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Single Conversations Expand
Practitioners’ Use of Research: Evidence
from a Field Experiment

Adam Seth Levine, johns Hopkins University

Many people seek to increase practitioners’ use of research evidence in decision
making. Two common strategies are dissemination and interaction. Dissemination can
reach a wide audience at once, yet interactive strategies can be beneficial because they
entail back-and-forth conversations to clarify how research evidence applies in a particular
context. To date, however, we lack much direct evidence of the impact of interaction
beyond dissemination. Partnering with an international sustainability-oriented NGO, 1
conducted a field experiment to test the impact of an interactive strategy (i.e., a single
conversation) on practitioners’ use of research evidence in a pending decision. I find that
the conversation had a substantial impact on research use relative to only receiving
disseminated materials, which likely was due to increased self-efficacy. I also provide
practical guidance on how researchers can apply this finding close to home by strength-

ening linkages with local decision makers.

Ithough scientific research rarely dictates the path

that practitioners and policy makers should pursue,

it is helpful when decisions depend on having

reliable knowledge about material and social con-

ditions and/or what will happen if a particular
action is taken. At times, research evidence has influenced policies
with direct consequences for human well-being, as in the case of
seatbelts and secondhand smoke (Brownson et al. 2006). At other
times, it has helped to build a new political constituency and work
toward a more inclusive democracy (Levine 2019).

For these and many other reasons, academics and other
research experts frequently seek to increase decision makers’ use
of research.” Two types of strategies are common: dissemination
and interaction (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2007).

Dissemination entails circulating research-based evidence—for
example, original papers, guidelines, and/or syntheses—to a target
audience. It is a one-way transfer of information that can reach
numerous decision makers simultaneously.

In contrast, interaction entails dialogue between research
experts and decision makers. It typically occurs one-on-one or in
a small group. It may involve formal collaborations, in which they
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work together on projects with shared ownership and decision-
making authority. Or it may entail informal collaborations—
dynamic exchanges in which they enter with a mindset that is
open to learning from one another and are mindful of the bound-
aries of what they know (Murray 1998). Informal collaborations
can be as brief as a single conversation (Levine 2020a).

Past work focusing on a diverse set of decision makers—
including nonprofit practitioners, elected policy makers, and civil
servants—and occurring in several countries around the world
found that both dissemination and interaction can increase
research use (Haynes et al. 2011; Hird 2005; Jewell and Bero
2008; Knott and Wildavsky 1980; Lomas 2005; Peterson 2018;
Weaver and Stares 2001). This work also argues that, despite its
smaller reach, interaction often can be more beneficial than
dissemination. The reason is because using research to inform
decisions entails context-dependent considerations, and dialogue
makes it easier to leverage research- and context-based expertise
to decide the most effective path forward (Haynes et al. 2013;
Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2007).

Although past work identifies the benefits of interaction, we still
have much to learn about its direct impact on research use.” Indeed,
Peterson (2018, 344) recently noted that “[although] some studies
[on the use of research evidence] have systematically acquired
empirical information to support their conclusions...the state of
understanding in the field remains remarkably impressionistic.”
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With that in mind, this article compares research use among a
set of practitioners who received disseminated research evidence
in the form of written materials with those who received the same

do so by overcoming one or both of these barriers. First, the back-
and-forth nature of a conversation, including the need to respond
to questions, may increase the likelihood that they actively process

Academics and other research experts frequently seek to increase decision makers’ use of
research. Two types of strategies are common: dissemination and interaction.

written materials and had a short one-on-one conversation with a
research expert in which they spoke about how to apply the ideas
in their local context. I define “research use” as practitioners
directly applying the evidence to a pending decision (Weiss
1979).> With an organizational partner, I conducted a field experi-
ment in which we found that the conversation had a significant
positive effect on research use. A supplemental survey reveals that
this likely is due to increased self-efficacy.

Overall, this study makes two contributions. For academics
and other research experts, it contributes to our understanding of

the material (Petty, Haugtvedt, and Smith 1995). If so, we would
expect the conversation to increase knowledge, measured either
objectively or subjectively. Second, the conversation may increase
self-efficacy—that is, a judgment of their capability to successfully
apply the new information (Bandura 2006). The following study
examines both the behavioral and the attitudinal consequences.

FIELD EXPERIMENT SETUP

When I was designing this study, several constraints had to be
satisfied. I needed to identify numerous practitioners who faced

The interactive conversation had a significant positive effect on research use, likely due to

increased self-efficacy.

how to increase decision makers’ use of scientific research. In
many ways, this study is the flip side of work on anti-
intellectualism in countries around the world (Gallup 2019, Hof-
stadter 1966; Merkley 2020; Motta 2018; Zhang and Mildenberger
2020). That is, my focus is on testing a practical strategy for
bridging science and society as opposed to helping us understand
why such bridges are needed. In addition, this study demonstrates
one way that organizations can benefit from formal collaborations
with researchers. Our project enabled my organizational partner
to calculate a credible return on investment for adding short,
research-based conversations to its work, thereby greatly enhan-
cing impact.

