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2	 EVIDENCE FOR DEMOCRACY

This Playbook offers information and tools to help change-makers 

and organizations restore EIDM when a government has taken 

a dismissive stance toward science. It also contains ideas about 

continuing to advocate for EIDM even when governments are 

more science-friendly. The ideas outlined in the Playbook stem 

from the experiences and successes of E4D, which embarked 

on a quest to restore EIDM in Canada in 2012 and continues to 

advocate for it today.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

About Evidence for Democracy

Evidence for Democracy (E4D) is the leading 
non-partisan, not-for-profit organization in 
Canada promoting the transparent use of 
evidence by governments. Through original 
research, skills training and issue campaigns, E4D 
engages and empowers the science community 
while cultivating public and political demand for 
evidence-informed decision-making (EIDM).

Why you need this Playbook

The goal of EIDM is to ensure that governments 
use the best available evidence to inform their 
policy decisions and spending choices. Without 
EIDM, governments are prone to making decisions 
that are largely meant to support their own 
agendas. Regardless of what political party is in 
power, agendas are biased by their very nature. 

While science-friendly governments are more 
likely to make better decisions in a range of 
areas that can have direct impacts on citizens’ 
lives—from their health and safety to their socio-
economic well-being—even governing parties 
whose values are generally supportive of science 
and EIDM may elect to overlook or dismiss data if 
they perceive that making the right (data-driven) 
decision seems likely to hurt them at the polls.

This Playbook offers information and tools to 
help change-makers and organizations restore 
EIDM when a government has taken a dismissive 
stance toward science. It also contains ideas 
about continuing to advocate for EIDM even 
when governments are more science-friendly. 
The ideas outlined in the Playbook stem from 
the experiences and successes of E4D, which 
embarked on a quest to restore EIDM in Canada 
in 2012 and continues to advocate for it today.

Four angles and approaches to master

We suggest building EIDM by approaching it 
from four directions simultaneously:

1.	 Convincing and teaching scientists  
to speak up. 

2.	 Opening up science. 
3.	 Understanding and using media. 
4.	 Understanding and influencing  

policy-making. 

Conclusion

This Playbook is written as though readers 
are part of an organization similar to E4D, and 
contains recommendations, strategies, tips 
and examples they can adapt to their own 
circumstances.

However, where no such organization yet exists, 
one recommendation supersedes all others, 
and that is: build your own E4D. Scientists need 
a central structure to rally around—an entity 
and core staff to coordinate communications, 
organize events, harness motivation, and provide 
the training, support and publications required to 
get a cohesive, persuasive message out.

About Evidence for Democracy 

Evidence for Democracy (E4D) is the leading 
non-partisan, not-for-profit organization 
promoting the transparent use of scientific 
evidence by Canadian governments. Through 
original research, skills training and issue 
campaigns, E4D engages and empowers the 
science community while cultivating public and 
political demand for evidence-informed decision-
making (EIDM).

WHY YOU NEED 
THIS PLAYBOOK
To put it as simply as possible, evidence-informed 
decision-making (EIDM) is what happens when 
policy-makers (usually governments) use the 
best available evidence—such as quality data 
and peer-reviewed scientific research—to inform 
public policy decisions. 

Understood broadly, the goal of policy-making 
is to ensure governments use evidence to inform 
all of their decisions, from those about laws and 
regulations to those about strategies, funding 
and priority-setting. It is most often senior 
government officials and parliamentarians who 
set policy direction, but the goal is for all levels of 
decision-makers to use evidence. 

Why is EIDM so important? 

Everyone benefits when governments make 
decisions informed by the best available science 
and evidence. Strong public policies built on the 
best available evidence —and where all levels of 
government are transparent and accountable—
are good for the health and prosperity of citizens. 

Without EIDM, governments are vulnerable 
to making decisions that are largely meant 
to support their own agendas. Agendas are 
biased by nature, even in governments that are 
comparatively science-friendly. 

Scientific research is a collective, cumulative 
process of assessment that relies on empirical 
evidence and testable explanations. Positions 
emerge from rigorous and repeated tests and 
observations so they can be checked and validated. 
Methods, data and the logic behind conclusions 
are clearly stated so mistakes can be identified 
and remedied. The confidence in reported results 
increases if other scientists can replicate them. 

