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Research most effectively
informs policy and
program management
when there is a three-
way process of
communication linking
researchers, decision
makers, and those most
affected by whatever
issues are under
consideration.

Foreword

This booklet is a guide for researchers who aim to have an impact on
policy and program decisions. It is intended for researchers attached
to government services and researchers located in academic institu-

tions, as well as researchers working as consultants in the private sec-

tor.

The approach presented here is designed to help seasoned research-
ers to achieve greater impact from their own work. The Guide also
can be used as a teaching tool with students and younger colleagues.
In addition, the Guide should help relatively new researchers to select
research questions and conduct studies with program and policy rel-
evance. Although the examples used for illustration purposes are
drawn mainly from the health sector in Africa, we hope that research-
ers working in other sectors and in other regions of the world will find
useful ideas in the Guide.

There is a clear need for good quality research in order to improve
policies and programs in all sectors. Itis sometimes thought that lack
of funding is the main constraint to truly useful research. However, a
closer look reveals a more complex problem. Money and energy is
being spent on research that is not relevant to practical decisions, and
even when research is relevant, it is often ignored by decision makers.
The waste involved cannot be afforded by most countries.

As illustrated in the figure on the following page, the basic premise of
this Guide is that research informs policies and programs most effec-
tively when there is an extended, three-way process of communication
linking researchers, decision makers, and those most affected by what-
ever issues are under consideration. The traditional audience for
most researchers is other researchers. Yet to have an impact outside
our own research communities we have to learn other points of view
and other ways of communicating. Better communication can in-
crease the relevance of research to potential users and improve the
chances that research findings will be heard and acted upon.
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Communication is the Key to Relevance

Researohers
Research thet is Research that is
relevant to relevant to
policy/prog am needs community needs

Decision makers
Managers
Front-line workers

Communication

Communities
Groups
Individuals

Dedsions and actions that are
responsive to community needs

A number of practical recommendations for the design and imple-
mentation of research projects flow from this proposition. These aim
to facilitate a process of communication at key moments in the re-
search process—from the initial choice of research problems to the
presentation of final results. Effective communication is a conversa-
tion that takes place over time and allows for a sharing of interests,
needs and concerns on all sides. Communication often evolves more
or less informally as the work of research proceeds, but it is better to
plan ways to encourage it systematically from the beginning.
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“Most research findings
do not reach the
population they are
intended to benefit....
Many researchers tend to
work in isolation and to
remain unaware of the
issues and priority
problems. Health
managers rarely read
dissertations or research
reports. Thus the
potential users of
research findings remain
unaware of
recommendations.’

o

Dr. S. S. Ndeki, 1996. From a recent
assessment of the teaching and prac-
tice of research in several African

countries.

Most of the considerations that follow have been treated by others
elsewhere, yet they are widely scattered throughout the literature of
several disciplines. This booklet simply brings many of these ideas to-
gether.

The Guide is organized around four basic stages in the research pro-

cess:
Stage 1: Defining the research question
Stage 2: Developing the research proposal
Stage 3: Conducting the study
Stage 4: Communicating research results

These four stages provide a framework for organizing a series of rec-
ommendations intended to focus researchers’ attention from the out-

set on the desired end-use of the research.

The Guide is not meant to be a handbook on research methodology,
or on techniques of data collection and analysis. Although it offers
some ideas on research planning, on the choice of research methods,
and on the presentation of research products, the objective is always
to generate information that is usable and to increase the likelihood
that it will be used.

In summary, this booklet examines how researchers can:

¢ involve decision makers, program managers, front-line
workers, and intended beneficiaries in identifying research
needs, defining research questions, and reviewing research

proposals and plans;

¢ develop a relationship of trust with those involved in poli-

cies and programs by:
¢ taking an interest in their work,
¢+ understanding their problems and constraints,

¢+ respecting and being responsive to their points of view;
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Recommendations are
intended to help
researchers focus
attention from the outset
on the desired use of the
research.

use similar methods to establish trust with communities or
“beneficiaries”;

involve program staff and community members whenever
appropriate in carrying out data collection and analysis;

review the progress of the research periodically with manag-
ers, health workers at implementation level, community rep-
resentatives, and other “stakeholders,” people who have a
stake in the research and will use it or be affected by it;

involve managers, staff, and communities in drawing conclu-
sions and formulating recommendations;

focus research reports specifically on program and policy
problems and concerns;

suggest specific actions based on research findings;

prepare different types of reports and presentations for dif-
ferent audiences;

keep reports and presentations brief; use direct, non-techni-
cal language; and package them attractively; and,

use time effectively and strategically—respect deadlines set
by decision makers and managers.

X A Gude for Reseathers



If the resulting research
products are to be useful
to health system
managers and decision
makers, their
information needs must
be factored into the
research from the start.

Sae I Deinng  the Research Question

12 )
KEYSTEPS
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a Revens pubished and upubished  lierature onte re
sach o

b Iniies te ppeld uEs O te rescad
c Makes coredons wih these poenid USESS,

d Ads ou howtey deire the issues

(1)

Bgeges temdedy n hebng © deine te reseach
quesin

“Defining the research question” has to do with choosing what to
study and how to talk about the research concerns. If research is to
be relevant to the people who make decisions about policies and pro-
grams, and to communities, it must address the problems they face
and help them in their search for solutions. Clearly, the way in which
they define problems in the first place has considerable bearing on
what they believe to be plausible solutions.

Most researchers begin with an idea or general topic area that they
wish to study. However, the process of moving from a general topic to
a definition of specific research questions is often carried out in rela-
tive isolation, without involving those who the researcher hopes will

eventually use his/her work.

