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2.1    Introduction

As Chap. 1 underlined, the empirical analysis of this book lies at the 
interception of two theoretical disciplines: (i) the literature on the policy-
making process and research utilisation in policy and (ii) the literature on 
state building and SSR in fragile, conflict-affected contexts. The first part 
of the book thus explores the main theoretical themes underpinning this 
empirical study—the theoretical literature on the policy-making process, 
and the one on post-conflict state building and SSR—in order to identify 
concepts and ideas that will be used to analyse the extent to and the ways 
in which research has influenced and interacted with British-led SSR pol-
icy in conflict-affected Sierra Leone. Such a theoretical framework would 
emphasise the value of the Sierra Leone case study for the literature on 
the research-policy nexus. It would help deriving important theoretical 
insights on the use of research in state building and SSR policy in post-
conflict, fragile countries, and it would help exploring new measures that 
could favour and improve the influence of research upon externally-led 
state building and SSR policy decisions and programmes.

This chapter focuses on the role that research and researchers can play 
in policy. It introduces notions, understandings, and theoretical frame-
works pertaining to the academic literature on the policy-making process 
to explain how policy-makers, street-level bureaucrats, and researchers 
interact with each other as part of policy networks. It further canvasses 
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the literature on research utilisation to understand the different ways and 
processes through which research can influence the work and decisions 
of policy-makers and street-level bureaucrats on the ground.

The chapter is composed of three different sections and is structured 
as follows.

Section 2.2 looks at the evolution of the literature on policy net-
works to explain how researchers are one of several external groups that 
interact formally and informally with governmental actors as part of the 
policy-making process. The continuous and dynamic sets of interactions 
between a government and such external groups create policy networks, 
which have the capacity to shape the policy process. Policy networks can 
differ for different dimensions, such as their number of participants, the 
type of interest, their frequency of interaction with governmental actors, 
their resources and power (Marsh and Rhodes 1992, p. 251). These 
dimensions eventually determine the tightness of a network, and its role 
and importance in the policy-making process. Section 2.2.1 then intro-
duces the dialectic approach to policy networks, a particular view of pol-
icy networks that focuses on the variability within and across networks.

Section 2.3 moves from the discussion on policy networks to focus 
on particular approaches that stress the cognitive dimension of policy 
networks and the role of knowledge and expertise in policy-making. 
In particular, the analysis shows how the role of research and research-
ers in policy could be explained by the notion of epistemic communi-
ties, transnational networks of professionals with expertise, competence, 
authoritative claim, and policy-relevant knowledge in a determined area. 
Researchers thus form a transnational epistemic community that can 
influence the policy process and the activities of policy-makers and street-
level bureaucrats on the ground.

The final section of the chapter, Sect. 2.4, canvasses theories and par-
adigms pertaining to the literature on research utilisation to explore in 
depth the research-policy nexus and the ways in which research influ-
ences and interacts with the policy-making process. It firstly introduces 
the different models of research utilisation to examine the different 
ways policy-makers account for research in their policy decisions. It then 
investigates the complex and dynamic interactions between policy and 
research by presenting some main factors that hinder or facilitate the 
uptake of research into policy and limit the extent, frequency, and qual-
ity of interactions between policy and research actors within policy net-
works. Finally, it introduces a readapted version of the payback model, a 
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conceptual framework of research utilisation in policy that explores the 
different ways in which research and policy interplay as part of the policy-
making process.

2.2    Policy Networks

The literature on the policy process provides models, notions, and the-
ories that emphasise the role of external actors in policy. The study of 
public policy and of ‘how the machinery of the state and political actors 
interacts to produce public actions’ (John 1998, p. 1) evolved through-
out the years as the role, responsibilities, and policy domains of the 
state expanded. The extensive literature investigating the policy pro-
cess followed this expansion of the state, bridging and incorporating 
new approaches to explain the increasing ‘variety and complexity of the 
decision-making process’ (John 1998, p. 1) vis-à-vis the expansion of the 
state and its policy domains. Traditional ‘stagist’ models of the policy 
process (Easton 1965), which assume ‘a clear sequence of stages through 
which public policies proceed’ (Dorey 2005, p. 4), have been discarded 
and replaced by different approaches that provide a more realistic explan-
atory account of the increasing complexity of the process. More articu-
lated models of the policy process have thus been developed in the last 
50 years. Some of these models focus on the role of the institutions in 
shaping policy decisions and outcomes, or on the importance of groups 
and networks in the policy process. Others emphasise the influence of 
socio-economic factors, rational choice, as well as institutional and socio-
economic constraints on policy outcomes. Still more highlight the role of 
ideas in the agenda setting, giving rise to different policy-making models 
such as the rational, the incrementalist, or the ‘garbage-can’ model, to 
mention a few (Hanney et al. 2003; John 1998; Sabatier 1999).

Among these different models, the policy network approach con-
tends that ‘different types of relationships between group representa-
tives, bureaucrats, politicians, and other participants in decision-making 
account for the various ways in which political systems process policy’ 
(John 1998, p. 78). According to this view of the policy-making process, 
policy decisions derive from the exchanges, interdependence, and links 
between a government and other external actors—the policy networks. 
Rhodes (2006) defined such policy networks as ‘sets of formal institu-
tional and informal linkages between governmental and other actors 
structured around shared if endlessly negotiated beliefs and interests in 
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public policy making and implementation’ (p. 426).1 In the context of 
this book, researchers and their research can be considered part of these 
external actors that potentially influenced and interacted with British-
led SSR policy in conflict-affected Sierra Leone. The policy network 
approach, with its emphasis on the relationship between government and 
other external societal actors, thus emerges as the most pertinent way of 
understanding and explaining the policy process in the context of this 
research. Consequently, this chapter begins with a short presentation of 
the literature on policy networks, as introducing this literature would 
help understand the role that external groups—and researchers among 
them—can have in the policy-making process

The idea that a government has to consider the interests of different 
groups in its policy-making process is not new and some authors have 
traced it back to Greek philosophy (Jung 2010, p. 351; Kimber and 
Richardson 1974, p. 4; Parry 1969). One of the first modern references 
to the influence of groups on government can be found in the work of 
Charles Alexis de Tocqueville in the early nineteenth century, when he 
describes how a tariff question generated association and lobbying activi-
ties at the national level (Tocqueville 2003, pp. 222–224). However, it is 
only at the beginning of the twentieth century—particularly with the end 
of World War II—that the activities of groups started to be considered as 
an integral part of the policy-making process.