Other valuable types of knowledge—such as 
traditional or Indigenous knowledge—have been 
developed over millennia through firsthand, 

intimate acquaintance with the land by societies 
with long histories of interacting with their 
natural surroundings.

Both types of knowledge are superior to the 
whims of political parties when it comes to 
making decisions that affect our health, safety, 
education, environment—and wallets.

Identifying your targets and strategies

When it comes to building support for EIDM in 
government, you face a double-edged sword. 
On one side, an opportunity: politicians are 
answerable to their constituents and motivated 
by vote-getting. That means even if you are up 
against a government that is reluctant to set 
policy or make decisions based on evidence, you 
may be able to bring about change by working to 
convince the electorate of the merits of EIDM. If 
the majority of voters want it, you are more likely 
to get a government that supports it.

On the other side of the sword is a problem: 
Convincing the electorate of anything has never 
been a small task, and the growing climate 
of disinformation and mistrust of media and 
government has only made it more challenging. 
You will need to find innovative ways to reach 
people and you will need to be persistent about it.

How to use this Playbook

Sometimes you need a Playbook that walks 
you through the consecutive phases or stages 
of achieving a goal or reaching a desired state. 
However, to implement EIDM, you need to work 
on a number of interactive angles simultaneously:

•	 Getting scientists to speak out
•	 Opening up science
•	 Understanding and using the media
•	 Understanding and influencing policy

The Playbook is divided into the above four 
sections, but you are not necessarily meant to 
work through them linearly. We recommend 
reading the entire Playbook and then trying 
to put the recommendations into action 
simultaneously, to the extent possible and 
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according to your capacity. That’s because 
the four factors influence each other and work 
together. 

Within each of these four sections, we lead with 
recommendations and discuss why we’re making 
them, then suggest tools and activities designed 
to help you achieve them. We conclude with case 
studies that offer helpful real-world examples 
of how E4D put similar suggestions to work 
successfully.

Playbook caveat

E4D worked hard, learned a lot, experienced 
success in a number of areas, and is keen to share 
its experience so other groups facing similar 
challenges can have a source of inspiration, a 
shorter learning curve, and access to ideas that 
work without having to reinvent the wheel. 

However, we recognize that every country is 
different, and not all groups looking to build 
EIDM are working in the same context as E4D or 
facing the same struggles. In other words, what 
worked in Canada may not work everywhere else, 
and although we’ve done our best to document 
our efforts, your mileage may vary. Feel free 
to adapt the recommendations and strategies 
suggested here to your context.

To help you determine which suggestions may 
work in your context, you may want to consider 
why they worked in Canada, and compare your 
context to Canada’s to judge whether (and how) 
to adapt the strategies. Canada’s context is 
characterized by the facts that:

•	 It is a democracy—so politicians must 
respond to voters’ preferences. However, it 
has a distinct multi-party and parliamentary 
political system that creates a uniquely 
Canadian version of partisanship and 
ideology.

•	 It has a free press—so the media can cover 
EIDM if they choose. Its media landscape is 
also uniquely Canadian, with most Canadians 

accessing similar mainstream media sources. 
Canadians’ trust of media is not uniform, but 
it is higher than Americans’.  

•	 It has a relatively engaged electorate—so 
voters can be expected to make their views 
known at the polls. That said, up to a third of 
its citizens are not politically engaged, based 
on Elections Canada historical reports of 
voter turnout.

•	 It has a highly educated population with a 
reasonable level of scientific literacy—so it’s 
not a huge stretch to expect people to care 
about EIDM (once they become aware that it 
is eroding). Nonetheless, its citizens can still 
be susceptible to misinformation campaigns 
(often via social media). Misinformation and 
disinformation affect beliefs and behaviours, 
and threaten Canada’s democracy.

•	 It has an Open Government policy—citizens 
have the right to access its documents and 
proceedings. This arrangement promotes 
transparency and may positively influence 
Canadians’ interest in EIDM. 

•	 Because of its geographic location and 
culture, it is influenced by American politics, 
which have been increasingly polarized in 
recent years.

E4D’s credibility

You might be wondering why we thought we 
could write this Playbook. How do we know that 
our approaches were successful and might work 
for others? We’ve analyzed our own projects and 
documented our successes in a companion case 
study, and we recommend that you give it a read 
alongside this Playbook.

