
Page: 1 

 

 

Minnesota Legislators‘ Use of Research 

A Non-Partisan Qualitative Study 

 

Prepared for the Children, Youth and Family Consortium by 

Joellen Gonder-Spacek 

Molly Illes 

Connie Starns 

Nicole Vilendrer 

 

December 9, 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



Page: 2 

 

Table of Contents 

I. Executive Summary ................................................................................................... 3 

II. Background & Study Significance  ............................................................................ 4 

III. Literature Review ...................................................................................................... 6  

IV. Purpose of the Study .................................................................................................. 17 

V. Methodology ............................................................................................................ 18 

VI. Participant Demographics .......................................................................................... 21 

VII. Research Results  ....................................................................................................... 23 

VIII. Discussion  ................................................................................................................. 39  

IX. Recommendations for Future Research and Action  ................................................. 41 

X. Appendices  ................................................................................................................ 43 

 

a. Interview Questions ............................................................................................. 43 

 

b. Conceptual Framework ........................................................................................ 44 

 

c. Question 2 Responses: Table of Ranked Sources ................................................45 

 

d. Question 3 Responses: Table of Ranked Sources ................................................ 46 

 

e. IRB Consent Form ............................................................................................... 47 

 

f. CYFC Study Codebook ....................................................................................... 48 

 

g. National Non-Partisan Legislative Research Center Listing ............................... 49 

XI.  References…………………………………………………………………………..  59  



Page: 3 

 

I. Executive Summary 

 The Children, Youth and Family Consortium (CYFC) at the University of Minnesota is 

an intermediary policy educator that serves to build the capacity of Minnesota communities to 

use research and inform policy to improve the well being of Minnesota‘s children, youth, and 

families.   CYFC was interested in exploring Minnesota legislators‘ attitudes about using 

scientific research to make policy decisions.  

 Current findings from the literature review on how policymakers use research evidence 

are based on a relatively small number of studies with few common theoretical underpinnings. A 

review of theoretical and implementation models revealed that this area of social science is 

evolving.  There is much to be learned from several existing implementation models including; 

the Family Impact Seminars currently offered in 28 states, the Washington State Institute for 

Public Policy, and the University-Based Child and Family Policy Consortium. 

 Four public policy Humphrey Institute graduate students performed the research in this 

study in fulfillment of their capstone for graduation. They conducted a qualitative study 

comprised of twelve face to face interviews with incumbent Minnesota legislators to answer two 

key thesis questions:   

 How do a targeted group of Minnesota legislators access research when they are faced 

with issues of transportation and early childhood care and education? 

 What are the ways to help bridge the cultural gap between knowledge producers and 

knowledge consumers? 

 Five themes emerged from the study: reliance on legislative peers in decision making, 

voting based on personal values and experiences, impact of research communication formats and 

timing of delivery, role of politics in decision making, and legislators‘ use of the University of 
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Minnesota or CYFC in decision making.  The methods for how policy makers make policy 

decisions are numerous.  There are numerous opportunities for CYFC and the University of 

Minnesota to strengthen their relationships with the Minnesota Legislature.   

 Moving forward it is essential that research with policy implications is translated into a 

language and a format accessible for state lawmakers.  It is also critical to determine who is 

currently serving as knowledge brokers for research conducted at the University of Minnesota 

and to become intentional about the inclusion of legislators in the University community.  The 

study revealed that it is important to assess the perception of political ideology imbalance and to 

take measures to invite equal numbers of Republican, Democrat partisan leaders to speak and 

teach at the University of Minnesota.   

Lastly, the study affirmed the importance of building relationships and communication 

strategies with legislative staff, and the need for a potential ombudsman at the University of 

Minnesota that could transform the reliance (or lack thereof) on research by making it more 

accessible, timely, and providing  legislators with a  connection to knowledge brokers.  There is 

tremendous opportunity to expand and strengthen the relationship between the University of 

Minnesota and state lawmakers for the betterment of children, youth, and families across 

Minnesota.   

II. Background & Study Significance  

The Children, Youth and Family Consortium (CYFC), a university-wide consortium 

established in 1991, was created  to build the capacity of the university and Minnesota 

communities to use research, inform policy, and enhance direct service practices to improve the 

well-being of Minnesota‘ children, youth and families.  As an intermediary organization, CYFC 
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is the University‘s ―go-to‖ place for policymakers and practitioners seeking a wide range of 

information and resources about children, youth and families.  It connects research, teaching, 

policy, and community practice, seeking to advance greater understanding, shared knowledge, 

and action that is informed and deliberate.     

CYFC considers it a primary responsibility to be responsive to policymakers‘ requests for 

information by providing them with evidence-based policy options related to children, youth and 

family issues.  These requests are not at all random; often when policymakers are addressing a 

problem, they are doing so at the request of or to further explore concerns expressed by their 

constituency.   Policymakers then weigh these options in order to do their job—to make 

thoughtful and informed policy decisions on behalf of their constituents.  CYFC plays a unique 

role in the policy and research arenas as an intermediary that emphasizes ―policy education‖.  

The policy education model views the recipients of information (in this case policymakers) as 

learners or ―students‖, not only with individual differences in beliefs, learning styles and 

challenges, but also existing within a particular learning context (i.e., the state legislature).  The 

policy education model intentionally diverges from the traditional advocacy approach of 

influencing political decision-making.  It instead intends for research evidence to be considered 

in a way that transforms ways of learning, and is integrated into everyday policymaking.   

Policies at the local, state, and federal government levels impact, intentionally or 

unintentionally, the development and well-being of children, youth and families.  Because 

legislators and other policymakers can‘t be experts on every issue affecting their constituents, 

CYFC seeks to provide legislators with the knowledge and skills needed to make fully informed 

decisions based in scholarly research and in a neutral, non-partisan setting.  In doing so, CYFC 
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aims to maximize the positive impact of policies on children, youth, and families in Minnesota 

without advocating for particular policies or positions.   

CYFC acknowledges there is an ongoing gap that exists between use and access of 

research and how and why policy decisions ultimately impact Minnesotans.  Policymakers and 

practitioners need easily accessible and wide-ranging information that encourages bicameral, 

bipartisan discussion and meets constituent needs.  The end goal is to create a movement towards 

legislative action that is informed by reliable, evidence-based information provided in multiple 

formats.  Policy that is informed by research will produce better policies and in the long run, a 

better quality of life for all Minnesotans – a goal that CYFC is committed to ensuring.   

III. Literature Review  

Defining Research 

 Research falls into two categories; basic research and applied research.  Basic research is 

also called pure or fundamental research; it is undertaken to increase the base of knowledge. 

There is no direct benefit as it is research for the sake of research. It is the source of most new 

theories, principles and ideas. Basic research rarely helps anyone directly but rather stimulates 

new ways of thinking. The main motivation is to expand human knowledge (Hub Pages, 2010).   

 However, in the long run, basic research forms the basis of applied research.  If basic 

work is done first, then applied research can spin-off and expand on basic research. As Dr. 

George Smoot, 2006 Nobel Prize winner in physics, says, "People cannot foresee the future well 

enough to predict what's going to develop from basic research. If we only did ‗applied research‘, 

we would still be making better spears‖ (Hub Pages, 2010). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Smoot
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Smoot
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 Basic research is purely theoretical to increase our understanding of certain phenomena 

or behavior but does not seek to solve any existing problem.  Applied research is the use of basic 

research or past theories, knowledge and methods for solving an existing problem and deals with 

practical problems. In his book, Pasteur’s Quadrant, Stokes (1997) offers a distinction between 

research along two orthogonal dimensions:  ―quest for fundamental understanding and 

considerations of use‖.  In the present world situation, more emphasis is being given to applied 

research to solve problems of public importance such as overpopulation and scarcity of natural 

resources. It is imperative that we understand the difference between the two kinds of research 

and find ways to access and use them in the policy arena (Hub Pages, 2010). 

The Divide Between Policy Makers and Researchers 

 Policy affects society in complex ways and requires expertise to understand how these 

systems and services work and how they might be improved.  Government is confusing to many 

people and governing is not easy.  There is no clear roadmap or single solution to use research in 

solving important public problems.  Researchers and policy makers often disagree about what 

constitutes research for use in policy and practice.   

 In addition to a lack of collaboration, there are gaps between the researchers undertaking 

studies and the policymakers and practitioners that might benefit from the results of the research.  

These challenges are magnified by the fact that policy makers are interested in varying degrees, 

depth, and forms of information on a wide range of topics.  This is exacerbated by the fact that 

researchers who produce knowledge and legislators who consume knowledge operate in vastly 

different cultures and have very different pressures (Bogenschneider & Corbett, 2010, Jeffreys, 

Troy, Slawik and Lightfoot, 2007).  While they both have an interest in working with the other, 
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(Bogenschneider & Corbett, 2010), the vast divide between the two cultures makes on-going 

relationships rare (Bogenschneider, Olson, Linney & Wells, 2000). Bridging the divide will 

create benefits for both sectors and might help create a common ground of knowledge-based 

policy and policy-based knowledge.  There would be two main benefits; those that accrue to 

researchers would be more useful work with more impact and those that accrue to policymakers 

would be legislation that is grounded in solid research and information. One Republican senator 

from Wisconsin, interviewed by Bogenschneider and Corbett (2010, p.31) stated: 

Really what this is, you do research and need information: it‘s to make you feel you are 

doing the right thing. That this law is important, it moves things forward. Then you can 

take those convictions, that you did your research, that you‘re doing the right thing, and 

convince your colleagues that they need to vote for this bill because I have done the 

research. 

 The past decade has seen increased interest in the use of research-based knowledge in 

areas other than academics.  The interested parties include producers, funders and consumers, 

(Davies & Nutley, 2008).  One foundation alone, W.T. Grant, has issued requests for proposals 

in 2009 and 2010 for the use of research evidence and lists five publications related to this issue 

(William T. Grant Foundation, 2010).   

 The desire to link policy and research is also evident in other parts of the world.  The 

Mexican government passed legislation requiring impact evaluations be undertaken for a range 

of public programs with the intention of recognizing what works and why as a guide for 

budgetary policy (Oxman, Bjorndal, Becerra-Posada, Gibson, Block, Hianes, Hamid, Odom, Lei, 

Levin, Lipsey, Littell, Mshinda, Ongolo-Zogo, Pang, Sewankambo, Songane, Soydan, 

Torgerson, Weisburd, Whitworth, & Wibulpolprasert, 2010). In Thailand, the constitution 

mandates impact assessments before public programs are created.  In Columbia, laws were 

passed in 1994 that led to the establishment of a national system for monitoring and evaluation 
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and was recognized by the World Bank as one of the strongest public health policies in Latin 

America.  These and other commitments by governments are intended to make better use of 

research evidence to improve the lives of their citizens (Oxman, et al., 2010).  The rationale for 

development of the a framework is that formal commitments (legislation) and international 

frameworks to help design these initiatives could increase the likelihood that good intentions for 

the use of research evidence to inform policy will be translated into effective actions.   

 The World Bank has advised that this application of research and linkage with policy 

should be developed consultatively with a strong focus on building within countries the full 

range of capacity needed to translate research into policies and practices that will improve 

people‘s lives (Oxman, et al., 2010).    

 Current findings about how policymakers use research evidence are based on a relatively 

small number of studies, with few common theoretical underpinnings.  These findings to date 

suggest that: 

 Policymakers express skepticism about research evidence and often believe it can be skewed 

to mean different things (Weiss and Weiss, 1981, Nelson, Leffler and Hansen, 2009). 

 Policymakers note that evidence is rarely a primary factor in policymaking (Weiss, 1989) and 

often rely most on experiences and constituents (Gray and Lowery, 2000).  

 There are U. S. Congressional issues that prevent thorough use of research; such as the basic 

structure (of Congress) which incentivizes members to seek committees that will best serve 

their constituents, rewards   long-serving members with prestigious committee assignments 

and  limits the amount of time members have to study issues. A House Report indicated that 

Representatives spent an average of eleven minutes a day reading (Weiss, 1989).   

 The influence of oral tradition in the American political tradition is an additional factor that 

makes systematic use of research a challenge (Weiss, 1989). 

 Legislators tend to use information from sources whose professional experience is more 

similar to their own and select from those sources that may differ depending upon the 

relevant stage in the legislative process (Mooney, 1991). 