The analysis of government/group relations  developed and expanded 
in the twentieth century in the United States (US) literature and is 
embedded in the pluralist tradition (John 1998, pp. 67–68; Richards and 
Smith 2002; Smith 1993, pp. 15–28). For pluralists, ‘power is dispersed 
throughout society rather than concentrated within the state’ (Smith 
1993, p. 3), and different groups reflecting the various, competing, and 
sometimes divergent interests of the society are formed to put pressure 
on government. Groups are therefore central to the political process and 
neither the state nor single groups have the ability to control the policy 
process. The role of the state is therefore to reflect the public desires and 
adjudicate between the competing interests of the society. In line with 
this pluralist view, the pioneering work of Arthur F. Bentley in 1908 
describes for the first time government as the ‘process of the adjust-
ment of a set of interest groups’ (p. 260) and as a ‘network of activ-
ity’ (p. 261). Bentley concludes that ‘all phenomena of government are 
phenomena of groups pressing one another, forming one another and 
pushing out new groups and representatives (the organs or agencies of 
governments) to mediate the adjustments’ (p. 269).
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In the following years, other scholars and political scientists began to 
give particular attention to the role of groups in the policy process. For 
example, Griffith argues in 1939 (p. 182):

One cannot live in Washington for long without being conscious that it 
has whirlpools or centers of activity focusing on particular problems. … It 
is my opinion that ordinarily the relationship among these men – legisla-
tors, administrators, lobbyists, scholars – who are interested in a common 
problem is a much more real relationship than the relationship between 
congressmen generally or between administrators generally. In other 
words, he who would understand the prevailing pattern of our present 
governmental behavior, instead of studying the formal institutions or even 
generalizations of organs, important though all these things are, may pos-
sibly obtain a better picture of the way things really happen if he would 
study these ‘whirlpools’ of special social interests and problems.

Following World War II, an ‘increasing complexity in the organisation of 
government and the government of society’ (Jung 2010, p. 351) moves 
scholars and political scientists towards a more attentive study of govern-
ment/group relations. In 1951, Truman states that ‘the behaviours that 
constitute the process of government cannot be understood apart from 
the groups, especially the organized and potential interest groups, which 
are operative at any point in time’ (p. 502). Likewise, in 1952 Latham 
recognised the importance of groups in the political process in his book, 
The Group Basis of Politics.

The idea of policy networks developed from these early studies and 
replaced the group perspective. Different from the pluralist tradition, the 
policy network approach sees the state as having its own interests, goals, 
and resources that it seeks to manage through networks. The concept 
of policy networks therefore explains the relationships between govern-
ment and groups. These relationships can be different, informal, and 
vary by policy sector. The relationships between group representatives 
and decision-makers matter and influence the policy process, rather than 
the mere presence of a group.

The term ‘policy network’ appears for the first time after World War 
II in the US literature. Starting from the 1950s, the scholarship inves-
tigating the policy process became increasingly aware of the role of 
groups, networks, associations, and informal relationships both inside 
and outside political institutions in shaping the policy process. As part 
of this increasing consideration of the role of networks in policy-making, 
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political scientists began to concentrate their attention on a ‘few privi-
leged groups with close relations with governments’ (Rhodes 2006, p. 
427) and on the ‘links between actors involved in both policy formu-
lation and implementation’ (Jung 2010, p. 351). This focus entailed a 
distinction between outsiders and insiders (Dorey 2005, pp. 125–132; 
Grant 1978, 1995), with the latter defined as legitimate groups ‘accepta-
ble to government, responsible in their expectations, and willing to work 
with and through government’ (Rhodes 2006, p. 427).

In this way, the process of policy formation and implementation 
began to be understood through the analysis of sub-governmental lev-
els and by the linkages within a policy sector between public and private 
organisations, government, and external groups. These sub-government 
levels constitute ‘clusters of individuals that effectively make most of 
the routine decisions in a given substantive area and policy’ (Ripley and 
Franklin 1981, pp. 8–9). Scholars described their understanding of the 
government/group relations by developing new metaphors such as ‘sub-
systems’ (Freeman 1965; Freeman and Stevens 1987), ‘subgovernments’ 
(Cater 1964), ‘sloppy large hexagons’ (Jones 1979), and ‘iron triangles’ 
(Ethridge and Handelman 2010; Ripley and Franklin 1981). These new 
concepts represent the first attempts to better understand the evolution 
of policy-making in the US and to further investigate aspects of the gov-
ernment/group relationship rarely addressed by the precedent literature.

Originating from these studies, the work of Heclo and Wildavsky 
(1974), and particularly Heclo (1978), further refined the analysis of 
government/group relations within the policy process. Heclo argued 
that for many policy initiatives it ‘is all but impossible to identify clearly 
who the dominant actors are’ (Heclo 1978, p. 102) or who is control-
ling these actions. By looking as a consequence at the wider ‘open net-
works of people that increasingly impinge upon government’ (Heclo 
1978, p. 88) and at the webs of influence that provoke and guide the 
exercise of power, the author introduces the concept of issue networks. 
Issue networks are defined as webs of influence that ‘comprise a large 
number of participants with quite variable degrees of mutual commit-
ment or of dependence on others’ (Heclo 1978, p. 102). In an issue 
network, no one is ‘in control of the policies and issues’ (Heclo 1978, 
p. 102), as ‘participants move in and out of the networks constantly’ 
(Heclo 1978, p. 102). Within an issue network, intellectual and emo-
tional commitment are more important than direct material interest: 
individuals with ‘a reputation for being knowledgeable’ (Heclo 1978, p. 
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103), issue-skilled people, ‘policy activists who know each other through 
the issues’ (Heclo 1978, p. 103), and ‘people with recognised reputa-
tions in particular areas of public policy’ (Heclo 1978, p. 107) can all be 
part of an issue networkissue network. The introduction of the concept 
of issue networks was an important step forward in the literature about 
government/group relations. It underlines for the first time the dynamic 
nature of the interaction between government and external groups. 
Furthermore, it does not confine the nature of the relationship between 
government and groups to material interests only.