 

RECOMMENDATIONS
•	 Approach scientists with the 

understanding that they may not, until 

now, have seen a role for themselves 

in the quest for EIDM.

•	 Engage scientists to ensure they 

understand the policy relevance 

of their work and the need to 

communicate its benefits to society. 

•	 Equip scientists with the training and 

tools to get their messages across 

clearly to media, government and  

the public.

KEY IDEA
Some scientists may 
have a well-founded 
reluctance to enter 
the political fray, 
while others who are 
more enthusiastic may 
still need coaching 
to become effective 
spokespersons and 
champions. Either way, 
their participation is vital.

6	 EVIDENCE FOR DEMOCRACY

ANGLES, APPROACHES 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Convincing and enabling scientists to speak up

E4D’s suggested angles of approach provide an integrated way to propel 

your jurisdiction toward EIDM. The four sets of activities are meant to be 

synergistic: that is, they will influence and fuel each other, so that as you make 

progress in one area, you should find it easier to make progress in the others.
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Discussion

E4D makes these recommendations because—
whether scientists are trained for and interested 
in communications or not—they are the people 
who best understand their research. This 
knowledge makes them invaluable in explaining 
its relevance to media, government and the 
general public. 

Having scientists speak directly to these groups 
also offers the benefit of transparency because 
there are no individuals or entities in the middle 
who could be perceived as filtering or influencing 
the information. Audiences hear directly from 
the source, a trusted authority in their area of 
expertise. 

Training scientists to be advocates and 
encouraging them to speak up can have multiple 
desired effects for EIDM:

•	 It educates and includes non-scientists rather 
than alienating them. 

•	 It helps journalists to write about science in 
more reader-friendly, accessible ways without 
sacrificing accuracy. This, in turn, helps the 
public understand the relevance of science to 
themselves and the planet.

•	 When members of the public are on board, it 
is easier to get the government on board.

In essence, to support EIDM, scientists need to 
become fluent communicators and champions of 
their work. 

However, while some scientists will embrace 
this role, others may be more reticent. When 
approaching or recruiting scientists to 
become spokespeople, you can benefit from 
understanding their perspective. Reluctance to 
speak up can stem from several possible factors:

•	 Scientists already need to have a diverse skill 
set and juggle other competing demands, 
from managing research teams to teaching 
undergraduate students to writing grant 
proposals and spending time in laboratories 

or crunching data. Asking them to add public 
speaking, media relations savvy and science 
policy training to the list may strike some as 
unreasonable, uncomfortable or both.

•	 Scientists are not trained knowledge 
mobilizers. They may not be accustomed to 
writing for or speaking to lay audiences and 
may find it labour-intensive or dispiriting 
to translate their advanced knowledge into 
digestible sound bites. 

•	 Scientists may prefer to steer clear of 
anything that seems like activism out of 
fear that they could lose the public’s trust in 
them as objective experts or inadvertently 
contribute to polarizing views on scientific 
issues.

These are valid concerns. Nonetheless, there are 
strategies for getting scientists on board with the 
prospect of speaking up about the public value 
of their research. 

First steps and key concepts

Explain the value proposition. Remind scientists that: 

•	 Evidence may go under-appreciated—or 
even unused—if no one knows about or 
understands its relevance.

•	 Along with policy-makers and the general 
public, scientists are key stakeholders in 
the EIDM process. It’s important that these 
groups develop a shared vocabulary.

•	 No one else can do as good a job as 
scientists at putting their own information in 
the right context to lead a response. 

•	 Policy-makers and the public would rather 
hear from expert sources directly than 
through political actors or special interest 
groups.

•	 The public will care about what it 
understands, so political activism and science 
advocacy are needed to make science more 
accessible to the public and policy-makers.

You can also:

•	 Help scientists recognize that getting their 
research in front of the right audience is not 
lobbying—it’s communicating.

•	 Help build trust between scientists and the 
public by engaging and educating the public 
from start to finish in science, the scientific 
process, and the creation and sharing of 
evidence. 

Practical tools and suggested activities

•	 Offer plain language writing workshops that 
teach scientists to identify and recognize 
jargon and technical terms and encourage 
them to find simpler ways of explaining them. 
(Scientists may worry that journalists will 
misquote them or misunderstand the key 
messages. This can certainly happen, but 
scientists who are trained to explain what 
they do in lay terms are better equipped to 
avoid these issues.) 

