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1 Introduction

While the factors affecting the uptake of research findings in educational practice have
been intensively analysed in the literature (Cain 2015 among others), few studies have
focused on the field of policymaking, especially in countries with no strong tradition
of using evidence in policymaking and those with a weaker research culture in public
institutions. This study aims to address the factors contributing to research uptake in
education policymaking, from the policymakers’ perspective.

The existing literature points towards arguments supporting the role of research
in policymaking (e.g. Temple 2003; Brown 2012) and the importance of research
findings as a critical factor in any innovative change process in education (Levin et al.
2011). In addition, according to Oakley (2000:3), policymaking approaches involving
the utilisation of research ensure that ‘those who intervene in other people’s lives do
so with the utmost benefit and least harm’.
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Evidence-based practice is a field that has already been explored in depth in health
sciences and is now starting to be explored in other fields. For instance, Oxman (2009)
point to the benefits of health systems with policymakers adopting an evidence-
informed approach, as systems that increase the probability of a more effective,
equitable and efficient health policy. In contrast, the authors consider that ‘poorly
informed decision-making is one of the reasons why services sometimes fail to
reach those most in need (...) and may also contribute to problems related to the
effectiveness, efficiency (i.e., value for money), and equity of health systems’ (p.
1). Along the same lines, but in the field of education, the findings of Cordingley
(2013) and Mincu (2014) suggest that using research in decision-making is associated
with better teaching and learning, schools and systems. Tregenza et al. (2012) and
Godfrey (2014, 2016) found similar relations. However, despite interest in the benefits
of research-based approaches in policymaking and practice, ‘little effort has gone
into understanding how, when, or why research affects education policy’, and ‘most
discussion has focused on how to identify <best practices> or <scientifically based>
methods and how to encourage’ the use of research findings (Hess and McDonnell
2008, p. 534).

There are many agents involved in the process of research utilisation (in the pro-
duction process, but also in the use of research findings), and their alignment and its
implications have been investigated. This analysis brings into focus some explana-
tory models, which encapsulate the variety of elements involved in these processes
(Landry et al. 2001b; Levin 2013; Brown 2012 among others) and the role of human
resources in supporting them. However, the complexity and the nature of the relation-
ship between research producers and users prevent us from gaining a full and straight-
forward understanding of the process. While a significant body of literature explores
the role of the research production context (among others Cherney et al. 2012) and
the use of research in practice (among others Mincu 2015; Ostinelli 2017), studies
exploring the complex context of policymakers are still underdeveloped in the educa-
tional field (among others Gough 2004; Lavis 2006; Cain 2015). For this reason, our
research aims to contribute to the understanding of the factors involved in the uptake
of research by educational policymakers, namely those involved in the national pub-
lic administration. The study focuses on Romanian educational researchers in higher
education institutions (as relevant producers of educational research influencing the-
oretical development, policy and practice, including in teaching and learning) and
their relation to policymakers. Also, this is an exploratory study, which investigates
perceptions on research in general, without differentiating amongst various method-
ologies and approaches to research (i.e. action research, fundamental research etc.).
In this context, we first analyse the most common models explaining the factors
influencing research utilisation. Second, we explore how these factors are shaped
by civil servants in education in order to explore the emergence of other factors,
and propose suggestions for how research-based policy processes might be more
effectively supported by both researchers, in particular those in higher education,
and policymakers.
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2 Configuration of Factors Influencing the Research
Uptake in Policymaking

Definitions about evidence-informed policymaking (EIPM) have emerged in the lit-
erature in recent years and range from an approach which ‘helps people make well
informed decisions about policies, programmes and projects by putting the best
available evidence at the heart of policy development and implementation’ (Davies
1999:124), to understandings more associated with the concept of ‘knowledge mobi-
lization” (Cooper et al. 2009). The term describes the growing interest in studying
the role that evidence plays in the policymaking process, which has been drawing
interest for decades beyond the field of education.

However, there is little agreement about what the term EIPM really covers (Gough
etal.2011). The extent of what is considered ‘evidence’ is wide and can include expert
knowledge, published research, statistics, stakeholder consultations, previous policy
evaluations, other information sources and/or output from economic and statistical
modelling. Thus, research is just one source amongst many (Nutley et al. 2007). To
these elements, Wieser (2016) and Cain (2015) added both personal and professional
experience in the construction of knowledge.

