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Session overview

• What is policy engagement and why does it matter?
• Conceptual tools: Cairney & Kwiatkowski’s (2017) framework for 

effective communication
• Breakout discussion about your policy communication goals
• Practical guidance: Writing, formats, channels, and resources
• Action planning: Concrete next steps you can take



My background/context

• 2011-2015: PhD HSCA2012, CCGs
• 2015-2023: RA/RF (HREP understanding commissioning system; NHS 

Test Beds…)
• Policy Research Unit (PRU)Comm / PRUHSSC
• GP Access (NIHR Policy Research Programme)
• Health and Care 2022 Post-Implementation Review
• Written evidence HCB21, verbal evidence to HoL peers; 2022: verbal 

evidence to ‘Fuller Stocktake’, written evidence to HSCSC expert panel 
on HSC workforce

• Course Unit Lead: MPH Introduction to Health Policy



https://pru.hssc.ac.uk/



https://www.oath-access.com/



https://www.oath-access.com/



Policy engagement

• What do we mean by policy engagement?
• The ‘evidence gap’ (and ‘messiness of reality’)
• Even excellent research has zero impact without effective 

communication



Why engage/communicate with policy 
makers?
• Intrinsic: societal impact, fulfilment, intellectual satisfaction
• Extrinsic: resources, policy influence, network building, practical 

application
• Reflect on your motivation…

• (There's no single "right" reason - but understanding your motivation helps 
shape your approach and sustain engagement over time)



Conceptual tools



Oliver and Cairney (2019) - Eight 
recommendations
(1) Do high quality research; 
(2) Make your research relevant and readable; 
(3) Understand policy processes; 
(4) Be accessible to policymakers: engage routinely, flexible, and 
humbly; 
(5) Decide if you want to be an issue advocate or honest broker; 
(6) Build relationships (and ground rules) with policymakers; 
(7) Be ‘entrepreneurial’ or find someone who is; 
(8) Reflect continuously: should you engage, do you want to, and is 
it working?



Cairney and Kwiatkowski (2017) - How to 
communicate effectively with policymakers



Cairney and Kwiatkowski (2017) - How to 
communicate effectively with policymakers
1. Understanding 
Policymakers' Context
• Cognitive overload
• Time constraints

2. Framing and Messaging 
• Framing effects
• Narratives and stories

3. Building Relationships
• Trust and credibility
• Engagement and interaction

4. Use of Evidence
• Evidence-based communication
• Tailoring evidence



Cairney and Kwiatkowski (2017) - How to 
communicate effectively with policymakers
5. Psychological Insights
• Cognitive biases
• Emotional appeals

6. Policy Studies Insights
• Policy cycles
• Institutional context

7. Practical Recommendations
• Clarity and simplicity 
• Repetition and reinforcement
• Feedback mechanisms

Problem 
identification

Agenda setting

Policy 
formulationPolicy 

implementation

Policy 
evaluation



Putting it together

• All seven elements work together:
• You can't frame effectively without understanding context
• Relationships enable you to tailor evidence appropriately  
• Practical recommendations can be supported by psychological insights
• Evidence use is shaped by policy cycles and institutional context

• The framework can be understood as an integrated approach to 
communication



Breakout (10 mins)
In your breakout group, discuss 2-3 of the following questions that resonate most with you:
1. Your priorities:

• What aspects of policy communication feel most important or urgent for you right now?
• What feels most challenging or unclear?

2. Your audience:
• Who do you think could benefit from knowing about your research/work?
• If you're not sure - how might you find out? What questions could you ask?

3. Your approach:
• Thinking about Cairney & Kwiatkowski's framework, which elements do you feel most 

confident about?
• Which elements feel most challenging for your context?

4. Your questions: 
• What would you most like to know about communicating with policy makers?
• What practical support or resources would be most helpful?

No need to answer all questions - focus on what's most relevant to your experiences and 
interests. One person be ready to share 1-2 key themes from your discussion.



Communicating with policy makers

Applying the framework in practice:
• What makes communication challenging? 

• What do policy makers actually need? 
• How to write effectively

• Choosing the right format and channel



Communication challenges

• Academic communication norms vs policy communication needs
• Different timeframes (years vs weeks/days)
• Different languages (academic vs operational)
• Different success metrics (rigour vs actionability)



Policy maker needs

• Clarity over comprehensiveness
• Solutions/options over problems
• Timeliness over perfection
• Relevance to current agenda
• Actionable insights
• Brief evidence of credibility



Three Cs

• CLEAR: Simple language, logical structure, key messages upfront
• CONCISE: Respect time constraints, prioritise ruthlessly
• CONTEXTUALISED: Connect to current policy agendas and 

priorities



Understanding your audience

• Who are you communicating with?
• Ministers/senior officials (strategic level)
• Civil servants/policy analysts (evidence synthesis level)
• Local commissioners/managers (implementation level)
• Parliamentary committees (accountability/scrutiny level)

• What do they need from you?
• What decisions are they facing?
• What's their prior knowledge?