 The questions of whether legislators factor in or ―shirk‖ or fail to represent their constituents 

in the context of policymaking or balance constituent views with research is currently 

unanswered by the literature (Goff & Grier, 1993).  
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 Legislative research agencies do not rely much on college and university personnel, and 

when they do, they are based on informal, direct contacts with individual faculty and staff 

members (Hy,Venhaus & Sims, 1995). 

 Policy makers do not care about science and indicate that they use evidence selectively to 

bolster their own positions (Shonkoff, 2000). 

 Jackson-Elmoore (2005) collected 507 surveys from 12 U.S. states to determine the many 

sources of information used in state level policy making.  The relative importance of the 

sources is linked to the legislator‘s characteristics and the districts they represent.  She 

suggests the need for targeted information dissemination strategies.   

 Internal mental mapping (Treater, 2008) involves legislators recalling sources of information 

that would be relevant to his/her decision and approaching the interest group, constituent 

group or appropriate source, especially for issues unfamiliar  to the legislator. (Treater, 

2008). 

 Huston (2008) proposes that the major role of science policy is to guide and generate 

scientific inquiry, and the major role of science in social policy is to inform solutions.   

Further, Huston explains that the culture of social policy is driven by political, economic, and 

social forces that reflect society.  Social policy makers mobilize information to support an 

agenda.  Policy makers value stories and selective use of evidence but not theory and 

hypothesis testing (p. 2). 

 The importance of compromise, balance, negotiations and bargaining are critical components 

to policy-making (Weiss, 1989, Bogenschneider & Corbett, 2010). 

 Academic institutions operate under significantly different pressures and are rewarded for 

maintaining traditional academic roles.  

 Traditional academics might view research agendas set by the community as politicizing the 

research process, potentially creating biased outcomes and as being less powerful because it 

might limit the scope of the research. The traditional culture of research ―worships the 

theoretical and devalues the practical‖ (Nyden, 2003, p. 577). 

 Academic institutions are assumed to be free of political influences and are therefore more 

objective. Encouraging people from outside academia to be part of setting the research 

agenda is a foreign concept (Nyden, 2003). 

 Academic researchers are interested in maintaining the status quo and protecting individual 

turf.  They are incentivized to add to the body of knowledge in their particular field. 

Individual academic disciplines guide the agendas while entertaining suggestions from 

outside sources is not part of the culture (Nyden, 2003). 

 Traditional means to achieve the success of promotion and tenure (of academics) are 

grounded in teaching and publishing. Interactions with the community at large are not 

normally highly regarded (Nyden, 2003). 

 Academic institutions have incorporated varying levels of interaction with the community. 

Originally established to educate elite members of society, universities have responded to 

historical events and now prepare a broader section of society. The purpose of educating a 

broader range of citizens evolved in order to stimulate the economy in new geographic areas. 

Education came to be seen as a public good.  The movement to establish land grant 
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institutions was driven to create educated citizens to fuel the industrial revolution and assist 

in the application of knowledge. As the 19
th

 century progressed, a larger number of 

individuals became educated, especially after the GI Bill provided opportunities for returning 

veterans to acquire education at reduced costs. At the same time, at the beginning of the Cold 

War, governments began investing in research to ensure that the U.S. was positioned as a 

world leader.  This led to a shift from teaching to incorporating more research into the 

mission of academia (Calleson, Jordan, & Seifer, 2005).  

 Calleson et al., (2005), identified that the rewards for researchers to engage in community 

work involving policy are limited in most university settings. Faculty is more likely to 

receive promotion for publishing articles in peer-reviewed journals than for demonstrating an 

active commitment to addressing community problems.  Therefore, university faculty is 

reluctant to apply their expertise to community-based concerns.  It is professionally risky.  

The authors recommend the use of applied research products to aid the immediate transfer of 

knowledge into application and serve to strengthen collaborative ties between academics and 

practice.   This also enables faculty to apply disciplinary knowledge into practice with 

communities.  Applied products include innovation intervention programs and policies at the 

community, state and federal levels. 

 Status quo research involves an individual studying a question without engaging or being 

informed by other stakeholders and is often not  grounded in reality (Van de Ven, 2007). 

 Bogenschneider & Corbett (2010) describe the clash of cultures (between academics and 

policy makers) and state that the survival in top-ranked academic departments is based on the 

production of research and they argue that not all research is equal; applied research is less 

valued than basic research. 

Theoretical Models in Connecting Policy Makers with Researchers 

 The on-going study of the ways that policymakers‘ access and use social science has 

resulted in an evolution of models. Beginning with the scientific reasons, connecting research 

and policymaking is a two-pronged process that involves encouraging policymakers to 

become more research minded and researchers to become more policy minded (Friese and 

Bogenschneider, 2009).   Caplan (1979) reviewed the ―two communities‖ framework, which 

suggested that the social scientist researchers and the policymakers make up two distinct 

communities and are driven by distinct goals, values, systems of reward and languages.   

Caplan (1979) concluded that the limited understanding and communication between the two 

communities would be improved with more collaborative arrangements.  
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 Pettigrew (1985) argued that the ―hypodermic model," which assumed that social 

research had a direct and unmediated effect should be modified to include mechanisms and 

institutions that mediate its‘ effects.   He noted federally funded agencies and the mass media 

as two mechanisms that can have direct affect on policy. 

 Carol Weiss proposed four ―I‘s‖ as factors influencing policy maker‘s decisions:  

ideology, interests, information, and institutional contexts (1983, 1995).  Science plays a role in 

one of these—information---and even this role can be limited as science is combined with such 

other information sources as ―common sense‖ and expert opinion.  Under the best of 

circumstances, anyone interested in contributing science to social policy decisions needs to have 

modest expectations.  Weiss built on her earlier research by studying the ways that the staff of 

the U.S. Congress access research and analysis and established that individuals absorb ―research 

and analysis into their stock of knowledge and [find] that over time that it altered their 

perceptions of problems – what could and could not be changed, what strategies do and do not 

work‖ (Weiss, 1989, p. 427) She labeled this the ―enlightenment‖ model.  

 Recent analysis has built on these models to indicate that operators in the political arena 

use research as only one component (Bogenschneider,et al., 2000).  At the end of the 

Bogenschneider (2000) article, the authors argue that the two communities‘ theory should be 

redefined as three communities, with the policymaker community divided into two sectors; the 

policy makers and the policy implementers. They define the policy makers ―in the traditional 

sense of the word as the governor, appointed secretaries of state and agencies, and the state 

legislators who actually enact the policies‖(Bogenschneider, et al., 2000, p. 333); and separate 

the policy implementers as ―state agency personnel and administrators of nonprofit organizations 

who develop the practices and procedures that underlie policy implementation‖ (p. 333). In their 
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most recent book, Bogenschneider and Corbett (2010) refine the concept to include culture.  

Using two different dimensions of culture, professional and institutional, they created a new 

foundation and label it as ―community dissonance‖ (p. 293). The authors continue the discussion 

by refining six domains that ―taken together…constitute the basic ways in which members of 

each community can differ and make communication possible at best and improbable at worst‖   

( p. 294). 

Legislators as Learners  

 Much of what is known about how social policy-makers use science comes from the 

experience of scholars working in policy contexts. But research on knowledge utilization also 

offers some valuable insights.  Huston (2008) outlines four considerations including; 1.) the 

diversity of the policy maker audience; 2.) how policy makers use scientific research in defining 

a problem; 3.) how scientific information builds policy makers general knowledge; and 4.) the 

implications for action and how policy makers use research to inform actions for dealing with the 

problems studied.  

 The process of transferring research knowledge into action is recognized as messy and 

complex (Graham et al., 2006).  While researchers may revere theories and concepts; decision 

makers want evidence that is relevant and easy to understand.  And while researchers often take 

years to complete research studies; decision makers want answers quickly (Mitton et al., 2007).  

Given these difficulties, it is sometimes thought that neither researchers nor policy makers are 

best placed to drive the translations, transfer and implementation of research evidence.  

Therefore it is worth considering intermediaries or brokers that are positioned at the interface 

between the worlds of researchers and policy makers.  These entities could be the human force 

behind knowledge transfer, finding, assessing and interpreting evidence, facilitating interaction 
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and identifying emerging research questions (Canadian Health Services Research Foundation, 

2003).  Knowledge brokering has been used to address the language and cultural barriers 

between the worlds of research and decision-making by translating research and other evidence 

into different vocabularies (Sin, 2008).   

Implementation Models 

 The need to bridge the separate worlds of researchers and policymakers has been 

recognized for a number of years.  One model, the Family Impact Seminars, is the brainchild of 

Theodora Ooms.  While working in Washington D.C. in the 1970‘s she was concerned that the 

impacts of policies and programs on families did not receive the same attention as impact on the 

environment, the economy, or poverty.  Ooms believed that ideas could be powerful political 

tools and that research could produce policy-relevant ideas.  In 1976, Ooms developed the 

Family Impact Seminar concept to strengthen the connection between research and policymaking 

in Washington, D.C. For over twenty years, she organized seminars in the national‘s capitol to 

bring research to bear on policy questions with particular significance to families.  The core 

elements of the model were short presentations by researchers, careful vetting of presenters for 

quality and objectivity, time for interaction between the audience and researcher, and a succinct 

briefing report for audience members.  Most of all, Ooms worked hard to be as nonpartisan and 

objective as possible (Bogenschneider & Corbett, 2010).  

 By the 1990‘s more and more policymaking was occurring at the state level and Ooms 

replicated the model in several states.  Eventually, Ooms and her partner, Susan Golonka, hired 

Karen Bogenschneider to organize the seminars in Wisconsin.   This method of building a bridge 

between researchers and policy makers on multiple levels is still expanding today.  The 



Page: 15 

 

presentations, discussion sessions, and briefing reports provide high quality research to state 

policymakers (i.e. legislators, legislative aides, governors‘ office staff, legislative service agency 

staff, and agency representatives) build respect for and use of research in state policy decisions 

and encourage policy makers to examine the family impact of policies and programs (Friese & 

Bogenschneider, 2009). There are critical attributes of the seminar concept that are not as 

publically visible.  Bogenschneider works closely with legislative leadership on both sides of the 

aisle.  She selects seminar topics that her legislative advisors request and she intensively 

scrutinizes respected researchers and analysts who use rigorous methods, are objective, and 

communicate well.  She works with speakers to make their presentations succinct and 

comprehensible with less focus on methods and more focus on policy relevance.   

Other implementation models have been established in other states: 

  The Washington State Institute for Public Policy (WSIPP) was created in 1983 by 

the Washington legislature.  WSIPP is governed by a board of directors that 

represents the legislature, governor and public university representatives.  The 

mission of WSIPP is to carry out practical, non-partisan research – at legislative 

direction- on issues of importance to the State of Washington.  The WSIPP staff 

works closely with legislators, legislative and state agency staff, and experts in the 

field to ensure that studies answer relevant policy questions. 

(http://www.wispp.wa.gov) 

 An internet search of state legislatures revealed that 45 out of 50 states have at least a 

research or evaluation arm affiliated with their legislature or a state agency.  

Although two states established a research or evaluation arm as early as 1910 and 

1913, most were not established until 1935 or later. See appendix G for a detailed list 

by state.  

 Family Impact Seminars, explained above, are offered in 28 states.  Their primary 

purpose is to strengthen the connections between research and policymaking at the 

state level. (Bogenschneider and Corbett, 2010) 

 The University-Based Child and Family Policy Consortium, with a main contact at 

Duke University, is an example of an organized and intentional forum fostering 

scientific collaboration around child and family policy issues, cross disciplinary 

undergraduate and graduate training, and effective translation between research, 

practice and policy issues. The consortium consists of representatives from 30 

educational institutions, both public and private. 

(http://www.childpolicyuniversityconsortium.com) 



Page: 16 

 

 

Standards for Using Research in the Policy Arena  

 Past work suggests that the research has to pass three tests to meet policy makers‘ 

standards for usefulness (Bogenschneider and Corbett, 2010): 

1. Credibility  

 Is the study of high scientific quality? 

  Are the findings unbiased? 

 

2.  Accessibility   

 Does the report provide brief summaries of the key findings?   

