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Despite claims that we now live in a post-truth society, it remains commonplace for policy makers to
consult research evidence to increase the robustness of decision making. Few scholars of evidencepolicy interfaces, however, have used legislatures as sites of study, despite the fact that they play
a critical role in modern democracies. There is thus limited knowledge of how research evidence
is sourced and used in legislatures, which presents challenges for academics and science advisory
groups, as well as to others interested in ensuring that democratic decisions are evidence-informed.
Here, we present results from an empirical study into the use of research in the UK Parliament,
obtained through the use of a mixed methodology, including interviews and surveys of 157 people
in Parliament, as well as an ethnographic investigation of four committees. Here we are specifically
interested in identifying the factors affecting the use of research evidence in Parliament with the
aim of improving its use. We focus on providing advice for the Higher Education Sector, which
includes improving knowledge of, and engagement in, parliamentary processes, reform of academic
incentives to stimulate the production of policy-relevant information and to assist engagement,
and working with trusted knowledge brokers. Implementing this advice should improve the chances
that parliamentary decision making is informed by research evidence.
Key words evidence-based policy • legislative decision making • science advice • science policy
Key messages
•	The terms ‘research’ and ‘evidence’ are interpreted broadly by parliamentarians and the staff
supporting them.
•	The use of research evidence in the UK Parliament is influenced by four key factors: credibility,
relevance, accessibility, and timing.
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•	Academic research evidence is valued, but its use was reported to be limited because of
perceptions that it: is overly specialised for a policy audience (lacks relevance); has low visibility
as an information source and can be difficult to obtain or understand (lacks accessibility); and
that it is often poorly attuned to the timing of parliamentary decision making processes, such
as select committee inquiries.
•	We argue that deeper engagement between the higher education sector and legislatures could
enhance each other’s ability to address key challenges, but that achieving this would require
changes to incentive and support structures in academia.
To cite this article: Rose, D., Kenny, C., Hobbs, A. and Tyler, C. (2020) Improving the use of
evidence in legislatures: the case of the UK Parliament, Evidence & Policy,
vol xx, no xx, 1–20, DOI: 10.1332/174426420X15828100394351

1. Introduction
The relationship between evidence and decision making has been a popular topic
of study in the policy sciences. Scholars are well aware that interactions between
evidence and policy are complex and non-linear, and dependent on a number of
contextual factors (Cairney, 2016; Parkhurst, 2017). Finding a way through the messy
reality of evidence-policy interfaces has been the subject of research in many different
disciplines, with several recommendations being provided to those who wish to
improve the uptake of evidence into policy (see, for example, Oliver and Cairney,
2019). Despite the ever-growing body of work, however, the specific policy venue of
legislatures has tended to be overlooked in favour of the executive or science advisory
groups (Tyler, 2013; Geddes et al, 2018; Kenny et al, 2017a).
A neglect of legislatures underplays the important role that they play in shaping
policy and legislation (Padilla and Hobbs, 2013; Goodwin and Bates, 2015; Kenny et al,
2017a). Legislatures around the world represent citizens’ interests and play a significant
role in democratically setting the boundaries within which executives design, execute,
and iterate policy plans (Russell and Cowley, 2016). They tend to perform the same
core functions: (i) to facilitate public deliberation over any and all matters of societal
concern (debate); (ii) to create and change legal frameworks that guide how those
matters should be addressed (legislation); (iii) to oversee and challenge programmes
enacted by government (scrutiny); and (iv) to check and approve government spending
and taxation (budget). Processes operating here can set the tone of government policy
or lead to policy change; for example, in the UK Government’s negotiations to leave
the European Union, the UK Parliament has demonstrated its ability to assert itself
over the executive and influence Government policy.
Since legislatures can play an important role, it is important to consider how and
why evidence is used to underpin debate, scrutiny and legislation, and the contribution
that it makes to effective decision making, alongside other important influences, such
as ideology, stakeholder interests and values, and public opinion (Nutley et al, 2019).
Aspects of parliamentary decision-making processes have received scholarly attention,
such as the role of committees in scrutinising government policy and legislation
(Brazier et al, 2008; Benton and Russell, 2013; Turnpenny et al, 2013; Fisher, 2015;
Thompson, 2016; White, 2016). However, it is only more recently that studies have
2
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begun to investigate aspects of the wider culture of the work of Parliament, including
the micro-level rules, processes and norms that govern the day-to-day work of
parliamentarians (and the staff that support them), and which affect how research
feeds into parliamentary work (Crewe, 2015; 2017). There have also been very few
empirical studies specifically focused on the role of research evidence (that is, evidence
generated by the scientific method, see section 2.2) in parliamentary decision making,
and those few tend to be focused on a specific Bill (Kettell, 2010; Bates et al, 2014;
Goodwin and Bates, 2015). More recently, Geddes et al. (2018) undertook a workshop
with eight parliamentary staff from across the UK Parliament to examine knowledge
requirements, and concluded that academic strategies for engagement needed to
acknowledge that the UK Parliament was not a homogeneous institution but that
different sites within it have different knowledge requirements.
To our knowledge, the study reported here and conducted by researchers embedded
in the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology (POST) in the UK Parliament
is the first of its kind to try to understand empirically both how research evidence
feeds into a specific legislature and how it is subsequently used in that legislature
– across different groups and processes.
This paper presents results on how the terms ‘research’ and ‘evidence’ are used
in UK Parliament and the role of research evidence within the different aspects of
parliamentary work undertaken by parliamentarians and the staff that support them.
Our aim is to contribute to academic discussion on evidence-informed policy in
a legislative context, and to consider whether evidence use in the UK Parliament
is reflective of broader debates about the use of evidence in public policy in other
domains in the UK as well as other geographical areas, such as those detailed in the
recent expert review by Boaz et al. (2019). In so doing, we seek to highlight the subtle
processes by which evidence can and does inform parliamentary decision making, in
order to make suggestions as to how evidence supply from the research community
could be more effectively aligned to parliamentary needs.

