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Foreword  
 
 
The role of the Chair’s Commission on ‘Adding Depth’ is to examine the strategic future of the 
PSA in order to provide new options and new opportunities.  This is based on the need to increase 
the visibility, professionalism and ambition of the PSA in a period of rapid change.  
  
An important part of the work for the individual holding the office of Chair of the Political Studies 
Association is to ensure the continued growth of the Association and to be a champion of the 
discipline.  Hence, I established the Adding Depth Commission which was tasked with thinking 
about whether the PSA needs to offer a different portfolio of services in order to maximise 
membership benefits and to potentially open-up new income streams. 
  
In approaching this task, Commission members were encouraged to ‘think big’ and to draw upon 
comparative research and best-practice from other disciplines and from other learned societies 
beyond the UK.  The Commission has engaged with the broader membership of the PSA in order 
to canvas as many views, ideas and opinions as possible.  How this has been achieved has very 
much been for the Commission itself to decide but significant resources were made available for 
such purposes.  
  
In terms of outputs, the recommendations contained within this Report will form the focus of 
detailed discussions within the PSA and broader community over the coming months.  I very 
much hope you get involved with your Association to help drive forward these exciting and 
ambitious suggestions. 
  
I would like to thank all the members of the Adding Depth Commission for their energy and 
commitment over the last twelve months and everyone who was involved with the work the 
Commission undertook. 
  

Professor Matthew Flinders 
Chair, Political Studies Association 

 
  



2 
 

Preamble and Method 

Our Commission consisted of thirteen members drawn from various constituencies relevant 
to the activity of the Political Studies Association - those involved in University teaching 
and research, the media, and publishing. Underpinning these diverse points of departure 
was a strong belief in the fundamental importance of political life, and therefore the 
importance of the study and understanding of politics. Given the mission of the PSA, it 
was the latter that guided our discussion, deliberation, and research. 

 
We began with a brainstorming exercise, loosely structured by a series of questions, and with 

input from each Commissioner. It produced a remarkable number of potential avenues 
of enquiry. Several cross cutting themes emerged from this, namely the notions of 
diversity across the discipline, career development, best practice and value for money.   

 
We organised our material into a set of three thematically linked areas with the intention of 

providing some initial coherence and cohesion to our work: (1) membership benefits; (2) 
annual conference and other events; (3) facilitating engagement for political scientists. 
This provided the basis for a full meeting of the Commission, which took place in London 
in June 2015. At that meeting we split into three groups, each discussing the 
brainstorming material from one of the three rubrics. The groups were tasked with 
producing recommendations for PSA activity and areas of future research for the 
Commission. The three groups subsequently produced a series of recommendations with 
associated rationales, which were shared and further discussed by the Commission as a 
whole. They form the main body of this Report. The Commission also benefited from the 
data gathered by two surveys among 258 PSA members and 112 non-members and 
conducted in June-July 2015. 

 
Just as we identified a number of overarching themes so too did we identify a number of 

tensions.  One relates to advocacy and the role of the PSA as an honest broker in the 
provision of evidence in public debates on the one hand, and an advocate for social 
sciences and the study of politics, political theory and international relations. A second 
tension relates to benefits and whether there is a tension in terms of benefits for 
members only at the expense of more public benefits that could be provided by the PSA.  
The last tension relates to diversity.  While there is a clear desire to improve 
representation within particular sub fields of the discipline and for regional events to 
bring together those working in areas where this a high concentration of politics scholars, 
there is also a sense that the PSA should operate as a UK-wide organisation and also that 
it works particularly well for some sub-disciplines. The tension is to expand its reach 
without diluting the existing benefits that it offers to members. 