 Are the findings understandably written?    

3.  Timeliness  

 Are the findings available at the time decisions are being made? 

 

A Sampling of Recent Studies of State Legislators 

 A review of studies that involved interviews with state legislators provided the following 

findings: 

 Sabloff (1995) examined the professionalization of legislators and implications for public 

universities and found that even though voting behavior may not be affected by the 

degree of professionalization of a state legislature; other political behavior may be 

affected, such as legislators‘ interaction with constituents, profit and nonprofit lobbyists, 

the governor and the press.  The research shows professional legislators‘ possess a 

different view of their decision process a, which distinguishes between regulation and 

resource allocation.  This suggests that it might be necessary to isolate specific influences 

on legislators ‗decision process‘. 

 Gray and Lowery (2000) examined the origin of policy ideas in the Minnesota State 

legislature, surveying both legislators and staff to determine the source of information 

used in three different stages of the policy process.  Findings showed that legislators 

depend primarily on their own experiences and their constituents‘ experiences.  There 

was not a significant difference in the sources of information legislators used during any 

of the three stages of the policy process including problem identification, policy 

formulation, or enactment.  

 Jefferys, Troy, Slawik and Lighfoot (2007) interviewed 20 Minnesota legislators to learn 

more about policymakers‘ views on research, usefulness in making policy and opinions 

about a proposed model of Family Policy Fellows to improve communication. The study 

concludes that researchers interested in considering increasing the use of their work in 

policymaking might benefit from University-sponsored discussions on the role of 
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research in policymaking, exploration of the ways to make research more useful to 

policymakers, and changes in University policies that would support ongoing 

relationships between policymakers and researchers. 

 Treater (2008) interviewed nine Ohio state legislators to determine the transmission of 

agendas and information from interest groups to political decision makers.   The study 

found that legislators view interest groups as ―essential to making informed political 

decisions congruent with the constituent‘s agenda‖.  

 In a recent survey of Texas legislators, Cochran, Montgomery and Rubin (2010) studied 

the impact of research on state human service policy. Their study highlighted  the need 

for culturally diverse research and indicated preliminary evidence that suggests 

receptiveness to the translation of social work research into state-level policy. 

V. Purpose of the Study  

Based on the review of literature, this study was commissioned by the Children, Youth 

and Family Consortium for the purpose of learning Minnesota legislators‘ attitudes about using 

research to make policy decisions. Interviewing the users of research can help to understand the 

role that research plays in making policy. Empirical studies can be used to flesh out the 

differences between the two cultures and work to define better ways to bridge the 

communication and cultural gaps. Such studies will help to understand both the use of and the 

impediments to accessing research.  In a paper prepared for the William T. Grant Foundation, 

Tseng (2010), a senior program officer, states that   

Calls for producing and using high-quality research are all well and good, but 

researchers, policymakers and practitioners need clearer guidance – informed by strong 

empirical work on how to do so.  What types of research are (and are not) used, how they 

are used, how they are acquired, and what conditions support and obstruct their use are 

important questions that can and should be studied. Researchers and policymakers have 

often weighed in on the types of research practitioners should use and how they should 

use them, but generally that guidance has not been based on empirical evidence on how 

research is acquired, interpreted and used, 

 Davies & Nutley (2008) indicate that of particular interest are the source, presentation and 

integration of knowledge, as well as understanding the context, connections and processes that 

link knowledge producers and knowledge consumers. The recently released Bogenschneider and 
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Corbett book (2010) ends with a framework for future action.  Organized around four themes, 

the authors indicate future needs. The themes are: 

Theme 1: Establish Research Utilization as a Research Question 

Theme 2: Change the Cultural Milieu in Which Knowledge Producers Function,  

 

Theme 3: Change the Cultural Milieu in Which Knowledge Consumers Function and 

  

Theme 4: Explore Systemic Changes. 

Our study is generated from the authors‘ first theme. In the final pages of the book, 

Bogenschneider and Corbett suggest a ―push for more empirical input about the nature of the 

challenges and about effective solutions‖(p. 298).  Our study takes their call to action by 

proposing the following thesis questions: 

How do a targeted group of Minnesota legislators access research when they are faced with 

issues of transportation and with issues related to early childhood care and education?   What are 

the ways to help to bridge the cultural gap between knowledge producers and knowledge 

consumers? 

 The objective of this study is to ask the research questions in a way that uses sound 

methodology, based on qualitative interviews and grounded in non-partisan attitudes.  The results 

are aggregated and represent feedback from twelve Minnesota legislators who participated in the 

study. 

V. Methodology  

 

During the initial development of this qualitative study, the researchers developed a 

conceptual framework (Appendix B) which illustrates the thought process legislators use when 

considering research in policy making. The framework depicts three attitudes about research: 
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they are negative or unwilling/unable to draw on research due to bias or barriers; they are neutral 

or sometimes may consider research, sometimes they may not; and some legislators are positive 

about their use of research—they rely on it, know how to access it and it is important to their 

policy making process. 

The researchers for this study are public policy graduate students at the Humphrey 

Institute at the University of Minnesota. They were contracted to perform this study by the 

Children, Youth and Family Consortium. The project fulfills the students‘ capstone requirement 

for their degree program. In addition to the four graduate students, one undergraduate CYFC 

intern assisted with transcription and data analysis.  

This study contains one set of data, comprised of twelve in-depth interviews conducted 

with incumbent Minnesota state legislators. The interviews were performed between October 12 

and November 17, 2010.  

The interview questions were developed based on the literature review and the 

overarching thesis questions for the study. The questions (Appendix A) were developed in 

collaboration with the client. The draft questions were vetted with two former Minnesota 

legislators, one Republican and one Democrat. They were also reviewed by Dr. Richard Krueger, 

a faculty member in Evaluation Studies at the University of Minnesota‘s College of Education. 

Based on this process, the researchers refined the questions prior to gathering the study‘s data. 

The final questions were submitted to the University of Minnesota Institutional Review 

Board. Approval was granted and a consent form was sent to each participant prior to the 

interview via email. A paper copy was also reviewed with the legislators at the beginning of each 

interview. 
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With the exception of one interview, two researchers attended each interview: one 

researcher performed the interview and the other researcher took notes and kept track of the time. 

The interviews were recorded for the purpose of transcription. Each legislator was assigned a 

numeric code to maintain participation confidentiality and to connect the audio with the 

transcript. Only the primary researchers had access to the audio recordings and numeric codes, 

thus maintaining confidentiality of the names of participating legislators. All identifying 

information was removed from quotes in this paper to protect the identities of participants. 

After the interview transcripts were completed, the researchers began sorting the data.  

They identified themes as they emerged from the data. Then the researchers developed a 

codebook of themes (Appendix F) and subsequently the themes were applied to the transcripts to 

organize the data. Two researchers reviewed each transcript to ensure comprehensive coding, 

objectivity in interpretation and consistency.  

The key limitation for this study is that only method was used. The researchers‘ focus 

was on the data gathered from in-depth interviews which affords the study one set of data. A 

future study could include quantitative methods for the purpose of triangulation. This study 

would be a strong pilot for future research. 

The interview subjects were carefully determined based on committee participation and 

personal expertise. The cornerstone of this non-partisan study was to perform objective, thorough 

in-depth interviews with six incumbent Republicans and six incumbent Democratic Minnesota 

Legislators.  

VI. Participant Demographics 
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For this research, there was a targeted sample of twelve legislators. Choosing the 

participants based on committee status was intended to determine if there was a difference in 

how legislators use scientific research in policy making relating to early childhood care and 

education versus other issues.  

The sample was intended to be representative of the entire legislature in regard to age, 

education completed, profession, and terms served. There was equal gender representation with 

six males and six females. Seven legislators were from Twin Cities‘ suburban districts, three 

from rural Minnesota districts and two from urban Minneapolis and Saint Paul districts.  The 

average age of participating legislators was 60 years old.  The largest percentages of Senate 

members for the 2007-2010 term were in their forties and fifties.  The average age for the 2007-

2008 and 2009-2010 House legislative members was 50.2 and 50.9 years, respectively.  The 

average age of the target group members is slightly higher than the average age of members in 

the Minnesota Senate and House. 

 Although most legislators in the Minnesota legislature do have a college degree, the 

sample group had a higher percentage of advanced college degrees.  More than 70% of the entire 

2009 legislature had a college degree of some sort; every 100% of the sample participant group 

had some a college degree, making their average higher than the entire legislature.  For the 

sample group, 50% had a bachelors and the other 50% had a masters degree or higher.  

 In Minnesota, members of the House of Representatives serve two year terms and 

members of the Senate serve four year terms.  Because of this, twice as many representatives 

were interviewed as senators.  Eight participating legislators represent the House, and four 

represent the Senate.  The chart below shows the percentage of terms served by the twelve 



Page: 22 

 

targeted sample members compared to the percentage of terms served by the 201 members of the 

Minnesota legislature. 
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First Term 16% 13% 15% 25% First Term 

Second Term 22% 0% 20% 50% Second Term 

Third Term 16% 0% 28% 0% Third Term 

Fourth Term 16% 37% 5% 0% Fourth Term 

Fifth Term 4% 0% 10% 0% Fifth Term 

Sixth Term 6% 25% 5% 0% Sixth Term 

Seventh Term 8% 0% 5% 0% Seventh Term 

Eighth Term 1% 0% 5% 25% Eighth Term 

Ninth Term 2% 0% 6% 0% Ninth Term 

Ten+ Terms 9% 25% 1% 0% Ten+ Terms 

 

The twelve legislators interviewed represent diverse professional and educational 

backgrounds.  The chart below outlines the percentages of a number of professional fields and 

education levels in the legislature, as well as the percentages represented by the target group of 

legislators. 
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Educator 15% 8% 

Business 14% 8% 

Attorney 12% 8% 

Legislator 8% 17% 

Financial Services 5% 0% 

Communications 4% 8% 

Farming 4% 0% 

Retired 4% 17% 

Real Estate 3% 0% 

Health Care 2% 8% 

Trades 2% 0% 

Homemaker 2% 8% 

Other 25% 18% 

(Information on legislators‘ occupations 

provided by Minnesota Senate Information and 

House Information offices) 
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Technical 4% 0% 

Some College 9% 0% 

BS/BA (4-year) 32% 50% 

Some graduate 14% 0% 

Graduate 36% 50% 

Other 3% 0% 

(Information on legislators‘ educations provided 

by Minnesota Senate Information and House 

Information offices) 
 

VII. Research Results 

   

Upon review of the data gathered in this study, five themes emerged:  

 Reliance on legislative peers in decision-making;  

 Voting based on personal values and experiences;  

 Impact of research communication formats and timing of delivery;  

 Role of politics in decision making; and  

 Legislators‘ use of the University of Minnesota or CYFC in decision making.  

Reliance on Legislative Peers to Inform Decisions 

The theme of ―legislative peers‖ relates to legislators relying on their peers for expertise 

in the policy making process.  Legislators tend to be well versed on topics relating to committees 

they serve on, but the legislators interviewed admitted they were not necessarily familiar with 

other topic areas.  Because of this, they rely heavily on legislative peers who have expertise in 
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the area.  ―We have colleagues who have a variety of experiences and if we have a colleague 

who has experience in a given area, that is very helpful to us. We rely on that (Legislator 1000).‖  

Legislator 100 also notes that when he has to make a decision for which he has limited 

personal expertise, he relies on his colleagues. ―Most of the time you kind of have someone who 

has expertise, you trust them, you can rely on them.‖ Legislator 500 indicated that she watches 

the voting board on the floor during session when she has to make decisions for issues outside of 

her area of expertise, and may base her votes on trusted colleagues she knows are experts in that 

particular area. The voting board is an electronic scoreboard in the respective House/Senate 

chambers and displays a red light (no vote) or green light (yes vote) by the legislator‘s name 

when they cast a vote. The whole board is illuminated so that everyone in the chamber can see it; 

however, only the Speaker can see the total number of votes. 

Given a list of potential information sources, and then asked which would be the most 

important source when deciding policy decisions related to early childhood care and education, 

legislators listed ―legislative peers‖ as a key resource to gather information.  ―Legislative peers‖ 

was also the second most often selected source of information when dealing with transportation 

policy issues. Appendices C and D provide the full list of political information sources and 

tabulation of participant responses.   