2. Methods
This study sought to capture perspectives towards research from a wide variety of
parliamentarians and the staff supporting them. In total, the study included 157
participants, through a survey of 125 people and semi-structured interviews with
87 people1, as well as four case studies of select committee and legislative work,
using participant observation and documentary analysis. A steering group formed
of Members of Parliament, internal representatives from across both Houses, and
external academics and practitioners, guided the study and provided expert advice.2

The case of the UK Parliament
The UK Parliament is currently composed of 650 Members of the House of
Commons (MPs) and (at the time of writing) 776 eligible Members of the House
of Lords (Peers: used as a shorthand to refer to all eligible members of the House of
Lords, including Bishops). Individual MPs and Peers also come together through a
variety of groups and formal processes to make decisions. Select committees are composed
of cross-party groups of parliamentarians given a specific remit to investigate and
report back to the relevant House. They are the main mechanism through which
3
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government policy and spending are scrutinised, and usually gather evidence from a
range of sources, and have the power to receive written and oral evidence (Geddes
et al, 2018). Parliamentarians also come together in the committee stage to scrutinise
legislation between the Second and Third Reading of a Bill. At this stage in the
Commons, a Public Bill Committee of MPs is established (which has the power to
receive written and oral evidence), while in the Lords, a Grand Committee of Peers is
formed (without a formal evidence-taking session). Other groups of MPs and Peers
include political parties and All-Party Parliamentary Groups, both of which are supported
by institutional apparatus external to Parliament.
A range of bodies provide evidence support to parliamentarians in their individual
and group roles.These include political staff that Members employ directly to support
them, and research services provided through the parliamentary political parties. It
also includes a range of politically impartial services provided directly by the House of
Commons and the House of Lords.These include the Parliamentary libraries, which
provide research services to individual parliamentarians and their staff, producing
briefings to support parliamentary debate and legislation. It also includes Committee
staff, who provide research services to members of select committees to support
parliamentary scrutiny. There are also a number of in-house bodies which provide
support on issues of a more specialist or technical nature, including the House of
Commons Scrutiny Unit (legal and economic) and the bicameral POST (science
and technology, and research evidence).

‘Research’ and ‘evidence’ in Parliament
We note the challenges of defining what is meant by ‘evidence’ in the content of
evidence-informed policy making. This is a problem, for example, considered by
Nesta and the Alliance for Useful Evidence3. They note the dictionary definition of
‘evidence’ as the available body of facts or information indicating whether a belief
or proposition is true or valid, but go on to highlight a particular form of evidence,
‘research evidence’, as having advantages in the way it is produced and assessed:
The conduct and publication of research involves the explicit documentation
of methods, peer review and external scrutiny, resulting in rigour and
openness.These features contribute to its systematic nature and help provide
a means to judge the trustworthiness of findings. (Nutley et al, 2013)
However, in a pre-study workshop for this project with various representatives
from Parliament4, it was clear that the terms ‘research’ and ‘evidence’ had different
connotations from those dominant in academia and the wider external research
community, and that there were also multiple definitions in use across different
groups in the UK Parliament. ‘Evidence’ was generally used in a legalistic sense to
refer to information received in an official capacity by, for example, select committees.
‘Research’ on the other hand was generally perceived as the process of sourcing
information of all kinds needed to support parliamentary business, such as the work
of the parliamentary libraries and Members’ staff, though sometimes it was used
to refer to material either specifically from academic sources or produced through
particular methods (see Figure 1).This understanding was used to inform the methods
used in this study.
4
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Figure 1: Venn diagram showing dominant definitions of ‘research’ and ‘evidence’ used in
the UK Parliament