WHY MIGHT A CONVERSATION BE IMPACTFUL?

One common method for increasing practitioners’ use of research
evidence entails disseminating written materials. Dissemination
strategies are most likely to be successful when they use accessible
language; cite timely, actionable, and relevant research; and are
shared by sources that the audience views as credible (Nutley,
Walter, and Davies 2007).

However, even well-crafted dissemination strategies will not
always increase research use (Knott and Wildavsky 1980). Two
common barriers are limited attention and low self-efficacy.*
First, like everyone else, practitioners can pay attention to only
a limited number of stimuli at once. Due to competing demands,
they may be unable to devote attention to disseminated infor-
mation (Lupia 2013). Second, using research may entail doing
something new and with innovation comes risk (Knott and
Wildavsky 1980). Even if they pay attention, practitioners may
not yet feel efficacious about successfully applying it to their
work.

I expect that a conversation about how to apply evidence in
their local context will increase practitioners’ research use relative
to only receiving disseminated written materials, and that it may
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comparable decisions that entailed clearly using or not using
research evidence. Given the varying nature of many practitioners’
work, these constraints typically are difficult to overcome. I
decided that one promising approach was to focus on a population
that attends a workshop to learn about research evidence relevant
to their work and then afterwards faces a concrete moment in
which they must decide whether to use what they learned.
(Similarly, Jewell and Bero’s 2008 study of the use of research
evidence focused on a group of workshop attendees.)

Fortunately, I was able to partner with an international NGO to
implement this approach. My partner is based in the United States
and employs research experts who lead multiday workshops in
countries around the world. Workshop participants typically work
at small nonprofit organizations with the mission to promote
environmentally sustainable behavior and public health in their
local community. The workshops teach participants how (and why)
to conduct issue-awareness campaigns to achieve these goals.
Workshop leaders discuss relevant research evidence and guide-
lines for implementation, while also providing many examples.
International NGOs like my partner, and the local nonprofits with
whom they work, often are powerful voices for increasing awareness
of community problems around the globe (Davis, Murdie, and
Steinmetz 2012). Although this experiment (like any experiment)
occurred in a particular context and with a particular set of decision
makers, the workshop participants shared a number of attributes
and constraints common in the nonprofit world more generally (see
the online appendix for more details).

Based on previous workshops, my organizational partner was
concerned that many participants did not ultimately use the
research evidence they learned about (i.e., they did not conduct an
issue-awareness campaign in their local community). One possible
reason was that the workshop did not include any follow-up.> Thus,
for this experiment, we decided to add a follow-up component to
several workshops in 2018.
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Figure 1
Timeline of Field Experiment
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The experiment included workshop attendees in Kenya and
Mexico in March 2018 and in Ecuador and Nepal in June 2018.
Eight weeks after workshops concluded, all participants had to
decide whether to conduct an issue-awareness campaign. The
reason for the simultaneity was that my partner offered com-
petitive grants to cover the cost; therefore, the application dead-
line provided a comparable decision point. In this context,
applying for a grant was equivalent to committing to conduct
an issue-awareness campaign, for two reasons. First, none of the
participants in these four workshops reported that they could
afford to conduct a campaign without the grant (based on pre-
workshop surveys). Second, submitting an application entailed a
promise to conduct the campaign if awarded grant money. Thus,
whether they applied for a grant was a concrete behavioral
outcome that effectively corresponded to research use. Data from
one year after the grant deadlines further justified this equiva-
lence claim.

Experimental Procedure

Immediately after each workshop, I randomly assigned partici-
pants to receive one of two types of follow-up. Those randomly
assigned to the control group (i.e., dissemination only) received a
personalized email with additional written materials from their
workshop leader. The email noted that these materials were
important for completing a successful grant application and
conducting an issue-awareness campaign. The materials described
in more depth two research-based topics covered during the
workshop and therefore were related to but not duplicative of
that content. Participants randomly assigned to the treatment
group also received a personalized email from their workshop
leader with the same written materials, as well as a request to
schedule a 30-minute Skype conversation to discuss how to apply
them in a campaign in their local community. The online appendix
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provides more details on the substance of the written materials, as
well as the conversation script.®

After the treatment-group conversations were complete, all
participants in both the control and the treatment group received
another personalized email from their workshop leader requesting
that they take a check-in survey and inviting them to ask any
questions before the grant deadline. This “check-in” email and
survey served important experimental design purposes. It ensured
that participants in both the control and the treatment group felt
that they had received personalized attention near the deadline. It
also allowed us to collect measures of knowledge and self-efficacy.

