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This Toolkit is the final output from a piece of work
commissioned by the Local Government
Association (LGA) and the Local Authorities
Research and Intelligence Association (LARIA) and
undertaken by Alison Darlow (Policy Research
Institute) and Janie Percy-Smith (Independent
Researcher). This work has examined what
constitutes effectiveness in relation to local
authority research and has analysed the extent to
which local authority research currently meets
these criteria of effectiveness 1.

The Toolkit is primarily intended to be used by local
government researchers and research managers.
However it may also be of interest and use to
senior officers and elected members who either
have responsibilities in relation to research or who
are working to develop the capacity of their
authority to undertake and make effective use of
research.

The Toolkit is not intended to be read from cover
to cover. Rather we recommend that you focus on
those areas where you feel you could have the
greatest impact or where the authority is most in
need of improvement.

Each section follows the same basic format. First
there is a brief explanation of the characteristics of
research, why it is important and how it links to
other characteristics of effectiveness. Second
practical suggestions are provided as to how you
could enhance your authority's performance in
relation to this characteristic. Next we draw out
issues of particular relevance to smaller authorities.
Where possible we then provide one or more
examples of how other authorities have addressed
the issue under discussion. Finally each chapter
ends with a good practice checklist that allows you
to identify how well you are doing currently and to
identify which areas could be usefully focused
upon to ensure that progress continues to be
made.

1.1 What do we mean by research?

For many people research is something that
happens in universities or research institutes.
Elected members and senior managers in local
government often see research as "academic", of
little relevance to their day-to-day concerns. 

And yet most people understand the need for
knowledge and understanding to inform local
decisions.

Some of that knowledge and understanding
comes from years of local professional and political
practice. But that practice can't provide all the
answers that are needed. Information and
intelligence - evidence - some of which can be
obtained only through research is also needed to
make sense of our increasingly complex world and
to inform the difficult decisions that local
politicians and senior managers have to make.

It might be helpful to think of research in terms of
the wide range of information gathering activities
that local authorities do actually engage in.
Research might then be defined in the following
terms:

Research is the systematic collection, collation,
analysis and interpretation of data to inform policy
or practice, or to increase understanding about
future trends, local needs and good practice. It
may involve a wide range of methods including: 

• surveys, for example on customer satisfaction or
housing needs;

• qualitative methods, for example focus groups;

• analysis of existing datasets, for example the
Census;

• review, interpretation and application of others'
research findings;

• reviews of good practice, for example for the
purpose of benchmarking; and

1 The project has already

generated three outputs as

follows:

• discussion paper on local

authority research

effectiveness: Percy-

Smith, J and Darlow, A

(2005) Local authority

research effectiveness: a

discussion paper, London:

LGA;

• main report containing

the findings from the

survey of local

authorities: Percy-Smith,

J and Darlow, A (2005)

Knowledge is power: the

need for effective

research in local

government. London:

LGA; and

• a leaflet setting out the

"business case" for local

authority research: Why

effective local

government needs

effective research.

All of these publications are

available from the Local

Government Association.

The discussion paper and

leaflet can be downloaded

from:

http://www.lga.gov.uk/publ

ications.asp as can a

summary of the main

report.
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• production of statistical estimates, projections and
forecasts.

The "evidence" needed to underpin modern local
government comes from many different sources;
research is one of these. Evidence is not the only
input into local policy and decisions; political values
and public opinion also play their part.

1.2 What is effective research?

Local government stakeholders have told us that
effective local government research is:

• relevant - to local needs, the local context and
corporate and service delivery priorities;

• purposeful - and undertaken in accordance with
a clear brief;

• timely - undertaken and completed when it is
needed most;

• rigorous - and undertaken by officers with
appropriate skills and expertise so that it is
authoritative and has credibility;

• actionable - resulting in clear recommendations or
implications for policy or practice change;

• owned and used - by elected members and
senior managers;

• adequately resourced - while at the same time
representing value for money;

• joined up - both across the authority and with
external partners to avoid wasteful duplication of
effort; and

• effectively presented and disseminated - so
that those who need research findings have access
to them and can make use of them.

The research team for this project have used this
list to generate a set of detailed characteristics of
effective research together with appropriate
indicators under four headings:

• research culture and organisation;

• research capacity;

• quality and type of research; and

• communication and impact.

These will be discussed in detail in the next section
of the Toolkit.
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Types of research - self-assessment checklist 

Which of these research activities are carried out in your authority?  

Surveys, eg customer satisfaction, housing needs  

Qualitative methods, eg focus groups  

Analysis of existing datasets, eg the Census  

Review, interpretation and application of others’ research findings  

Reviews of good practice, eg for the purpose of benchmarking  

Production of statistical estimates, projections and forecasts  

Are there any others?  

  

  

  

Are any of these research activities more important than others?  

  

  

  

Are there any research activities which you think you ought to be doing more of?  

  

  

  

 



Where research "sits" within the local authority,
and attitudes towards it of members and officers
at all levels, are crucial to effectiveness. The aim is
to create a culture within your authority that
values and invests in research and has systems and
processes in place that facilitate the undertaking of
relevant, high quality research that officers and
members can make use of. In other words the aim
is to create a research-minded culture and
processes.

2.1 Location of research within the
authority

Most local authorities adopt one of three models
of organising their research capacity:

• all research undertaken within a central research
unit;

• all research devolved to directorates or
departments; and

• some research undertaken centrally and some
undertaken in directorates or departments.

How does the location of research contribute to
effectiveness?

• Having a central research unit facilitates:

- efficient planning and coordination of the
authority's research activities in accordance
with agreed priorities (see below)

- efficient deployment of research resources

- development of wide-ranging but
transferable research skills and expertise

- development of joint work with partners

• "excellent" authorities are more likely than others
to say that at least some of their research is
undertaken in a central research unit.

The main argument against a centralised system is
that researchers based in service areas develop
close links to policy officers and substantive

knowledge about the policy areas within which
they are working. While there is some merit to this
argument there are ways in which centralised
systems can be organised that preserve close
working with policy officers and, increasingly, good
generic research skills are of greater importance
than substantive policy knowledge which should
be supplied by the policy officers requesting the
research.

What can you do?

• Conduct an audit of research staff in your
authority identifying who does what, their skills
and where they are located;

• consider whether there are gaps or areas that
overlap; and

• think about whether the authority as a whole,
individual departments and researchers would be
better served by centralising all or some of these
research activities.

Tips for small authorities

• in auditing your authority's research staff make
sure that you include not only people who have
research in their job title but also those people
who do research as a small part of their role and
those who contribute to research eg data analysts;
and

• even small authorities can benefit from having a
small central research capacity to coordinate
research activities and build capacity and
awareness.

research briefing 8
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Examples from practice
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East Riding of Yorkshire Council has a central team who carry out research on 3 fronts:

1. Consultation: there are one and a half full time equivalent posts with a role to provide advice, support,
and analysis for the full range of postal and face to face surveys with the public, and web-based staff
consultation.

2. Data observatory: two posts provide socio-economic analysis and representation, tending toward spatial
representation

3. Policy research: one and a half full-time equivalent posts engage in horizon scanning for new policies /
plans / consultations to establish their potential impact. 

Contact: Brad Webster, Research Group Manager, East Riding of Yorkshire Council. 