Independently of what shapes evidence-informed policymaking, the way evidence
is configured depends on the articulation of different factors linked to individuals,
groups and organisations (Ion and Iucu 2014). Many of these factors, which include
political priorities, the availability of resources, contextual factors and information
such as research, and other forms of evidence, play a direct role in the process
of decision-making (e.g. Campbell et al. 2017; Davies 2004; Gough 2004; Nutley
et al. 2007). Additionally, the relationship between evidence and decision-making is
complex and involves not only different factors but also agents acting within various
contexts. For example, in the evidence-informed policy and practice model, Levin
(2013) proposes three contexts interfering in the utilisation of research: the context of
the research production, mediators and research users. Levin (2013) and Tripney et
al. (2015) conceptualise educational policymakers as ‘end users’ of research. Users
function as constructors of knowledge and act in their own setting; they are not just
passive recipients of the work of researchers (Levin 2009). In this context, we would
argue that policymakers are a special case of mediators, who can potentially have a
strong influence on ensuring that research findings are used in practice.

The literature has analysed different explanatory models for evidence-based pol-
icy and practice, integrating the different contexts mentioned before. Landry et al.
(2001a) analysed different models in the literature, highlighting their potentials and
limitations. The explanatory models of research utilisation cover a wide range of sce-
narios, and the authors discussed four major alternatives: the science-push model,
the demand-pull model, the dissemination model and the interaction model. Each
one addresses parts of the factors contributing to research use. Since we included
some of the factors derived from these models in the research design of the present
study, we will present a brief review of each one.
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The science-push model puts the emphasis on the role of the researchers and
research in focusing on aspects such as the quality and type of research (basic/
applied, general/abstract, qualitative or qualitative, particular or concrete, etc.) and
contends that the utilisation process follows a linear sequence from the supply of
research findings to utilisation by policymakers and practitioners. The model has been
criticised mainly due to two aspects: the transfer of knowledge is not automatic, and
raw research information is not usable in policymaking. These aspects encouraged
the emergence of the demand-pull model, which focuses on the role of the final
users (policymakers and practitioners) in research utilisation. In this model, the users
become the major source of ideas for policy initiatives (Weiss 1979; Rich 1991,
among others). The demand-pull model assumes that organisational structures, rules
and norms are essential determinants of knowledge utilisation (Oh and Rich 1996)
and that the critical factor causing the under-utilisation of research findings links to the
political interest of users, which may be in conflict with the research data (Landry et al.
2001a). Criticized for its excessive instrumental use of research and for the omission
of the role of the interaction between users and knowledge producers, the model
led to the emergence of the dissemination model, which described the role of the
transfer process as both formal and non-formal. The dissemination model promoted
the need to develop dissemination mechanisms to identify useful knowledge and
transfer it to users. The model stresses the importance of two determinants: the type
of research results and the dissemination effort (Landry et al. 2001a). The model’s
lack of attention to the process of dialogue between producers and users and to the
gap between the two contexts prompted the appearance of the interaction model
(among others Huberman and Thurler 1992; Oh 1997). The variables considered
in this model are related to informal personal contacts, participation in committees
and transmission of reports to non-academic organisations (Huberman and Thurler
1992).

Due to the recent progress in the field of knowledge utilisation, there has been
some criticism associated to all existing models. For instance, Estabrooks et al.
(2006) and Cooper et al. (2009) argue that the variables proposed in the models are
not sufficient to explain the complexity and variety of the real situations, scenarios
and agents involved in the research utilisation process.