British, Western European, and Canadian scholars and political sci-
entists rapidly broadened and expanded the early US studies on policy 
networks (Berger 1981; Pross 1986; Richardson 1982). In particular, 
the literature on policy networks flourished in Britain, where groups 
acquired increasing importance in the domestic policy-making to 
become over the decades ‘a central aspect of the British political process’ 
(Kimber and Richardson 1974, p. iii). Over the years, British scholars 
devoted increasing attention to the importance and influence of policy 
networks in the domestic policy process: if in 1958 Finer underlined 
the existence of ‘faceless, voiceless, and unidentifiable; in brief, anony-
mous’ (p. 145) groups, Alderman argued in 1984 that ‘the influence of 
pressure groups is to be found at all levels in the organs and decision-
making machinery of British government. This is inevitable’ (p. 126). 
Likewise, a survey of more than 250 groups in 1986 found that ‘almost 
75%—maintained ‘regular or frequent’ contact with one or more MPs’ 
(Rush 1990, pp. 280–296 cited in Norton 1995, p. 94) and Kavanagh 
affirmed in 1996 that ‘the role of pressure groups and the development 
of the “group politics” style of decision-making are crucial to an under-
standing of the development of British politics’ (p. 202). Government/
group relationships therefore increased their importance in British pol-
icy-making through this period to become ‘part of the democratic pro-
cess’ (Alderman 1984, p. 132), with the British literature drawing from 
the post-World War II American insights to develop its own independent 
perspectives over the years.

Richardson and Jordan were among the first scholars to study the role 
of pressure groups in the British policy-making process. The two authors 
consider groups as ‘essential to the process of government’ (John 1998, 
p. 71) and they argued that ‘policy-making is characterised as a process by 
which an equilibrium is reached between the competing groups in soci-
ety’ (Richardson and Jordan 1979, pp. 3–4). They thus introduced for 
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the first time the concept of policy communities, groups ‘distinguished by 
commonality of interests’ (Dowding 1995, p. 138) and a ‘common cul-
ture and understandings about the nature of the problems and decision-
making processes within a given policy domain’ (Dowding 1995, p. 138). 
Policy communities are therefore ‘a special type of stable network’ (Jordan 
1990, p. 327, emphasis in original) with shared views on a problem. The 
two authors focused their attention on the role of policy communities in 
the British policy-making process. By seeing the policy process as based 
on cooperation and consensus, they asserted that ‘co-ordination takes 
place at a number of levels within the relevant policy community until a 
common policy emerges’ (Jordan and Richardson 1982, p. 83). In their 
analysis of the British policy process, they stated that ‘the incorporation 
of some types of groups into the process by which policies are formulated 
and implemented has become routinized in a complex web of informal 
and formal arrangements’ (Jordan and Richardson 1987, p. 277) and 
considered the influence of groups in the political system as ‘both inevita-
ble and generally positive’ (Jordan and Richardson 1987, p. 290).

Working in the same decades as Richardson and Jordan, Rhodes 
developed new models and understandings of the policy networks. In 
particular, Rhodes’ numerous analyses of the policy networks (Marsh and 
Rhodes 1992; Rhodes 1981, 1986, 1997) became influential and pre-
dominant in the literature because the author aligned policy networks 
along a continuum according to their diverse degrees of integration, sta-
bility, and exclusiveness, thus differentiating for the first time policy net-
works according to their characteristics.

In Marsh and Rhodes’ (1992, p. 251) model, policy networks dif-
fer in their levels of membership, integration, resources, and power. 
Furthermore, ‘the character of the network explains policy outcomes and 
policy change’ (John 1998, p. 84). In other words, the different charac-
teristics of a policy network determine its position along a hypothetical 
continuum, as well as its influence on policy, power, and access to pol-
icy-makers. Located at the two ends of the continuum, policy communi-
ties and issue networks are two ideal types with different and antithetic 
characteristics. Any other network ‘can be located at some point along 
it’ (Rhodes 1997, p. 45), as ‘no policy area will conform exactly to either 
list of characteristics’ (Marsh and Rhodes 1992, p. 250).

The levels of membership, integration, resources, and power are 
thus important to locate a policy network along Marsh and Rhodes’ 
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continuum and understand a network’s influence on policy. Policy com-
munities are tight and stable networks with a limited number of partic-
ipants and ‘frequent and high quality interaction between all members 
of the community on all matters related to the policy issues’ (Rhodes 
1997, p. 43). On the other hand, issue networks are unstable and loose 
networks, characterised by a large number of participants and fluctuat-
ing interaction and access for the various members (Marsh and Rhodes 
1992, p. 14; Rhodes 1997, p. 45). The stability and balance of a pol-
icy community allow frequent and continuous interactions with policy-
makers and the construction of a reciprocal relationship which could 
eventually influence the policy process. Conversely, the large, loose, and 
fluctuating nature of an issue network hinders its regular access to policy-
makers, resulting in a less powerful government/group relationship and 
a limited influence on policy.

During the same period, Wilks and Wright developed a new typol-
ogy to study the different policy actors within the industrial policy sector 
(Wilks and Wright 1987; Wright 1988). They also assigned policy actors 
to differently aggregated sub-systems of policy universes, policy communi-
ties, and policy networks. However, Wilks and Wright’s re-utilisation and 
redefinition of terms that already had an accepted currency in the policy 
networks literature—such as policy communities and policy networks—
undermined the success of this new typology (Jordan 1990, p. 335).

The policy network continuum, with its division between policy com-
munities and issue networks and the different dimensions of the Marsh 
and Rhodes typology, influenced the successive literature on policy net-
works to become in the course of the decades ‘the most widely refer-
enced schema’ (Skogstad 2005, p. 4). Most of the scholars who studied 
policy networks in the last two decades started their analysis from the 
Marsh and Rhodes typology, aligning policy networks along a policy 
community and issue network continuum according to their differ-
ent characteristics. Some authors, such as Van Waarden (1992), tried to 
develop new classificatory schemas to catalogue policy networks; others, 
like Dorey (2005, pp. 124–161), readapted Marsh and Rhodes’ model 
to specify the different characteristics and dimensions of policy networks 
and their role in the policy process. The result of this second group of 
classifications is thus not dissimilar to the Marsh and Rhodes’ model, 
with policy communities intended as close and organised networks with 
significant impact and influence on public policy, and issue networks 
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understood as loose and wide networks, which ‘usually enjoy only lim-
ited or sporadic consultation with policy makers’ (Dorey 2005, p. 156), 
having a minimal role in the implementation of public policies.