Tel: 01482 391431  Email: Brad.Webster@eastriding.gov.uk

Worcestershire County Council has a Research and Intelligence Unit which provides a corporate
research and intelligence service which includes research advice and the provision of intelligence about
residents' views and clients' needs. This service enables the Council to forecast and prepare plans which
are responsive to those needs and helps to reflect residents' priorities. The Unit also provides for the
information needs of the Worcestershire Partnership which includes responsibility for the joined up
information systems and support for Community Safety, particularly in relation to partnership
development. The Unit develops performance management systems for corporate and cross departmental
initiatives and information for members of the Council. Work on population, housing, the environment
and the local economy underpins strategic planning and regeneration. The Unit employs 11 full time
equivalent staff.

Contact: Clive Lloyd, Head of Research, Worcestershire County Council. 

Tel: 01905 766714  Email: clloyd@worcestershire.gov.uk

2.2 Coordination of research across the
authority

Whether research is undertaken centrally, or
within service departments or some mixture of the
two, coordinating research across the authority is
essential in order to avoid wasteful duplication of
effort. Setting up a mechanism for coordinating
research might be a step along the way to
developing a central research unit (see section
2.1). It can also play an important role in sharing

and developing good practice (see section 4.2)
and building capacity (see section 3.3).

How does coordination contribute to
effectiveness?

• "Good" and "excellent" authorities are more
likely than others to have a coordinating
mechanism in place;



• a coordinating group can produce a calendar of
research activities to ensure that research across
the authority is joined up and to avoid duplication;

• a coordinating group can promote good practice
and help build capacity; and

• a coordinating group can provide support and
encouragement to researchers.

What can you do?

• Convene an initial meeting of all those who
undertake, manage or contribute to research. This
could be a useful follow up to your initial audit of
researchers - see section 2.1);

• present the advantages of researchers meeting
regularly;

• find out what the group would like from a regular
schedule of meetings;

• draw up terms of reference for the group (see the
example below);

• agree frequency and format of meetings;

• agree an initial task or focus for the group. This
might be to produce a calendar of research
activities or to set up a database of research
projects (see section 5.1).

Tips for small authorities

• A coordinating group could be of particular
importance in small authorities, with individual
officers undertaking research within departments
on a relatively ad hoc basis; and

• if you feel that there is insufficient "critical mass"
within your own authority, you may want to
consider setting up a coordinating group with
other small authorities in neighbouring areas (see
section 2.3).
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Rhondda Cynon Taff County Borough Council has an Internal Data Users Group which meets on a
quarterly basis and co-ordinates research and data issues across each service area within the Council. It
has its own Business Plan and projects. 

The aim of the group is to raise awareness of the importance of robust data to the Authority in carrying
out its many functions, and to improve the coordination of research across the Council. This, in turn,
promotes the sharing of research data between service areas 

Contact: Chris Davies, Research and Information Officer, 

Rhondda Cynon Taff County Borough Council

Tel: 01443 424036  Email: christopher.s.davies@rhondda-cynon-taff.gov.uk

Examples from practice

The Brighton and Hove City Council Research and Consultation Project Approval system has been
designed to co-ordinate internal and external research and raise and guarantee standards of research and
consultation across the organisation. The role of the reviewing officer is important in identifying areas for
collaboration and co-ordination and the Research Information and Consultation database also helps those
people proposing new research to identify relevant past, present or pending work so that they can co-
ordinate their work.

Contact: Dr. Gwendolyn Brandon, Senior Researcher, Brighton & Hove City Council

Tel: 01273 294337 Email: Gwendolyn.Brandon@brighton-hove.gov.uk
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Luton Borough Council has a Research and Consultation Forum at which all services are represented.
The terms of reference for the group are as follows:

To provide a mechanism to ensure that all research and consultation activities follow rigorous procedures
and best practice such that identified outputs and outcomes are delivered in order to achieve best value
and contribute to the Vision 2010 objectives. This will be achieved via the following objectives:

• to provide a forum to ensure research and consultation proposals follow appropriate methodologies and
practices; 

• to provide a forum to disseminate and discuss research and consultation findings which may be relevant
across the organisation in a manner that effects changes in policy and service delivery; 

• to identify appropriate skills and tools to ensure that research and consultation are undertaken in the
most appropriate and effective manner and to implement appropriate skills training for staff and
members; 

• to assist in enhancing the links between research, consultation and policy making;

• to assist in identifying, where appropriate, common research/consultation and information needs;

• to develop and maintain databases of research and consultation undertaken by the Council;

• to provide technical and user input into consultations from the Office for National Statistics and other
relevant agencies;

• to develop a strategy for the dissemination of Census of Population and other data available from
National Statistics and other agencies across the Council;

• to provide a Council input to the Luton Community Information Observatory;

• to evaluate and provide peer review of consultations and research undertaken by the Council;

• to develop and implement service specific strategies for research and consultation to enable evidence
based policy making to contribute to Vision 2010 objectives; and

• to produce and disseminate a quarterly E-bulletin on research and consultation activity.

Contact: Paul R Barton, Team Leader, Research and Intelligence Team, 

Luton Borough Council

Tel: 01582 546311  Email: paul.barton@luton.gov.uk

2.3 Coordination of research with
external partners

Local authorities are engaged in many different
partnerships with other organisations; research is
an area that lends itself well to partnership

arrangements. This might include partnership
arrangements with any of the following:

• neighbouring authorities;

• upper or lower tier authorities;



• local partner agencies: eg police, primary care
trusts, voluntary organisations;

• Local Strategic Partnership; and

• regional/sub-regional agencies eg Learning and
Skills Council (LSC), Regional Development Agency,
Strategic Health Authority;

Partnership arrangements can take a number of
different forms including:

• information-sharing about each agency's research
activities;

• coordination of research activities to avoid
duplication;

• data-sharing;

• jointly commissioned research;

• establishment of joint web site; and

• production of joint publications or newsletter.

How does partnership working contribute to
effectiveness?

Entering into partnership arrangements with other
agencies can:

• facilitate information exchange and avoid wasteful
duplication of effort;

• lead to data-sharing;

• release increased resources for research;

• lead to economies of scale;

• result in greater purchasing power in relation to
commissioned research; and

• contribute to the development of shared local
agendas.

What can you do?

• Identify key partner organisations and the research
leads in each one;

• find out if there is an existing group that could be
built on;

• convene an initial meeting to gauge interest and
identify priorities;

• identify areas of common research interest;

• look at the possibilities for joint commissioning;

• develop protocols for information and data
sharing; and

• identify opportunities for skills exchange and skills
sharing to build capacity across local organisations.

Tips for small authorities

• Develop partnership arrangements with
neighbouring authorities. They are likely to be
facing similar issues to you and might, for
example, be interested in joint commissioning of
research or joint research appointments; and

• joining up with the research leads in other, large
local organisations eg police, PCT, LSC might
provide new opportunities of benefit to your
authority eg shared training/capacity building and
data sharing.

research briefing 12



Examples from practice
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Rhondda Cynon Taff County Borough Council has set up an External Data Pooling Consortium which
brings together partners of the authority. Sharing research data within this group helps to support the
community planning and partnership agendas.

Contact: Chris Davies, Research and Information Officer

Rhondda Cynon Taff County Borough Council

Tel: 01443 424036 Email:  christopher.s.davies@rhondda-cynon-taff.gov.uk

Consultation managers within Bedfordshire and Luton meet informally about 3-4 times a year to share
experiences and examples of good practice regarding research and consultation. The group includes
representatives from the County Council, the District and Borough Councils, the Police, the Fire Service
and the Learning and Skills Council.  

