the
RPC intervention to examine how to ensure continuation of engagement after
the termination of RPC’s involvement.

The RPC tended to build short-term, instrumental relationships rather than long-
term collaborations between researchers and policymakers. More research should
also study whether long-term relationships between staffers and researchers are more
important than one-off conversations that are mediated through already-existing
relationships, and into the range of relationships, which can be created and supported
in the evidence-policy space.
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