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Academia-Policy Linkages: Bringing Evidence Into Policymaking Processes 
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The role of higher education and research institutions is, in principle, very crucial to 

inform the public policymaking processes and the policies themselves. A growing body 

of literature underscores the rationale for using university-produced data, evidence or 

research findings and implications while formulating national policies. In recent times, 

there has been mounting global interest in making use of research evidence while 

making public policies (Boswell & Smith, 2017; Glied et al., 2018; Newman et al., 

2016). However, whether policymaking bodies ever try to use such evidence while 

formulating national policies or the universities make a systematic attempt to inform 

policymakers of the recent and relevant research has been questionable in the South 

Asian context. Some scholars also critique that academic research though submerged in 

“scientific and methodological rigour is generally found to be of little relevance to 

practice” (Panda & Gupta, 2014, p. 156). My experience of working in academia and 

with government informs that research is only one [small one, not capital ONE] of 

many things that influence the public policymaking in Nepal. In fact, policymaking is 

not a linear, rational process and thus local values, cultures and ideologies are equally 

important (Dhakal, 2019a; Parajuli, 2015). So I am inclined to use the term ‘evidence-

informed’ policy (Bowen & Zwi, 2005; Centre for Public Impact, 2018; Head, 2015) 

rather than ‘evidence-based policy’ (Nutley et al., 2007; Newman et al., 2016) in the 

Nepali public policymaking context.  

I assume the basics of the making of public policy in developing countries to be 

somehow similar. The national policymaking structures are government bodies (state 
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agencies) and the processes mostly include the interaction between the politicians, 

bureaucrats, and a few experts or interest groups. Ironically, the expert meetings are 

often limited to exploring opinions and limited experiences of the experts, rather than 

engaging in data/evidence-based discussion (Dhakal, 2017). As such, rather than being 

based on or informed by extant research evidence, the processes in Nepal are often 

driven by (political and bureaucratic) interests (Dhakal, 2019b; Jones, 2010; Gelal, 

2015; Pokharel, 2015). Moreover, in recent years, the policymaking domain in Nepal 

has expanded to include non-state actors such as international/donor agencies, INGOs, 

and pressure groups (Gelal, 2015). These inform us that a careful re-examination of the 

policymaking processes in Nepal is necessary.  

Against the above backdrop, this piece of writing highlights the role of higher 

education institutions in influencing the evidence-informed policy-making in Nepal. 

Moreover, it also attempts to envisage ways to influencing policymaking structures and 

processes through research evidence in Nepal.   

Conceptual Understandings  

Translating research knowledge into public policy and practice is “a process of 

going from research evidence to decisions and action” (Uzochukwu et al., 2016, p. 1). 

However, there are significant challenges associated with bridging the gap between 

knowledge and action. When I observe the practice of research institutions and 

academic researchers around me, I find them to have traditionally focused on (pure) 

research work rather than ‘research knowledge transfer to policy’ activities (Olmos-

Peñuela et al., 2010). Thus, until now, ‘research to impact policy’ has received lower 

academic recognition with respect to traditional research activities such as journal 

publication, seminar and conference presentations and winning research grants in 

academia.  

Since academic research is not a policy research per se, the challenges in translating 

policy implications of academic research into action are many. However, limited 

dialogue between researchers and policymakers, substantial impact of donor agencies 

on policymaking, and poor research reading culture of decision-makers (Dhimal et al., 

2016; Sutcliffe & Court, 2005; Uzochukwu et al., 2016) are often highlighted as key 

challenges surrounding evidence-informed policymaking – which results in a poor link 

between research and policy. Nevertheless, the emergence of the so-called knowledge 
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economy and knowledge-based society has highlighted researchers’ contribution to the 

generation, adaptation and application of new knowledge to the knowledge-based 

society (David & Foray, 2002, as cited in Olmos-Peñuela et al., 2010). The current 

dynamics of the pressure along the passage of time for evidence-based policy can be 

put in a frame that illustrates the increasing pressure on evidence-based policy over 

opinion-based policy despite the fact that opinion-based policymaking prevails in 

Nepal.  