Contact: Elizabeth Belcher, Consultation Manager, Bedfordshire County Council 

Tel: 01234 228044  Email: elizabeth.belcher@bedscc.gov.uk

The Local Intelligence Network Cornwall (LINC) is developing an electronic data warehouse and related
website for Cornwall (www.linc4info.org.uk). The intention is to ensure easier access to up to date and
robust data. Currently those who need access to data about Cornwall may need to go to a number of
different organisations to gather what they need. From the data owner's point of view this process is also
inefficient. In many cases staff in organisations that hold data may have to deal with numerous requests.
LINC is aiming to reduce this pressure on researchers by offering a sophisticated data warehouse to
disseminate their data. The site will also provide interactive charting and mapping tools that can be used
to present the data contained online.

Contact: Ben Bolton, LINC Project Manager 

Tel: 01872 323556 Email: bbolton@cornwall.gov.uk

Leicestershire County Council on behalf of Leicestershire Together (Local Strategic Partnership) has
developed a Community Information Initiative which has produced a Strategy for Community Information
in Leicestershire. It has also produced a high level Data Sharing Protocol to assist sharing of data between
partner organisations. These documents are available on the County Council's website:
http://www.leics.giv.uk/statistics under Community Information. Partner organisations in Leicestershire
have also developed a joint web portal for sharing and accessing community and economic information -
Leicestershire Online Research Atlas: http://www.lsora.org. 

Contact: Harry Mistry, Team Leader, Research and Information Team, Leicestershire County Council.

Tel: 0116 265 7259 email: hmistry@leics.gov.uk



2.4 System for requesting research

Wherever research is undertaken within the
authority a simple but transparent system needs to
be in place for requesting or commissioning
research. Ideally this system should link proposed
research to corporate priorities and service
improvement (see section 4.1) and should include
an outline of how the research is to be undertaken
to facilitate quality control (see section 4.2).

How will a system for commissioning research
contribute to effectiveness?

• Facilitates the linking of research to corporate and
service delivery priorities;

• helps research planning and the prioritisation of
work;

• ensures that research is properly specified and that
methods are appropriate;

• ensures that research is properly costed;

• can contribute to quality assurance; and

• provides a means of accountability.

What can you do?

• Develop a simple pro forma for the 'policy
customer' to request research in discussion with
the researcher. (This could be an early task for the
Research Coordination Group - see section 2.2 -
where research continues to be decentralised or
for the Central Research Unit);

• the pro forma should include space for:

- outlining the rationale for the research

- specifying aims and objectives

- describing the methods to be used

- setting out the timescale within which the
work needs to be completed

- a specification of the costs.

• a system for reviewing and agreeing the research
requests will also need to be put in place (see
section 4.2 on Quality Assurance).

Tips for small authorities

• Even in a very small authority it is worth
formalising the process for commissioning
research. This will help those undertaking research
to demonstrate the extent of research undertaken
and the resources required.

research briefing 14

In East Lancashire the five councils of Pendle, Hyndurn, Burnley, Ribble Valley and Rossendale have
developed a Joint Consultation Framework in order to improve and make more efficient the way in which
citizens are consulted. This sets out the benefits of consultation and a shared approach and makes links to
other strategies and initiatives. 

Contact: C. Collingwood, Pendle Borough Council

Tel: 01282 661614
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Brighton and Hove City Council has a Project Approval System for research and consultation projects
and the database is used to track the status of any proposals and also makes available the project
proposal, methodology, questionnaires, final results and reports. The aim is to share data and good
practice and flag up opportunities for combining projects and avoiding duplication.

Contact: Dr. Gwendolyn Brandon, Senior Researcher, Brighton & Hove City Council

Tel: 01273 294337  Email: Gwendolyn.Brandon@brighton-hove.gov.uk

Examples from practice

Chester City Council has a Research Standards Panel that receives, assesses and approves all proposals to
undertake research or consultation. This is linked to a Management Information System. The standard
form used requires information on the following:

• project background - including the need for the research/consultation and the main issues to be
addressed;

• aim;

• key research/consultation questions;

• objectives;

• outputs - eg number and type of report; data base;

• outcomes - ie intended end results of the research/consultation;

• timetable;

• dissemination and use of findings - including intended recipients of the research and mode of
dissemination; how results will inform policy and service planning;

• resources available; and

• design and method including ethical, equality and confidentiality considerations.

Contact: Beverly Wilson, Research Manager, Chester City Council

Tel: 01244 402524 Email: b.wilson@chester.gov.uk

2.5 Research strategy

Having a written research strategy indicates that
research is taken seriously and is valued as an
input into decision making and service planning.
Research strategies can take different forms but
might consist of all or some of the following:

• a general statement on the role of research within
the authority;

• principles underpinning the conduct of research;

• a statement of the resources - human and
financial - available for research within the
authority;



• a description of the processes for requesting and
undertaking research;

• research priorities for the coming year (linked to
corporate and service priorities); and

• a detailed workplan for the coming year.

Of course research strategies should be sufficiently
flexible to facilitate research that needs to be
undertaken in response to unanticipated issues as
and when they arise, in addition to those areas of
work that are planned in advance.

How will a research strategy contribute to
effectiveness?

• "Excellent" and "good" authorities are more likely
than others to have a formal corporate research
strategy;

• a research strategy allows work to be planned and
resources deployed effectively;

• a research strategy will help to ensure that
research supports corporate and service delivery
priorities; and

• a research strategy will facilitate coordination of
research efforts across the authority.

What can you do?

• Develop a document that sets out the overarching
aims and objectives and principles of research in
your authority; and

• use this as the basis for arguing for the need to
develop an annual research strategy or work plan.

Tips for small authorities

• In developing your high level strategy document
begin by reviewing the research that is currently
undertaken (perhaps on the basis of the audit
referred to in section 2.1); and

• this might then be used as the basis for a
statement of overarching aims and objectives for
research and the need for an annual work plan.

research briefing 16

Examples from practice

Crawley Borough Council has produced a comprehensive document setting out its approach to
consultation. The aim of the strategy is to encourage a more coordinated approach to consultation; a
coherent and planned programme of activities; good quality practice; and a shared understanding across
all stakeholders in relation to consultation. 

The strategy document includes sections on: what do we mean by consultation; the local context; good
practice principles; using and sharing consultations; and the role of elected members. It is complemented
by a Consultation Toolkit available on the Council's intranet.

Contact: Carrie Burton, Corporate Policy Manager (Community Engagement), Crawley Borough Council

Tel: 01293 43 8473 email: carrie.burton@crawley.gov.uk



2.6 Profile of research within the
authority

In many authorities research and researchers have
a relatively low profile; officers and members may
not really be aware of what they do and how their
work contributes to the local authority. The
development of a research-minded culture can be
helped by building a profile for research both
within and outside the authority. This goes beyond
communicating the findings of specific projects to
include 'selling' the benefits of research by
demonstrating how findings impact on policy and
services. However there are clear links to the
communication and dissemination of research
findings discussed in section 5.

How does building a profile for research contribute
to effectiveness?

• Officers and members will have greater awareness
of research and how it contributes to the work of
the local authority.

• The basis on which key decisions are made will
become more apparent, giving those decisions
greater legitimacy;

• the authority generally will be come more
"research-minded"; and

• if more people across the authority and in partner
agencies are aware of research that is being
conducted, there is a greater likelihood of research
efforts becoming more joined up.

What can you do?

• Ensure that information about ongoing research is
easily accessible (see also section 5.1);

• ensure that summary research findings are widely
disseminated and publicised (see also section 5.3);

• issue press releases about research findings where
appropriate (see also section 5.3); 

• develop a research section on the authority's
website;

• produce a regular research newsletter or bulletin,
or feature articles about research findings and how
they are being used in internal staff newsletters or
bulletins, or residents' newsletters where
appropriate; and

• produce a Research Annual Report that reviews the
implementation of the research strategy (section
2.5) and reports on, for example, customer
satisfaction (section 4.3) and outcomes from
research (section 5.4).
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Chester City Council develops an annual research strategy on the basis of research needs identified in
service plans. These research needs are linked to corporate priorities to generate a prioritised programme
of research work.

