Report of a Workshop on” Research Communication: How to Develop Research Based Policy Briefs”

6th March 2008 at the Centre for Health and Society, University of Copenhagen

Organised by the Danish Research Network for International Health

To contribute to the reduction of the existing research-action gap a workshop with 45 participants, including an international panel of experts took place to work with the development of research based policy-briefs. Three senior researchers presented their draft policy briefs. 
The workshop led to the agreement of the necessity of developing a guideline for research-based policy briefs and a template that can be used by University of Copenhagen and others. 
See the report, and power point presentation and guideline for policy brief development by Marielle Dubbeling.  
Report  of the Workshop

“Research Communication – How to Develop Research- based Policy Briefs”
6th March 2008 at the Centre for Health and Society, University of Copenhagen
Organised by the Danish Research Network for International Health
Research-based policy briefs are essential in the communication between researchers and policy makers to ensure that important knowledge reaches relevant decision-makers to minimize the research-action gap. The policy brief is, however, a document that many researchers have difficulties in developing. With this in mind a workshop was organised by the Network with the aim of increasing researchers’ knowledge and skills related to policy-briefs and to define some tools and criteria for an effective policy brief.
The workshop was divided into four parts, a theoretical introduction to policy briefs followed by presentations from a panel of experts on the importance of policy briefs and key issues to consider when developing these. Then three concrete examples of policy briefs were given by researchers in International Health and finally these policy briefs were commented and discussed by the panel and suggestions were given on how to define tools and criteria for effective policy-briefs. Forty-five participants attended the workshop and contributed to a lively discussion.
Marielle Dubbeling (MD) from ETC-Urban Agriculture/RUAF Foundation has worked with policy briefs for many years and her presentation was particularly inspiring and instructive. She highlighted the importance of beginning by defining the target group which ensures that the message of the policy brief is tailored to the specific group of recipients and stakeholders. In addition to that MD pointed out that when the proposed action is in line with the recipients’ other activities it is more likely that the message will be transformed into action. Moreover, including some references in the policy briefs ads the credibility to the messages, which researchers wish to convey. The ’packaging’ is similarly essential, the policy brief needs the right logos, design, headings, structure, language etc. to catch attention and appear credible. 
Astrid Permin, an independent consultant, addressed the necessity of thinking about the target group not only as the recipient, but also as a partner that is involved from the start. This improves the collaboration, the quality of policy briefs and facilitates the passage of  the research message to a broader range of stakeholders. When involving policy makers and other stakeholders a task force should be created and it should be clear who is responsible for the different activities. A well defined collaboration will result in visible outputs that are usable at policy level.

Kirsten Havemann from Danida discussed how research also needs to explore problems and gaps in knowledge that are relevant for policy makers, i.e. research must in this context reflect the MDGs and be fitted for local capacity building. A key challenge is that researchers and policy makers often do not speak the same language. To resolve this problem better communication must be in place from the beginning and the two parties should discuss relevant research topics together. 

Michael Loua (ML) from the Department of Communication, University  of Copenhagen had a very pragmatic approach to the issue of policy briefs. His presentation can to a certain extent be considered as a schematic and condensed version of Marielle Dubbeling’s presentation. ML presented a check list with five points that should be considered when developing research projects of interest to policy makers. The two last points relate closely to key issues in policy briefs, namely who will use the data and what are the dissemination plans.

