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To shed light on why policymakers use research, a new University of Wisconsin-Madison 
study conducted face-to-face interviews of 212 state legislators. The sample included all  

132 Wisconsin legislators in the 2015-17 biennium and half of the 150-member Indiana legislature. Both states had a 
Republican governor and Republican control of both chambers of the legislature. In classifications based on salaries, 
session days, and staffing, Wisconsin is regarded as a full-time legislature and Indiana as part-time. Yet in previous studies, 
the time legislators spend on the job varies, and Wisconsin has about three times as many partisan and nonpartisan 
staff as Indiana. In addition, Wisconsin has been classified as the 6th most polarized state in the nation and Indiana as 
the 16th least polarized. In Round 1, 123 legislators (60% of the sample) discussed research use and nominated 
colleagues who were exemplar users of research. In Round 2, 32 legislators (84% of those nominated as exemplar 
research users) described how they use research and what influences its use.  
 

HOW DO LEGISLATORS REPORT USING RESEARCH IN THEIR JOB? 

The legislators, who were nominated as exemplar users of research, mentioned 14 ways they use research in their job. 
The top eight ways research is used are listed below, each described in the words of a state legislator. These results 
describe how research is used in policymaking, not how influential research is compared to competing considerations. 

No. of         
Mentions  The Ways Research is Used    
 

102           Persuading others by developing arguments that support one’s view or anticipate and counter opposing 
views 

  “I think the intersection of policy and politics is that you don’t get your policy enacted unless you can 
convince people—and research helps convince them.” 

  

72             Providing a larger context for thinking about issues and an enlightened understanding of the complexity 
of issues 

  “I think [research] helps to provide kind of a common base of understanding, just outside of whatever 
personal experience somebody might have. I mean, anecdotes can help illustrate a situation, but research 
can help connect that to a broader universal understanding of what's going on.” 

   “What I always thought was very valuable in making arguments with legislators, and winning arguments 
with legislators, is to help them take what appears to be just a single issue, and put it into a context that at 
least the members of my caucus or maybe all legislators [or] people from my state, would hold . . . There's 
people saying pros and cons, but this guy is saying, ‘See this fits into all the things we were trying to do to 
take Wisconsin's economy into the 21st century or whatever.’ I always found that was valuable . . . because 
in a way you're helping them make the argument back home.” 

 

61 Designing good legislation and stopping bad legislation 
   “Research is important to find out . . . the impact. Research will give you examples of the same concept or a 

similar concept that has been tried someplace. What are the ramifications of that? Have they been good? . . . 
How would the state of Wisconsin be different than . . .  Indiana or . . .  Florida coming up with that?” 

 

49 Educating others 
   “A big part of my responsibility is to take information back to [constituents] . . .  I get to spend all this time 

learning about issues and meeting with people who have specialized knowledge of the issues. That puts me 
in a position where I can go home and say, ‘Look, I understand that you feel this way. I might have even felt 
that way myself. But now I've learned some things and I'd like to share those things with you’. . .  I would 
say ‘educating’ is the right word because it's not ‘persuasion.’ I'm not trying to change their beliefs.” 



 
41 Improving the decision-making process by enhancing debate, dialogue, collaboration, and compromise 

Research is “really important” in winnowing down differences of opinion: “In order to overcome all the 
different opinions that people have, you need to be able to either go to an outside source or construct an 
outside logical argument” that can move dialogue away from “philosophical or political” posturing and 
toward a “problem-solving exercise.”  

 

40 Defining problems and raising awareness of why action is needed 
“I keep coming back to data that is verifiable, and hopefully indisputable, so that ‘Okay, this is the issue   
. . . This is what we want to solve.’”  

 

34 Earning the trust of colleagues as a knowledgeable and credible information source 
“We vote on about 500 bills a year around here. I'm not an expert on 500 issues, and neither is anybody 
else. There has to be a certain amount of trust through the committee process and through individual 
members that they know what they're talking about . . . So, it becomes a matter of your reputation as 
well. Once I develop a reputation for sweating the details on these things, my colleagues have a degree 
of confidence that, number one, I will tell them the truth. Sometimes the truth requires me to tell them 
things that are not favorable to my position . . . Second, if they know that I am going to tell them the 
truth . . . quite often they're willing to give me the benefit of the doubt in moving ahead. That has been 
helpful to me in many, many respects. It also helps lead to bipartisan collaboration. If your colleagues . . . 
know that you'll tell them the truth and that you have your facts right, it at least gives you the basis for a 
compromise.” 

  
30  Asking important questions for policy or political purposes  

“The way I formulate my position and try to educate is by the questions I ask . . . In many cases, the 
design is to figure out what's going on, because it's not always self-evident what somebody is trying to 
do, or you haven't had time to read it carefully or study it . . . At a certain point, my questions become 
very focused to show the weaknesses or the strengths . . . I will ask questions based on the data showing 
how much money we’re spending on it and who’s benefitting from it and whether we really caused any 
change or simply have redeployed our money in a different direction.” 

 

Six uses of research mentioned less frequently by legislators nominated as exemplar users of research included 
informing one’s position on an issue, justifying a pre-existing position, assessing the political and economic feasibility 
of an issue, changing one’s position, offering new and emerging ideas, and explaining a vote.  
 

DO THE TOP EIGHT USES OF RESEARCH VARY BY STATE OR POLITICAL PARTY?  

The top eight ways that legislators use research cut across state and political party with only one exception. Asking 
important questions for policy or political purposes was mentioned more often by members of the minority than 
majority party, and more often in Wisconsin, the more polarized state, than in Indiana, the less polarized state. 

WHAT INFLUENCES WHEN RESEARCH IS USED? 

The use of research depends on the source, how ideological the issue is, how partisan the environment is, and whether 
the legislator is a leader on the issue. Legislators’ use of research run the gamut. Some don’t use it at all and others 
prioritize it: “We ought to be doing evidence-based policymaking . . . it’s the most important thing.” Most legislators 
believed that research was critical to being effective: “If you don’t do the research, you can’t educate, and you can’t 
convince.”  Legislators described when research took “politics out of the discussion,” and other times when partisan 
agendas and power politics trumped any influence of research. One legislator explained: “Sometimes, no amount of 
facts will change their mind . . . In politics, if you can’t persuade them, sometimes you just have to defeat them.” One 
important influence on research use is the trustworthiness of the source. Many legislators felt confident in their ability 
to “read people” who give them information, but others registered doubts about relying on intuition alone: “Good 
policy isn’t always intuitive, and it’s often not good politics . . . That’s one of the biggest challenges.”  

 

For further information on this fact sheet or the study findings, contact Human Ecology Emeritus Professor Karen Bogenschneider 

at karen.bogen@wisc.edu. The study was coordinated by the Family Impact Seminars and funded by the William T. Grant Foundation. 
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