 
The Commission has benefited from the work of a great number of people, too many to name 

them here, though their contribution is greatly appreciated. However, I should like to 
thank, in particular, the Commissioners themselves who each made an important and 
unique contribution to our collective work and this Report, often giving over significant 
amounts of their own time. We all hope that the Report will play a central role in guiding 
some of the PSA’s key activity in the coming years, so that it might continue to fully 
achieve its important mission. Thanks are also due to the Chair of our Sister-Commission 
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‘Reaching Out’, Dominic Byatt, and its Secretary, James Ludley, for some sage advice at 
key points. We are also grateful to those members and non-members that participated in the 

Commission’s surveys.  Finally, but most importantly, I thank our own Commission’s 
Secretary, Danielle Bailey. Danielle has played a pivotal role in the work of this 
Commission, far beyond the call of duty.  

 
 

Professor Ailsa Henderson 
Adding Depth Commission Chair 

January 2016  
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About The Commission 

The Commission was announced by Professor Matthew Flinders, The Political Studies Association 

Chair, in November 2014.  It began work in February 2015. 

 

Who we are: The Adding Depth Commissioners 

The Commission is made up of people from a range of relevant professions and backgrounds. 

 

Professor Ailsa Henderson, University of Edinburgh [Chair] 

Dr Ana E Juncos, University of Bristol [Vice Chair] 

Dr James Sloam, Royal Holloway [Vice Chair] 

Dr Andrew Glencross, University of Stirling 

Rosie Sheridan, SAGE Publications  

Dr Robert Dover, University of Leicester 

Professor David Boucher, Cardiff University 

Dr Alfred Moore, University of Cambridge 

Dr Philip Catney, Keele University 

Professor Margaret Arnott, University of West of Scotland 

Jonathan Brunert, BBC 

Dr Thomas Elston, University of Oxford 

Samuel Power, University of Sussex 

The work of the Commission is supported by Danielle Bailey (PSA Events and Marketing Manager 
and Adding Depth Commission Secretariat). 

 
  



5 
 

Key Report Recommendations 

There are a total of eight overarching recommendations within this Report.  The Commission has 

outlined five key recommendations which are a route map for the Political Studies Association to 

meet the ambitions it holds in undertaking a fundamental strategy review for ‘adding depth’. 

 

1. The PSA should introduce a more flexible membership structure (including tiered 

membership, institutional membership, joint membership with other political studies 

associations, lower fees for overseas and an associate status for teachers, journalists, etc.) 

Page 6 

 

 

2. The PSA should improve the range of existing membership benefits, in particular, those 

aimed at postgraduate students through the creation of a mentoring scheme, a welcome 

pack and their involvement in outreach activities.  

Page 7 

 

 

3. The PSA should rethink and re-package the Annual Conference to reflect changing needs 

and expectations of delegates.  

Page 10 

 

 

4. The PSA should facilitate greater non-academic dissemination of members’ research by 

producing monthly or bi-monthly email ‘digests’ for policymakers and the media. 

Page 14 

 

 

5. The PSA should undertake a review of its policy on advocacy and lobbying on behalf of its 

members, and make the results public. 

Page 18 
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Recommendations in Detail: Membership benefits 

 

1. The PSA should introduce a more flexible membership structure (including tiered 

membership, institutional membership, joint membership with other political studies 

associations, lower fees for overseas and an associate status for teachers, journalists, etc.) 

The PSA should change the membership fee structure to make it more flexible, so that core members 

pay proportionately and key audiences (teachers, journalists, policy makers, third sector 

organisations) do not pay at all or very little. More specifically, the PSA could consider: 

 Introduce layered individual membership fees so that cost is proportionate (roughly) to income 

and level of commitment (UG, PG, Post-doc, early career, senior academics, emeritus members).  

 Consider associate status for non-academics – UG students, teachers – with zero fees or a nominal 

fee (e.g. £5). Non-academic members would have an associated status which would also mean a 

limited access to some membership benefits (e.g. they would get added to a mailing list, receive 

a newsletter, and be a member of the PSA).  

 Introduce institutional/departmental membership which might suit institutions where there is a 

critical mass of politics scholars. 

 Bundle memberships of various politics-related professional associations (e.g. BISA, UACES, 

APSA). 