Sage 1 Defnng the Research Question 1




The first step in defining
the research question is
to look at issues relevant
to your topic that are
currently of concern to
decision makers at

different levels.

To ensure that research is on target—relevant, helpful, and practi-
cal—it is important to begin to communicate with stakeholders when
the researcher is beginning to think seriously about research issues
and questions. If, for example, the resulting research products are to
be useful to health system managers and decision makers, their infor-
mation needs must be part of the research from the start. This is
when the process of communication between researchers and deci-
sion makers should begin.

There may have been an ENHR (Essential National Health Research)
priority-setting process in the country of study. If so, the documents
pertaining to this process should be extremely useful in laying out
the points of view of different groups on priority research issues.
These will, of course, be most useful if they have been defined or up-
dated recently.

The first step in defining the research question is to look at the issues
relevant to the topic that currently concern decision makers at differ-
ent levels.

ENHR (Essential National Health Research)

In agomyg number of Afican  countries, oganzed adtemps O fomuee  a
broed hesth rescach agenda ae aeady  under way. The Essenidl  Nationd
Healh Research movementis bingng  heath  researchers, poicy and program
manegers, heath cae povdes, and communly  represeniaives together
oy  pioly eeath pdders Oed te oed ams o s adly B
b esdbEh ad pomoe ardiod reseach  agenda tat

¢ pays paticuar aenion  © te most whedde popuaion  goups
(vomen, diden, e pooy);

¢+ deghes te s beween eseath adon, ad poky;

¢+ ok aws adhig oeher dese  degines adsodd  sedos
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The various ways in
which issues and
problems in the topic
area are defined and
debated by potential
users offer the most
important clues about
what kinds of research
questions to address.

It is at this early stage that the researcher must think seriously about
how to involve the people—health workers, communities, other
groups of individuals—who may be most affected by the policy or is-
sues that the research is to address.

Sometimes, even decision makers and managers themselves do not
have a clear sense of what research questions should be asked and,
indeed, what issues are researchable, but they are aware of their op-
erational needs and constraints. In dialogue with researchers, manag-
ers and communities can articulate these needs in terms that
research can address; through this dialogue, researchers can under-
stand how to design the research to be most useful.

Reviewing the literature

A good place to begin is with the relevant existing research and lit-
erature written in journals, monographs, government reports, re-
search agendas, abstracts of professional association meetings, news
articles, newsletters, etc. Although “grey” literature—concept and
position papers, program evaluations, and other unpublished reports
in circulation that touch on program issues and field experiences—
are often given less attention, they can be especially valuable in help-
ing to identify how problems are being defined by those involved in
decision making, program management, and implementation.

Begin with the most recent publications and work backwards. It is im-
portant to read the literature for what it says about technical issues
and problems, but also for what it says about the views and interests of
other researchers as well as decision makers, program managers,
health workers in the field, and communities.

The literature can take a researcher only so far. To identify more im-
mediate issues and problems and, in particular, the up-to-date preoc-
cupations of decision makers and program managers, it is best to
speak with them directly. The ways in which issues and problems in
the topic area are defined and debated by potential users offer the
most important clues about what kinds of research questions to ad-
dress and what type of research products are most likely to be used.

Sege 1 Deinng the Reseach Quesion 3



To identify potential
users, it is best to be
systematic in mapping
out who these
ndividuals and

groups are.

Identifing the potential users of the research

“Potential users” can be anyone in a position to make a decision or
alter policies and activities in response to new information. Users can
be at different levels of the health system, and range from policy
makers and managers to program implementors and community
leaders. Categories of users will depend on the topics studied and

the location of the research.

To identify potential users, it is important to be systematic in map-
ping out who these individuals and groups are. This will entail identi-
fying those at different levels of the health system involved in
decision making and implementation, as well as those at the commu-
nity level who may be affected by decisions within the topic area.

The following questions will help to identify the key “users”:
¢  What organizations are working in the topic area?

¢ government—planning and policy units, at both the

ministry and regional levels
¢ private organizations and practitioners
¢ university departments
*  nongovernmental and voluntary organizations
¢+ community-level organizations
¢+ media—news organizations
¢+ donor agencies

¢  Which organizations might become interested in the topic
if appropriately approached?

4  Who, in these various organizations, is most directly in-
volved in managing the issue or problem?

4 AGuke for Ressades



Health workers and
others who are
implementing programs
know what 1s
happening on the
ground, and have an
understanding of
problems that managers
more removed from
everyday practice may
miss completely.

¢  Who would be involved in implementing any changes at
the program level?

¢  Which communities or individuals are most affected
and/or concerned by the issue?

¢  What are the relationships between relevant organiza-
tions and individuals?

Though it may not be possible to contact all the people identified
as potential users of the research, this process should give a clear

idea of who is involved in the topic area. Then the researcher can
locate, interest, and interact with them directly whenever possible.

Making connections

It is probably easiest to start with immediate professional col-
leagues, and to ask them for referrals to relevant others. Begin
with individual researchers, field workers, community members,
program managers, and decision makers and then move outwards
to groups directly affected by issues to be raised in the study. In
some instances this exercise may forge new connections. In other
cases established networks may be tapped.

This kind of networking and consultation has a number of impor-
tant benefits.

¢ It provides a more complete map of the ‘community’ of
professionals engaged, in some important way, with the
issues.

¢ It helps a researcher to understand more clearly the
constraints under which potential users are working, and
to determine what aspects of policies and programs they
have the authority to change.

