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Strengthening evidenceinformed policymaking
on migration 

The process of actively engaging with and creating spaces for reflecting
on scientific evidence should be routinely incorporated in the policymaking
process.
For researchers, it is not enough to bring evidence to policymakers. It is
also important to present evidence in a contextualised, structured and
understandable way addressing a particular question.
To create a strong science-policy dialogue, a continuous and interactive
process is necessary that includes actors not only from the scientific and
policy side but also stakeholders from civil society and other spheres.
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ity Studies in Potsdam brought together a group of eminent experts to discuss this topic. The experts exchanged
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Obstacles to transferring knowledge

in policymaking understand and use evidence for decision-making. They sought to answer questions on the role
of scientists in the process of bringing scientific knowledge

Identifying obstacles to knowledge transfer is challenging

to the policy arena and on best practices and institutional
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es. In our meeting, discussants suggested that the dynam-
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ics and inertia of everyday working routines inside public
administrations, particularly those with large administra-

There are many reasons why a discussion on the use of

tive responsibilities, certainly play a role in how open they
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are to science-policy dialogue. This leads to perceptions of

policies is crucial. First, migration as a policy field is com-

institutional as rigid and perhaps provides little hope for

plex, uncertain, full of trade-offs and surprises. On top of

improvement unless explicit institutional efforts are made

this, migration is also complicated to measure – and even

to promote cooperation. Second, policymakers’ interest in

more difficult to control or influence. Second, the multidis-

scientific evidence is often linked to legitimising concrete

ciplinary nature of migration studies can sometimes make

policy choices, implying that consultations with scholars

it challenging to make bold and straightforward statements

might be oriented to a set of questions and not necessarily

that are easily accessible for policymakers. Very often,

open listening to evidence or an assessment of a range of

there is disputed evidence, which adds to the challenge.

viable options.

Third, migration policy is also strongly influenced nationally
and internationally by moral discourses for which there is

As stressed by Ortwin Renn, it is important to understand

no scientific basis. Science is thus an important, but not the

that science advice moved from a ‘truth speaks to power’

only, source of legitimacy.

dynamic to ‘evidence-informed policymaking’ a long time
ago. It is very rare that a policy is fully driven by scientif-
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(a term coined by Roger A. Pielke in his 2007 book), whose

assessments on request. The objective is to provide poli-

role it is to provide trusted evidence and analyses to facili-

cymakers in parliamentary committees with evidence and

tate evidence-informed decision-making, which is achieved

research so they can use it for their legislative activity. This

when the advice is as free as possible from biases, external

comes with the specific challenges of identifying the nec-

influences and advocacy. This role also comes with an hon-

essary expertise and producing high-quality research in a

est acknowledgement of limitations, trade-offs, different

short amount of time and often with limited resources.

sources of uncertainty and also personal biases.
The European Commission has a wide, complex and nested

Establishing roles and promoting
transparency in the science-policy
interface

form of scientific policy advice. Examples include the Academies of Science, which, under the umbrella of the Science
Advice for Policy by the European Academies (SAPEA), prepares analyses on politically pressing topics. These analytic
studies are forwarded to the group of Chief Scientific Advisors, who articulate the policy recommendations based on

Transparency is a key element in the process of scientific

the analytic report prepared by SAPEA.

advice. To ensure transparency, it is important to clearly
define roles before any project or dialogue starts. In ad-
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dition, not overstepping one’s areas of expertise is funda-

tres (JRC) produce scientific evidence to support the de-

mental in this process, and for that, institutions requesting

velopment and implementation of EU policies. In particu-

scientific advice or financing research should be very clear

lar, the JRC has procedures in place to constantly engage

on what is demanded from scholars when designing initi-

in consultations on different policy initiatives inside the

atives and consultations. This would ensure an alignment

Commission. On top of this, the JRC provides evidence in

between what knowledge is needed and the evidence pre-

the form of briefings or other materials upon request. JRC

sented.

Knowledge Centres function on the basis of dialogue with
EU policymakers to define their workplan and deliverables,

Transparency also refers to the type of input or deliver-

while also sustaining a close link during the preparation of

ables that are expected from scientists. While for some

deliverables, which is key for the success of the initiatives.

donors, it is expected that research results are delivered
with policy recommendations as part of reports, for oth-

Another example is the UK Home Office, where Jon Sim-

ers, a preferable deliverable would include a research and

mons is one of the senior leaders in an organisation with

evidence-based report and additional policy briefs or cov-
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er letters for policy recommendations. This ensures that

providing analytical advice for all aspects of migration and

new evidence is not dominated by advocacy goals or other

borders policy and operations. They produce impact as-

non-scientific values, relevant as these may often be. It is

sessments and technical reports on a continuous basis and

important to mention that what the role of scientists is in

commission reports from the scientific community, among

providing policy recommendations is far from a consensus:

others.

while scholars can bring knowledge on facts and options,
policymakers are those with the mandate to address and

A shared concern in our discussions was how to deal with

ideally resolve emerging trade-offs between conflicting val-

issues that are rarely part of the migration policy agenda.

ues and to make the decisions.

Experts often discuss how scientific evidence can be used
by policymaking, but little is known about the step before

Institutional settings – what works?

that, namely the political decision of what counts as evidence, and what is or is not considered relevant science. In
this sense, it is important to think about what knowledge
needs to be produced to achieve better societal outcomes

Participants shared examples of successful initiatives dur-

and to create more dialogue allowing a diversity of views.

ing the meeting. For example, the European Parliamentary
Research Service (EPRS) at the European Parliament was
created in 2013 to support evidence-informed policymaking. The Ex-Ante Impact Assessment Unit of the EPRS routinely assesses the quality of the European Commission’s
impact assessments, and officials also produce impact
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Improving communication and
dialogue

strategic (how can politics accomplish predefined goals)
advice are crucial elements of the science-policy-nexus for
which suitable interaction and deliberations modes need to
be developed.

Science-policy dialogue on complex topics such as international migration demands continuous considerations on instruments and actors who are able to play a role in bringing

Policy Recommendations

evidence to policymakers in a digestible way. In our meeting, participants insisted on the importance of having easy
access to accurate evidence. This can be realised, for ex-

1.

The process of actively engaging with and creating

ample, by hiring analysts to produce policy-oriented pub-

spaces for reflecting on scientific evidence should be

lications or by accessing or outsourcing the work to actors

routinely incorporated in the policymaking process.

specialised in this type of communication. Arranging semi-

2.

For researchers, it is not enough to bring evidence to

nars and bringing academics to administrations to present

policymakers. It is also important to present evidence

their work was also mentioned as an easy way to promote

in a contextualised, structured and understandable

science-policy dialogue within public institutions.

way addressing a particular question.
3.

Impact assessments and option appraisals are impor-

Moreover, mediators like journalists, civil servants, an-

tant instruments to bring evidence and research to pol-

alysts, science communication experts and other stake-

icy circles, and their use should be further promoted.

holders that are close to governments play a key role in
bringing scientific evidence into policymaking. Participants perceived media as playing different roles: while for
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mains a challenge, and a steady process of mutual learning
between academics and policymakers is therefore crucial.
Following Ortwin Renn, a co-creation approach seems to be
the best option: policymakers and researchers can actively
participate in a preliminary and necessary dialogue on their
respective objectives and limitations they face in creating,
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sharing and using new knowledge. To create an environ-
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ment that is built on trust, in which co-creating strategies
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and strong relations can develop and flourish, researchers
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must understand the context in which policymaking is done,
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information it contains.

In addition to the co-creation approach, classic forms of
scientific advice including instrumental (what works) and
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