 Offer lower membership fees for non-UK academics, especially for applicants from low income 

countries. 

 
Membership Fees 

Although the PSA has several categories of membership, in practice, there are only two rates 

available: £80 and £44. The current system seems outdated and too expensive compared to other 

professional associations. For instance, the individual membership rate is £80 compared to £50 (BISA) 

or £40 (UACES). There is also no difference in price whether you are based in the UK or not and there 

is no institutional membership. Institutional membership would increase total membership by 

automatically including post-graduate students, post-docs, lecturers, teaching fellows, etc. Those 

wishing to join who are not resident in the UK should get a significant discount. Other professional 

associations (BISA, APSA, ECPR) have reduced membership for non-European or for applicants from 

low income countries. This might also encourage attendance to the annual conference. Finally, the 

PSA should also look into the possibility of ‘bundled membership’ with other learned societies. This 

could help to improve the representativeness of the PSA by bringing members in particular subfields, 

such as IR, European Studies and Political Theory, back into the fold.  

 

In the PSA membership survey a majority of respondents agreed that the PSA membership fee offers 

value for money. A majority of respondents (60%) also supported the establishment of institutional 

membership.  The feedback from the survey also suggests that members would be happy with this 

measure (70% agreed that the PSA should offer reduced membership of other political studies 

organisations).  

 

http://www.psa.ac.uk/psa-membership
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2. The PSA should improve the range of existing membership benefits, in particular, those 

aimed at postgraduate students and postdoctoral researchers through the creation of a 

mentoring scheme, a welcome pack and their involvement in outreach activities.  

 

The PSA could improve the range of research and professional development benefits that it provides 

to existing members, in particular, by improving access to research funding and prizes and impact 

activities. As well as large grants, more, smaller grants should be made available for things such as 

conducting fieldwork, aid with innovative teaching etc. More specifically, the PSA could consider the 

following initiatives: 

 

1. For postgraduate students and post-doctoral researchers: 

- The creation of a PSA mentor scheme for PGR students: This could involve other members 

of the PSA whose research broadly fits in with their research, perhaps through liaison with 

relevant specialist groups. The PGR mentee, could also act as a mentor within their own 

university to undergraduate politics students (perhaps through the institution’s politics 

society) and organise a wider outreach programme with colleges and schools. Particular 

emphasis could be given to mentoring PGRs from traditionally under-represented groups in 

the profession, including women and BME students. 

- Welcome packs for those starting their PhDs: They would contain useful advice as well as 

information explaining the benefits of joining the PSA. 

- Involvement of PhD students in outreach activities: They could be involved in the 

organisation and delivery of seminars and talks at schools and universities in the area where 

they are based about the importance of political research, studying politics at university, 

particularly impactful political research, etc. Doctoral students could sign up to be PSA 

Outreach Officers and would be paid to give these talks. 

- Grants to attend professional development events, e.g. summer schools (e.g. Essex) or 

teaching training activities to learn further skills which may make them more employable. 

- Grants for research activities e.g. to fill a gap in the market for smaller pots of money 

- Advice / workshops on preparing poster presentations, writing academic CVs, preparing for 

academic job interviews, preparing first grant proposals   

 

2. For junior / senior faculty: 

- Grants for research that are not available elsewhere 

- Grants for innovative engagement and impact, making films etc. 

- Grants for innovative teaching 

- Providing more specialist support/advice on career breaks, management roles, etc. 

- Facilitating dissemination and impact – facilitating media exposure, linking up with policy-

makers in various ways, producing pamphlets, advertising research through LISTSERVs, etc. 

 

3. For overseas academics: 

- Creation of welcome packs to be sent to overseas academics upon registration or they could 

be handed out by HoDs to new staff coming from overseas to attract new members. These 

welcome packs would explain academic life in the UK and the work of the PSA.  
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4. For teachers: 

- Further develop teaching guides for A Level Politics and Modern Studies teachers 

- Work with teachers to develop useful classroom resources on contemporary topics including 

access to data, recent writings etc. 

