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  The aim of this project is to examine research utilisation 
within public sector agencies in Australia 
◦ at both state and national levels  
◦ focusing on agencies whose responsibilities include 

human service policies and programs.  
  The central issue to be investigated is which processes, 

practices and circumstances facilitate or hinder the uptake 
and adoption of academic social research within policy 
and program contexts. 

  This project will inform governments, human services 
policy divisions, and the academic community, about 
ways to enhance the uptake of social research and ways to 
improve research partnerships between social scientists 
and external partners.  
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 Four governments: federal, QLD, NSW, VIC. 

 

 Line departments in human services (education, 
family/community services, public health) 

 

 Central agencies plus ‘knowledge specialist’ 
agencies 

 

 Nine funding partners plus another 12  
supporting agencies. 
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 There can often be a gap between the rhetoric and reality 
of policy actually being evidence-based.  

 Hence there is a pressing need to clarify how social 
science research actually informs the tasks of policy 
development and program review, as envisaged by the 
EBPP agenda, and identify factors that influence the use 
of social research by policy and program managers.  

 A recent international synthesis of EBPP research outlines 
three areas central to studying utilisation of social 
research in policy:  

oHow social research is used 

oThe factors shaping its influence 

oWays for improving utilisation  
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   Project Phase Timeframe 
No. of 

participants 

Targeted survey of 

Australian social scientists 

November 2010 –  

May 2011 

693  

(response rate of 32%) 

Targeted survey of policy-

relevant personnel in 21 line 

and central agencies   

November 2011 – 

February 2013 
2085 

Interviews with a selection 

of academic respondents 

September 2011 - 

March 2013 
96 

Interviews with a selection 

of policy personnel 

July 2012 –  

March 2013 

90 

(target of 120) 

 



 Access and influence – particularly in the absence of existing 
networks/relationships – are important for creating and 
sustaining linkages to support research utilisation. 
“…if they knew who I was…that I knew what I was talking about as well. It 
wasn’t just the ivory tower academic coming in…” 

 

 Insufficient research capacity within the public sector can act 
as a barrier. 
“They think you've got to have a clearly articulated research question. That itself 
requires research. So in some sense they do need an in-house capacity because how 
can they commission good projects? The people who commission research have got 
to themselves be a researcher to a degree.”  
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(cont.) 

 “Academic” versus “policy-relevant” research – differences in 
research priorities and perspectives create tensions. 

 

 Research collaborations are most likely to be successful where 
policy-maker partners: 
◦ are research knowledgeable;  

◦ have a firm commitment to the value of the research and the research 
process; 

◦ have a good understanding of what the research can deliver;  

◦ where there is a culture that is open to the outcomes of research. 

 

“I think having a good understanding of the issues and what they could expect from 
my work and so on; I think that was really important.”   
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• One strategy to address the ‘cultural divide’ that exists between policy 
personnel and academia that may hinder research utilisation 

• A distinct form of knowledge transfer - linking of people and 
relationships 

• Definition of what it entails varies in the literature and dependent on 
context.  This reflected in examples from fieldwork.  

• Some identified examples/ case studies…. 
 

Academia 

• Academic 
entrepreneurs from 
interviews  

• ‘Knowledge Broker’ 
positions 

Policy 

• Policy personnel 
• Research Officers 
• ‘Horizons Scanning’ 

(Qld Health) 
• Bastow Institute 

(DEECD) 
 

Intermediary 

• The Sax Institute 
• ARACY (Australian 

Research Alliance for 
Children and Youth) 

• AHURI (Australian 
Housing and Urban 
Research Institute) 
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• Drawn from State and Federal Government departments and 
agencies.  

 

• Scope of staff invited to participate includes AO5 or 
equivalent to the most senior management roles, who might 
have experience or involvement in:  policy advice, policy 
development, research, evaluation, data collection or analysis, 
service or program planning,  service design and delivery  

 

• Results from 2085 respondents, representing a total of 21 
agencies: 10 Central agencies and 11 Line agencies. 
 

• All Queensland agencies combined comprise nineteen percent 
(19%) of the results. 
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Q6_1 Total cases 

COMMONWEALTH   

Productivity Commission 60 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 228 

Treasury 123 

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC) 14 

Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous 
Affairs (FaHCSIA) 

252 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR)  88 

QUEENSLAND      

Queensland Health 112 

Department of Communities 100 

Department of Employment, Economic Development and Innovation 
(DEEDI) 

73 

Department of the Premier and Cabinet 18 

Treasury 13 

Department of Education and Training (DET) 70 
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Q6_1 Total 
cases 

NEW SOUTH WALES   

Department of Education and Communities 65 

Treasury 41 

Department of Premier and Cabinet 55 

Department of Family and Community Services 154 

VICTORIA   

Department of Planning and Community Development (DPCD) 28 

Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) 384 

Department of Human Services 101 

Department of Premier and Cabinet 51 

Treasury 54 

PSS TOTAL 2085 
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 Research context/sources of research engaged 

 Research access, infrastructure, capacity and use 

 Methodological preferences 

 Linkages 

 Consultation of academic research 

 Contracting of academic research 

 Barriers to research translation 

 Research utilisation priorities of end-users 

 Research impact 

 Perspectives on the policy-making process 

 Perspectives on academic researchers 
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Aspects of research impact 
(Strongly agree/Agree %) 

QLD* Other Total 

Academic research is used to shape and inform the 
design and implementation of policies and 
programs 

46 47 47 

Academic research is used to justify or legitimise 
choices already made by policy-makers 

