Conducting High Impact Research

Tips and Tools to Facilitate the Use of Research Results: A Job Aid
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Public health research is not an end in itself; rather, it is intended to generate knowledge that can be used to improve service delivery, policies, and practices. Yet a gap exists between generating research results and applying them to improve public health practice. Researchers often struggle to understand the program and policy-making processes, while program and policy professionals don’t have the skill sets or opportunities to affect research agendas. Efforts to bridge the research-to-practice gap must address the complexities of both the research and program/policy-making processes, as well as the challenges of effecting organizational and behavioral change. Bridging this gap is one of the most important challenges for public health today, because it presents the greatest opportunity for strengthening health systems and ultimately achieving global health goals.  

This job aid is intended to assist researchers in bridging the research-to-practice gap. Specifically, it provides tips and tools that can be applied to the research process to improve data use. 

Objectives:
· To improve the identification of program- and/or policy-relevant research topics

· To improve the involvement of key decision makers in the research process

· To facilitate the development of program and/or policy recommendations based on research findings 

· To improve the packaging and communication of research results to facilitate their use in decision making
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Section A: ‘Roadmap’ for Designing Research with Impact
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A: Program-Policy Continuum

By identifying those phase(s) in the program-policy continuum your research is supporting, you will be better able to determine how its results will be utilized. This will assist you in identifying your target data users and developing research questions that address their information needs. By thinking about how the results will be used, you also can identify the information needs of other stakeholders who will be affected by the research results. 
Program-Policy Continuum

· Advocacy and policy formulation

· Problem identification: size, scope, population affected

· Making the case for action

· Program formulation

· Assess program approaches  

· Determine what works

· Target formulation: who, where, when, how much

· Program/policy monitoring

· Determine if the program/policy is being implemented as planned

· Determine if targets are being met

· Program/policy evaluation

· Determine how well the program/policy has achieved desired outcomes

· Determine what public health impacts have been achieved

· Determine the cost-effectiveness of the program/policy

B:  Stakeholder Engagement Tool 
Why is stakeholder analysis and engagement important? Why do we need to have a tool to help us do this?

To be useful—and used—research activities must reflect the needs and values of relevant stakeholders. 

Research is most valuable if it is seen as relevant and felt to be ‘owned’ by prospective users. There is a strong relationship between data ownership, quality, relevance, and use. People are more likely to use data in their decision making if they have been involved from the beginning, believe the data are of high quality, and feel the specific data address their priorities. Engaging stakeholders early and systematically in the research process enables the right questions to be asked in the right way and, in turn, aids in defining data activities that will generate usable information of high quality.

Engaging an appropriate set of stakeholders when proposing, designing, and implementing research activities helps to answer the following questions:
· Who needs to use the data, and what questions are they seeking to answer?

· Who has influence and resources that can be brought to bear to aid this project?

· Who will be directly or indirectly affected by the outcome of this initiative?

· Who will support our plan? Who will oppose it? Why? How do we deal with this?

· What roles can all of these people play in the process?

· How can we best leverage their insights or assuage their objections?
Effective stakeholder analysis answers these questions in a way that significantly improves a project design and the real-world value of the results. Yet, stakeholder analysis typically is done informally, in an ad hoc way. The rationale behind choosing and engaging stakeholders rarely is consistent, systematic, or documented. A researcher may talk to people to identify stakeholders and their roles, but the process is intuitive rather than systematic and rarely happens the same way twice. 

As a result, the following scenarios are typical:

· Stakeholders are invited to participate – but only those who agree with the proposed plan.

· Stakeholders are selected only from organizations directly involved in the project.

· They are invited to a preliminary briefing but thereafter are not included in project design.

· The process includes only the bare minimum number of stakeholders required to obtain formal approvals.

· Stakeholders included in the project may not be at the appropriate level in a community or organization to contribute to the project or make decisions.

· Stakeholders are spurred to excitement about the project at the onset and then receive little or no follow-up about the results.

If these conditions exist, the research process will, in all likelihood, suffer as a result. 

For instance:

· Project developers may overlook important interest groups that could contribute valuable insights about the activity.
· The project will not benefit from the resources of those interest groups, such as government agencies with policy influence, or media representatives who could help build public awareness.