Figure 1  

Dynamics of Evidence-based Policy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(adapted from Gray, 1997, as cited in Sutcliffe & Court, 2005, p. 1) 
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Research to Policy and Practice Frameworks  

It is iteratively stated and researchers, policymakers and practitioners stand together 

that use of research evidence to inform policymaking is essential for good public 
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other hand, many researchers continue to encounter challenges in sharing their research 

findings with policymakers (Dhakal, 2017). The following diagram illustrates the 

research to policy and practice pathway, the understanding of which may be useful for 

the researchers and policymakers alike.  

Figure 2 

Research to Policy and Practice Pathway 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Adapted from Alliance for Health Policy and Systems Research, 2004, as cited in 

Dhakal, 2017, p. 3) 
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communicate their evidence to the policymakers. As such, researchers and research 

institutions can play an active role in supporting the effective use of research 

information by sorting out what should be transferred (actionable messages), to whom, 

by whom, how (knowledge transfer processes), and with what effect (Lavis et al., 

2003). Analysing the relations between research and policy, Boswell and Smith (2017) 

came across four types of relations as illustrated in Figure 3.  

Figure 3 

Research-policy Relations (Boswell & Smith, 2017, p. 2) 

1. Research  Policy 

2. Research Policy/Politics 

3. Research Policy 

4. Research Policy 

All of the above frameworks suggest that there should be constant interactions 

between research institutions and policymakers. For this, multiple fora can be devised 

to share and exchange ideas, issues and research evidence so that researchers can gain 

insights into what areas to forge their further inquiry and policymakers benefit by 

getting research evidence in a synthesised way.  

Communicating Research to Policymakers 

The current reality in Nepali public policymaking arena is that policymakers have 

little confidence in the quality of our academic research, and then they tend to 

commission research projects or invite a few experts to share their ideas. However, the 

practice of doing these is not for policymaking, but to showcase that they involved 

experts or had commissioned research committee to inform their decisions. Yet, this 

disbelief of the policymakers on academia gives an input to the academia to provide the 

strongest guarantee of the accuracy and objectivity of research. However, in my 

personal communication with a Research Director of a University-based research 
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institution, who is often engaged as an expert in policymaking dialgues, it was revealed 

that the question is not always about ir/relevance of the evidence, but about the 

intention of the policymakers, their attitude towards domestic researchers, and above 

all, the culture of the “supremacy of the intellectual and experiential capital” of the 

bureaucrats and political leaders over academia. The response of the Director also 

indicates that the “two communities” (Court & Young, 2006; Harris, 2015; Jacobson et 

al., 2004) problem exists - that researchers and the policymakers live in separate worlds 

and that their values, languages, and professional ties differ (Stone, 2009). In one hand, 

researchers do not stand together in regards to their role in policy engagement (Datta, 

2012), on the other hand, researchers working in academia report structural and cultural 

barriers to engaging in knowledge translation activities (Jacobson et al., 2004). 

In one hand, researchers bemoan that their studies have no impact on policymaking, 

on the other hand, “policymakers bemoan the inability of many researchers to make 

their findings accessible and digestible in time for policy decisions” (Court & Young, 

2006, p. 85). However, it is first the research institutions and researchers’ 

responsibilities to make their studies visible. As of now, it appears in Nepal that neither 

the academic researchers nor the research institutions have clearly defined research 

dissemination plans. Green (2019) suggests making research visible, reaching the 

audience and developing networks to make academic research more impactful. Green 

(2019) further encourages researchers to promote their research beyond publishing in 

an academic journal and thereby to reach beyond their immediate peer group. 

While assessing academic research, it is palpable for policymakers, as beneficiaries, 

to look for findings that could address their need. Therefore, researchers should be 

cognizant of the expectations of the policymakers (Thomas & Tymon, 1982). Likewise, 

my experience of working with policymakers tells me that most policymakers are 

interested in knowing about pubic opinion related to the issue. Therefore, public polling 

could be a crucial research approach, though largely neglected by academic researchers. 

Thomas and Tymon (1982) have put together some areas of policymakers’ expectation 

which I think should be considered by academic researchers. 

