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Executive summary

Over the past two decades, there has been a step change in the volume and quality

of research policy exchange (RPE) across the UK and in Scotland. The focus on
evidence-based policymaking in government, and the “impact” agenda in higher
education, have galvanised investment in a range of RPE structures. These include
in-house analytics, scientific advisory systems, policy-oriented centres and institutes,
and mobility schemes. At the same time, higher education institutions (HEIs), research
and intermediary organisations have expanded support for training and engagement.
Scotland exemplifies this trend, benefitting from an array of structures to support

RPE, and extensive engagement across Scottish Government (SG), Parliament and
research organisations (ROs).

Much is at stake in getting this right. Research plays a crucial role in supporting policy
decisions, especially in complex and risky areas such as climate change, economic
growth, child poverty, technological change, or global order. HEIs and researchers are
keen to apply their research to benefit society and increasingly need to demonstrate
these contributions to justify funding. At a time of constrained resources, it is vital that
Scotland's considerable investment in RPE is wisely allocated.

Supported by Universities Scotland and the Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE), this
report is a first step in bringing together policymakers, research, HEls and intermediary
organisations to understand and improve how we deliver RPE in Scotland.

Motivations

This report starts by unpacking the often conflicting motivations for RPE. For
policymakers, RPE can help identify new policy problems and develop responses.
It can also help substantiate contested decisions, signal competence, and support
alliance-building. Researchers and HEIs are motivated to engage in RPE to ensure
their research has impact. They also need to evidence the impact of particular
researchers or projects, often leading to a fragmented approach to engagement.

These diverse motivations mean that the priorities of policymakers and researchers
do not always align. This necessitates astute design of RPE structures and activities,
to ensure modes of engagement deliver the goals of different participants.

Structures and support
The report identifies five main institutional structures that can support RPE objectives.

1. In-house analytical teams: Embedded within government departments, these
teams are agile and tailored to deliver policy-aligned research, primarily for policy
development and substantiation. However, challenges include maintaining
research independence and resource limitations.

2. Commissioned research: Governments frequently commission research to
address policy gaps, often relying on consultants due to time constraints. While
this offers independent analysis, challenges include ensuring alignment with
policy needs and resourcing.
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3. Scientific advisory systems: Chief scientific advisers (CSAs) and advisory
councils support strategic and detailed policy advice, enhancing government
credibility. However, tracing the specific impacts of this advice can be difficult.

4. Centres and institutes: These entities, often funded by government or external
bodies, provide policy-relevant research and foster alliances. Their independence
can lead to a drift from immediate policy priorities, requiring ongoing alignment
mechanisms.

5. Mobility schemes: These initiatives allow researchers to engage directly with
policy contexts, fostering skills and relationships. Effective implementation
requires alignment of expertise with policy needs and sustained post-
engagement support.

A survey of HEIs undertaken for this report also identified key trends in support for
RPE. Support has grown substantially over the past decade, with HEIs increasingly
focussing investment in specialised support. Generating and evidencing policy impact
is a crucial aspect of HEI engagement, with over a third of all REF2021 case studies
identified through the survey involving policy impact.

Recommendations

The report suggests building a cohesive RPE approach in Scotland, leveraging its
interconnectivity, small scale, and collaborative potential. The approach adopted
needs to be cost-effective, and to enhance equality, diversity, and inclusion.
Building on these principles, initial engagement with stakeholders has identified the
following priorities.

* Tailor engagement: Understand the different motivations of parties involved in
RPE. Design engagement to meet these needs effectively, ensuring alignment with
policy priorities through tools like areas of research interest (ARISs)..

« Collaborate: Reduce fragmentation and inefficiencies by integrating RPE activities
and synthesising research across institutions. Ensure that funding schemes
incentivise collaboration.

» Capacity-building: Conduct audits to identify gaps in RPE capacity across SG
priorities. Leverage secondments and fellowships to extend benefits across the
research community.

* Reward RPE: Recognise and incentivise researchers’ contributions to policy.
Ensure diverse voices are included in RPE, emphasising long-term and diffuse
impacts of research.
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List of acronyms

ARls Areas of research interest

CAD Community analysis division

CSAs Chief scientific advisers

EDI Equality, diversity, and inclusion

ENRA Environment, natural resources and agriculture
ESRC Economic and Social Research Councill

HEls Higher education institutions

IAA Impact accelerator accounts

KEI Knowledge exchange and impact

P2R Policy to research

REF Research Excellence Framework

R2P Research to policy

ROs Research organisations

RPE Research policy exchange

RSE Royal Society of Edinburgh

RESAS Rural and environment science and analytical services
SBNZ Scotland Beyond Net Zero

SG Scottish Government

SPAN Scottish Parliament Academia Network

SPICe Scottish Parliament Information Centre

SPRE Scottish Policy and Research Exchange

SSAC Scottish Scientific Advisory Council

STEM Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
UKRI United Kingdom Research and Innovation

UPEN Universities Policy Engagement Network
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Introduction

Since the “impact” agenda emerged two decades ago, there has been a significant
shift in the quantity and quality of research-policy exchange across the UK and in
Scotland. Governments and parliaments recognise the need for rigorous research
to inform policymaking, and have expanded their analytical capacity — whether

in the form of in-house analytical teams, scientific advisery roles and networks,

or government-funded research. HEIs have ramped up their activity, investing in
infrastructures to support training, networking, dissemination and mobility schemes
across research and policy. New brokerage activities have expanded, including
dedicated research-policy exchange (RPE) organisations and networks.

Scotland provides an excellent example of this trend. The SG hosts a sizeable
analytical profession, a group of CSAs, and supports an independent Scottish
Scientific Advisory Council (SSAC) and a range of expert advisory groups and
committees. The Scottish Parliament hosts the Scottish Parliament Information
Centre (SPICe), and — like the Government — has launched a mobility scheme to bring
in relevant expertise. Scotland’'s 19 HEIs support a range of policy-oriented institutes,
centres and networks, some of them in partnership with Government. HEIs and other
Scottish ROs have also invested considerably in building infrastructure for policy-
oriented knowledge exchange and impact (KEI), complementing the range of services
supplied by organisations such as Scottish Policy and Research Exchange (SPRE)
and the RSE.

Much is at stake in getting this right. There are immense rewards to be reaped from
better evidenced policy decisions, especially in areas of complexity and risk such as
climate mitigation and adaptation, economic productivity and growth, child poverty,
Al safety, and global order. HEIs, for their part, need to meet increasing demands for
accountability, and demonstrate their role in tackling the major policy challenges
confronting societies. Not least, at a time of constrained resources, it is vital that the
considerable investment in RPE is wisely allocated.

Given these imperatives, Universities Scotland and the RSE decided to take stock

of current approaches to RPE in Scotland. This report offers an overview and set

of recommendations on the current RPE landscape. It focuses on policymaking in
SG and the Scottish Parliament. While the issues addressed in the report have clear
relevance for both local government and UK-level government, the focus on Scotland
allowed us to capture the complexity of RPE in one jurisdiction. The approach can —
and we hope will — be applied to explore RPE at other levels of government.

The report explores RPE from three complementary perspectives: motivations,
structures, and support.

* Motivations. Part 1 of the report analyses the considerations motivating
stakeholders involved in RPE — notably policymakers in government and
parliament, and HEls. Understanding the varied functions of RPE and how these
relate to the goals and perspectives of stakeholders is crucial for ensuring RPE
initiatives realise the objectives of those involved.
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* Structures. Part 2 considers what kinds of approaches and structures are best
placed to deliver the objectives outlined in Part 1. We identify five main structures
for delivering RPE: in-house analytical units, commissioned research, scientific
advisory systems, institutes/centres, and mobility schemes. We offer a broad

assessment of how far these approaches are likely to meet the range of objectives

outlined in Part 1.

* Support. In Part 3 we draw on our survey of Scottish HEIs to chart main patterns
of support, and consider how HEls facilitate RPE through training, events, and
communication.

« Recommendations. Finally, Part 4 offers some broad recommendations. These
draw on the analysis and data gathered as part of the report, as well as insights
from the Research-Policy Exchange in Scotland Symposium hosted by the RSE
and Universities Scotland on 17 November 2025.

The report is based on four sources of data.

1. Asurvey of the 19 HEI members of Universities Scotland (of which 12 sent
responses), summarised in Part 3 and described in more detail in Annex 1.

2. Areview of literature on RPE, provided in Annex 2. While we have kept references
in the main report to a minimum, many of the key insights build on the wider body
of literature set out in this annex.

3. Eight semi-structured interviews with public servants and academics in scientific
advisery roles, which were transcribed and coded to capture the main themes
addressed in the report. Data from these interviews is referenced throughout
the report.

4. Feedback and insights from the project advisory group (see acknowledgements),
and from participants participants of the symposium on RPE, hosted by the RSE
and Universities Scotland on 17 November 2025. This event brought together
over 50 participants from Scottish HEIs, Scottish and UK Government, Scottish
Parliament, and Scottish and UK intermediary organisations, all of whom are
engaged in and/or have expertise on RPE.
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Motivations
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Part 1: Motivations

Why are policymakers and researchers motivated to engage in RPE? An obvious
answer is that both are keen to ensure that policy is well-evidenced. However, once
we start unpacking different drivers of RPE, a more complex picture emerges.
Understanding these nuances is not just an academic exercise: it will have important
ramifications for how we can best deliver RPE.

1.1 The functions of research in policy

We begin by considering the motivations for policymakers to make use of research.
For the purposes of this report, we refer to “policymakers” to encompass both elected
politicians and the civil servants involved in elaborating and implementing policy
within the public administration. However, we recognise that the roles, motivations,
and priorities of these two groups are often distinct, and where relevant we will
distinguish between them in the analysis.

The conventional view is that policymakers draw on research to inform policy
interventions — or what is often termed the “instrumental” function of expert
knowledge." This view is strongly associated with the notion of “evidence-based
policymaking” that emerged in the late 1990s, with its focus on ensuring policy is
based on robust analysis of “what works”.? The past few years have seen considerable
scepticism about this notion of evidence-based policymaking: it has been criticised as
relying on a simplistic, linear, and even naive model of how research informs policy.?
While these criticisms are important (and we will return to them later in this section),
very few policymakers or researchers would question the fundamental value — and
necessity — of ensuring policy is informed by research. Despite its short-comings,

the instrumental account remains the dominant way in which policy actors and
researchers conceive of the role of research in policy.

We can further distinguish between two main ways in which research may be used
instrumentally to inform policy.*

a. Agenda-setting. This refers to a broad set of contexts in which research identifies
new policy issues or responses. It can involve horizon-scanning and anticipating

new challenges or potential responses, or reframing existing policy issues through
exposing new dimensions of those issues (e.g. risks, impacts, or solutions that were
not previously identified). It is often most relevant in the run-up to elections, as political
parties develop their manifestos, or as incumbent or incoming governments flesh out
their priorities. In this context, research can inform the way policy issues are identified,
framed, and analysed. This type of function is especially relevant in areas of social or
technical complexity and areas characterised by a high level of risk.®

b. Developmental. In this case, research is used to further elaborate and implement
already identified or adopted policies. This can involve addressing gaps in data or
analysis of policy problems, understanding the impacts of proposed policy options,

10
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examining how best to deliver certain programmes or services, or analysing the
effects of policies that have already been delivered. This type of research is often more
applied, and may be solicited by government departments, or carried out within or in
collaboration with government.

The instrumental use of research to inform policymaking should be contrasted with
what has been termed the “symbolic” use of research.® This refers to the use of
research to build credibility and legitimacy in policy and policymaking institutions

— rather than to support the content of policy, as in the case of instrumental usage.
While in practice the two often go hand in hand, it can be helpful to understand which
function is dominant in a given context, as this will affect which type of RPE will be
most effective.

At first sight, the idea that research may have such symbolic value may sound critical
or cynical. Yet it is completely understandable — and normal — that both elected
politicians and public servants in democratic systems should be concerned about the
legitimacy of government and its decisions. Political leaders need to demonstrate to
their public that they are making well-founded interventions, and that these are based
on appropriate evidence. And officials in public administration need to ensure that
they have access to robust knowledge to inform decisions. This need for “epistemic
authority” has long been seen as a fundamental basis of state legitimacy — and has
become more vital than ever in an era of declining trust in political institutions.”

There are two main ways in which research can play this type of function:

c. Substantiating. This is where research is drawn on to support particular policy
preferences or decisions. It is most likely to prevail in cases where policy is contested,
and expert knowledge is viewed as an important resource for substantiating policy
choices — whether on the part of elected politicians or civil servants. This type of
research is likely to involve high profile or visible use of expert knowledge to support
policies, or what might be termed research as “ammunition”

d. Legitimising. This refers to the use of research to build the credibility of particular
organisations, departments or units, signalling their ability to make evidence-based
decisions. It is most likely to prevail where policymakers in public administration
perceive the need to establish their credibility, especially where remits are contested
across organisations or jurisdictions. It will involve asserting the competence of a
particular unit or organisation through demonstrating its access to expertise and
robust knowledge.

Finally, we can point to a broader, more strategic role of RPE: its potential to advance
government objectives through building networks and partnerships across a policy
sector. This type of alliance-building function applies not so much to the role of
research in informing policy or signalling credibility. Rather, it denotes how the

wider relationships established through RPE can help advance the goals of

policy organisations.

This alliance-building function is especially likely to apply where policy organisations
are keen to amplify their influence across a broader network of groupings — including
researchers, business or third sector organisations. Establishing such coalitions can

11
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help co-opt, persuade, or “soften up” a broader range of partners, especially where
policy is contested. Such alliances can also increase the resources available for
knowledge production or dissemination. In these ways, they can amplify the impact of
policy organisations with limited resources or influence.

The alliance-building approach to partnerships has frequently been associated with a
characteristically “Scottish policy style”, which emphasises partnership, consultation,
and consensus-building through forging networks across sectors and organisations.®

This fifth form of knowledge use can be defined as follows:

e. Alliance-building. This refers to the use of RPE to strengthen policy networks and
partnerships, in order to enhance resources, build coalitions or enhance support

for a particular policy. It is likely to occur where government officials are operating

in a contested policy area, and/or where they need to secure external resources to
advance their goals. In this case, RPE is valued primarily for the relationships it forges,
rather than the content or credibility of the knowledge supplied.

Across all of these areas, the civil servants supporting policymaking — and often their
political leaders — are likely to have a broader interest in building their capacity to
produce and deploy research to inform policy. Thus, they may invest in training, make
appointments, support secondments, and build networks that reinforce their ability to
use research. This capacity-building will apply across all the functions above — and
will be discussed in more depth in the next sections, which look at Structures and
Support for RPE.

While we have distinguished between different functions of RPE, in practice, research
use will almost always involve some mix of these different functions. For example,
scientific advisory groups can identify new policy challenges or approaches (agenda-
setting), refine policy (developmental), signal the competence of a government by
drawing on leading experts (legitimising), bolster the case for particular policies
(substantiating), and enlist influential allies to make a case for a particular approach
(alliance-building).

However, it is important to be aware that policymakers in different contexts are likely
to value research for different reasons, and that these motivations will influence what
kind of RPE is appropriate, and what kind of impact research may exert. It is therefore
important for policymakers, researchers, and knowledge brokers to be aware of these
different functions of research, and reflect on how they will affect modes of RPE.

Table T summarises the main motivations of policymakers in drawing on research
and developing research collaborations, expressed in terms of the five key functions of
research in policymaking.

12
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Table 1: Five functions of research in policymaking

N T S

Drawing on research to identify and frame policy

Agendarsetting issues and responses

Instrumental
Drawing on research to fill gaps in understanding
Developmental " : :
of policy options and impacts
Substantiating Invqklng. research findings to justify policy
choices in face of challenge
Symbolic
Leahiiam Invoking research capacity to signal well-founded
9 9 decision-making
Strategic Alliance-building Enlisting research networks and collaborations to

build support for policy

1.2 The impact agenda in higher education institutions

We now consider the motivations of researchers and HEIs in RPE. Researchers have
long been engaged in providing evidence and advice to inform policy and often have
strong personal and professional motivations to ensure their research has a positive
societal impact. However, the emergence of the “impact agenda” over the past two
decades has galvanised an increase in HEI support for such activity.'® The Research
Excellence Framework (REF), and the increased focus of United Kingdom Research
and Innovation (UKRI) and other funders on impact, catalysed investment in various
forms of support for RPE in universities. It also encouraged the growth of intermediary
organisations with a specific mandate to broker such exchange.

Over the past few years, the impact agenda has further evolved to focus on HEIs’
broader contributions to society and the economy, including in relation to their local
region. This has been articulated in terms of civic engagement, and more recently
helping to deliver key government “missions” and “challenges”. It has placed the onus
on HEls to demonstrate their contribution to government goals, notably promoting
local innovation and growth. The need to signal this broader value is seen as
important in helping HEIs justify public funding and support.

We will unpack some of the approaches that HEIs have adopted to deliver these goals
in more detail in Part 3. For now, it is important to understand what HEIs want or need
to get out of RPE, given the impact agenda and more recent focus on missions and
challenges. Key considerations include:

* Securing impact. Most ROs have a core mission to effect a positive impact on
society, the economy and the environment, sometimes articulated as contributing
to the Sustainable Development Goals. Achieving such impact, and being
able to demonstrate it, is a key part of their self-identity as organisations. It is
important both for building trust and loyalty internally, and for building support and
accountability externally.

13
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* Evidencing impact. More pragmatically, HEIs need to be able to demonstrate their
impact in order to secure resources from relevant funding bodies, government,
and industry. This manifests in favour of RPE whose outputs and impacts can be
monitored and, ideally, measured and form compelling case studies. It also means
that HEIs need to evidence the link between this impact and their institution’s
research. While this has undoubtedly encouraged more focus on RPE, it also
means that HEIs often have limited incentives to build collaborations for impact, or
to recognise the role of broader bodies of knowledge in achieving impact.'

« Stakeholder relations. HEIs are also keen to build cross-sector collaborations,
especially with government, public sector, and industry partners, to enhance
their institutional standing and traction. This means that certain forms of RPE
may be considered beneficial in building broader relationships, or achieving
forms of influence beyond the immediate impact of the research. This
consideration mirrors the alliance-building function of RPE for policy organisations
outlined previously.

1.3 Converging or conflicting priorities?

Both policymakers and researchers/their HEI hosts are keen to make RPE work
effectively. But it should be clear from the overview above that their motives and
priorities for doing so are not always neatly aligned.'

Table 2 identifies some considerations that will guide RPE, depending on what the
function of research is. For each of the five functions, it considers:

Why and who: Which kinds of policymakers, researchers or HEIs are most likely to
value and engage in RPE, and why?

How: What are the main RPE structures likely to be favoured? (noting we elaborate
more on these structures in Section 2)

+  Challenges: What kinds of issues should these actors be aware of, in terms of
e.g. resources, or anticipated risks? (again, these will be elaborated further in
Section 2)

The table is not intended to provide a definitive guide on these questions, but more a
framework to aid reflection on what kind of engagement will be appropriate for which
purposes.

As summarised in the table, the use of research for agenda-setting is most likely to
be of value to policymakers operating at a strategic level. Opportunities for RPE will
be appealing to researchers keen to draw on their research findings to help shape
policy. This agenda-setting function may best be delivered through forms of RPE that
focus on the “big picture”’, including scientific advisory systems, research centres and
institutes, or mobility schemes. The key challenges are in aligning research to policy
needs, and (for researchers) ensuring their impact is recognised given that impact
may be subtle and/or long-term.

14
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The use of research to develop policy is likely to be especially valued by civil servants
across all levels of seniority in policy organisations. However, the appeal and feasibility
of this form of RPE can be more limited for researchers, given it needs to be tailored

to the needs of policymakers. It will often be delivered by in-house analysts or through
commissioned research, making use of the flexibility of consultants. Thus, while

the impact may be more direct and identifiable, it is less likely to draw on original,
independent research.

Research to substantiate specific policy positions may be of use to both elected
politicians and officials who need to justify or explain certain aspects of policy. For
researchers, opportunities for RPE will depend on whether their research fits this
policy need — so as with the previous function, they will need to ensure their focus
is aligned with government priorities. For this reason, RPE may often take the form
of in-house analysis or commissioned research, or in some cases be delivered
through scientific advisory systems or mobility schemes. Independent researchers
may benefit from the fact that policymakers are keen to signal the relevance and
importance of their research — although in practice, the research may not have had
much or any impact on policy decisions.

