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Improving Communication Between Researchers and Policy
Makers in Long-Term Care
Or
“Researchers are from Mars; Policy Makers are from Venus”

Thispolicy brief reportstheresultsof a study that examined how policy maker sacquireinformation
about long-term care (LTC) and why resear ch findingsin thefield often don't filter through to them.
It describesthe “brokers’ that provide LTC research information to policy makersand outlines what
can be doneto make certain such information reaches policy makersand is suited to their needs. It
concludes by recommending that more effort be put into disseminating LTC research information,
both to communicate mor e effectively within the resour ce constraintsthat currently exist and to
encour age increased investment in resear ch brokering activitiesfor the future.

Who provides LTC research
information to policy makers?

In thefall of 2000, staff from the Home Care
Research I nitiative (HCRI) conducted an
“environmental scan” of themarket for LTC
research information. Thirty-four interviews
wer e conducted with: 1) senior state LTC poli-
cy makers; 2) representatives of constituent

Many different groups disseminate LTC research (see
Table 1 on next page). These groups, called “infor-
mation brokers,” often act as middlemen, mediating

between research producers and research users. In groups representing policy makers; 3) LTC

LTC, however, research “producers’ often act as bro- researchers; and 4) representatives of “broker

kers themsealves, supplying research directly to policy groups,” organizationsthat disseminate evi-

makers. dence-based policy relevant information. We
also conducted a group discussion with six

Brokers ability to make research information accessi- researchersin LTC and some supplementary

ble to their audience depends on anumber of factors: interviews. Our preliminary findingsweredis-
cussed during HCRI’sannual meetingin

* Theextent and focus of their interest in LTC. December 2000; the results of these discussions

LTC, or certain aspects of it, may be only oneamong wer eincor porated into our final document.
many areas of interest or involvement for abroker.
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* How they define their audience. The audience
may be limited to members of a given organization or
may include abroader group of advocates or decision-
makers.

* The type of information they disseminate.
Brokers may focus on technical assstance, academic
research, or the reporting of policy-relevant eventsand
legidative activities.

» The level of resources available for research
trandation & dissemination. Financing can heavi-
ly influence both the subject the broker speciadizesin
and the dissemination activities undertaken.

» The mechanisms used. Brokers may use avariety
of communication vehicles, such as. one-on-one com-
munication; meetings, printed materiads, including aca-
demic journds, reports, policy briefs, and newdetters,
email communication; web stes, or a combination of
methods.

Table 1:
Types of information brokers

Features of the LTC brokering
environment

The LTC brokering environment suffers from the
Inadequate financia support that characterizesall
aspectsof LTC. Thus, brokering activities devoted
to LTC are often sporadic. Few organizations that
focus on LTC have the resourcesto do asustained job
of trandating and disseminating policy-relevant
research. Organizations that do have such resources
rarely see LTC asapriority.

Consequently, the brokering environment in LTC
is highly fragmented. Because the information that
does exist comes from such awide variety of sources,
policy makers at both the state and federal levels have
adifficult timeidentifying reliable sources of research
information.

Policy makers may not know about the work brokers
do because state policy makersin LTC are often
not a key target audiencefor brokers. Brokers
may have difficulty reaching out to LTC policy mak-
ers because they are hard to identify—hard, because
responsibility for LTC policy islocated in different
agenciesin different states. More importantly, many of
the most effective brokers of health policy information
focus on other target audiences and on other hedlth
policy issues, adthough there is some evidence thisis
changing.
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Because of inadequate financing and the low priority
given to dissemination of LTC information, mecha-
nismsfor dissemination often missthe mark.

» Many information brokersrely on academic jour-
nals, published reports, the web, or large impersona
conferencesto reach their audiences—-mechanisms
that do not ways suit policy makers.

* Some brokers—especidly academic researchers—
have few incentivesto reach out to policy makers.

» Even non-academic researchers often conform to
academic norms and formats.

There are many other reasons for the use of inappro-
priate dissemination mechanisms
among brokers: apoorly devel-
oped infrastructure for tranda-
tion and dissemination; alack of
F\  expertise; alack of incentives
to promote good dissemination
practice; and limited under-
standing of what con-
dtitutesgood dis-
semination
practice.

What policy makers want and need
In LTC research information

They
must be able to see how research findings will help
them operate programs more effectively, addressthe
concerns of elected officials, or better anticipate issues
that are likely to arisein the future. Consequently, the
relevance of research findings to policy concerns
should be made clear. Research must be “trand ated”
and the policy implications of research made clear—
researchers need to “go out on alimb” and make rec-
ommendations based on their findings.