2.2.1    The Dialectic Approach to Policy Networks

The characteristics and nature of policy networks  are important factors 
explaining the influence of a network on policy and, in the case of this 
study, the differential impact and uptake of research. For instance, Evans 
and Davies (1999) introduced the notion of policy transfer network, ‘ad 
hoc phenomenon set up with the specific intention of engineering policy 
change’ (Evans and Barakat 2012, p. 545) and characterised by defined 
levels of membership, integration, resources, and power. Likewise, Marsh 
and Smith introduced in 2000 the dialectical approach to policy net-
works, a new approach attempted to ‘provide an explanation of policy 
continuity and change within policy networks’ (Evans 2001, p. 543) and 
examine policy networks effects on policy outcomes.

The starting point of Marsh and Smith’s reflection is ‘the claim that 
policy networks cannot be distinguished from the actors who are par-
ticipating in them’ (Evans 2001, p. 543). As a consequence, the two 
authors produced a multi-level, interactive theory of policy networks that 
integrates micro-anthropological levels of analysis with macro-level of 
analysis and looks at the ways in which both micro-level and macro-level 
factors shape and affect policy. According to Marsh and Smith, ‘there are 
three interactive or dialectical relationships involved between: the struc-
ture of the network and the agents operating within them; the network 
and the context within which it operates; and the network and the pol-
icy outcome’ (Marsh and Smith 2000, p. 20). Interactive relationships 
between networks and actors define, shape, interpret, and reinterpret 
policy outcomes. Likewise, ‘the network is interpreted, reinterpreted, 
and constrained by its participating actors’ (Evans 2001, p. 543), in a 
complex interaction between structure—the network—and agency—its 
participating actors. According to Marsh and Smith, a dialectic, interac-
tive, and more complex relationship exists between actors and networks. 
Macro-level variables are part of this relationship, as they are interpreted 
by both actors and network relationships and, consequently, ‘should not 
be seen as distinct from networks’ (Evans 2001, p. 543).

The dialectic approach to policy networks advocated an alternative 
pathway within the academic debate on the topic. It tried to surpass 
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precedent accounts and approaches to the study of policy networks and 
integrate them into a coherent analytical whole. It underlined the limits 
of the explanatory claims of meso-level approaches and argued that these 
can be enriched and integrated with macro and micro-level perspec-
tives. It enriched the debates on policy networks, engaging and focus-
ing on the interactive relationship between structure and agency. Lastly, 
the dialectic approach assumed a conceptual, environmental, contextual, 
political, ideological, institutional, cultural, and ethical variability within, 
and across, networks; an important aspect of policy networks which will 
explain the differential influence and uptake of research in British-led 
SSR policy in conflict-affected Sierra Leone.

This brief account of the literature on the policy process presented 
the modern evolution of the concept of policy network, and its particu-
lar uptake and redefinition in the British literature. Not only did British 
scholars further explore the concept of policy networks, aligning them 
in a continuum according to their degrees of integration, but they also 
investigated their different characteristics and the implications on pol-
icy influence, power, and access to policy-makers. This evolution of the 
British literature proceeded together with a change in the British policy 
process, ‘a shift from government by a unitary state to governance by 
and through networks’ (Bevir and Rhodes 2003, p. 6), an increasing 
hollowing out of the state (Dorey 2005; Rhodes 1997, 2007; Richards 
and Smith 2002), and a progressive loss of control of the British core 
executive over the policy-making arena (Dunleavy and Rhodes 1990; 
Kavanagh et al. 2006, pp. 42–63; Rhodes and Dunleavy 1995, pp. 1–60; 
Smith 1999).

A ‘whole range of pressures’ (Richards and Smith 2002, p. 3) there-
fore shapes the current policy-making process in Britain, and the role 
of interest groups and policy networks has become crucial in contem-
porary discussions of governance. Considering the influence of exter-
nal groups on policy-makers has assumed paramount importance in the 
understanding of the modern British policy process. Researchers can be 
considered as one of these many competing groups—a particular external 
group of actors that derives its authority from knowledge and expertise 
in a determined field with the potential of interacting with and exerting 
influence on the activities of decision-makers and on the policy-making 
process. Nevertheless, the literature on policy networks presented in this 
subsection has adopted a descriptive and principally rational approach 
to outline a decision-making process mainly based on power relations. 
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The next section of this chapter looks at the work of those scholars who 
explored the cognitive dimension of policy networks and therole of 
knowledge  and expertise in policy-making. Among the different and 
alternative approaches to the study of the policy process presented in 
Sect. 2.3, the analysis particularly focuses on the theoretical concept that 
better understands and explains the role of researchers in influencing the 
policy-making process: the notion of epistemic communities.

2.3  T  he Role of Epistemic Communities  
in the Policy Process

The bulk of the literature on policy networks employs a descriptive 
approach to policy networks and sees the policy process as ‘a bargaining 
game between different types of actors’ (Dowding 1995, p. 147) with 
loose or tight interactions between themselves. It mainly focuses on ‘nor-
mative questions around policy formation’ (Dowding 1995, p. 147), prin-
cipally rational decision-making, power structures, and technical issues 
over policy formulation and implementation. It rarely devotes a similar 
level of attention to the processes through which interests are generated. 
Starting from the 1990s, new studies investigating the generation of inter-
ests and ‘the socially constructed nature of knowledge’ (Dowding 1995, 
p. 147) have questioned this rational, power-dependent approach and the 
possibility of rational policy formation. This shift of attention compelled 
international policy and decision-makers to face and consider an ever-wid-
ening range of issues of ‘increasingly complex and technical nature’ (Haas 
1992, p. 12). The descriptiveliterature on policy networks was therefore 
no longer seen as a sufficient tool to encapsulate and explain the role of 
groups in the policy process. Some scholars developed new and alternative 
approaches that looked at the role of beliefs, meanings, and traditions in 
policy-making; others started to investigate ‘the generation of policy ideas 
from technical experts and professionals’ (Dowding 1995, p. 147).