First, policymakers expect academic research to have descriptive relevance 

(Thomas & Tymon, 1982). They tend to confirm if the research findings have captured 

phenomena (real contextual problems and issues) encountered by them. This implies 
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that academic researchers need to have the list of preferred and pressing policy 

problems so that they can align their research to that direction and thus make their 

research more relevant to the need of the policymakers. Secondly, a common 

expectation of the policymakers is that academic research will have the relevance of 

non-obviousness (Thomas & Tymon, 1982). They expect research findings to be 

unique, providing new insight, not the given knowledge (Panda & Gupta, 2014). Does 

our academic research contribute that way? Or do they simply copy the 

recommendations from earlier similar studies (not even referring to the original)? My 

experience and similarity check across similar research outputs show that researchers 

tend to come up with similar obvious solutions across studies. Finally, policymakers 

expect that research findings are useful and timely. They expect concerned research to 

be available to them in time and that they seek some shortcuts (executive summary or 

key findings with recommendations) to be readily available. However, academic 

researchers are largely interested in publishing their results in a peer-reviewed journal – 

which takes a lot of time and do not wish to share them beforehand. This criterion 

suggests that academia should find ways to share some early findings with 

policymakers at relevant fora before the findings become irrelevant (Panda & Gupta, 

2014). However, academic research may not so easily be congruent with the timeliness 

per se and be focused on the topic of the policymakers’ interest unless it is 

commissioned (Uzochukwu et al., 2016, p. 11). Therefore, little incentives from the 

research institutions or the government agencies to academic researchers to carry out 

particular topics of interest to the policymakers could make the research both timely 

and useful. 

Clear communication of research to relevant stakeholders, especially policymakers 

and decision-makers, is “an important first step on the path toward research knowledge 

translation and practice change” (Edwards, 2015, p. 468). Moreover, theoretical ideas 

and implied language sometimes make policymakers shun away from academic 

research. Therefore, academic researchers need to use different vocabulary (minus 

jargon) to clearly communicate research findings to the policymakers and practitioners 

(Latham, 2007). Uzochukwu et al. (2016, p. 9) suggest some of the active 

dissemination strategies that researchers or research institutions can use to 

communicate their research findings to relevant stakeholders as follows:  

a. Production of policy briefs and distribution to policymakers  
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b. Stakeholders’ workshops  

c. One-on-one discussion of results and advocacy with policymakers  

d. Conference presentations of findings    

The practice of evidence-based decision making and research-informed policy-

making is considered very weak in Nepal given that it suffers from several limitations 

(Gelal, 2015; Pokharel, 2015). An empirical study in Nepal illustrates that in one hand, 

policymakers identify stakeholder/expert consultation as a key method of collecting 

evidence, on the other hand, researchers consider dissemination in workshops, 

presentation in conferences and publication in peer-reviewed journals as ways to push 

their findings to policymaking level (Dhimal et al., 2016). However, there is often a 

risk for some research knowledge to be obsolete by the time it is published. Therefore, 

engaging the policymakers during the research process can be a way out. Moreover, 

policymakers should accept key researchers’ presence as desirable in the policymaking 

process.  

Making Research Institutions More Impactful 

Institutions of higher education, and more particularly universities, are communities 

of scholars who are the primary producers of knowledge or evidence which can be 

useful in informing the policymaking processes and the policies. However, research 

institutions are still blamed for not effectively communicating their findings to even the 

target stakeholders, let alone the general audience. As the forerunner of the knowledge 

economy, effective communication of findings lies at the very heart of higher 

education, and thus just producing knowledge is not adequate, but to effectively 

communicate research evidence to make an impact on the public policy is also the 

responsibility of the research institutions.  

Though accountability of disseminating evidence and seeking evidence should be a 

two-way relationship between the policymakers and the universities, given the scope of 

this paper, more accountability lies at the university front – at least to make their 

evidence visible, research heard, and policymaking informed.  

Dhimal et al. (2016) pointed to the need for evidence synthesis (more likely in the 

form of a summary of key findings with recommendations, or simply a fact sheet), 

would help decision-makers rely on a single-piece brief document for all quality 

evidence. This work can better be facilitated by the research institutions, rather than 
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done by the individual researchers. I believe that research institutions need to 

institutionalise the practice of sharing bodies of evidence at periodic events. Moreover, 

existing research cells in the government bodies are to be reformed and capacitated to 

synthesize research data and to hold regular policy-dialogues with academia; and 

universities to explore the network/platforms for research dissemination and 

systematize policy advocacy based on research.  