•	 Offer media training workshops. Scientists 
who are better acquainted with how the 
media work and how to shape their messages 
can better connect with audiences. 

•	 Offer policy workshops to scientists and 
researchers to explain how to move science 
to policy.

•	 Develop a roster of science communicators, 
knowledge translators and/or plain language 
editors and put scientists in touch with them 
to help develop accurate messaging about 
science that makes its relevance clear. 

•	 Develop and distribute accessible, easy-to-
use resources—from webinars to toolkits to 
in-person or virtual live training sessions to 
publications—on topics that scientists can 
raise with government, whether at pivotal 
times (such as during budget consultations) 
or generally through elected representatives.

What E4D did

•	 We mobilized scientists. E4D’s first 
significant activity was a planned protest 
of the government’s dismissal of science. 
Organizers coordinated what came to be 
known as the “Death of Evidence” rally. The 
rally attracted hundreds of scientists and 
thousands of other supporters, some wearing 
lab coats and others dressed in grim reaper 
costumes.

•	 We provided tools for scientists. During the 
lead-up to an election in 2019, E4D teamed 
up with six other science-based organizations 
to launch #VoteScience, a campaign that 
provided a portal for voters to engage 
candidates. The campaign was essentially a 
toolkit on how to address election candidates 
at meetings or events, with social media tools 
and forms for tracking interactions. 

Having scientists 
speak directly to these 
groups also offers the 
benefit of transparency 
because there are no 
individuals or entities 
in the middle who 
could be perceived as 
filtering or influencing 
the information
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Discussion

E4D makes these three recommendations 
because opening up science is an important 
way to make scientific processes and practices 
more transparent and accessible. This can 
narrow the gap between science and policy so 
that the benefits of science are more universally 
understood, appreciated and shared.

Opening up science can have multiple desired 
effects for EIDM:

•	 It will be easier to get public support 
for science—and, by extension, political 
support—if people understand how they may 
benefit from the knowledge it produces.

•	 An open process increases government 
accountability along with the likelihood that 
science will achieve more positive policy 
outcomes and help the greatest number  
of people.

For example, the broader public can be 
engaged through activities like collaborative 
or participatory research, crowdsourcing, 
scientific volunteering and transdisciplinary 
research methods. Participatory research 
projects emphasize the direct engagement of 
local priorities and perspectives, including the 
involvement of community members affected by 
the research.

Science sometimes operates (or may be 
perceived to operate) in a metaphorical ivory 
tower of academia. Tellingly, Oxford defines the 
ivory tower as “a state of privileged seclusion 
or separation from the facts and practicalities 
of the real world.” The problem is the moat 
between the tower and the town—that is, the 
disconnect between science and social relevance, 
or the reluctance of some scientists to draw a 
connecting line between them.

To be clear, a direct line from science to impact 
is not always imperative, and in fact, it may not 
be welcomed by all researchers, some of whom 
worry that an impact agenda could restrict 
their work. There is a school of thought that 
values curiosity and the pursuit of science for 
its own sake. However, other scientists agree 
that if their work is funded by the public purse, 
it is reasonable to root it in real-world problem-
solving. 

Open science encourages openness to 
knowledge acquired from:

•	 citizen scientists, such as volunteer or 
amateur scientists involved in participatory 
research projects

•	 Indigenous ways of knowing and knowledge, 
which is information about the world that 
has been gathered over centuries through 
interpersonal, kinesthetic (physical) and 
spiritual intelligences

•	 knowledge from marginalized communities, 
such as colonized peoples in the global South 

Openness to varied sources of knowledge 
diversifies and broadens the types of information 
that are available in the public realm and 
increases opportunities for the public to 
understand science and its value. It opens access 
to research data and scientific publications. It 
emerges from the idea that science is made 
up of complex debates rather than enduring 
certainties.

RECOMMENDATIONS
•	 Look for opportunities to explain 

open science to colleagues, the 

public and others. Use social media 

platforms to start discussions of open 

science.

•	 Push government to get behind open 

science, to be as specific as possible 

in any commitments, and to provide 

systemic guarantees of scientific 

integrity. 

•	 Engage journalists and thought 

leaders to think and write about  

open science.

KEY IDEA
Support the movement 
to open up science. It 
has the potential to 
build public trust in the 
scientific process and in 
scientific spokespeople—
and, in turn, demand  
for EIDM.

