Resources for International Comparative Research

Chapter 6 Research and policy in international settings

Summary
This chapter explores the research–policy interface from a number of perspectives. It examines what international comparative researchers can gain from studying the relationship between research and policy; what policy actors can learn from international comparisons of social phenomena; and how such research can inform policy. In addressing these issues, the chapter reviews a number of theories about the utilization of social science and humanities research by policy makers and practitioners, the differing objectives of researchers and policy makers, the limitations of social science knowledge, the capacity of research governance to integrate research and policy, and the attempts made to bridge the communications gap. The chapter goes on to look at the ways in which evidence-based policy, policy evaluation, learning and transfer have exploited international comparisons and the methodological issues they raise.



Reflective questions
The questions relating to the first part of the chapter (pp. 119–25) are designed to help readers develop a greater understanding of the complex relationship between research and policy.

1. Why were international databases established initially in the mid-nineteenth century, and how were they used (p. 119)?

2. Why did international organizations have difficulty in producing harmonized social indicators (p. 119)?

3. In what ways can social science research support policy making (p. 120)?

4. Why are the objectives and perspectives of researchers and policy makers often considered to be incompatible (pp. 120–2)? 

5. How can the ‘communications gap’ between researchers and policy makers, practitioners and other stakeholders be bridged (pp. 122–4)?

6. How does the relationship between researchers and policy actors differ between countries (pp. 123–4)?

7. What is the added value of incorporating an international dimension into policy-relevant research (pp. 124–5)?

The second part of the chapter (pp. 125–34) and the related questions are concerned more explicitly with the international comparative dimension in policy-relevant research.

8. How has policy evaluation and evidence-based policy research been developed by different disciplines within and across countries (pp. 126–30)?

9. How have international organizations contributed to the information base on the social situation (pp. 130–1)?

10. What are the problems that arise in identifying policy effects in international comparisons, and how can they be overcome (pp. 131–4)?

The third and concluding sections in the chapter (pp. 135–41) and the related questions review the approaches used to investigate international policy transfer and learning, and to assess the contribution of international comparative research to policy development. 

11. How has interest in policy transfer developed at international level, and what are the distinguishing features of obligated and voluntary policy transfer (pp. 135–7)? 

12. What are the preconditions for successful international policy transfer and learning (137–40)?

13. How can international comparative research contribute to effective policy formation and implementation (pp. 140–1)?



Practical questions
The questions below are intended to assist you in planning and carrying out policy-relevant international comparative research projects.

1. Is policy relevance a requirement of the body commissioning your project and, if so, who are the stakeholders?

2. To what extent are your objectives, research design, methods, data sources and analytical techniques dictated by your funders?

3. What arrangements have you made to ensure effective communication with your sponsors?

4. If your aim is to use international comparisons to identify the potential for policy transfer, what criteria have you used in selecting comparators?

5. Do you and your team members have a thorough knowledge and understanding of the relevant institutions and systems in the countries you are comparing?

6. If you are investigating the potential for policy learning, can you answer the following questions about the exporting and importing countries:
6.1 Why is the policy needed in the importing country?
6.2 Where can policy makers look for examples of good practice?
6.3 How is the relevant policy organized, funded and delivered in the exporting country?
6.4 Did the policy achieve the desired outcome?
6.5 Why did the policy work (or not)?
6.6 What lessons can be drawn about the experience for cross-border transfer?
6.7 What adaptations will the importing country need to make before implementing the policy?

7. How will your sponsors use the findings?

8. Will you be able to publish the findings, with due acknowledgement, or will they be embargoed?



Hot tips
The following tips are intended to assist you in avoiding the main pitfalls that result from the potential incompatibility between the aims and objectives of researchers and policy actors in the research process. You are advised to:

· ensure that you understand and can meet the requirements of those commissioning the research within the available resources;

· at the outset, establish arrangements for managing the relationship between researchers, funders, policy actors and other stakeholders;

· ensure that team members have a sound knowledge and understanding of the policy environments, cultures and languages of the countries or societies selected as comparators;

· take account of different cultural approaches to policy analysis;

· be prepared to challenge assumptions made about systems and processes;

· avoid bias in the analysis of evidence of policy effects, for example by triangulating;

· ensure that comparability preconditions are observed for policy learning and transfer by factoring into the research design analysis of the social, economic, political and ideological characteristics of exporting and importing countries;

· in reporting findings, ensure that a range of policy alternatives are presented clearly, concisely and objectively;

· consider different ways of disseminating findings to the various stakeholders.



Supplementary materials
Much of the research commissioned by the international organizations referenced in the first chapter of International Comparative Research has a policy orientation. Some of the published materials in print and as on-line databases provide a valuable resource, both in terms of methods and substantive analysis, for researchers conducting international comparative policy studies. They are listed here together with other relevant publications based on comparative policy studies carried out independently of international organizations.

Additional reading
Atkinson, A.B. and Marlier, E. (eds), Income and Living Conditions in Europe, Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communities, pp. 37–55.

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-31-10-555/EN/KS-31-10-555-EN.PDF
This edited collection, which has also been referenced in other chapters for its contribution to the methods survey literature, provides a valuable resource for researchers interested in income poverty and social exclusion, drawing on data collected and collated by Eurostat from the European Survey of Living Conditions (EU-SILC). The topics covered include household structure, income poverty, income inequality and material deprivation, the socio-economic determinants of health, social participation and social isolation, well-being, earnings, education and employment, the distributional effects of direct taxes and social transfers. One chapter is devoted to policy simulation, using EUROMOD to stress test welfare systems for unemployment.