Contact: Beverly Wilson, Research Manager, Chester City Council

Tel: 01244 402524 Email: b.wilson@chester.gov.uk

Worcestershire County Council's Research and Intelligence Unit produces a Performance Plan that
sets out the Unit's work priorities and targets for the coming year which are linked to specific corporate
objectives. The Plan also details performance targets for each area of the Unit's work. An "achievements"
section is also included showing how the Unit performed against the targets for the previous year.

Contact: Clive Lloyd, Head of Research, Worcestershire County Council. 

Tel: 01905 766714  Email: clloyd@worcestershire.gov.uk



Tips for small authorities

• In small authorities there may not be enough
research going on to justify a regular newsletter.
However you can make sure there is a research
section in whatever internal publications - paper or
electronic - exist. 

Examples from practice
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Bedfordshire County Council circulates a quarterly electronic newsletter to all staff of middle
management and above giving details of all known consultation projects. The newsletter contains brief
summaries of recently completed projects including methods and findings and also includes details of
future research events and activities together with tips for good practice.

Contact: Elizabeth Belcher, Consultation Manager, Bedfordshire County Council 

Tel: 01234 228044  email: elizabeth.belcher@bedscc.gov.uk 

Camden Council produces a six monthly bulletin which includes details of all consultation exercises that
have been undertaken and their results. It also highlights forthcoming research projects. This bulletin is
distributed throughout the council to keep people informed and up-to-date with the latest research
activity.

Contact: Debbie Lee Chan, Research Manager, Camden Council

Tel: 020 7974 5513  email: debbie.chan@camden.gov.uk

2.7 Senior management and elected
member commitment

Our research has shown that local authority
research is more likely to be effective where senior
managers and elected members are committed to
research. The aim here is to create a culture in
which research is regarded as an important input
into decision making and processes which lead to
research findings routinely contributing to policy.

How do senior management and elected member
commitment contribute to effectiveness?

• "Excellent" and "good" authorities are more likely
than others to say that senior management and
elected members are very committed to research;

• where senior managers and elected members are
committed to research it is more likely that
resources are committed to research and that
research is carried out effectively; and

• where senior managers and elected members are
committed to research it is more likely that they
will also make use of research findings.

What can you do?

• Discuss the possibility of an elected member
formally taking on the lead role for research or,
informally, acting as a "champion" for research;

• ensure that senior managers and elected members
understand what research can offer.

• organise training for elected members on research
use and how it can contribute to their roles;



• involve elected members in the process of planning
research;

• make sure scrutiny activity makes use of research
evidence.

Tips for small authorities

• Training for elected members might emphasise the
use to them of interpreting and applying
intelligence derived from the analysis of existing
datasets.

Example from practice
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In Chester City Council two elected members and a "Management Team champion" sit on the Research
Standards Panel which considers all research proposals and coordinates and prioritises requests to use the
Council's Corporate research resources. The Panel also has the responsibility for producing an annual
research plan and for reviewing the effectiveness of research in informing service and policy planning.

Contact: Beverly Wilson, Research Manager, Chester City Council

Tel: 01244 402524 Email: b.wilson@chester.gov.uk

Research culture and organisation - self assessment checklist 
Characteristic Is it in 

place?  
Is it a 
priority? 

Central research unit   

Research coordinating group within the authority   

Register of research or research database   

Mechanism for coordinating research with external partners   

System for commissioning/ requesting research   

Written research strategy and work plan   

Research section on local authority web-site   

Research bulletin or newsletter   

Regular research features in (general) internal staff bulletins/ newsletters   

Features in residents’ newsletters especially where the public have been 
involved in research 

  

Annual Research Report   

Awareness raising/ research use training for elected members   

Awareness raising/ research use training for senior managers   

Lead member for research/ involvement in research planning   

Senior manager responsible for research/ involved in research planning   



Priorities for action: Location of research and
research culture

From the checklist above:

• identify your priorities for action;

• draw up a plan for each priority indicating:

- who should be responsible for taking this
forward?

- what tasks are entailed?

- what is the timescale for completion?
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Priority Who is 
responsible? 

Tasks Timescale Comments 

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 



Research effectiveness is linked to the capacity
within authorities to plan, commission, manage,
undertake and make use of research of different
kinds. "Capacity" includes: financial resources,
human resources, skills and expertise, ICT,
information and administrative datasets. The aim
here is for your authority to have in place the
resources necessary for research to be carried out
both effectively and efficiently, making best use of
the resources available. 

3.1 Financial resources

Our research has shown that the resources for
undertaking and managing research are not always
clearly defined. As a result it is difficult to know
how much an authority spends on its research and
whether or not this represents value for money.
We are not recommending a certain proportion of
an authority's total budget to be spent on
research; authorities are too diverse in their
approaches to, and definitions of, research for this
to be possible or useful. Rather we are saying that
the budget for research should be clearly
identifiable. This links to the requirement that
research is properly specified and costed (see
section 2.4).

How does having a defined research budget
contribute to effectiveness?

• "Excellent" and "good" authorities are more likely
than others to have a central research budget;

• having a defined research budget ensures that the
resources needed to do the job are available;

• a clearly specified research budget facilitates
proper accountability for resources used; and

• knowing in advance the budget available for
research can help with the process of prioritising
research tasks.

What can you do?

• find out how much your authority currently spends
on research:

- corporately

- by department/directorate;

• what proportion of this resource is spent on
staffing and other research-related costs?;

• review whether these resources could be deployed
more effectively; and

• if you don't already have one, argue for a clearly
defined research budget.

Tips for small authorities

• Finding out how much is spent on research across
the authority could contribute to arguments in
favour of a more clearly focussed research post or
unit.
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3. research capacity

In West Sussex County Council budgets are drawn up for each research project and good practice in
research procurement is followed with a full tender process used. In addition advice has been provided on
the time and cost implications of different kinds of research as a guide to those considering requesting
research.

Contact: Kate Bloor, Corporate Research and Consultation Manager, West Sussex County Council.

Tel: 01243 382913 Email: Kate.Bloor@westsussex.gov.uk

Examples from practice



3.2 Human resources

The most important part of research capacity is the
human resource element - the officers within the
authority who undertake research as all or part of
their role. The quality and effectiveness of the
research undertaken is likely to be a direct result of
the skills and expertise of the research staff
employed. However because of the lack of
definition of research and research-related activities
it is not always possible to know who within the
authority might be included in the category
"researcher". Especially in small authorities,
research may only be one part of an individual's
job and, as a consequence, they may not be
referred to as a researcher or see themselves
primarily in that role. In larger authorities there
may be officers engaged in specialist tasks eg data
management, who are not called researchers but
who nevertheless contribute to the research
process in important ways. As was the case with
financial resources, we are not recommending a
certain number of full time equivalent research
staff for different kinds of authority. This will be
determined by other factors such as the priority
given to research within the authority, the ways in
which it is organised and the availability of
resources. However we are arguing in favour of
there being specialised research staff in all local
authorities.

How do research staff contribute to effectiveness?

• Skilled and experienced research staff are more
likely to produce effective and robust research;

• developing a sense of identity as researchers
among officers who undertake research can lead
to a positive valuation of the role; and

• knowing who the researchers are in your authority
is the first step in developing a more coordinated
approach to research (see section 2.2).

What can you do?