¢ It can point to potential collaborators, sources of fund-
ing, and other institutional support.

Sage 1 Defnng the Reseach Question



Community members
and groups may have
quate different
perspectives on problems,
constraints, and issues
that concern them
directly.

¢ It can help locate relevant literature—especially “grey” lit-
erature—and other documentation useful for developing
research design. (Libraries and information centers are, of

course, very useful here.)

¢ Most significantly, it helps the researcher understand the
current ideas, issues, and trends that touch upon the issues
to be studied.

If the research is focusing on program issues, limiting interviews to
just researchers and high level managers will provide only a partial
perspective. It is also important to consult with middle-level person-
nel, health workers in the field, and members of the community in
defining the research question.

These groups usually have intimate knowledge of operational issues
and can be particularly helpful in sharpening problem definitions
and suggesting possible courses of corrective action. Health workers

Ih te Gamba: Oal rhydaion  tempy (ORT) ue Ees
Geded dr ases o ede  ealciod ok
Rescadhers  and pogam managers at the centd e
devdoped seved  hypotheses  about mohers resisance
D ORT, such as fogetig mxdg  nstudions. Honewer,
by teking o fed wokes and communty members, re-
seachers  dentfied acher podem ta hed not been
reoogized—te  Jupeal  botes tat had seved D mea
ue o aller o waler were no bonger widdy avalsbe
in te communy. Oreimpotant  focus of the research
thergfore became an assessment o e avalblly o a
erde B mesues

P. Sanar. Qalaie Sy o te Deemials  of Od Rehydan
Thergpy Use in The Gambia  1986.
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At this exploratory stage,
it 1s important to
understand the topic
area from the point of
view of actors involved
in policy and programs
at all levels.

and others who are implementing programs have an understanding
of problems that managers more removed from everyday practice
may miss completely. Community members also may have quite dif-
ferent perspectives on problems, constraints, and issues that concern
them directly. These various points of view will all be important when
refining the research questions.

Finding out how these potential users define the issues and
problems of greatest interest to them

The interviews with people and groups that have been identified
should be informal, open-ended, and flexible, yet they should system-
atically cover a core set of topics. In order to focus discussions, it is ad-
visable to develop and refer to a short list of directed questions to
guide the conversation. This kind of interviewing requires prepara-
tion, and is very much like using focus group discussion methods.

People actively engaged in policy and program decisions bring a par-
ticular set of vested interests to the management or administrative
process, and may feel that they are jeopardizing their position by re-
vealing too much. Information is power. Community authorities,
members, and groups also may have their reasons for filtering the in-
formation given to outsiders. Still, this kind of interviewing remains
the best way to gain an understanding of ongoing policy debates and
program issues. The challenge is to build a level of trust and confi-
dence that enables the researcher to have discussions that are as

frank and open as possible.

At this exploratory stage, it is important to understand the topic area
from the point of view of the actors involved at all levels of policy and
programs. This understanding will help ensure that the research is
relevant. In addition, the process of making connections with poten-
tial users should encourage them to take an active and supportive in-
terest in the research.

When establishing connections with these individuals and groups, a
more conceptual task also must begin—moving from general topics
and issues to a more specific definition of the research problem or

Sage 1 Defnng the Reseach Question 7



Rescath tet moe dealy denes te dmersos o
apodem and denifies s udehing causes can be
acgygt for daye eenf te exades tem
sehes do ot recommend a spedic couse  of adion.

In Ghana: Asudy o goemmet hedth senvioess e
atiLoes, bk o pvegy, kegh o waing e ad
aeence of dugs Ahough  te reseach dd not der
goedic recommendaions for soMg these  prodems,
simpy documentng them was enough to make a dif
e Thesdy esled h acreee o e
god dedos o hedh sevioes whontodoed a
sgies o padcad  and sesbe  poy  danges besed
won ter konedge o te suaion

herdod  Heh Py Pogan Ry BE . 19%

issue. Seeing how others define the problem makes it easier to deter-

mine how research interests best fit into ongoing processes of policy

making and program management.

Specific questions that may assist in interviewing include:

¢

¢
¢
¢

What are the origins or causes of the problem as they see it?
How do they talk about and prioritize specific issues?
How serious is the problem, what are its consequences?

How widespread is the problem? Is it getting better or
worse? What are the relevant indicators?

8 AGuke for Ressades



Listening attentively to
how each person
responds to initial
questions will help to

establish a good rapport.

¢  What populations or groups are most affected?

¢  What is being done to solve the problem? Are solutions (re-
ally) being implemented? What impact are they having?

¢  What are the obstacles and constraints to implementing ef-
fective interventions?

¢  What questions are being asked?

4  What research has been done/is known about/is planned
to answer these questions?

¢ Are alternative or competing solutions/interventions under
consideration?

These questions will vary, depending on whether the issue under
consideration is programmatic or policy-linked.

Also, the language used to formulate the questions and discuss re-
lated issues should vary according to the person being interviewed.
Listening attentively to how each person responds to initial questions
will help to establish a good rapport, adopt an appropriate tone, and
adjust the language to the level and orientation of the person. It also
lets the person understand that the information that he/she is giving
is valued.

Engaging the potential users of the research in defining the
research question

Contacts and interviews will enable the researcher to understand how
different stakeholders view the issues of concern. Once good com-
munication and good rapport have been established with individuals
and/or groups from the different categories of potential users—deci-
sion makers, managers, field workers, communities—the researcher
can also share with them how he or she is starting to define research
questions and solicit their input directly.