The morelocal the information source,
the morelikely policy makerswill useit. As one poli-
cy maker put it, “ Often the research we do, and use, is
our own. Nothing works better with legidatorsand
othersthan local, current information.” Policy makers
also like information from those who understand their
needs, such as peers from similar states and experts
who understand local issues and concerns.

Table 2:
Systems issues in brokering
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Policy makers havetoo littletime and
receive too much information. To be helpful to them,
information must be easy to find and interpret. Asone
policy maker observed, “ optics are paramount.”
Policy makers are not likely to read long documents
dominated by tightly printed text. Information should
be clearly presented, with graphs and tables. It should
also be concise, current, point to the implications of
research findings, and enable policy makersto follow
up if interested. In short, format isimportant.

Consequently, research syntheses and summaries
are useful to them. Such materiaswould survey a
wide body of research findingsto pull them together
and interpret them in termsrelevant to policy makers.
Policy makers are not likely to browse the web or scan
email distribution ligts; they don’t have the time to sort
through undigested material.

Table 3:
Barriers to improving the
information environment in LTC

They bring important information
to the attention of policy makers and provide them
with space to think about it. One said, at intensive con-
ferences” | stretch my mind and grow” and “learn
more in two daysthan | would ontheweb” through
the* back and forth dialogue.” Moreover, conferences
alow policy makersto maintain contact with peers
and expertswho are*in the know,” providing them
with efficient means of obtaining relevant information
quickly.

Ways to improve the brokering
environment

Both funders and researchers need to recognize that
effective information brokering requires dedicated
resources. I ncentives are needed to encourage brokers
and researchers dike to plan specifically for dissemi-
nation activities. Funders should be explicit about their
expectations regarding trand ation and dissemination
and willing to provide the funding and/or technica
assstanceto facilitate it. Through consistent funding
over time, they can help brokers build expertise.

Good prac-
ticein brokering needs to be supported and publicized.
Brokers should attend to the needs of policy makers
by addressing these needsin their products; in particu-
lar, written products should be clear, appropriate to
their audience, and visually appealing. Good practice
can aso be promoted by

 Developing manuals on writing for policy makers,
training staff to write well, and/or hiring editorial
expertise.
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» Conducting well-run meetings and conferences.

» Fogtering relationshipsbetween local research centers
and policy makers. Locd research centers that have
closerdlationshipswith state agencies can provide pol-
icy makers with advice that is informed by research
findings and sengitive to the culture, history, and ways
of doing business particular to an individud sate.

A number of techniques can be used to help policy
makers identify important information. Syntheses
help policy makers pull together, sort through, and
make sense of the numerous research findings
addressing any given topic. Anon-linerepository of
LTC information could help policy makersidentify
resources more quickly. The branding of broker
groups would alow policy makersto readily identify
reliable sources of information.

Researchers and brokers should understand
policy makers needs; policy makers should under-
stand the limits of research. Each group needsto
understand the language and priorities of the other.
This can be done by:

* Including policy makers early on in the design and
implementation of research.

* Facilitating more movement of policy makers and
researchers between their respective environments,
through work placements or other mechanisms.

» Having the two groups work together to develop a
common research agendain LTC.

Policy makers seek to understand the many factors
that affect their ability to shape and deliver LTC serv-
ices, such as demographic changes, evidence on the
efficacy of service delivery systems, models and tar-
geted interventions, as well as methods and toolsto

manage services. Policy makers — together with
researchers — can identify emerging problems and
issues through mechani sms such as quantitative mod-
els, nationd surveys, key informant interviews, site
vigts and other qualitative methods. Expert panels,
“summit” meetings, visioning and other group tech-
niques aso help identify emerging issues. Findings
from these various information-producing activities
should be synthesized and trandated for policy mak-
es use.

Table 4:
How to make information useful
for policy makers
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Conclusion: What is to be done?

Good research a one does not improve the shape of
LTC; it must be made relevant and useful to the people
who make policy. Policy makerswho participated in
our environmental scan told us, loud and clear, that
academic-quality research is not reaching them.
Therefore, more effort must be devoted to the task of
synthesizing, trandating, and disseminating research
information to them.

» Funders can contribute to this effort by considering
waysto dter systematicaly theincentives and support
provided to researchers and by committing dollars
and/or technical assistance explicitly to brokering
organizations and activities.

* Brokerscantry tolisento policy makers needsmore
carefully and focus on more effective mechanisms for
communicating with them.

* And |asily, researchers can make effortstoinclude pol-
icy makersmore directly in the process of formulating
research questionsand objectives, so that their research
agendas more closely track the policy concernsof those
who areresponsible for thefuture of LTC.
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