 

Improving membership benefits 

The PSA already offers a wide range of benefits and most members are happy with this as evidenced 

by the surveys. However, there are some additional benefits that could help with retention of existing 

members and recruitment of new members, in particular. For instance, the measures outlined above 

would seek to improve the involvement of doctoral students in the PSA. From the qualitative feedback 

in the surveys, it seems fairly apparent that PGRs felt that the PSA could provide mentoring for them 

at an early stage in their career. Moreover, 70% of PSA members agreed that this would be a very or 

fairly useful professional activity to be carried out by the PSA. The establishment of a mentoring 

scheme would link researchers at different stages of their career, which would contribute to actually 

‘Adding Depth’ and making everyone feel like a stakeholder in the PSA. It could also make a wider 

contribution to the PSA’s Equality and Diversity agenda, addressing issues of the recruitment, 

retention and integration of under-represented groups in the profession, including women and BME 

PGR students. Moreover, the involvement of PhD students in outreach activities would not only raise 

the profile of the PSA and the study of politics more generally, but could provide doctoral students 

with a useful activity to add to the CV. Postgraduate students were also supportive of the idea of the 

PSA providing more skills development courses (see Q15 in the members’ survey). There was also 

some discussion about the PSA providing formally accredited training courses for junior and senior 

academic staff. However, PSA members were split about the need for the PSA to provide more 

professional development courses (Q18). Those that were in favour were keen to see more courses 

on methods, teaching and impact. Generally, more funding opportunities are also recognized as a 

valuable way in which the PSA could support postgraduate students (see Q14 and Q16 in the survey). 

The welcome packs for those starting their PhDs would also help to attract new members and provide 

a better explanation of the PSA benefits for existing members. Similarly, such information packs could 

help to attract overseas members. For instance, the feedback from the non-member survey suggests 

that there would be some interest in the PSA providing more information about British academic life 

and a majority of members agree that this would be very or fairly useful. Finally, the website, and in 

particular, the MYPSA section needs to be improved. This way full members would feel that they get 

more out of their membership and would incentivise those that are not members to join the PSA. 

 

 

3. The ‘My PSA’ part of the website needs to be improved to make more content available to 

full members and as a way to improve the presentation of benefits to PSA members. 

 

The improvement and addition of new benefits should take place alongside an improvement of the 

presentation of existing individual membership benefits: the PSA website needs to be clearer about 

the existing benefits of membership and how these relate to different types of membership. This will 

help to make clear the existing value of membership in the PSA.  

 

http://www.psa.ac.uk/user
http://www.psa.ac.uk/
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Respondents to the members’ survey provided a wealth of comments on the issue of the website.  

We received 27 comments in response to the following question: ‘The PSA is committed to offering a 

first-class web experience to its members. If you have any suggestions as to how we can improve our 

website, please let us know in the comment box below.’ 

 

In some cases, comments involved praise for the existing website (3), including the blogs and 

advertising for events.  Beyond these, respondents had suggestions for how we could improve the 

layout of the site (7), improve its content (6) or provide more useful spaces for specialist groups (5).   

 

Layout suggestions included improvements for browsing on tablets and mobile phones, the 

introduction of a news feature, and greater thought to highlighting certain resources, such as the 

resources for schools. A few suggested that the existing interface seems old fashioned or ‘clunky’.   

 

Suggestions for new content included hosting more material, including reports to media as well as 

recent research reports by members, as well as video and audio including podcasts on current issues.  

Others suggested that the website could become a means of integrating PGRs and undergraduate 

students by, for example, inviting them to write blogs or publicising university events.  There was also 

a call for the website to host a discussion forum for members to communicate with each other. 

 

There were also suggestions that the website could provide a useful resource for specialist groups. 