• If you don't already know, find out who
undertakes or contributes to research across your
authority; and

• develop a set of competencies for research staff
and review their skills accordingly to identify gaps
and training needs.

Tips for small authorities

• In searching for researchers explain what you mean
by research; it is likely that there are policy officers
who engage in research-related activity as a small
part of their task and do not categorise these
activities as research.

3.3 Skills, training and professional
development

As important as, if not more important than, the
number of researchers within an authority is their
skills and expertise. Our research has shown that in
many cases officers are undertaking or managing
research without the necessary skills. The skills
required consist of basic research skills (for
example, questionnaire design and sampling),
more advanced and specialist skills (for example,
sophisticated statistical analysis) and also the skills
needed to effectively manage or commission
research. Research staff also need to constantly
refresh and update their skills in order to benefit
from new developments in technology and
opportunities for shared learning. In addition, if
research is to be effectively used then other
officers and members may also need skills in
accessing, interpreting and applying research
findings (see section 5.4) and researchers may
need to develop skills in writing for different
audiences (see section 5.2).

How do skills contribute to effectiveness?

• Skilled and experienced research staff will be able
to:
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- select and use the right tools for the job

- produce research findings that are robust so
that policy makers can have confidence in
them

- work smarter and therefore make better use
of available resources;

• research staff in "excellent" and "good"
authorities are more likely to receive appropriate
training than research staff in other authorities;
and

• research staff who regularly participate in
professional development and training will be able
to apply new methods that allow them to carry
out their roles more effectively.

What can you do?

• Review the skills that are needed to do the kind of
research that is a priority for your authority;

• survey research-related staff (see section 2.2 above)
to find out what skills already exist and whether
there are any gaps;

• work with the Human Resources Department to
develop a set of core and specialist competencies
to be included in researcher job descriptions. An
example of a competency framework is included in
the Annex;

• use this specification of competencies to inform
individual appraisals and the development of
training;

• develop guidance notes and toolkits for officers
engaged in certain kinds of research activity (eg
consultations); and

• encourage researchers to join relevant professional
associations such as LARIA, the Social Research
Association and Market Research Society.

Tips for small authorities

• Drawing up a list of skills and competencies
needed to undertake specific kinds of research
activity can be used as a lever to gain access to
appropriate skills and training and/or to recruit
specialist research staff.
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Examples from practice

West Sussex County Council have developed a list of research competencies which have been mapped
against existing jobs and roles. This list is being used for individual appraisals, team assessment and the
development of training. 

This competency framework is reproduced in the Annex.

Contact: Kate Bloor, Corporate Research and Consultation Manager, West Sussex County Council

Tel: 01243 382913 Email: Kate.Bloor@westsussex.gov.uk
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Brighton & Hove City Council corporate research and consultation team are providing training
programmes for research and policy staff in research methods and have purchased a new tool/aid for
facilitation/focus group work. Officers from across the council are undertaking training sessions in its use.
The aim is to have greater internal capacity to undertake research and consultation to reduce the need to
use external contractors. The programme of training is offered to officers across different areas of the
council and it is hoped that this will result in a degree of independence for projects - i.e. officers will be
available to carry out research and consultation for projects they are not involved in. 

Contact: Dr. Gwendolyn Brandon, Senior Researcher, Brighton & Hove City Council

Tel: 01273 294337  Email: Gwendolyn.Brandon@brighton-hove.gov.uk

Bedfordshire County Council has designed a series of in house training sessions on basic consultation
techniques, the most successful being a set of three lunchtime workshops covering;
1. Planning

2. Questionnaire design and sampling

3. Analysis and reporting.

The training has a 'hands on' approach and uses a case study scenario linking all three sessions. 

Contact: Elizabeth Belcher, Consultation Manager, Bedfordshire County Council 

Tel: 01234 228044  email: elizabeth.belcher@bedscc.gov.uk 

Fife Council with its Community Planning partners, have produced a series of "Know How" sheets on
key issues, for example ethnic monitoring and freedom of information, with the view to developing the
capacity of those engaged in research.

Contact: Chris Mitchell, Corporate Research, Fife Council

Tel: 01592 413267



3.4 ICT and information support

Access to appropriate ICT and information support
is important for maintaining and building an
effective and efficient capability. This includes:

• access to library and other information sources eg
subscriptions to relevant on-line data and
bibliographic sources. These facilitate the process
of searching for existing research and information;

• appropriate hardware and software. Depending on
the needs of the authority and the types of
research to be carried out, this might include any
of the following:

- internet linked PCs

- statistical analysis software eg SPSS

- Geographic Information System (GIS)
software

- hand-held computers for face-to-face
interviews.

How does ICT and information contribute to
effectiveness?

• Having the right tools for the job (together with
the skills to use them effectively - see section 3.3)
will enhance efficiency and effectiveness;

• appropriate use of technology can enhance the
quality of research; 

• the ability to search for information and relevant
research undertaken elsewhere can sometimes
remove the need to undertake further primary
research; and

• presentation of research results can be enhanced
by using ICT applications (eg maps, graphs) and
this can help policy officers and elected members
interpret and make more effective use of results.

What can you do?

• As part of your survey of research staff (see above)
ask about the hardware and software that they
currently have access to and use; and then ask if
there is anything else that is needed; and
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In 2004 the London Borough of Lambeth commissioned a research agency to conduct a series of focus
groups with residents in order to gain a better understanding of residents' perceptions of the council. A
further objective of this project was to develop the skills and expertise of the council's own staff in order
to improve capacity to undertake future qualitative research. Therefore, in the specification, potential
contractors were asked to say how they could design and deliver this research so as to provide a
development opportunity for the three Consultation and Market Research officers based in service
departments, and the Corporate Consultation Manager. The successful contractor built in the training
element for in-house staff as an integral part of the research giving officers the opportunity to learn more
through being involved in the research rather than merely as spectators.

The outcome has been enhanced understanding of qualitative research processes  and improved
confidence for staff and an increase in the amount of qualitative research that is being undertaken in-
house. 

Contact: Mark Picksley, Corporate Consultation Manager, Communications and Consultation, London
Borough of Lambeth

Tel: 0202 7926 9344 email: mpicksley@lambeth.gov.uk



• review the ways in which research undertaken
externally (eg by Government departments, other
local authorities, research institutes) is accessed,
disseminated and stored. Could this be done more
effectively?

Tips for small authorities

• Subscriptions to on-line bibliographic and search
agencies eg Idox can be a very cost-effective way
of providing access to research undertaken by
other agencies that could be of use to your
authority.

3.5 Administrative datasets

All local authorities collect huge amounts of data
on the local population, service users and the local
area. Often this information is collected for a
particular purpose eg monitoring or making
statutory returns to central government, but could
be analysed to create new knowledge about the
locality. Of particular interest here is the potential
to map data using GIS systems.

How does use of administrative datasets contribute
to effectiveness?

• Analysing existing datasets can reduce the need
for expensive new primary data collection or
suggest more focused areas for new research; and

• involving officers whose primary role is the
management of data can potentially enlarge the
range of skills available to research teams.

What can you do?

• Produce a list of all the data sets that are currently
held by the authority and their main fields;

• find out whether there are any issues preventing
the interrogation or analysis of these datasets;

• share this list with external research partners in
exchange for information about their datasets (see
section 2.3 above); and

• consider how information from these datasets can
be used in ongoing research.

Tips for small authorities

• Existing datasets are an important resource that
exist in all authorities no matter how small. It is
important that use of this data is maximised.
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Examples from practice

Rhondda Cynon Taff County Borough Council is setting up the sharing of data with external partners
through CADDIE (Crime and Disorder Data Information Exchange). This system provides up-to-date
information about Crime and Disorder in an area and maps/overlays data from the police, fire service,
ambulance and Council. 