Sege 1 Deinng te Reseach Quesion 9



Sharing some of the
different perspectives on
problem definition
among individuals and
groups may be valuable
Jor all concerned.

h Sereet  egorel,  cHIT, ad heh  orier per-
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os  Thequedios  reseath  desgn westen buk
aord te fedwoles sne o whdh neneniors
woud be most feasbe for tem 0 ty out and bier

e
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pos 1A

No single one of these various audiences should necessarily have the
determining voice in defining the research question. Indeed, sharing
some of the different perspectives on problem definition among in-
dividuals and groups may be valuable for all concerned and contrib-
ute greatly to formulating a comprehensive and balanced sense of
the problem. Research questions derived through such a process will
have a greater chance of being considered important by potential us-
ers at different levels.
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If research 1s to serve as
a guide to policy or
program management,
it must concentrate on
those policy and
program variables that
can, in principle, be
acted wpon.

Sae 2 Developng the Proposal

12 )
KEYSTEPS
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A good research proposal will not only help to obtain funding and
academic approval; it is equally important as a tool to involve the po-
tential users of the research.

Clarifing the decisions that the researcher wishes to
influence, and who the potential users are

If research is to serve as a guide to policy or program management, it
must concentrate on those policy and program variables that can, in
principle, be measured and acted upon. Proposals that fail to con-
vince sponsors that they will lead to practical outcomes are not likely
to be funded. Research that suggests ‘solutions’ that are impossible to
implement will simply be ignored—and with good reason.

Sege 2 Dewopng  the Proposa 13



Factors such as whether
findings are
comprehensible to
potential users, relevant
to their problems, and
timely, have a bearing
on thewr use.

Here the researcher can refer to the potential users that were identi-
fied when defining the research questions, and name in the proposal
the individuals and groups at all levels that have indicated interest in
using the research.

Choosing the appropriate research methods to inform the
decisions that the researcher hopes to influence

The likelihood that research findings will be used is also directly re-
lated to the credibility of the research process. This includes its per-
ceived accuracy and objectivity, as well as the appropriateness of the
research design and methods.

High-quality research—that is, research that meets the scientific cri-
teria of the chosen discipline—enhances credibility. But high quality
does not in itself guarantee credibility or use. Other factors, such as

whether findings are comprehensible to potential users, relevant to
their problems, and timely, may well have a more direct bearing on

their use.

In Bukina Faso. To document the phamaceutical

detbuion sgem adte uwe o dups o dahed
Ospsess a e dec bd  aimed number o

hedh  fdies adeat bess dte ledh s5
e were visied. Ther meoods wee eamned D es
eEh  pesapin pedees ok ak e Tre
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te whoe hedh ssem, bu te nomaion gerer
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pddems tet te sdy deniied

C. Gesdn ad M Zayarbe, Bk sue b aok  de dstbuin
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It is important to keep in
mind that complexity
does not necessarily
correspond to credibility.

Timing can be particularly crucial. Planning and budgeting cycles
often demand that many kinds of policy and program decisions
be made according to set deadlines. If research results are not
ready at the time a decision is to be made, then the research may
not be used.

Time constraints also can have very real implications for research
design by affecting sampling plans, the selection of data collec-
tion instruments, and the use of specific analytic techniques. Re-
search designs that offer greater precision may have to give way to
designs offering more timely results if research is to be available
on time for decision makers. When confronting such a trade-off,
the researcher may wish to consider breaking the project down
into smaller, more discrete studies that can be completed rap-
idly—even if they do not cover all the research issues as exhaus-
tively as one might prefer. It is important to keep in mind that

complexity does not necessarily correspond to credibility.

Data collection methods that provide complete population cover-
age or employ statistically representative samples yield more pre-
cise information, but are often much more costly in terms of
money, time, and labor. Approaches to data collection that make
use of non-random samples are not as precise, but they are less

h Ngge  bseed o ail  hedhidy ey, a
smal sampe of 20 or 0 heath wokes wes obseved
for aday eech b gaher nomaion onthe tpes o
o make recommendaons  for the cotent  and oren
Hon o atang  ouxe D poe texe neac
s ad tecoe e d savEs

PRITECH. Heah Fadly  Suwy wih aFoas onte Cowd o
Dented Dscases 1988
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costly and can generally be implemented more quickly. For example,
rapid assessment methods such as focus group discussions, key infor-
mant interviews, structured observations, and participatory appraisals
are increasingly being used in policy-related research. By capturing
perspectives of key stakeholders and illuminating the processes of
program performances, these more qualitative methods can provide
a valuable complement to the statistical data and analyses that domi-
nate conventional policy research. These methods can also provide
rich, in-depth understandings of program and policy effects, and
permit greater opportunities for the involvement of local communi-

ties and program staff.

The table below gives a schematic idea of how different data collec-
tion methods may be perceived by policy makers, program managers,

and communities.

Maior Methods of Daia Coledion  and Probable Peroehved  Utiity for Dedson Making
Sy Unis Methods of Data W o W o W o
Cdledin Poicy Makers Program Communities
Managers
Complete . VeryHigh High Moderate
popusion * Regbr i
coverage
S e Oreime suney VeryHigh High Moderate
lepesrbie e Longiudinal uney
sampe o te
popuistion
Puposive  sampe * Key infomants Moderate High VeryHigh
o te popin e Ehnogephc  and case
e Community or focus
gop nevens
* Patieny gasss
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Systematic collection of
narratives that illustrate
the significance of the
issues being studied
makes later
interpretation and
communication of
research results much
move effective.

