Main Agenda Item: Making best Use of Research in Policy 
(Notes written by participants in session)

Simon Wakefield, Head of Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) Simon talked about the role and work if SPICe and how we can make best use of opportunities for input. Contact email address: simon.wakefield@scottish.parliament.uk 

Where do MSPs get their information?

MSPs generally get most of their information from the media (especially the papers), constituents, their party, the Executive, researchers including their own researchers, conferences, witnesses to committee meetings, one-to-one contact, and SPICe 

SPICe has 5 research teams:

· Health & Social Affairs

· Economics & Finance

· Planning, Rural, Environment & Transport

· Justice

· Parliament & Europe

What information do MSPs find useful?

· evidence of a problem

· existing policies / legislation

· what is proposed

· views of stakeholders

· experience elsewhere (other countries / regions)

· financial implications

The information needs to be accurate, relevant, credible and timely. SPICe briefings have to be impartial, and there is often a very fast turn-around time.

What do SPICe briefings cover?
· new legislation (they will brief on Bills at Stage 1, and Stage 3, when they will include significant amendments, cost implications etc)

· proposed inquiries

· hot topics

· subject briefings

SPICe also:

· provide briefings for committees (public and private papers, and possibly with a suggested line of questioning)

· commission research

· headhunt for advisers
· produce papers for committee ‘away days’ (work programme, what’s coming up, inquiry topics etc)

· provide briefings on petitions 

· deal with individual enquiries from MSPs and their staff

· produce resources and materials for debates

To increase chances of our materials being used it would be helpful to highlight them to SPICe. It is useful to develop relationships with SPICe staff and Scottish Parliament clerks as well as with the relevant MSPs

Opportunities for influence

· contact officials

· use of internet – get your materials on the web, and keep an eye on the Scottish Parliament website.

· cross party groups

· written communications

· one-to-one meetings

· events

· news / media

· committee evidence

· petitions

Top Tips 
· A joined up approach (i.e. working with other organisations to push a shared message) is the most effective

· Be timely with your materials

· Make use of both written and personal contact

· Contact SPICe researchers

· Personalise contact – (eg not ‘Dear MSP’) - address a named person and make it relevant to them (eg ‘in relation to your work on this committee…’).

· Keep briefings brief

· Remember that regional MSPs are likely to be less tied up with constituency matters. 

· Be realistic, and keep your expectations manageable. MSPs have busy diaries and they won’t all be able to turn up at your event.

Questions & Answers:

How do you decide on what matters to research/ brief on? – is it just about reacting to upcoming legislation? 

 - Conversation with outside organisations is always useful, ring up, keep in touch. Around the time of committee away days is a particularly good time to contact SPICe, as they input to the work programmes, and look at subjects for inquiries. 

Since you have to be impartial, how do you decide which research / information to include?

 - Research must have credibility. Different researchers have different subject areas of expertise and will use their judgement. There is also a peer review process where draft briefings are read by others to ensure their impartiality/ accuracy/ relevance. Researchers also have to be careful of sensitive subject matters. They will try to reflect a balance of views. Copy Simon into your briefings.


Timing – how far in advance of the debate do you need the information? 

· There is little time between the announcement of the motion and the debate itself, so a couple of days in advance is fine. 

Do you have a store of information resources? 

 - Different sources are used for different subjects. One source would have to be very comprehensive given the very wide range of topics covered. 

Mary Duffy, Assistant Director, Barnardo’s UK Policy & Research Unit.  Mary gave a voluntary sector perspective on making use of research in lobbying and policy development, and spoke about the principles behind evidence based policy making (EBP).

Increasingly evidence based policy making is required for confidence that a policy is moving in the ‘right direction’. Health policy has led the way on this. Sometimes an approach may seem to work in one context, but evidence will show that it does not work when imported into a different context. Gut instinct that something is right may clash with the evidence. Mary asked of EBP:


Is it always the way forward? - Generally EBP makes sense, but sometimes the situation may be that someone (eg cancer patients) may want to take a chance, even when it is not clear that something will work. 