Since “just publishing in peer-reviewed journals is not an effective channel for 

putting research into use” (White, 2018, para. 3), research institutions are required to 

come up with some handy ideas to disseminate and reach their findings to the targeted 

stakeholders and appeal their interest. Phoenix et al. (2019) also note that infographic or 

slidedecks are more practical for policymakers “to dip in and out of at their ease, hence 

increased accessibility of the evidence” (p. 7) compared with an academic paper.  In 

addition, research institutions can make institutional arrangements/linkages with the 

policymaking structures so as to be informed of the need for policy reform and supply 

appropriate research evidence accordingly to help those structures make better-

informed policy. As such, there needs to be a constant engagement between the 

policymaking bodies and the relevant research institutions that fall within the scope of 

those bodies. More so, such collaboration can facilitate policymaker researcher 

engagement in a meaningful way – leading to policy and practice. 

These days, the use of some mediators to channel the body of evidence from 

academia to the policymakers has been increasingly practised. Therefore, research 

institutions may use some kind of knowledge brokering system to present the 

policymakers with more brokered knowledge. The use of “knowledge brokers in 

research centres can facilitate the translation of scientific expertise to influence 

regulatory processes” (Pennell et al., 2013, p. 1). In fact, the word ‘broker’ has 

somehow negative connotation in the South Asian context and I prefer using the term 

‘mediator’. The term ‘knowledge mediator’ refers to a person whose job it is to build 

bridges between academic researchers and key stakeholders (i.e. policymakers and 

practitioners) (Pennell et al., 2013). 

The following figure demonstrates the spectrum of ways in which knowledge may 

be mediated and evidence presented to the policymakers. 
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Figure 4 

Knowledge Mediation Platform Pyramid  

 

(Source: White, 2018) 

Another strategy that the researchers can adopt maybe embedding a distinct 

message for policymakers. Lucas (2004) suggests that the message can be stated in a 

four-sentence paragraph that tells policymakers the four things they need to know:  

1) what is the issue from the perspective of a decision-maker?  

2) what does the research evidence reveal?  

3) does current decision-making differ from decision-making informed by this 

research evidence?  

4) who should act and what should be done? 

Weighing on the above discussion, I believe that research institutions may take up 

the responsibility of enhancing the relevance of and access to academic research to the 

pertinent decision-makers and policymakers. Higher education and research institutions 

should adopt active dissemination of their research findings to the policymakers. 
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Conclusion 

Do policymakers use academic research in Nepal? Little ‘yes’ and big ‘NO’. 

The crux of this paper is that policymakers usually do not use research evidence in 

public policymaking, rather they largely depend on their own ‘intellectual capital’ and 

years-long experience in the field – though both the bureaucrats and the ideologues 

usually have little experience of the precise field that they are sitting for policymaking 

each time.   

Much similar to many other developing nations, there is an understandable 

disengagement, between research institutions (researchers) and policymakers (Ion et al., 

2019; Uzochukwu et al., 2016) in Nepal as well. In fact, we have seen universities 

extending their international networks and linkages; however they have largely failed in 

fulfilling one of their national mandates – to inform public policymaking with research 

evidence. In fact, both academia-industry and academia-government policy linkages are 

internal linkages that universities should persue to contribute to making a better society. 

Therefore, each can play their part in getting the benefits each other have to offer – 

research institutions offering research evidence to policymakers, policymakers 

supporting effective research to policy practice. Realising that well-informed, 

independent advice and evidence is crucial for good public policymaking, academic 

institutions can have an unit – mandated to systematically bridge the two communities. 

This unit can work with experts from universities and ensure that governments, also 

private sectors, have access to the best available evidence to help them tackle the major 

policy issues. I believe, universities in near future will engage more actively in policy 

dissemination, critique and discourse to improve public policymaking as well as to 

navigate better policy implementation.  
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