Do you really need a ‘policy briefing’ to influence policy?
Reflections on strategic communication of health research evidence 

Michael Devlin, Council on Health Research for Development (COHRED), 2009.

National policies in all sectors are informed and formulated based on a combination of factors. These include the current political context and climate or the influence of voices and information from societal needs and political processes. The evidence-to-policy link – interactions between researchers and policy makers – support policy development and improvement; but this link is but one of a combination of factors that shape decision makers’ thinking.

In the research field there is much discussion about how current research can be used as evidence to inform and influence policy. But what does this mean in practice? Researchers and research managers often speak of a need to produce policy briefings (a central topic of this workshop), policy dialogues, and the training of researchers to be better communicators of their work.

These are effective approaches for getting research into use. But before launching into the production of policy briefings, the approach we will explore together asks the producers of evidence – researchers, the managers of research organizations and programmes – to take a step back and consider their research in the light of five key questions:

· What do we want to happen - what is the ultimate result of successfully communicating your evidence? Who will act differently as a result of it?
· Which people and groups can we influence directly?

· How are my target users likely to access and use my research evidence?

· What are the benefits to the user of the approach I am proposing?

· What communication actions do I need to develop to achieve this goal?

The end result of this reflection may well be a policy briefing. But equally, you might decide that there are other more effective ways of reaching and informing your partners. This could be a meeting with technical experts in the ministry of health to share data and your research methods;  a dialogue that brings together affected populations, the media and ministry officials to share experiences and needs based on the evidence you have produced; an exchange between key donors in a country to motivate them to support the ministry to provide a new kind of intervention; or a training session for health care practitioners to inform them of the benefits of a new practice.

Each of these cases is strategic communication in action. It is also an example of a planned strategy of using evidence to inform policy. And the process described here helps you bring clarity to the real benefits of your evidence, and which partners are best placed to make use of it.

Research mangers and project leaders should see research-to-policy and policy shaping as a process of engagement, dialogue and exchange – that is broader than the packaging and summarizing of research. The publishing and summarizing of results is an important element in informing policy. It is one part of what is needed to make the research you do influence policy makers, and ultimately improve a country’s population health.

Template for preparing a research summary

(Can also be used as the basis for a policy briefing)

1. Title

Action-oriented title, that attracts reader’s interest.

(8-12 words – short sentence)   

2. Sub-heading

Short sentence that gives more depth to the idea in the title.

3. Opening paragraph

Frame the main issue or problem that is being addressed (note this is not a description of the project or publication but of the problem).

(50-75 words)

4. Second paragraph

Describe the solution or benefit that is possible. And refer to the research and evidence that is being presented.

(50-75 words)

5. Body text 

Several paragraphs developing the benefit or proposed solution.

(3-4 paragraphs). 

6. Visuals – charts, graphs, etc.

2-3 visuals that support the case will help transmit the message. This can be a simplified chart, graph or visual presenting data that is directly relevant to making the case presented in the opening paragraphs. This should be simple; referring to the research but not presenting all the data in detail. The caption should tell the story of what the visual shows – related to the story in paragraphs 1 and 2. Looking at readers’ behaviour, the visual and caption are the first thing they will read after the title. So the choice of visual and the message in the caption are the most important elements of your summary. 
  Purpose of this summary

This is useful to frame the context of the briefing. Maybe you are presenting work in progress, or calling for interested people to participate in your work, presenting preliminary information for comment, or calling for action. Each of these is a valid reason for presenting the summary and should be clearly stated to avoid the reader’s reaction: ‘why are you telling me this…what does this have to do with me’? 
7. Key points to consider, recommendations/call to action

The summary should contain a box with a bullet list of key points that you want the reader to remember.
8. Method

Presenting a one paragraph summary of the research method used helps support the credibility of your argument. This is a short reference and can refer to the paper and detailed description.

(2 sentences – 50 words)
� This template is adapted from the COHRED strategic approach to health research communication, a component of the COHRED Framework for National Health Research System strengthening � HYPERLINK "http://www.cohred.org" ��www.cohred.org� 
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