Survey/interviews
A survey was developed based on the workshop and previous literature on the use
of research in policy settings, including studies by Avey and Desch (2014) and Talbot
and Talbot (2014). The survey posed questions relating to the sourcing and use of
research in Parliament (full set of questions available at https://www.parliament.uk/
documents/post/The-Role-of-Research-in-the-UK-Parliament-2017-Volume-2.
pdf). Because of the multiple definitions of research and evidence in use across the
UK Parliament, and our aim to understand the role of a specific type of evidence:
research evidence (as defined by Nutley et al, 2013 above), across different groups
in Westminster, we opted to use the wider term ‘research’ in the survey and to use
the interviews to explore more fully participants’ interpretation of the term and
how they construed the role of research evidence within this broader context.
A sample of MPs, MPs’ staff, and parliamentary staff was developed. Our objective was
to understand the perspectives of a wide range of people in Parliament with differing
characteristics. For MPs, the sampling frame took into account political party, gender,
and years of experience in the sampling method, while sampling for parliamentary staff
was conscious of gender, as well as spread across different departments in the Houses of
Parliament (for example, Commons Library, Lords Library).There was not an accessible
list of MPs’ staff from which to draw a sample, so this group was recruited via emails
and letter sent to constituency offices or through MPs. Peers were unavailable for this
survey. In total, 125 responses were gained from the survey (Table 1).
In addition to the survey, 87 semi-structured interviews were conducted; 55 as
follow-up to the survey, and 32 with individuals involved in the case studies (Table 1).
Follow-up interviews focused on exploring participants’ responses to particular
questions, and the reasons for their selection of multiple-choice responses; casestudy interviews (see section 2.4) focused on the sourcing and use of evidence in
the particular context of the case study. Interviews lasted between 15 and 30 minutes
and were recorded and transcribed in full.These were coded and analysed in NVivo.
5
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Table 1: Breakdown of study participants
Method

MPs

Peers

MPs’ staff

Parliamentary staff
Commons

Lords

Anon

35

27

16

23

Total number of
respondents to
each method

Survey

24

0

125

Interviews

36

16

5

14

16

-

87

Follow-up
interviews
to survey*

24

0

5

10

16

-

55

Case-study
interviews

12

16

0

4

0

-

32

Total
number
of unique
individuals

36

16

35

31

16

23

157

* These

are a subset of the individuals who undertook the survey; however, all MPs chose to undertake
the survey face-to-face so the number of follow-up interviews with MPs is equal to the number of survey
responses from MPs.

Table 2: Case studies
Case study type

Name

Dates

Select Committee

House of Commons Communities and Local
Government Committee

Oct 2014–Feb
2015

Select Committee

House of Lords National Policy for the Built
Environment Committee

Jul–Oct 2015

Legislation

Small Business, Enterprise and Employment Bill

Jun 2014–Mar 205

Legislation

National Insurance Contributions Bill

Jul 2014–Feb 2015

Case studies
Case studies followed two select committees for a period of three months each, and
two Bills as they progressed through the Committee stages of the UK Parliament
(Table 2). Case studies involved three methods: participant observation, documentary
analysis, and semi-structured interviews with relevant Members and parliamentary
staff. By observing processes, and in some cases participating in activities, the researcher
(CK) was able to see and understand the everyday behaviour of parliamentarians
and parliamentary staff (for example, on select committees, or in public bill or grand
committees), both in terms of the decisions they took and the language they used.
Participant observation does raise issues of bias and reactivity, but has been highlighted
as an appropriate approach for both the study of evidence use in Parliament previously
(for example, Crewe, 2017). Detailed ethnographic notes were made and analysed
thematically by hand.

Ethical considerations
The study was approved by UCL Research Ethics Committee (project ID 6468/001)
and was registered with the UCL Data Protection Officer. We took necessary steps
to obtain informed consent from study participants, to ensure confidentiality and
participants’ anonymity and to store the data securely.
6
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Limitations
The study adopted a considered approach to sampling, and for the survey, where
possible, the study populations were stratified according to characteristics judged
to be relevant, with samples drawn at random from these. However, the survey
findings are not representative of Parliament as a whole, so specific findings cannot
be generalised to other persons, times, or settings than those directly studied. There
was a low response rate to the survey amongst MPs (18%) and MPs’ staff (5%), and
a possibility that self-selection occurred. Further, it was not possible to survey Peers
because of leadership changes at the time; as such the sample is biased towards the
House of Commons. However, the breadth and depth of the methodology compares
favourably with previous studies (for example, Brazier et al, 2008; Geddes et al, 2018),
and importantly also included access to parliamentary processes that are usually beyond
the scope of research.
Finally, the position of the principal researcher in POST may have encouraged
participants to appear positive about research and its usefulness and role within
parliamentary processes. However, the study team took various steps to protect against
subjectivity, triangulating data from interviews and participant observation with other
studies, double-coding at the data-analysis stage, and establishing a steering group
of internal and external experts to ‘sense-check’ the approach taken and findings
drawn out.

3. Results
In the survey, 85 people answered a question about how useful research had been to
them over the last 12 months, with 98% of respondents strongly agreeing or agreeing
that research was useful (11/11 MPs; 24/24 MPs’ staff; 48/50 parliamentary staff);
75 people answered a question about how often they had consulted research as
part of their job over the last 12 months, with about half (53%) reporting that they
used it daily (3/3 MPs; 9/25 MPs’ staff; 28/47 parliamentary staff). It is important
to note that the term ‘research’ tended to be understood broadly by respondents, so
these top-level findings likely refer to the importance of information of all types to
parliamentary work.