2. Opening up science
Open science is a movement away from the 
traditional “closed” arrangement where scientific 
inputs, outputs and processes are available only 
for a fee, and/or only to researchers or other 
scientific collaborators. It is about making them 
accessible to the general public. It is also about 
opening up the process of producing scientific 
knowledge in the first place, with scientists 
co-creating socially relevant research projects 
involving non-scientists. 

Among other things, open science is about:

•	 recognizing that science is a public good

•	 democratizing information itself to include 
non-scientists 

•	 explaining scientific findings to people 
without arrogance or needlessly academic 
language

•	 talking with and alongside members of the 
public rather than down to or around them

•	 co-developing research studies that increase 
trust in science because the public has 
bought into the process
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First steps and key concepts

Get acquainted with the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) non-binding recommendation on 
open science for member states, and consider 
whether any may be possible for organizations or 
individual scientists in your region to act on. The 
recommendation asks states to:

•	 Promote a shared understanding of open 
science and create diverse paths to achieving it.

•	 Develop an enabling policy environment for 
open science.

•	 Invest in infrastructure and activities that 
contribute to open science.

•	 Invest in training, education, digital literacy 
and capacity-building to support open 
science.

•	 Foster a culture of open science and align 
incentives to support it.

•	 Promote innovative approaches for open 
science at all stages of the scientific process.

•	 Encourage international and multi-
stakeholder cooperation in the context of 
open science to reduce gaps in technology 
and knowledge.

The recommendation is meant to be used by 
all research institutes and organizations that 
practice, regulate and promote science, as well as 
by anyone concerned with the rules, policies and 
ethics of science, including individual students 
and researchers. 

Some of the recommendation’s suggestions, 
such as investing in infrastructure, will be outside 
the scope of a non-governmental organization 
or group of activists who are just starting 
to advocate for EIDM. However, even at the 
individual researcher level, there are accessible 
starting points, depending on individuals’ 
interests, careers and life stages. For example, 
you can encourage scientists and students to:

•	 Make their work freely visible to others and 
invite collaboration. 

•	 Educate themselves further on open science 
by looking for information online or attending 
conferences where it is discussed. 

•	 Look for opportunities to explain open 
science at research symposia, include it 
in course curricula, or find like-minded 
colleagues and other potential ambassadors 
in their research communities to champion its 
values and principles. 

•	 Include references to open science values 
and principles in policies and documents, 
such as research policies or codes of conduct.

Practical tools and suggested activities

•	 Publish reports on the openness of science 
in your country and include a framework for 
evaluating the use of evidence. 

•	 Engage science journalists, writers and 
opinion leaders to think and write about 
open science. 

•	 Organize roundtables, panels or conferences 
to discuss the role of open science in 
supporting EIDM.

•	 Promote the value and use of Indigenous and 
traditional knowledge.

•	 Use social media platforms to start 
discussions of #openscience. 

•	 Publish a blog on open science and build an 
audience. Consider building a community of 
practice focused on open science.

•	 Produce and share an explainer on why 
we can and should trust the information 
produced by scientific research.1

•	 Lobby to make science accessible to the 
public and to policy-makers. The public cares 
about what it understands and what it is 
affected by. 

What E4D did

•	 We published a paper in support of open 
science, and in 2021, we released a pair 
of reports on the relationship between 
government transparency and evidence. The 

papers present a framework for evaluating 
the use of evidence in Canada with a focus on 
assessing how evidence informs policy. We 
are currently pushing for more openness in 
policy as well—not just in science. 

1 For an example, see https://thesciencebehindit.org/why-can-we-trust-the-information-produced-by-scientific-research/.

The recommendation is 
meant to be used by all 
research institutes and 
organizations that practice, 
regulate and promote 
science, as well as by 
anyone concerned with the 
rules, policies and ethics of 
science, including individual 
students and researchers. 
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Discussion

E4D makes these recommendations because, 
as stated above, media coverage can play a 
significant role in shaping public perception of 
an issue, and public support can translate into 
political support for your cause. 

The media can also have a direct influence on 
public perception and the outcomes of elections 
by, for example, deciding what and who to cover, 
catering to partisan audiences, making editorial 
decisions about photos (which are worth the 
proverbial thousand words), and using polls to 
predict the outcomes of elections. Therefore, if 
you are facing an uphill battle against an anti-
science government, you should cultivate good 
relationships with a variety of media outlets.