· The resulting data may be underutilized because the people who could use it may not feel that it was developed based on their interests and involvement.

Description

What does the Stakeholder Engagement Tool do?

It provides a structured way to identify and engage stakeholders to improve data initiatives.

The Stakeholder Engagement Tool is a matrix framework and process for:

· Identifying stakeholders. The tool helps to identify individuals and groups that are stakeholders in a research activity, either as contributors, influencers, or beneficiaries.

· Defining their roles and resources. The tool provides a structured way to define the roles that stakeholders play in the activity and assess the resources they could bring to bear.

· Identifying dynamics among stakeholders. It also provides a framework for assessing the interests, knowledge, positions, alliances, resources, power, and importance of various stakeholders. Who will resist the initiative? Who will support it? What are their reasons?

· Setting the optimum stakeholder group. The tool helps assess which stakeholders to include in the process by determining their relative priority for the project. Which stakeholders have the highest priority?

· Creating an engagement plan. It helps the user develop an engagement plan by providing examples of stakeholders engaged in pre-project briefings, project design, project execution, and follow-up activities.

· Tracking stakeholder engagement. Finally, the tool helps ensure that stakeholders are engaged as appropriate throughout all project phases, including the often overlooked post-project follow-up.

This tool is adaptable. Varying needs require flexibility. The Stakeholder Engagement Tool is intended for use as a guide and thus provides guiding principles, suggested practices, and a matrix for recording information. For more information on how to complete the tool, or to see examples of completed tools, visit http://www.cpc.unc.edu/measure/publications/ms-11-46-e/at_download/document.
B: Stakeholder Analysis Matrix
	Name of Stakeholder Organization (and specific individual if required)
	Stakeholder Description
	Potential Role in Research Activity and Use of Results
	Level of Knowledge of Research Topic 
	Level of Commitment to Research Topic (positive and negative)
	Constraints to Participate in Research Activity
	When to Involve

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Name of stakeholder: Full name of organization, individual’s title. Indicate if national, regional, local focus/interests. Stakeholder description: Overview of organization’s purpose, primary scope of work. Potential role: Description of stakeholder’s potential role or vested interest in the research or application of findings. Level of knowledge: Identify specific areas of stakeholder’s expertise or knowledge or lack thereof relevant to research topic. Level of commitment: Indicate if stakeholder supports or opposes potential outcomes of the research activity, and why. Constraints: List possible limitations that could constrain stakeholder from participating in activity. When to involve: Indicate if stakeholder is involved throughout the research process or at selected phases of the activity – specify which phases and the specific role of the stakeholder.

C: Formulating Meaningful Research Questions
A research question is the statement that identifies the phenomenon to be studied. For example, “Can injectable contraception (DMPA) be provided safely by paramedical workers to increase contraceptive prevalence rates (CPR)?” To develop a strong research question from your ideas, you should ask yourself the following: 

· Do I know the field and its literature well? 

· What are the important research questions in my field? 

· What areas need further exploration? 

· Could my study fill an information gap? Lead to greater understanding of the topic? 

· Has a great deal of research already been conducted in this topic area? 

· Has this study been done before? If so, is there room for improvement? 

· Is the timing right for this question to be answered? Is it a priority topic for decision makers? 

· Would funding sources be interested? 

· If you are proposing a service program, is the target community interested? 

· Most important, will my study have a significant impact on the health of individuals? 

A strong research idea should pass the “so what?” test. Think about the potential impact of the research you are proposing. What is the benefit of answering your research question? Who will it help (and how)? If you cannot make a definitive link to improving health programs or policies, the results of the study are unlikely to be used. 

To improve the relevance of research questions to the policy and program context, researchers should consider:

· The importance of the research question to local and international priorities

· The answerability of the research question, given available methodological approaches, cost, and time considerations 

· If the expected results will have a direct programmatic and/or policy application

· The potential public health impact resulting from use of data

D:  Framework for Linking Data with Action 
Why is the Framework for Linking Data with Action important? Why do we need to have a tool to help us do this?

In many cases, a wealth of data are available, due to significant increases in data gathering through national and local surveys and other research efforts, but many research reports are sitting on shelves – not being used to drive evidence-based decisions. Many reasons exist for this underutilization of research results.