Policy makers tend to be interested in accurate assessments of
sectoral performance, problems, potential solutions, and the likely
impacts of policy shifts and direct interventions. Although among
many policy researchers there is still a strong inclination towards sta-
tistical survey methods, a wide range of data collection methods are
potentially relevant and useful.

Program managers tend to be particularly interested in timely feed-
back to guide operational or planning decisions. Transparency of
methods, opportunities for staff to identify indicators and participate
in data analysis, as well as quick turn-around are important. All of the
more local-level data collection methods may be appropriate, but
timeliness and cost may tend to outweigh other considerations when
designing research for program management.

Community leaders and others participating in local health projects
tend to be particularly interested in information that will increase
their capacity to organize for effective action. Community interviews,
inventories of local resources, and rapid appraisals can be especially
helpful to these audiences.

Even where large-scale, quantitative surveys are feasible and pre-
ferred, the addition of qualitative components may benefit the re-
search process in several important ways. Focus groups and in-depth,
open-ended interviews with representative members of target popu-
lations can guide the development of survey instruments and may be
critical for the interpretation of quantitative findings. Qualitative data
are also useful to illustrate points and to support conclusions
grounded in statistics, and can be used to enhance and extend the
meaning of numbers. Whatever the research design, paying attention
as the research unfolds to the systematic collection and recording of nar-
ratives that illustrate the significance of the issues being studied can
make the later interpretation and communication of research results
to end users much more effective.
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Choosing research implementation strategies that involve
potential users

There are considerable advantages to involving potential users—
health workers, administrative staff, personnel from relevant agen-
cies, and community members—in the research process, as
investigators, interviewers, coders, analysts, or in other roles, as appro-
priate.

Different strategies will be appropriate for the different types of
stakeholders. Higher-level decision makers may only be available for
occasional consultations as the study proceeds, whereas middle-level
managers may welcome the opportunity to take a more active part in

data collection and/or analysis.

Involving community representatives or members in the research may
influence the research design, since different data collection meth-
ods can either hinder or facilitate community involvement. For ex-
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Effective dissemination
of research findings is a
process, and it requires a
strategy.

ample, a census or the collection of vital statistics has limited poten-
tial for meaningful community input, whereas statistical surveys can
accommodate some community involvement, although they require
formal technical expertise in sample design, questionnaire develop-
ment, and data analysis. Nonstatistical methods, particularly those em-
ployed in rapid appraisals, are much more amenable to active
community participation in planning, implementation, analysis, and
interpretation.

Discussions with the different individuals and groups will help to for-

mulate some initial strategies for their continued involvement.

Strategies for involving decision makers and other stakeholders in-
clude:

¢ enlisting the help of local managers in choosing study sites
and field workers;

¢ training local health staff so that they can play a role in data
collection;

¢ identifying school leaders in the community who can play a
role in data collection;

¢  holding discussion sessions with community leaders and
groups at different stages of preparation and implementa-
tion of the study;

¢  organizing seminars to give feedback on preliminary results
to decision makers and managers.

Including a research dissemination plan in the proposal

Effective dissemination of research findings is a challenging process,
and requires a strategy to determine who should receive the informa-
tion, what form the information should take, and how to maximize
the potential influence the information can have. (Also see Stage 4.)
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The research proposal should demonstrate thoughtful consideration

of the following points on which a dissemination strategy should be

based:
¢
¢
If lack of commitment
and the funds prevent ¢
disseminating the
findings to the people *
who can use them, the
research cannot fulfill
ils potential.
¢
¢
¢

knowledge of the decisions the researcher wants to influ-
ence, i.e., what would ideally happen as a result of the re-
search;

identification of the potential audiences for the research
findings;

understanding of where these users generally go to get in-
formation;

consideration of how to structure the research so that it will
lend itself to various presentation formats, such as:

¢ a reader-friendly report with a concise executive sum-
mary tailored to specific target audiences,

*  newspaper articles,

¢+  magazine/journal articles,

¢+ synthesis packages (fact sheets),

¢ workshops/seminars/conferences,

¢+ radio programs;

inclusion in the budget of the costs for selected formats;

identification of who will be responsible for translating the

findings into these formats;

identification of forums and other appropriate channels to

disseminate the findings.
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If creating a formal
aduvisory group is too
difficult, it may be
possible to develop an
informal advisory
relationship with a core
set of knowledgeable and
interested persons.

If lack of commitment and funds prevent the findings from being
disseminated to the people who can use them for policy changes and

programmatic improvements, the research cannot fulfill its potential.

Deciding who, among the potential users, should be in-
volved in reviewing the proposal

Researchers traditionally submit research proposals to a formal re-
search review committee in their institution or region for technical
comments. The potential users of research results, however, are not
usually involved in such technical reviews. Input from them will, how-
ever, strengthen the proposal. While mapping individuals interested
in the research area, it is useful to identify some key potential users
of the research who could be added to the review process.

If creating a formal advisory group is too difficult, it may be possible
to develop an informal advisory relationship with a core set of knowl-
edgeable and interested persons selected from among professional
colleagues, program managers, community members, and decision

makers.

Whether on a formal or informal basis, it may be desirable to consult

with or involve the advisory group members in:

¢ defining the research question;

¢ selecting policy and program issues to be addressed;
¢  identifying potential funders for the research;
¢

deciding on research methods and implementation strate-

gies;

¢ addressing the day-to-day work of data collection and analy-

sis;
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discussing modifications of research design because of un-
expected events during the implementation;

reviewing preliminary interpretations of research findings;

drawing conclusions from the data and making recommen-

dations for action; and

developing approaches to communicate the research re-
sults and advocate for action.