The specialist group pages were deemed to be too cluttered in layout. Calls for improvements 

included an ability to email all specialist group participants from an interactive (and searchable) list 

of members, as well as more space for SG-convened content. 

 

Last, there were a few suggestions for improvements beyond layout and content. Such changes 

highlighted how the website could become a more useful resources for PSA members. This included 

a searchable PSA conference programme and links to PSA conference papers. There were also 

complaints that members had to log in too frequently to access information (indeed there were 

repeated suggestions about this), and that finding and entering membership data was an unnecessary 

hassle.  
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Recommendations in Detail: Conferences and other events 

4. The PSA should rethink and re-package the Annual Conference to reflect changing needs 

and expectations of delegates. 

If the PSA Annual International Conference is to become the showcase of the discipline it was believed 

that a reorganisation at grass roots level needs to be considered, encompassing a revitalised vision of 

what the PSA is for in fostering an image of its role as an advocate for the discipline.  

 

The brainstorming exercise, the Commission meeting and survey results all suggest that there is a 

range of sources of dissatisfaction with the Annual Conference, suggesting issues around cost 

(particularly opportunity cost); perceptions of a tired format; and duration. There is a perception that 

the Annual Conference does not have a clear vision of what it is for, and has not adequately adapted 

to the changing character of the profession. The proportion of lecturing staff joining the PSA in the 

political studies profession appears to be declining. 

 

There is also a perception that the quality of papers varies considerably and that a lack of effective 

gatekeeping may contribute to the view that giving a paper at the annual conference is not an 

achievement as such. There is also evidence that the range of papers no longer adequately reflect the 

interests of a significant number in the profession with notably weaker turnout among sub-fields such 

as political theory, international relations and some area studies specialisms.    

 

Dissatisfaction with the current pricing structure, and the overall cost, including accommodation and 

travel, are portrayed as a major deterrent. The cost is perceived to be out of proportion to the benefits 

for many members and non-members alike. There appears to be little difference between university 

based and hotel based costs. There does, nevertheless, seem to be a groundswell for a return to 

University based conferences. Perhaps improvements in accommodation at universities may prove 

attractive. However, other strategies need to be pursued. 

 

The group is mindful of the relatively minor differences in cost that university conference venues may 

offer – in that there is actually very little difference in the cost of these venues a lot of the time. For 

example, the 2017 conference is at a university venue and investigations are afoot into a university 

venue in Birmingham for a future conference and there is a minimal difference in comparison with 

the Sheffield and Brighton venues. Many universities have improved their conference facilities and 

have therefore raised their prices commensurately. 
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Strategies for achieving the headline objective: 

1. Nature and purpose of the conference be extended and rethought to include:  

a) Elements of continuing professional development 

These may include specialised dedicated sessions on specific calls for grant applications. 

Speakers may include representatives from the research councils as well as successful grant 

holders. The discipline specific character of the sessions may be attractive to early career 

researchers in particular, but should be of interest to the profession more broadly. Given all 

staff in their appraisals are required to identify training for career development, a PSA event 

of this kind may be recognised as ‘training’ and funding for attendance granted on that basis. 

b) A selection of panels that mirror more the ‘literary festival model’ 

Eminent political scientists could be interviewed by an experienced interviewer to draw out 

themes relating to their recent research. Such sessions could be recorded and made available 

as a teaching resource. 

c) Greater use may be made of the plenary speakers in that in addition to visiting the annual 

conference they may also extend their stay to deliver talks to different regions around the 

country. 

d) A more diverse line-up of speakers to encourage inclusivity and attract a wider range of 

members from across the discipline. 

 

2. Reducing the costs:  

a) Reintroduction of the day rate as an inducement for increasing the volume of attendees. It is 

also a more family friendly policy, facilitating - i.e. not penalizing - the work/family balancing 

act. 

b) Reduce the duration of the conference by one day, requiring an increase in the number of 

parallel sessions during the conference period. Both the registration fee and the 

accommodation costs would likely reduce by 25%. 