It provides data for the public through a website that uses a mapping wizard which allows them to see
thematic maps of crime and disorder in a given area. Partners are able to view the same site, but are also
able to build hotspots and print data maps along with graphs and reports. This allows partners to see
where incidents are happening in their area and provides a facility to input previously unreported incidents
of anti-social behaviour/disorder by wardens, council employees, citizens' advice bureaux etc. This more
detailed data allows CADDIE to carry out more in-depth analysis for the partnership, compiling detailed
reports on when and why incidents happen. They can also provide the partnership with regular monitoring
and evaluation of projects.

Contact:: Chris Davies, Research and Information Officer

Rhondda Cynon Taff County Borough Council

Tel: 01443 424036  Email: christopher.s.davies@rhondda-cynon-taff.gov.uk



Priorities for action: Research Capacity

From the checklist above:

• Identify your priorities for action

• Draw up a plan for each priority indicating:

- who should be responsible for taking this
forward

- what tasks are entailed

- what is the timescale for completion
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Brighton & Hove City Council use the Citystats database which is a GIS based data sharing system to
enable locally generated and nationally generated data to be presented and analysed by non-fixed
boundaries. All the data contained on the site is pinned down to a grid reference and the user can apply
their boundaries around the data above and beyond set ward or other boundaries. This has been
particularly useful for the council in projects such as Neighbourhood Renewal and Surestart.

Go to: http://www.citystats.org  to view Citystats.

Contact: Dr. Gwendolyn Brandon, Senior Researcher, Brighton & Hove City Council

Tel: 01273 294337  Email: Gwendolyn.Brandon@brighton-hove.gov.uk

Research capacity - self assessment checklist 
Characteristic Is it in 

place?  
Is it a 
priority? 

The budget for research is clearly identifiable   

Research staff can be identified across the authority   

Core and specialist research competencies are referred to in researcher job 
descriptions 

  

Research staff have the necessary skills to do their jobs effectively   

Research staff participate in research-related training   

The capacity of other staff with a role in research is being developed eg 
through training, use of toolkits and good practice guidance 

  

Research staff are members of relevant professional organisations   

Effective use is made of external sources of research, for example 
Government reports etc 

  

Effective use is made of administrative data sets   

 



research briefing 28

Priority Who is 
responsible? 

Tasks Timescale Comments 

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 



Our discussions with stakeholders have shown that
in local government effective research is relevant to
the authority's corporate and service delivery
concerns, is robust and produces reliable results
and meets the needs of customers. This section
shows how this can be achieved.

4.1 Linkage to corporate and service
delivery priorities

Research can and should help the authority
anticipate the future and plug gaps in knowledge.
The framework within which research needs are
identified should ideally be the corporate plan and
service delivery/improvement plans. Identifying
research needs as part of this planning process
provides a clear steer for the development of a
research strategy (see section 2.5 above) and will
ensure that the research undertaken is relevant,
planned and linked to wider priorities. 

How does linking research to council priorities
contribute to effectiveness?

• Research that is relevant to the authority's
concerns is more likely to have an impact on policy
and practice; 

• linking research to corporate and service delivery
priorities will ensure that:

- research is focused and relevant

- research can be planned and prioritised
effectively.

What can you do?

• Review the processes for developing corporate and
service plans;

• identify the most appropriate way in which the
specification of research needs could be related to
these plans; and

• develop a mechanism for preparing a research
strategy that takes account of these identified
research needs (see also section 2.5).

Tips for small authorities

• In small authorities where resources for research
are likely to be very constrained the need for
clearly focusing research on corporate priorities is
especially important.
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4. quality and types of research undertaken

Examples from practice

The Fife Research Coordination Group has developed "Knowledge for Action", a strategic research
framework and agenda linked to its Community Planning processes. The framework sets out principles for
co-ordinated research work for the Fife Partnership. The aim of the framework is "to develop and make
best use of knowledge from research and information resources to help achieve Fife's Community Plan
vision". The framework is linked to the Community Planning Research Agenda which identifies areas for
research in relation to each theme of the Community Plan. The framework also sets out various actions
intended to build capacity to do research and apply knowledge gained. 

Contact: Chris Mitchell, Corporate Research, Fife Council

Tel: 01592 413267



4.2 Quality assurance mechanisms

If managers and elected members are to make use
of local authority research then they need to be
confident that the research carried out is rigorous
and leads to robust findings. This is linked to the
skills of researchers (see section 3.3) but the quality
of research can also be enhanced by the
introduction of a mechanism for assuring quality.
This should address research design - is it fit for
purpose? - research methods - are they
appropriate? - and research ethics - have the
implications for research subjects been considered?
However we also have to be realistic. For some
research there may need to be a trade off between
research carried out to the highest standards and
the need, for example, to produce research
findings within tight timescales or for research to
be inclusive. The question of research quality
therefore needs to be recast in terms of whether it
is "fit for purpose".

If the research relates to health or social care then
it may also have to meet the requirements of the
Department of Health's Research Governance
framework which is intended to ensure that
research is of a high standard, is rigorous and
safeguards participants and researchers. The
Research Governance Framework can be found at
http://www.dh.gov.uk/assetRoot/04/01/47/57/0401
4757.pdf. The implementation plan for social care
(which sets out the implications of the Research
Governance Framework for Social Care
organisations including local authorities) can be
found at
http://www.dh.gov.uk/assetRoot/04/08/41/83/0408
4183.pdf. The Department of Health Research 

Governance in Social Care Advisory Group has also
published a resource pack, supported by the
Association of Directors for Social Services, which
can be found at
http://www.ssrg.org.uk/governance/files/rgf.pdf.

How do quality assurance mechanisms contribute
to effectiveness?

• Having a quality assurance mechanism can ensure
that the design of research projects is robust;

• a means of quality assurance will result in the
selection of methods that are appropriate to the
issues being covered by the research;

• assuring the quality of the research design and
methods reduces the likelihood that the research
will not produce useful findings;

• quality assurance can result in greater confidence
in the research findings; policy officers and
councillors are more likely to make use of research
in which they have confidence; and

• "excellent" and "good" authorities are more likely
than others to have a mechanism in place for
quality assuring research.

What can you do?

• Review the way in which research projects are
specified - is there a way in which a review of the
methods and design could be built in to the
existing process?;

• could the research coordination group (see section
2.2) perform this review function?;
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Chester City Council's Research Standards Panel collects information from service plans as the basis for
developing a work programme linked to Council priorities. This feeds into the Best Value Performance
Plan and Annual Business Plan and sets out in one place all the Council's plans for research/consultation.

Contact: Beverly Wilson, Research Manager, Chester City Council

Tel: 01244 402524 Email: b.wilson@chester.gov.uk



• is there a role for an external "expert" in this
process?;

• for large projects could an Advisory Group be
created? Involving potential end users of the
research in an advisory capacity in the design of
research can result in greater ownership of the
research findings and an increased likelihood of
their being used; and

• develop protocols for application to common
research activities such as consultation.

Tips for small authorities

• Is there someone with research expertise in a local
college or university who could provide some
external validation of research design and
methods?

Examples from practice
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At Brighton and Hove City Council the Project Approval System helps to ensure quality in research.
Projects which are submitted are fully reviewed and only given approval to commence if there is clear
evidence of the appropriateness and robustness of the methodology and that ethical considerations (such
as implications of the Data Protection Act, confidentiality, Criminal Records Bureau cleared staff for
interviews with children or vulnerable adults etc) are all in place. The Project Approval process also applies
to any research or consultation work contracted on the council's behalf and so consultants' proposals also
have to be reviewed. 