What is research used for?
In the survey, MPs and their staff were asked to rank areas of parliamentary work
where research had been the most important. Of the 16 MPs who responded to this
question, the top three areas were debates, All-Party Paliamentary Groups, and select
committees. Of the 26 MPs’ staff who responded to this question, the top three areas
were constituency work, parliamentary debates and stakeholder engagement. Across
the interviews with MPs, Peers, MPs’ staff and parliamentary staff, some participants
discussed the purpose of research use in more detail. Overall, the dominant theme,
put forward by around a third of interviewees, was the use of research to directly
inform their immediate representative, legislative or scrutiny work, such as questioning
of select committee witnesses, tabling an amendment to a Bill, or dealing with a
constituency issue. For example, one MP discussed the role of research as “one weapon
in our armoury to do more effective scrutiny” (MP, interview 6).

7
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The second dominant theme overall, put forward by about a fifth of participants,
was for background knowledge, for example providing a comprehensive overview of
a policy issue in a select committee inquiry or ahead of a debate. A Peer commented:
I am speaking in two debates on Thursday… and I can’t personally imagine
how you can stand up and speak without going away and doing some
background research. (Peer, interview 14).
Further uses were put forward with evident differences between groups. For example,
about a sixth of parliamentarians strongly emphasised the use of research to substantiate
preexisting views. One MP (interview 75) commented that “[T]he most frequent
and obvious… purpose of [accessing research] is… to back up something that we
are advocating from a policy perspective.” (MP, interview 75)
In contrast, maintaining strict political impartiality was perceived as fundamental
to all work undertaken by parliamentary staff. For example, a member of staff in the
Lords Library commented that:
There is a lot of information out there and we always try to balance that
information, so that if you have a left-wing think tank you will make sure
you have got a centre and right-wing think tank as well (Lords Library staff,
interview 55).
The process of sourcing information to support these diverse purposes occurs under
significant time pressure. In our survey, 82 people responded to a question about
whether they had enough time to find and use research in their parliamentary work.
Overall, half (49%) agreed or strongly agreed that they did; however there were clear
differences between groups, with 64% (30/47) of parliamentary staff agreeing that they
did, but no MPs agreeing (0/11). Although we note the sample size for MPs is small,
the need to gather information to be able to respond to new issues very quickly was
a key theme across the interviews. Participants noted the restrictions on their time for
several reasons.This included the nature of parliamentary timetabling, especially in the
Commons, meaning that MPs and the staff supporting them usually only have a few
days’ notice of Chamber business and hence have very little time to prepare to deal with
a vast array of different policy areas. For example, one MP (interview 75) highlighted
how they needed to get hold of information “for something that is happening, if you
are lucky, tomorrow, and if you are not lucky it is happening in a couple of hours’ time”.

What types of research are used?
Since research was interpreted broadly by actors in Parliament, the types of research
reported to be used by participants to meet the purposes outlined above were similarly
varied. In the survey, respondents were provided with 13 types of research to choose
from and asked which were most useful in their parliamentary work (based on Avey
and Desch, 2014, Talbot and Talbot, 2014). There was no restriction placed on how
many they could choose and 94 respondents answered this question (see Table 3).
Overall, the two top types of research reported to be used most frequently were
statistics (77%) and expert opinion (75%), and these were also the top two types
for each subgroup (MPs, MPs’ staff, parliamentary staff). Across all groups, this was
8
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Table 3: Types of research used most often in parliamentary work
Type of research

MPs (n=12)

MPs’ staff
(n=33)

Parliamentary
staff (n=49)

Total
(n=94)

Statistics

11

28

33

72 (77%)

Expert opinion

3

21

46

70 (75%)

Public opinion polls

1

18

22

41 (44%)

Surveys with service users
or those affected

2

12

15

29 (31%)

Observations

2

13

11

26 (28%)

Interviews with service
users or those affected

1

10

14

25 (27%)

followed by public opinion polls, used by just under half of respondents (44%), with
around a quarter citing research with service users or those affected, whether by
survey (31%) or interviews (27%), as well as observations (28%).The numbers suggest
that there may be slight differences between groups, with parliamentary staff citing
expert opinion above statistics.
The interviews with MPs, Peers, MPs’ staff and parliamentary staff provided some
interesting commentary on users’ perspectives about statistics. For example, one MP
said that they “trust numbers more than opinions” (MP, interview 70), and another
could not think of a single piece of work where statistical research was not used to
support their argument (MP, interview 64). Statistics were portrayed by MPs staff as
“objective” (MPs’ staff, interview 46), to “imply more gravity and fact” (MPs’ staff,
interview 90), and provide a “comfort blanket” (MPs’ staff, interview 84) for their
MP. However, it is important to note that interviewees in our study tended not to
reflect critically on how statistical information had been derived.
Interviews also highlighted two further types of research considered key
to parliamentary work – especially select committee work – case studies and
internationally comparable data. Case study examples of ‘what works’ were considered
highly valuable, although participants tended not to reflect on the underlying
methodology of these, for example whether they were case studies derived from
randomised controlled trials. Participant observation of the two select committees
suggested that formal written submissions that contained success stories gave Members
more confidence in taking ideas forward. One MP explained that “one example…
[can be] more powerful… [than] all sorts of figures”, especially when communicating
to constituents (MP, interview 86). International case studies of ‘what works’, and
other forms of internationally comparable evidence, were also considered highly
valuable. For example, one Peer reported that having international evidence was
“immensely useful” but that obtaining it was like “gold dust” (Peer, interview 28).
One MP explained the value as being able to “search around the world to see what
is working and then reapply it” (MP, interview 50).