Starting from the early 1990s, scholars and political scientists study-
ing the policy process moved away from the rational and power-depend-
ent models that had characterised the literature up to that point, instead 
exploring the role of beliefs in the policy-making process and develop-
ing alternative approaches to the study of policy networks. For exam-
ple, the pioneering work of Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith introduced the 
advocacy coalition framework, a new view of the policy process that 
conceptualised public policies ‘in the same manner as belief systems, 
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that is, as sets of value priorities and casual assumptions about how to 
realise them’ (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 1993, p. 16). According to 
Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith’s view of the policy process, advocacy coa-
litions ‘seek to translate their beliefs into public policies or programs’ 
(Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, p. 28). Belief systems therefore ‘determine 
the direction in which an advocacy coalition […] will seek to move gov-
ernmental programs’ (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, p. 29, emphasis in 
original). Stable advocacy coalitions have a consensus upon a set of core, 
shared beliefs that is resistant to change. They also have some second-
ary beliefs that can change over time and bring a ‘re-evaluation of the 
belief system about public policy’ (Dowding 1995, p. 147) and a refor-
mulation of the interests of a coalition over a policy solution. Sabatier 
and Jenkins-Smith’s advocacy coalition framework surpassed the under-
standing of public policy as a mere battle between groups, reintroduc-
ing ‘the concept of ideas and their origins in the study of policy change’ 
(Dowding 1995, p. 150), and considering knowledge as a source of 
power. However, in arguing that knowledge is used in open rationale 
debate, the authors did not aim to demonstrate that ‘public policy is a 
result of open rational debate, and would not want to try’ (Dowding 
1995, p. 150).

Following the work of Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, more recent schol-
ars such as Rhodes (2007) and Bevir and Richards (2009a, b) promote 
a new and decentred approach to policy networks that ‘highlights the 
importance of beliefs, meanings, traditions and discourses’ (Bevir and 
Richards 2009a, p. 7) in the policy process. This decentred approach 
argues that beliefs and actions, ‘informed by traditions and expressed 
in stories’ (Rhodes 2007, p. 1259), can influence the everyday practices 
of policy-makers. Government advisers therefore ‘define and redefine 
problems in new ways by telling policy-makers distinctive stories about 
their world and how it is governed’ (Bevir and Richards 2009a, p. 13) 
This approach thus calls for a richer understanding of networks which 
involves ‘methodologies, such as textual analysis and ethnography, as a 
way of recovering meanings embedded in traditions’ (Bevir and Richards 
2009a, p. 13) and attention to the way other people construct the world. 
It moves away from earlier rational, power-dependent approaches to the 
study of policy networks to adopt a more nuanced and articulated view 
of policy networks and the policy-making process.

A second group of scholars investigated the cognitive dimension of pol-
icy networks and the role of knowledge and research in the policy-making 



50   A.E. VARISCO

process. The early literature on policy networks had already identified 
researchers and experts as two of the groups of actors potentially inter-
acting with the policy process. For example, Laffin (1986) saw the ‘pos-
session of expert knowledge; occupancy of a senior position in a relevant 
organisation’ (p. 7) as two qualities required to be part of a policy com-
munity. Similarly, Creighton Campbell et al. (1989) considered ‘“experts”, 
inside government, in universities or other institutions, who research and 
think about policy’ (p. 86) among the main possible members of a policy 
community. However, it is only with the introduction of the concept of 
epistemic communities in the early 1990s that a new approach to account 
for the role of knowledge and information in policy is developed.

The literature on epistemic communities focused its attention on ‘the 
various ways in which new ideas and information are diffused and taken 
into account by decision makers’ (Haas 1992, p. 4). Haas defines epis-
temic communities as networks of ‘professionals with recognized exper-
tise and competence in a particular domain and an authoritative claim 
to policy-relevant knowledge within that domain or issue-area’ (1992, 
p. 3). These networks, usually transnational in their nature, ‘can consist 
of social scientists or individuals from any discipline or profession who 
have a sufficiently strong claim to a body of knowledge that is valued 
by society’ (Haas 1992, p. 16). They share knowledge, beliefs, values, 
professional judgement, skills, methods, and techniques, and ‘can influ-
ence state interests either by directly identifying them for decision mak-
ers or by illuminating the salient dimensions of an issue from which the 
decision makers may then deduce their interests’ (Haas 1992, p. 4). 
Decision-makers can consult epistemic communities under conditions of 
uncertainty. Furthermore, epistemic communities can also influence the 
international debate and contribute to the creation of institutions that 
guide international behaviour, increasing ‘the likelihood of convergent 
state behavior and international policy coordination’ (Haas 1992, p. 4).

The notion of epistemic community is the closest to the idea of 
research influencing policy, as researchers could be seen as an epistemic 
community withexpertise, competence, authoritative claim, and policy-rel-
evant knowledge in a particular subject. Policy-makers tend to rely on the 
expertise and knowledge of epistemic communities to justify a particular 
policy pursued by a state and legitimate ‘the power that the state exercises 
in moving toward that policy’ (Adler and Haas 1992, p. 389). As Haas 
underlines, epistemic communities can influence the decisions of policy-
makers in different ways: they can ‘provide advice about the likely results 
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of various courses of action’ (Haas 1992, p. 15); they can ‘help decision 
makers gain a sense of who the winners and losers would be as the result 
of a particular action or event’ (Haas 1992, p. 15); they can also ‘shed 
light on the nature of the complex interlinkages between issues and on 
the chain of events that might proceed either from failure to take action 
or from instituting a particular policy’ (Haas 1992, p. 15). Additionally, 
epistemic communities can influence and ‘help formulate policies’ (Haas 
1992, p. 15), providing, for example, information about a proposed pol-
icy and its alternatives, selecting an appropriate policy and working out 
its details, anticipating possible conflicts of interest, or building national 
and international coalitions supporting it. Lastly, epistemic communities 
‘influence policymakers through communicative action’ (Adler and Haas 
1992, p. 389) and can exert influence on policy innovation by ‘framing 
the range of political controversy surrounding an issue, defining state 
interests, and setting standards’ (Adler and Haas 1992, p. 375).