Figure 1 is a summary of the experimental procedure. Two
other points are worth noting. First, all workshop participants
were told in advance that their workshop leader would not have
the final say on who received the competitive grants. Second, in
some cases, more than one person from a given nonprofit attended
a workshop, so we implemented a nonprofit-level clustered ran-
dom assignment, blocked on the workshop location (see the
online appendix for more details).

FIELD EXPERIMENT RESULTS

In total, the experiment involved 59 participants: 23 from the
Kenya workshop, 13 from the Mexico workshop, 16 from the
Ecuador workshop, and 7 from the Nepal workshop (Levine
2020¢).” The compliance rate among those randomly assigned to
the treatment group (i.e., those who were assigned to a Skype
conversation and with whom leaders were able to conduct it)—was
high (82.4%). To the best of our knowledge, noncompliance was
unrelated to the content of the experiment or how people might
respond to the conversation (Gerber and Green 2012). Instead, it
was due to idiosyncratic factors such as weather and personal
family emergencies. None of the treatment-group participants
refused to take part in a conversation due to lack of interest.


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1049096520002000

Table 1

Impact of Conversation on Practitioner

Behavior
CONTROL GROUP TREATMENT GROUP
(DISSEMINATION (DISSEMINATION +
ONLY) INTERACTION)
Number of 25 34
Participants
Received - 28 (82.4%)
Conversation
Submitted 3(12.0%) 20 (59.0%)
Grant
Application

Intent-to-Treat Estimate: 47.0 percentage points (p<0.00)

Complier Average Causal Effect: 57.0 percentage points (p<0.00)

Notes: The number of participants randomly assigned to the treatment group was
higher because in each block there was an uneven number of clusters. In advance, we
adopted a rule that the “extra” would always be assigned to the treatment group.
P-values are two-tailed, with estimates produced using randomization inference
(Aronow and Samii 2012).

Behavioral Results

Here I present the behavioral results: that is, the percentage of
people who applied for a grant to conduct an issue-awareness
campaign (table 1). The “intent-to-treat effect” measures the effect
of receiving the request to have a conversation. This answers the
question: “What is the overall effect in the real world where the
intervention is made available yet some people take advantage of it
whereas others do not?” Overall, 12% of people in the control
group (i.e., three of 25) submitted an application, compared to 59%
in the treatment group (i.e., 20 of 34). Therefore, the intent-to-treat
effect was a substantial 47 percentage points.

The “complier average causal effect” considers the fact that
some participants who received the request to schedule a conver-
sation did not do so. It provides a causal estimate of actually
receiving the intervention—that is, actually having the conversa-
tion about how to apply the research evidence. As noted previ-
ously, workshop leaders had conversations with 82.4% of the
treatment-group participants. Thus, the effect of actually having
the conversation also was quite substantial: 57 percentage points.

Overall, examining both the intent-to-treat effect and the com-
plier average causal effect, I found strong evidence that having a
conversation greatly increased research use beyond dissemination.
In addition, follow-up data with all workshop participants one year
after the grant deadline justify my assumption that applying for a
grant is equivalent to committing to conduct an issue-awareness
campaign. At that time, all but one participant who applied for the
grant and received money was actively conducting a campaign
(unfortunately, he had lost his job and returned the money). In

Table 2

Impact of Conversation on Practitioner
Attitudes

INTENT-TO-TREAT COMPLIER AVERAGE
ESTIMATE CAUSAL EFFECT
Correct knowledge of 0.02 (p=0.95) 0.02 (p=0.95)
what to do
Perceptions of uncertainty -0.01 (p=0.97) -0.01 (p=0.96)
about what to do
Perceived self-efficacy 0.11 (p=0.09) 0.13 (p=0.05)

Notes: All variables are measured on a 0-1 scale. Each entry displays the difference
between the treatment group and the control group. P-values are two tailed, with
estimates produced using randomization inference.

Survey Results

As mentioned previously, before the grant deadline, workshop
leaders emailed a brief survey to all participants (see the online
appendix for the wording of questions). The survey measured
objective knowledge (i.e., Do they answer questions correctly?)
and subjective knowledge (i.e., Do they feel uncertain about what
they know?). We also assessed perceptions of self-efficacy. Due to
feasibility constraints, it was not possible to design the field
experiment in such a way that would satisfy all of the assumptions
required for a formal mediation test (Bullock, Green, and Ha 2010).
Therefore, I treat these survey responses as a suggestive but not
dispositive test of the underlying mechanism(s).