Research to legitimise policymaking more generally is likely to take the form of

an investment in capacity over time, and thus be instigated by senior officials in
public administration. It may support forms of RPE that are highly appealing to
researchers, given it may be associated with a greater degree of independence (given
the purpose is to signal research capacity, rather than support specific decisions).
Typical RPE structures for this function would be scientific advisory systems,

centres and institutes supported by government. The challenges here involve the
resourcing required to sustain RPE structures, and the tension between relevance and
independence of research.

Finally, the alliance-building function of research collaboration is likely to be valued
across different levels of public administration, and also by HEIs and individual
researchers keen to build networks. Such relationships may be fostered through

a range of RPE structures. One of the key considerations for both policy actors

and HEls/researchers will be to strike the right balance between collaboration and
independence. Overly “cosy” relationships can undermine the credibility of research
produced through such partnerships, which in turn may weaken its authority in
supporting policy decisions.' They may also privilege more senior researchers, and
those with more familiar or recognised profiles — militating against diversity and
inclusivity.'

15
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Table 2: Considerations guiding RPE, by function of research

Agenda-
setting

Developmental

Substantiating

Legitimising

Alliance-
building

Identifying
policy
challenges
and designing
responses

Filling evidence
gaps in policy

elaboration and
implementation

Drawing on
evidence to
support policy
decisions

Signalling
capacity to take
evidence-based
decisions

Enlisting
partners and
allies across the
sector

Drawing on
expertise/
research to
impact policy
agendas

Applied
researchers
and
consultants
with flexibility

Drawing on
expertise
relevant

to policy
decisions

Researchers in
government-
supported
research
structures

Researchers/
HEIs keen to
network and
collaborate
with
government
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Scientific
advisory
systems,
centres/
institutes,
Mobility (R2P
and P2R)

In-house
analytical
teams,
commissioned
research,
mobility (R2P)

In-house
analytical
teams,
scientific
advisory
systems,
commissioned
research,
mobility
schemes

In-house
analytical
teams,
scientific
advisory
systems,
centres/
institutes

Scientific
advisory
systems,
centres/
institutes,
mobility (R2P)

Annex 1:
Survey

Ensuring
alignment,
resource
intensity

Ensuring
research is
timely, relevant
and accessible

Ensuring
research is
timely, relevant
and credible

Resource
intensity,
ensuring
independence

Avoiding
tension
between
collaboration
and
independence
of research

Annex 2:

Literature review

Why/Who m Challenges
. Researchers/ . Researchers/

Limited
bandwidth,
“|deational”
impact difficult
to track

Providing
timely, applied
research
aligned to
policy needs

Providing
timely,
accessible
research
aligned to
policy needs

Ensuring
research

has impact,
maintaining
independence

Maintaining
independence
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Part 2: Structures

We now consider which kinds of institutional structures are best placed to deliver
these different functions. We identify five main types of structure, which are likely to
be built up over time as relatively stable resources for supplying research to policy: in-
house analytical units, commissioned research, scientific advisory systems, institutes/
centres, and mobility schemes.

Alongside these five types of formal structure, policymakers also rely on more
informal relationships with researchers — established through personal contacts and
networks. This is an important resource for RPE, though unlike the formal structures
considered in this part, it tends to develop in an ad-hoc way. We will explore how these
networks are supported in Part 3.

We also note the increasing role of government-defined areas of research interest
(ARIs) in shaping RPE. This is a relatively new and evolving tool, which has potential
to help focus RPE across a number of the structures discussed in this section. We will
reflect on the utility of ARIs through the discussion.

For each of the five types of structure, we summarise some of their pros and cons,
with a particular focus on how well they are positioned to deliver the RPE functions
outlined in Part 1, as well as the level of resource they require.

2.1 In-house analytical teams

Government departments, agencies, and parliaments often host in-house analytical
units, which provide various forms of expert knowledge. Analysts typically have
expertise in economics, operational research, social research, statistics, data

science or areas of natural and life sciences and technology relevant to government
policy. SG employs analysts across a number of service divisions, including health,
transport, education, and children and families,’® as well as in the areas covered by the
specialised CSAs.'®

SPICe employs around 30-35 research staff, and hosts four research teams focused
on: justice and social affairs; health and social care team; environment, rural
constitution and international affairs; and a financial scrutiny unit. Research staff
typically hold a degree in a related subject specialism, and work with secondary
specialists and supporting researchers who provide support across areas.'” SPICe
also operates the Scottish Parliament Academia Network (SPAN), which aims to
formalise, coordinate, and encourage knowledge exchange between the Scottish
Parliament and HEls.

What role do in-house analysts play in RPE? To assess this, we need to return to the
different functions that research is expected to play in policymaking. In-house analysts
tend to be closely embedded in policymaking, with their focus and methods tailored

to address gaps in policy-relevant knowledge. They are most likely to be involved

in providing instrumental research to support the elaboration and implementation
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of policymaking. They are well placed to deliver such expertise, given that they are
structured to be agile, with a good understanding of the policy context and needs of
their clients.

Our interviews showed that in SG, analysts often help define and scope policy
problems and assess the impact of policies on targets or outcomes.' They also play
a crucial policy development role, and are considered well-placed to “hold information
ready to support decision making” when needed, preparing and delivering briefings
to ministers and senior civil servants.'® They produce literature reviews on key topics,
and work with policymakers to define targets and policy interventions and to assess
policy alignment and impacts.?® In some areas of SG, in-house analytical support
offers “pockets of unrivalled expertise”, obviating the need for external expertise or
research to fill gaps.?’

In Scottish Parliament, SPICe plays a policy development role by responding to
individual enquiries from members and staff and producing briefings on the bills
going through the Parliament. SPICe supports members with committee work — for
example by producing committee papers on themes or lines of questioning for both
bills and enquiries. SPICe also conducts horizon scanning to identify new areas that
committees may wish to consider, at the start of a session when new committees and
clerks might be in place, and during sessions as part of work programme discussions.
Among other methods, SPICe identifies new areas for research highlighted by SPICe’s
academic networks.??

In-house analytical units also need to provide evidence to substantiate policy positions
in the face of scrutiny from other departments, politicians or stakeholders. Indeed,
some departments encourage in-house analysts to publish their research in peer
reviewed journals for this reason. As one respondent put it, in the absence of rigorous
peer review the analysis will have less credibility, meaning that “the government is
more open to criticism when they base their policy on grey literature rather than peer
reviewed” ?® Parliamentary research can also be used to substantiate positions within
parliament. It is often quoted by members in committees or in the chamber as it
‘carries a certain additional weight” due to the impartiality it signals.?

The analytical units in SG and Scottish Parliament can also play a broader
legitimising role, bolstering confidence in the policy organisation’s ability to make
well-founded decisions. Although SPICe is primarily an internal service to the
parliament, it also publishes its work to reach a wider audience. As one interviewee
put it: “we are deliberately doing that so people can see what we've said about
things and understand what'’s underpinning” parliamentary debate, scrutiny and
committee work.?

There can, however, be a tension between the need for agility and alignment with
government needs, and ensuring the rigour and independence of research. As
one interviewee commented, although in-house analysts have strong research
backgrounds and are highly nimble, that can also be a drawback as they do not
always have the level of domain expertise and depth of academic researchers.?
In order to maintain high quality research, policy organisations need to support
researchers in sustaining their academic networks and standing.
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In some cases, these pressures can imply a trade-off between more “embedded”
research, and allowing researchers more autonomy in their focus and the types of
outputs they produce. For example, in-house analysts may face a tension between
their policy-focused work and the requirements to create publishable peer-reviewed
outputs which require time and “headspace”.?” Similarly, in the case of SPICe it was
noted that researchers may find it challenging simultaneously servicing the needs of
parliament and keeping up with developments in their discipline.?®

Employing in-house analysts is resource intensive, and such teams cannot be
expected to cover the full spectrum of expertise required, especially in complex and
rapidly evolved areas of policy. Policy organisations often turn to sources external to
their organisations, which we consider next.

The table below summarises the main functions of this RPE structure, and some of
the challenges.

Table 3: Functions, challenges, and resources of in-house analytical teams

m In-house analytical team

Functions  Agenda-setting Developmental ~ Substantiating  Legitimising ﬁllj:?dnlﬁg
Partial Yes Yes Yes =
+ Tension between relevance and independence of research

Challenges NP ;
+ Limitations to expertise

Resources - Highly resource intensive for host organisations

2.2 Commissioned research

Government bodies typically commission a range of research and analysis to fill
gaps in government knowledge. Commissioned research is most likely to be required
for the elaboration of policy, where analysis may be needed to flesh out options and
scenarios, potential impacts, risks, costs, and feasibility.

In SG, research tends to be commissioned by tender, drawing on funds established
for particular policy areas.” Both academics and consultants can apply for these
funds; however, this form of RPE tends to be more reliant on consultants given the
challenges academics face in meeting the time-scales required by policymakers.®
Indeed, one main challenge with using academics for commissioned research is
developing capacity and career incentives in universities for academics to “respond
at that speed” required by policy groups looking for rapid answers.®' This can be
exacerbated where those developing tenders lack the time or expertise to frame
the questions or methods appropriately. More generally, commissioned research is
hampered by resource constraints: “budget is usually almost inevitably inadequate for
what'’s actually required” *?

In parliament, SPICe also commissions external research where internal capacity
is lacking. Work is usually tendered to academics, through SPAN, SPRE and other
networks. Parliament usually commissions around 2-3 smaller research pieces per
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year, due to budget constraints, and these consist of primary research, evaluation, or
literature reviews. In a parliamentary setting, this form of RPE is most impactful when
brought in at the start of an inquiry or bill because it can then inform the approach
from the outset.®® However, as with SG, there can be challenges in aligning policy
needs with academic styles and modes of working.®*

Given the challenges in matching needs to suppliers, government departments may
also establish centres of expertise or directly fund research institutes from which they
commission research to fill this policy development role (see also 2.4 below). The
research produced through these mechanisms can provide a more detailed response
to specific challenges or requests for policy advice by pulling together available data
and different perspectives.®®

Commissioned research may also be helpful in providing an independent source
of analysis. This can help lend authority to particular positions, thus serving a
substantiating purpose. For example, research commissioned from independent
research institutes in Scotland is perceived as valuable in substantiating policy
positions in areas of political contestation (see 2.4 for more detailed analysis of the
role of institutes).

Whether it is playing a policy development or substantiating function, commissioned
research will be most effective when closely aligned to policy needs, and where it is
timely and clearly communicated. This can be challenging for external researchers,
as this type of research does not typically align well with the methods, timeframes,
or output formats of academic research. Partly for this reason, as noted earlier,
commissioned research is often solicited from consultancy firms or networks of
applied researchers (for example, through literature reviews/syntheses).

A further challenge is in ensuring that commissioned projects are effectively shared
and used by broader stakeholders. Specialists on RPE have identified the problem of
duplication, whereby similar and overlapping pieces of research are commissioned
without knowledge of existing work.

This has been identified as a problem, for example, in relation to research on the

ARlIs, where policymakers are frequently unaware of extensive existing research.
Acknowledging this problem, the Transforming Evidence for Policy and Practice project
is developing a searchable database of ARIs®¢, and various researchers are developing
tools for synthesising and searching projects relevant to them — including as part of

m

the growing focus on “meta-science”.

Table 4: Functions, challenges, and resources of commissioned research

m Commissioned research

Functions  Agenda-setting Developmental —Substantiating  Legitimising éﬂ:?dr:ﬁg
Yes Yes = Partial

+ Ensuring timeliness and alignment to policy needs

e Eges | Academic researchers have limited capacity to deliver

Resources  + Moderately resource intensive for commissioning organisations
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2.3 Scientific advisory systems

Governments support a range of scientific advisory systems, including CSAs,
scientific advisory networks and councils, and expert advisory groups. These various
roles and bodies can have multiple RPE functions.

Chief scientists help ensure the best evidence is mobilised to inform specific policies
and support the broader policy research ecosystem in and around government. They
are typically seconded from HEIs/ROs for a fixed period, reflecting the importance of
bringing a rigorous and independent perspective from outside of government. In this
sense, they fulfil a “hybrid” role straddling government and research. CSAs can have

a range of instrumental functions. They may support the government in identifying
and framing new issues (agenda-setting), for example by liaising informally with
colleagues in the scientific community and holding discussions with other CSAs to
identify areas of research to bring into government.®” They may also mobilise evidence
to support specific policy development, elaborating on more detailed policy issues that
arise by reaching out to advisory bodies and research institutes.*

At the same time, the scientific standing and relative independence of CSAs can
help bring authority to policymaking, signalling the government’s commitment and
capacity to make well-grounded decisions — thus serving a legitimising function.
CSAs can also play an important leadership role for scientific and analytical services
within government.

Scientific advisory groupings in many ways play a similar set of roles. Comprised of
independent researchers, they play a particularly important role in helping identify new
risks and challenges, as well as identifying gaps in government evidence and expertise
(agenda-setting).*® The broader horizon-scanning function may be particularly
important in policy areas that involve emerging technologies. It may also be crucial at
points in the political cycle where political parties and new governments are setting
priorities, for example, in election years.*’ Scientific Advisory groups can also help
elaborate policy, helping develop and understand the implications of different

policy options.

Advisory councils and committees are also likely to play an important legitimising role,
signalling the government’s capacity to draw on rigorous and cutting-edge research.
They can add “clout” to what would otherwise be a single individual's voice, particularly
when it comes to horizon scanning and integrating new areas of research into a
department.#' The most significant scientific advisory grouping in SG is the SSAC, but
there are numerous other advisory groups focused on particular policy themes.

Finally, governments often establish more focused and shorter-life advisory groups
to tackle specific policy questions. These may focus on especially complex or
challenging areas of policy where there is a need for agenda-setting, or where there

is a high degree of scientific uncertainty or political contestation. Advisory groupings
may help establish scientific or political consensus, often publishing advice notes and
reports as a collective to signal wider scientific consensus over particular issues* —
thus serving an alliance-building function.

More focused advisory groups can also provide important evidence to support
particular proposals, helping substantiate policy positions where these are being
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scrutinised or challenged. In some cases, they may fill gaps in expertise and capacity,
for example in reserved areas of policy. Some government departments in Scotland
have advisory panels that provide advice on detailed questions gathered from
ministers, civil service colleagues and officials.*?

For researchers, CSA roles and membership of advisory councils and groups are likely
to be appealing as they allow scope for contributing to “big picture” policy questions

— helping inform policy thinking, and contributing to strengthening the evidence base
for policy and government capacity for RPE as a whole. They are also likely to be
prestigious roles, which are considered “esteem indicators” in academia and valued by
both researchers and their HElIs.

However, HEIs may be concerned if certain of these roles are not remunerated.
Moreover, the impacts of such contributions to policy may be difficult to trace and
evidence. This is especially likely where such groupings are influencing the broader
framing of policy, or priorities for research — rather than underpinning specific
adjustments to policies. Thus, roles on scientific advisory committees or networks
may not contribute directly to evidencing impact. Indeed, one interviewee noted that
advisory panels can become frustrated when their suggestions and
recommendations are not taken up and lack information on how their deliberations
are feeding into policy.*

Table 5: Functions, challenges, and resources of scientific advisory systems

m Scientific advisory systems

Functions  Agenda-setting Developmental ~Substantiating  Legitimising ﬁ\ﬂ:?dr:rﬁg
Yes Partial Partial Yes Yes

Challenges - Can be difficult to trace impacts to research/expertise

+ Moderately resource intensive for host policy organisations

Resources . .
+ Moderately resource intensive for HEIs where roles are not remunerated

2.4 Centres and institutes

This RPE structure captures a range of types of research groupings that sit outside

of government, which have a remit to produce policy-relevant research and to share
knowledge with policy actors. Typically taking the form of centres or institutes, these
groupings may be funded or co-funded by government, financed by external funders
(such as UKRI or charitable research funders), and/or self-financed by HEls. They may
be part of an HEI, straddle several HEIs, or be independent ROs.

Governments are most likely to support centres and institutes in areas where there

Is a significant gap in government capacity to produce or draw on research. Indeed,
as we saw in section 2.2, SG often funds or part-funds such institutes to provide an
ongoing source of commissioned research. In some cases, such centres play a role in
brokering expertise across multiple institutions, as in the case of the Scottish Centre
for Excellence on Children’s Care and Protection, or the Scottish Council on Global
Affairs. The case studies later in this section also provide examples of institutes
resourced specifically to provide research and expertise to government.
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Moving to externally funded entities, UKRI and other funders frequently fund

centres focused on RPE in topical areas of policy. Such centres are likely to produce
original research, but also have an important role in synthesising and disseminating
knowledge to policymakers. For example, Economic and Social Research Council’s
(ESRC) UK think tank in a Changing Europe was funded to provide expertise at a time
of flux in the UK's relations with the European Union; its International Public Policy
Observatory was set up to synthesise evidence on Covid during the pandemic; while
the Scottish-based Centre on Constitutional Change brought together interdisciplinary
expertise from across the UK in the context of devolution.

Finally, HEIs may finance such centres — either from inception, or once external
funding has ceased — because of their commitment to supporting RPE and enhancing
the impact of their research. A key example is the Glasgow Centre for Public Policy,
established in 2023. Again, such centres are frequently cross-HEI, which augments
their appeal to government by operating as a “one-stop-shop”, fosters collaborative
projects, and also spreads costs for HEIs. Examples of this model would be the
Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research, or the more recent Scotland Beyond
Net Zero (SBNZ) initiative.

Policy-focused centres can play a range of functions in RPE. Centres and institutes
directly set up and funded by government are likely to focus on research closely
aligned to government needs. They may fulfil both agenda-setting and policy
development functions. They may also play an alliance-building role as their

members can sit on policy committees*, and they often enjoy strong ties and trusted
relationships with a diverse set of local stakeholders.*® As such, they may be well
placed to facilitate collaboration between the government and a range of stakeholders
with whom they have engaged over time. As one of our respondents noted in the case
of their policy sector:

| think we're lucky in a way to have these institutions because they're
trusted. They work hard on their stakeholders... And so, having those
groups out there, they're not government, right? They can make a separate
relationship, and we can get involved in that.#/

Centres with less direct ties to government are likely to have autonomy in determining
their own research focus and may engage in bigger-picture analysis rather than
addressing more applied and specific gaps in knowledge. However, given their RPE
remit they will be keen to (and often required to) align their research to government
priorities if they want to secure impact. This will imply focusing on more agile
interventions through applying their research to pressing issues as they arise.

From the perspective of government and parliament, such independent centres can
be useful in supporting horizon-scanning and producing big picture insights into
policy issues (agenda-setting).*® They can also provide an independent voice on key
issues, thus performing a substantiating or legitimising function. These centres also
frequently play an alliance-building role across the RPE landscape in particular policy
areas as they are seen as creating a trusted and “safe space” that supports impartial
and rigorous policy discussions. And where such centres do provide more agile and
applied inputs to support the elaboration or implementation of policy, they may be
highly valued for their direct contributions to policy.
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However, given that the research agenda of independent centres is largely shaped

by academics, policy organisations may find that they are overly detached from their
core research needs, making it difficult to justify devoting substantial resource to such
entities. Governments have developed various approaches to seek to better align
priorities. As we saw, one relatively new tool is the ARIs, which set out the some of the
key research desiderata of government departments, allowing researchers to better
align their focus to government priorities. There is good potential for ARIs to provide a
framework to foster better alignment, as we shall discuss in Sections 3 and 4.

As noted in the RSE Rethinking Policy Impact report*, governments are likely to place
particular value on centres that synthesise and clearly communicate research from
across the sector. Entities that span several ROs, and help bring together wider bodies
of research, can be more useful than those based in a single institution. As we saw
earlier, such collaborative approaches to impact may be in tension with the immediate
goals of HEIs to secure and evidence impact from their particular

research activities.

Centres tend to be resource-intensive, and this often creates challenges to their
sustainability. For example, externally funded centres may struggle to secure sufficient
resource to continue activities once core funding is no longer available. Moreover,
there will be a need to review the focus of such resources, as policy research needs
vary over time — for example, depending on changes in the salience of issues, and
gaps in capacity to address these. For government-funded centres, there should be
regular review of whether the centre is delivering the required expertise, given the risk
of inertia or path dependency in resource allocations to long-standing centres.

Table 6: Functions, challenges, and resources of centres and institutes

m Centres and Institutes

Functions  Agenda-setting Developmental ~Substantiating  Legitimising Qﬂ:?dr:rfg
Yes Partial Partial Yes Yes

+ Resource intensive
Challenges - Risk of fragmentation/lack of coordination
+ Risk of drift from policy priorities and needs

Resources  + Highly resource intensive for centre funders

2.5 Mobility schemes

Mobility schemes involve secondments or placements of either researchers into
policy organisations, or policymakers into ROs. Such schemes have become
increasingly popular over the past few years, with multiple government departments
and agencies, funding organisations, and HEls delivering fellowship schemes. UKRI
has defined the two forms of mobility as “research to policy” (R2P) or “policy to
research” (P2R), and we will consider each in turn.