· Research reports and dissemination efforts often don’t go beyond presenting the research findings. They don’t make the linkage to program and policy recommendations.

· When recommendations are provided, often they are broad and sweeping, with little emphasis on specific actions, and they don’t indicate a person or organization responsible for implementing the recommendation and a timeframe for doing so.

· Recommendations sometimes stray from the actual findings. 

There are two versions of the Framework for Linking Data with Action. The version discussed here is Version 1: Data. This version should be used when a new research activity has been completed. The Framework ensures that recommendations generated from the research are supported by data and communicated to the appropriate audiences. Program or policy recommendations developed from research results always will be more applicable if they are developed with stakeholders who will be directly affected by the new recommendation. These stakeholders frequently are not involved in the conduct of research and so are not familiar with the study results or the strengths and weaknesses of the data. In these situations, it is possible for research results to be misinterpreted and for the recommendations not to accurately reflect the study findings. It is helpful, therefore, to provide a framework that encourages the direct linkage of the resulting recommendations to the study data.  
The Framework for Linking Data with Action is a working document that should be extended and revised as a program develops and changes. It is recommended that this tool be complemented with an Expanded Timeline. The Expanded Timeline allows users to plan out, against time, how to implement the guidance captured in the Framework. Users can specify the exact timing of steps outlined in the Framework and also can add more detail to their timeline by identifying the sub-activities of the larger primary activity. The Expanded Timeline also provides a tool to manage and monitor progress in improving evidence-based decision making. See the link on the next page for an example of the Expanded Timeline. 
Description 

What does this tool do?

It assists researchers, M&E specialists, and program managers to identify useful applications of existing data. 

· Identifies main research questions from existing data sources.

· Identifies key findings from analysis.

· Interprets findings in collaboration with appropriate stakeholders.

· Identifies recommendations for actions or decisions that could be influenced by these findings.

· Determines the decision makers and key stakeholders necessary to make the decisions or take action.

· Determines the appropriate communication channel for reaching the decision maker and key


stakeholder.

· Develops a timeline to implement the recommended decisions.

The Framework for Linking Data with Action assists program managers, policy makers, and those that collect data in linking research results to programmatic action. The Framework is a management tool – a combination of template and process – that not only links existing data to evidence-based decision making but also provides a timeline for monitoring progress in the decision-making process.

For more information on how to complete the tool, see examples of a completed tool, see a template of an Expanded Timeline, and view Version 2: Decisions and Questions, visit http://www.cpc.unc.edu/measure/publications/ms-11-46-b/at_download/document.
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	Recommendations for Action/Decision
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D:  Framework for Linking Data with Action
E: Developing Programmatic & Policy Recommendations
Recommendations are actions to consider as a result of a research activity. The act of developing programmatic and policy recommendations based on research results includes asking a wide variety of questions at different levels of the health system. For the recommendation to be actionable, it always should be developed by considering the context of the current health infrastructure, timeline, budget cycle, human resources, or political situation, at least in the short to medium term. The bullets below provide guidance for this process. Both data users and data producers should participate in the process. 
As you develop recommendations, consider these questions:

· Impact – What will be the short- and long-term impacts of this recommendation on health programs? 

· Resources – Are additional resources needed to implement the recommendation (financial, human, material)?

· Supporting factors – Are policy, operational, or management changes needed to implement this recommendation?

· Acceptability – Is the proposed recommendation politically and culturally acceptable?

· Timeliness – Can the recommendation be implemented in a timely manner?

F: Making Research Findings Actionable: A Quick Reference to Communicating Health Information for Decision Making
Different stakeholders need different information, in different languages, using different

terminology, delivered in formats that respect culture and norms.

Developing a communication strategy

How health information is communicated should be considered during the research planning phase rather than immediately prior to the dissemination of results. This approach will allow project coordinators to include a communication strategy in the project proposal, as well as allocate appropriate staff and financial resources for the communication activities. From the beginning of your project, consider how you plan to communicate the research objectives and results.  

When developing a communication strategy, start by asking four essential questions. These questions address the basic elements of an effective communication strategy. 
1. What are the objectives of the communication strategy?