 

3. Variation of membership types in order to increase conference numbers: 

a) Individual membership should remain, especially for those who are members of small 

departments. Individual membership costs should be graduated to reflect salaries. 

b) Institutional membership should be considered along the lines of the ECPR model. Scaled 

contribution depending on size. The hard copy journal is no longer a benefit for many given 

access on line through university holdings. The institutional fee should be for a ‘unit of 

assessment’ rather than strictly departmental. 

c) All members, whether institutional or individual, would be eligible for the discount 

conference rate and other benefits. 

 

4. Recognise and make more of the fact that the conference serves as an informal career fair and 

networking opportunity for existing members:  

a) Offering space that may be booked for meetings during the proceedings. 

b) Departments intending to recruit could have preliminary meetings with prospective 

candidates. 

 

5. Improve the quality of papers by: 
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a) Creating small sub-disciplinary teams along the lines of the subject divisions presented in 

Political Studies Review. 

b) Requiring copies of papers to be available at the conference, or at the very least to the 

discussant. 

c) Ph.D. candidates to be subject to the same review process. 

d) Poster presentations for which there should be prizes for different categories. 

 

6. Attract sub-disciplines that have become marginalised to re-engage: 

a) Target BISA conferences with literature and make it easy for members to pay for a joint 

membership, and have BISA and PSA ‘sponsored’ panels at respective conferences. The 

reintroduction of joint membership should be encouraged. 

b) Target Oxford Political Thought Conference in January and MANCEP History of Political 

Thought Conference in September. MANCEP gets about 150 attendees, almost half of PSA 

attendance for some years. 

c) Target Area Studies groups publicising the Specialist Groups. 

 

7. Reform the Specialist Group funding to: 

a) Encourage great inclusivity of other disciplines and overseas specialists. 

b) To facilitate greater activity, and ensure the survival of endangered species. 

c) Review recent reforms, including new equality and diversity guidelines, to ensure that they 

have met key performance indicators. 

8. Improve the Social side of the Conference: 

The Conference dinner format is perceived to have become tired and unattractive. The duration of 

the dinner could be reduced or the format rethought. Its primary function has become the 

presentation of awards. Awards could be presented at different times throughout the conference, 

including the annual general meeting. 
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5. The PSA should designate a member of the PSA Executive to develop an outreach 

programme, e.g. with Learned Societies to promote the PSA in England, Scotland, Ireland 

and Wales, and with UACES to develop European links. 

 

There is clearly a strong suspicion that the PSA is too parochial in its focus and the desire to support 

greater European and other collaboration seems to be a response to this.  The PSA should continue 

to be a national and generalist association but perhaps it might want to sponsor cross-European 

networking by specialist groups (and other interest groups), and collaborative events with Learned 

Societies. Involvement in curriculum development may be an area to explore, but this is not just a 

matter of discussions with schools. The curriculum is developed in collaboration with examiners etc. 

by such bodies as the WJEC. At University level help should be on tap, as requested. 

 

1. Contact should be established with the Standing Committee of Heads of School of European 

Studies, which is a sub-group of UACES, to explore how the organisations may work together 

on common objectives 

Most Schools of European Studies are Politics/Social Sciences orientated. We should make more 

of the PSA's status as a national and generalist association to engage with other associations, 

particularly by helping early researchers and PhDs to network with their European counterparts. 

That would play into what seems to be the clear demand for doing more for these categories of 

scholars. 

 

2. Work towards four promotional events with the aim of raising the profile of the PSA in the four 

nations that comprise the United Kingdom (+ Eire) 

These could focus on themed conferences related to political events or could provide an 

opportunity for regional events targeting professional development.  The following Learned 

bodies are keen to have such links: The Learned Society of Wales; The British Academy; The Royal 

Society of Edinburgh; and The Royal Irish Academy. Perhaps the events could have the general 

theme ‘The State of the Union’. Useful contacts: Mr Alun Evans, Chief Executive of the British 

Academy; Professor Mary Daly, President of the Royal Irish Academy; Professor Alex Alexander, 

General Secretary of the Royal Society of Edinburgh; and Sir Emyr Jones Parry, President of the 

Learned Society of Wales. 