Bradshaw, J. and Richardson, D. (2009) ‘An Index of Child Well-Being in Europe’,Child Indicators Research, 2 (3): 319–51.

This article compares child well-being in the 27 countries of the European Union, Norway and Iceland, using 43 indicators forming 19 components derived from administrative and survey data around 2006. The indicators cover seven domains: health, subjective well-being, personal relationships, material resources, education, behaviour and risks, housing and the environment. Comparisons are made of the countries’ performances on each of the domains and components. The index is subjected to sensitivity analysis, and an attempt is made to explain variations in child well-being. The authors find positive associations between child well-being and spending on family benefits and services, and GDP per capita, a negative association with inequality, and no association with the prevalence of ‘broken’ families.

Rihoux, B. and Grimm, H. (eds) (2006) Innovative Comparative Methods for Policy Analysis: beyond the quantitative–qualitative divide, New York: Springer.

The contributions to this book are relevant to the issues raised in several of the chapters in International Comparative Research. In seeking to bridge the quantitative–qualitative divide in policy research, they bring together methodologists and specialists from a broad range of social scientific disciplines and policy fields. Although a variety of methods and techniques are covered by the contributors, the main focus is on the research methods and/or techniques that have been developed in the policy field to enable researchers to compare systematically a limited number of cases, namely Qualitative Comparative Analysis and Fuzzy-Sets. The chapters by J. Kvist, ‘Diversity, ideal types and fuzzy sets in comparative welfare state research’ (chapter 8, pp. 167–84), and F. Varone, B. Rihoux and A. Marx, ‘A new method for policy evaluation’ (chapter 10, pp. 213–36) should be of particular interest to researchers in comparative social policy.

Tizot, J. (2001) ‘The issues of translation, transferability and transfer of social policies: French and British “urban social policy”: finding common ground for comparison?’, International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 4 (4): 301–17.

In a contribution to the literature on policy transfer, the paper argues that, by choosing to analyse national sets of social policies into 'functional areas ' and (more or less) discrete functions, it is possible to develop an approach whereby structural resemblances between societies can be shown to produce homothetic functions or sets of functions. This general point is illustrated by the example of 'urban social policies' in France ('politique de la ville') and Great Britain ('inner-city policy'). Despite recognized variations in institutional contexts between the two countries, the author finds that similar devices have been put in place to counter the adverse affects of the 'urban crisis' since the mid-1960s.

Weblinks
The following on-line databases are particularly useful for social policy researchers wanting details about social protection systems in different countries:

Mutual Information System on Social Protection / Social Security (MISSOC), information base
http://www.missoc.org/MISSOC2010/INFORMATIONBASE/informationBase.jsp 


MISSOC, which is funded by the EU and coordinated by B. Brunhes, was established in 1990 to promote a continuous exchange of information on social protection among EU Member States. The system covers all 27 Member States, the three countries of the European Economic Area (Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway) and Switzerland. MISSOC serves as a central knowledge and information base for public authorities, professional users and European citizens, providing up-to-date information on social protection legislation, benefits and conditions in all participating countries. The information base allows users to find descriptive or detailed information about a specific country and provides an opportunity to compare and analyse social protection systems across countries.

Mutual Information System on Social Protection of the Council of Europe (MISSCEO), Database 
http://www.socialcohesion.coe.int/MISSCEO/
The Mutual Information System on Social Protection of the Council of Europe (MISSCEO) covers different countries from MISSOC, but it is otherwise very similar. MISSCEO works in close co¬operation with a network of national correspondents and the Department of Social Policy of the Council of Europe. It covers a total of 15 States: Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Georgia, Moldova, Montenegro, the Russian Federation, Serbia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Turkey and Ukraine as well as Australia, Canada and New Zealand.

For more information and about international organizations and the policy-relevant resources they produce, click the relevant link.

Council of Europe, Education and Cultural Cooperation 
http://www.coe.int/t/e/cultural_co-operation/education/
Council of Europe, Education, Social Policies 
http://www.coe.int/t/dg3/socialpolicies/
Council of Europe, Education, Youth 
http://www.coe.int/T/dg4/youth/default_en.asp
Council of Europe, Sport 
http://www.coe.int/T/DG4/Sport/Default_en.asp
European Commission, Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, Evaluation and Impact Assessment 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=307&langId=en
European Commission, Directorate General for Research and Innovation, Social Sciences and Humanities, Policy and Research 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/social-sciences/policy_en.html
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, Surveys 
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/index.htm
International Labour Organization (ILO) Statistics and Database 
http://www.ilo.org/global/statistics-and-databases/lang--en/index.htm
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Policy Support 
http://www.oecd.org/pages/0,3417,en_36734052_36761681_1_1_1_1_1,00.html
OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
http://www.pisa.oecd.org/pages/0,2987,en_32252351_32235731_1_1_1_1_1,00.html
OECD, Statistics 
http://www.oecd.org/document/0,3746,en_2649_201185_46462759_1_1_1_1,00.html
Statistical Office of the European Communities, Eurostat, Policy Indicators and Statistics by Theme 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/statistics/themes
United Nations Development Reports 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (Unesco), Statistics
http://www.uis.unesco.org/ev.php?ID=2867_201&ID2=DO_TOPIC
World Health Organization (WHO), Data and Statistics 
http://www.who.int/research/en/