R2P schemes can have a number of goals. For the host organisation, they can help
inject expertise into policy organisations in an agile and flexible way, with programmes
of work typically being co-developed by fellows and hosts. R2P can therefore meet a
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need for policy development. But by building longer-term relationships, over time it can
support wider goals — whether instrumental, symbolic, or alliance-building.

R2P is also seen as a career development opportunity for researchers, with such
schemes often targeted at early or mid-career researchers. They can help researchers
to forge an understanding of the policy context and build relationships with
policymakers,*® and may offer a promising route to policy impact (and potentially

a REF impact case study). From the perspective of the researcher and their host
institution, this can help deliver goals around securing and demonstrating impact,

as well as more generally helping to build researcher and institutional relationships
with policymakers. As one of the interviewees working in government put it: “It's an
amazing thing for these PhDs to come into government and be exposed to a very
different kind of organisation and meeting different people”.®'

While not new, these programmes have seen a significant expansion over the past
few years. UKRI and the national academies offer various schemes, and many
government departments offer secondment programmes. In the case of Department
for Science, Innovation and Technology, for example, there is a particular goal of
bringing more science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) scientists
into the department, to broaden its skills and expertise but also to create a pipeline of
scientists adept at engaging with government. The Scottish Parliament also runs a
fellowship scheme to bring domain expertise into areas of parliamentary focus.

The more recent spate of schemes introduced by funders such as UKRI and the
national academies appear to be valued by both researchers and policymakers. As
one of our interviewees noted, their work had significantly benefitted from secondees
who were “really talented academics... well trained in analysis, and critical thinkers” %
An ESRC review of the first cohort of policy fellows reported similarly positive impacts
on researchers, policymaking, and on the RPE ecosystem more generally.®® However, a
review of mobility schemes in the health and social care sector found that their goals
were generally poorly defined, and the benefits unclear to many participants. The
review suggested schemes needed to be better publicised and more accessible

to applicants.%

It is probably too early to judge the effectiveness of recent R2P schemes in achieving
their goals. Key will be to ensure researchers can deliver the right skills and expertise
to ensure their research informs policy: in the absence of this match or “fit”, such
schemes may have reduced value for policy organisations.

In terms of the longer-term goal of building relationships and skills, it will be important
for HEIs and funders to provide appropriate opportunities and incentives for fellows
to continue to build engagement through their careers. It would clearly be a wasted
opportunity if these cohorts of fellows were not supported in further developing and
applying what had been initiated through their fellowship roles. It is also worth noting
that these schemes are resource intensive — not only for the organisations funding
the fellows’ time, but also for the hosts who need to invest time in inducting and
integrating the researcher.®
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P2R involves policymakers taking some time out of their policy jobs to build expertise
in particular issues. This may take the form of a sabbatical to work on a substantial
project as with the model offered to senior civil servants through the Cambridge
Centre for Science and Policy. Or it may involve shorter and/or multiple interactions
with specialists to develop policy ideas, as with the programme offered by King's
College London'’s Policy Institute. A number of Scottish HEIs also provide various
forms of executive education or focused events or labs to provide policy actors with
access to expertise and insights to enhance policymaking (see Annex 1).

These P2R interactions are often focused on agenda-setting, though they can also
enhance the alliance-building goal of forging wider relationships with researchers.
As these schemes have different functions to R2P, and are less widespread, the table
below focuses on the functions and challenges of R2P. Challenges can include costs
incurred to the organisation sending the policy professional into the programme,
which can militate against their use even when there is interest.®®

Table 7: Functions, challenges, and resources of mobility schemes (R2P)

m Mobility schemes (R2P)

Functions  Agenda-setting Developmental ~Substantiating  Legitimising ﬁ‘ﬂ:?dr:ﬁg
Yes Yes Partial Partial Yes

+ Needs the right fit between expertise and host needs

i |, Requires resource/attention to leverage subsequent benefits

Resources - Moderately resource intensive for fellowship funders and hosts

This discussion of Structures for RPE has set out the main ways in which policy
organisations ensure they can access to research to meet a range of functions. To
understand how such structures interact in particular policy areas, the text boxes
below offer brief overviews of RPE structures in two policy areas, both of which are
priorities in the SG’s Programme for Government: tackling the climate emergency, and
eradicating child poverty.
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Case study 1

Part 1:
Motivations

Part 2:
Structures

Part 3:
Support

Tackling the climate emergency

SG has adopted ambitious goals on climate,
including reducing carbon emissions and
net zero by 2045, mitigating future impacts
of climate change, and reversing loss of
biodiversity. This priority area covers a wide
array of policy and research themes, and

is underpinned by an extensive system

of expertise, advisory structures, centres,
institutes, and networks.

Within SG, one of the four thematic CSAs has
a remit for Environment, Natural Resources,
and Agriculture (ENRA) — although climate
issues are also highly relevant to the role of
the CSA for Marine, and for Social Policy. This
section focusses on structures most relevant
to ENRA.

In-house analysis: The CSA for ENRA is
located within the rural and environment
science and analytical services (RESAS)
division, which comprises around 60
scientists, analysts, economists, and social
researchers. This group provides rapid advice
and regular statistics and analysis to senior
officials and ministers. The CSA can also
draw on insights and analysis from scientists
of relevant agencies such as NatureScot,
Scottish Environmental Protection Agency,
and Forest Research as well as the UK
Government Department for Environment,
Food, and Rural Affairs.

Scientific advisory system: The First
Minister co-chairs an Environmental Council,
which includes relevant cabinet secretaries
and ministers in SG as well as senior
independent experts, supported by CSA-
ENRA. The CSA also chairs a number of
more focused advisory groups and panels of
independent experts, which provide advice
notes and recommendations addressing
specific questions from government.

Commissioned research: The CSA and
RESAS commission research and analysis
and then test these in-house with internal
policy, legal, and analytical teams. There are a
number of bodies under contract to the SG to
provide reports and commissioned advice on
specific topics, to help elaborate policy. These
include ClimateXChange, which regularly puts
out tenders to academics and consultants to
supply research and analysis, and a number
of centres that provide detailed analysis and

Recommendations
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modelling. These centres provide a flexible
resource for commissioning research that
obviates the need for complex procurement
processes: centres draw down on an annual
budget as contracts are commissioned.

Centres and institutes: Finally, there is a
group of external centres and institutes
-named the SEFARI centres - which are
part-funded by the SG's strategic research
programme, and have a long legacy of
working with government. They include

the Scotland's Rural College, the Rowett
Institute of Nutrition and Health, the James
Hutton Institute, and the Moredun Research
Institute. They also serve a wider consultation
and engagement function — for example
Moredun, which is largely owned by farmers
and a useful channel for testing the potential
policy impacts on the farming community.

Universities in Scotland also carry out
extensive policy-oriented work in this area.
The Scottish Funding Council recently
published examples®” of high impact work
in this area, including in the areas of green
energy, built environment, farming, and just
transition. There have also been important
interventions to help join up and coordinate
these structures. SFC supports Alliances
for Research Challenges, collaborative
research programmes including in the areas
of food and energy. Other cross-institutional
groupings include the Scottish partnership
in energy and engineering research and
innovation hosted by the University of
Strathclyde; and SBNZ, a network of 14 HEI
members which provides a platform for
maximising the policy impact of research.
SBNZ is set to expand its role in brokering
opportunities for RPE with SG

and Parliament.

In summary, this is a well-resourced and
active ecosystem of RPE around this
government priority. The summary above
has focused on environmental, rural, and
agricultural aspects of this mission, which are
especially well developed. This is perhaps not
surprising, given the importance of farming
and rural affairs in Scotland. The prominent
role of science in this area is also a function
of the technical complexity and risk in this
area of policy, which creates a particular
dependence on scientific expertise.



Case study 2

Part 1:
Motivations

Part 2:
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Part 3:
Support

Eradicating child poverty

The SG's goal of eradicating child poverty
involves four statutory targets,® relating to
the proportion of children in absolute and
relative poverty, in combined low income and
material deprivation, and in persistent poverty.
Delivering on these targets invokes policy
across multiple areas of SG policy. However,
in contrast to environmental policy, it has

a less extensive research infrastructure
surrounding it.

In-house analysis: Within SG, the most
relevant analytical services are the community
analysis division (CAD), which straddles social
security, household costs and housing, and
the office of the Chief Economic Adviser.
Other analytical service divisions such as
health and social care also contribute. These
divisions work with the Chief Social Policy
Adviser and others to ensure policy draws

on appropriate evidence and analysis. CAD
analysts produce a wide range of outputs,
including statistics and modelling across

the four targets and associated indicators,
commissioning research and carrying out
literature reviews. Their work also focusses on
elaborating policy options, providing analysis
to track implementation, impact assessments,
and evaluation. SG also participates in relevant
survey work by the UK's Office for National
Statistics and Department for Work and
Pensions.

Scientific advisory system: There is no
overarching scientific advisory group on

child poverty akin to the First Minister's
Environmental Council. However, the tackling
child poverty programme board and the
poverty and inequality commission both
provide independent advice and scrutiny to
Scottish ministers. The latter publishes annual
reports, conducts horizon-scanning, develops
recommendations, and analyses SG policy
proposals and performance — although their
budget for analysis and evaluation is very
limited. There is also a fuel poverty advisory
panel that provides independent advice on
policy issues directly relevant to fuel poverty.

Commissioned research: There is no
dedicated budget for commissioning external
research on child poverty; instead, the budget
is allocated across a range of policy areas
supported by CAD and can change yearly. This
makes it necessary to make a strong case

Recommendations
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for policy need, and/or to look for sources of
funding elsewhere.

Centres and institutes: Several research
institutes work in the policy area, including
Glasgow Caledonian’s Scottish Poverty and
Inequality Research Unit; and the Centre for
Excellence for Children’s Care and Protection
and the Fraser of Allander Institute, both based
at the University of Strathclyde. In relation

to health inequalities, SG also works with

the Glasgow Centre for Population Health
and the newly established Scottish Health
Equity Research Unit, a collaboration between
Strathclyde and the Centre for Health Policy.
SG also takes part in the Understanding
Society Survey produced by the Institute

for Social and Economic Research at the
University of Essex.

There are also a number of key academics
across Scottish universities working on
poverty issues who are regularly consulted
on SG policy. The community of researchers
in this area is relatively small and well
networked, but not necessarily well resourced
— partly because larger funders at UK level

do not invest heavily in this area. Exchange
with academics is also facilitated through
secondments, including PhD student
placements, as well as a recent policy
fellowship (focusing on poverty in remote and
rural areas) through UKRI.

Beyond the university sector, there are also

a number of charitable bodies that provide
expertise and scrutiny, such as the Joseph
Rowntree Trust and the Child Poverty Action
Group, which have a modest research
function. Indeed, as would be expected, charity
groups play a significant role in advising policy,
including through membership of the multi-
agency tackling child poverty programme
board — which is part of the governance
structure for SG, though not specifically
focused on research.

In summary, while child poverty has long
been a focus of both government attention
and research, in many ways the RPE
ecosystem in this area is less evolved, and
certainly less amply resourced. It lacks the
substantial investment in government-funded
institutes, centres, advisory groupings, and
commissioned research. Instead, RPE is
depending on a small groups of centres and
experts based in Scottish ROs and charities.
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Part 3: Supporting research policy exchange
in research organisations

Researchers, their host institutions and intermediaries have developed a range of
approaches to supporting RPE. In this section we draw on a short survey of Scottish
HEIs to identify some of the main trends in HEI support for RPE, and review how
they can contribute to the RPE goals set out in Part 1. The survey was sent to the 19
HEls that are members of Universities Scotland, and we received 12 responses from
a broad representation of different types of HEI (in terms of scale, ancient/modern,
geographical distribution, and research intensive/non-research-intensive).

3.1 Overview of institutional support

Scottish HEI investment in supporting RPE increased substantially over the past
decade, with most HEIs reporting that this boost occurred around 8-10 years ago.
Since then, levels of resourcing have remained fairly constant in many HEls, although
a few reported a sustained increase over the past 5 years. However, almost all

HEls note that the type of support has evolved incrementally — often towards more
centralised or cross-institutional entities such as focused policy networks or centres;
and/or more specialised professional support roles focused on policy impact. This
suggests an increasing maturity in RPE support, which builds in appropriate focus and
specialisation.

Much of the support for RPE is located centrally in HEIs and is likely to make use

of core funding by the HEI or through Scottish Funding Council funding (Research
Excellence Grant or Knowledge Exchange and Innovation Fund). Many HEIs also
benefit from UKRI funding for general RPE support through UKRI impact accelerator
accounts (IAAs).

Many of the larger HEIs offer RPE support that is distributed across local schools,
departments or centres. This is often externally resourced, through funded centres,
networks, or large projects. Such roles tend to be fixed-term and focused on particular
domains, and investment can rise and fall depending on funding and the salience

of the issue. In many cases, such investment is linked to areas of research with
long-standing links to policy, notably in areas of social science research. Capacity to
support RPE tends to be less developed for many STEM disciplines.®® Some HEls have
invested in better joining up support and capabilities across these distributed pockets
of support, for example through establishing policy engagement networks.

RPE support is often offered as part of more general support for KEI, whether centrally
or at local level. This is often linked with support for REF impact case studies. Indeed,
HEls report that policy impact is a significant component of their REF submissions,
with policy impact comprising around 34% of all REF2021 case studies (212 of the
612 impact case studies reported by survey respondents).
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3.2 Training and advice

In order to be effective in RPE, researchers need to understand the policymaking
context and the priorities and objectives of policy actors; and they need to be able to
select and communicate findings in ways that are accessible and useful to

policy actors.®

Reflecting this importance, the survey found that training to develop policy
engagement skills was the most significant form of support provided by HEIs for RPE.
Such training can involve a variety of formats, delivered by central research offices,
through schools and/or through university hosted research centres and institutes.

Some of the larger HEIs offer a wide selection of online and in-person workshops to
train research staff and early career researchers to engage with policymakers and/
or to write policy briefings. Some seminars and sessions were also co-provided with
specific UK Government departments, with UK or Scottish Parliaments, or with SPRE
— with the latter aimed more specifically at KEI professionals.

Training topics include co-producing research; writing policy outputs; engaging
with SG and parliament; engaging with the broader UK and international policy
contexts; understanding parliamentary processes and procedures; participating

in parliamentary inquiries or consultations; helping with correspondence; and/or
identifying relevant politicians and providing background information on politicians’
areas of interest.

Many HEls offer tailored, one-to-one advice. Some HEIs with lower levels of research
income offer training through personal mentorships with senior researchers, who
advise and support colleagues in finding networking opportunities and disseminating
policy-relevant research. Most HEIs offer advice to researchers at different stages of
their project: embedding RPE in proposals, identifying contacts with policymakers,
preparing for meetings with policymakers, writing policy briefs, or giving oral evidence.

Most HEIs signpost external training opportunities with sector-wide resources such
as through SPRE and Universities Policy Engagement Network (UPEN). However, HEIs
did not always show awareness of the full range of services provided by SPRE and
UPEN. These include:

SPRE:

+ Joint training with the SG and Scottish Parliament through annual workshops,
involving several hundred participants.

+  Supporting engagement with the ARIs for SG, for example with a recent focus on
tax policy and justice policy.

+ Providing a searchable database focused on consultations and enquiries across
UK and devolved governments, with a commitment to work with UPEN to expand
this service.®’

UPEN:

+ A peer mentoring scheme and a University-Government pairing scheme.
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A regular newsletter of policy engagement and training opportunities.
Periodic delivery of bespoke training, co-created with individual HEI partners.

Engagement with UK Government ARIs through joint workshops and
dissemination.

A programme of regular online events on topical policy issues, developing policy
engagement skills, and more.

UPEN also convenes a community of practice on knowledge mobilisation
and offers a range of resources to support knowledge mobilisation delivered
by universities.®?

While this was not specifically raised in the Survey, policy engagement experts from
HEls engaging in the 17 November Symposium also highlighted a particular need to
support STEM researchers in understanding the potential policy relevance of their
work, and supporting their engagement with policymakers. One example of this is the
use of IAA funding in one HEI to support a fellowship scheme to embed science and
engineering researchers in SG.

3.3 Dissemination

HEIs have extensive experience in supporting dissemination of policy-relevant
research. Traditionally, such outputs have typically taken the form of policy briefs or
reports. While such written outputs have undoubtedly played a useful role in policy
deliberation, their impact can be limited. Unless specifically commissioned, such
outputs tend to follow the project goals and timeframes of their researchers. They
are often produced at the end of a project or phase of research, as part of a
‘knowledge exchange” plan, rather than in response to a particular issue surfacing
in political debate.

As such, these outputs may be more relevant to “softening up” policy actors in the
longer term: enhancing their awareness of possible policy issues and approaches for
future application (agenda-setting), rather than addressing immediate needs.®® There
Is, moreover, a risk that they become a “tick box” exercise to demonstrate knowledge
exchange. Thus, while they have an important role as a step towards working out

the implications of research for particular policy areas, they are unlikely to have a
substantial impact unless accompanied by other forms of RPE.

Indeed, the focus on policy briefs has been in many ways superseded by social
media outlets, including blogs and podcasts. These can offer more accessible and
flexible formats that allow researchers to adapt swiftly to evolving policy agendas.
Researchers also find it valuable to build broader media or social media profiles, to
raise the awareness of policy actors to their expertise and outputs.

HEls provide a range of support for disseminating research. Some of the larger HEls
offer advice on developing research communication strategies. Others support the
production of specific outputs such as policy briefings and policy reports, blogs, and
podcasts. Most HEIs have a press office that brokers engagement with experts across
different policy domains.
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3.4 Events

HEls also support researchers in organising policy-focused events. Often instigated
by researchers and their host organisations, these may involve one-off conferences,
workshops, or roundtables; or more sustained interactions through seminar series
or working groups. The survey suggested that these events are often supported by
centres working in particular policy areas.

A number of survey respondents noted that HEIs were highly valued as convenors of
RPE events, as they could provide a credible and trusted setting for bringing together
different actors to explore aspects of policy.

Public events may be appealing for policymakers keen to gain a fresh perspective on
the "bigger picture”. Closed door sessions, by contrast, can offer a more confidential
setting for discussing more specialised or sensitive aspects of policy. This can
enable a more exploratory and candid discussion of issues that may be too technical
or contentious for officials to discuss in public settings. They are likely to be more
targeted to specific policy issues, and their focus will often be co-developed with
policy actors. HEIs and ROs are valued partners in convening these conversations as
they are seen to bring impartiality, credibility and trust.

Closed door sessions may also involve a series of interactions, which can help
develop a more in-depth understanding of the issues and how research can inform
them, contributing to agenda-setting and policy development. By allowing for ongoing
interactions, this format can help build trust between participants from different
organisations. However, this format does require considerable planning and buy-in
from researchers and policymakers.

Finally, RPE events are increasingly taking on novel forms — including sandpits,

policy labs, or policy hackathons. These formats structure discussion in a way that
aids more creative or purposeful deliberation. They may also involve members of the
public or patients (where relevant) to bring in citizen perspectives and lived experience.
Through these types of events, researchers and HEIs can play a brokering role,
facilitating public engagement to inform policymaking — what we might categorise as
a form of alliance-building function of RPE. Indeed, brokering such engagement can
involve considerable expertise, and is increasingly seen as a further valuable way in
which research can support policymaking.

3.5 Contacts, networks, and mobility

Most HEIs made use of external networks to help broker contacts. These included
membership of intermediary organisations, which HEIs considered were important
for filling gaps in support, especially where full-time equivalent was limited. All but one
HEI respondent confirmed their membership of SPRE. Around two-thirds were also
members of UPEN, and 75% engaged with SPICe. 83% were members of SPAN, and
almost all were members of other thematic networks. Over half (58%) were members
of Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology and a similar proportion were part
of the UK Parliament Knowledge Exchange Unit.
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Mobility schemes were well-regarded by HEIs that have used them, including the
Scottish Graduate School of Social Science doctoral training fellowships, UKRI policy
fellowships, as well as SG fellowships supported by the ESRC IAA. HEIs expressed a
desire for more of these opportunities, and with better funding — and for the various
opportunities to be more visible and joined up.