The concept of epistemic communities is thus the best way to under-
stand the policy process and the influence of knowledge and research on 
policy in the framework of this book. In particular, the fact that epistemic 
communities can influence international debates accrues the value of this 
concept for this study. In line with the notion of epistemic communities, 
state building and SSR researchers consulted by international and national 
policy-makers can eventually shape bilateral SSR policies and contribute to 
the convergence of SSR policy at international level. In this way, epistemic 
communities of researchers can influence and interact with the SSR policy 
process. Yet, the influence, use, and uptake of ideas and research into pol-
icy are rarely part of a straightforward, immediate, linear process, but are 
instead impeded, hindered, inhibited, mediated, or postponed by several 
theoretical and practical problems. In order to address these problems, the 
next section of this chapter moves away from the policy network literature 
to present the principal theoretical models that explore the research-policy 
nexus and the utilisation of research in policy. It introduces the literature 
on research utilisation and underlines some of the main practical aspects 
that characterise and sometimes hinder the utilisation of research in policy.

2.4  T  heories and Paradigms of Research Utilisation

So far, this chapter has shown how researchers can be seen as one of 
the many groups that are able to interact with the policy process and 
influence the activities of international and national policy-makers.  
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In particular, the notion of epistemic communities—groups of profession-
als with competence, expertise, and policy-relevant knowledge in a deter-
mined area—has been introduced as the best way to understand the role 
and influence researchers might exert on policy. The chapter has also illus-
trated how the loose or tight nature of the network of policy-makers and 
different groups eventually determine the extent, frequency, and quality 
of interactions between governmental actors and external groups. The 
extent to which research influences and interacts with policy is thus linked 
to the nature and extension of the network of policy-makers, street-level 
bureaucrats, and researchers working on state building and SSR. Yet, the 
extent, quality, and frequency of interactions between researchers and pol-
icy actors within a policy network are dependent on several circumstances 
and numerous barriers can hinder or postpone the use of research in pol-
icy. The literature on research utilisation has extensively examined these 
factors and barriers that ultimately facilitate or oppose the use of research 
in policy. The following section of this chapter provides a review of this 
literature, as most of these general factors and barriers also characterise 
the research-policy nexus in the case of British-led SSR in Sierra Leone.

Some of the analyses that explored the role of research (and research-
ers) in policy assume, as a general belief, a cultural divide and lack of dia-
logue between researchers and policy-makers, who seem to live in parallel 
universes and belong to two distinct communities with different values, 
language, timeframes, interests, reward systems, and professional affili-
ations (Buse et al. 2005, p. 163; Caplan 1979; Green and Bennett 2007,  
p. 26). Researchers cannot understand why there is resistance to policy 
change despite clear scientific evidence; conversely policy-makers bemoan 
the inability of researchers to produce accessible and digestible findings. On 
the other hand, the presumption that social science ought to be useful in the 
formulation of policies has been accepted by policy-makers over the years, as 
the UK government’s commitment to ‘better use of evidence and research 
in policy making’ (Cabinet Office 1999, p. 16) and the increasing amount 
of money DFID allocated to research in the last decade demonstrate.

The relationship between researchers and policy-makers therefore 
appears founded upon a difficult dilemma: on the one hand, decision-
makers accept the importance of research in policy-making—at least for 
a mere ‘value for money’ approach that can justify the high amount of 
governmental investments on research—while, on the other hand, the 
differences in agendas and forma mentis between researchers and deci-
sion-makers seem hardly reconcilable. Facing this dilemma, also known 
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as the ‘two-communities’ theory (Caplan 1979), several authors tried to 
explain the difficult relationship between research and policy and the way 
research can feed into policy. Different models of research utilisation, 
theoretical paradigms, and understandings of the research-policy nexus 
have been developed over the years, and some scholars have derived 
from practical case studies some lessons for a better uptake of research 
into policy. Likewise, some authors took into account all the factors and 
issues facilitating or inhibiting the research-policy nexus to create con-
ceptual frameworks that explain the interplay between research and pol-
icy in the policy-making process.

The diffuse and contingent nature of policy-making and the exercise 
of power in policy networks portray a fragmented and densely populated 
policy terrain, where policy-makers take their decisions amidst a variety 
of different, divergent, and sometimes competing interests. Researchers 
are among the competing groups and actors which can influence the 
policy-making process, and research is only one of the many variables 
and factors that can influence policy-making. As Clarke and Ramalingam 
underlined, ‘the model of policy-making as a rational process that gath-
ers evidence and provides guidance for appropriate actions is highly 
questionable’ (2008, p. 32) and multiple, frequently competing, and 
intertwined sets of influences and factors also concur to the policy pro-
cess (Jones and Walsh 2008, p. 2). Furthermore, the availability of qual-
ity research products does not necessarily imply their uptake into policy, 
as decision-makers can always decide whether to use evidence in their 
work or not, and how such evidence should be incorporated. Thus, 
the interaction between research and policy in the policy-making pro-
cess can hardly be encapsulated by linear or top-down explanations of 
the research-policy nexus. Over the decades, new and more articulated 
paradigms have developed alongside the traditional linear approach to 
explain the role, influence, and uptake of research into policy.

The literature on the policy networks shows how various dynamic 
interactions between governmental and external actors often character-
ise the policy-making process. Likewise, the use and uptake of research 
into policy is rarely a linear and straightforward process, as decision-
makers can become acquainted with research in a variety of ways. Over 
the last three decades, several scholars have investigated and theoreti-
cally explained the diverse, dynamic modes in which research influences 
and interacts with the policy process. As a consequence, the literature on 
research utilisation has grown widely to encompass numerous models, 
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paradigms, and theories on the research-policy nexus. First presented 
by Weiss in 1979, these models of research utilisation capture common 
approaches of policy-makers to research and constitute general under-
standings of the ways in which decision-makers use and take into account 
research as part of the policy process. These models also characterise the 
use of SSR and state building-oriented research by British policy-makers 
and street-level bureaucrats working on SSR in Sierra Leone, which is 
the focus of this book. Described in detail by Waldman et al. (2014, pp. 
14–16), the main models of research utilisation in policy are: the clas-
sic/purist/knowledge-driven model; the problem-solving/engineering/
policy-driven model; the interactive/social interaction model; the politi-
cal model; the tactical model; the enlightenment/percolation/limestone 
model; and the intellectual enterprise view of research utilisation.