In addition to relying on fellow legislators, study participants indicated that committee 

staff is also an integral source for information. Committee staffers are partisan and hired by the 

majority caucus.  Although legislators rely on each other for advice and direction, they did not 

hold the caucus platform particularly high in decision making in relation to the two specific areas 

referenced in this study.   
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Balancing Personal Views and Experience with Research 

―Personal Values‖ was another prevalent theme in this study, and shows that the 

legislators are aware of the need to balance personal values and experiences with research, 

information, and constituent views.   When asked how decisions are made in the face of 

conflicting research and information, Legislator 200 stated that for her, research and personal 

values go hand in hand.   ―I think my values shape the way I view [conflict], but research has 

borne that out.‖   Legislator 600 expanded on this concept: 

For me, I think I‘ve always, um, tried to apply, let‘s just call it the ―smell test.‖ If 

something just absolutely does not fit within the realm of my own personal knowledge or 

experience, I think I‘m always a little skeptical, and I want to understand the scope and 

study parameters before I want to assimilate the data. 

Legislator 900 suggested that she scrutinizes the data and does not discount it based on the 

conflict (with personal experience), but she will try to understand the source of the conflict.  

I think when data and empirical studies just seem to flat-out contradict personal 

observations and experience, I think you have to be honest enough to ask whether or not 

your personal experience is either biased or isolated enough, that you need to take in this 

data and learn from it, or whether or not it‘s just common sense cause and effect in life, 

proves that the study methodology came up with some apparent conclusions, but you 

know that it just flat-out contradicts basic understandings of humanity. 

Legislator 400 weighed his values when factoring other inputs into his voting decisions: 

My life experience and knowing what‘s real and what‘s smoke and mirrors. And if I 

don‘t, then I start with my bedrock principles. Does this maximize liberty, ingenuity, and 

creativity? Or does this maximize central state planning and government control? Those 

are the two paradigms I sift it through immediately. 

This legislator also acknowledged that ―my own experience and values will color anything I do 

or think about [the policy decision].‖ Thus, his opinions and values are a lens through which he 

weighs all research and other inputs into the decision making process. 
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Another aspect of personal experience clashing with other inputs was illustrated when 

legislators‘ views contradict their constituents‘ views. Legislator 1200 stated that he relies on 

research more than constituent views when they contradict each other: ―I have to believe the 

research first before I do anything.  I‘m pretty mellow and get ―along-ish‖ with people but I 

don‘t change my mind, like overnight, and I will be friendly to people and I try to find areas of 

agreement and I build on that.‖    

Another example from Legislator 800 discusses the conflict between constituents. She 

relies on her own ―…common sense, really, just plain common sense. Because you could in a 

given day, you could get 50% emails (from constituents) on a certain issue and 50% opposing 

it.‖  

Legislator 200 discussed the difference between a topic area (transportation) and how her 

personal experience in that topic area might be a factor in her decisions.  

[In my district] transportation is really so much about the public opinion of my 

constituents.  Is transportation working for them or not?  So, they rank so much higher to 

me than any, versus any research issues. Whereas early childhood the customer can‘t talk 

to me.  I have to focus, and the customer in regard to early childhood are those most at 

risk families, and they are not necessarily highly represented in my district.  So I‘m less 

district focused and more research focused. 

And yet another study participant suggested that she listens to constituents, looks at the 

data, but ultimately, votes based on what is politically feasible. ―I think what you do is you 

develop personal relationships with people and so you listen, …you try to listen to the data, then 

you also look and say, what‘s realistic that we can do?‖ Legislator 800 referenced a bill on 

cancer treatment. She said that some constituents in her rural community represented a vital 

perspective that contributed not only to her voting decision, but inspired her to influence her 
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caucus. The practical knowledge that the constituents provided contradicted what lobbyists had 

presented.  This created confusion among her committee and caucus.  

I think some constituents called me [one in particular] and talked about it (bill on cancer 

treatment), then I went back to the group, then they sent somebody else back and got that 

straightened out. Then I started working on my caucus to try and change them. Then we 

had the vote, oh, then I went back to the author of the bill and said, ‗this is what my 

caucus is saying‘ and big alarms went off, and then they went to the people who were 

also having problems with it and I was self campaigning and said, ‗these are the real 

facts. It‘s not going to raise the insurance rates,‘ so it worked more on the angle for a 

rural constituent…it‘s very important since you‘re not wasting trips and going all over 

the place. 

A human factor in the decision-making process is the role of emotion. Legislator 100 

cited a specific example when an issue arose for which he had strong research supporting his 

view, but most of the legislators casted votes contradicting research. It was an emotional as well 

as political issue for which 27 of the 28 committee members were afraid to vote based on the 

research. 

In the committee where I serve, we have 28 members…In this case, we just had a 

wounded…Iraqi veteran come home and he had his uniform on and all that and some 

legionnaires with him and in this case he wanted a special license plate for veterans. 

Well, in my opinion, license plates are for identification, if the car is stolen or something 

like that. We‘re getting to the point where we‘re advertising all of these things. If you 

want that then put on a bumper sticker. Well, anyhow, they made their spiel about, he 

was wounded and needed a special license plate and he was, he was home on health 

leave, so I as a veteran, I felt pretty qualified to speak what I thought was right …I was in 

combat, I didn‘t sit behind, so I realize that, but I think we go overboard. We have 147 

special license plates. The highway patrol testifies, it‘s getting so you can‘t identify a 

plate. If you have a car hijacking—doesn‘t happen so much any more like it used to—

they can‘t identify the plate. It‘s a life involved, if it‘s a child abduction, then we should 

limit it. So we took the vote in committee. And do you know of the 28 members 

involved, do you know what the vote was? 28 members, 1 vote against and it was mine, 

the others voted in favor. You just don‘t use logic. That‘s what happens on the floor.  

Another example of emotion playing a role in an issue was conveyed by Interview 800. 

She described the tension related to the mourning dove hunting bill.  
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[It was] controversial, emotional and I voted for it, but it was 50-50 either way. I had very 

emotional emails either way. [That bill was about whether] to have a hunting season for 

mourning doves, yeah, it was very controversial, shooting the bird of Christ. Oh, God, we 

still talk about that one. That was just a ―slam your legislator bill.‖ 

She voted based on research and her own common sense since there was strong pressure from 

constituents both in favor and against the bill. Sometimes hearing emotional testimony, however, 

creates an emotional link between the funded program outcome and the decision makers. One 

legislator talked about looking for the balance between research and testimony. 

Sometimes it is a very emotional issue for somebody and when you are in that situation, 

that‘s when I also think you have to find the balance between what the data says…I think 

with early childhood, you know, a few years back there was a real push against—

government should stay out of early childhood. Now, maybe we‘re going to go back that 

way, I don‘t know. But there was a real push. I remember hearing people say, you know, 

government shouldn‘t be raising children, they should be with their parents, we shouldn‘t 

be funding these kinds of things,…then you hear from parents... ECFE made a total 

difference in how I was able to be a more effective parent and better parent. And, so, you 

listen to those kind of stories and they do,..many times it is the constituent stories, it is the 

stories that you hear in testimony of …that‘s all fine and good. Now let me tell you how 

it works in the real world. And you have to…that usually carries a lot of weight. 

Legislator 100 indicated he votes based on the balance between his constituent views and his 

own experience. However, he tends to vote based on how he feels his constituency would want 

him to vote.  

Normally for me it would be my background because I‘ve lived in the community and I 

think I have a pretty good idea of what my constituency wants. And you have a good idea 

with your local media with everything that goes on, people who talk to ya. You‘ve got a 

pretty good idea. Sometimes you‘d like to not agree with them, but it‘s your constituency 

and you vote how you‘d think they‘d want. Sometimes you want to vote your conscience, 

but you vote based on your constituency. 

Nearly all other legislators stated that they vote based on their values, experience and common 

sense, even when it contradicts their constituents.  
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Ultimately, according to Interview 700, decisions are made by humans. They are 

subjective and based on the legislator‘s opinion and values; ―otherwise a machine could be 

programmed to legislate.‖  

And so, when you consider that, with early childhood programs, there‘s been the whole 

thing with higher quality, and…do you serve fewer kids with more programs or do you 

spread the dollars out across more kids? And when some kids are going to get more and 

some kids will potentially not get anything at all, that is sort of a value issue where you 

feel like, is that right? So, you can look at the data but in the end, um, if everything was 

data driven, you wouldn‘t need people doing this job. You could just plug it in a 

computer and come out with, ‗ well, the best policy is this.‘  But there is the factor of 

weighing, of the stories that you listen to, the people that you talk to and the gut reaction 

that sometimes gets you to the legislation. 

Creating and passing meaningful legislation factors in many inputs including research, personal 

views and experience. Sometimes, however, politics plays a role in which legislation is passed 

and which legislation is rejected; regardless of the evidence that supports or refutes it.  

Research Communication Format 

The format, timing and the methods used to communicate research findings emerged as 

another key theme among legislators interviewed. According to the data gathered in this study, 

the format of the communication— report, email, seminar or other method—depends on personal 

preference. Two legislators referenced a professional or trade association affiliation and 

particularly the published journals as a reliable source of research and information.  

One legislator said that he prefers to read the whole report while three others suggested 

they prefer to read a summarized version of a report. Another legislator discussed at length how 

important it is to him to be able to review the statistical models used in the report (Interview 

500). In contrast, Legislator 1100 said,  
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One thing that legislators are not very good at, especially on the scientific side, is 

understanding what statistical models really mean and epidemiological models, me 

included, and that makes it really difficult to judge models. So, it‘s kind of above us and 

it‘s kind of hard to access, knowing where to access it. It‘s kind of a problem.  

The concern about research being too esoteric was common among many of the 

interviews. Interview 500 stated that, ―I get the notices [for meetings in a specific topic area at 

the University of Minnesota]. I can‘t remember the last time I went…they tended to be a little 

more [esoteric] than I wanted.‖ Legislator 100 suggested that ―if it‘s not too technical, if they can 

explain it in non-technical terms…‖ then it is useful to him.  

When asked what format works best for the participant, many suggested that attending a 

seminar would be a good use of their time if the content were relevant, if it was made 

―Minnesota-specific‖ (Interview 1100) and if they knew ahead of time what to expect from the 

seminar. When study participants mentioned that she or he had attended the three-day family 

seminar in 2009, they were probed about the experience. The legislators felt that the information 

was relevant, but that three days was a big time commitment. One legislator joked that it is a 

long time for legislators ―who are normally ADD [Attention Deficit Disorder] to be focused on 

an issue for three days straight‖ (Interview 800). But after probing to find out if the research 

reviewed was useful, the interviewee stated, ―yes, you always can use whatever you learn.‖ 

Another legislator stated that ―sometimes we attend conferences‖ (Interview 700) and Legislator 

300 talked about the value of a forum at the start of the session: 

…an opening day and a half kind of forum that we‘ve either had at the Humphrey 

Institute or History Center…both dealing with the economic and demographic and 

challenges as well as some other topical area…kind of a little boot camp if you will, or 

preparation for going into session. And that is a place where people, the experts, and the 

research can in fact be presented but you have to have a significant enough offering that 

would be compelling to the leadership to set aside time and encourage everyone to 

participate in it. 
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Legislators shared their perceptions about using email as a communication format. 

Interview 1100 stated that he preferred printed reports over email since he rarely reads mass 

emails. Another legislator stated that emails need a ―hook‖ for her to bother to take the time to 

open and read it. The ―format and communication must illustrate why they should care‖ 

(Interview 800). Nearly all of the interviewees suggested that there is little time to review 

research, particularly once the session begins.  

When asked about the preferred times of year to receive research, the consensus was that 

the fall was the best time as legislators are beginning to look forward to and prepare for the next 

session. One rural legislator made the distinction between urban and suburban legislators versus 

rural attendance at events. 

During the session you‘ve got the suburban and city people who just go home at the end 

of the day. They‘re not going to stick around no matter what it is, they just go home. 

You‘ll get the rural legislators, that‘s just how it is. Even the breakfast events, are really 

tough for anyone who lives in Prior Lake or Golden Valley, they just can‘t make it there. 