We collected usable survey responses from 47 people. Nine
people did not answer the survey at all (ie., five in the control
group, four in the treatment group). In addition, there were three
participants who did not include their contact information in
responding to the survey, and so we were unable to match their
responses to experimental assignments. In total, I did not have
complete survey data from 12 participants (i.e., six in the control
group and six in the treatment group). I verified that this omission
was not related to treatment assignment—that is, the difference in
attrition rates between the control and the treatment groups was
not statistically significant (p=0.65). In addition, I did not find
evidence that attrition was related to compliance status (p=0.56).

Table 2 summarizes the survey results. Each line in the table
represents the average of a short battery of questions (described in
the online appendix). Overall, I found no evidence that the
conversation affected either (1) factual knowledge about aspects
of conducting an issue-awareness campaign, or (2) participants’
perceptions of how uncertain they felt about what to do. This
likely reflects the fact that both the control and the treatment
groups received exactly the same disseminated materials
written in clear and accessible language. Yet, I observed evidence

One way that readers can apply these findings close to home is by initiating new informal
collaborations directly with local decision makers.

addition, none of those who did not receive grant money (because
they did not apply or applied but were not awarded funding)

reported actively conducting campaigns.
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(bolded in table 2) suggesting that the conversation boosted self-
efficacy—participants personally felt more capable of successfully
conducting a campaign. The conversation did not seek to rehash
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the basic principles discussed in the disseminated materials but
instead entailed dialogue on how to apply that information locally.
Therefore, this difference in self-efficacy suggests that it was the
content of the conversation that mattered as opposed to simply the
fact that participants in the treatment group had an “extra”
interaction.

Finally, during the latter two data collections (i.e., after the
workshops in Ecuador and Nepal), I added a question at the end of
the survey to measure outcome expectations: participants’ percep-
tions of the likelihood of receiving the grant if they applied. This
question assessed whether the treatment-group conversations may
have unintentionally boosted participants’ expectations about
receiving the grant money. Admittedly, the number of respondents
who were asked this question was low (N=15); however, with that
caveat in mind, I found no evidence that the conversation increased
expectations. In fact, the estimated effect was in the opposite
direction: ITT: -0.05 (p=0.81); CACE: -0.06 (p=0.81).

CONCLUSION

My results suggest that although interactive strategies for increas-
ing research use often are more costly than disseminating infor-
mation to a large audience at once, their impact can be significant.
Future work is needed to better understand how this impact may
vary depending on the nature of decision makers’ values and
political considerations within nonprofits, bureaucracies, and/or
legislatures. We also should examine other facets of potential
research use. For instance, elected policy makers may not directly
use new research evidence in a pending decision, but it is possible
that a conversation with a research expert will change which
problems they prioritize, how they conceptualize the nature of
those problems, how they build coalitions, and/or whether
they use research evidence to bolster preexisting decisions
(Bogenschneider and Corbett 2010; Weiss 1979).

I close on a practical note. One way that readers can apply
these findings close to home is by initiating new informal collab-
orations directly with local decision makers. An accumulating
body of work shows how to conduct such outreach, including the
range of goals that policy makers (Bogenschneider and Corbett
2010) and nonprofit practitioners (Levine 2020a) may have, as
well as the importance of being not only credible but also
relational (Levine 2020b). Surveys of policy makers (especially
at the subnational level) reveal that they are open to this type of
cold outreach and do not regularly receive it (Bogenschneider and
Corbett 2010). Past work targeting nonprofit practitioners also
uncovers demand (Levine 2020a). To be sure, not everyone will be
interested, but when connections do happen, decision makers can
gain relevant information tailored to their local context, and
research experts can gain new insights about limits in an existing
body of research as well as context-dependent implementation
challenges. In addition to these private benefits, increasing the
prevalence of these connections establishes norms of interaction,

a public benefit.
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NOTES
1. T use the term “research experts” to encompass researchers, knowledge brokers,
and research translators.

2. To my knowledge, Dobbins et al. (2009) is the only other study that assesses the
impact of interaction beyond dissemination, although using a very different type
of intervention and sample than the present investigation.

3. This corresponds to what Weiss (1979) referred to as “instrumental” use.

4. Other reasons that decision makers may resist research evidence are that it
conflicts with personal values or professional incentives. I do not discuss these
herein because they are unlikely to apply in the context of my field experiment.

5. Cost also was a barrier, which we addressed in the context of our study.

6. The script used relationship-building techniques to make participants feel com-
fortable sharing information during the back-and-forth conversation (Leary 2010).

7. This experiment did not include all participants in each workshop. See the online
appendix for more details about inclusion criteria.
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