22
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Personal involvement in
data collection and
analysis often turns
potential users into
active supporters and
advocates.

Sege 3 Couding  the study
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A growing body of evidence indicates that research use increases sig-

nificantly if relations between researchers and clients are participa-
tory and collaborative. Participatory approaches can also lead to more
rigorous research, through better data collection and more insight-
ful interpretations of research results.

Involving decision makers and managers in implementing
and monitoring the study

Involving potential users of the research directly in the day-to-day
work of data collection and analysis helps them understand what the
research is all about. It also gives them a chance to step out of their
customary roles (and out of their offices) and confront on-the-
ground realities—a valuable experience in and of itself.

Actively participating in the study also gives them a personal stake in
the research results. And this kind of direct, personal involvement in
data collection and analysis often turns potential users into active
supporters and advocates.
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It is particularly
important to involve
decision makers and
managers when coming
to the stage of drawing
conclusions and
making
recommendations.

Higher-level decision makers and managers themselves may not be
able to participate in data collection, but they may well appreciate
being consulted about the involvement of lower-level personnel for
whom they are administratively responsible. They may delegate
people from their own staff at central or regional levels, or suggest
district and field-level personnel who can be involved. Asking them to
express their support—through the correct administrative chan-
nels—for the participation of staff at lower levels may facilitate con-
tacts later on in the field.

A complementary strategy for involving high-level potential users is to
invite them to regular briefings during the course of the study to dis-
cuss, for example, modifications in research design, the progress of
data collection, and preliminary interpretations of findings. This may
lead to important modifications in the focus of the inquiry and im-
prove the usefulness of the final research product. But, most signifi-
cantly, such briefings also will engage the interest of decision makers
and program staff themselves who are not able to participate directly
in core research activities.

It is particularly important to involve decision makers and managers
when coming to a stage of drawing conclusions from the data and
making recommendations for action. Engaging this group of poten-
tial users in discussions at this point will increase the chances that rec-
ommendations will be relevant and practical. It will also foster a sense
of “ownership” of the recommendations and, indeed, of the research
itself.
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Spending time and effort to build trust with local workers
and communities

Conducting interviews within decision-making networks or with vari-

ous levels of program staff is a key step in defining research prob-

lems. A similar process of networking can be followed to identify

and establish contact with other stakeholders in local communities

and organizations. The process should begin prior to and continue

throughout the course of field work.

Building trust takes time The “field,” or social context for the research, is determined by the

and effort, but is an nature and focus of the research. It may be a community or other

essential step m bounded population, a local organization or facility of some kind, or

engaging potentml users a set of inter-related service providers and health care agencies.

at communaity as well as
other levels.

¢

When first entering the field, it is important for research-

ers to explain who they are and what they are there to do.
This is an obvious recommendation but it is surprising how
often this basic step is overlooked.

The researcher will need to figure out who makes the
rules. Every organization has a formal chain of authority
and, as an outsider, it makes sense to start with the formal
leadership. But there inevitably exists a less explicit,
though no less effective, informal network of influence.
When getting into the local community or organization,
look for people who are held in particularly high regard

or people to whom others turn for advice and counsel.

Once the leaders and decision makers are identified, the
researcher can follow the social protocols appropriate for
conducting business with each, interacting with them on

their own turf and on their own terms. This may mean at-
tending community meetings or arranging personal brief-
ings to explain the purpose of the research and to discuss
its potential benefits and uses, first steps in mutually ex-

ploring possible vehicles for future collaboration.
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Although building trust takes time and effort, it is an essential

step in engaging potential users at community as well as other lev-

els. In conducting field research, the researcher and field team

come into continuous contact with local communities and opera-

tional program staff. While managing these interactions and de-

veloping collaborative relations, it will help to:

¢

be attentive to the interests and concerns of community
members and program staff;

convey respect and helpfulness;

show interest in and learn about specific activities and
operational tasks carried out within communities and
programs;

try to understand the dynamics of local interests, includ-
ing factions, power blocs, and centers of decision mak-

ing;

communicate in a way that is both informative and ac-
tive—explaining, illustrating, and demonstrating.

Involving local health workers and communities in data
collection and interpretation

Collaboration in the field may take various forms. The researcher

may wish to consider the following options:

¢

Mixed fieldwork teams composed of researchers, pro-
gram staff, and people from local communities who
work together at nearly every stage of data collection
and analysis;

Field-based consultative committees, composed of pro-
gram staff and representatives from local communities
or other interested groups, who help to translate re-

search findings into recommendations for action;

Sege 3 Coduwding the Sudy
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¢ Community action projects in which researchers’ expertise
is put directly to work in support of the goals and efforts of

a local, community-based organization or group.

Mixed teams of researchers, program staff, and members of local communities
usually have a significant advantage over outside researchers working
alone. Team members with program or community ties may be in a
good position to explain why collecting certain information is impor-
tant and motivate program staff or community residents to cooperate
with reasonable research requests. At the same time, they can help to
adapt data collection instruments and procedures to local conditions
and settings. Given their inside knowledge of local social organization
they can also help to clarify and interpret findings. This kind of ac-
tive, collaborative involvement often fosters a personal commitment
to seeing the research findings used.