While not covered specifically as part of the survey, the Symposium discussion
raised a number of challenges around reliance on informal networking in RPE, and
the adverse implications for equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI). As noted in the
2022 Rethinking Policy Impact report, policy engagement opportunities are often more
accessible to researchers with conventional or “recognisable” backgrounds, and to
those in senior roles. It is often more difficult for those from minoritised groups, at

an earlier career stage, or with less developed networks, to gain traction. Participants
in the Symposium agreed that addressing these EDI aspects should be a priority

as part of a shared approach to RPE in Scotland. This is picked up again in the
Recommendations section.

More information on HEI support for RPE is provided in Annex 2.
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Part 4: Recommendations

There is much that is working well in RPE in Scotland — but also plenty of scope

to further strengthen how we support engagement. We believe there is a valuable
opportunity for all involved — government, parliament, HEIs and ROs, and intermediary
organisations — to unite behind a shared approach. This view was strongly endorsed
by participants of the RPE Symposium hosted in November 2025.

The 50 plus participants of the Symposium converged around the need for RPE to:

+  Build more cohesion and collaboration across the range of RPE initiatives.
Scotland has the potential to do this well, operating at a relatively small scale, with
a collaborative approach to policymaking and world-class ROs.

Ensure we address challenges to EDI in how we support and deliver RPE.
Policymakers, ROs, and intermediary organisations should be alert to forms of
bias that can operate in RPE structures, and devise ways of overcoming these.

+  Focus our collective resources on building cost-effective structures that avoid
duplication and inefficient use of resources in a fiscally constrained environment.

Building on these broad principles, below we set out some recommendations for
strengthening RPE in Scotland.

4.1 Tailor

In undertaking and designing RPE, all participants should be aware of the motivations
animating engagement. This means understanding the different goals for RPE on the
part of policymakers and researchers, and designing engagement in a way that will
best deliver these.

For researchers: recognise the different functions of research in policy, as set out
in the report’s framework — and be aware of any risks and rewards linked to these.
Design your RPE to best deliver policy needs, taking time to understand the policy
context.

+  For HEls and intermediaries: provide training and support to enable researchers
to understand and map the policy landscape relevant to their area of research, to
underpin more effective RPE. Note the particular need to equip STEM researchers
working in policy-relevant areas with the skills to engage with policy.

+  For policymakers: recognise the motivations of researchers and HEls in
undertaking RPE, and seek to support these — for example, through referencing
outputs, and attributing impact through testimonials.

For all actors: ensure the ARls are fully mobilised to help tailor RPE to support
government needs. The list of ARIs provide a good starting point, but now need
to be further co-developed with the research community, and operationalised
through a range of mechanisms.
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4.2 Collaborate

RPE is a crowded space, and there is a risk that individual HEIs and researchers
compete to get attention and recognition for their policy impact, rather than joining
forces. This creates duplication and inefficiency, and makes it harder work for
policymakers to identify and integrate relevant expertise. Government, funders, and
HEIs should make a concerted effort to collate and synthesise bodies of research, and
to pool resources for brokerage and communication.

+  For funders and HElIs: seek to integrate RPE activities across key policy domains
in Scotland, through pooling resource to synthesise, communicate, and broker
engagement. Where such collaborative groupings do not exist in priority areas,
consider creating new coordinative mechanisms, drawing on good practice from
other policy areas.

For researchers and HEIs: always seek to ensure new initiatives are additive, not
duplicative, and try to join forces with existing research groups and RPE activities
rather than establishing new initiatives.

For funders: consider how to incentivise collaborative — rather than discrete — RPE
activities across funding schemes and the REF, in line with the recommendations
set out in the RSE 2022 report on Rethinking Policy Impact.

+  For funders: conduct an audit of good practice in cross-institutional collaborations
on RPE in Scotland and beyond, to guide future models and direct future
investment to successful collaborations.

4.3 Capacity-build

While there are multiple activities to foster RPE, the report has identified gaps and
areas of relative weakness in support.

+  For SG: conduct a light-touch audit of RPE capacity across priority areas (e.g. the
Programme for Government) to identify strengths, weaknesses, and gaps in RPE
— especially in how government works with centres and institutes, where there is a
need for ongoing review of investments.

+  For HEls and funders: ensure that RPE experiences across the research
community are effectively tracked, shared, and consolidated to maximise the
benefits to all. This includes ensuring experiences such as secondments and
fellowships in government are leveraged for the benefit of both secondees
and peers.

+  For HEIls: Ensure that existing resources are effectively utilised (e.g. SPRE, SPAN,
and UPEN services) and consider further pooling of brokerage and intermediary
resource across HEls to strengthen these services and their take-up in institutions.
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4.4 Reward

Researchers are frequently under-recognised for their RPE, in terms of remuneration
and workload allocation. Similarly, for many policymakers the use of research may
be seen as an optional “add-on’, rather than a core expectation of policymaking. In a
challenging financial context, it is vital to ensure RPE is incentivised and rewarded.

For HEls: consider the “big picture” when allocating resource for RPE — such
engagement is not just about REF impact, but key to strengthening cross-sector
partnerships and collaborations, and promoting broader recognition of HEIs' role
in society. Acknowledge the time and resource needed to build deep engagement;
and appropriately recognise such activity in academic time allocation, reward and
recognition processes.

+  For policymakers: acknowledge the more long-term and diffuse impacts
of research, for example in horizon-scanning, agenda-setting and framing
policy problems and responses. Seek to recognise and attribute insights from
researchers, to reward and incentivise their contributions to policy.

For all: ensure diverse voices and perspectives are made central in RPE structures
and mechanisms. It is crucial that a range of research perspectives, types of ROs,
earlier career researchers and under-represented groups are represented in RPE.

Participants agreed to work together to further develop these recommendations,
including drawing on international best practice, and exploring how the different
organisations could unite behind shared principles and approaches. The outcome
of this next phase of deliberation will be consulted on and implemented in the
course of 2026.

39



Part 1: Part 2: Part 3: Part 4: Annex 1: Annex 2:
Motivations Structures Support Recommendations Survey Literature review

Acknowledgements

This report was authored by Professor Christina Boswell FRSE FBA and Hilary
MacDonogh (University of Edinburgh), with support from Rachel Treglown
(Universities Scotland). Hilary MacDonogh provided research support for data
collection (interviews and surveys), and Rachel Treglown administered the HEI survey.
The summary of the HEI Survey (Annex 1) was prepared by Hilary MacDonogh and
Rachel Treglown. The Literature Review (Annex 2) was written by Hilary MacDonogh.

We would also like to thank our Advisory Panel for their input at various stages of the
draft. Panel members were:

Professor Linda Bauld FRSE (University of Edinburgh and SG)

Professor Paul Cairney (University of Stirling)

Dr Audrey McDougall (SG)

Professor Nicola McEwen FRSE (University of Glasgow)

Professor Kathryn Oliver (London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine)
Dr Catherine Rose Stocks-Rankin (SPRE)

We would like to thank all of our interview and survey respondents for providing
valuable information to support the findings.

Finally, we are grateful to Universities Scotland for initiating the project, and to
the Royal Society of Edinburgh for supporting the development of the report and
symposium.

Please note that none of the collaborators named above bear responsibility for any
inaccuracies or omissions in the report and annexes.

40



Part 1: Part 2: Part 3:
Motivations Structures Support
Notes

Recommendations

Part 4: Annex 2:

Literature review

Annex 1:
Survey

' This is a simplified version of Carole
Weiss's classic framework. See Weiss, C.
(1979). The Many Meanings of Research
Utilization. Public Administration Review, 39 (5),
426—-431.

2 Smith, K. (2013). Beyond Evidence Based
Policy-Making in Public Health. Palgrave
Macmillan.

8 For an overview, see Boswell, C., & Smith,
K. (2017). Rethinking Policy Impact: Four
Models of Research-Policy Relations. Palgrave
Communications 3, 44.

4 This classification is built on Weiss (1979),
and Boswell, C. (2009). The Political Uses

of Expert Knowledge. Cambridge University
Press. For more detailed references to the
literature, see the Literature Review in
Annex 3.

5 Radaelli, C. (2005). The Role of Knowledge
in the Policy Process. Journal of European
Public Policy, 2(2).

6 Boswell C. (2009).

” The notion of state legitimation through
expertise can be traced back to the work of
Max Weber (see Weber, M. (1970). Politics as
a Vocation. In M. Weber, Essays in Sociology.
Routledge. For analysis of trust in political
institutions, see for example the Institute

for Public Policy Research’s 2021 report on
Dealing with Distrust in Politics: https:/www.

ippr.org/articles/trust-issues

8 Sabatier, P. (1978). The Acquisition and
Utilization of Technical Information by
Administrative Agencies. Administrative
Science Review Quarterly, 23, 396-417.

 O'Connor, C., & Bennett, H. (2025), Lived
experience as evidence in anti-poverty policy
making: a governance-driven perspective.
Policy and Politics,1-22; and Sinclair, S. (2024).
Challenges to the Strategic State: Welfare
Reform Lessons from a Devolved Polity.
Journal of Social Policy, 53 (3), 811-828.

41

10 Smith, K. E., Bandola-Gill, J., Meer, N.,
Stewart, E., & Watermeyer, R. (2020). The
impact agenda: Controversies, consequences
and challenges. Policy Press.

" See the previous 2022 RSE report on
Rethinking Policy Impact: https:/rse.orq.
uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/RSE-
Rethinking-Policy-Impact-report.pdf

12 See, for example Oliver, K., Hopkins, A,
Boaz, A, Guillot-Wright, S., & Cairney, P.
(2022). What works to promote research-
policy engagement? Evidence and Policy,
18(4),691-713.

3 For a discussion, see the 2024 British
Academy report on Public Trust in Science for
Policy-Making https://www.thebritishacademy.
ac.uk/publications/public-trust-in-science-for-
policymaking/

4 RSE, Rethinking Policy Impact.

% Javornik, J. (host) (2024). In Conversation
with Louise Scott [Audio podcast episode]. In
The Business of Policymaking Podcast. Leeds

Business School.

® Interview 5

" Interview 8

8 |nterview 3

S Interview 2

2 Interview 2

21 Interview 1

22 Interview 8

2 Interview 1

2 Interview 8

% |nterview 8

% Interview 3

27 Interview 1
% |nterview 8

2 Interviews 1 and 2


https://www.ippr.org/articles/trust-issues
https://www.ippr.org/articles/trust-issues
https://rse.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/RSE-Rethinking-Policy-Impact-report.pdf
https://rse.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/RSE-Rethinking-Policy-Impact-report.pdf
https://rse.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/RSE-Rethinking-Policy-Impact-report.pdf
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/publications/public-trust-in-science-for-policymaking/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/publications/public-trust-in-science-for-policymaking/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/publications/public-trust-in-science-for-policymaking/

Part 2:
Structures

Part 3:
Support

Part 1:
Motivations

30 Interview 2

S Interview 1

32 Interview 3

3 Interview 8

34 Interview 8

% Interview 2

36

Oliver K., & Boaz A. (2025). The Areas of
Research Interest: a mechanism to improve
evidence-policy/practice connections.
Transforming Evidence Working Paper Series,
No. TE-2025-002.

87 Interview 2

% Interview 2

39 Interview 6

40 Interview 4 and 1

T Interview 1

42 Interviews 2 and 4

4 Interview 2

4 Interviews 4 and 6

4% Interview 3

4 Interview 2

47 Interview 2

48 Interview 8

49

RSE, Rethinking Policy Impact https://rse.

org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/RSE-
Rethinking-Policy-Impact-report.pdf

5 |nterview 6
5 Interview 3

5 Interview 3

% See: https:/www.ukri.org/wp-content/
uploads/2024/12/ESRC-100125-SteppingOu
tEarlyStageEvaluation2021ESRCPolicyFellow
ships.pdf

Recommendations

Part 4: Annex 2:

Literature review

Annex 1:
Survey

42

% Kumpunen, S., Bridgwood, B., Irving, G.,
Amuthalingam, T., Matthews, J., & Pettigrew,
L. M. (2023). Workplace-based knowledge
exchange programmes between academics,
policymakers and providers in the health
and social care sector: a scoping review and
mapping exercise. Humanities and Social
Sciences Communications, 10(1), 1-21.

5% |nterviews 3,6 and 8
% |nterview 3

5 SFC (nd). Spotlight: Tackling the climate

emergency. https://www.sfc.ac.uk/research-
innovation/research-impact/spotlight-
tackling-the-climate-emergency/

% These are set out in the Child Poverty
(Scotland) Act of 2017.

% This point was made by a number of
participants at the RPE Symposium, 17
November.

8 See Oliver, K., & Cairney, P. (2019). The dos
and don'ts of influencing policy: a systematic
review of advice to academics. Palgrave
Communications, 5(1), 1-11.

81 Find out more about SPRE services here;

https://spre.scot/about-us

2. UPEN recently secured a £6m UKRI award
to further develop its brokerage services. Find
out more about UPEN services here: https:/

upen.ac.uk/about

¢ Kingdon, J. (2010). Agendas, Alternatives
and Public Policies. Longman Classics in
Political Science. Pearson.


https://rse.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/RSE-Rethinking-Policy-Impact-report.pdf
https://rse.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/RSE-Rethinking-Policy-Impact-report.pdf
https://rse.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/RSE-Rethinking-Policy-Impact-report.pdf
https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/ESRC-100125-SteppingOutEarlyStageEvaluation2021ESRCPolicyFellowships.pdf
https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/ESRC-100125-SteppingOutEarlyStageEvaluation2021ESRCPolicyFellowships.pdf
https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/ESRC-100125-SteppingOutEarlyStageEvaluation2021ESRCPolicyFellowships.pdf
https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/ESRC-100125-SteppingOutEarlyStageEvaluation2021ESRCPolicyFellowships.pdf
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/research-innovation/research-impact/spotlight-tackling-the-climate-emergency/
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/research-innovation/research-impact/spotlight-tackling-the-climate-emergency/
https://www.sfc.ac.uk/research-innovation/research-impact/spotlight-tackling-the-climate-emergency/
https://spre.scot/about-us
https://upen.ac.uk/about
https://upen.ac.uk/about

Annex 1

rvey of how
versities

SL
n

SL
PO

Dport research-

Icy exchange




Part 1: Part 2: Part 3: Part 4: Annex 1: Annex 2:
Motivations Structures Support Recommendations Survey Literature review

Annex 1: Survey of how universities support
research-policy exchange

The first two survey questions asked 1) which services the responding university
provides for staff engaging in RPE as well as 2) specification and examples. The
options given by the survey were: a) training on policy engagement (e.g. workshops,
training modules, provision of or signposting to resources); b) Tailored advice on
policy engagement (e.g. consultations, clinics, sharing of engagement opportunities);
c) Support with dissemination for policy impact (e.g. policy briefs, op eds, podcasts
focused on policy impact, other — please do not include general comms resource);
d) Mobility schemes (e.g. internships or fellowships in government or parliament;
exchange programmes with government); e) Network supports (e.g. peer learning,
relationship brokering, memberships fees for external organisations, consultant
costs); f) Other services not covered above.

Types of support

Most HEIs provide a mix of several or all services through central and localised units.
Training and tailored advice on policy engagement were most commonly identified as
services provided by responding HEIs. Smaller or specialised HEIs tended to provide
signposting and/or support for specific tasks such as through tailored briefings,

and some used mentorships with senior researchers to provide targeted training

and networking support. The Ancient HEIs and some Modern HEIs have developed
increasingly formalised infrastructures to support all RPE services. These include
formal professional roles dedicated to RPE and policy centres and institutes that are
well-positioned to provide an array of RPE services.

Training

Training was the most commonly listed service provided by HEIs for RPE, with all but
one respondent stating they provide this service. Several respondents indicated that
training was provided on a regular, ad-hoc or on-request basis and through various
sources and formats, which were not necessarily coordinated within (or between)
institutions. For example, HEIs noted training to be delivered by central research
offices, through schools and/or through university-hosted research centres, institutes
and/or policy units. The format of training included workshops and hosted events
(mostly on an ad-hoc basis), and/or sessions/courses offered through specific
schools or programmes and/or on request. Some Ancient HEIs offered a wide
selection of online and in-person workshops to train research staff and early career
researchers to engage with policy makers and/or to write policy briefings.

Some seminars and sessions were also co-provided with specific UK Government
ministries or with SPRE, the latter of which was aimed more specifically at KEI
professionals. Training was also noted to occur on a breadth of topics including the
co-production of research; writing policy outputs; engaging with SG and parliament;
engaging with the broader UK and international policy contexts; understanding
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parliamentary processes and procedures; identifying relevant politicians; participating
in parliamentary inquiries or consultations; helping with correspondence; and/or
providing background information on politicians’ areas of interest.

Smaller HEIs and Modern HEIs with smaller amounts of research income offered
training through personal mentorships with senior researchers, who advised and
supported colleagues in finding networking opportunities and disseminating policy-
relevant research. Signposting training opportunities was considered effective for
all types of HEIs and was done through internal offices, Sharepoint sites or through
sector-wide resources such as through SPRE and UPEN.

Tailored advice

Tailored advice is provided by all types of HEIs and delivered mainly through small
meetings and bespoke sessions. Smaller HEIs or those with limited resources might
use this type of support to provide targeted, cost-effective support on a case-by-case
basis, while ancient HEIs with a breadth of services on offer might offer this as a more
bespoke service. A few respondents noted that tailored advice was offered to research
projects with explicit plans to engage policymakers and/or upon request. Tailored
advice is offered at all stages of a research project: embedding policy engagement

in research proposals, writing policy briefs, preparing for meetings with ministers

or policy makers, and/or in giving oral evidence. It might also include support with
identifying and liaising with relevant policymakers, elected officials, and/or other
contacts that can provide further support.

Some respondents had a specific post dedicated to RPE that would deliver tailored
advice, and one provided tailored advice by booking researchers’ time with an external
policy engagement consultant. Another HEI indicated that they circulate information
on public consultations to academics who they are aware to have specific interests

in RPE.

Dissemination

Research output tended to be disseminated by HEIs with higher levels of research
income through policy-focused research centres using a variety of formats including
short blogs, longer policy insights, reports and events showcasing research across
the HEI. These HElIs also tended to have specific public affairs role/s with a remit to
liaise with elected officials, policymakers and other groups at Westminster/Holyrood
to advance the University's priorities on RPE. Other HEIs noted they provide advice on
formatting and messaging for dissemination but do not offer support in producing
briefs or other policy output. In smaller HEIs, podcasts were noted as effective for
disseminating research that had relevance over wide territorial spaces.

Network supports

Network supports are used by over half of respondents, representing HEIs of all
types. While several HEIs mentioned using SPRE, most also have internal research
exchange networks. Some of the Ancient HEIs with higher levels of research income
use a variety of mechanisms (often through policy centres) for creating focused
discussions, roundtables, and one-off co-organised events that bring together
various stakeholders, for example local authorities, Scottish Government, third sector
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representatives and academics. HEIs with policy centres regularly host initiatives
and discussions between academics and practitioners on an institution-wide basis,
or within specific schools. Some of these discussions are catered for individuals in
professional roles related to engagement, communication, and impact.

Mobility schemes

Mobility schemes are well-regarded by the respondents that used them. As discussed
in the final section, mobility schemes are considered a successful form of RPE that
could be improved with more funding and coordination. Popular mobility schemes
include the Scottish Graduate School of Social Science doctoral training fellowships
and internship programmes with government departments and the Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development Office/UKRI policy fellowships. Secondments,
expert advisory panels and policy fellowships within government or parliament
were also mentioned as effective mobility schemes. A few of these schemes are co-
launched with the Scottish Government by HEIs using support of the ESRC Impact
Acceleration Account (IAA). The strategic impact fund is also used for fellowship
programmes that place researchers in Scottish and UK parliament settings.

1. Levels and location (specialised centres/institutes; colleges,
schools, facilities; or central service) of support

Questions 8-10 of the survey asked respondents 8) what level of core funded resource
is dedicated to RPE activities across the institutions; 9) where the support is located
(core funded or externally funded); and 10) specification about whether support is in
specialised centres/institutes, colleges, schools, facilities or central service.

The majority of HEIs dedicated 1-5 FTE to RPE activities across their institution.
There were a few exceptions with some HEIs dedicating more substantial levels
(more than 10 FTE) of support through policy units and centres that focus on building
internal capacity and increasing the HEI's external RPE profile. In contrast, other
HEIs dedicated less than 1 FTE to RPE activities, due to limited resources, which
might be integrated as part of individual roles not solely dedicated to RPE. Some
smaller or specialist institutions pool limited support into a “one-stop shop” for varied
and specific support; however, other smaller or specialist HEIs have support that is
‘stretched thin” across specialist centres through which they work to support RPE.
One HEI mentioned using Research Excellence Grant funding from the Scottish
Funding Council for this support.