What’s the nature of the information that goes into it? ie what is research? Research is systematic, relatively objective, transparent and rational. Consultation is not research. The directly given views of stakeholders can be more compelling than dry research findings, but maybe they shouldn’t be. Be sure, when lobbying, of what you are asking for.


How do you get the message across in the appropriate manner?

· What matters is what works

· What works can be complicated; e.g. what one organisation is seeking as an outcome may be detrimental to another organisation’s goals.

· We don’t always know what works

· We don’t always do what works (for cultural, financial or other reasons)

Blocks to EBP:

· the research isn’t good enough

· the research is not presented in a relevant, accessible and compelling way, to the right people

· policy makers are constrained by practicalities, structures, politics etc.


Sometimes we keep on reinventing the wheel and coming up with the same results without moving on – eg with health inequalities, the Glasgow-Edinburgh divide, etc.  Investing in one area takes away from another. Or something that “works” may raise challenging issues, for example about human rights, or about prioritisation of issues and resources. In the voluntary sector we tend to work on our own areas and don’t come together enough on issues. Sometimes policy gets changed as it wasn’t working, but the reason it wasn’t working was that there was not enough investment to allow it to work – there is a dosage faction in any intervention. 

Research for influencing:

In the first instance make sure the evidence for your case: - 

· attempt to get away from anecdotal evidence;

· downplay emotional responses;

· get away from the individual case to the generic;

THEN when you are sure of your case

· present an anecdote to get attention to the issue;

· build up emotional responses;

· work the individual angle.

When presenting your information be creative – it doesn’t have to be a research document, so long as you can get across information that you can back up. 

Issues with research:

· report overload, it can be difficult to know where to start and which evidence is ‘best’. 

· Consultation fatigue (pick the relevant questions, don’t try to answer everything)

· The power of relationships

· Understanding the systems / structures of the body you are lobbying

· Long term versus short term strategies

But…

If you don’t use research, what do you use? How do you know you are asking for the right thing? 

Questions & answers

How can we be sure the ‘right’ evidence is used?

· Sometimes evidence can be conflicting and sometimes it can be hard to get clear evidence, as interventions can be complex. We need honesty and realism about what can be achieved, to show links with other areas and join up in our work. 


Politicians may select evidence that fits with their beliefs and agendas. How do we get past personal beliefs?

 - We need to see whether we can show how our evidence fits in with their belief – there are lots of ways of making the case for things if you think creatively and tactically. And a groundswell of demand to can lead policy makers to act in a certain way, even if this doesn’t change their underlying belief – that’s why the media and public opinion matter so much. Choose winnable battles in the short term, but remain ambitious in the long term. 

Ruchir Shah, SCVO, explained that there may be opportunities for support through the economic and research council and asked what support is needed. PON members listed:

· Skills in selecting and using research

· Commissioning research

· Capacity building within the organisation

· Time issues – eg in response to a consultation – we need to do ‘snap’ research sometimes.

· Ways to communicate existing research.

· Making contact with academics, eg focus groups, or a pool of researchers. 

Information Sharing

There is to be the first Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival in October. The festival seeks to promote positive thinking about mental health, illness, support and recovery and affect cultural change.  The Mental Health Foundation PON rep will forward an email on the event.

At the Public Social Partnerships conference on the 29th August a  new database was launched – SEEDS (Social Economy and Enterprise Database Scotland) – Ruchir advised PON members to get themselves onto it. 

http://www.socialeconomyscotland.info/scvo/content/Social%20Economy%20Database.asp
Voluntary sector update  - Andrew Jackson, SCVO gave a very quick update. 

An analysis of the SNP manifesto and the voluntary sector manifesto was handed out (and will be emailed). Quite a few of the voluntary sector asks are incorporated under community empowerment issues. Martin Sime and Lucy McTernan (Chief Executive and Deputy Chief Executive of SCVO) are meeting with ministers and advisers and so far they report that things are looking pretty positive on a number of fronts. 

Asked about water charges, Andrew explained that SCVO want the exemptions extended and are already working on the issue, eg as part of the village halls campaign. 