 

3. Establish a closer relationship with BISA, including the re-introduction of reduced cost 

membership (or dual membership). 

 

4. Make much more use of the invited plenary speakers when they visit the annual conference. 

Perhaps their stays could be extended by a week or so to give papers around the country, and at 

the same time promote their own national associations. 
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Recommendations in Detail: Facilitating User Engagement for Political 

Scientists 

 

6. The PSA should facilitate greater non-academic dissemination of members’ research by 

producing monthly or bi-monthly email ‘digests’ for policymakers and the media. 

Impact is becoming increasingly important for academics.  Often, grant applications require a strategy for 
impact.  Impact is an important component of the REF exercise.  For individual researchers, demonstrating 
an attention to impact and participating in knowledge exchange can be an important criterion for 
appointment or promotion.   
 
The salience of the impact agenda was supported by the membership survey.  Nearly 59% of members 
either agreed or strongly agreed that the PSA should play a larger role in impacting on public policy, with 
less than 10% disagreeing.  Similarly, further opportunities to present ideas to policymakers were 
considered very valuable or fairly valuable by over 75% of survey respondents.  In qualitative feedback 
from the survey, some members cited the potential for theory-practice links as a key reason for their 
membership, while others criticised the current lack of overt policy engagement.  Many also called for 
the PSA to provide more professional development training in the area of impact. 
 
The survey results suggest, for example, that members are not just academics but occasional members 
of the civil service seeking to network with peers about research on policy areas.   
 

“[My reason for joining the PSA was that] I work in government and wanted to be in the touch 
with the best policy work around.” 
 
“[The PSA] rarely seems to talk to or consider those of us who are actually practitioners in politics; 
too narrow an academic orientated organization.” 

 
There was a sense that the PSA could build on past experience in helping to shape the research agenda 
and facilitate engagement with practitioners by providing a platform for members to disseminate 
research through policy briefings, creating professional development courses, helping with the 
preparation of impact case studies or providing training for media work. 
 

“[As a non-member, one of my professional development needs that isn’t currently catered for is 
understanding about] translating research into policy outreach.” 
 
 “[There should be professional development courses on] communicating research to wider 
audiences, working with stakeholders outside of academia.” 

 
However, there were also several cautionary remarks about impact, namely that it was a current fad, 
and that the best way to secure the health of the profession is to engage in high quality research.   
 
 
The PSA already helps members to engage with policymakers; for example, by sharing calls for evidence 
from HoC select committees in the popular PSA newsletter, and by encouraging non-academics to attend 
PSA conferences and become PSA members (albeit with limited success).   
 
Yet the subgroup feels that this type of activity could be strengthened considerably, given the salience of 
the impact agenda, the limited resources and expertise available within some individual institutions, and 
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the advantages of coordinated action across multiple university departments.  A more energetic and 
better resourced facility within the PSA could bring significant value-added to PSA membership, 
particularly as traditional membership attractions (e.g., journal access) are becoming less important. 
 
 
Strategies for achieving the headline objective:  
 

1. Create a regular ‘Impact Digest’: 
 

a) The PSA would compile and maintain a list of contacts in the media and in practitioner organisations 
(widely defined – not just in Westminster).  This would build on and extend existing resources within 
the PSA.  
b) Either monthly or bi-monthly, the PSA could circulate a call to members asking for news items that 
should be brought to the attention of the media or practitioners.  These might be new publications, 
emerging research findings or the start of a longer-term project.  
c)  The PSA would compile these responses, group them according to media- or policy-relevant theme 
(e.g., health, education, etc.) and then distribute.  
d) It may be possible to secure external funding to assist with this initiative – e.g., from the ESRC or a 
publisher.  
e) The impact Digests should be widely advertised, and potential recipients should be able to self 
subscribe to the list server through an online mechanism.  