[And then in the off season?]  In off season, it‘s the opposite because who wants to go up 

to the cities? If you do it in the off season, you need to do it on a day where there‘s other 

things going on, so it‘s kind of a kill all the birds with one stone so you make the day trip. 

 

Politics of Decision Making 

With so many diverse inputs and perspectives, ten out of the twelve legislators interviewed 

referenced politics as a reality in policy and decision making. Sometimes even when legislators‘ 

views on an issue are strong, they have to vote based on political feasibility or compromise. Each 

of the ten cited different examples of this issue.  

Legislator 900 had many references to the role of politics in policy making. ―I sit there 

and make our decisions, and we really mostly do what the governor wants.  For the last eight 
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years, ‗cause he is the final decider.  That‘s true isn‘t it?  There are a lot of things that we give 

up, a lot, just in negotiations.  Because it‘s about politics.‖ She elaborated that ―when it comes 

right down to how to do something, the legislature is all about politics.  What are the wins for 

our caucus?  What are the wins for us?  Are we gonna get re-elected?  There you have it!‖ 

Despite other inputs such as empirical evidence, this legislator votes based on politics. She 

references the need to vote based on re-election concerns which was also a consideration for 

Legislator 1200. ―I don‘t know…you have to get back into the arena I‘m in…you are not in a 

policy arena we are in a political arena.  Job one is to maintain power.‖   

When asked while discussing a specific story of conflicting evidence, Interview 1100 

states, ―One thing you can do with conflict is move toward a middle position. And, um, it was 

really then talking with legislative peers. Quite frankly, there were politics that played into it too 

of where it landed also, so there were political considerations.‖ Another legislator feels that 

politics inhibits the connection between decision makers and those affected by the decision. He 

attributes the problem that bureaucracy is looking at the problem from a different perspective 

than the people affected and he cannot change that. Compromise in the political arena was 

frequently mentioned in this study.  Interview 700 highlighted her use of compromise in decision 

making.. She brought up many examples of how politics inhibit her from making the decisions 

she feels should be made. 

 In the end, you want to have good legislation so you end up sometimes with something 

that you‘re not…you kind of hold your nose and you vote for it, because you‘re saying 

that ‗well, it‘s better than not doing anything at all, but it‘s not perfect. But we moved 

forward a little bit.‘ And, you know, you have to defend that.  Because people will say, 

well, that bill didn‘t really address that problem.  Well, it took a crack at it. 

Similar to Interview 700, Legislator 500 states that she would like to do more, and although it is 

not politically feasible, she feels she has to do something. ―you want to do this but you‘re not 
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going to be able to do more, you know they are more nuanced than just ―yes‖ or ―no‖ so you 

have to do something that you don‘t think is completely right because that‘s all you can do.‖ 

Another example regarding funding prisons was discussed during Interview 100. He does not 

feel that the politics involved in the decision-making is resulting in good legislation. 

[In] fact, it‘s getting to the point that many of us think we‘re throwing the key away and 

we‘re going broke with prisons. We throw the key away and let them sit there. Rather 

than trying to rehab them and it costs more money than to rehab them and it bothers me. 

Most cases, it‘s getting to the point where it‘s too political around here. And it‘s getting 

that way and it‘s not good legislation that comes out of that. 

Use of University of Minnesota and CYFC in Decision Making 

There was a spectrum of responses when legislators were asked to indicate their use of 

research from the University of Minnesota in policy making. Some of the ancillary issues 

brought up related to access to relevant research, opportunities for better connecting the 

University and CYFC with legislators, and examples of the current use of University and CYFC 

research. 

Participant 100 stated the he likes the University of Minnesota and he knows he can call 

them when he has questions. He did not feel there were barriers to finding the appropriate people 

to assist him, if needed. Since he lives in Minnesota with its own university, he has a relationship 

with many departments at that institution.  

Legislator 500 serves on a committee at the University and feels she has excellent access 

to people associated with her area of research. She said, ―Well, I go to things at the University 

fairly often, I go to everything, just about, I think I missed the last [meeting].‖ Her scientific area 

of expertise draws heavily on university research. In other areas she has more trouble finding the 

experts and researchers.  
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One legislator gave an example of a time when she was unable to get a response from the 

University due to bureaucracy. She had reached out to the Carlson School at the University of 

Minnesota in search of an intern.  

―I was looking for an intern who would…could do some research and help build the 

case…I thought that would be a great experience…to be able to look at what other states 

are doing.  How do we actually build the policies that create a better business 

environment here in Minnesota?  What a great experience for a business student and 

[Carlson School] just didn‘t ‗get it‘…I was sort of thinking, well this would be great, and 

they were like, we would have to have a more clear [idea of what Legislator 700 needs.] 

She was frustrated because she opened her office to an internship opportunity, but the 

University of Minnesota—specifically the Carlson School—was unable to deal with such a 

request. They did not have a structure for connecting her with a student; therefore, the university 

missed an opportunity. In her interview she continued to relay her frustration with the Carlson 

School‘s lack of response:  

You know, you‘re training people how to be business leaders and you know, they come 

out of here and everything is wrong with what‘s in Minnesota and yet you‘re not helping 

us, telling us, ―where should we go with these business policies?‖ In fact, one of the bills 

I carried, that there will be a study that perhaps the university will work on.  And I kind 

of felt, at times, like, I‘ve called them up and said ―do you have any students who would 

like to work with me, this would be an incredible experience to be able to help me with 

this legislation…it has to do with creating a better business climate and I felt that he 

looked at me like ―what are you talking about, lady?‖ …It was like, ―well, we really 

don‘t have anyone who could supervise them or this or that‖ and I‘m going….‖you don‘t 

need supervision, I mean, this would be …it just seems like it was too…it was the typical 

ivory tower…you know….‖well, we have to fill out paperwork,…you know it was a lot 

of…it just seemed very cumbersome….like, ―well, I could try, I could see,  I don‘t 

know‖…and I just thought ―you are losing out on a great…I mean this is going to be a 

great experience for somebody and I think it would be a great learning experience to even 

learn about the legislation, not just the legislative process and, ..um, people don‘t see that 

as their job, you know. 

Three of the interviewees stated their concerns about bias at the University of Minnesota. 

Legislator 400, views most research as biased—regardless of whether or not it is from the 

University of Minnesota. 
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So, when I see research coming over on any number of topics I see it as biased. It comes 

from a particular bias that doesn‘t fit my own worldview. I‘m always sifting it or 

interpreting it. So do I use the research? I know it‘s there. It comes. It helps me with a 

certain perspective.  

He continued to discuss his concerns about the University of Minnesota research and cited 

research related to the smoking ban law that was passed.  

There was a big bru-haha over the integrity and credibility of the research. That bothers 

me a great deal because now all the sudden, the people I used to never be suspicious of I 

am suspicious of because they changed the measurement device, the yardstick with which 

they interpreted results. Because it seemed like everybody was on a bandwagon here. 

That frightens me from a policy perspective…You know, I thought I would rather people 

be annoyed and have their good steak ruined by a cigarette than have the government 

wade in here on the basis of what can be perceived as fraudulent methodology.  

Interview 600 brought up many concerns about academic research. He said that in his 

personal experience with academics, he understands the pressure to publish and generate funding 

for research.  However, he feels that the research coming out of the University of Minnesota is 

largely biased, with the exception of the Carlson School.  

If there were even 25% of the people involved in [research at the University of 

Minnesota] who were of a more conservative mind-set, that would help. .. If there were 

some observable attempt at providing some balance in faculty, research, etc. that would 

give me more confidence of what comes out of the U. And I would not apply that to what 

comes out of the business school. I have much more confidence about what comes out of 

Carlson School. 

When initially asked about the University of Minnesota, he stated that the ―University of 

Minnesota would be the pre-eminent research institution here in the Twin Cities, for sure, 

probably in the state and probably in the mid-western states, but I think there‘s good research 

being done all over the country and all over the world, so it‘s a matter of finding research 

germane to the topic at hand.‖ 
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Legislator 900 talked about fitting research to meet legislator‘s values. ―There‘s a 

tremendous amount that could be translated as bias.  When legislators are looking for research, 

what do you think they‘re really looking for?  Research that backs up their own opinion.‖ The 

legislator continued to say, ―I like to think like CEC [Committee on Early Childhood] and all of 

that, but there‘s a liberal bias.  It‘s a university, right?  I don‘t think you see as much 

conservative stuff there.‖ A different legislator states concerns about research in general being 

biased. ―There is a bias in every study.  And every group says they are right‖ (Interview 1200). 

Some legislators may have initial concerns with research, but after careful review, they 

said they are able to accept it as evidence. When asked about the use of research in policy 

making, legislator 1100 suggested, ―I think first questioning the research I suppose, to make sure 

it‘s saying what it‘s purporting to say. And seeing if there‘s conflicting evidence, starting from a 

skeptical view, but changing my mind based on the evidence.‖ 

One legislator observed that the research she reviewed was ―terrible.‖ But she attributes 

that to the researcher, not the University as a whole.  From her prior work experience, as well as 

her current relationships with constituents and knowledge of how her district is currently 

impacting a particular industry that the University of Minnesota currently draws research for, she 

believes that it sometimes can be misinformation produced by the researcher that is quickly 

lumped into something larger.  Not only is it then lumped into something larger, but it then is 

titled as something specifically coming from the University of Minnesota—impacting the 

University‘s reputation—even though it is possibly the work of only one individual.      

 Many legislators cited early childhood care and education as an important issue. 

Interviewee 1100 feels that ―there are seven to eight big issues that we really need to think about 
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and early childhood is one, on the education spectrum, but even the early brain development 

stuff. It has broad implications.‖ He is not currently on a committee related to early childhood 

decisions and therefore, generally he defers to trusted legislative peers who are experts. When 

asked question seven about early childhood research, legislator 1000 stated that he ―had some 

good discussions with that group last year.‖ He specifically cited a family seminar last spring. ―I 

mean that was a good [seminar]… you know where we got exposed to researchers and people 

who were doing work so those kinds of things are helpful.‖ 

One observation by a legislator specifically about CYFC was that it competes with so 

many other organizations—it‘s important to reinforce what CYFC is and what CYFC stands for 

so the organization differentiates itself. ―You have to get out to the legislators—what is the 

CYFC? You especially need to, since there will be a new group of legislators, reach out to tell 

them who you are so they know why they should care, it‘s about our children and early 

childhood education. You‘ll be competing for the attention of these people. There are lots of 

causes.‖ Another suggestion from Interview 200 stems from getting the data to the legislator in a 

timely, accessible format.  

―[CYFC] could provide me with talking points and those sorts of things.  Be more 

proactive during hearings about giving me the best testifiers.  You know, we have to do 

so much work to get prepared for hearings.  If you guys were watching what was coming, 

and seeing those bills and being proactive to us and saying here is a body of research we 

think would be the best case.  We would like to help you with these testifiers, things like 

that.  It would be… we put such a burden on our LAs to do so much, and they have to 

cover all the subjects.‖ 

Despite productive efforts, lack of funds cited as a barrier by Interview 700 changes in the early 

childhood area. She states, ―I know that they‘ve come over and said to me ‗let us know what we 

can do for you‘ and some of it is, it‘s connecting that research with what‘s viable and doable in 

this economic climate…and I know that there is a lot of work that gets done, but haven‘t really 
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been able to advance some of the early childhood things. Everybody knows the right thing to do 

but there‘s no money.‖ 

Legislator 100 and 1100 referenced that if a legislator is not currently serving on a 

committee dealing with early childhood, they are less likely to be connected to CYFC.  

Legislator 100 states, ―[Early childhood seminars are] generally attended by the same people, 

that‘s my impression, but perhaps it‘s not correct... On occasion I get involved with going to 

some of those meetings and it‘s my thought, it‘s a little out of my area, and I‘m a little 

uncomfortable in the first place with it, but it‘s the same people talking with the same people and 

repeating, and I recognize it has to be that way too.‖ Legislator 500 has a similar sentiment. She 

is not directly dealing with early childhood, but she stated, ―I think [CYFC research] been useful 

to the people who work on it.‖ 

Those legislators who stated that there was a disconnect in information sharing between 

the University of Minnesota and legislators were asked to offer recommendations on how the 

relationship could be improved.  Providing forums on different topics was mentioned by more 

than one interviewee however, as Legislator 300 believes, the timing needs to be right in order to 

be effective.  Legislator 300 also stressed that flexibility is key especially during the session 

months when schedules are constantly changing. 