Field-based consultative committees or advisory groups made up of pro-
gram staff or representatives of local communities also can assist re-
searchers who do not feel comfortable when independently offering
policy or programmatic prescriptions. In this situation, differentiating
roles may be helpful. The researcher’s primary responsibility lies in
communicating research findings clearly and accurately. The advisory
group’s responsibility is to apply research to policies and programs.
This kind of collaboration relieves researchers of responsibility for
making judgments in areas where they may not be particularly com-
petent, but still keeps them involved in seeing that data is appropri-
ately linked to action.

In community action projects, research planning and implementation in-
volves much more joint decision making. Researchers and local col-
laborators together decide on what is best and then form a partner-
ship to translate research into actions that further community agen-
das. A community, however defined, usually encompasses a range of
complex interests, people, or groups with very different priorities
who have a stake in what happens. It does not follow that everyone
affected has an equal say. Partnerships occur when a number of dif-
ferent interests willingly come together to achieve some common

30
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purpose. The partners are not necessarily equal in skills or other re-
sources, but they need to trust each other and share some commit-

ment.
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Such collaboration can either be employed independently or com-
bined at various points in conducting field research. Whatever strat-
egy is employed in fostering collaboration at the field level, the

overall objective is to create ongoing channels for mutual feedback

and learning.
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Even the greatest
research breakthroughs
mean very little unless
they are successfully
communicated to
decision makers.

Sege 4 Communicating  Research Results
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Even the greatest research breakthroughs mean very little unless they
are successfully communicated to decision makers. The eventual us-
ers of research are often not professional scientists. The researcher’s
responsibility is to translate the technical results of the research into
concepts and language that make sense to the users. Turning find-
ings into compelling narratives that can capture the significant impli-
cations of the research is a much better communication strategy than
making presentations based primarily on a series of tables and other
quantitative displays.

Using a systematic dissemination strategy for reaching dif-
ferent audiences of potential users

Although the researcher may have outlined a dissemination strategy
at the time the research proposal was developed, it will probably be
necessary to revise this strategy in the light of the findings that have
surfaced during the research, the level of interest and participation
of potential users during the research process, and the present status
of the issues being studied.
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Be prepared to
communicate the
research results in a
variety of different
settings and formats for
different audiences.

The strategy should clearly identify:

¢ individuals and groups targeted as potential users of the
research;

¢ the types of information that are appropriate for each
targeted user group;

¢ the barriers to accepting or implementing the results,
and strategies for addressing them (motivating factors
need to be identified and emphasized); and

¢ the most promising channels for transmitting informa-
tion to each user.

In updating the strategy, one can also prioritize the decision mak-
ers, managers, and community leaders who will be most influen-
tial and best able to use the results of the research.

The researcher also may wish to identify and choose people and
channels that are best able to reach these decision makers and
managers—the researcher might not be the best person to carry
the message in many circumstances.

In any case, be prepared to communicate the research results,
either oneself or through others, in a variety of different settings
and formats for different audiences. Types of publications and
events to be considered include:

¢ summary policy/program briefs on key findings and
recommendations;

¢ personal presentations to decision makers, managers,
health workers, and community organizations;

¢ articles for newspapers;

¢ press releases;
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Research findings and
specific recommen-
dations should be
presented in clear,
simple, jargon-free
language—ideally in
the language of

information users.

Writing timely reports in direct, non-technical language, us-
ing styles appropriate for various potential users

Communicating results in academically oriented research projects is
typically limited to writing a final report, followed at some later date
by publication in appropriate professional journals. This, however, is
not a very effective way of communicating research results to decision
makers. All too often, too much information is provided, in the form
of lengthy analyses, far too late to be of use to decision makers (who

have probably moved on to other concerns).

The best strategy, in most cases, is to begin communicating prelimi-
nary findings early in the research process. Since much attention may
be given to these preliminary findings, care should be taken to
present only those that are unlikely to change much with further
analysis of the data, or else to follow up by disseminating corrected
findings as soon as possible. Of course this is much easier to do if de-
cision makers are actively collaborating in carrying out the research.
The network of contacts established at earlier stages of the research
process can be used for advice on the best times and occasions to
present the work.

Research findings and specific recommendations should be pre-
sented in clear, simple, jargon-free terms—ideally, in the language of
information users.

Reports should be brief and to the point, and packaged in a format
familiar to the audience the researcher is trying to reach and influ-
ence. They should include:

¢ ashort executive summary that includes key findings and
recommendations,

¢ a relatively brief text, and

4 a thorough and detailed appendix documenting methods,

data, and analysis.

36 AGuk for Rescades



Recommendations
should be clearly stated
in terms of specific
action steps that seem
feasible and relevant to
decision makers.

This format offers the best chance that a policy or program manager
will read the summary while giving more research-oriented staff the
opportunity to work through longer analyses in the body of the text
and the appendix.

Few top-level decision makers have time to read more than several
pages of any single report, and may not even read that much if the
writing is overly technical or complicated and recommendations for

action are vague.

Particular attention should be paid to formulating recommendations.
These should:

¢ flow clearly from the conclusions of the study;
4  be stated clearly in terms of specific action steps; and

¢ suggest actions that seem feasible and relevant to decision

makers.

One way of ensuring that the recommendations are appropriate is to
ask the network of program staff, decision makers, and community
representatives to give feedback and, where possible, join in working

on the recommendations before completing them for presentation.

Giving individual and group briefings as part of the
dissemination strategy

Findings and recommendations should be personally communicated
to key decision makers. Personal briefings differ from written reports
in that they create a forum for discussion. Briefings have a number of
advantages: they are highly visible, they allow intensive interaction,
they can be individually tailored for a specific decision maker and a
specific decision, and they encourage action. To facilitate discussion,
briefings need to clearly convey research results, answer questions,
and offer recommendations oriented towards concrete action.
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Consider these guidelines for personal briefings:

Findings and
recommendations
should be personally
communicated to key
decision makers.