Essentially, you want stakeholders to use the information for decision making. Although this is the goal, remember that different stakeholders have different information needs because they make decisions at both policy and program levels. As such, multiple research questions often are included in a study, which in turn results in a variety of communication objectives. The next step in the communication strategy is to align the study objectives with the appropriate target audiences.

2. Who are the target audiences?

Research findings generally are disseminated to several different audiences. But how do you know which audiences to include in your strategy? The following questions can guide you as to which stakeholders to target for information dissemination: 
• Who will benefit from the data, and what questions are they seeking to answer?

• Who has influence and resources that can support this project?

• Who needs to be targeted to convert the data into action?

• Who will be directly or indirectly affected by the outcome of this initiative?

• Who will support your plan? Who will oppose it? Why? How will you deal with this?

• How can you best leverage their insights or assuage their objections?

3. What are appropriate channels of communication?

A research study frequently generates several results, and not all of them will be relevant to each stakeholder. Generally, key messages and the channels used to communicate them should be tailored to suit different audiences, so that the information is available, accessible, relevant, and useful. An adequate understanding of the way stakeholders use information drives which messages to convey, while the choice of communication methods and formats depends on how audiences prefer to receive information and their level of education.
Regardless of which communication methods and formats are employed, an effective strategy should aim to disseminate actionable findings using plain (non-academic) language in a culturally appropriate, user-friendly format. The table below summarizes the ways in which target audiences often use information and the communication methods and formats commonly employed to convey research to them. The types of decision making and communication channels are not exclusive to any one stakeholder group.
	Stakeholder Group
	Communication Methods

	Politicians and government officials
	dissemination workshops, other face-to-face meetings,
policy briefs, brochures, and executive summaries 

	Program managers
	summary reports, executive summaries, 

audiovisual presentations

	Civil society, nongovernmental organizations, and professional associations
	fact sheets, brochures, and other handouts,
audiovisual presentations

	Private sector
	fact sheets,
audiovisual presentations

	Mass media
	magazines, newspapers,
press releases, fact sheets

	Donors/funders
	full research reports,
audiovisual presentations

	Academic researchers and international agencies/organizations
	peer-reviewed articles, oral/poster presentations,
research databases, CD-ROMs, websites


A quick reference to communicating health information for decision making

4. How will information be assessed?

The premise of disseminating research information is to facilitate its use for policy and programmatic decision making. Following up with your key stakeholders to document the results of the dissemination efforts allows researchers to assess whether the communication objectives were achieved and how research findings were used. Documenting data use is important information to illustrate that research can improve decision making. Positive experiences using data also help to grow demand for quality information. Regardless of which assessment method is used, incorporating the following questions can help determine whether the expected outcomes were achieved.
• Was the information used by the target audience?

• How was it used, e.g., policy, advocacy, planning, or programmatic decision making?

• If the research information was not used, what were the barriers to use, e.g., availability, accessibility, relevance, and/or usefulness?

For more information on this topic, see: http://www.cpc.unc.edu/measure/networks/datausenet/overcoming-contraints/Making%20Research%20Findings%20Actionable.pdf/view?searchterm=making research findings actionable.
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Data analysis





Protocol development





Programmatic & policy recommendation development





Results dissemination





Identify target data user & determine information needs.


Determine if new data are needed.


Identify the phase(s) in the policy-program continuum the research supports. See Job Aid: A.


Identify stakeholders & determine roles in the research activity.  Apply the Stakeholder Analysis Matrix. See Job Aid: B.


Identify the information needs of stakeholders who will be affected by the research results.


Refer to the 4 questions when developing research questions. See Job Aid: C.


Convene research advisory committee.


Develop a communication plan. See Job Aid: F.





Involve decision makers and additional stakeholders 


in data collection efforts.








Prioritize key research questions in analysis.


Involve stakeholders in interpretation & developing recommendations. 


Develop a Framework for Linking Data with Action. See Job Aid: D.


Consider impact, resources, supporting factors, acceptability, & timeliness when developing recommendations. See Job Aid: E. 








Implement the communication plan. See Job Aid: F.


Identify the responsible party/organization to shepherd implementation of the recommendations and data use plan.


Develop audience- specific communication materials and activities. 








Follow up to document data use.


Consider varied follow-up approaches. See Job Aid: F.











6, 12, 18 


months post dissemination
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