In the knowledge-driven model, a linear sequence of four stages 
describes the ways through which knowledge generated by research is 
eventually applied in policy (Rothschild 1971). The problem-solving 
model also sees research feeding into policy through a linear sequence; 
however, this process begins with a policy-maker identifying a prob-
lem and requesting a researcher to provide the missing knowledge. The 
interactive model sees the research-policy process as a set of interactions: 
social science research is one of the many competing sources from which 
policy-makers seek information. The political model assumes that policy-
makers use congenial and supportive research findings as ‘ammunition 
in an adversarial system of policy making’ (Hanney et al. 2003, p. 8) to 
support (pre)determined positions over a policy issue. The tactical model 
occurs when policy-makers invoke research ‘irrespective of its conclusions’ 
(Weiss 1979, p. 429) for purposes such as gaining time or delaying a deci-
sion on a pressing issue. The enlightenment model is a less direct form of 
research uptake and assumes that insights, views, concepts, theories, and 
perspectives generated by social science research gradually permeate the 
policy-making process (Janowitz 1972). Policy-makers might not be able 
to quote specific studies that influenced their decisions, nonetheless ideas 
and values emerged in social research shape their policies. Finally, the 
intellectual enterprise view of research utilisation sees research as one of 
the many intellectual pursuits of a society that interacts with, influences, is 
influenced, and responds to the larger currents of social thought.

The extensive literature on research utilisation not only focuses on 
theoretical models of the research-policy nexus, but also includes sev-
eral studies which investigated, often through practical case studies, the 



2  POLICY NETWORKS AND RESEARCH UTILISATION IN POLICY   55

several factors that can impede, hinder, inhibit, or postpone the uptake 
of research into policy (Cairney 2016; Carden 2004; Coleman 1991; 
Davies et al. 2000; Edwards 2005; Garret and Islam 1998; Nutley et al. 
2002; Perri 6 2002; Sen 2010; Shaxson 2005; Walt 1994). These fac-
tors also characterise the research-policy nexus and the use of research 
in British-led SSR in Sierra Leone, as they can be considered general fea-
tures, practical problems, and issues limiting the ideal model of a gov-
ernmental decision-making based on evidence and objective knowledge. 
They derive from inner characteristics of the research utilisation pro-
cess, as well as from the nature of both social knowledge and policy. For 
example, one of the main problems emerging from the research utilisa-
tion literature is attribution, understood as the difficulty of identifying 
the extent to which a specific piece of research has influenced a particular 
policy (Carden 2004; Sen 2010). Research indeed can be contributory 
in nature and built on others’ work; it can be indirect and not targeted 
to a particular policy, or it can be hard to identify, quantify, and measure 
its potential impact on policy. Likewise, timeliness and communication 
are two other and equally fundamental aspects influencing the uptake 
of research into policy, as decision-makers usually need readily available, 
clear, and accessible research findings upon which to make immediate 
policy choices (Walt 1994). Policy-makers have limited time and they 
rarely rely only on research when taking their policy decisions; they often 
overuse, misuse, or interpret research partially, and are seldom able to 
predict their future information, knowledge, and research needs.

Stone (2002) is one of the several scholars who studied the factors in 
the research supply and demand side, as well as in the contingent politi-
cal models (or ‘policy currents’), that can influence the use or uptake of 
evidence by policy-making institutions and other research users. These 
factors are also likely to characterise dynamics and international policy 
processes such as externally-led state building and SSR interventions in 
conflict-affected environments. On the supply-side, an inadequate supply 
of policy-relevant research, lack of access to research for policy-makers, 
poor policy comprehension of researchers about the policy process, and 
ineffective communication might limit the number of studies available 
to policy-makers. Similarly, on the demand side politicians may ignore 
the existence of policy-relevant research, have a tendency for anti-intel-
lectualism, be incapable of absorbing and using research, or tend to use 
it in a politicised way. Other factors, such as a societal disconnection of 
both researchers and decision-makers from each other, broader patterns 
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of socio-political, economic and cultural influence, the contested valid-
ity of knowledge, and different epistemological questions about what is 
knowable and the different ways of knowing further characterise and dis-
tinguish Stone’s account of the research-policy nexus.

Mulgan underlined some practical limits inherent to the nature of 
government and social knowledge that hinder the influence and interac-
tion of research with policy and are present in a high degree in fast-paced 
policy processes such as SSR in conflict-affected countries. According to 
Mulgan, democracy, ambiguity, and time are the limits deriving from the 
nature of government. In a democracy, the people and the politicians 
‘have every right to ignore evidence’ (Mulgan 2005, p. 224); ambigu-
ity is essential to hold together a society, as ‘the assertion of rationality 
and evidence may have little impact’ (Mulgan 2005, p. 224) when differ-
ent groups have diametrically opposing views and interests. Additionally, 
research time is different from high-pressured decision-making time, as 
politicians and officials do not have time for tests and evaluations, but 
take quick decisions upon their internalised understanding of how the 
world works. Similarly, the nature of social knowledge is limited by con-
tingency, reflexivity, and disciplinary organisation. Social knowledge is 
historically contingent: knowledge bases need to be constantly replen-
ished, research users are normally sceptical about the validity of research 
evidence, and theories and practices change as people and systems 
change. Reflexivity implies that ‘actors act in the light of available knowl-
edge which transforms the accuracy of the available knowledge’ (Mulgan 
2005, p. 225) and has implications for a government’s capacity to influ-
ence the behaviours of others. Furthermore, the disciplinary organisation 
of the social sciences has left major gaps and weaknesses in knowledge 
and areas that may be of most interest to policy-makers.