How is research sourced?
The survey asked respondents how research was received and sourced, with 91 people
answering this question. Overall, 70% of respondents said that they actively searched
for research; however, there were interesting differences within groups. For example,
9
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Table 4: Top ten sources of research reported to be used regularly for parliamentary work5
Source

MPs’ staff
(n=32)

Parliamentary
staff (n=52)

Total (n=107)
(%)

8

27

39

74 (69%)

Commons/ Lords
Library*

18

25

28

71 (66%)

Specific
organisations

20

17

33

70 (65%)

Media (news, TV,
radio)

4

22

39

65 (61%)

Experts in the
specific area

8

16

33

57 (53%)

Websites of
international
organisations
(for example, EU,
OECD, WHO)

3

23

29

55 (51%)

Information
received by post
and/or email

7

21

18

46 (43%)

Select
Committees

9

12

23

44 (41%)

Specific
individuals (for
example policy
makers, advisers,
academics)

3

16

25

44 (41%)

Academic books
and/or articles

5

9

26

40 (37%)

Government
departments

MPs (n=23)

*

MPs and MPs’ staff can only use directly services of the Commons Library, so the majority of this use is
likely to be of the Commons Library.

while actively searching for research was the dominant route for parliamentary
staff (81%, 39/47) and MPs’ staff (69%, 18/26), the majority of MPs reported using
research they received unsolicited via post or email (61%, 11/18). While noting that
the sample size for MPs is small, in interviews MPs talked about being “inundated”
(MP, interview 61),“overloaded” (MP, interview 79), and “bombarded” (MP, interview
86) with information from external organisations, personal contacts, and constituents.
A few MPs and Peers reflected that while unsolicited information may be biased, it
was generally useful to have.
Respondents to the survey were also asked to indicate which sources of information
they consulted, from a list of 15 options, and asked to select as many as applied; 107
people answered this question (see Table 4).This showed that the most popular sources,
used by around two-thirds of respondents overall, were government departments
(69%), the parliamentary libraries (66%), named organisations (65%), and mainstream
media (newspapers, TV, radio) (61%). About half of respondents also reported using
experts (53%) and websites of international organisations, such as the EU and
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (51%). This
was followed by information received by post or email (43%), or produced by select
10
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Table 5: Top five factors shaping use of research based on survey ranking*

*

MPs (n=22)

MPs’ staff (n=20)

Parliamentary staff (n=46)

Relevance

Credibility

Credibility

Ease of finding

Presentation

Relevance

Credibility

Ease of finding

Appropriateness of
approaches/ methods used

Personal importance of issue

Relevance

Presentation

Importance of issue in
constituency

Appropriateness of
approaches/ methods used

Ease of finding

Ranking was calculated in SurveyMonkey based on the average ranking for each answer choice.

committees (41%), as well as specific individuals, for example advisers or academics
(41%), and academic books or articles (37%).
There are some differences by respondent role. For example, when looking at
top five sources within each group, select committees feature highly for MPs, and
international organisations feature highly for both parliamentary staff and MPs’ staff,
the latter of whom also reported using information sent to them in the post or by
email regularly; however, we note the small sample sizes for some subgroups.

What factors affect the use of research?
The survey asked respondents to rank factors that were important to them in deciding
whether to read or use a piece of research; 88 people answered this question and
relevance, credibility, and ease of finding were ranked in the top five by all groups
(Table 5). For MPs, the importance of the issue to them personally and to their
constituents was also key, whereas for MPs’ staff and parliamentary staff, presentation
and the appropriateness of the methods and approaches used were in the top five.
The question of influential factors was explored in much greater breadth and depth
in the interviews. Analysis of these data identified four key factors affecting the use
of research, which reflect the findings from the survey. Aspects of these factors were
cited by more than half of interviewees, and nearly all interviews emphasised at least
one of these factors as being particularly important to their use.These are summarised
in Table 6 and explored in more detail below.
3.4.1. Credibility

Interviewees tended not to explicitly define credibility, but it was generally constructed
as the believability of the information, based on perceived quality and validity. In
turn, these were generally judged on the basis of the perceived independence of
the knowledge-production process and on the relevance and accessibility of the
information source. For example, a member of staff in the Commons Library explained:
Good quality, what does that mean? For me, good quality research has to
be research that has good methodology behind it but also research that is
written up in an easily digestible way… which is directly relevant to the
areas that I am [working on]… that can answer my question. (Commons
Library staff, interview 33)
11
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Table 6: Four key factors shaping use of research based on interviews
Factor

Description

Credibility

Perceived believability of the information, related to the perceived quality
and validity of the information. Credibility was typically judged on the basis
of the information source, rather than on the knowledge production process.

Relevance

The salience of the information to the purpose of use, for example,
in providing a comprehensive overview of a policy issue, or for
parliamentarians, to help them to form or substantiate a position on an
issue, and for parliamentary staff, to provide balance.

Accessibility

The extent to which research can be easily found, comprehended and
digested by non-specialists. Incorporates visibility of research, use of jargon,
structure, length and presentation.