It’s also helpful to understand how journalists 
work, the demands of their jobs, and their 
approaches to making news decisions. Many 
journalists face daily deadlines and do not have 
the luxury of spending hours pondering what to 
cover or who to interview. Learn how to write 
strong media releases that make it easy for 
journalists to immediately understand why your 
event or development is newsworthy and how 
suitable it may be for their publication and target 
audience.  

But there’s no need to rely exclusively on 
mainstream media. You can also try to build and 
reach audiences directly through social media. 
Create posts that encourage readers to get 
involved, participate in discussions and share 

RECOMMENDATIONS
•	 Develop strong media relationships 

and get to know the main principles 

of media relations. 

•	 Organize events that will attract 

media coverage and help get your 

message out.

•	 Learn what motivates your followers 

and where they get their news. Reach 

them on social media and encourage 

them to share EIDM-positive ideas.

•	 Recognize that the political situation 

of the day may complicate your work, 

and brainstorm workarounds  

to potential obstacles.

KEY IDEA
The media help shape 
public opinion—and 
public opinion on an 
issue can translate into 
political support. Target 
the media with your 
message about EIDM.

3. Understanding and using media their ideas about EIDM. Start by doing a little 
research to identify your target audiences and 
find out where they get their news and what 
format they prefer—from blog posts to podcasts 
to TikTok videos.

You can even consider drilling down further 
by finding how the best way to reach different 
segments of your target audience, such as 
generations other than your own. For example, 
you may be trying to get a message across to 
scientists, but scientists who are 25 years of age 
may be getting their information from different 
places (or in different formats or on different 
platforms) than those who are 50. 

Consider peer-to-peer sharing if mistrust in 
media is a significant problem in your jurisdiction. 
For example, reach out to likeminded influencers 
to have them share content and ideas, or have 
scientists build Instagram or TikTok followings 
and using them to reach other scientists.

Note that the nature of the government(s) in 
power and the tone and content of political 
discussions can make your work easier or 
harder depending on the situation. Political 
environments that question science and breed 
mistrust in media and government, for example, 
will make it more challenging for you to get your 
message across. 

First steps and key concepts

First, understand how news decisions are made—
that is, what makes an event or development 
newsworthy in the eyes of journalists. Most news 
organizations prioritize:

•	 Timeliness—news is interesting because  
it’s new

•	 Proximity—people care about things that 
happen in their community, region or country

•	 Conflict—problems and controversies get 
readers’ attention

•	 Human interest—people are interested in 
other people

•	 Relevance—consumers value information that 
helps them make good decisions

Learn how to write like a journalist: 

•	 Learn how to pitch story ideas and write 
successful media releases. Journalists want 
to see the “five Ws” first: the who, what, 
when, where and why of a story, so write 
using the “inverted pyramid” technique. That 
is, lead with the most critical information—
what you might usually consider to be the 
conclusion. Follow with supporting details 
and background.

•	 Learn how to write strong opinion and 
editorial (“op-ed”) pieces. These should 
be well-researched and authoritative, yet 
written in an engaging way with sufficiently 
plain language. Op-ed articles should speak 
directly to readers from a clearly defined 
perspective and the writer’s “voice” should 
come through clearly. Be specific about your 
point and write with your target audience in 
mind.

•	 Source freelance or staff writers and editors 
who have the skills to help get your ideas in 
front of journalists and other audiences. Not 
all groups or organizations will have the funds 
for this, but if yours does, and particularly 
if writing is not your strength, paying a 
professional can make a difference. If not, 
consider giving student journalists or activists 
the opportunity.

Practical tools and suggested activities

•	 Use social media—not just to post your own 
material for followers, but to connect with 
media. Reach reporters and other media 
professionals on Twitter or any other social 
media channel where they have a public 
presence. 

•	 Publish a blog so that when you approach 
a journalist, you can send a short pitch with 
a link to more information. Related, learn 
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how to shorten links. Try a link-shortening 
service like Bit.ly. This is especially helpful if 
you’re tweeting because it leaves you more 
characters for your key message. 

•	 Practice your pitch. Pitches often take the 
form of news releases, but you should also 
have an elevator pitch ready to go. Pitches 
should take less than a minute to deliver and 
should clearly convey your key message—the 
most important takeaway—and include where 
to find additional information.