44 43 43 

Academic research alters or transforms how policy 
makers think about issues and choices 

39 45 44 

Academic research is used to put new ideas on the 
public and political agenda 

35 41 40 

Academic research influences decisions on the 
allocation of resources to policies and programs 

33 33 33 

* Note: Qld = All Qld agencies combined; Other = All agencies combined (excluding Qld); 
Total = Total sample  
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Perspectives on Academic 
Researchers (Strongly agree / Agree %) 

QLD Other Total 

Academic researchers are more interested in 
publishing in academic journals than addressing 
policy/practitioner audiences  

62 57 58 

Academic researchers don’t make enough effort to 
disseminate their research to policy-makers or 
practitioners 

60 54 55 

Academic researchers don’t make enough effort to 
initiate contact with policy-makers  

59 52 54 

Academic researchers lack expertise in how to 
communicate their research to policy makers or 
practitioners 

51 50 51 

Academic researchers are unfamiliar with the 
policy-making process 

42 45 44 



 Q27 
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Formal and informal training 
(% Yes) 

QLD Other Total 

I have personally undertaken formal 
research skills training 

61 55 56 

I have personally undertaken formal policy 
skills training 

46 49 48 

I have learned my research skills on-the-
job rather than by formal training 

53 62 60 

I have learned my policy analysis skills on-
the-job rather than by formal training 

73 70 71 
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Priorities of End-Users 
(High priority %) 

QLD Other Total 

Research findings are unbiased 69 71 70 

Findings are made available in a timely fashion 67 61 62 

Reports provide summaries of key findings 62 59 60 

Research findings are clearly presented 61 56 57 

Findings have direct implications for policy 61 61 61 

Research is of high scientific quality 53 54 53 

Research recommendations are economically 
feasible 

45 42 43 

Research recommendations are politically 
feasible 

20 19 19 
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Research use by End-Users 
(Always/Usually %) 

QLD Other Total 

I have cited university research studies in 
my own professional reports 40 35 36 

I have made efforts to promote the adoption 
of university research findings 31 25 26 

I receive university research that is relevant 
to my work 22 25 24 

I have participated in meetings to discuss 
university research 22 18 19 

University research results have influenced 
changes in policies developed by my unit 21 20 20 
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Research use by End-Users 
(Strongly agree/Agree %) 

QLD Other Total 

There is not enough time in the day or 
week to read relevant research studies 

61 56 57 

There is little opportunity to build 
relationships with researchers outside the 
public service 

57 54 54 

My department has no formal processes 
to translate academic research into policy 

38 38 38 

The use of research evidence is a low 
priority of my unit 

19 20 20 
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(Strongly agree/Agree %) QLD Other Total 

Policy-making is driven by budgetary considerations 83 81 81 

Policy decisions are based on what is politically 
acceptable 

80 73 74 

Responding to urgent day-to-day issues takes 
precedence over “long-term” thinking 

78 69 71 

The media has too much of an influence over policy-
related decisions 

66 53 56 

The timeframe to make policy decisions is too short 
in which to consider all policy options 

62 57 58 

My policy-related work increasingly involves 
working with people across different levels of 
government or even outside government 

62 57 58 

Policy-making is crisis driven 62 50 52 
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(Strongly agree/Agree %) QLD Other Total 

Research-based analysis is valued by decision 
makers in my organisation 

51 66 63 

Senior decision-makers are usually generalists who 
may lack specialised content knowledge 

45 38 39 

Policy decisions are based on research data and 
evidence about what works 

41 41 41 

There are too many competing interests to consider 
when making policy-relevant decisions 

27 23 24 

Policy-making is captured by special interest groups 24 29 28 

There is very little benefit in using research to inform 
policy-related decisions because Heads of 
Departments and their advisors just ignore it 

23 17 18 



Within the last 12 months, have you written one or more policy-related 
documents that draw on academic research?  
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How often do you experience difficulties in accessing full-text versions of 
academic articles and reports? 
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Level of importance placed by unit on 
information available from sources 

(Very important/Important %) 

QLD Other Total 

Internal agency Staff 95 92 93 

Other state government agencies in your state 84 70 73 

Federal government agencies 84 82 82 

Comparable state government agencies in other states 80 60 64 

Professional or industry associations 74 71 71 

University researchers 66 70 69 

Interest groups 61 64 63 

International organisations 53 57 56 

News media 50 52 51 

Private consultants 48 54 53 

Think Tanks 44 50 48 

Local government 42 37 38 



 In addition to using general search engines e.g. Google, 
fifty-eight percent (58%) of policy-makers surveyed 
access online electronic databases. 

 The majority of respondents who reported using these 
databases did so ‘a few times a year’ (24%) or ‘from time 
to time’ (38%). 

 Of the forty-two percent (42%) who do not access such 
databases: 

◦ 36% do not have access from their work station 

◦ 48% would rather consult a work colleague about 
sourcing relevant articles or reports 

◦ 68% would prefer to use search engines on the web 
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• High reliance on academic outlets.  
 

• Informal contacts seen as important.  
 

• Organised workshops judged as important. 

 

But low reliance on alternative methods of    
dissemination e.g. electronic outlets.  
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Given the above findings which show important differences 
between public officials and academics, what can be suggested 
to address issues such as: 

 

1. Different cultures based on different performance indicators 
and associated financial  contingencies. 

2. Reservations about the value and utilisation of academic 
research and its prioritisation in policy development. 

3. The need to foster research engagement and maintain an 
ongoing dialogue between researchers and policy makers. 

4. The need for the development of formal processes for 
research translation. 
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