In most HEIs, support is located in core funded central services. A few HEIls also
reported having externally located and funded support in policy centres. Several
HEls have support located across all options: central services, colleges/schools and
specialised centres/institutes, which might be university-wide and/or topic level, or
through a combination of central services and specialised centres. For example, a
few ancient HEIs had a central set of resources, mechanisms, initiatives, networks
and roles that are “generalist KEI roles” as well as more specific support given within
schools according to their disciplinary and thematic focus. When support is located
in centres or large projects, it tends to be provided through individual fixed-term roles
dedicated to policy engagement as targeted to the work of the centre or project.
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When support was provided in specific schools, it is often provided through either
appointing a role/s exclusively related to engagement or by including policy
engagement responsibilities in the remit of academics. The location of support is
sometimes designed to “cascade” across faculties and departments through either
one central or several decentralised units and/or roles dedicated to impact or the REF.
Another approach is to embed policy engagement within the strategic plans of all/
several centres and institutes (rather than through a specific role or academic) in a
way that is specific in its thematic or disciplinary focus.

Other key centres and networks that provide core RPE services across
the institution

Question 11 asked respondents to list other centres/networks that provide core RPE
services across the university.

Most HEIs have a department, network or central team for RPE/impact, with one
located in a specific school. Several also reported centres, units, research institutes
and/or larger projects that provided RPE services. Those that do not have a

central team focussed on RPE/impact reported relying on SPRE for the provision

of support, indicating the role external networks can play in supporting HEIs with
limited resources. Some had more centralised RPE service structures, while others
located RPE services in specific thematic policy units or larger projects. Some had a
combination of both.

Centralised structures were seen in HEIs of all types and sizes. They might aim at
building the capacity of those in KEl roles through training and advice. The service
might then be “cascaded” across departments and faculties or used to connect
academics across schools. For HEIs with fewer resources, a centralised service might
be a way to pool resources into an internal bespoke service, while relying on external
networks such as SPRE for additional support.

Some HEls organise RPE services across various units, centres and institutes. In this
case, each centre, unit or institute might embed policy engagement into strategic
plans that are disciplinary or thematically specific, while allocating schools with their
own Directors of Engagement. In some of these cases, several thematically focused
policy units might exist for the access of academics with an interest in reaching policy
makers. For HEIs with fewer dedicated resources, RPE roles might be integrated into
the workloads of various academics. One respondent reported to integrate KE support
within all its schools while using its policy centres as a “broker” when needed.

Shifts in resourcing

Question 13 asked respondents how resourcing for these services has evolved over
the past 5-10 years and whether there were increases or decreases in FTE or budget,
or any more general evolution in support and the level at which it is provided.

Several HEIs reported to have increased support for RPE eight to ten years ago. These
HEls developed specific services or professional roles dedicated to policy impact. Of
these, a few respondents stated that support has remained the same since then with
no additional resourcing in the last five to seven years. Only one HEI stated an overall
decrease in resourcing, which led them to assess their memberships in UPEN and
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SPRE, while dedicating investments to specific services such as career development
and support to mid-career researchers.

A few HEIs remarked that resourcing has increased steadily with time. For these

HEls, increases are noted to have occurred through expanded workload planning for
academics, the creation of specific teams or increased attention to policy engagement
given by specific schools. For the HEIs that noted an increase in resources over the
last three to five years, several were as part of strategic investments in research
generally, investment in specific institutes with a remit for producing research to
inform policy over challenge areas or even significant new investments made in policy
centres and larger RPE related infrastructures. Some saw an increase in resources

as external funding from research centres (many of which are cross-institutional with
other HEIs), externally supported fixed term roles and/or funding through Impact
Acceleration Accounts and through the InFrame project, funded by Wellcome. In
some cases, external funding allowed them to replace internal resources spent on
RPE with award funds. Some respondents reported increases occurring from 2019
with the launch of SPRE, membership to which provided training and overall support,
and which coincided with an increase of resources put into developing specific roles
related to Engagement and Public Affairs.

A few HElIs reported shifts in the specific roles with an RPE remit but without there
being an increase or decrease in overall support. For example, individual positions
might have been replaced by others, or there might have been a shift from using
several FTEs to using 1 FTE alongside part time roles to support sector specific work.
Another scenario for this type of horizontal shift is when dedicated roles or centres
change due to rising or falling demand for policy engagement in particular areas, for
example as related to the independence referendum and certain election cycles.

2. Research centres focused on Scottish Government priority areas

Questions 14-16 asked respondents 14) to list the policy-oriented centres hosted by
their institution focussed on Scottish Government'’s four priority policy areas; 15) for
examples of cross-institutional centres or networks with an RPE focus their institution
is engaged in; and 16) examples of good practice relating to the work of these
centres/networks, and any reflections on what support or resources helped make a
difference in these examples.

Institutions provided a comprehensive list of policy research centres, with a significant
variety in the purpose and scale of centres within and across institutions. Ancient
universities typically host large interdisciplinary or convening centres that shape
national policy conversations, while modern universities tend to host mission-driven,
applied centres, which may be based on partnerships with government and local
partners. However, these typologies are not exact and there is crossover in the type of
research centres hosted by different institutions.

It is also worth noting that two institutions have different structures and approaches,
either taking an embedded interdisciplinary approach to RPE across a number of
‘challenge spaces” or embedding the RPE agenda across all its research centres.
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A small number of respondents noted that they host no research centres focussed
on RPE.

Some common themes across research centres hosted by Scottish institutions
include public policy and governance, net zero transition and climate, data and digital
innovation, justice and policing, mental and creative health, and regional economic
development.

Scottish universities collaborate on RPE activities across a number of cross-
institutional centres of networks, with Scotland Beyond Net Zero and the Scottish
Institute for Policing Research (SIPR) the most common responses, followed by
Marine Alliance for Science and Technology for Scotland. SPRE and SPICe were also
mentioned by multiple institutions. Some respondents also noted involvement in
cross-border networks and networks funded by UKRI's research councils.

For question 16, respondents identified several common themes of good practice and
enabling support across centres and networks, including:

+ the benefits of co-creation with government bodies, particularly from the outset of
activities;

+ the power of centres and networks as neutral convenors for events and
exchanges which bring researchers and policymakers into contact;

the importance of longevity and repeated engagement in building trust, credibility,
and institutional memory;

funding for dedicated internal staff to support activities and availability of time
and/or funding for researchers to participate in events;

the accessibility of knowledge collected and shared as a central repository; and

the benefits of seed corn or pump-priming funding to support research projects,
relationship building, and proof of concept work.

Respondents also noted that good practice might include playing an ongoing
monitoring role to provide evidence, direct engagement to those affected by policy
changes, and direct public outreach through activities like podcasts.

3. REF impact

Questions 17-20 asked respondents 17) how many Impact Case Studies their
institutions submitted; 18) of these, how many were estimated to have a primary/
significant focus on policy impact; 19) where impact was located (local, regional,
Scottish, UK and international levels; and 20) to which subpanels they were submitted.

Together, respondents submitted 612 Impact Case Studies with 35% or 212 of those
having a focus on policy impact. Dividing HEIs into TRAC grouping, those in “peer
group A" had a significantly greater number of submissions and a greater number of
submissions with an impact focus. Peer group A also had a larger average percentage
of case studies with a focus on policy impact. There were some exceptions as one
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small, specialist HEI had 64% of case studies with a policy focus which was higher
than the 43% of the highest peer group A HEI.

‘peer group A’

70-188 submitted case studies

22-67 of these with policy focus
+ 38% had an impact focus (average of these HEIs)
‘peer group B”

33 submissions and 46 joint submissions

7 with impact focus
«  21% of total had policy focus (average of these HEIs)
‘peer group C”

15-33 submissions

2-11 with impact focus

28% of total had policy focus (average of these HEISs)
‘peer group E’
+  14-28 submissions

4-9 with impact focus

39% with policy focus (average of these HEIs)
‘peer group F”
+ 3 case submissions

1 of which had policy focus

33% with impact focus

4. Cross-sector Collaboration

Questions 21-24 asked respondents about cross-sector collaborations. Questions
included 21) whether they engaged with certain organisations to support RPE for
Scottish Policy; 22) whether they engaged with certain listed organisations to support
RPE for UK policy; 23) what they found valuable in the engagement; and 24) if any
other cross-institutional collaborations were found useful.
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Organisations to support RPE for Scottish policy

At least 75% of respondents indicated membership of the following organisations
which support Scottish RPE:

91% of respondents (all but one) were members of SPRE;
67% were members of UPEN;
+  75% engaged with SPICe;,
+ 83% were members of SPAN.
91% were members of thematic networks or organisations;
75% were members of local or regional networks or organisations.
Organisations to support RPE for UK Policy
+  58% were members of POST;
58% were members of UK Parliament Knowledge Exchange Unit;
58% were members of UKRI [AA;
50% were members of local or regional networks or organisation;
« 42% were members of thematic networks and organisations;
+ 17% were members of What Works Centres.
What was valuable in this type of engagement?

Most respondents noted that these networks filled gaps in internal support across all
services, especially when FTE was limited. Specific aspects HEIs found valuable are
as follows:

Training: Several HEIs noted to value the training they provide for those at all career
stages. These organisations were noted to create greater understanding of public
priorities and social impact. This was specifically valued for allowing HEIs to flexibly
respond to changing priorities.

Visibility and influence: They facilitate visibility and “amplification” by offering “in-
built” capacity to communicate and disseminate research outputs to achieve greater
visibility. These organisations were understood to help to “raise our profile”, which was
valued by more remote HEIs with less research income. Several HEls noted that this
helped them achieve influence.

Signposting and coordinating opportunities: Several HEIs mentioned the signposting
these organisations provided, which was valued for coordinating opportunities
(funding and mobility opportunities were specifically noted) into one place where

HEls could allocate them internally to the relevant person or researcher. These
organisations were also valued for providing access to funding for exploratory
research and KE as well as opportunities to address challenge areas.
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Connections and networking: The thematic events and networks provided by these
organisations were valued as means of creating connection, which is helpful when
researchers can use these to “accelerate findings”.

Peer learning and access to wider knowledge: Several HEIs valued their movement
of knowledge across the sector to facilitate learning amongst HEIs that can share
experiences, trends and challenges.

Sustained engagement: Some HEls stated to value these organisations for facilitating
a shift in focus away from solely delivering research findings to policy makers,
towards engaging in long term policy discussion with stakeholders in the civil service
and third sector.

5. General insights

This section asked respondents to a) identify key gaps in support and capacity for
RPE in Scotland and b) offer any insights and suggestions on how RPE in Scotland
could be improved by universities, policymakers and supporting organisations. The
main gaps and solutions identified by HEI were across six broad themes:

1. Gap: First, funding is noted as a gap by several HEIs and is an issue that weaves
across the other gaps mentioned here as well. A shortage of long-term funding was
noted to prevent the sustained RPE engagement required to instigate meaningful
change. Membership fees in the contemporary difficult climate are also noted to limit
participation in brokerage services, such as SPRE. Some HEIs mentioned that access
to long term funding via IAAs for exploratory work is challenging if they are not already
an award holder. Limited funding also creates challenges in scaling up the support
provided through existing roles to all disciplines.

Suggestions: Given both the tendency for duplication in resourcing training and

the current financial challenges present, several HEIs mentioned pooling funding
opportunities to co-administer exchange programmes or other opportunities for policy
makers to draw from expertise. A mechanism like the Policy Support Fund (PSF) in
England could potentially help with uneven capacity.

2. Gap: Second, lack of coordination (of funding, areas of interest, training,
information etc.) was another gap that also feeds into several of the other gaps
addressed throughout. Currently, a significant load of RPE responsibilities can fall
solely on individual researchers. Yet, researchers tend to be misaligned with the
timescales of government priority areas, which can change on an annual basis. This
makes it difficult for academics to coordinate their efforts to align with the shifting
areas of focus for policymakers, leading to missed opportunities. This is complicated
by the existence of two sets of ARIs (UK and Scottish government) as well as local
councils and international opportunities through the UN’s SDGs and EU priorities.

Coordination is also lacking in provisions of training. Several HEIs noted that training
tends to be project-based, reactive, asynchronous and often heavily duplicated. There
also tended to be an “overcrowded” provision of RPE training and other services by
‘sole traders” or consultants who often have no direct link to policymaking, making

it a difficult field for researchers to navigate in terms of assessing the credibility
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and relevance of various services. Coordination was also noted to be lacking in the
provision of information (such as on opportunities), which is noted below.

Suggestions: One suggestion was to use individuals/teams as connection points
across the system of HEIs, government, parliament and borders within the UK, while
being cautious of creating a system where the “usual suspects” dominate. Another
suggestion was to make better use of brokers, connectors and/or capacity builders
so that individual researchers were not solely responsible for RPE. This could ensure
that academics had support in accessing up-to-date information on the shifting
government priority areas and ARIs across the UK and Scottish Government. All these
coordination mechanisms were mentioned to potentially improve the effectiveness of
mechanisms such as ARIs.

Networks and alliances in public engagement could be strengthened including
through developing a one-on-one approach to linking researchers to stakeholders. To
coordinate and streamline training, one respondent proposed a national programme
for building skills “at scale”. Developing a coordinator role was noted as potentially
helpful, for example as through the recent SFC funding for a research culture
coordinator and KE coordinator.

3. Gap: Third, a gap between opportunities and feasibility was highlighted by a variety
of HEIs, who mentioned that academics often face competing demands on their
time, which makes seeking and engaging with policymakers and decisionmakers
difficult. Additionally, ECRs are often targeted for engagement initiatives but face
constraints in having heavy teaching loads, short-term contracts and project-specific
responsibilities. Given these constraints, the support offered by HEIs and external
bodies tends to be misaligned with the realities of academic workloads.

Suggestion: Academics should have funded workload allocations for RPE activity,
flexibility to allow them to engage within the timeframes expected by policymakers,
and promotion criteria that recognise policy contributions.

4. Gap: Limited capacity in academics, researchers (especially ECRs, but across
career stages) and policymakers was another gap mentioned by respondents.
Researchers were claimed to need better overall understanding of what goes into
successful RPE, i.e., long-term, sustained commitment. Fellowship schemes were
highly regarded amongst respondents, yet they were noted to be short placements
with modest funding which makes participation difficult for ECRs and those lacking
institutional top-ups. PGR Fellowships were noted to vary considerably by discipline.
While fellowships and mobility schemes tend to focus on moving academics into
policy contexts, they tend to overlook a potentially beneficial movement of policy
professionals into research environments.

Suggestion: Fellowships were cited as being “critical to building new and longstanding
collaboration” and could be used more through sustained funding and opportunities
across disciplines. Fellowships and secondments were suggested with parliament
and also with agencies and local governments. All fellowship opportunities were
stated to need better funding as well as part-time and flexible working arrangements
with some places dedicated to ECRs and practitioners. Support was also suggested
for embedding impact pathways across all disciplines and not just those more
traditionally aligned with policy such as public health, economics or law.
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5. Gap: Lack of geographical accessibility of opportunities was also noted as a

gap, especially for HEIs located outside the Central Belt. For example, Parliament
committees and Cross-party groups could be more accessible if opportunities to
provide evidence were offered outside the Central Belt. Additionally, some events such
as the Scottish Parliament’s Festival of Politics were noted to be “Edinburgh-centric”
which limits participation to academics in HEIs outside this area, especially when held
in expensive and busy months such as August.

Suggestion: communication, information and inclusion were noted to be important
for geographically widespread organisations. For smaller and specialist HEIs, one
suggestion was to find ways to connect with national and international organisations
beyond Scotland.

6. Gap: Information gaps were sometimes noted. For example, one respondent
commented that information on government departments, their remits and the staff
working for them is lacking. As previous analysis noted, some HEIs provide support
including briefings on politicians; thus, this gap might be mostly experienced by HEls
with less funding or existing infrastructures. There was also noted to be a lack of
information on opportunities and forms of support available, such as through SPICe
and POST. Respondents also mentioned that policy makers need to take a lead in
building relationships with researchers but might not have information to

identify them.

Suggestion: having clear and easily accessible information about opportunities,
people in government and their remits (and a way to source email addresses),
university researchers and support. From the policy side, there was also a suggestion
for a more transparent articulation of policy priorities. From the HEI side, a clearer
communication of research expertise and interests was suggested. One respondent
suggested a searchable data base of researchers for policymakers to use. Another
respondent suggested a searchable portal for “consultations, evidence calls,
fellowships, advisory groups and short-term commissions across SG, Parliament,
agencies and councils”

' More information on brokerage services provided by SPRE and UPEN is provided in Section 3
of main report.
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Annex 2: Literature review

Research-policy exchange: motivations,
perspectives and mechanisms

There is a wide social scientific literature on the use of research in policy-making,
dating back to the 1950s. This research has analysed the relationship between
research and policy (for an overview, see Boswell & Smith, 2017); the different
functions and uses of research in policy (Weiss, 1979; Fischer, 1990; Radaelii, 1995;
Boswell, 2009; Cherney et al., 2015); the conditions under which research impacts
policy (Blume, 1977; Gans, 1971); and which structures and mechanisms best ensure
the effective takeup of research in policy (Guston et al., 1997).

Looking more specifically at research-policy exchange (RPE) in the UK, the literature
notes the particular significance of the “evidence-based policy” movement that was
embraced by the Labour government of the late 1990s (Ingold & Monaghan, 2016;
Parkhurst, 2017) and by the Scottish National Party administration from around the
mid-2000s (Cairney et al., 2016; Sanderson, 2011, 66; Jung et al., 2010). The literature
also charts how, as evidence-based policy has become a priority for governments,
public funding for research has increasingly incentivised research impact, and the
galvanising effect this has had on higher education institutions (Smith et al., 2020).
However, studies of RPE also suggest that universities and academics may hold
distinct perceptions of, and motivations for, research utilisation, which diverge from
those of policy-makers (Smith et al., 2020). Indeed, mechanisms that reward research
impact can potentially lead to initiatives that misalign with policymaker’s research
needs (Smith et al,, 2020; Oliver et al., 2022; Boswell et al., 2022).

Against this backdrop, this review of the literature examines the different motivations
that drive research-policy exchange in the UK and Scotland and the mechanisms in
place to achieve these goals. It proceeds in three steps. First, it explores literature
examining the various motivations and drivers of research-policy exchange from

the perspective of the government and parliament, higher education and research
institutions and intermediary organisations. Next, it explores the structures and
mechanisms in place to facilitate RPE, including from in-house capability of
government and parliament, externally commissioned research, and centres and
units within universities and research institutes. Third, it considers how these different
approaches are represented in the Scottish context.

1. Utilising research in Government and Parliament

Literature on knowledge utilisation in policy making reveals that the motivations for
using research vary within government and parliament depending on features of the
policy area (Davies et al.,, 2009, p. 14), the construction of the policy problem (Radaelli,
1995), internal organisational structures (Cherney et al., 2015) and the preference and
personal style of Ministers and civil servants (Britchfield & Sasse, 2020, p. 4).
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To make sense of the diverse motivations and understandings of knowledge-
research exchange, literature classifies several broad approaches governments and
parliaments take to utilising research, and this section explores these in turn, focusing
on “instrumental” and “symbolic” functions of knowledge (Boswell, 2009). We also
explore whether the Scottish system involves an important alliance-building function
of knowledge, given its reliance on fostering partnerships with research organisations
as a feature of its consultative policy style.

Instrumental use of knowledge

An instrumental use of knowledge is defined as the invocation of expert knowledge

or research to inform policy interventions (Radaelli, 1995; Boswell, 2009). On this
account, research and knowledge are used for “problem solving” and reducing
uncertainties and gaps (Davies et al., 2009) and for “guided social change” (Lindblom,
1990, p. 4). This instrumental account accords with mainstream discourse on, and
models of, policy impact. However, it has also been widely questioned in the academic
literature, because of its overly-simplified assumptions about policy making and
government. Indeed, some have suggested that it represents a “naive” view or an “ideal
type” of evidence-based policy making, associated with studies that assume policy
makers to be rational agents with a clear awareness of their preferences and an ability
to cognate all relevant information (Cairney, 2016, p. 5).