Effective and adequate communication of research findings to policy-
makers is another fundamental aspect influencing the extent to which 
research is used in policy. Several scholars focused on the role of com-
munication in the policy process, presenting models and practical sug-
gestions to improve the impact of research on policy. Majone (1989), 
for example, starts from the assumption that ‘public policy is made of 
language’ (p. 1) to analyse the role of evidence, argument, and persua-
sion in the policy process. He underlines the importance of rhetori-
cal skills for policy scientists and analysts to improve the methods and 
conditions of public discourse at all levels and stages of policy-making. 
Likewise, Porter and Prysor-Jones understand the research-policy nexus 
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as a three-pronged ‘process of communication linking researchers, deci-
sion makers, and those most affected by whatever issues are under con-
sideration’ (Porter and Prysor-Jones 1997, p. vii). Starting from this 
model, they list the four basic stages in the research process (defining the 
research question; developing the proposal; conducting the study; com-
municating research results), and present a series of recommendations 
researchers should follow in each of the four stages to improve the influ-
ence and uptake of their work into policy.

The different theoretical paradigms presented, as well as lessons 
learned from practical studies, demonstrate how the uptake of research 
into policy is rarely linear and straightforward, but it follows conversely 
a more articulated process impeded, inhibited, postponed, or facili-
tated by several converging issues, factors, and external circumstances. 
Starting from these findings, some authors developed a series of concep-
tual frameworks that take into account the literature on research utilisa-
tion while trying to explain and illustrate the interplay between research 
and policy in the policy-making process. Among the different concep-
tual understandings that captured the inter-relations between research 
and policy, the revised payback model originally developed by the Health 
Economics Research Group at Brunel University in 2003 and readapted 
by Waldman et al. (2014, p. 18) has been employed as a conceptual 
framework to support the research of this book.

Based upon the various theories of research utilisation, the model 
consists of a series of stages and interfaces (the latter being the commis-
sioning, dissemination, and communication of research), which together 
underline the process through which research is accounted into policy. 
It incorporates the different interactions of this process with the stock of 
existing knowledge and with the wider political, professional, industrial/
economic, and social environment. The need for research is identified 
in stage 0, which occurs before a project or a research is commissioned. 
Stage 1 encompasses the first inputs to research: ‘the financial inputs 
but also the experience of the researchers, the knowledge-base on which 
they build and the opportunity costs of their involvement’ (Hanney 
et al. 2000, p. 144). Inputs from already existing knowledge, evidence, 
and analysis therefore come also into play at this stage of the model. 
Research is then conducted in stage 2 and produces outputs and findings 
in stage 3. Such outputs not only improve the stock of existing knowl-
edge, evidence, and analysis, but they are also disseminated and commu-
nicated, eventually reaching the policy arena. Research outputs such as 
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publications and articles produced at stage 3 can thus influence policy 
at a rhetoric and conceptual level, or influence policy outcomes at a pri-
mary and secondary level. Primary policy outcomes in stage 4 are formal, 
governmental policy documents, white papers, and cross-governmental 
policies. Secondary policy outcomes in stage 5 are key research themes 
or findings in specialised and programme-oriented policy documents, 
such as DFID country plans or sectoral strategies. Both primary and sec-
ondary policy outcomes can thus be influenced by ideas, concepts, and 
notions elaborated in research and academia.

Despite its linearity, the model leaves room for feedback loops and 
forward leaps and recognises the ‘multidirectional and convoluted’ 
(Hanney et al. 2003, p. 3) steps through which research is used and final 
outcomes are achieved. As a consequence, the influence of research on 
policy-making is best understood as part of a wider analysis of the utili-
sation of research in the policy process. Research can directly influence 
policy-makers as part of the linear flow, it can enter the stock of exist-
ing knowledge and be grabbed by policy-makers at a different time, or 
it can be received by other actors such as industry, professionals, and the 
broader public who can, in turn, influence the policy-making process.

2.5  C  onclusion

This chapter has explored the academic literature on the policy process 
and research utilisation to identify concepts and ideas that shed light on 
the empirical case study presented in this book. The analysis has shown 
how researchers, policy-makers, and street-level bureaucrats can be seen 
as part of a policy network that interacts with and eventually influences 
policy decisions. In particular, Haas’ notion of epistemic communities 
has been used to explain the role of researchers in the policy-making pro-
cess. The chapter then canvassed the literature on research utilisation to 
show how research rarely has a direct uptake into policy, but often inter-
acts with the policy process in a dynamic and sometimes indirect way. By 
introducing some of the factors that can hinder, inhibit, or conversely 
facilitate the utilisation of research in policy, the chapter has concluded 
by presenting a readapted version of the payback model developed by the 
Health Economics Research Group at Brunel University (Hanney et al. 
2003, Waldman et al. 2014), a conceptual framework to understand the 
interplay between research and policy in the policy-making process.
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The theories, analyses, approaches, and frameworks introduced in 
this chapter have mainly considered the role of research in domestic pol-
icy; however, these same frameworks are also applicable to the use and 
uptake of research into international policy. They are directly relevant 
to the main case study presented in this book and to the task of under-
standing the applicability of the literature on the research-policy nexus 
to particular international policy of SSR in conflict-affected countries. In 
determining the extent to which policy-makers at headquarters level and 
street-level bureaucrats in Sierra Leone have used research and knowl-
edge as part of their activities, the book therefore also aims to explore 
the particular challenges, difficulties, and dynamics of research utilisation 
in foreign policy implemented in fragile, conflict-affected environments. 
The next two chapters re-elaborate the literature presented in this chap-
ter with reference to the context of state building and SSR in post-war 
societies. In presenting the recent evolution of externally-led state build-
ing and SSR in international policy and research, they show how the net-
work of policy-makers, street-level bureaucrats, and researchers working 
on these topics has grown progressively in recent years, stretching from 
donor states, such as the UK, to fragile, conflict-affected countries like 
Sierra Leone.

Note

1. � Policy network is a generic term used to identify these actors. The literature 
on policy networks also identifies similar general concepts such as pressure 
or identity groups. Besides these general terms, more specific notions such 
as policy communities, issue networks, iron triangles, sub-governments, or 
sub-systems have developed over the years to better identify, describe, and 
understand the linkages between a government and other groups. These 
notions will be considered as varieties and more specific subsets of the gen-
eral notion of policy networks and will be explored in the course of the 
chapter.
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