Timing

Whether research is available or communicated during a policy ‘window’
of opportunity. For example, whether it is readily available and promoted
when an issue is prominent in the media or submitted as a formal evidence
submission to a select committee inquiry.

Interestingly, the dominant notion of independence was often related to political
impartiality and balance in representation of stakeholder perspectives, rather than the
perceived robustness of the research methodology. In this context, sources that had
built up a good reputation in Parliament for withstanding challenge in the public
eye, and sources that had been recommended by colleagues or existing contacts, were
more likely to be considered credible. For example, an MP said that they looked for
“well known, national, reputable sources that few people would challenge the veracity
of the findings” (MP, interview 79). The parliamentary libraries were frequently put
forward as particularly credible and were the most prominent source identified by
parliamentarians in the context of seeking independent research. For example, one
MP said that the “great thing about the Library note, of course, is that it is accepted
across the House as a statement; it is beyond dispute” (MP, interview 17).
Importantly however, many interviewees highlighted how research could lack
credibility and nonetheless be highly valuable if it offered understanding about the
perspectives of a particular group of stakeholders. For example, research by charities
was often reported to be used to inform legislative or scrutiny work, even though it
was not considered impartial. One MP talking about written questions reflected that:
[W]e rely on charities in those areas but we don’t really stand up and say,‘We
believe X,’ we will say,‘This charity informs me of X,’ because we don’t trust
the data 100%. Whereas if POST [an internal service] did some documents
on that, the data would be trusted. (MP, interview 64)
3.4.2. Relevance

Perceived relevance was crucial for use, for example in providing a comprehensive
background overview of a policy issue and stakeholder perspectives or, for
parliamentarians, to help them to form or substantiate a position on an issue. As one
MP commented,“It’s got to be… relevant for you to… stick time into [reading] it…
otherwise it’s a waste of the hours” (MP, interview 81). In this context, interviewees
noted the need for more user-friendly summaries and overviews of a body of research
findings, rather than detailed information about single studies.
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3.4.3. Accessibility

The extent to which research could be easily found, comprehended and digested
by non-specialists was also fundamental to its use. This incorporated several aspects,
including the visibility of research, use of jargon and technical terms, structure, length
and presentation. For example, one MP (interview 3) emphasised that: “[I]t needs
to be user-friendly, recognising that politicians are all running around like headless
chickens trying to do more than it will ever be feasible to do in any one day”.
3.4.4. Timing

Whether research was available or communicated during a policy ‘window of
opportunity’ (Rose et al, 2017) was another key factor, because of the breadth and
amount of issues that parliamentariams had to make decisions about at any one time.
For example, a Peer noted:
For most people in politics, their interest in the subject is like a lighthouse
beam. When the beam is on that subject it is only on that subject, but then
their focus moves, and that subject goes to outer darkness. (Peer, interview 16)
This meant that whether it was readily available and promoted in an accessible way,
or whether it was a formal evidence submission to a select committee inquiry, was
crucial to its use. As one MP (interview 93) explained: “If you think about the vast
array of things that could have an impact on policy development or decision making,
one of the key things is whether it comes to your attention”.
Several interviewees commented that because charities wanted to have their voice
heard about the issue they focused on, they tended to invest resources in understanding
parliamentary procedures and were very willing to provide support to parliamentarians
interested in the issue. For example, one Peer stated:
Hats off to them [charities]; they do know how to influence what is going
on because they are very attuned to the legislative process… they understand
the timing and the scheduling and what is going to be helpful and what isn’t
going to be helpful. (Peer, interview 5)

The use of academic research evidence
Academic research evidence was used by people in Parliament, but a number of
criticisms were raised along the lines of the four interrelated factors presented above.
Firstly, interviewees perceived it to lack relevance, finding it too specialised or focused
to be of real use.This included perceptions that there was a lack of available research
evidence on issues of relevance to them. For example, one Peer commented that
Committees were often “ahead of the game compared to the academic community…
wrestling with things where there is no body of evidence.” (Peer, interview 28).
Furthermore, one staff member in the Commons Library commented that “the
problem with academic research is that it might be very interesting… but it is often
not very connected with the immediate political concerns of the day” (Commons
Library staff, interview 38). Interviewees also strongly emphasised the need for broader
syntheses or reviews of a body of research, rather than single articles. For example, a
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member of staff in the Commons Committee office (interview 37) noted that “we
would be looking for the meta-analysis or the review article at most”, and an MP
reflected:
Academic research feeds in a very limited capacity because it’s probably too
specialised. What [I] need to know, in practical terms, is 80% of the highlevel subject and I don’t need to know, or haven’t got the time to know, the
other 20%. (MP, interview 70)
Second, academic research evidence was often criticised on the grounds of accessibility.
This included reference to academic research being behind paywalls, having low
visibility, and not featuring highly on search engines when users were looking for
information. For example, one MP’s staff commented that universities had “closed
doors… nine times out of ten we don’t know what they are working on and we
don’t know who to call” (MP’s staff, interview 77). It also included the lack of userfriendliness of research evidence. Interviewees noted that research evidence could be
“opaque” (Lords Library staff, interview 62) and could be difficult for a non-expert
to understand:
Particularly when you are reading academic reports, people can assume a
lot of knowledge; I was looking at a piece of research only yesterday, which
assumed a lot of understanding of statistics to be able to accurately interpret
it. (MP, interview 66)
Third, academic research evidence was criticised for lack of timing. Interviewees were
less likely to report receiving academic research unsolicited or proactively, especially in
comparison to research conducted by the charitable sector, and several commented on
the low levels of participation by the academic sector in formal committee processes,
such as through submitting written evidence. Interviewees’ perceptions of the reasons
for academics’ low engagement varied, but included a lack of understanding of how
to engage with the UK Parliament and its processes, and a lack of motivation to do
so. For example, one Peer commented:
I am very involved in the Private Members’ Bill on [x] and it is the campaign
group called [y] that is doing most of the work; it is not academics because,
in a sense, you have to believe in the cause. (Peer, interview 4).
Several interviewees, however, noted that they thought that there was room for
academic research evidence to play a stronger role in the UK Parliament, for example,
in supporting parliamentarians to develop expertise on issues they needed to make
decisions about:
By definition, most politicians are not experts on most subjects; on the one
hand, we have to be generalists, on the other you are expected to be expert,
and there is a massive tension between those two that you would hope
academic research could arbitrate. (MP, interview 89)
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Other interviewees noted that they felt that a stronger culture of engagement was
beginning to emerge, and several noted the ‘impact agenda’ as a driving factor. For
example, a staff member in the Commons Committee office reflected:
I think university departments and other bodies are producing more and
more glossy stuff which distils key results… I think researchers… are alert
to the fact that they have a role to explain their work to the public and the
members of parliament who represent the public. (Commons committee
staff, interview 37)