To overcome the limitations of the previous models, Brown (2012) added variables
derived from a sociological approach posited by Dowling (2008), known as the social
activity model. The contribution of this model is the understanding of the knowledge
adoption as ‘most likely to occur when both researchers and policymakers are actively
seeking to engage with one other, employing corresponding strategies to enable this
process’ (Brown 2012:460). This model and its criticisms led to a new configuration
of the variables. The alternative is called the policy preference model (Brown 2012)
and is centred on two points:

— factors directly related to the evidence and efforts to communicate this evidence;
— factors that impact how the findings from any study are likely to be received by its
audience.
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From here, two categories of factors are derived (Brown 2012:460):

— internal factors: the nature of what is being communicated, clarity with regard to
its presentation, the efficacy of the communication type and the level of proactivity,
contextualisation and tailoring)

— external factors: factors inherent to policymakers and which constitute their knowl-
edge ‘mould’, the perceived credibility of the source of evidence by policymakers,
the perceived quality of the evidence by policymakers, general involvement by
policymakers in research studies, and access to policymakers).

To these factors, Brown (2012) added factors linked to the preferences policymakers
have for other research topics and the strength and nature of the relationship between
the researcher and policymaker (Brown 2012).

3 The Context of Our Study

The connection between the different actors involved in educational public policy
development is made through the Ministry of Education, working together with
national institutions and agencies such as the Institute of Educational Sciences, the
National Council for Curriculum and Evaluation, the National Centre for Evaluation
and Examination, the National Centre for Vocational Education Development and
the National Agencies for Quality Assurance in Education (higher education and
pre-university education). The mechanisms for policy development in higher edu-
cation are supported by the activity of the Ministry of Education, nine intermediary
institutions, three national agencies, and 108 public and state universities.

The choice between different public policy alternatives needs to be supported by
arguments based on studies and analyses, with clear information about the opportu-
nity for addressing the issues concerned, the estimated budget, the estimated impact
and evaluation criteria for each alternative, criteria for choosing the recommended
alternative, and the related action plan. However, Romania is an example of a context
where public policy is not coherently structured and regulated for utilising research
to inform public policies. As a result, research uptake in policymaking is left at
researchers’ and policymakers’ discretion.

In this study, we aim to detect and describe the configuration of the main factors
that could influence the uptake of research for policymakers. Thus, our research
explores the policymakers’ perspective, placing it against the different explanatory
models for evidence-based policy and practice.

4 Methods

The data comprised in this article are part of a project funded by the Ministry of Edu-
cation through the Executive Unit for the Financing of Higher Education, Research,
Development and Innovation, whose main objective is to analyse the utilisation of
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educational research in policymaking. The overall study (developed between 2015—
2017) used a mixed methodology, comprising two surveys (one for policymakers
and one for Romanian higher education academics and researchers), two sets of
interviews with academic managers and with a selection of policymakers and gov-
ernmental experts, as well as of a focus group with academics, university managers
and policymakers. The current paper draws only on data gathered from the survey
administered to policymakers working in public administration in the field of edu-
cation.

4.1 Survey Structure

Research use was measured through 59 multiple-answer questions on a seven- to
five-point scale, built on the policy preference model and its dimensions. These
dimensions were considered as variables, related to internal factors linked to the
quality and access to research data:

the nature of what is being communicated

the clarity in the presentation of research data

— access and availability of data

factors linked to the preference of policymakers towards one or another research
topic

— different sources of information

and external factors linked to the perceived relationship between policymakers and
researchers:

the perceived quality of the evidence by policymakers

— communication and dissemination

the strength and nature of the relationship between researchers and policymakers
— policymakers’ general involvement in research (i.e. agenda setting, collaboration
with researchers, etc.)

In addition, two open-ended questions were added, related to:

— factors discouraging and encouraging policymakers to make educational policy
decisions based on scientific evidence.

The independent variables used for this particular stage in the project are socio-
demographic variables such as the respondents’ role in the institution, overall profes-
sional experience, professional experience in their current position and the respon-
dents’ level of education, aiming to provide a better understanding of the context and
particularities of research use at the decision-making level. The data analysis was
carried out by clustering the survey questions around internal and external factors
identified by the model. Then, data were analysed using the weightedvadjust average
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for each item correlated with the independent variables. For the limited purpose of
this paper, we will focus on the respondents’ institutional role in correlation with the
above-mentioned internal and external factors.