¢

Understand the audience. Ideally briefings should be given
to small, select audiences. For example, there may be one
key decision maker to reach, accompanied by colleagues.
Learn about their particular concerns and the questions
they are likely to ask by talking with people who are close to
them or by reviewing anything they may have written re-

cently.

Summarize findings. Prepare a one-page briefing summary
that emphasizes actions that follow from research findings.
Identify three key messages from the work that are related
to specific actions or decisions, and make sure they are re-

peated to each audience clearly and frequently.

Carefully select the information to present. Briefings are
short, so include only those research results that really mat-
ter to the audience. Start with the briefing summary of the
written report, adding only necessary details. Provide con-
crete, specific recommendations as to what is to be done,
by whom, and when. Decision makers are usually far less in-
terested in primary data and extensive analysis than in the
specific recommendations based on them (though they
also want assurance that the research meets professional
and scientific standards).

Choose the presenters. A successful briefing depends
largely on those presenting. One presenter is usually best,
assisted by someone who can handle technical questions or
who may have a relationship with members of the audience

and can serve as a valuable liaison.

Prepare audio-visual aids. All briefings should employ ap-
propriate audio-visual aids. Overheads and slides are effec-
tive, but they can malfunction, so be sure to practice with
them in advance. Some seasoned presenters recommend
briefing charts that are large enough to be read from 40
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Simply reading a written
report makes it
impossible to speak with
conviction and
enthusiasm and thus
inevitably resulls in a
boring presentation.

feet away. Visual aids should be concise, with no more
than five to seven lines on any one overhead or chart.
Each line should be informative in and of itself. Be sure,
however, never to display something that will not be ex-
plained fully. Everybody attending the briefing should
receive a handout to aid in taking notes. Handouts may
duplicate larger briefing charts or overheads, but also
can display more detailed information.

Establish a written agenda for the briefing. Developing a
written agenda and distributing it at the start of the
briefing helps to establish a structure for the discussion
and to ensure that important points are covered in a

timely fashion.

Practice. The best way to ensure an effective briefing is
to practice. The more practice the better. Start with in-
formal briefings to small, supportive audiences. Then
practice with larger, neutral audiences. Finally, practice
with a critical audience that will point out weaknesses in
the presentation.

Conduct the briefing. An effective speaking voice, ap-
propriate eye contact, and confidence and poise in han-
dling distractions all influence the audience’s
perception of the presenter and, by extension, the
briefing. Delivery can be allimportant—what the audi-
ence actually sees and hears determines whether the

purpose is accomplished.

¢ Use notes to make sure all key points are discussed, but
avoid reading from scripts. Simply reading a written
report makes it impossible to speak with conviction
and enthusiasm and thus inevitably results in a bor-
ing presentation. Even an interesting subject fails
to attract listeners when it is delivered in a mono-
tone.

Sage 4. Communicaing Research Results
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¢ Interact with the audience freely and frankly to generate
discussion.

¢ Bring the findings to life. Analytical findings can easily
obscure the human realities they rest on. Bring find-
ings to life with quotes, personal stories, and accounts
of particular situations, as appropriate.

¢  After the briefing. Send all participants unofficial minutes
of the discussion, including decisions regarding action. Also
send participants follow-up reports on the research to keep
it visible.

These suggestions for individual or small-group briefings are also rel-
evant to lectures or presentations given to large audiences. Regard-
less of audience size, a good presentation is well planned, complete
(yet brief), interesting, easy to follow, and relevant to the audience.
Although there may be no set formula for a perfect, or even a good
speech, these are the characteristics that listeners look for in any pre-
sentation. In public speaking, the point of view of the listener is all-
important.
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Condusion

The key concept at the core of the discussions and recommendations
of this Guide is illustrated schematically in the figure in the Fore-
word. Research informs policies and programs most effectively when
there is a three-way process of communication linking researchers,
decision makers, and communities.

The Guide has attempted to promote a practical, collaborative ap-
proach, suggesting specific actions that researchers can take to com-
municate more effectively with potential users (the other two corners
of the triangle) at each step in the research process. This will ensure
that communication with potential users is not limited to presenting
research findings, as has often been the case.

There are, of course, many reasons for the lack of communication
shown in the triangle in the Foreword. Groups and individuals at
each corners may not know how to approach and speak to the others
in their own terms. They may be unwilling to spend the time and en-
ergy needed to establish a dialogue. Each group may have multiple
reasons that make them suspicious of and resistant to overtures from

the others. They may not even see the use of trying to communicate.

It is clearly not always an easy matter to overcome resistance and it
will probably never be possible to establish ideal communication.
However, without some level of dialogue, research findings are un-
likely to be used. Understanding this fact will, hopefully, motivate re-
searchers to approximate the ideal as far as is practical and
affordable.

Choosing specific communication strategies cannot be reduced to a
simple set of rules or procedures. The levels and types of dialogue
that are appropriate and feasible will vary according to the research
being undertaken, as well as the political environment, the cultures
of the organizations involved, and individual personalities. However,
applying the guidelines in this booklet will help to increase the rel-
evance and utility of research products. The successful translation of
relevant information into action is often beyond the control of indi-
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vidual researchers, and there cannot be any final guarantees. Yet fol-
lowing the steps outlined in this Guide can improve the odds—help-
ing each researcher who aims to have an impact on policies and pro-
grams to pursue the art of the possible.
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