Yet, a significant portion of the RPE literature that assumes an instrumental use of
knowledge also acknowledges the realities of the policy process and the “bounded
rationality” of policymakers who have limited capacity, certainty and time to access
all research on a topic (see Simon, 1965; Ostrom et al.,, 1994). This literature on RPE
includes a large family of studies centred around questions about how to better
bridge the “gap” between the knowledge and policy worlds through nurturing a

better understanding of the policy process and policymakers’ motivations amongst
researchers (see Wellstead et al., 2018; Oliver & Cairney, 2019), enhancing interaction
between research and policy (Walter et al., 2005), having researchers write timely and
relevant policy documents (Innvaer et al., 2002), facilitating “knowledge exchange”
(Contandriopoulos et al., 2010, p. 444) and promoting an organisational culture that
values academic research (Cherney et al.,, 2015). Drawing from studies that examined
2041 interviews with health policymakers, Innvaer and his colleagues (2002, p. 239)
showed “personal contact”, “timely relevance” and the “inclusion of summaries with
policy recommendations” to be the most commonly reported facilitators of research
use. In turn, the “absence of personal contact’, “lack of timeliness or relevance”,
‘mutual mistrust” and “power and budget struggles” were noted as the largest
barriers to research use in policymaking. In parliament, Geddes and his colleagues
(2018) argue that parliamentary actors are more likely to utilise research with similar
general characteristics: timeliness, clarity, accessibility and preferred type. There

are often compromises to be made in producing research that is timely while also
being accurate and complete, an issue scholars note to be highlighted during the
Coronavirus pandemic (Koch & Durodié, 2022; Cairney, 2021). For Head (2016) a
main barrier to knowledge utilisation is the paucity of knowledge about the processes
for producing and utilising research within government, parliament, service delivery
units, and regulatory organisations, which can be addressed by integrating evaluation
processes within these agencies. Tudisca and her colleagues (2018) take this as a
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point of departure to develop indicators to assess whether and to what extent policies
have been informed by evidence.

Aside from literature examining “what works”, there is a substantial body of literature
which criticises and questions the assumptions underlying the instrumental function
of knowledge. For example, Science and Technology Studies literature broadly
guestions the basic assumption that scientific advisers can ever be “technical”
sources of expertise independent from social and political processes given the
socially constructed nature of knowledge itself (Jasanoff, 1990; Bijker et al., 2009). In
policy literature, scholars highlight examples of instances when policies “fly in the face
of the best available research evidence on effectiveness” (Nutley & Webb, 2009, p. 13)
or when technical arguments have little influence on decisions (Nelkin, 1992). These
examples can be used to broadly challenge assumptions that knowledge is used to
solve problems and optimise decisions. For some scholars, this represents a failure
of knowledge utilisation. This literature cautions against the “misuse” of research and
evidence through manipulation and obfuscation (Parkhurst, 2016) for the purpose

of catering to the ideological preferences of policy makers (Brown, 2014, p. 433). To
remedy the “misuse” of evidence, Parkhurst (2016, p. 4) suggests using “evidence
advisory systems” to govern evidence. Taking a more pessimistic perspective, the
term “policy-based evidence” was coined to criticise the evidence-based policy
movement, which is claimed to merely hide the inherently political nature of policy
making (Sanderson, 2011). However, this line of criticism is sometimes argued to be
too cynical to offer a way to further the discussion (Cairney, 2019).

Recognising the limitations of the instrumentalist account, some studies have sought
to understand the (limited) conditions under which such instrumental knowledge use
occurs. Boswell suggests that instrumental knowledge use is most likely to occur in
certain policy areas/for certain issues where two conditions prevail: (a) the impact

of policy interventions are observable and attributable to governments (creating an
incentive to adjust policy), and (b) political debate is characterised by a “technocratic
mode of settlement’, whereby expert knowledge is accepted as an authoritative
mode of settling contestation (Boswell, 2009). Where these conditions do not prevail,
knowledge use may be either limited, or play a more “symbolic” role, as outlined in the
next section.

Symbolic use of knowledge

Research is also used symbolically to lend authority and legitimacy to organisational
structures or decisions, rather than to instrumentally improve policy outcomes.
Boswell's (2009) account of the symbolic function of knowledge is useful here as

it allows us to distinguish two different symbolic uses of knowledge with distinct
functions (though these often overlap in practice), which include the substantiating
and legitimising functions of expert knowledge.

Substantiating function of research

First, research can be used to substantiate particular policy preferences, through
signalling their rigorous evidence base. This “substantiating” function is most likely
to prevail in contested areas of policy, where decision-makers need “ammunition” to
reinforce their positions (see Radaelli, 1995; Boswell, 2009; Cairney, 2016). It often
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takes the form of appointing external expertise to support policy, for example through
externally commissioned research, expert advisory groups or commissions (Hunter
& Boswell, 2015). Hodges and Rahman (2022) advise policymakers to use outside
research in public-facing situations when they need to respond to policy challenges,
meet targets or justify decisions such as the expenditure of public money to HM
treasury officials. Independent, “credible” evidence can also substantiate decisions
related to solving complex contemporary challenges that the public sector is not
perceived to be capable of responding (Hodges & Rahman 2022, p. 177; see also
Peters & Savoie, 2000). For example, Koch and Durodié (2022) examine the reliance
on research expertise during the Coronavirus crisis to substantiate policy decisions
and depoliticise debates. Using external knowledge to substantiate decisions is also
discussed as a way political officials can secure internal control by weakening a
perceived monopoly in the current advisory system (Warwick, 2013). Some scholars
claim that using research to justify a decision (the substantiating function) limits
participation in policy making to a few experts, precluding wider public involvement
(Durose et al., 2017). However, other scholars note that inviting external expertise
widens the discussion beyond the immediate circle of Ministers and their senior
advisers, opening the possibility for unexpected findings and recommendations
(Rowe & McAllister, 2006). From the perspective of researchers, there is debate about
whether and to what extent they are required to cater their evidence to a particular
decision put forth by ministers (Cairney, 2020).

In terms of how effective research is in substantiating policy preferences, it has been
argued that this will partly be influenced by the extent to which the issue is seen as

a technocratic area, in which expertise should play a significant role (Boswell, 2009).
Other contributions discuss how the public “standing” of the academic researcher
was an important factor in how effectively research substantiated a particular policy
decision. In the Australian context, a mutually reinforcing dynamic was observed
where senior academics were used to justify policy decisions, which then perpetuated
the credibility of these academics (van der Arend, 2014). This study also showed
policy officials to consider it important for academics to have a public profile to ensure
their research effectively justified policy choices (van der Arend, 2014, p. 626).

Legitimising function of research

Second, research can be used to legitimise the actors (typically governmental
organisations) taking decisions, through demonstrating their access to/use of
authoritative knowledge. This “legitimising” function is most likely to occur where
organisations are competing for resources and authority, and is evocative of Weber's
concept of “rational authority” (Weber, 1958). It often takes the form of in-house
research capacity such as analytical units, CSAs, or government-funded research
institutes. Clearly, such in-house research can also have a crucial role in informing
policy (instrumental function); but it may also be valued as a means of grounding the
organisation’s capacity to make well-founded decisions (Boswell, 2009).

This legitimising function of research is argued most likely to prevail where
organisations or governments are keen to establish their credibility — for example,
where there is inter-departmental rivalry as to which organisation has the authority
to take decisions, or in the case of an international organisation keen to expand its
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mandate (Boswell, 2017b). Some scholars note this function of knowledge to preside
during crises, such as with pandemics, when policymakers need to reassure the public
that the government has control by promoting themselves as engaging in “evidence
based policy making” (Weible et al., 2020).

There are several sources of in-house research capacity that are discussed as
signalling the rational authority policymaking, which are presented in more detail

in section 5. b. on structures and mechanisms supporting RPE. The first of these

are external Chief Scientific Advisers (CSAs), who are established within different
government departments on a part or full-time basis (Ostojic, 2016; GOS, 2013).
Second, two types of advisory boards — scientific committees and science advisory
councils — are in place to link policy actors and academic researchers. An exploration
of the work of scientific advisers can be found in Jasanoff's (1990) study, which
claims them to be particularly effective in signalling “unshakable authority” when

they are able to successfully construct and maintain sharp boundaries between
research and policy-making in policy settings. Third, a significant number of in-house
analysts are employed in government departments as social researchers, economists,
statisticians or operational researchers (Britchfield & Sasse, 2020). Classical policy
studies from the 1970s put forth a “now dated” characterisation of in-house experts
as being “technicians” (Howlett & Wellstead, 2011, p. 624) who fill an instrumental
function using analytical tools such as cost-benefit and cost-effectiveness analysis
(see Meltsner, 1975; Mintrom, 2007). Since then, scholars have characterised in-house
experts as having a much broader remit and as producing work that is more symbolic
than technical. In-house analysts are additionally argued to fulfil several more
“‘political” tasks such as mediating “turf battles” among policymakers. Lastly, in-house
analysts also fulfil a strategic, alliance-building function (which is discussed in the next
section) by facilitating wider participation in policy deliberation (Howlett & Wellstead,
2011, pp. 615,619).

Alliance-building use of knowledge

Finally, we can identify the ways in which research can be used as a means of
strengthening relationships and building alliances with government. In devolved

and local governing arrangements, research can fulfil this strategic role in achieving
consensus between various actors, and in contrast to more exclusionary, “top-down”
policy imposition (Keating, 2020, p. 9; Cairney et al., 2016). This idea of an inclusive
policy-making style and of coalition building is evocative of theories of “advocacy
coalitions” (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993) or “epistemic communities” (Haas, 1992).
Ansell and Gash (2008) argue that collaborative governance potentially arises in
response to perceived failures of managerial modes of policymaking, for example
when distrust of experts is high, and as knowledge becomes more diffusely produced
by interdependent institutions throughout society (Ansell & Gash, 2008).

A strategic function of knowledge is particularly relevant to Scotland where several
scholars indicate a “Scottish policy style” characterised by processes of stakeholder
consultation and consensus formation in policy making through networking with
various partners including local authorities, research institutes, interest groups and
unions (see Sinclair, 2024). Moreover, this process continues at more devolved levels
as local authorities similarly develop relationships with the private sector, voluntary
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sector and public sector to develop locally relevant aims (Stilgoe et al.,, 2006). Keating
(2005) discusses how an initial weakness in the Scottish executive after devolution
led it to tap into various networks to create consensual and negotiated policy
solutions. Other scholars emphasise how this distinctive approach to knowledge
utilisation arose not only from Scotland’s 1999 devolution but also from the 2007
administration’s shift away from governing by “micro-managing delivery” in a top-
down, coercive style to an approach of improving outcomes through strategic policy
frameworks, consultation and outcome evaluation (Sanderson, 2011; Coutts &
Brotchie, 2017). The 2011 Christie Commission (into the Future of Public Services) is
further cited as precipitating the Scottish Government to take a “partnership” approach
to policymaking by working more with non-public sector organisations in decision
making (O’Connor & Bennet, 2025). Coutts and Brotchie (2017, p. 4) explore whether
“there is, or should be, a Scottish approach to evidence” to accompany Scotland'’s
distinctive outcome-based approach to policymaking. Doing so would include
investing in evidence and data on outcomes, joining these up across various services
and user groups and developing research methodologies that are associated with
Scotland’s preventative, outcome focused, “joined up’ and participative policy style
(Coutts & Brotchie, 2017, p. 19).

Sanderson (2011) provides a specific illustration of how this works in practice by
discussing the way in which knowledge is used to inform Scotland’s strategic policy
frameworks, which implement the government'’s various “‘commitments’, ranging
from broad aims to more specific policy commitments. For example, the framework
for preventing antisocial behaviour was created through an “inclusive, consensual
and evidence-led process” and led by an Expert Advisory Group comprised of
representatives from academia, children’s services, criminal justice, community
safety and social and youth work, among others. The extensiveness of the public
consultation process, interviews, research and analysis that informed the framework
is emphasised through the fact that its summary required a separate volume of the
report (Sanderson, 2011, p. 68). Some literature indicates that this approach expands
traditional definitions of expertise to include experiential and “lived” forms of expertise
alongside academic research (see O'Connor & Bennett, 2025; Escobar, 2022; Keating
& Cairney, 2012) while working to “develop clearer approaches to involving citizens

in evidence production and use” (Coutts & Brotchie, 2017, p. 2). The emphasis here
on involving “laypeople” into research and decision-making is arguably a reaction to

a current “mistrust in experts” (Eyal, 2019). However, Cairney and Rummery (2018)
examine the way in which the “Scottish policy style” also presents an opportunity for
actors such as feminist academics to gain traction. They argue that doing so requires
long term investment in forming networks with policymakers and interest groups and
the willingness to frame research claims to fit with the strategic and ideological aims
of the government.

A wider body of literature discusses this strategic, alliance-building use of knowledge
to be particularly evident in policy networks for regional coordination or global
governance, where knowledge is translated between a diverse array of actors —
public and private — and used as a tool for policy negotiation and consensus (Stone,
2017). Stone (2017) considers this a type of “science diplomacy” that is no longer
associated with a system of states but is, instead, characterised more broadly as a
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dialogic approach of using knowledge to build alliances with multiple stakeholders.
This approach is contrasted to the “monologue” that characterises the knowledge

of a limited group of experts as used to exclude wide participation and to signal
“top-down” control (Stone, 2017, p. 94). Indeed, rather than being solely “epistemic”
and used to signal rational authority, this account presents knowledge as a “social”
phenomenon that occurs across multiple deliberative venues to create a “coordinative
policy paradigm” (Stone, 2017, p. 96; Haas, 2017). Stone highlights three ways in
which bureaucracies enrol expertise for these strategic and diplomatic purposes: 1) by
absorbing externally produced research and expertise, 2) by acting as an intermediary
or broker using research as a bridge between actors to solve complex problems and 3)
by enrolling diverse selections of expertise and actors (universities, research institutes,
professional associations, think tanks) to create an “interpretive community” for

social learning.

2. Higher education institution and academics

Academics and universities have a range of motivations and incentives to engage in
research policy exchange. From the perspective of UK universities and academics,
the past 15 years have seen the rise of the “impact agenda’, which refers to a series
of funding reforms that encourage researchers to add impact plans to proposals and
assessment exercises, such as REF, to identify and reward the impact of academic
research (Smith et al., 2020). In response to these reforms, universities have
restructured their internal organisational mechanisms, and they have developed new
internal roles for individuals to write impact cases and act as impact managers. At the
same time, a new industry of consultancy services has cropped up to offer support
with impact narratives (Penfield et al., 2014). Universities need to generate and capture
information that can help them demonstrate impact including through promoting and
monitoring communication and feedback from research users (Penfield et al., 2014).

The impact agenda commands a significant amount of literature that examines and
critiques its mechanisms and effects. One broad criticism is that the strategy relies
on an overly-simplistic and largely discredited assumption about how research is
used in policy making (Boswell & Smith, 2017; Smith & Stewart, 2017), which makes
assessing impact problematic (Oliver et al., 2022, p. 679). For example, several
scholars note the difficulty in demonstrating impact (Oliver et al., 2022), partly due to
time lags between research completion and impact, and partly due to the challenges
in establishing that an individual academic or project engendered the achievement of
a particular impact (Penfield et al,, 2014). Compounding this challenge is that impact
becomes harder to demonstrate and attribute to a source as time passes (Hughes

& Martin, 2012). Further, the incentive structures that evolved in response to the
impact agenda are argued to have generated motivations in universities that do not
match, and sometimes even impede, the research needs of the government. Oliver
and her colleagues (2022, p. 691) have discussed the “rudderless mass of activity”
stimulated by RPE initiatives, which has neglected to draw from existing theory and
evidence about how policy making works and has, thus, fallen short in responding to
a “realistic picture of the decision-making context”. In their report for the RSE, Boswell
et al. (2022) find that impact models espoused by the REF and UK funding bodies
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tend to incentivise individualised approaches to impact, that seek to gain recognition
of specific pieces of research or research groups, militating against collaborative
approaches and research synthesis. This goes against evidence demonstrating that
research synthesis, when done in a targeted, efficient and collaborative way, can
potentially address several of the barriers to research utilisation in policy making
such as timeliness and relevance (Gavine et al., 2018; Royal Society, 2018). A more
pessimistic view is presented by Botterill and Hindmoor (2012, p. 365), who argue that
researchers, like decision makers, operate under conditions of bounded rationality
which impedes their ability to communicate evidence to a policymaker. By this
account, the “artificial simplification” and summarisation that is involved in translating
research into a policymaking setting has a distorting effect that makes it ineffective in
this role.

Literature also focuses on the unintended consequences of the impact agenda for
academic work and university knowledge production. Bandola Gill (2019, p. 996)
argues that decoupling the criteria of “impact” from the “traditionally-academic
criteria of excellence” has created academic hierarchies depending on whether work
is “more” or “less” academic. Similarly, Etzkowitz (2002) discusses how universities’
roles have changed as they respond to different demands such as fostering individual
“traditional” and “disinterested” research pursuits while also competing for funding by
developing more applied bodies of knowledge (see also Freeman et al., 2019). Further
guestions revolve around whether the focus on an individual’'s unique contribution to
impact might discourage researchers from pursuing research synthesis projects or
making contributions to wider bodies of knowledge, both of which have been widely
understood to advance scientific knowledge (see Boswell et al.,, 2022, p. 13).

Alongside the critiques, some scholars focus on “what works” best for academics
engaging in research policy exchange and/or working to achieve impact, for example
by advising academics to cultivate relationships with policymakers (Oliver & Cairney,
2019). One of Oliver and Cairney’s “tips” for academics aiming to influence policy is
to “understand policy processes, policymaking context and key actors”. This includes
how, when and where evidence fits into the political landscape given the various
stages of policymaking, the different roles of the government versus parliament,
changing policy priorities, the political nature of decision making, the “busy and
constrained lives” of policy audiences (Lloyd, 2016 in Oliver & Cairney, 2019) and
policymakers’ various motivations and interpretations of evidence (Cairney, 2019).
Doing so also requires academics to understand that policymakers tend to base
decisions on their own beliefs, emotions and awareness of information, making it
important for academics to develop and employ skills in persuasion (Cairney & Oliver,
2017) and storytelling (Davidson, 2017).

Geddes and his colleagues (2018) have found three ways in which academics and
universities can improve engagement practices: 1) by improving the way in which
they disseminate their research; 2) by building structures to promote academic
engagement with decision makers; and 3) creating opportunities for knowledge co-
production between academics and decision makers (see also Buick et al., 2016). As
related to the first point, Brennan and her colleagues (2016, p. 39) argue that research
dissemination could be improved by training academics to provide well-structured
and well-written reports, including research syntheses, for a policy audience who
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benefit from having “layered information — summary through to detailed report” and
who have varying levels of expertise, different time frames and divergent needs.
Boswell and her colleagues (2022) argue the additional point that encouraging
engagement amongst researchers - across different research projects, disciplines,
sectors and institutions - improves the impact of research on policy. This accords with
Peterson’s (2018) argument that creating a consensus position between researchers
increases the likelihood that policy makers will consider their evidence credible while
decreasing the likelihood it will be refuted by ideologically motivated reports. In the
context of the United States, Peterson argues this to be particularly true when there

is political polarisation and mistrust between members of a population and between
political representatives. Literature on the Scottish context has noted concern that
competition for funding might stifle collaboration that has developed between
individual researchers and institutions that have fostered cross-institutional policy and
community engagement centres (Jung et al., 2010; Boswell et al., 2022).

3. Intermediary organisations and knowledge brokers: moving
research and researchers to facilitate RPE

Terms such as “knowledge intermediation” (Davies et al., 2008) and “knowledge
brokering” (Wye et al., 2020) are employed, sometimes interchangeably, in literature
discussing the activities of an assortment of organisations such as think tanks, KEI
organisations, third parties and other actors who are neither government-based nor
HEls/researchers and who support the communication/dissemination of research
to inform policy (see Howells, 2006). The remit of these organisations is mainly or
substantially devoted to bringing research insights and finding into the policy-making
process. In complex governance systems, literature increasingly analyses the role of
‘intermediaries” and “brokers” in “moving” research and researchers across domains,
from universities to government and parliament and vice versa (Mitton et al., 2007;
Ward et al,, 2010, 2; Meyer, 2010).