4.2 Sample

The survey' was administered in March 2017 to a self-selected sample of 54 civil
servants from the main public institutions involved in the management of education
in Romania. Most of the respondents (70%) work at the Ministry of National Edu-
cation (with 4% of them employed at the Strategy and Public Policy Unit within the
Ministry), while 8% work at the National Agency for Community Programmes for
Education and Professional Development, 4% at the Romanian Agency for Quality
Assurance in Pre-University Education and 4% at the Romanian Agency for Quality
Assurance in Higher Education; 2% work at the Executive Unit for the Financing of
Higher Education, Research, Development and Innovation, and 12% work in other
public institutions in the educational field.

Out of those who responded to the survey, the majority (40%) are experts in
their field, while the rest are either in an administrative position (10%), work at an
executive level (26%), have a research role (8%), or are in charge of planning (20%)
and evaluation (12%) of policies. As the overall total percentage shows (116%), some
respondents have, or identify with more than one role within their institution. All
the respondents are considered to have a policymaker role, as they are involved, in
different capacities, in formulating public educational policies within their particular
institutional structure. The majority of the respondents have more than 10years of
experience in their current position (52%), while 8% have worked in their current
position for a period of time between 6 and 10 years, and 40% reported having worked
for 1 to Syears in their current capacity. Out of the total 54 respondents, all have
higher education degrees, with 8.16% having completed a bachelor’s degree, 51.02%
amaster’s degree, 38.78% a Ph.D., while 2.04% preferred not to answer this specific
question.

5 Results

The results of this study are presented in relation to the respondents’ institutional
role and follow the identified clusters: internal and external factors influencing the
uptake of research by policymakers and factors encouraging or discouraging the
policymakers to make educational policy decisions based on scientific evidence.

I'The survey can be accessed at https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/3SXC225 (in Romanian).
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5.1 Internal Factors Influencing the Uptake of Research by
Policymakers

When it comes to the internal factors influencing the uptake of research, we will
focus on the policymakers’ perceptions on the nature and clarity of communication,
access and availability of data, on factors linked to their preferences for research
topics, and on the different sources of information they use.

With regard to the nature of what is being communicated, respondents appear
to focus on the practical and applied side of research (M: 4.78/6). Respondents also
place high value on clarity in the presentation of what is being communicated, as
research results written in a clear language for decision-makers represent one of the
factors receiving higher consideration (M: 4.56/6). The availability of results when
a decision has to be made also appears to be an important factor influencing research
use (M: 4.62/6), an aspect that encourages more communication and synchronicity
between research and decision-making agendas in order to ensure research is relevant
to current issues and readily available for decision-makers (Table 1).

With regards to access and availability of data, there are several outliers that
could be further discussed. First, it appears the administrative staff tend to agree that
the current methods of knowledge dissemination derived from educational research
seem adequate (M: 5.00/6), even though they are least exposed to research results
and usage while, by comparison, those more directly involved with research are more
reserved on this (an overall average of M: 4.09/6). This is also reflected in the fact that
administrative staff agree that the institution they work with has specific structures

Table 1 When you want to use results of academic educational research, which aspects do you
consider a priority? (on a scale from 1 to 6, where 1 represents ‘low priority’ and 6 represents ‘high
priority”’)

Statement Role Results with | The results | Research Research Impartial
within the institution direct being results which results of the
implications | readily written in a | contributes | research are
on policies | available clear to the a priority
and when a language for | existing
practices are | decision has | decision- theoretical
a priority to be made | makers are a | knowledge
is a priority | priority is a priority
Administrative 5 4.8 4.8 4 42
Expert in a certain field | 4.65 4.5 4.58 4.2 4.7
Executive 4.85 4.69 4.54 4.54 4.46
Documentation/ 5 4.75 4.75 4.5 35
research
Planning 4.4 4.5 4.4 43 4
Evaluation 4.83 4.5 4.33 4.17 3.67
Rating average 4.78 4.62 4.56 4.28 4.08
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Table 2 Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the following statements (on a scale
from 1 to 6, where 1 represents ‘complete disagreement’ and 6 represents ‘complete agreement’

Statement role Technology |Academic |Ioftenuse |The current |The
within the institution has greatly |researchis |research models of available
improved independent | evidence knowledge | resources
access to from the when I dissemina- | are sufficient
scientific political formulate/ | tion derived | so that we
evidence agenda initiate/ from can use
evaluate an | educational | research
educational | research data
policy seem
initiative adequate to
me
Administrative 5.20 4.6 4.20 5 4
Expert in a certain field | 5.37 4.5 4.70 3.8 2.75
Executive 5.67 5 4.15 3.75 2.77
Documentation/ 5.50 5 4.00 3.5 3.25
research
Planning 5.50 44 4.40 4.2 3
Evaluation 5.67 4 4.67 4.33 2.5
Rating average 5.48 4.58 4.35 4.09 3.04

that allow access and usage of scientific data, an opinion shared by their colleagues
to a lesser extent, as shown in Table 2.

