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Blogging for Policy Influence

WORKSHOP NOTES, April 2014
Academic blogging for policy influence: why, who, what, when and how?

WHY BLOG?

Personal aims: 

· Raising your personal profile.

· Improving your success rate on grant applications.

· Demonstrating awareness of the need to create impact.

· Developing new (writing) skills

Wider aims:

· Facilitating the sharing and exchange of knowledge and expertise between experts within and outside universities.
· Promoting a wider understanding and awareness of university research that has relevance to public policymaking in the UK and internationally.
· Increasing awareness of research and expertise at Manchester.
· Opening up academic research to increase its impact.
· Informing evidence-based policy-making and proactively contributing to University’s social responsibility mission.

THE BASICS:

WHO are you writing for?

· Other academics?

· Policymakers?

· Potential undergraduate/postgraduate recruits?

· The media?

· The wider public?

WHY would your target audience be interested in what you have to say?

· Think about what you can bring to this debate.

· Try to put yourself in the shoes of your potential readers and to ask what they might be looking for.

· Be up-front about your expertise.

WHAT do you want to write about?

· Keep it relevant – what is the current debate to which you’d like to contribute?

· Think about your comfort zone - are you keen to express views on a wide range of topics, or just on areas where your own research is directly relevant?

· Be inventive if necessary – Here’s how one academic used the theme of Christmas to deliver messages about human ingenuity, enterprise and commerce:  http://societycentral.ac.uk/2012/12/20/the-magic-of-christmas/
· The aim of Policy@Manchester is ‘to provide expert insight, analysis and comment on key public policy issues’.

WHEN should you publish?

· It’s important to be quick off the mark: articles are much more likely to be read and picked up on if they’re published on a day when people are already talking about the topic.

· It’s often possible to plan ahead. Useful ‘pegs’ can include:

· The date of publication of an official report.

· Research being published by a major think-tank.

· Parliamentary debates.

· Select Committee reports.

· Major annual events such as party conferences.

· Forthcoming news events.

· Ongoing consultations.

· Think laterally if necessary: for instance, the LSE blog used the trial of Andy Coulson to promote a book about Prime Ministers and their aides. http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/archives/37478
HOW to write it:

The best posts typically have the following elements:

· Relevance – A clear link to a current policy issue, decision or consultation.

· Research – A new piece of research evidence, or reference to an academic debate or theory that is relevant to current policy processes or debates.

· Relaxed style – Blogs tend to be direct and informal in order to be accessible to a wider audience.
· Reading further – Abundant links to additional sources and useful evidence: 

· Think about whether your piece will be based on opinion, fact or both. Again, consider your audience and what might motivate them to read on.

· Get your key points in near the top of the piece, then expand later – remember people who’re browsing the web will often just read a few lines and then move on if they’re not gripped.

· Will you be writing in the first person? In most cases, this works best – the opinions will always be your own, and ideally you’ll be able to describe some of your own research.

· Keep your language simple – technical or academic language is very rarely necessary, and if it is needed it must be accompanied by a ‘translation’ into  plain English. Short, simple sentences and accessible words are the key.

· Don’t assume your readers already know anything about the topic. Think about how you would explain the issue to a friend.

· Remember CP Scott: “Comment is free, but facts are sacred.”
Basic Blog Structure

1. Briefly mention the issue and why is it important now in policy terms.

2. Briefly say what you are bringing to the debate.

3. Describe your research and its relevant findings .  

4.  Reach a well-rounded conclusion

How to ensure people read it?

· @UoMPolicy will tweet about your post to its 7,000+ followers, but you should also promote it on your own social networks – using local blogs, Twitter accounts, email lists but also to colleagues and students.

· Always include a link to the relevant blog post.

· Try to tweet in an engaging way – include questions to which people might respond; reply to other people’s tweets on related topics. Include a hashtag where relevant.

· When the topic arises again, tweet a new link to your blog post with a comment relevant to that day’s news.

· Post comments on other people’s blogs, point to your own post, and always respond to comments about your own posts.
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