Contact: Dr. Gwendolyn Brandon, Senior Researcher, Brighton & Hove City Council

Tel: 01273 294337 Email: Gwendolyn.Brandon@brighton-hove.gov.uk

Chester City Council has set up a Research Standards Panel to ensure that there is a formal  process for
coordinating research activity, ensuring quality standards and agreeing priorities for research. All research
has to be considered and approved before the work can go ahead. The Research Standards Panel includes
elected members and an independent assessor from the local college.

Contact: Beverly Wilson, Research Manager, Chester City Council

Tel: 01244 402524 Email: b.wilson@chester.gov.ukk



4.3 Customer satisfaction

An important aspect of enhancing the profile and
standing of research in local government is that
"customers" - those who have requested the
research - are satisfied with the end result. This
should be an important indicator for the research
unit or group. However it does depend on there
being a clearly defined customer for the research.
If there is a formal system for commissioning or
requesting research (see section 2.4) then this
should make it apparent who the customer is.

How does customer satisfaction contribute to
effectiveness?

• Knowing who the customer is and understanding
what they want from the research should help to
ensure that the research meets their needs;

• satisfied customers will contribute to the enhanced
profile and standing of research within the
authority;

What can you do?

• Make sure you know who the customer is and
what their purpose and expectations are;

• involve your customer in the design of the
research; and
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Luton Borough Council's Research and Consultation Forum has developed a Code of Conduct for
research and consultation activity across the Council. This is intended to help improve the quality and
therefore credibility of research and consultation undertaken by the Council. The key principles
underpinning the Code of Conduct are as follows:

• all research and consultation activities should have an approved project plan;

• all research and consultation projects should be based upon the principles of objectivity and scientific
standards;

• ensure that the principles of the Data Protection Act are followed at all times;

• ensure that all options offered for consultation are available for implementation;

• fairness;

• ensure that participation in a research or consultation project is voluntary;

• ensure that the findings of a research or consultation exercise are communicated to all stakeholders;

• ensure equality of opportunity throughout the research/consultation exercise; and

• ensure that there is an effective evaluation of the research/consultation projects and that the findings of
this are widely disseminated to enable learning and best practice to be identified.

Contact: Paul R Barton, Team Leader, Research and Intelligence Team, 

Luton Borough Council

Tel: 01582 546311  Email: paul.barton@luton.gov.uk



• after the research is completed follow up with a
customer satisfaction survey to ensure that they
got what they wanted and to identify learning
points for the future.

Tips for small authorities

• Formalising the relationship with research
customers and reviewing their satisfaction with
what you produce can help to raise the standing
of research within the authority.
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Quality and type of research - self assessment checklist  

Characteristic Is it in 
place?  

Is it a 
priority? 

Planned research activities reflect or are linked to corporate and 
service priorities 

  

A mechanism exists for ensuring that research design is “fit for 
purpose” 

  

Easily accessible protocols exist for common research tasks   

It is clear who the customer is for all research   

A customer satisfaction questionnaire is sent to all research customers 
following completion of the work 

  

 

Priority Who is 
responsible? 

Tasks Timescale Comments 

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 
 

    

 

Priorities for action: Type and quality of
research

From the checklist above:

• identify your priorities for action;

• draw up a plan for each priority indicating:

- who should be responsible for taking this
forward

- what tasks are entailed

- what is the timescale for completion



However relevant, timely and rigorous a piece of
research is, it will have little or no impact unless it
is communicated and disseminated appropriately
and effectively. The key issue here is to tailor the
way in which research findings are presented to
the content and the audience. In addition there is
evidence to suggest that research is more likely to
have an impact if the key messages and action
points are clearly identified and when the potential
users of research can not only read the research
but also discuss or engage with the findings in
some way. 

5.1 Central register or database of
research

The first issue that needs to be addressed in this
section is access. Officers and members and
external partners need easy access to research
reports. One way of achieving this is to have a
central register or database of all research reports
produced or commissioned by the authority. This is
linked to the development of systems for
coordinating research (see section 2.2) and
commissioning or requesting research (see section
2.4). The database or register needs to be:

• up to date;

• searchable; and

• provide links to published reports or indicate how
paper copies can be obtained.

How does a register of research contribute to
effectiveness?

• Provides easy access to research reports when they
are needed;

• increases the likelihood that research will be used;
and

• makes it less likely that research will be duplicated.

What can you do?

• Check to see if there is an existing database or
register that could be developed;

• link your systems for coordinating and requesting
research to the development of a database;

• ensure that all research that is in the public domain
is included on the database and is available either
to download or can be easily obtained in paper
copy; and

• make sure that the existence of the database is
widely advertised.

Tips for small authorities

• Having an easily accessible, one-stop shop for
research reports is equally relevant to small
authorities.
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5. communication and impact

Examples from practice

Bedfordshire County Council has developed a consultation proposal form to record all County Council
consultation exercises and a research database on which they are stored and can be searched.

Officers carrying out consultations are required to complete the simple form logging details such as
project objectives, sample characteristics and survey methods. These details are then input onto the
database. This enables the County Council to co-ordinate consultations effectively, reduce duplication of
work and ensure that there is wide dissemination of reliable and useful consultation results to inform
decision making. The database has been adapted into a read only version so that it can be used
interactively by officers within the Authority.

Contact: Elizabeth Belcher, Consultation Manager, Bedfordshire County Council. 

Tel: 01234 228044  Email: elizabeth.belcher@bedscc.gov.uk



research briefing 35

The corporate research and consultation team at Brighton & Hove City Council have developed a semi
automated database (the Research, Information and Consultation database, RIC) which archives all past
research and consultation and also shows current research and consultation projects that are awaiting
approval or are currently in the field. 

Contact: Dr. Gwendolyn Brandon, Senior Researcher, Brighton & Hove City Council

Tel: 01273 294337  Email: Gwendolyn.Brandon@brighton-hove.gov.uk

Kirklees Metropolitan Council have designed and developed an interactive consultation database which
is sited on their intranet and website
(http://www.kirklees.gov.uk/community/yoursay/consultation/search.asp). The database is a key element of
the council's community engagement framework. Revised and re-launched in 2004, the purpose of the
framework is to ensure that consultation is appropriate, meaningful and carried out to a high standard.
All officers are expected to adhere to the principles and practices set out in the community engagement
framework, including the submission of information to the database about any significant consultations. 

The database can be used by officers, members, partners and the public to search for information on
past, current and planed consultations. It provides information about all aspects of the consultation
including dates, methods, issues, expected outcomes, feedback methods, results and actual outcomes. It
also highlights current consultations that residents can become involved in.

KMC officers can add information about consultations using on-line forms and upload relevant reports to
link to the consultation. The database manager has a 'quality assurance' role and has the facility (via log-
in access) to accept or reject submitted consultations and publish details as appropriate. Automatic email
facilities from the database enable the database manager to request further details, results or outcomes
from the named contact. Reporting facilities are also available to facilitate the documentation of
consultations being carried out or previously carried out. This allows the council to build a more
comprehensive picture of consultation activity and enables the monitoring of outcomes of consultations to
facilitate evidence-based decision making.

As an "excellent" council Kirklees is keen to share this database with other councils who have been
offered the database scripts on CD at no charge. Councils taking advantage of this offer are required to
sign a simple agreement acknowledging Kirklees copyright and the fact that their own authority will be
responsible for deployment and support of the application.