There is some dispute over terminology amongst literature analysing the diverse set of
activities done by these individuals and organisations. Wye and her colleagues (2020)
use the term “knowledge brokering” to discuss activities that promote interaction
between policymakers, academics, practitioners and service users in the UK. As
such, in their article on “[clollective knowledge brokering”, Wye and her colleagues
(2020, p. 430) define brokers as “linkage agents, knowledge managers and capacity
builders”. Ingold and Monaghan (2016, p. 171) use the term “evidence translators”

to identify influential people, networks and organisations who foster knowledge
utilisation by recursively translating evidence into a complex policy apparatus. For
Davies and his colleagues (2008, p. 188), the term “knowledge intermediation” better
capture the complex, “messy” activity of promoting “knowledge interaction” between
various actors with diverse sets of knowledge. Evaluation reports also tend to use
the term “intermediary organisation” to evaluate organisations that “bridge” different
worlds such as those of research, policy and practice, although a report by Stocks
Ranking (2015) showed that organisations that fill this role refer to themselves using
a variety of terms including “knowledge broker organisations” (Social Care Institute
for Excellence), “improvement organisation” (the Joint Improvement Team) and “third
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sector intermediary” (Health and Social Care Alliance Scotland) (Stocks Rankin, 2015).
Individuals and organisations who fill an intermediary/brokerage role are commonly
discussed as “boundary spanners” in that they are pivotally located to facilitate the
movement of research and researchers across institutions, systems and domains of
knowledge and practice (see Hardill & Baines, 2012; Martin et al,, 2011; Strum, 2010).
Regardless of these nuances and distinctions, MacKillop and Downe (2023, p. 31)
emphasise that knowledge intermediaries/brokers all need to “curate” legitimacy and
that this is done in different ways depending on their “audiences” and the
stakeholders involved.

Literature on knowledge intermediaries often aims at classifying intermediary/
brokerage activities according to their working arrangements, the domain to which an
intermediary/broker belongs and the domain in which they aim to achieve knowledge
utilisation. For example, Wye and her colleagues (2020, p. 431) classify four brokering
models according to whether they are: 1) single brokers, 2) cohorts of brokers from the
same field working across similar organisations, 3) quasi-fully independent agencies
with a responsibility for brokering that is implicit or explicit, or 4) brokers from
different fields taking secondments singularly rather than as a team. In this approach,
brokers are further classified according to whether they belong to the same or
different member associations than those they influence and whether they are either
embedded within these associations or external (Wye et al., 2020, p. 431). Brokers

are considered to help negotiate the divergent motivations and understandings

within the organisations engaged in knowledge exchange (Ward et al., 2010), and to
require specific skills to perform this work (Williams, 2014). Studies that draw from
Science and Technology Studies consider brokers to facilitate “co-production”, here
considered to be a mutually constitutive relationship between the different spheres

to which associations and individuals belong such as research-policy or knowledge-
society (Pohl et al,, 2010; Buick et al., 2016; Flinders et al., 2016). To improve the work
they do, Gough and his colleagues (2022) indicate that intermediary and brokerage
agencies could base their own practices more on evidence as related to their needs,
the methods they use to achieve goals, the standards for evidence they employ and
the evaluation they conduct of their activities.

One way in which intermediaries and knowledge brokers facilitate the movement

of research and researchers is by fostering relationships and “personal contact”
between policymakers and researchers, which is widely recognised as crucial

to RPE (Wye et al., 2020, p. 43; Nutley et al., 2019). Some literature addresses
challenges and opportunities for doing this better using case specific lessons

that highlight, for example, the importance of facilitating relationships early in the
research or policy process (Frost et al., 2012), and the benefit in drawing from

these relationships through to the stage where the impact of collaboration can be
evaluated (Brennan et al., 2016). Overall, one main issue with cultivating relationships
between knowledge producers and users is that they rarely endure beyond short-
term funding arrangements (Nutley et al. 2019), shifts that occur in a particular policy
area (Davidson and Panuel, 2019), and the transient postings of politicians and policy
officials who tend not to pass on personal contacts (Martin et al.,, 2011). For similar
reasons, Cairney (2016) argues that knowledge brokerage is insufficient to achieving
knowledge utilisation due to the short-term strategy it takes to gaining policy makers’
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interest, which tends to preclude efforts to forge long-term trust and relationships
between academics and decision makers. Yet, more entrenched personal
relationships can be potentially problematic if they prevent diversity (Britchfield &
Sasse, 2020) and/or give senior academics privileged access to policymakers and
opportunities for impact. As such, another motivation of knowledge brokerage is to
create formal lasting structures and networks that extend ties beyond the precarious
and informal personal relationships formed by policy makers and researchers
(Britchfield & Sasse, 2020, p. 4). This also benefits knowledge brokers themselves as it
creates lasting work beyond specific projects and funding arrangements.

Overall, there is broad agreement that the impact of brokers is “subtle”, manifesting
itself through an “enlightenment” function of changing mindsets about what evidence
is and where to locate research (Wye et al.,, 2020). Section 5.c. takes a more specific
look at the concreate structures and mechanisms that are being used to promote
knowledge utilisation through brokerage individuals and organisations.

4. Structures and mechanisms for RPE

Thus far, this review has considered various motivations of research users, producers
and brokers. It now turns to a review of literature on the structures and mechanisms in
place to promote RPE. It starts by a) considering in-house sources of government and
parliament expertise. It then moves to explore b) externally commissioned research

by government departments and parliamentary actors, c) university and research
institutes and the internal structures and mechanisms they use to promote RPE

and d) mechanisms to “export” research or researchers partly through knowledge
brokerage structures and mechanisms.

In-house sources of expertise and research links

To connect evidence directly to policy, most governments (including UK and
Scottish Governments) have developed a set of structures and mechanisms to
integrate technical evidence directly into the policymaking setting and lend rational
and scientific authority to policy decisions. A working paper from the Overseas
Development Institute (ODI) proposes analysing a government department’s use of
evidence by distinguishing four overlapping processes that occur across a wide set

n o

of policy domains: “framing the issue and scoping the question”, “assembling existing
evidence’, “interpreting the evidence to inform decisions” and “reframeling] the issue”
(Shaxson, 2016, p. 9). The paper argues that these processes are most optimal

when they involve joint collaboration between policy makers and evidence providers
from across the “evidence ecosystem” including those internal and/or external to a
department (Shaxson, 2016, p. 18). This section reviews literature discussing several
of ways of structurally integrating research into government departments, which
include through Chief Scientific Advisers (CSAs), science advisory boards and in-

house analysts.

CSAs are found in every department of the UK government, and literature discusses
how their influence varies. They can be well-integrated. However, they can also be
excluded from decision making, exercise limited control over processes or consulted
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only on specific questions. That said, when a CSA was present on a committee in

the UK, policy officials were shown to be incentivised to utilise evidence (Britchfield

& Sasse, 2020, p. 5; Sasse & Haddon, 2018, p. 5). A recent review by Sasse and
Haddon (2018, p. 15) indicated that several GCSAs have emphasised the need to

have a “high-level champion of the social sciences” in the CSA network as there

is often confusion about whether CSAs are responsible for disciplines outside of

‘core science”. In turn, scientific committees, some of which are more established

and independent than others, provide expertise on specific issues on an ad hoc or
ongoing basis. Policy makers are advised to use these informally or in a structured
way, such as through a panel, when they need a specific solution to an issue (Sasse

& Haddon, 2018; GOS, 2013). In contrast, science advisory councils are permanent
bodies staffed with academics who hold three to five year tenure, and they function

in anticipating the research needs of policy makers and introducing new perspectives
(Ostojic, 2016). Some scholars focus on the personal relationships within committees,
advisory councils and commissions to explore how these influence their practices
and products. McAllister (2005) discusses the ways in which “good commission
dynamics” are created in parliament by selecting well-respected leaders. Bijker and his
colleagues (2009, p. 5) examine the internal or “backstage” social practices that occur
within committees, particularly the way in which dissent is negotiated and authority

IS created.

There is limited research exploring the work done by in-house analysts, which is
partly attributed to their being “hard to access” (Coates, 2008, p. 216), and the studies
that exist are argued to fall short in providing granular focus at the sub-national level
(Howlett, 2009). Research that focuses on health policy in the United States argues
that embedding expertise in-house is the easiest way to nurture research-policy
exchange and create the conditions under which research can benefit policy making
(Peterson, 2018). Howlett and Wellstead (2011) characterise in-house analysts broadly
as “process generalists” who engage in a wide set of tasks including using legal skills,
consultation, implementation, financial analysis, evaluation, data management and
communications. While analysts might have once worked as an “elite” club within
government (Radin, 2000), they are now argued to need to compete for attention

to define problems, interpret facts and political values, make predictions, assign
blame and decide whose evidence counts (Cairney, 2020, p. 93). Analysts are also
sometimes considered to function as knowledge brokers given that they commonly
bridge the boundaries between the research and policy worlds (Coates, 2008). Looking
specifically at energy policy, McDowall and Britchfield (2020) indicate that some
departments place too much emphasis on in-house analytical capacity while being
weak in their outreach to external experts. On this account, evidence utilisation could
be improved by increasing and systematising reliance on external research institutes
including those inside HEIs and those with close government links. The Foreign
Commonwealth Office (FCO) was shown in other studies to do most of its research
internally and only outsource when there was a technical issue or specific topic that
needed to be addressed due to the sensitivity of information involved (Ostojic, 2016, p.
11). For McDowall and Britchfield (2020), the research of in-house analysts could also
be improved by publishing more of their research to improve quality and transparency
by opening it to peer review.
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At the same time, there is consensus in the literature that in-house analysts should not
be considered a homogenous group (Howlett, 2009), and some studies disaggregate
the work of analysts of different types and levels of seniority (Coates, 2008). Like
policymakers, in-house government analysts are shown to have various motivations,
and Coates (2008) draws from Weiss (1991) to create a typology based on these
various motivations of analysts. First are analysts who want to “make a difference”

in solving complex issues. Second, are “reputable social scientist[s]” who seek
legitimacy from technical knowledge and skills. Third are analysts who are “efficiency
advocates” and champion employing rational decision-making processes to solve
issues. Fourth are those who “advocate” a particular policy based on their own values.
Fifth are the analysts who prioritise a democratic process of decision making and
provide information from all perspectives, and sixth are those who desire to keep the
system “honest” and “protect integrity” by being “social critic[s]” (Coates, 2008, p. 59).
Analysts may also enjoy varying degrees of autonomy, depending on their function
(instrumental, substantiating or legitimising) — and this can vary across departments
and over time, as identified in a comparative study of in-house researchers in UK and
German administrations (Boswell, 2009). Some analysts in government experience
frustration with the disconnect between “ideal” instrumentalist desires to be “useful”
and “realistic” conditions of policymaking in which instrumental evidence played a
more elusive role (Coates, 2008, p. 213).

Besides differing motivations, there are differences in the tasks assigned to the four
different in-house analytical professions that prevail in the UK: social researchers,
economists, statisticians and operational researchers. All analysts respond to
requests for evidence for parliamentary questions and brief policy colleagues. Junior
analysts mainly produce or collect evidence, manage externally commissioned

work and monitor policy implementation, while senior analysts have more strategic
tasks such as liaising with ministerial colleagues, identifying research gaps and
coordinating research input into policy (Coates, 2008, p. 129). In general, economists
were perceived as the most prominent of the analytical professions due to a broad
preference for “hard statistics”, the immediacy of economists’ findings and their bold
presentation style while there was often a perception that social researchers and
operational researchers did not have the same standing due to the longer time frames
and cautious interpretations employed by social researchers. Yet, Kattirtzi (2016)
argued that social researchers have provided an important evidence-based “challenge
function” to policy makers by going beyond an instrumental role to challenge policy
makers’ underlying assumptions. To fill this function, it is important that social
researchers are engaged early in the policy process, encouraged by senior figures,
adequately resourced and that they have good rapport and status amongst

civil servants.

In the UK parliament, Geddes and his colleagues (2018) show that there are various
‘sites” for providing evidence for different preferences. For example, the Parliamentary
Office of Science and Technology (POST) engage more deeply with academic

work to provide “authoritative reviews” (Geddes et al., 2018). Such reviews also
provide links to further research for decision makers (Kenny et al., 2018). In turn,
parliamentary libraries seek to provide an unbiased overview of all sides of a debate,
while committees gather a variety of viewpoints from academics and from various
communities (Geddes et al., 2018; Ward & Monaghan, 2024). According to Kenny and
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her colleagues (2017, p. 10), the sources of research used in the UK parliament are
varied and include POST, parliamentary libraries, external organisations, individuals,
government departments and academia. For some legislative and scrutinising
committees, not-for-profit organisations such as charities overwhelmingly provide
most oral and written evidence, with higher education is represented less frequently.
The motivations for using research in parliament align with several of those discussed
in section 1. Instrumentally, research is used “to support effective scrutiny and to
inform policy”; “to provide background knowledge”, “to inform opinions” and “to
provide balance”. To serve a substantiating purpose, research is used “to substantiate
pre-existing views or hypotheses” or “score political points”. To serve a legitimising
purpose, it is used for “provid[ing] credibility and enhancing public image” (Kenny et al.,
2017,p. 11).

Having provided a broad overview of literature reviewing in-house government and
parliamentary research capacity, the next section turns to external sources of research
commissioned by government and parliamentary actors.

Commissioned but external

If a department does not have an existing research base in a priority area, or if it is
looking to legitimise decisions through using “independent” outside research, it can
commission research from academia, consultancies, arm'’s length bodies and the third
sector (Sasse & Haddon, 2018). Parliamentary select committees also commission
academics and scientists in inquiries (Houses of Parliament, 2017) and these experts
are argued to be influential when they “present compelling data in an accessible way”
(Beswick & Elstub, 2019, p. 956).

Most scholarly literature indicates that the independence of view purported by
externally commissioned research is the main reason that it is valued and solicited
by policymakers (see Kogan et al. 2006), which appeals to all underlying rationales
for its use. As noted, “independent” research can serve to substantiate specific
policy preferences or legitimise the government for pursuing a suitable course of
action (see Hunter & Boswell, 2015). It can fill an “instrumental” function by filling
knowledge gaps in areas where the evidence base is scant, thereby improving

policy output. Alternatively, commissioned research can serve an alliance-building
function when it is undertaken to encourage collaboration between the government
and external stakeholders (Coates, 2008, p. 130), which was particularly apparent

in post-devolution Scotland and Wales (Rowe & McAllister, 2006). The advice given
to ministers and departments in commissioning research, to make them “intelligent
customers” of research (Sasse & Haddon, 2018, p. 46), suggests that externally
commissioned research is useful in situations where a policymaker desires to achieve
consensus or to build a long-term research base in an underexplored, niche policy
area. Of all the externally commissioned research sources, academic researchers
are understood to have greater independence compared with private and third sector
researchers (Hodges & Rahman, 2022). Academics are considered as useful when
exploring novel policy areas and those involving more extensive change (Sasse &
Haddon, 2018). Departments can also use a mix of external research producers, for
example, by choosing an academic to lead a project, design methodology, analyse
data and develop findings, while using private organisation to collect data (Hodges &
Rahman, 2022).
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Literature that advises policy makers on commissioning research focuses on how

to strike the right balance in the “trade-off” between the independence of externally
commissioned research and the “embeddedness” of in-house research (Sasse &
Haddon, 2018). Commissioned research, when it is independent, is considered to have
the potential for greater scientific excellence that can shift the terms of the debate and
alter larger paradigmatic framings of policy choices. Yet, a research unit that is fully
embedded in the government, such as with CSAs and in-house analysts, is argued

to produce more relevant, timely and impactful research (Ostojic, 2016, p. 25). Some
scholars complicate this by blurring the distinction between “inside” and “outside”
sources of expertise based on proximity to decision makers (Craft & Howlett, 2013).
On this account, the rising use of external research and the increasing politicisation of
internal advisory systems have complicated the basic “political and technical” binary
in policy making more generally.

In terms of the mechanisms by which research is commissioned, departments
have some flexibility over the sources of research they use and whether they use a
competitive process or faster pre-selected procurement process. Literature shows
that officials are often unaware of what options they have for commissioning
research, which can prevent them from using different avenues (Sasse & Haddon,
2018). The structures in place to facilitate these as discussed in literature include,
first, the Government Office for Science (GOS), which is an independent office that
has acquired and maintained very close relations with academia through projects
and institutional mechanisms such as internships and secondment schemes
(Ostojic, 2016). GOS commissions research, mostly from academics, when there
is a "customer" within government and this is part of its work in coordinating

and understanding the research base across various government departments,
conducting rapid projects with external experts (Ostojic, 2016). GOS also offers
guidance to departments. For example, GOS advises about the importance of
continuously negotiating expectations during the process of commissioning research
to help academics understand the requirements of policymakers (GOS, 2013).
Typically, GOS projects are constituted by a Lead Expert Group of 15-20 leading
academics who work with a team from the government (Ostojic, 2016).

Second, Chief Scientific Advisers are also established as a place ministers can

turn to identify gaps in expertise and publish “areas of research interest” (ARIs) to
communicate to the wider research community the topics for which the government
requires research (Sasse & Haddon, 2018). ARIs are posted directly on government
websites and distributed through Higher Education Institutions or Research Councils
(GOS, 2013). Oliver and Boaz (2019) argue that while the UK Government has recently
requested that departments formulate ARIS to guide collaboration between academic
and policy actors, there has been little evaluation of the effectiveness of this activity.
Finally, policymakers also find connections to sources of commissioned research
through scientific committees and science advisory councils.

University policy units and knowledge exchange institutes

Over the last decade, universities in the UK have increasingly developed centres,
institutes and networks specifically devoted to supporting public policy across
different areas of policy. Indeed, Oliver and her colleagues (2022) find that the majority

70



Part 1: Part 2: Part 3: Part 4: Annex 1: Annex 2:
Motivations Structures Support Recommendations Survey Literature review

of the 531 organisation that promote RPE globally were university-based. Within the
devolved administrations, prominent examples include the Wales Centre for Public
Policy and the Glasgow Centre for Public Policy. In addition to these policy centres
listed above, there are several sector specific centres located in UK HEIs. Non-HEI
based organisations include the Institute for Government, as well as think tanks

with a strong research base such as the Institute for Public Policy Research. Some
literature discusses university-based policy units as an attempt of universities to
build infrastructures for policy work and knowledge exchange (Beswick & Geddes,
2020). Existing at first as isolated units, linkages have formed over the last decade
(Stevenson, 2025) to create cross-university research collaborations to use social
science in service delivery and public policy settings, an early example being the UK
Research Unit for Research Utilisation (RURU) at the University of St Andrews. Some
cross-university linkages have evolved to become brokerage networks such as UPEN,
which is discussed more in the next section.

While the UK has a high proportion of research conducted in universities by global
comparison, it allocates only a small amount of funding for public research institutes
(Sasse & Haddon, 2018). With this funding, the government directly funds or sponsors
research centres, knowledge exchange institutes and evidence centres to fill research
gaps. One relatively recent example is the International Public Policy Observatory,
funded by ESRC. There are many instances of centres focused on particular areas

of policy. One example includes the policy research units established by the National
Institute for Health Research and funded by the Department of Health to provide
rapid responses and create a steady resource for addressing long-term challenges
(Sasse & Haddon, 2018). There were 13 of these in 2018 and they were comprised

of academics across multiple universities in specific policy areas. Another example

is the “What Works Centres’, external bodies that act as intermediary organisations

in different areas of social policy (Gough et al., 2018; Sasse & Haddon, 2018).

Within the wider “evidence ecosystem”, What Works Centres are discussed as

taking a predominantly “push”, or research production, approach and fulfilling three
‘core functions”: generating evidence on a policy area mainly through evidence
syntheses, translating evidence into accessible formats such as briefs, toolkits and
summaries, and encouraging the uptake of evidence by providing training, advice and
encouragement academics and policymakers (Gough et al., 2018, p. 7).

Within Scotland, there are a number of policy-oriented research centres established
by HEls, such as the University of Glasgow's Centre for Public Policy (as mentioned).
There are also various cross-HEI Centres such as the Centre on Constitutional
Change; Scottish Council on Foreign Affairs; Centre for Crime, Justice and Policing
Research. In addition to these, Scotland also has various non-HEI research centres
that receive government funding to do research for policy, which are discussed more
in the final section (5).

Universities and knowledge intermediaries that export or “move” research and
researchers

Universities have built up substantial capacity for supporting RPE, especially over
the past decade as the “impact agenda” has gained momentum. There is a limited
literature on these activities, so here we focus on their role in the kind of “intermediary”
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activity noted in section 3, with a particular focus on three types of intermediary or
brokerage work: 1) disseminating knowledge as knowledge managers, 2) building
relationships as linking agents and 3) building capacity to produce and use knowledge
by acting as educators (see Bornbaum et al.,, 2015; Ward et al., 2010). These
categories align with three (of nine) of the more “push” RPE activities identified by
Oliver and her colleagues (2022), which include: “disseminating and communicating
research”, “building professional partnerships” and “building researcher skills”. This
section looks at the literature addressing each of these three categories.