Some, like Legislator 900, think a more intimate group setting could be beneficial.  

Legislator 900 saw value in having an in-person roundtable or online discussion board between 

members of committees and their counterpart researchers at the University of Minnesota.  Both 

interaction options would provide an opportunity for legislators to become more familiar with 

the researchers that line up with their committee roles and become more familiar with the 
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research currently being conducted. This might also stimulate discussion that could be raised in 

legislative committees. 

 A number of legislators also reinforced the importance of their staff as information 

brokers.  Some legislators use their staff as a filter for information.  If the University of 

Minnesota connected more with legislative staff, the staff could make recommendations about 

which researchers at the University are resources for specific issues. As Legislator 900 stated, 

―But we‘re also trained to go back to our staff, because that‘s what they are there for.‖  Thus, the 

interviewees discussed concrete options for how the information sharing can be improved 

between the University of Minnesota and legislators.       

VIII. Discussion  

 The methods for how policy makers make policy decisions are numerous.  This targeted 

group of twelve legislators admitted to using each other as valuable sources of information.  Not 

only to go and ask questions about their topics of expertise but to follow their lead on a vote in 

committee or on the floor for a topic they are undecided on.  Since Minnesota has a ―citizen 

legislature‖ –which means that legislators tend to have jobs outside of the Capitol – it is expected 

that legislators have experience in either their personal or professional work. 

There are many methods to make policy.  These twelve legislators have shown that 

experience, personal values and research impact those methods.  The methods change from topic 

to topic.  When asked what they view as the most important tools in deciding transportation 

policy, a majority of the target group acknowledged that influentials in the district and their 

legislative peers were the most important while religious leaders and the media were the least 

helpful.  (Appendix C)  But when asked the same question in regards to early childhood policy 
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making (Appendix D) the interviewed legislators stated that their legislative peers and 

academic/peer-reviewed research were the most important while the media, caucus platforms and 

the legislative reference library were the least important.  

Other legislators use their own personal experiences, or those of their families, as the 

primary means to make decisions, even if those experiences conflict with research, advocacy 

groups or their peers‘ positions.  For some legislators, their values shape how they view research.  

Some legislators acknowledge that the primary factor is to make the most politically feasible 

decision–the decision that will bring the most power and actually pass legislation.   

 Although some legislators have strong relationships with different areas at the University 

of Minnesota, other legislators admitted to strained or no relationships due to lack of knowledge 

about whom to turn to.  While attempting to initiate an internship within one area of the 

University of Minnesota, one legislator was unable to yield results due to institutional barriers. 

This begs the questions:  

 How does the University of Minnesota serve the Minnesota Legislature and the citizens 

of Minnesota in addition to its primary purpose of educating and furthering the academic 

literature?  

 What opportunities to strengthen the relationship between the funder (the State of 

Minnesota) and the University of Minnesota?  

 Some legislators have had either positive or negative experiences in the past and some 

believe the University of Minnesota produces biased research, particularly in the social 

sciences versus the hard sciences field.  

IX. Recommendations for Action and Future Research  

 

The researchers identified three key opportunities for future research:  

• Future study to build on this pilot: mixed-methods study that would  triangulate the data 

and probe differences in attitudes toward different types of scientific research 
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• Study the perspectives of legislative assistants since they are the gatekeepers for 

legislators 

• Study the attitudes of researchers to address their perceptions of the relationship to the 

legislature and gather their suggestions for improvement  

In addition, based on the data gathered for this study, there are numerous opportunities for 

the Children, Youth and Family Consortium as well as the University of Minnesota to strengthen 

their relationships with the Minnesota Legislature. Relating to the theme of research format, it is 

essential that research with policy implications is translated into language and a format 

accessible for state law makers. It would be beneficial for the University of Minnesota to 

ascertain who currently serves as knowledge brokers for research conducted at the U of M. If 

research is not translated and communicated, then its impact may never be realized in the policy 

arena. One suggestion for building on this study is to analyze who and how University of 

Minnesota researchers and faculty interact with legislators. When there are open committees at 

the University it would be beneficial to reach out to legislators to serve in this capacity. One 

study participant affirmed that their involvement on a University committee has engaged her in 

other ways with the University.   

 Another recommendation specific to the Humphrey Institute is to consider the perception 

of political ideological imbalance. To counteract the reputation of left-leaning, liberal bias, it 

would behoove the Humphrey Institute to invite equal numbers of Republican and Democratic 

legislators to speak and teach at the institute.  

 The role of staff, in particular legislative assistants, is another area for potential research. 

Legislative staff has influence and discretion in presenting or withholding academic research 

from legislators that may influence how legislators vote. A strong relationship with legislative 

staff is vital in the policy education process.  
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Ultimately, the most important course of action for the University of Minnesota and 

CYFC to consider is to look for opportunities that strengthen relationships between the 

university and state legislators. An ombudsman for legislators within the Office of Government 

Affairs, for example, might transform the reliance (or lack thereof) on research by making it 

more accessible, timely, and giving legislators an important connection to knowledge brokers 

that they currently do not have. The legislative reference library is also a resource that numerous 

legislators mentioned.  Building stronger relationships and integrating access to important 

research at the University of Minnesota and the legislative reference library could lead to 

stronger ties to the Legislature. The University of Minnesota can begin an expanded and ongoing 

dialogue with both Republican and Democratic legislators to better serve the children, youth, and 

families of the State of Minnesota and to solidify the integral relationships that are mutually 

beneficial between the University of Minnesota as our premier research institution and our state 

lawmakers. 
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IX. Appendices 

Appendix A: Children, Youth and Family Consortium Study Interview Questions:  

Use of Research by Minnesota Legislators 

1. We know that legislators make decisions on many topics in a short amount of time. We‘d like to know more about 

ways you get information. Where do you most often turn to get information? (Probe: why?) 

 

2. When informing yourself for transportation policy decision, please rank the following sources that you feel are the 

three most important and the three that you feel are least important. (Probe: why did you choose your most/least 

important?) 

 

a. Academic/peer reviewed research  

b. Advocacy organizations 

c. Caucus platform  

d. Constituent communications 

e. Experts with degrees  

f. Influentials in my district 

g. Legislative Library 

h. Lobbyists  

i. Media  

j. National Non-partisan Organizations (such as CSG, NCSL or NGA) 

k. Non-partisan Staff 

l. Opinion surveys of my constituents 

m. Partisan Staff 

n. Personal Values & Experiences  

o. Religious leaders 

p. Think Tanks 

q. Trusted Legislative Peers 

r. University of Minnesota Sources 

s. Other:  

 

Most Important 1. ____   2. ____  3. ____  Least Important 1. ____   2. ____  3. ____ 

3. When informing yourself for an early childhood policy decision, please rank the following sources that you feel are 

the three most important and the three that you feel are least important. (Probe: why did you choose your most/least 

important?) 

 

Most Important 1. ____   2. ____  3. ____  Least Important 1. ____   2. ____  3. ____ 

4. Can you describe an example when there was conflicting research regarding a policy? (probe: How did you go about 

making the decision? What information or research did you use to make your policy decision? Why?) 

 

5. How do you balance constituent views or personal experiences when research contradicts those views or 

experiences? (probe: can you describe a time when the story of a constituent changed the way you made a decision? 

What was the policy?) 

 

6. Do you use the University of Minnesota as a resource when researching a policy issue? (probe: if yes, what do you 

like/how do you access it, how often) (if no, what inhibits you from looking to the U of MN as a resource for 

research?) 

 

7. What could the University of Minnesota do to make its research about children, family and youth policies issues 

more useful to state legislators? (probe:  what is a good format in which to receive research? When is a good time 

during the calendar year to receive research?) 
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Appendix B: Conceptual Framework 

  

Minnesota legislators’ attitudes about the use 

 of research in policy decision making 

Negative Neutral Positive 

Bias/lack of 

trust of 

research or 

researcher 

Unable to find 

relevant research 

or connect with 

researcher 

Research format 

does not work 

for legislator 

Research and 

outreach timing does 

not coincide with 

relevant policy 

decisions 

Barriers to 

research usage 
Reliance on non-

research sources 

for policy 

decision-making 

Drawing on 

personal 

experience and 

values versus 

research  

Trust research from U of MN and 

other academic institutions 

Research is 

valued no matter 

when it is 

published/timing 

not an issue 

Ability to connect 

with research at 

the U and/or 

researchers 

Research 

presented in 

formats that 

work 
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Appendix C: Interview Answers for Question 2 Ranking Sources (most and least) 

Question 2: When informing yourself for transportation policy decision, please rank the following sources 

that you feel are the three most important and the three that you feel are least important. (Probe: why did you 

choose your most/least important?) 

a. Academic/peer reviewed research  

b. Advocacy organizations 

c. Caucus platform  

d. Constituent communications 

e. Experts with degrees  

f. Influentials in my district 

g. Legislative Library 

h. Lobbyists  

i. Media  

j. National Non-partisan Organizations (such as CSG, NCSL or NGA) 

k. Non-partisan Staff 

l. Opinion surveys of my constituents 

m. Partisan Staff 

n. Personal Values & Experiences  

o. Religious leaders 

p. Think Tanks 

q. Trusted Legislative Peers 

r. University of Minnesota Sources 

s. Other:  

 

Interview 

Subject 

Q2 Most 

#1 

Q2 Most 

#2 

Q2 Most 

#3 

Q2 Least 

#1 

Q2 Least 

#2 

Q2 Least 

#3 

100 N B H O I J 

200 F A N G M O 

300 D P S -NEW 

TECH 

H L C 

400 Q N F J I O 

500 K J Q O C L 

600 A F J I G B 

700 D F B O I G 

800 F K A/H I O J 

900 F N R J O E 

1000 K N Q G I O/C 

1100 F Q R O C I 

1200 S - 

COUNTY 

STAFF 

K Q B C M 

Most Important = F (7) 

Next Important = Q (5) 

Least Important = O (9) 

Next Least Important = I (7) 
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Appendix D: Interview Answers for Question 3: Ranking Sources (most and least) 

Question 3: When informing yourself for an early childhood policy decision, please rank the following 

sources that you feel are the three most important and the three that you feel are least important. (Probe: why 

did you choose your most/least important?) 

Interview 

Subject 

Q3  

Most #1 

Q3  

Most #2 

Q3  

Most #3 

Q3  

Least #1 

Q3 Least 

#2 

Q3  

Least #3 

100 Q B H I D C 

200 E R A G C M 

300 A J Q I L B 

400 Q A N H I J 

500 Q B P O L A 

600 A F J I G B 

700 A Q B I G M 

800 B F Q/N C H O 

900 Q A N H I H 

1000 A K N I G C 

1100 B Q A C G I 

1200 S = 

SCHOOL 

DISTRICT 

D Q  A R M 

Most Important = Q (9) 

Next Important = A (8) 

Least Important = I (8) 

Next Least Important = C&G (5) 

 

 

 

 



Page: 47 

 

Appendix E:  Consent Information Sheet - Legislators’ Use of Science Research in Decision 

Making  

You are invited to be in a research study about how state legislators‘ use information, including scientific research.  

You were selected as a possible participant because of your interest and committee assignments. We ask that you 

read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study. 

This study is being conducted by Dr. Karen Cadigan from the department of Children, Youth and Family 

Consortium at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities.  

Background Information: 

The purpose of this study is to explore how legislators access, interpret, and use different kinds of information. This 

study will help the University and other research institutions better serve policy maker‘s needs for information 

gathering. 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: 

 Meet the research associate in your office. 

 Upon your approval, an audiotape recorder will be used during the interview.  

 The expected time of your participation is half an hour.  

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study: 

The study has no known risk and there is no cost involved in participating. The benefits to participation may not 

benefit you directly but the results learned from this study may benefit the connection between the University and 

state policymakers by helping U of M faculty and staff better understand how legislators use science. 

Compensation: 

You will not receive any compensation. 

Confidentiality: 

The records of this study will be kept private. In any sort of report we might publish, we will not include any 

information that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely and only 

researchers will have access to the records. Audiotapes will be accessible to only the researcher and research 

associate. All audio will be erased immediately after conclusion of the research study.  