Contact: Helen Bewsher, Research Officer, Corporate Development Unit, Kirklees MC

Tel: 01484 221759 Email: Helen.Bewsher@kirklees.gov.uk



5.2 Effective and appropriate
presentation

People's expectations of research publications are
very high and, indeed, the quality of presentation
has improved immeasurably in recent years. Our
research has shown that what people want from
research reports are:

• findings written up succinctly using plain English;

• the style of presentation tailored to the contents
(eg use of graphs and charts to present statistical
data) and the audience;

• the inclusion of a summary that can be copied
separately from the main report; and

• key messages and action points to be easily
identifiable.

Good researchers do not always find it easy to
write in a way that makes findings accessible;
there may be implications for training here (see
section 3.3).

How does effective presentation contribute to
effectiveness?

• People are more likely to notice attractive and
accessible research reports; and

• the use of summaries, action points and key
messages can make it easier for research findings
to be adopted by managers and policy makers.

What can you do?

• Review the standard way in which research reports
in your authority are presented. Consider the
following:

- are they attractive to look at?

- are they easy to navigate?

- are they easy to read?

- are key messages clearly identified?

- is there a summary?

- can you easily find the implications, action
points and recommendations?

• make sure that you know who the main audiences
are for your research and tailor the way in which
findings are presented accordingly.

Tips for small authorities

• Reports can be attractively produced using
standard word processing packages. Consider
creating a house template for research reports that
can be easily used for all research reports.

research briefing 36

Worcestershire County Council's Research and Intelligence Unit have established a research homepage
that makes available a range of data including: census information, crime mapping and analysis,
economic and housing data and population data including population projections. The website is
designed for members of the public to use as well as officers and members of the Council. The research
pages can be viewed at: www.worcestershire.gov.uk/research.

Contact: Helen Clive, Research Officer Worcestershire County Council. 

Tel: 01905 728538  Email: hclive@worcestershire.gov.uk



Examples from practice
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Fife Council has developed a "Know Fife Findings" series for the production of summary information
from research along the lines of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation "Findings" series. They are part of a
programme of action to help make Fife's service and policy planning better informed, more knowledge
driven and with a stronger evidence base. In particular "Know Fife Findings" are about getting concise
summaries of research or evaluations about Fife to those who can best use them.

To see an example go to:
http://www.fife.gov.uk/uploadfiles/Publications/c64_HealthRegenerationLitReviewFindings130104.pdf

Contact: Chris Mitchell, Corporate Research, Fife Council

Tel: 01592 413267

5.3 Effective mechanisms for
dissemination

The messages from research need to be 'got out'
to potential users. This requires a more active
process than simply making research available for
those who request it. You should be able to
identify a target audience for the research. This
might include all or some of the following:

• senior management team;

• cabinet or senior members;

• senior policy staff;

• front line service providers;

• external partners; and

• the general public.

Think about what will be the best form of
dissemination for each of these different groups.
The key considerations will be:

• paper or electronic dissemination?;

• full research report or summary?;

• dissemination through another publication eg a
council newsletter?; and

• passive dissemination (eg sending report and
summary to the audience) or active dissemination
(eg seminar or workshop)?

For major pieces of research you should consider
working with the authority's communication and
publicity staff to ensure that a press release is
prepared and coverage is included in the
authority's newsletter.

How does effective dissemination contribute to
effectiveness?

• An effective dissemination strategy will ensure
that the research gets to those who need it, when
they need it;

• providing opportunities for engagement with
research findings is likely to lead to the research
having greater impact; and

• members of the public who were involved in the
research as respondents or informants will learn
how the results are being used which can result in
a more positive view of the council and/or a
greater willingness to take part in future research.

What can you do?

• Identify the audiences for your research;

• think about what kind of dissemination strategy
will work best for these different audiences;
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Examples from practice

Darlington Borough Council has set up an Information Users Group with the aim of ensuring that
information gets into the hands of those who need it. It does this by providing an enabling link between
sources of information and end users. The group also undertakes work intended to build capacity in
relation to the use of statistics and information by running courses and sharing good practice

Contact: David Goodchild, Policy Advisor, Chief Executives Office

Tel: 01325 388011.

5.4 Research informs policy and service
delivery

The ultimate goal for local authority research is
that it should have an impact. Of course there are
cases where research does not lead to any
discernible change in policy or practice but
instead, affects the ideas, thinking or attitudes of
policy makers, practitioners or elected members.
Nevertheless one indicator that research is having
an impact is that research is used explicitly to
inform or underpin policy and decision making or
improvements to services. However the ability of
policy makers, practitioners and members to make
use of research may be related to the clarity with
which findings and their implications are
presented (see section 5.2) and the skills that they
have in interpreting and applying research findings
(see section 3.3).

How does research impact contribute to
effectiveness?

• "Excellent" authorities are more likely than other
authorities to say that research is used very
effectively;

• policies and decisions that are informed by solid
research evidence may be easier to justify and be
regarded as having greater legitimacy;

• research evidence can provide the basis for
making difficult policy decisions and choices eg in
relation to targeting scarce resources;

• research can provide information about local
needs that enables services to be more responsive;
and

• research can lead to practice changes that
enhance user satisfaction.

What can you do?

• Ensure that the policy and practice implications of
research findings are clearly articulated;

• check to see whether the standard format for
officers' reports could be modified to contain a
"prompt" asking what the evidence base is for
the recommendations being made;

• check to see whether the standard format for
service delivery/improvement plans could be
modified to include a "prompt" asking what the

work with the authority's communications and
publicity staff to ensure that the research receives
appropriate press coverage and publicity; and

• offer to present the research findings at Senior
Management Team, staff team meetings,
partnership meetings etc.

Tips for small authorities

• If the primary audience for a piece of research is
relatively small a face to face presentation may be 
the most effective means of drawing attention to
the findings. This can have the additional benefit
of raising the profile of research and researchers
with key decision makers and of making sure that
the findings are taken up and used.



evidence base is for the recommendations being
made.

Tips for small authorities

• A potential advantage of small authorities is that
the policy and practice "food chain" is often
shorter. This can mean that research relates more
closely to policy and practice concerns and the
findings can be acted on more quickly.

Examples from practice

research briefing 39

All published research in Leicestershire County Council is made available to both management and
elected members in a number of ways. For general raising awareness of research, the County Council has
an internal Research and Information Newsletter, which disseminates not only new but also forthcoming
research. This newsletter is circulated to all elected members and officers. For more specific research, a
report for the Member Information System is produced when the research has been completed and
published.

Results and outcomes from consultations are reported to Cabinet and Scrutiny as part of the formal
decision-making process on key policies and plans. In addition, Corporate Management Team receives
presentation outlining the results from each Citizens' Panel consultation and the lead Cabinet Member for
consultation is regularly briefed on consultation related developments. 

Contact: Harry Mistry, Team Leader, Research and Information Team, Leicestershire County Council.

Tel: 0116 265 7259 email: hmistry@leics.gov.uk

Communication and impact - self assessment checklist 

Characteristic Is it in 
place?  

Is it a 
priority? 

Consideration is given to the best way of presenting research findings to 
specific audiences 

  

All research reports have a summary, key messages and action points   

A dissemination strategy is developed for each piece of research   

There is an easily available, well-publicised, single point of access for all 
research 

  

Policy officers and elected members are offered training in the 
interpretation and application of research findings 

  

Policy documents make explicit reference to research   

Service delivery/improvement plans make explicit reference to research   

 



Priorities for action: Communication and
impact of research

From the checklist above:

• identify your priorities for action;

• draw up a plan for each priority indicating:

- who should be responsible for taking this
forward

- what tasks are entailed

- what is the timescale for completion
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Priority Who is 
responsible? 

Tasks Timescale Comments 
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