Message framing

• Lead with policy relevance, not research process
• Frame as opportunity/solution, not just problem
• Use narratives and stories strategically
• Connect to existing policy priorities



Policy brief 

• What is it: Short document (1-4 pages) translating research for 
policy action

• When to use: Responding to consultations, proactive 
engagement, post-publication

• Core components:
• Executive summary/key messages (the "if they only read this" section)
• Context/problem definition
• Evidence summary (minimal methods, focus on findings)
• Policy implications/recommendations
• Your credentials/contact



Structure: the inverted pyramid

• Most important information first
• Assume readers will stop at any point
• Headlines and subheadings to chunk up and signpost
• Bullet points to summarise
• Use of pull-out boxes for key statistics/quotes



Language 

• Short sentences
• Avoid jargon and acronyms; define essential technical terms
• Use specific examples over abstract concepts
• Quantify where/if possible 
• Remove caveats from main text (can add in footnotes)



General recommendations/ideas 

• Offer specific, actionable recommendations
• Include different options with trade-offs
• Consider feasibility and cost
• Link to existing policy levers
• Avoid: 

• Saying "more research needed" (unless with specific question)
• Provide recommendations beyond your evidence
• Ignore political/practical realities



Other communication formats/modes

• Written formats:
• Policy briefs (detailed)
• Policy commentaries/evidence 

summaries
• One-pagers/briefing notes
• Consultation responses
• Evidence submissions to inquiries
• Op-eds/blog posts

• Verbal communication:
• Expert testimony to committees
• Briefing meetings with officials
• Roundtables and workshops
• Conference presentations

• Visual communication:
• Infographics
• Data visualisations
• Short videos/animations



Choosing a mode

• Match to:
• Urgency (inquiry deadline vs relationship building)
• Audience seniority (one-pager for minister vs longer brief for policy team)
• Topic complexity
• Your relationship with recipient

• Multi-channel approach can be effective (repetition and 
reinforcement)



Responding to calls for evidence/enquiries

• How to find opportunities (parliament.uk, gov.uk consultations, 
professional bodies)

• House of Commons: Guidance for giving written or oral evidence 
to a House of Commons select committee: 
https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/commons-
committees/witnessguide.pdf 

https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/commons-committees/witnessguide.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/commons-committees/witnessguide.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/globalassets/documents/commons-committees/witnessguide.pdf






Communications and engagement support 
and resources
• Policy@Manchester – UoM’s policy engagement unit

• Exist to get research evidence into legislation, regulation, and policy agendas
• Do so through a variety of channels – including articles, publications, and call for 

evidence responses
• Similar units in other Universities

• POST – the Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology
• Provides impartial research and evidence summaries to Parliamentarians
• Produces POSTnotes – 2-page evidence briefings for lay audience

• OHID – Office for Health Improvement and Disparities
• Track current health policy priorities
• Understand the policy agenda your research could inform
• Monitor data releases and reports

• Parliament.uk - for consultations and inquiries

https://www.policy.manchester.ac.uk/
https://www.policy.manchester.ac.uk/
https://post.parliament.uk/
https://post.parliament.uk/
https://post.parliament.uk/type/postnote/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/office-for-health-improvement-and-disparities
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/office-for-health-improvement-and-disparities


Clear headline/policy 
relevance

Bullet 
points/scannable

Linked to further 
info/detail

Specific timing - linked to 
Darzi review and 10 Year 
Plan

Benefits and 
issues… balanced



Condensed 
summary/callout

In summary/
scannable

In detail… 
hyperlinks, bold 
and coloured 
text to draw 
focus

Visual diagram 
for accessible 
communication 
of concepts



Specific 
suggestion
s for policy 
makers + 
link to 
resources

Info about 
the 
researchers 
– highlights 
credibility

+ contact 
info









Conclusions
• Understanding context:

• Timely, addresses live policy debates, respects time constraints
• Framing and messaging: 

• Policy-relevant framing from the first line, build and use narratives 
• Building relationships: 

• Part of ongoing engagement, invites dialogue
• Use of evidence: 

• Selective use of findings, methods minimised, credibility made clear
• Psychological insights: 

• Concrete examples, visual diagrams, memorable concepts
• Policy studies insights: 

• Timed to policy cycles, understands institutional context
• Practical recommendations:

•  Clear, specific, actionable suggestions for policy makers



Ideas for practical next steps
• This week:

• Identify one policy audience for your work
• Find one current consultation/inquiry relevant to your research

• This month:
• Draft a one-page policy summary of recent research
• Share with colleague for feedback
• Sign up for policy alerts (parliament.uk, relevant think tanks)

• Next 12 months:
• Submit one piece of written evidence
• Attend one policy-focused event
• Build one new relationship with policy-engaged organisation

• Get support:
• Policy unit might review drafts
• Connect with colleagues doing policy work
• Attend policy engagement events/training
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