4. Implications for academic engagement with Parliament
Our in-depth investigation of how research is sourced and used in the UK Parliament
suggests that the key factors shaping the use of research in the UK Parliament overlap
substantially with those at play in other policy arenas, since the salience of concepts
such as credibility, relevance, accessibility and timing have been well documented
outside of legislatures (Oliver et al, 2014; Heink et al, 2015; Boaz et al, 2019).
However, it also supports findings (Heink et al, 2015) that the meanings attached to
these concepts are context-specific. Here, in a space largely occupied by academics,
we devote attention to suggesting how we think the academic community can – and
should - better engage with Parliament to enhance each other’s ability to address key
social and economic challenges.
The question of how the research community can improve evidence uptake into policy
has, of course, received widespread attention out of legislative settings, with a number of
suggestions being made (see, for example, Cairney and Oliver, 2018; Oliver and Cairney,
2019).We consider that many commonly suggested solutions, including making research
open access (see Plan S project; Else, 2018); improving researcher communication skills
(Tinch et al, 2018); incentivising policy engagement and the provision of synthesised
knowledge; as well as providing policy support units in universities (Tyler, 2017; Donnelly
et al, 2018; Gavine et al, 2018); and working with trusted knowledge brokers (Bednarek
et al, 2018); would likely all make contributions to better evidence use in the UK
Parliament, despite the fact that most of the research has not been undertaken in this
policy venue. However, we consider that it is worth reiterating some of these solutions
to highlight how individual researchers and the wider Higher Education sector could
have more influence, specifically on the work of the UK Parliament.
The first suggestion we make is to improve knowledge and engagement with the
UK Parliament across the research community. Academics should not expect their
research to be found by people in Parliament who are unlikely to know it has been
conducted, may not have time to look for it, or may not find it even when looking.
Better awareness of Parliamentary processes and timetables could increase awareness
of existing ‘windows of opportunity’6 (Rose et al, 2017) in which academics can
engage. For example, with regard to select committees, research evidence may be
influential early on in a new inquiry when parliamentary staff are scoping a topic
and setting terms of reference, and again when a formal call for evidence has been
issued. Academics need to be aware of calls for evidence and supported to respond
to them, and to understand that submitting a written response could result in further
opportunities for impact through being called to give evidence orally. Futhermore,
our research showed that information gathered by parliamentary staff and MPs’ staff
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feeds into Parliamentary work at different levels, and thus the research community
could seek to build professional relationships with these staff (for example, evidence
specialists in select committees), as well as sending information directly to Members
when it is relevant to an issue being considered in Parliament. Part of this networking
should involve seeking to establish a credible reputation, since this tended to be more
influential in determining research use in parliament than users’ perceptions of the
quality of methodology.
However, encouraging more proactive engagement with Parliament will require
incentives. For example, the shift to impact case studies comprising 25% of the overall
score in Research Excellence Framework 2021 provides a broad framework to strengthen
engagement, and anecdotally has already led to a notable increase in the number of
academics contacting parliamentary offices in order to get involved. But it also places
increasing demands on academics’ time and to be sustainable, mechanisms and approaches
that facilitate enduring relationships and recognise differences in individuals’ skills and
strengths are also required. Knowledge exchange staff and public policy support functions
in universities can play a key role here, by having a dedicated resource to monitor and
publicise relevant opportunities and sources of support to academics, and to equip
them to take advantage of these, for example by providing advice or editoral support to
academics making evidence submissions.We consider that there is also a need for more
universities to include knowledge exchange in promotion criteria, to develop specific
career pathways in knowledge exchange or other means of incentivising and enabling
staff to have the time and resources to dedicate to maximising societal and policy impact
from their research (for example,Tyler, 2017). New networks like UPEN (Universities
Policy Engagement Network; www.upen.ac.uk) and new offices like STEaPP’s Policy
Impact Unit (Department of Science, Technology, Engineering and Public Policy; www.ucl.
ac.uk/steapp/collaborate/policy-impact-unit;Tyler, 2017) are a step in the right direction.
Secondly, reform is clearly needed to alter the value of particular types of academic
output, in order to improve relevance of academic research for legislative and nonlegislative policy settings. Despite long-standing criticism of the failure of academia
to recognise the value of critical appraisal and systematic reviews, and the scientific
and ethical importance of ensuring that new research builds on existing knowledge
(Chalmers, 2005; Donnelly et al, 2018), such outputs are still generally perceived