However, the majority of respondents disagree with the fact that the available
resources are sufficient for them to use research data (M: 3.04/6), which might be
a reason why research evidence is not always used when formulating, initiating or
evaluating an educational policy initiative (M: 4.35/6).

With regards to the different sources of information used by policymakers, the
majority of respondents agree that technology has significantly improved access to
scientific evidence (M: 5.48/6), and the most relevant sources appear to be national
and international statistical databases (M: 5.14/6) and national agencies’ reports (M:
4.92/6) as shown in Table 3. This indicates that policymakers are more familiar with
institutional reports and raw data issued by national or international organizations
and not by researchers in higher education. It is worth noting that respondents rely
heavily on their previous professional experience (M: 5.03/6), thus underlining the
contribution of experiential learning to the development of professional knowledge
and the need for them to be more involved in the research process in order to expand
and use their knowledge in the field, which also draws upon external factors.

The researchers’ proactivity is reflected in policymakers receiving results of
research carried out by higher education institutions or research centres, and it indi-
cates a more direct connection between researchers and policymakers primarily at
the executive level (M: 4.55/6) and to a lesser extent among experts (M: 4.16/6).
Those policymakers who tend to read and analyse research reports are mostly execu-
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Table 4 When you access and use educational research in decision-making, how frequently do
you encounter the following situations? (on a scale from 1 to 6, where 1 represents ‘never’ and 6
represents ‘always’)

Situations in which Educational Educational Educational Educational
research data were used | research has research has research has research has
role within the institution | been used to been used to been used to been used to
project and influence the introduce new | justify or
implement way in which aspects on the | legitimize
educational decision- political agenda | options already
policies and makers reflect chosen by the
programs upon different decision-
educational makers
aspects
Administrative 4.40 3.80 3.60 3.75
Expert in a certain field |4.00 3.47 3.26 3.67
Executive 4.15 4.08 3.38 3.36
Documentation/research | 4.00 3.75 3.75 4.50
Planning 4.00 3.70 3.50 3.89
Evaluation 4.00 3.33 3.33 3.00
Rating average 4.09 3.68 347 3.69

tives (M: 5.45/6) and those working in evaluation (M: 5.50/6). Whereas the latter are
less likely to receive results directly from researchers (M: 3.67/6), they appear to use
research more in their work; therefore, they should be among those targeted in the
dissemination process. When referring to policymakers’ proactivity towards research
use, the lowest overall rating average is recorded for respondents feeling encouraged
by their colleagues/peers to use research data in their activity (M: 3.82/6), which
reflects a rather low value attributed to organisational factors in relation to research
use.

With regard to contextualization and tailoring of research for policymakers, the
results show that respondents most frequently see educational research being used
in order to plan or project and implement educational policies and programmes (M:
4.09/6). A lower average (M: 3.68/6) is reported for educational research used to
influence the way decision-makers reflect upon different educational aspects. The
trend is consistent with educational research being used to introduce new aspects
on the policy agenda (M: 3.47/6) and to justify or legitimize options or decisions
already made by decision-makers (M: 3.69/6), an aspect which is more aligned with
the demand-pull model, as previously described.

Values reflected in Table 4 indicate arather limited role of research in relation to the
policy agenda, as perceived by the majority of respondents, with the lowest weighted
averages reported by respondents involved in evaluation at the institutional level. It
could also be inferred from comparing data that, while all respondents recognize the
importance of research and research use in decision-making, in reality, the connection
between the two components appears to be rather weak.
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5.2 External Factors Associated with the Uptake of Research
in Policymaking

In this section, we will focus on two external factors identified in relation to the
perceived relationship between policymakers and researchers: policymakers’ gen-
eral involvement in research studies and the strength and nature of the relationship
between researchers, particularly in higher education, and policymakers.