In terms of “disseminating knowledge”, Bornbaum and her colleagues (2015) break
this broad activity into more nuanced and specific tasks that involve identifying
research needs and assessing evidence, creating relevant and accessible research
products and developing communication and information strategies. Oliver and her
colleagues (2022) consider this to include writing and disseminating policy briefs or
research syntheses, and they link the substantial amount of activity in this area — by
far the majority of RPE activities by their assessment — with efforts instigated by
the “impact agenda” to increase the impact of a singular research product. Mirroring
the substantial amount of activity in this area is a substantial body of literature that
discusses the way in which academics can influence policymakers by disseminating
research (Geddes et al.,, 2018; Oliver & Cairney, 2018, p. 2019). Several tips for
academics in gaining influence in policymaking have been noted in section 2, for
example by “translating” research into the forms and types that policy actors require
(Geddes et al., 2018) and by understanding the policy process and their role within it,
which involves more research in understanding the causal mechanisms for impact
(see Wellstead et al.,, 2018). Translating research into accessible formats is not
considered a one-size-fits-all activity. Peterson (2018, p. 353) distinguishes between
four different forms of translating and disseminating research for a policy audience:
the first is creating a research “reservoir” which functions as a “library” for policy
makers looking for resources, second is by forming and maintaining an interactive
and ongoing exchange that may not align with the formal release of research
evidence. Third is disseminating research findings to policy makers in clear, concise
and “crisp” translations. Fourth is by taking an advocacy focus and framing research
findings to exploit a particular outcome. Intermediary organisations also facilitate
the dissemination and translation of research to enable the sharing of knowledge
across organisational domains. For example, the Centre for Youth and Criminal
Justice is acknowledged as an intermediary organisation, hosted by the University
of Strathclyde, with the agenda to make peer-reviewed research easier to access by
breaking down bounded silos where information and knowledge tends to sit (Stocks-
Rankin, 2020).

In terms of “professional partnerships”, most literature on the UK and Scottish
contexts mentions the importance of cultivating relationships between researchers
and policymakers to develop trust and shared understanding (Geddes et al., 2018;
Oliver et al., 2022). Literature notes several ways to forge partnerships between
researchers and policymakers such as through knowledge co-production (Geddes
et al,, 2018) and through “embedded research” and “researcher in residence”
programmes, where a researcher is made part of a policy team that generates
knowledge for policy (Vindrola-Padros et al., 2016). Ward and her colleagues (2021)
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identified 45 embedded research initiatives in UK health settings, which differed in
their structures, processes and intent but had several common features that they
analysed through the following themes: power dynamics, intended outcomes, scale,
proximity, involvement, belonging, skill and expertise, functional activities, relational
roles and learning and reflection. Policy professionals are also given training in specific
academic areas, through secondments, fellowships and placements (Teers et al.,
2018), which is argued to support policy makers in knowing where to look and how to
access research as needed (Peterson, 2018). However, these are sometimes criticised
for being too academic and not relevant for a profession that requires a particular way
of applying knowledge (Page, 2021 in Oliver, 2022). Another example of a professional
partnership is between academics and practitioners, for example, through the Police
Knowledge Fund (PKF), launched in 2015 by the College of Policing, the Higher
Education Funding Council for England and the Home Office. PKF allocated 10 million
GBP to supporting the development of 14 academic-police research collaborations
incorporating 30 academic institutions and 39 police forces (see Teers et al.,, 2018). In
general, the main challenges of professional partnership models are noted to be the
difficulty of aligning interests between various participants, making it crucial to equip
researchers with the skills to communicate and work with policymakers (Marshall et
al., 2014; Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Farrell et al., 2019). Ward and her colleagues (2021)
similarly found issues to arise in embedded research initiatives from competing
demands and expectations, and they did a follow up study to develop a framework

to align stakeholders’ expectations through the design, management and evaluation
of embedded research initiatives (Ward et al., 2021b). Cheetham and her colleagues
(2018) note how knowledge brokers with the right expertise can help negotiate the
often-incompatible drivers of researchers and policymakers in “embedded research” or
research in researcher in residence models.

While building relationships is important, literature acknowledges that it is the
‘sustained engagement” between academics and policy makers that is vital to
promoting knowledge utilisation (Geddes et al.,, 2018, p. 272). Yet, despite this
acknowledgment, long-lasting relationships are not currently supported by incentive
structures. Although politicians are shown to value the formation and utilisation of
personal relations with academics when seeking evidence (Lomas & Brown, 2009),
these relationships tend to be transitory due to the rapid turnover of policy officials
(Martin et al.,, 2011) who do not pass on expert connections when they leave a post.
Additionally, policy officials are often disincentivised to build these connections in the
first place when they know they will only stay in a policy area 12-18 months (Britchfield
& Sasse, 2020, p. 3). Further, insecure funding threatens to upset initiatives to build
long term partnerships and networks (Penuel et al., 2015). To address this, Buckley
and Oliver (2025, p. 279) note attempts to institutionalise a “relationship model” of
RPE in the UK through providing opportunities for researchers and policymakers

to interact through fellowships. Brokerage models such as the Scottish Policy and
Research Exchange (SPRE) are also acknowledged as a way of creating more long-
lasting networking infrastructures and opportunities (Oliver et al., 2022). Additionally,
universities have formed partnerships to cluster regional research capability and
form relationships with a wider network in industry. One example of this is the N8
Research Partnership, which pools the research of eight Northern England universities
to maximise impact. Reviews of the N8 partnership consider the establishment of an
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organisational infrastructure to be a “significant achievement” that could be further
enhanced to achieve more lasting relationships (May et al., 2020). Universities Policy
Engagement Network (UPEN) is UK wide example of an initiative that aims to create a
lasting infrastructure of exchange between research and policy actors, hosted by UK
universities and led by a team of academics and knowledge brokers (UPEN, 2024).

Third, in terms of “building researcher skills”, literature discusses several mechanisms
that provide RPE relevant skills to researchers. These including internships and
secondment schemes for academics to work in a policy environment, mentoring

or training given by universities and by facilitating university faculty to serve on
science advisory bodies in government. Secondment schemes are typically funded
by academic institutions or research councils and are argued to have several benefits
including the relationships forged, the knowledge gained by academics (Uneke et

al., 2017) and the benefits accrued to those in policy environments by bringing in
academic skills. However, literature argues that secondment schemes are not widely
used across departments, and they face significant management issues that often
fall short in planning the approach taken and the desired outcomes (Jenkins & Anstey,
2017). Due to the time and resources it takes to establish and successfully manage
secondments, brokerage bodies are identified as a way to help identify demand in
government departments, such as through the UK’s Open Innovation Team (Sasse &
Haddon, 2018).

5. RPE in Scotland

Academic literature on RPE in Scotland is limited, and much of it quite dated. This
final section briefly reviews this literature, weaving in some updated information from
interviews and the HEI survey conducted for this study.

A number of scholars have argued that Scotland has its own “policy style”, which

is founded on values of egalitarianism and social democracy (McEwen, 2002) and
more strongly based on consultation and consensus compared to the rest of the UK
(Keating, 2005). However, while the inclusivity and openness reputed by Scotland’s
consensus-based approach does appear to blur boundaries between those with
formal decision-making responsibilities and those with informal influence, the reality
is argued to be one in which exclusive relationships somewhat remain (Cairney &
Rummery, 2018). This section discusses 1) the in-house research capacity in Scottish
Government, 2) the research capacity in the Scottish Parliament, 3) Scotland’s
university sector, 4) the Government'’s funding of external research through public
bodies, Centres of Expertise (CoE) and research institutes such as its Main Research
Providers (MRP) and 5) how it engages with policy and the brokerage activities
established in Scotland to facilitate research-policy exchange.

Scottish Government in house expertise

In the Scottish government, the number of analysts, or “system-aware brokerats”
(see Clark & Kelly, 2005, p. 1 in Jung et al., 2010), was already noted to have doubled
between 1999 and 2007. In 2024, there were reported to be 150 social researchers
(just one of four analytical professions) across the Scottish Government integrated
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into various analytical service divisions in health, transport, education or children and
families (Javornik, 2024). Scottish government analysts collect data, produce research
in-house, commission external research to support policy development (Sanderson,
2011) and they provide links to research in Scotland’s universities (Jung et al., 2010).
In addition, amongst other research professions, Scotland also has a centrally based
Office of Chief Researcher to offer advice, support and coordination for research
across the administration (Jung et al., 2010; see Scottish Government, 2025).
Nonetheless, there is a perception that research does not always have the traction

it deserves. For example, similar to analysts in the UK government, who claim to not
always be present when a decision is made and to need to focus on "how to influence”
ministers (Britchfield & Sasse, 2020, p. 4), analysts in the Scottish government have
reported not always being involved as fully as they would like to be (Jung et al., 2010).

Scottish Parliament research capacity and resources

Literature on the Scottish Parliament (SP) explains that SP has a small budget to
commission research on behalf of committees to support their scrutiny of bills or
inquiry work, and it publishes examples of these online (Scottish Parliament, 2025).
Scottish Parliament also has a smaller amount of funding for knowledge exchange
(Beswick & Geddes, 2020). The SP has several additional avenues by which it links to
academia. First, it has research and information specialists such as those working

in the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe), who connect Parliament

with members of the research community. Literature considers this to have been
particularly successful in the development of policy on suicide prevention (MclLean et
al., 2004). Second, SP hosts the Scottish Parliament Academia Network (SPAN), which
was established by SPICe along with Scotland’s Futures Forum, the Beltane Public
Engagement Network and the Scottish Universities Insight Institute. SPAN formalises
knowledge exchange between Parliament and academia through a network of
brokering professionals who work with Scottish higher education. Third is the Ask
Academia email list, which allows academics to engage with Scottish Parliament by
responding to published opportunities (Scottish Parliament, 2025b).

Higher education institutes in Scotland

In Scotland’s devolved system, the government has developed its policy making
capacity rapidly and it is noted to have both a need and a great interest in tapping

into its large university sector for expertise and research. Universities are the most
prominent providers of research in Scotland where there are more higher education
institutions relative to the population than other regions of the UK. For academic
researchers, Scotland’s political reform and constitutional change from 1999 are
noted to have provided an opportunity to grain traction by using their research
evidence to pursue policy aims. Cairney and Rummery (2018) argue that doing so
requires long-term engagement with an issue, a willingness to frame evidence in

a way that fits the government’s ideological and strategic aims and the ability to

form wider policy networks by enrolling actors from academia, interest groups and
policy makers. Some Scottish universities cultivate their own policy and community
engagement centres, for example, the University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI)
Centre for Living Sustainability focuses on policy issues affecting the economic, social
and environmental challenges of rural and island regions (Jung et al., 2010). Literature
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additionally cites several Scottish multidisciplinary, cross-institutional centres that
aim to bolster the amount and quality of research in a particular field. Some examples
include the Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice Research (SCCJ) and the Scottish
Institute for Policing Research (SIPR) (see Jung et al.,, 2010).

Scottish Government has also promoted knowledge exchange in universities using
several funding mechanisms through the Scottish Funding Council (SFC), and these
exist alongside the UK funding reforms already discussed as the Impact Agenda. For
example, the SG turned the SFC'’s attention to “knowledge transfer” and it worked with
research councils to develop co-funded knowledge exchange programmes. Kitagawa
and Lightowler (2013) examine Scotland’s development of unique national funding
mechanisms to incentivise and institutionalise knowledge exchange (KE) activities

in a way that aligns with the Scottish Government'’s policy priorities. While the article
indicates that Scotland’s approach is more collective and unified than England’s HEI
driven approach, most of the funding mechanisms examined in the article have since
been replaced by the Scottish Funding Council’s (SFC) Knowledge Exchange and
Innovation Fund (KEIF). KEIF incentivises universities to develop new KE approaches
through three mechanisms: 1) a baseline grant, 2) an outcome grant that rewards
performance towards the Scottish Government'’s policy priorities and 3) through the
requirement of HEIs to submit a five-year strategy for using KE activities to contribute
to government policy priorities (Scottish Funding Council, 2024).

Non-HEI based research institutes, centres of expertise and public bodies

Scottish Government (SG) departments fund research institutes, centres of expertise
and public bodies directly and these organisations often decide research agendas,
produce and commission research. This section explores these in turn.

First, the Scottish Government has labelled several research institutes (non-HEI) as
“Main Research Providers (MRP)”, which together function under the title of Scottish
Environment, Food and Agricultural Research Institutes (SEFARI). These include
BioSS, The James Hutton Institute, Moredun, The Rowett Institute, Royal Botanic
Garden Edinburgh and SCRUS (SEFARI, n.d.; Scottish Government, 2024c). Scotland’s
Rural and Environment Science and Analytical Services Division (RESAS), under the
Environment and Forestry Directorate, funds research from Members of SEFARI
through three types of funding allocated under the Environment, Natural Resources
and Agriculture (ENRA) research programme, which has a budget of around 50m
GBP per year (Scottish Government, 2024b). First, funding is allocated through the
Underpinning National Capacity Programme which operates on a longer time frame
to build evidence infrastructures and train researchers that will be drawn upon later.
In 2023-2024, this programme was allocated 8.9 million GBP (Scottish Government,
2024a; Javornik, 2024). ENRA also funds five-year programmes, called strategic
research programmes, that cover a selection of topics presented under five themes
set by the SG (Scottish Government, 2024b). Third, ENRA funds various Centres of
Expertise, which form the topic of the next paragraph below.

Second, SG forms Centres of Expertise (CoE) across several policy domains. From
2024-2025, ENRA allocated 7 million GBP to CoEs. The CoEs funded by ENRA bring
in researchers from academia and other providers to ask the research questions
as aligned with the work done by the MRPs (Javornik, 2024; Scottish Government,
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2024b). The SG has established other CoEs such as the Centre of Expertise on
Water (CREW), developed in 2011 to focus on water management, a CoE focused

on climate change (CxC) and a CoE with the remit for animal health (EPIC). These
work with other research institutes, universities and policymakers to bolster the
knowledge base and facilitate knowledge flows between industry, policy and science.
CREW is administrated by the James Hutton Institute — one of the SG's MRPs — and
is overseen by a “steering group” comprised of members of the SG, various policy
bodies, HEIS and other research providers. CREW members are based in universities
and research institutes across Scotland. These researchers create original research
through their roles in CREW and are often invited to join advisory groups. CREW
serves an alliance-building function by actively “creat[ing] community” through
commissioning research from specialist networks and from individuals who work
as project managers. Project managers link with various stakeholders including the
government’s strategic programmes (Moran et al., 2016, p. 140).

Third, Zero Waste Scotland (ZWS) is now a public body, part of “Team Scotland”, with
a policy and research role, having evolved from its establishment in 2010 when it
functioned as an organisation with specific service delivery tasks (Moran et al., 2016,
p. 135). In its new role, ZWS fills an agenda-setting role by establishing a significant
portion of the agenda for producing and utilising knowledge for policy making in
waste management (Moran et al., 2016). Through the SG, ZWS uses a list of tenders
to fund research related to best practice in waste management. Most of the research
it funds is based on its own perception of policy needs, which it forms in collaboration
with the Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA) and the Scottish Enterprise
Agencies. However, the Scottish Government also requests research based on its
own identification of needs (above from Moran et al., 2016, p. 138). Moran and her
colleagues (2016) show that ZWS increased the social scientific interest in waste in
Scotland by reconceptualising “waste as a resource issue, and therefore important to
economic development”.

Intermediary/brokerage work in Scotland

In turn, intermediary/brokerage activities in Scotland are noted to experience several
of the main opportunities and challenges of brokerage activities across the UK

with some distinctions that align with Scotland'’s distinct policy style. Given the
collaborative and consensus-based approach to policy making in Scotland, some
literature argues that knowledge brokerage is done by various actors including civil
servants, advocates, academics and politicians who engage in the broad task of
linking multiple communities rather than involving single actors or organisations

who bridge a research-policy divide (Katikireddi et al., 2014; Moran et al., 2016). This
section looks at four other examples of specific initiatives of knowledge intermediation
aimed to bring research into policy.

Four examples of knowledge intermediary work in Scotland are worth noting. The
first example is of the brokerage activities employed by NHS Scotland. In 2012,
NHS Scotland developed a Knowledge into Action (K2A) strategy as an attempt to
implement a conceptual model for “getting evidence into action” (Davies et al., 2017,
p. 74) through using knowledge management technology and knowledge brokers
to improve health and social services (NHS Education for Scotland, 2025). Reviews
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of the initiative were generally positive, especially as related to the use of digital
technology to bring knowledge to front line practice (Wales & Boyle, 2015). Reid

and his colleagues (2017) analysed NHS Scotland’s use of Outcomes Frameworks,
focusing on the Mental Health Improvement Outcomes Framework (MHIOF), in

its aim to get knowledge into action while supporting local planners to move to an
outcomes approach, important given Scotland’s collaborative and outcomes focused
policy style. The study identified several facilitators and barriers. Facilitators included
the presence of national level support along with the presence of local champions and
cooperation within partnership networks. Barriers were claimed to be the significant
workload faced by local managers, local cultural contexts that did not align with
framework implementation, the complexity of the framework and a lack of local

level outcome data and timing issues. A follow up study done by Connolly and his
colleagues (2020, p. 191) showed positive results: the framework had been used

for local planning and evaluation and had established outcome planning as a norm

in Scottish public management narratives. The article stressed the importance of
maintaining national and local relations in the knowledge brokerage process over time,
especially in further developing the MHIOF,

Second, the Engaging Scottish Local Authorities (ESLA) programme conducted five
projects that partnered local governments in Scotland with universities to promote
knowledge exchange. The review of the programme used it to emphasise the
magnitude of change that is commonly referred to as "local impact" and to highlight
the importance of knowledge brokers in promoting relationships and capacity building
(Hardill & Baines, 2012).

Third, the Centre for Youth and Criminal Justice (CYCJ) serves an intermediary

and “boundary-spanning” role by bringing together academics, practitioners and
decision makers to produce and disseminate knowledge about youth justice in
Scotland (Stocks-Rankin, 2020, p. 3). A 2020 review of CYCJ named it as effective

in bringing research, policymaking and every-day practice together to generate and
disseminate knowledge, but to face challenges related to short term project funding,
the inconsistency of practice, the instability of relationships, competition between
different parts of the sector and the lack of financial resources, among others (Stocks-
Rankin, 2020).

Finally, the Scottish Collaboration for Public Health Research and Policy (SCPHRP)
was established in 2008 and is argued by Frost and her colleagues (2012, p. 351)

to have been developed to fill three brokerage tasks similar to those identified by
Ward and her colleagues (2010) as discussed in section 5. d. To achieve knowledge
dissemination, SCPHRP formed working groups to identify public health interventions
internationally, assess the Scottish context, make specific recommendations for
action areas across several topics and form “accessible reports, specifically written
for a wide stakeholder audience”. In terms of relationships, SCPHRP fostered
collaboration between researchers, the government and the public health community
In one-on-one meetings, larger group meetings and events. Finally, capacity building
was done through grants awarded to members of the public health community to
research and develop interventions. SCPHRP is argued to have had greater success
when it engaged with senior civil servants in areas that were political “hot topics”. It
was also more successful when it avoided alignment with any particular university,
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which added to the perception that it was acting with an impartial voice, free from
any motivation to gain grant and contract funding (Frost et al., 2012). One of the main
“lessons learnt” through this brokerage approach was that nurturing relationships
between academics, policymakers and practitioners should occur early, from the
outset of planning interventions (Frost et al., 2012).

6. Conclusion

This review of literature has given a broad overview of the motivations, structures
and mechanisms of research policy exchange with a focus on the UK and Scotland.
It started by examining the various understandings of knowledge utilisation and the
motivations for using research in decision making. To this end, it examined how
decision makers are discussed in literature as using knowledge in three ways that
are relevant to this review. First is to fill an “instrumental” function in bridging the
‘research policy gap” and informing decision making to improve policy output. Second
is to use research “symbolically”, either by using it to substantiate certain policy
decisions or to legitimise government departments by lending them authority based
on their access to knowledge. Finally, this review identified an additional alliance-
building function of knowledge which applies to the Scottish case where research is
used to form alliances between the government and other stakeholders and to use
research in a more consensual style of decision making. The review then moved

on to examine the structures and mechanisms used for research policy exchange,
starting with the government’s in-house research capability and moving to examine
externally commissioned research. Research units within universities and other
research institutes were then explored as structures for facilitating RPE, followed by
a review of literature surrounding universities’ development of specific research units
and their attempts to “export” research and researchers partly by using knowledge
brokers. Finally, this review looked specifically at the Scottish context to examine how
decision makers might use research given Scotland’s unique structural and historical
characteristics. This section additionally provided a few examples of the structures
and mechanisms in place to facilitate RPE in Scotland’s government, parliament,
universities and through knowledge brokerage individuals and agencies.
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