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or 

future relations with the University of Minnesota. If you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any 

question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships.  

Contacts and Questions: 

The researcher conducting this study is Dr. Karen Cadigan. You may ask any questions you have now. If you have 

questions later, you are encouraged to contact Dr. Karen Cadigan at (612) 625-8976, cadigan@umn.edu.  

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone other than the 

researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the Research Subjects‘ Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. 

Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650. 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 



Page: 48 

 

Appendix F: CYFC Study Codebook 

 

Parent theme:  Legislative Peers (L) 

Description:  Legislators relying on legislative peers with expertise; focus more on issues related to committee work 

versus researching it oneself (rely on peers to review the research).   

LL – Legislative Peers (use of peers in decision making, trust in leg peers)     

LC – Rely on Committee (experts serving on a committee)  

LNC – Not caucus platform 

Parent Theme:  Personal Values and Experiences (V) 

Description: Balancing personal values and experiences with research/info/constituent views 

VB – (how to) Balance of personal views with research/info/constituent views 

VE – (how to) Balance of personal experience/expertise with research/info/constituent views 

VO – Base policy decision on personal views (when it contradicts with constituent/research/info)  

VX – Base policy decision on expertise (when it contradicts with constituent/research/info) 

VP – Pressure from constituents – conflict 

VM – Emotional policy decision versus based on research   

Parent Theme: Format of Research (F) 

Description: Format of research is too esoteric, needs translation for legislator comprehension; needs clear 

policy/financial implications outlined (ie. Policy brief format), targeting committees/experts versus whole 

legislature. 

FE – too esoteric, not at level that legislators can understand 

FT – Research needs translation 

FP – Research needs to be reported with policy brief elements (costs, implication, unintended consequences, etc.) 

FY – Time of year research is relayed to legislators that they recommend is most beneficial 

FF – literal format (webinar, magazine, email, seminar, etc.) legislator suggestions 

FU – Examples of non-University of Minnesota research 

Parent Theme: Politics of Decision-Making (P) 

Description: Bargaining in policy decision making, voting on party lines/caucus versus based on evidence, 

compromise to get legislation passed. Evidence of caucus platform being the least likely source (based on Q2 & Q3 

rating scale) yet trusted legislative peer is one of the top.  

PC – Role of compromise in decision making  

PP – role of caucus/partisanship in decision making 

PL – caucus platform least likely in decision making (Q2 & Q3) 

Parent Theme: Relationship to and Use of  U of MN and CYFC (R) 

Description: examples of relationships with the University of Minnesota or other research examples; examples of 

relationships with advocacy groups (esp. CYFC) ; suggested opportunities for new/ stronger relationships; 

University as knowledge broker. 

RU – Examples of legislators‘ use of University of MN research 

RC – Examples of using (attending seminars, etc) of CYFC research 

RO – Opportunities/suggestions from legislators on improving U – MN Legislature relationship and sharing 

research. 

RA – Access/finding the key contacts at the U to connect with relevant data 

RF – Format of research (published, presented, etc.) useful for legislators 

RT – Trust (or lack thereof) of University of Minnesota research; bias, partisan 
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Appendix G: National Non-Partisan Legislative Research Centers 

This information was compiled by the UMN‘s Children, Youth & Family Consortium (CYFC), 

November 2010 

 
State Institution Web-site Mission Services/Other Info Created 

AL Legislative 

Reference 

Service 

http://lrs.stat

e.al.us/  
 Note: This office primarily services as a legal 

assistance to Legislature but also performs tasks: 

 Making studies and reports on problems of state 

and local government in Alabama, either upon 

request or on one‘s own initiative. 

 Conducting a continuous analysis of the scope, 

effect, and methods of federal, state, and local 

government operations in Alabama and making 

recommendations to the Legislative Council as 

appropriate. 

1945 

AK 

 

Legislative 

Information 

Office / 

Legislative 

Teleconference 

Network (LTN) 

 

 

 

Legislative 

Research 

Services 

http://w3.leg

is.state.ak.us

/laa/lio/lio.p

hp  

 

 

 

 

http://w3.leg

is.state.ak.us

/laa/research

/research.ph

p  

  LTN can be used by any legislator to 

communicate with individuals and groups 

concerning pending legislation or other matters 

about which legislation might be proposed or 

legislative action taken. 

 Assist in broadening communication between 

legislators and citizens and to facilitate 

legislative responsiveness to the public. 

 

 

 Responds to requests for information and 

analysis from individual legislators as well as 

from legislative committees.  

 Nonpartisan and is a source of independent, 

objective information, research, and analysis.  

 Provide immediate help with short requests as 

well as immediate assistance for legislators and 

staff conducting their own research.  

 Also provide written responses and more 

substantial analyses.  

 

AZ Office of the 

Auditor General 

http://www.a

zauditor.gov

/overview.ht

m 

  The Office of the Auditor General serves as an 

independent source of impartial information 

concerning state and local governmental entities 

and provides specific recommendations to 

improve the operations of those entities. 

 Essentially ensures that public entities are 

making wise use of their resources—public 

money, personnel, property, equipment, and 

space. 

 Publishes their findings to the Legislature but 

does not provide Legislator directed research. 

 

 

AR Bureau of 

Legislative 

Research: 

Research Svc 

Div 

http://www.a

rkleg.state.ar

.us/bureau/P

ages/default.

aspx  

  The Bureau researches issues for legislators, 

prepares legislation, and may provide advice 

concerning constitutional, statutory, and 

practical issues concerning the legislation. 
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CA 

 

Legislative 

Analyst's Office 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

California 

Research 

Bureau 

 

California State 

Office of 

Research 

http://www.l

ao.ca.gov/la

oapp/main.a

spx  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.l

ibrary.ca.gov

/crb/  

 

http://www.s

or.govoffice

3.com/index.

asp?Type=B

_BASIC&S

EC={4DCE

C638-9847-

4426-8325-

D3E03117F

C0C}  

  Overseen by the Joint Legislative Budget 

Committee (JLBC) 

 Analytical staff is divided into ten subject areas:  

o Criminal Justice 

o State and Local Finance  

o K-12 Education 

o Higher Education 

o Health 

o Local Government 

o Resources and Environmental 

Protection 

o Social Services 

o State Administration 

o Transportation, Business, and 

Housing.  

 Office serves as the "eyes and ears" for the 

Legislature to ensure that the executive branch 

is implementing legislative policy in a cost 

efficient and effective manner. 

 

 

 Provides nonpartisan research services to the 

Governor and his staff, to both houses of the 

legislature, and to other state elected officials.  

 Services include preparation of reports and 

memoranda on current policy issues. 

 Part of the California State Library. 

 

 Only serves State Senate. 

 Office is responsible for tracking emerging 

state and federal issues and acting as a liaison 

with think tanks and academic institutions 

outside the Capitol. 

~1945 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1969 

CO Colorado 

Legislative 

Council: Policy 

and Research 

Section 

http://www.co

lorado.gov/cs/

Satellite/CGA

-Legislative 

Council/CLC/

12313314873

38  

  Prepares research memoranda at the request of 

any General Assembly member. 

 Completes research requests for members of the 

General Assembly relating to background for 

bill requests, constituent concerns on specific 

questions, bills going through the legislative 

process, background for speeches or meetings, 

or simply topics of interest. 

 

CT Office of 

Legislative 

research 

http://www.c

ga.ct.gov/olr

/  

  The nonpartisan Office of Legislative Research 

helps the General Assembly make policy and 

serve the public by providing it with accurate, 

timely, and objective research, policy analysis, 
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and assistance in the development of 

legislation. 

DE Delaware 

General 

Assembly 

Legislative 

Library  

http://legis.d

elaware.gov/

legislature.n

sf/Lookup/L

egislative_Li

brary?open&

nav=division

s  

   Help legislators find materials and information 

pertinent to public policy questions currently 

being considered by the Legislature. 

 Provides to the General Assembly access to 

databases for bills, statutes, and case law from 

all fifty states and the federal government, 

policy reports, rules and regulations, 

newspapers, and journals 

 

 

FL 

 

   

Council for 

Education 

Policy Research 

and  

Improvement  

 

 

 

 

 

State Library & 

Archives 

http://www.c

epri.state.fl.u

s/  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://dlis.do

s.state.fl.us/l

eglib/  

  Was a citizen board for independent policy 

research and analysis. 

 Was housed in the Office of Legislative 

Services 

 Ended in January 1, 2006 

 CEPRI was charged by statute (Chapter 

1008.51(4)(c), F.S.) to develop a long-range 

master plan for education. The plan was to 

address the long-range goals and objectives of 

the entire K-20 education system.   

 

 Provides priority information and research 

services to the members and staff of the Florida 

Legislature. 

 Also serves the information needs of other state 

departments and agencies and assists the 

general public with legislative research. 

2004/5-

2006 

GA Senate Research 

Office 

http://www.l

egis.state.ga.

us/legis/200

9_10/senate/

aboutsro.htm 

  Provides Senators and the Lieutenant Governor 

with objective information and analysis of 

legislation and issues affecting the state. 

 The Senate Research Office provides support to 

individual Senators on issues of policy 

development and both background and 

comparative research for statewide and local 

legislation. 

 There is not a research arm for the House of 

Representatives. 

1975 

HI Legislative 

Reference 

Bureau 

http://hawaii

.gov/lrb/  
  The Legislative Reference Bureau assists the 

Hawaii State Legislature by providing impartial 

research, consultation, and document drafting 

services, maintaining a research library, statutes 

revision and publication, operating a 

computerized legislative information system, 

and providing resources to enhance public 

participation in the legislative process. 
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ID Legislative 

Services Office: 

Research and 

Legislation 

section 

http://legislat

ure.idaho.go

v/research/re

searchlegisla

tion.htm  

  Conducts research for legislators, drafts 

legislation, staffs legislative study committees, 

and reviews administrative agency rules. 

 

IL Legislative 

Research Unit 

http://www.i

lga.gov/com

mission/lru/l

ru_home.ht

ml  

  Chief general research agency for the Illinois 

General Assembly.  

 Provides nonpartisan, objective, documented, 

and timely information. 

1937 

IN Evaluation 

Reports 

http://www.i

n.gov/legisla

tive/2398.ht

m  

  The Indiana General Assembly does not have a 

research agency but state agencies submit 

reports to the legislature.  

 

IA Legislative 

Services Agency 

(LSA) 

http://www.l

egis.state.ia.

us/Central/  

The Legislative Services 

Agency provides 

nonpartisan staff services 

to all members of the 

General Assembly 

including committee 

staffing, legal drafting, 

budget analysis, research, 

publishing, and computer 

technology support. 

 Contains the Legislative Library within agency.  

KS Legislative 

Research 

Department 

http://www.

kslegislature

.org/klrd  

  Help legislators find materials and information 

pertinent to public policy questions currently 

being considered by the Legislature. 

 Confidentiality stressed. 

1934 

KY Legislative 

research 

Commission 

http://www.l

rc.ky.gov/or

g_adm/lrc/ab

outlrc.htm  

  Established as a fact-finding and service body 

for the Legislature. 

 Services LRC provides include: committee 

staffing, bill drafting, oversight of the state 

budget and educational reform, production of 

educational materials, maintenance of a 

reference library and Internet site, and the 

preparation and printing of research reports, 

informational bulletins and a legislative 

newspaper. 

1948 

LA Louisiana 

Legislative 

Auditor 

http://www.l

la.state.la.us/  
Our mission is to provide 

legislative oversight 

relating to the use of 

public resources within 

Louisiana by providing 

timely, objective, and 

accurate information on 

public funds, stewardship 

of public officials, and 

the performance of 

public programs. 

 Oversees all state audits  

 Conducts independent financial audits on state 

funded programs.  

1910 
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ME Office of 

Program 

Evaluation and 

Government 

Accountability 

(OPEGA) 

http://www.

maine.gov/le

gis/opega/  

Office of Program 

Evaluation and 

Government 

Accountability (OPEGA) 

exists to support the 

Legislature in meeting its 

constitutional 

responsibilities and to 

improve the 

accountability, oversight 

and performance of State 

government for the 

benefit of Maine‘s 

citizens. 

