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Review questions:  

• What are the attitudes to, views and understandings of research and evidence among  

practitioners and policy-makers in the fields shown in Fig 1? 

• What is known about the decision-making or policy-making process in these fields? How is it 

informed by research or evidence? 

Method:  

• Systematic (PRISMA) review of qualitative and quantitative studies  

• Pragmatic, historically informed, theory-building review of relevant theories, debates and 

broader perspectives on the decision-making process in policy (e.g. sociological and  

anthropological theories of organisational behaviour and the diffusion of innovations) 

Search sources: databases - generalist social science/social policy; health; specialist crime, 

transport, and planning/urban policy;  

Plus grey literature indexes; websites; contact with experts; hand-searching key journals. 

Synthesis: narrative mixed-methods synthesis and meta-ethnography of qualitative data. 

1. Explore the full range of influences on decision-making among key stakeholders 

in English local authorities (LAs) - including information and evidence use. 

2. Explore attitudes to evaluation of policies/initiatives in LAs, and influences on  

decisions to carry out or commission prospective evaluative research. 

• Public health is returning to local government in England after 40 years in the NHS. 

• Many see this as an opportunity to strengthen public policy use for impact on broader social 

determinants of health outside the direct remit of public health directorates. 

• Evidence-based policy is widely accepted in UK health care and public health sectors,  

although there may be a gap between rhetoric and reality (Innvaer 2002). 

• Attitudes to, understandings and use of evaluation and evidence in policy and implementation 

decisions may vary across other public policy sectors (Davies 2000, Nutley 2007,  

Green 2000). 

• Cultures of evidence-use in these non-health sectors are less well understood compared to 

those in public health. 

• Previous studies of research evidence use have mainly focussed on “barriers” to evidence use 

or on processes of knowledge translation, within a predominantly linear framework of policy 

development. 

• Developing useful new applied research to support action on social determinants 

of health requires a better understanding of what drives the use of evidence, and 

of what types, in local government policy sectors. 

Research Methods: 

Project 1:  

Systematic review of influences on decision-making in local government, focusing on LA  

service areas which: impact on social determinants of health, where policy and evidence-use 

may be contested and where LAs have substantial autonomy to develop and implement  

policy (selected sectors highlighted in green in Figure 1). 

Project 2: 

Part i - Ethnographic case studies of policy development in English LAs focussing on factors 

influencing decision making. Case study policy themes will be selected from those included in 

the systematic review. 

Part ii - Retrospective qualitative study examining factors considered in commissioning or 

conducting evaluative research on a local government policy. 

Research Objectives: 

Part i: 

• Conduct two or more case studies of a live policy development and decision-making process 

in an LA (London or South-East). 

• Identify the range of actors involved in policy development and decisions, their roles and the  

formal and informal sources of knowledge they use. 

• Identify the role of research evidence on effectiveness/cost-effectiveness. 

• Understand the perspective of actors in these policy sectors on their needs for evidence to 

inform decisions and when this is most likely to be utilised. 

Part ii: 

• Interview key informants in an area where controlled trial evaluations of an LA policy have 

been conducted to explore factors influencing the decision to undertake such an evaluation.  

Project 1: Systematic review and synthesis of literature  

Figure 1: Overview of local  

authority sectors. Services in 

green to be included in Project 1.  
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Programme Aim: to engage with local government stakeholders in the production of new evaluative  

research focussed on their evidence needs and appropriate to their decision-making processes.  