as less valuable than novel, primary research. There are good examples in academia
where a body of evidence has been systematically reviewed and summarised so that
it is available quickly for policy makers to consult (Sutherland et al, 2017). However,
further incentive is needed so that academics can be encouraged and rewarded for
synthesising evidence proactively, rather than reactively. This will require funders
to prioritise policy-relevant research more than is currently practised (Tyler, 2017).
Finally, even with improved training and support from within the research
community to engage with Parliament, trustworthy knowledge brokers will still be
required to enhance influence by acting as skilled intermediaries between research
and policy (Bednarek et al, 2018). Analysis of Research Excellence Framework 2014
impact case studies showed that third-party organisations are an important route
for many academics to engage with, and have impact on, Parliament (Kenny, 2015).
Working with such organisations, including charities, learned societies, and specialist
boundary organisations (for example, POST), could enable academics to benefit
from their policy and public affairs expertise and resoruces, and to build the informal
networks necessary for establishing credibility in Parliament.
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Concluding remarks
For those interested in improving the use of research evidence in the UK Parliament,
our research has identified a number of concrete suggestions that could be
implemented. Perhaps concerningly, many of the suggestions made by people in
Parliament, including making research open access, improving the presentation of
research evidence, and seizing windows of opportunity for evidence uptake, have
been made several times before in the policy sciences literature.The fact that the same
barriers to evidence use (for example, paywalls) are still being identified by those in
policy positions suggests that there is much progress to be made. However, we argue
that a better understanding of the unique processes operating in the UK Parliament,
which have thus far received little scholarly attention, is the first step towards more
productive engagement with the research community.
POST has already taken significant steps to make the process of engaging
with Parliament more streamlined, through establishing a Knowledge Exchange
Unit (www.parliament.uk/get-involved/research-impact-at-the-uk-parliament/
knowledge-exchange-at-uk-parliament); developing a new web hub for academics
(www.parliament.uk/research-impact); and training to support engagement. And
putting our suggestions into action, these research findings have formed the basis
of evidence submissions to the 2019 inquiry on effective scrutiny by the House of
Commons Liaison Committee, and the review of House of Lords investigative and
scrutiny committees by the House of Lords Liaison Committee7.These reports include
recomendations for Parliament to enhance cooperation, collaboration and partnerships
with the wider research community, and for the publicly-funded research sector to
recognise the value in contributing to public debate and parliamentary scrutiny, and to
reward academic institutions which contribute to this goal.This opens up substantial
opportunities for the research community, including academics and other experts on
‘what works’ in evidence-informed policy, individual Higher Education Institutes,
knowledge mobilisers, and research funders to work with POST.
These developments open up a space for deeper reflection between the Higher
Education sector and the UK Parliament on the purpose of academic engagement,
which takes into account the different goals and values of scientists and policy
makers, and the desirability of public scrutiny and accountability of both scientists
and policy makers in democratic societies (SAPEA, 2019). It also provides concrete
opportunities to make much-needed progress in addressing barriers to research
evidence use, starting with improving understanding and cooperation and working
towards deeper change, such as the creation of thematic research hubs of proactively
synthesised and accessible bodies of evidence.
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Notes
1	Some of the semi-structured interviews were a follow-up to the survey, see section 2.3
for more information.
2	
More information about governance of the project is available here: https://www.
parliament.uk/mps-lords-and-offices/offices/bicameral/post/work-programme/
evaluating-the-use-of-evidence-/
3	
R eport available at http://www.alliance4usefulevidence.org/publication/
using-research-evidence-a-practice-guide-january-2016/
4	Representatives included: staff from the Committee Office, the House of Commons
Scrutiny Unit, the House of Commons and Lords Libraries, the House of Commons
Outreach and Engagement Service, House of Commons and Lords Clerks of
Committees, and the Director of Research Development. These eight staff were also
joined by a group of academics and researchers and also representatives from ESRC
and the National Audit Office.
5	Figures here may differ from Kenny et al (2017b) as further categorisation was carried
out and checked for this paper.
6	We use ‘windows of opportunity’ in this sense to refer to the value of timing of evidence
submission to Parliament, and not to refer, for instance, to Kingdon’s (2003) work on policy
windows brought about by the converging streams of politics, policies, and problems.
7	https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmliaisn/1860/186002.htm
and https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldliaison/398/398.pdf
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