 Conducts objective and independent 

performance audits of State government 

programs and activities 

2003 

MD Department of 

Legislative 

Services 

http://dls.stat

e.md.us/  
To facilitate the 

legislative process by 

providing the members 

of the MGA with the 

highest quality of staff 

support. 

 Provides legal, fiscal, committee, research, 

reference, auditing, administrative, and 

technological support to the members of the 

legislature and its committees. 

 

MA     There is not a legislative research agency.  

MI Legislative 

Service Bureau: 

Research 

Services 

Division 

http://counci

l.legislature.

mi.gov/lsb.ht

ml 

  A part of Michigan‘s bipartisan Legislative 

Council. 

 The Research Services Division is non-partisan 

and performs research and other services to use 

by all members of the Michigan Legislature. 

1941 

MN Legislative 

Library   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

State Auditor‘s 

Office 

 

http://www.l

eg.state.mn.

us/lrl/lrl.asp  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.a

uditor.leg.sta

te.mn.us/bkg

d.htm 

  Provide nonpartisan and confidential 

information services.  

 Respond to client requests in an accurate, 

objective and timely manner.  

 Anticipate the information needs of members 

and legislative staff.  

 Ensure compliance with legal mandates 

requiring the deposit and inventory of state 

information resources.  

 Organize information resources for efficient 

use.  

 Identify, select and acquire information 

resources for the library. 

 Preserve and house the library's collection. 

 Participate in resource sharing through 

membership in cooperative networks. 

 Actively promote awareness and use of the 

library's resources. 

 Operate in a fiscally responsible manner. 

 

 Promote Accountability  

 Strengthen Legislative Oversight 

 Support Good Management  

 Enhance Program Effectiveness 

 

MS     There is not a legislative research agency.  
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MO Joint Committee 

on Legislative 

Research 

   This in a partisan group with appointments 

made by majority leaders in the House of 

Representatives and Senate.  

 

MT Legislative 

Services 

Division 

 

 

 

 

Legislative 

Reference 

Center 

http://www.l

eg.mt.gov/cs

s/Services%

20Division/d

efault.asp 

 

 

 

http://www.l

eg.mt.gov/cs

s/Services%

20Division/

Reference%

20Center/gui

de%20to%2

0services.as

p  

An independent, 

nonpartisan, impartial 

agency that performs 

duties and functions for 

the Montana Legislature 

as assigned by law or as 

directed or requested by 

legislators or legislative 

committees 

 

 Librarians in the Reference Center have 

assisted Montana's legislators and legislative 

staff by answering reference and research 

questions, obtaining and circulating materials 

such as research reports and state and federal 

legislation, and providing interlibrary loan 

services. Resources in the Reference Center 

focus on issues of current concern to the 

Montana Legislature. 

1957 

 

 

 

 

 

1976 

NE Legislative 

Research Office 

http://nebras

kalegislature

.gov/division

s/audit_resea

rch.php 

 

  Conducts legal and other research and interim 

studies for legislative committees, state senators 

and staff. 

 Prepares research memoranda and reports. 

 Conducts special projects for the Executive 

Board of the Legislative Council. 

 Maintains a reference library and disseminates 

information to senators and legislative staff. 

 Exchanges information with other state 

legislatures and national legislative 

organizations. 

 Houses the Legislative Performance Audit 

Section. 

1937 

NV Research 

Division of the 

Nevada 

Legislative 

Counsel Bureau 

http://www.l

eg.state.nv.u

s/Division/R

esearch/ 

 

  Is the general information and service arm of 

the Legislature. 

 Conducts research into a wide variety of 

subjects at the request of legislators, legislative 

committees, State and local officials, and the 

public.  

 Responds to inquiries concerning Nevada‘s 

government, laws, and public policy issues 

from residents, legislative agencies, and public 

officials in other states. 

 

NH Research 

Division of 

Office of 

Legislative 

Services 

http://gencou

rt.state.nh.us

/ols/ols_rese

arch/default.

htm 

  Assist lawmakers in meeting the challenges and 

demands of their elective office by providing 

objective, accurate and timely information to 

assist in the development of sound public 

policy. 

~1935 

NJ Office of 

Legislative 

http://www.

njleg.state.nj

  It is a 16-member, non-partisan panel that 

provides professional, nonpartisan staff support 

services to the Legislature and its officers, 
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Services .us/legislativ

epub/oview.

asp 

 

members, committees and commissions. 

 The research, legal and fiscal divisions were 

eliminated in 1986.  

NM Legislative 

Counsel Service 

http://www.

nmlegis.gov/

lcs/legisagen

cies.aspx#lcs  

  The Legislative Council Service is the drafting, 

legal and research staff for the New Mexico 

Legislature.  

 The council service serves all members of the 

Legislature without regard to political 

affiliation, seniority or leadership position. 

 Operates a legislative library that is available to 

members of the Legislature, legislative staff, 

other state agencies and the public. 

 

NY     There is not a legislative research agency.  

NC Program 

Evaluation 

Division 

http://www.

ncga.state.nc

.us/PED/Ab

outUs/staff.h

tml  

Evaluate whether public 

services are delivered in 

an effective and efficient 

manner and in 

accordance with the law 

 The Joint Legislative Program Evaluation 

Oversight Committee and the Division Director 

develop the biennial work plan. 

 Requests for program evaluations must come 

from a member of the General Assembly. 

 Evaluations examine what state agency 

programs are really doing, at what cost, and to 

what effect if any.  

 Recommends policy options for consideration 

by the General Assembly for programs that are 

determined ineffective or no longer necessary. 

June 

2007 

ND Legislative 

Library Service 

http://www.l

egis.nd.gov/

council/gene

ral/overview

.html 

  The Legislative Council's library contains a 

wide variety of materials and reference 

documents, many of which are not available 

from other sources. 

 

OH Legislative 

Service 

Commission 

(LSC) 

http://www.l

sc.state.oh.u

s/  

  Provides technical and research services to 

members of the General Assembly. 

 LSC is responsible for providing bill drafting, 

bill analysis, research, training, and other 

technical services to the General Assembly.  

 Maintains the Register of Ohio -- an Internet 

means of public access to proposed agency 

rules. 

1953 

OK Oklahoma 

Legislative 

Information 

System (OLIS) 

http://www.l

sb.state.ok.u

s/ 

  The Primary function of the Oklahoma 

Legislative Information System is to process 

legislative measures.  

 Provides current information on the status of 

measures throughout the legislative session.  

 Also utilized to provide each house with the 

information necessary for legislative and 

congressional reapportionment. 

 

  

http://www.lsc.state.oh.us/
http://www.lsc.state.oh.us/
http://www.lsc.state.oh.us/
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OR Legislative 

Revenue Office 

(LRO) 

http://www.l

eg.state.or.us

/comm/lro/  

 

  LRO is a permanent, non-partisan legislative 

service agency.  

 Provides research and analysis on tax policy 

and school finance issues for legislators, 

legislative committees, and their staffs.  

 Also provides revenue impact statements on 

legislative measures that affect state or local 

revenue. 

1975 

PA Legislative 

Office for 

Research 

Liaison (LORL) 

http://www.l

orl.us/  

LORL‘s purpose is to 

provide independent, 

nonpartisan information 

and expertise to the 

individual members, 

committees, and staffers. 

 LORL is funded by the House of 

Representatives but serves the entire General 

Assembly. 

 Formally links the legislature with the 

Commonwealth‘s academic community. 

1976 

RI     There is not a legislative research agency.  

SC S.C. LENDS 

Catalog  

http://www.s

cstatehouse.

gov/html-

pages/Resear

chSites.htm 

  There is not a research unit solely for the 

Legislature but the S.C. LENDS Catalog is a 

Consortium of 10 libraries around the state that 

has agreed to share resources, including books, 

DVDs, CDs, and anything else that circulates 

that the legislature does use.  

 

SD     There is not a legislative research agency.  

TN Office of 

Legislative 

Information 

Systems 

http://www.c

apitol.tn.gov

/joint/staff/#l

is 

  No additional information given by state 

website but Analysts and a GIS Specialist is on 

their staff.  

 

TX House Research 

Organization 

(HRO) 

http://www.

hro.house.sta

te.tx.us/fram

e6.htm 

  HRO is a nonpartisan source of impartial 

information on legislation and issues 

considered by the Texas Legislature.  

 HRO is an independent administrative 

department of the Texas House of 

Representatives.  

 It is governed by a broadly representative 

steering committee of 15 House members 

elected by the House membership to set policy 

for the organization, approve its budget, and 

ensure that its reports are objective. 

 Year-round, the House Research Organization 

produces research reports on a wide range of 

issues affecting state government. 
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UT Office of 

Legislative 

Research and 

General Counsel 

(OLRGC) 

http://le.utah

.gov/lrgc/lrg

c.htm 

The mission of the 

OLRGC is to: 1) assist 

the Utah Legislature in 

the development of 

sound public policy;  

2) ensure the integrity of 

the legislative process; 

and  

3) preserve the 

legislative branch in its 

proper constitutional role 

in state government. 

 Provides research on assigned studies. 

 Responds to requests for information and 

research. 

 Examines acts and official reports from other 

states. 

 Analyzes data relating to previously enacted 

statutes. 

 Compiles analytical and legal data pertaining to 

legislative and governmental issues. 

 

VT 

 

Vermont 

Legislative 

Research 

Service (VLRS) 

http://www.

uvm.edu/~vl

rs/ 

  The VLRS strives to provide non-partisan 

policy research support to state legislators while 

concurrently promoting students research skills. 

 Students at the University of Vermont work in 

research teams to produce reports answering 

questions posed by Legislators or  

create new reports based on current issues in 

the Legislature. 

 This is all done under the supervision of  

Professor Anthony Gierzynski, the Director of 

VLRS. 

 Formerly called the Vermont Legislative 

Research Shop, which was 

founded in 1998 and in 2010 became part of the 

UVM Jeffords Center. 

1998, 

restructur

ed to be 

a part of 

the U of 

VT in 

2010  

VA  Legislative 

Reference 

Center 

http://dls.vir

ginia.gov/lrc

.htm?OpenD

ocument 

  The Legislative Reference Center serves the 

information needs of members of the General 

Assembly and legislative staff. Limited 

reference assistance is provided to other 

government agencies and members of the 

public. 

1966 

WA Washington 

State Institute 

for Public Policy 

http://www.

wsipp.wa.go

v/default.asp  

To carry out practical, 

non-partisan research—

at legislative direction—

on issues of importance 

to Washington State 

 Fiscal and administrative services for the 

Institute are provided by The Evergreen State 

College. 

 The Board (made-up of the legislature, 

governor, and public universities) guides the 

development of all Institute activities. 

1983 

WV  Performance 

Evaluation & 

Research 

Division 

(PERD) 

http://www.l

egis.state.wv

.us/Joint/PE

RD/perd.cfm 

It is our mission to 

provide useful 

information to the 

Legislature for legislative 

decision-making and 

hold state government 

accountable for its 

performance. 

 PERD conducts performance evaluations and 

department regulatory reviews. 

 The Division conducts research on special 

topics as requested by the Legislature or 

mandated by separate legislation. 

1994 
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WI Legislative 

Reference 

Bureau  

http://www.l

egis.state.wi.

us/lrb/about.

htm  

To serve the Wisconsin 

Legislature and the 

public by providing 

nonpartisan legal, 

research, and library 

services. 

 Delivering, to the Legislature and those 

designated by it, high quality advice and 

legislative drafting services in the timeliest 

manner possible.  

 Offering, to the Legislature and the public, 

accurate, timely and useful information about 

state government and the issues before the 

Legislature. 

 Maintaining, for the Legislature and the public, 

a comprehensive and well-organized collection 

of library materials and state government 

documents. 

Began 

1901 but 

has 

improved 

since 

then.  

WY Research and 

information 

Services 

http://legisw

eb.state.wy.u

s/leginfo/lso/

ResearchInf

ormationSer

vices.htm 

  Created as an additional research capacity for 

the Legislature.  

  Provides general research and information 

services to the Legislature. 

 Staff are also tasked with the management and 

dissemination of information resources to 

legislators, legislative staff, the media, and the 

public 

2003 

5 states (MA, MS, NY, RI, and SD) do not have a legislative research agency and 1 state, MO, has a partisan 

research organization.  
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