•	 Research which journalists to contact about 
your news. Whether you want coverage of an 
issue or publicity for an event, you are more 
likely to succeed if you send the information 
to someone who is likely to be interested in 
covering it. Put together—and regularly edit 
and update—a list of journalists, writers and 
bloggers who are interested in EIDM.

•	 Learn how to be quotable. You can make a 
reporter’s job easier by providing the right 
sound bites. The less editing and guesswork a 
journalist has to do, the more likely your story 
will get coverage. 

•	 Use visual aids and strong narratives. Visuals 
and storytelling techniques are strong tools 
for getting a message out. 

What E4D did

•	 We created a petition to fuel media and 
public awareness. Our first campaign, Science 
Uncensored, relied on publicity and a petition 
to shine a spotlight on the suppression of 
government scientists. We published an 
online timeline of occasions on which the 
government had silenced scientists, and we 
invited the public to sign a petition asking 
the government to restore free speech. The 
petition served as our first website. 

•	 We used a campaign to drive support. 
In 2015, we created a Science Pledge to 
mobilize public support around the inherent 

value of science and evidence in creating 
a strong democracy. More than 3,000 
individuals across Canada took the Pledge, 
including several high-profile Canadians. We 
held 40 events across the country focusing 
on the importance of science as an election 
issue and used the Pledge to engage election 
candidates at meetings and events. 

•	 We created an online presence and used 
social media. In the run-up to a 2015 election, 
E4D worked to make the importance of 
science and evidence a prominent election 
issue. We created an advocacy campaign 
that aimed to secure concrete policy 
commitments from political parties to 
improve EIDM. We also created a website to 
tell scientists’ stories and explain why free 
scientific speech is important; developed 
policy recommendations to strengthen 
EIDM; and built relationships with politicians 
and their staff. We began publishing a blog 
advocating for EIDM. 

•	 We went public with open letters to 
politicians. E4D sent open letters to the 
prime minister and the ministers of two 
science-related departments calling for 
federal departments to implement and adopt 
a set of scientific integrity policies that 
would allow scientists to speak freely about 
their work and safeguard it from political 
interference. More than 5,500 Canadians 
signed the letter.

 

Discussion

E4D makes these four recommendations because 
while policy may seem to be all about getting 
your ideas in front of the government, getting the 
general public to support EIDM is also essential to 
empowering politicians to make the right policy 
decisions. These activities work hand in hand.

In a democratic country, voters elect the political 
party that most closely reflects their values 
and priorities or that strikes them as most likely 
to make decisions they will agree with or that 
will benefit them. That means that while you 

do need to speak directly to politicians and 
cultivate relationships with decision-makers, you 
also shouldn’t put all your eggs in the lobbying 
basket: you should leave some of them for the 
public persuasion basket. 

Ultimately, in a perfect world, the generation and 
presentation of evidence would be free from 
political interference. But in the real world, in most 
countries, political considerations will be factored 
in when policies are made. That’s just reality in a 
democracy, where the government is expected to 
be responsive to constituents’ priorities. 

RECOMMENDATIONS
•	 Get the public to understand the 

importance of EIDM—and to want it. 

Tap into citizens’ sense of outrage 

over the absence of EIDM in order to 

restore support for it. 

•	 Take whatever measures are at your 

disposal to ensure all citizens have 

equitable opportunities and incentives 

to achieve the highest possible levels 

of education, including in science. 

•	 Ensure everyone on your EIDM team 

knows how your governments work, 

who the stakeholders are, and the 

nature of the political landscape.

•	 Keep pressing and advocating even 

after you have experienced initial 

success.

KEY IDEA
To influence policy-
making, you need an 
insider’s understanding 
of how it happens. 
You need to be able to 
manage relationships 
with decision-makers 
directly while also 
working to get the  
public onside. 

4. Understanding and influencing policy-making
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First steps and key concepts

Start by developing a thorough understanding of 
government decision-making processes in your 
jurisdiction. This information will help you figure 
out who has the power to change something. 

Familiarize yourself with the policy landscape so 
you can frame your evidence in ways that fit with 
or are relevant to policy outcomes. Understand 
that policy-making is a complex process and that 
evidence is just one component of it.

