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Purpose and intent
Professor Cairney is a specialist in British politics and public policy, currently giving a series of talks about evidence-
based policymaking as part of an ANZOG-funded trip.
For the Wellington talk on 15 October 2018, Prof Cairney discussed ways to encourage greater use of research 
evidence in policy through greater collaboration between policymakers and academics/scientists.

“If you begin with (a) question ‘why don’t policy-makers use my evidence?’ I like to think you will end with (b) 
the question ‘why did I ever think they would?’”

− Paul Cairney
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What do academics need to know?

There are many claims to policy relevant knowledge.

Policymakers have to ignore most evidence to make a decision.

There is no simple policy cycle.

Key responses: framing, timing, and venue shopping

Academics manage expert 
communities, which 

enables them to project 
that they are speaking on 
behalf of a wider group of 

stakeholders.

UK Scholars are 
assessed on 

making a tangible 
difference 

through case 
studies.
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What do civil servants need to know?
Academics may not know how/where to start. Academics, 
who may not understand the political environment with its 
unique protocols, can benefit from having a government 
guide or gatekeeper, who can point them to the right people 
to consult, smoothing their path to collaboration.

The rewards for academic engagement in policymaking 
remain unclear (while the costs are clear).

Engagement – and knowledge of politics and policymaking –
will vary by individual and discipline.

Key responses: incentives, clarity, flexibility, networks

Do not underestimate the necessity 
and benefits of a lifetime 
investment in relationships; policy-
makers need to build networks 
with academic scientists to open 
opportunities to collaborate. 

The solution may be to improve 
and increase the quantity and 
quality of evidence while 
acknowledging that politicians, 
like all people, use cognitive 
shortcuts, often ignoring evidence 
to make decisions efficiently.
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Produces the usual ‘barriers’ / differences:
• Language/ jargon – each venue has its own language to reflect 

dominant ideas, beliefs, or ways to understand a policy 
problem

• Timescales – scale of tasks often not suited to electoral cycles 
for policymakers and funding cycles for academics/scientists.

• Professional incentives – to motivate more academics to do 
applied research, the rewards need to be clarified.

• Relative comfort with uncertainty (e.g. novelty versus 
synthesis) – Where academics are comfortable with uncertainty 
and focused on discovering “new” theories and evidence, 
policy-makers need certainty when describing their work with 
the public, and they are seeking synthesis of the theories and 
evidence down to one answer/solution.

• Assessment of the role of scientific evidence 

• Assessment of the role of values/beliefs

Key responses: talking, early engagement, clear incentives 
(and academic-practitioner workshops?)
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What skills do they need to combine?

These issues are 
well rehearsed in 
discussions of the 
‘science-policy 
interface’ 

For example, this 
wheel by the Joint 
Research Centre, 
European 
Commission

Other initiatives are 
reinventing the 
wheel.
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What choices might they need to make?
What is good evidence? What is good governance? 
What problem are we solving?

Three models of how we pursue ‘evidence based policymaking’:

Approach 1
Randomised control trials (RCT) provide the most evidence, 
often where the project is the model for implementation, but it 
may limit ability to adapt policy to local contexts.

Approach 2
Storytelling Model, which is built on respect for experience of 
those, involved.

Approach 3
Improvement Method (Plan Do Study Act) an iterative four-step 
management method used in business for the control and 
continual improvement of processes and products. It is an 
offshoot of the Deming quality circle/cycle/wheel, Plan Do 
Check Act.
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Three Ideal-Types of Evidence-Based Best Practice
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Use the Improvement Method to avoid:
• Implementing changes without sufficient planning
• Doing only data collection without testing the plan’s assumptions
• Lack of documentation to enable an audit
• Missing the small changes and indicators that multiple shorter cycles can reveal
• Loss of learning by reflecting on what resulted, examining assumptions and capturing 

‘lessons learned’ to improve future initiatives.
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Department of Corrections 
Department of Corrections has an Academic Advisory 
Committee, comprised of nine Corrections managers and 
nine academics, who meet at least quarterly. 

Here is an excerpt of the Terms of Reference: 
• provide expert advice to Corrections to improve the system by ensuring decision making 

has a strong research base
• assist in the flow of knowledge between expert theorists/researchers and expert 

practitioners
• provide Corrections with additional research capability through access to additional 

resources and research support.  This will include potential university/Corrections 
partnerships utilising PhD students.

• provide academics with access to an important research cohort 
• facilitate research that assists in all parties understandings of penal problems and policies.
• develop a group who are informed, influential and connected, and who can speak 

up/advocate and add context on Corrections’ work and offender management practice in 
the public forum

Contact: Suzanne Kennedy, Chief Policy Adviser, Department of Corrections
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MFAT-University Development Researchers 
Biannual Engagement

• To promote information sharing and engagement between development researchers 
from New Zealand universities and policy makers and practitioners from MFAT.

• Researchers gain an accurate understanding of New Zealand Aid.

• Programme priorities and approaches the Aid Programme is informed by New 
Zealand development research.

• Six monthly meetings held in May and November

• Participation by members of the DevNet Steering Committee 
representing Auckland, Waikato, Massey, Victoria, 
Canterbury, Lincoln and Otago universities.
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Co-production should 
not be tokenistic. 

True co-production is 
jointly agreeing what 

to do.

Professor Cairney’s blog on public policy can be found at 
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com and twitter is @Cairneypaul or @undpublicpolicy

Professor Cairney is focusing on the ways in which policy studies can explain the use of 
evidence in politics and policy, and how policymakers translate broad long-term aims 
into evidence-informed objectives.
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