Policymakers’ general involvement in research studies refers mostly to reading
and analysing research reports (M: 5.31/6) and to adopting results of educational
research (M: 5.56/6), two aspects relevant mostly for those in executive and policy
evaluation roles at the institutional level. However, there is a high level of agreement
regarding the lack of training in the field of research utilisation within public insti-
tutions where decisions are made (M: 4.06/6), indicating the need for such training
in supporting and encouraging the use of research in policymaking.

An important aspect would also be to increase access to policymakers, considered
to be relatively low given the lack of sufficient forums and networks that could
bring together researchers in higher education institutions (HEIs) and policymakers
(3.96/6). This is also reflected in a rather low average of policymakers receiving
results of research carried out by universities or research centres (M: 3.87/6). A
stronger collaboration between policymakers and researchers in higher education
is further deterred by the amount of time that must be invested in coordinating the
activity between the two parties (M: 4.42/6) and the existing bureaucratic practices,
which can cause delays (M: 4.26/6).

Following up on these aspects, it would appear that the strength and nature of
the relationship between researchers in higher education and policymakers are
influenced by the rather limited access to policymakers as well as by the different
agendas and timeframes for research and for decision-making.

However, the results presented in Table 5 indicate partnerships with universities
are highly regarded by policymakers, who see such partnerships as playing a moti-
vational and commitment role, as research partnerships appear to motivate some of
the respondents to further engage with their own work (M: 3.83/5) and to extend the
number of contacts with universities (M: 3.78/5). Moreover, there appears to be a
general openness towards working in projects developed in collaboration with HEIs
and strengthening the relationship between policymakers and researchers in higher
education.

The qualitative data collected at the end of the survey summarises the main
enablers, facilitators and inhibitors of the uptake of research by policymakers. In
aspects related to communication and dissemination of research results, respondents
value using a clear and friendly language for ‘translating results in common lan-
guage’ and expect researchers to make their work more visible and be more proactive
in connecting and communicating with policymakers. They also suggest developing
partnerships with influential factors within civil society and organisations working in
European educational programmes. With regard to the research content, policymak-
ers recommend clear, easy-to-understand proposals with short-term impact adapted
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to the context and to the specific requirements of the environment where they will be
implemented. They also expect researchers to be more proactive and participate as
experts in implementing projects developed by institutions that initiate educational
policies.

The factors that encourage policymakers to make educational policy decisions
based on scientific evidence vary from personal factors (intrinsic motivation), such as
their personal desire to improve their expertise or their professional responsibility, to
results-driven factors (extrinsic motivation), either in relation to the decision-makers,
such the possibility to influence decisions or substantiate pertinent argumentation that
could help adopt a policy, or in relation to the system, such as obtaining long-term
positive results and ensuring objectivity in making decisions. Furthermore, there are
factors pertaining fo existing general evidence, particularly the decreasing quality of
the educational process or the increase in the drop-out rate, as well as factors related
to research, namely the need to access highly accurate data, based on rigorous and
realistic research, objectivity and sample representativeness.

Besides, the factors discouraging policymakers from making educational policy
decisions based on scientific evidence are identified at either systemic or institutional
levels or are determined by factors related to research itself. Regarding the latter, bar-
riers appear mainly in relation to the lack of correlation between theory and practice
and the risk of over-theorization, as well as access to evidence. Az the systemic level,
respondents are concerned by public sphere inertia, lack of coherence in designing
strategies, the numerous changes in the system, and the lack of thematic research
in the national context which is needed when promoting educational policies mea-
sures. At the institutional level, the main concerns refer to the lack of institutional
or practical culture in using results of research and innovation in practice as well as
at the level of decision-making. One observation that could be made with regard to
this aspect refers to the actual and perceived identity of the policymaker. Given the
current data and the wider context of the research, it appears that employees in pub-
lic administration, even though in charge of drafting, implementing and evaluating
policies, do not necessarily perceive themselves as decision-makers, a role which
they mostly attribute to elected or appointed officials in their field. This could also
fall under the external factors influencing the research uptake, namely, under factors
linked to the preferences of policymakers for one or another research topic, which
indicate their preference is mostly driven by the decision-making agenda and less
by particular topics of interest. Thus, their preferences appear to be highly volatile
and influenced by the political factor, making it difficult for researchers to respond
promptly to their requests, especially given the different timeframes in the research
cycle and the political decision cycle.
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6 Discussion