Understand what is involved in lobbying your 
government and start doing that. For example:

•	 Advocate for a seat at the table.

•	 Ask for time with ministers and key decision-
makers. 

•	 Build relationships with other members of 
the public service. 

•	 Additionally, the 10 best practices proposed 
by UK think-tank ODI offer helpful guidance 
for influencing policy.

Practical tools and suggested activities

•	 Host a workshop on evidence-informed 
policymaking to advance the field. 
Key discussion points could include 
conceptualizing a field of evidence-informed 
policymaking, institutionalizing the use of 
evidence through support and accountability, 
strengthening messaging and stimulating 
public engagement, and inspiring global 
commitments to systematic use of evidence. 

•	 Identify barriers to EIDM—because you can’t 
vanquish an opponent without identifying 
it first. Interview elected officials to find 
out how they gather and use information, 
to understand how they use research and 
evidence in their work, to identify potential 
gaps in the process, and to determine new 
ways in which scientists, researchers and 
experts can support elected politicians.

•	 Publish ongoing evaluations of government 
transparency. In other words, play a 
scrutinizing role to hold the government  
to account.

•	 Build relationships and trust with decision-
makers. Part of E4D’s success in campaigns 
resulted from many years of building 
relationships with politicians across political 
parties. 

•	 Research how policies are made in your 
jurisdiction and find out who has the power 
to change something. Before creating a 
campaign, assess the stakeholders, allies, 
adversaries and priorities. Evaluate the timing 
and current political discourse to determine 
how your ask fits into the bigger picture.

•	 Train scientists to bridge the gap with 
policy-makers by communicating through 
various mediums, such as meetings with 
political representatives, writing op-
ed pieces, creating or participating in 
political campaigns or getting involved in 
parliamentary work.

What E4D did

•	 We forged connections. In 2015, after a more 
science-friendly government was elected in 
Canada, we shifted our advocacy approach 
to focus more on building bridges. We began 
to push for specific science-related policies, 
build relationships with core government 
partners, and hold the government 
accountable for its science-oriented 
commitments. 

•	 We identified barriers. An E4D study based 
on interviews with Canadian members of 
Parliament found that despite the best 
intentions, a number of barriers can prevent 
politicians from using the best available 
science and evidence in policy decisions. 
These include voter pushback, industry 
or lobby pressures, limitations in time 

and research capacity, trouble finding or 
interpreting complex evidence, or contention 
within the field. Understanding the nuances in 
these barriers allowed us to develop a more 
targeted approach for our work.

•	 We began to monitor and publicly report on 
the transparency of evidence usage in policy. 
Even after the Liberal Party was re-elected in 
2021, we continued to monitor our use of and 
attitude toward science in policy, and began 
to publish our findings publicly, releasing our 
first report, Eyes on Evidence. In 2022, we 
released a second report on this topic, Eyes 
on Evidence II. 

CONCLUSION
This Playbook has been written as though the 
audience is a group of activists or a fledgling 
organization similar to E4D. It contains 
recommendations, strategies, tips and examples 
that such groups can adapt to their own 
circumstances and implement.

However, in places where no such organization 
yet exists—where perhaps there are simply 
loosely connected, similarly minded scientists 
worried that EIDM is slipping, or that public and 
government understanding and recognition of 
its value is insufficient or eroding—there is one 
recommendation that supersedes all others, and 
that is: build your own E4D.  

Not literally, of course: you can call it whatever 
you want, but the point is that scientists need a 
central structure to rally around—an entity and 
some core staff to coordinate communications, 
organize events, harness people’s outrage and 
energy, and provide the training and support that 
is necessary to getting a cohesive, persuasive 
message out.

E4D coalesced into a formal organization after 
a few exasperated scientists banded together 
and organized a highly successful political 
protest that attracted thousands of supporters. 
Just a few months later, the organization was 
incorporated, with one of the protest organizers 
as its executive director. 

This formula doesn’t necessarily need to be 
copied exactly. Regardless of what the original 
impetus is, or how many founding members are 
involved, the main requirement is for a committee 
or organization that has the capacity to mobilize 
and train scientists to be spokespeople, to 
advocate for opening up science, to develop 
relationships with media and learn how to attract 
coverage, and to influence policy-making. In 
short, to win the political battle for EIDM, you 
also need to figure out how to win the public 
battle.
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