After the experts’ presentations three senior researchers presented a draft policy brief based on their own research.  Dr. Morten Sodemann presented a policy brief that treated the case of Vaccine Development and Use in the Bandim project in Guinea Bissau. Dr. Vibeke Rasch’s policy brief was about post-abortion counselling in Tanzania and and PhD student Jenipher Twebase and Dr. Susan Whyte’s policy brief was on a case study from the Tororo Community Health project (TORCH) in Uganda. Dr. Jens Seeberg, who had prepared a policy brief on a case study on Public-Private Partnershipin Asia, was, unfortunately, unable to attend the workshop. The three presented draft policy-briefs set the scene for a fructuous  and lively discussion.
The issue of pinpointing the target group from the beginning was discussed extensively. The target group defined which punch-lines and designs are relevant in the policy brief. Furthermore, the target group influences the jargon that can be used or should be avoided in the document. Other issues that emerged were the accuracy of the information provided and the need to keep the messages simple both in content and with regards to the way it is presented. When the findings are controversial the accuracy and need to keep it concrete and simple becomes even more important. Finally, researchers need to keep in mind that in order to influence policy makers and other stake holders, policy briefs are only one of several methods. In certain cases it might not even be the best approach or the brief will need to be followed up by direct dialogue, a workshop or a more elaborated report.
Based on the guideline provided by Marielle Dubbeling the Network and the University of Copenhagen is working on creating a specific guideline with advices on how to write an effective research-based policy brief. Furthermore, on the initiative of Anders Dalsgaard and the Network the University of Copenhagen will work on the creation of a template for a research-based policy-brief including layout that can be adapted to each fit each Institutes logo. It is, moreover, the intention that the Network will support the development of policy briefs in collaboration with research partners in the south.
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Background
A key recommendation from a recent HERA report assessing Danida-supported health research is to contribute to a better and more effective dissemination of research results. The amount of research-based information generated globally is overwhelming and challenges the effective utilisation of research-based knowledge in decision-making processes. With effective application of proper knowledge management approaches it is possible for an organisation to generate value from its information-based assets. An important instrument in this process is to minimize the communication gap between researchers and decision-makers through development and dissemination of policy-briefs.  In order to develop a policy brief that can effectively serve its intended purpose it should be made focused, accessible and feasible (see attached document). The policy brief is often said to be the most common and effective written communication tool in a policy campaign, yet, researchers often find the brief the most complex policy tool to develop. The Network, thus, is aiming at identifying efficient ways of developing research-based policy briefs, which, in turn, may serve as a tool that can be utilised by partner countries as well as within the Enhancement of Research Capacity (ENRECA) projects. The Workshop has been planned by Anders Dalsgaard, Morten Sodemann, Lasse Vestergaard, Paul Bloch, Jens Seeberg and the Network Secretariat.

Objectives

· To increase researchers’ knowledge of policy briefs;
· To formulate and discuss concrete examples of research-based policy briefs;
· To define tools and criteria for an effective policy brief;
Outline for the Seminar
Policy brief theory will be introduced to participants followed by presentations by various presenters who have expertise within the area of research-based policy briefs. Following the theoretical part of developing policy briefs a more practical dimension will be introduced. The starting point is that one month prior to the actual workshop day participating research groups will draft a policy-brief based on their specific fields of expertise. Guidelines for policy-brief development will be provided to support the process. On the actual workshop day researchers will present and discuss their policy brief cases. A panel of experts in the area of communication and policy brief development will be present at this exercise and will provide their individual comments based on key policy brief assessment indicators. 

Workshop Participants
Network participants, including researchers, students, consultants, NGOs, Danida representatives and others who may find this subject of interest. 
Registration
Kindly sign up for the workshop before Friday the 22nd of February 2007, to Marianne Lindblad, m.lindblad@pubhealth.ku.dk
Tentative programme 
Coffee & tea will be served from 9.30-10:00

	10:00-10:15
	Welcome - Representative from Danida

	10:15-10:45
	Moderator: Anders Dalsgaard

Theoretical Introduction to Policy Briefs,  Marielle Dubelling, Senior Adviser ETC-Urban Agriculture/ RUAF Foundation

	10:45-11:10 
	Supporting Low-income Countries in Developing Policies on Research Systems (including communication of results) by Astrid Permin, Independent Consultant

	11:10-11: 30
	From Research into Practice - Danida’s Perspective – Kirsten Havemann, Danida

	11:30-12:00
	Strategic Communication: Changing Perspective from Sender to Recipient

– Michael Loua, Department of Communication, Copenhagen University  

	12:00-13:00
	LUNCH


	13:00-14:00
	Moderator: Ib Bygbjerg 

Tentative Proposal of  draft research based policy briefs

1. Case Study on Public-Private Partnership by Jens Seeberg (cancelled)
2. Case study on the Bandim Vaccine – Morten Sodemann 

3. Case study on the Torch project – Susan R.Whyte 

4.  Post abortion counselling, Tanzania – Vibeke Rasch, 

	14:00 – 14:15
	Feed back of policy briefs by Panelists: Marielle Dubelling, Astrid Permin, Michael Loua and Kirsten Havemann

	14:15- 14:45
	Coffee and tea break

	14:45- 15:30
	General discussion of draft policy briefs

	15:30 -16:00
	Concluding Remarks and way forward Anders Dalsgaard and Danida Representative
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