Our study analysed the factors linked to the perception of policymakers on the use
of research in their work. The findings demonstrated that, despite the weak presence
of national regulations regarding the support of evidence-based decisions in educa-
tion, policymakers highly value research contributions and agree that research makes
them more confident in their decisions and has implications on the quality of their
work. The data also reveal that their trust in educational research is a critical factor in
understanding the dynamic of research uptake in policymaking and is the criteria for
a successful relationship between researchers and policymakers. In this regard, our
results confirm the findings of previous studies (e.g. Brown et al. 2016). However, in
a context where research appears mostly as part of political discourse of elected offi-
cials and less as an actual practice for civil servants, policymakers still consider their
own professional experience as an important source of knowledge when decisions
are made. The least relevant aspect in terms of key factors for considering research of
priority appears to be the use of research which contributes to the existing theoretical
knowledge. This situation generates a discussion about knowledge management in
public administration and the balance between formal and informal mechanisms to
access evidence. It also sparks a debate on the partnerships and alliances between
those in charge of knowledge production and those who use it (Treadway 2015).

The findings shed light on the role of personal and organisational factors in influ-
encing the research utilisation as an organisational dynamic with its internal struc-
tures, while also highlighting the role of the existing research culture at public insti-
tutions. The research culture is a critical aspect and is linked to the group dynamic
in a given organisation (Ion and Tucu 2014), and the support of colleagues and lead-
ers. Similarly, our data highlight the importance of training policymakers in order
to increase their level of awareness in the use of data derived from research. The
findings also spark discussion, not only on the various internal and external factors
contributing to the research uptake, but also on the role played by civil servants in
their institutions. Depending on their responsibilities, they could be more or less
connected to research.

As it can be inferred from the findings, educational research in Romania is cur-
rently at a crossroad between the science-push model, as higher education institutions
are attempting to influence the research agenda required for evidence-based policy-
making and disseminate their results, and the demand-pull model, as policymakers
are trying to design evidence-based policies without always being able to find the
necessary evidence, and with policy interests not necessarily in line with research
interests at higher education institutions—who are the main research producers. Even
more so, the demand-pull model sometimes implies that the policymakers are looking
at evidence to justify their decisions afterwards rather than inform them beforehand,
which creates an even larger rift between the two parties.

The study suggests a number of implications for policymakers in public adminis-
tration. Our research paves the way for an in-depth analysis of organisational factors
likely to affect research utilisation: engagement, interpreted as the attitude of organ-
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isations and their members towards research; the political and managerial context
likely to promote and favour research transfer and use; and the financial context
needed to foster quality results. Thus, there is a growing need to enhance the partner-
ships between policymakers and researchers (Malin and Brown 2019), focusing on
high-quality research, well-developed transparency and social responsibility mech-
anisms, as well the ‘third mission’ as an academic priority.

Whereas the study tackles the idea of bridging the gap between the policymak-
ers’ and researchers’ contexts, it cannot provide, at this stage, a full understanding of
how an efficient partnership could be defined. However, it provides us with a sense of
the policymakers’ positive perception regarding the collaboration with researchers
in higher education institutions, and it points to possible directions for the latter
to strengthen this relation. Researchers could be more proactive in disseminating
research results, specifically in engaging with executive and policy evaluation staff
in public institutions. Also, more opportunities for researchers and policymakers to
meet in both formal and informal contexts could contribute to such engagement from
both parties. Another recommendation would be to develop initial and continuous
training programs aimed at interpreting and understanding research results, at apply-
ing them in drafting educational policy or at facilitating research utilisation in public
institutions. It could also contribute to better prepared graduates as future, better
informed research producers, users and mediators, and to shaping a clearer role for
research in an overall strategy to develop the higher education system.
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