Communicating research findings
Researchers are generally very good at telling other researchers about the meaning of their work. What is increasingly obvious, however, is that the needs of the main commissioners of research are changing and that the way in which researchers write (and talk) is having to change too.
At NFER, we have recently been looking closely at the importance of dialogue in working with research sponsors – and increasingly seeing the benefits of talking over writing.
There is an increasing demand to convey key messages – what works and for what price? – in accessible and digestible ways. Researchers are having to consider what they have found from the perspective of the commissioners and understand the ways in which the funders might want to use this research.
This is challenging on a number of levels – balancing depth with brevity, appraising options in a way which offers ideas about ‘where next’ with a policy, grappling with the pace at which (for example) policy-makers operate. Could you, for example, imagine taking your 18 month-long evaluation and trying to convey its essence to a Government analyst in a Tweet (or two)?
So, how could research commissioners work with researchers to support clear and meaningful communication of research outcomes? Perhaps asking for crystal-marked, plain English, executive summaries or implications paper is a way forward. Maybe there could be less reliance on paper and formal reports and more use made of dialogue and discussion when trying to crystallize outcomes…at any rate, the death knell should be sounded for interim reports: the energy, time, costs and benefit of these could in most cases be eliminated and the same impact achieved by focused discussion around the interim findings. This approach could even allow PowerPoint to find a meaningful life!
Whichever approach is adopted will require courage from:
· the commissioning side, to ask for findings to be conveyed in a particular way (and to really think about what the research might be used for before commissioning it); and
· the research community, to offer alternatives to 180 page, ten annexe-bearing reports.
