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Research-to-policy: 
the simplified story





Presentation outline

• Methods

• Theoretical framework--the policy process

• Key strategies for success

– Research design strategies

– Policy engagement strategies

• Challenges

• Lessons learned and ways forward



Methods: sampling

• Assessment of project proposals & reports 
from funding cycles 2011-13

• Project selection (11/52)

– Looked at policy impact not just “relevance”

– Public policy as well as non-govt institutional 
policy (e.g. marketing board, corporation, NGO)



SELECTED CASES
Project Title

SI 
category

Year(s) 
funded Completed? Location

Multi-Component, School-Based Approach to Supporting Regional Agriculture, 
Promoting Healthy Behaviors, and Reducing Childhood Obesity HFC 2011-15 N

Sacramento and 
Stanislaus counties

Putting Youth on the Map: Youth Well-being and Vulnerability in California HFC 2011-12 Y
Sacramento focus (and 
state-wide)

Carbon creek: Dynamics of Carbon and Nitrogen in Restored Mediterranean 
Riparian Zones SNE 2011-12 Y

Marin, Napa, Sonoma, 
Mendocino, Yolo

Ecosystem Services Interpretive Trails and Curriculum-Interpreting the Value of 
Working Landscapes to the Public and Policy Makers SNE 2011-13 Y

East Bay, Mid-
Peninsula, Sonoma 
County

Tools for a changing landscape: understanding disturbance and vegetation 
dynamics in northern California oak woodlands SNE 2012-15 N Humboldt area

Informing Sierra Nevada Forest Restoration: Re-measurement and analysis of 
1911 forest inventory data from the central Sierra at large spatial scales SNE 2012-14 Y Sierras
Outreach and extension programs for co-management of food safety and 
ecosystem services in fresh produce SFS 2011-13 Y Central Coast

UC ANR: A resource for Urban Agriculture SFS 2012-14 Y
state-wide (plus 3 
select urban areas)

Risk Assessment, Economic Analysis, and Extension Education for Asian Citrus 
Psyllid and Huanglongbing Disease Management in California EIPD 2011-16 N

state-wide (SoCal, 
Central Valley)

Soil survey decision support tools for water resource sustainability and 
agricultural productivity WATER 2012-17 N

Great Valley/state-
wide

Groundwater Banking: An agricultural systems approach for water security in 
California WATER 2013-16 N

State –wide (seven 
counties)



Methods: data collection and analysis

• Interviews with PIs, co-PIs and policy partners

• Qualitative analysis: coding of interviews 
(Nvivo)



Policy process framework

Agenda Setting

Formulation

LegitimationImplementation

Evaluation



Project Outputs vs. Policy Outcomes
POLICY IMPACT EXAMPLES
Project Title Project Output Policy Outcome Example Policy Process Stage

Putting Youth on the 
Map: Youth Well-being 
and Vulnerability in 
California

Putting Youth on the 
Map mapping tool

East Oakland Building 
Healthy Communities 
organizers use mapping 
tool for youth 
mobilization on 
reinvestment of Prop 47 
revenues Agenda Setting

Carbon creek: Dynamics 
of Carbon and Nitrogen 
in Restored 
Mediterranean Riparian 
Zones

Dataset on carbon 
sequestration dynamics 
of creek restoration and 
conservation

Partnerships with local 
government actors to 
incorporate 
conservation activities 
into county climate 
plans; path to develop 
state-level protocol for 
GHG mitigation (AB 32 
implementation) 

Agenda Setting
Formulation
Implementation



Strategies for successful research-to-
policy translation

RESEARCH DESIGN

• Targeting information gaps in the policy 
process

• Synthesis and communication of existing data

• Proof of concept

• Using successful models



Strategies for successful research-to-
policy translation

STRATEGIC POLICY ENGAGEMENT

• Building relationships



• “It’s probably difficult to put a number behind, 
but that connection with individuals on a 
particular forest, and even in the region too, that 
is huge. Like some of these [research papers] 
don’t just have enough legs to move on their 
own. It’s [rare that] a new paper comes out and 
it’s like, “Oh, this is going to change the way we 
do everything.” It’s really about having a good 
relationship with people and then using that to 
bring forward the new information.”
(Brandon Collins, Forest Service)



Strategies for successful research-to-
policy translation

STRATEGIC POLICY ENGAGEMENT

• Building relationships

• Network development and leveraging

• Centering translation and language





Contexts for successful policy 
engagement

• Project fits into larger body of work

• Interdisciplinary team and strong team 
dynamic

• Easily identifiable opportunities to fill 
information gaps



Challenges

• Time and timing

• Bureaucracy and personnel turnover

• Resources: Funding Implementation and 
Outreach

• Lack of knowledge about policy-making and 
translation 



Lessons Learned

• Multiple points of entry for policy engagement

• Invest in relationships



"What I've learned is about process--you can’t shortcut 
process and [expect to] have impact because [that's 
where] learning occurs. So yeah, in the end it's like well 
we just have these fact sheets, and it seems like, why 
couldn't you have just done that? Well we could have, but 
the fact is, we worked through a process to get to this 
point, and that's where we’ve had engagement, and the 
impact [happens] because there's been buy in. Did we do 
anything different than we might have if we had sat down 
in a closed room and done it by ourselves? Maybe not that 
much different, but we wouldn’t have had this process of 
including [park district staff] and trying to work with 
them.”

(Sheila Barry; Working Landscapes project)



Lessons Learned

• Multiple points of entry for policy engagement

• Invest in relationships

• Assert science and research



Considerations for ANR 

• New VP vision:  informing, catalyzing, leading innovation 
networks…implies co-production of research/policy with and for 
network partners

• 3 essentials: boots on the ground, over time, rewarded for 
relational work. (traditional CE model)

• Need to get better at a few things:
– monitoring, tracking, and aggregating our policy impacts
– being clear about whose job it is to disseminate research/do follow up
– letting people know what they are legally/institutionally allowed to do

• Need to infuse/inform policy thinking throughout the 
organization…so we see and seize opportunities to be more policy 
relevant. 