 
 

The Impact Digest would reduce barriers to academics – particularly those new to the profession or 
inexperienced in the policy and media worlds –  seeking to publicise their research outside the 
academy.  They could provide a convenient and non-burdensome forum for policymakers and the 
media to keep up-to-date with, and be directed to further information about, new research.  
Convenience is vital for audiences without the time to trawl through journals and repositories.  In 
addition, the digest could kick-start further impact activities – for example, by directing participants 
to researchers and institutions working in their area of interest. Last, as the initiative builds 
momentum, the impact digest could regularise and institutionalise academic engagement with non-
academic audiences. 

 
The Impact Digest could provide a useful opportunity to members, but its success would depend on 
members.  Specifically, the onus would be on members to provide a simple, snappy summary of the 
work and its relevance (100 words), with a web link or email contact for further information.  The PSA 
would provide guidance on how to write in a manner likely to appeal to either media or policy 
audiences, but would not edit member items and would reject those that are poorly targeted. The 
PSA would provide separate emails for the media and for policymakers.  This would allow the different 
requirements of these groups to be met – for example, the BBC’s Jonathan Brunert (a member of this 
subgroup) suggested that the broadcast media often need to know about potential news items a long 
time in advance. 
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7. The PSA should launch a small-scale competitive grants programme to allow members to 

run engagement events with policymakers and the media. 

 

Knowledge exchange and impact activities are important for those seeking funding, 

especially from RCUK funding bodies, as well as for the REF.  We discussed any possible 

assistance that the PSA could provide to members.  There is obvious benefit in identifying 

best practice on knowledge exchange and impact and in the PSA serving to facilitate access 

to politics researchers and their findings. This could include more seminars and workshops 

deliberately bringing together academics, policy makers, NGOs and journalists on particular 

themes.  More should be done to reach out to smaller, less well funded groups so that the 

focus is not just on Westminster and on those in (and studying) London.  Concrete examples 

of assistance for members would include small grants to facilitate engagement.    

To fulfil this recommendation of facilitating impact events: 

1. PSA to consider awarding annual grants to fund engagement events / impact activities. 

 

2. Impact events/activity might exist in the form of: 

a) An annual competition for members on a timely topic e.g. the EU referendum. Activity 

might include: evidence based collaborative document, web resources (written or 

multimedia), and convening an event/small conference. Consider collaborations between 

the PSA and NGOs and think tanks for the event. 

b) Competition/grant programme for two smaller and timely impact events annually. One 

per academic term with a short lead in time that would take the form of a breakfast 

briefing or after-dinner drinks briefing, inviting interested policy-makers and media.  

c) Webinar programme showcasing members’ research on key issues and rapid evidence 

based responses on key issues and policy. Consider hosting a number of these on the 

front end of the website for all to access, with further offerings in the member area as 

‘added value’.  

3. Impact events should link with other recommendations. For example: 

a. The PSA should consider making the lists of media and policy makers – generated through 

recommendation 1 - available to members on the website. 

b. Members should be encouraged to apply for these competition grants via the Impact 

Digests (recommendation 1) and should receive some guidance on potential topics and 

on style; ensuring academic discourse is not a barrier to engagement.  

4. Guiding principles should govern how the PSA seeks to facilitate impact: The PSA should consider 

the importance of diversity in these events – not just linking with the established London NGOs 

and think tanks, but engaging in local politics issues and thinking at the regional level, as well as 

the diversity of participants. 

5. The PSA would need to commit to providing organisational/event support and also organising 

the judging of competitions/awarding of grants.  

 

Such initiatives would enable members to engage with the impact agenda with tangible support and 

encouragement from the PSA both in terms of raising profile and acquiring financial assistance. Events 
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could bring together academics and relevant stakeholders and would allow the PSA to take a more 

active – and visible – role in connecting members to policy makers.  It would further allow the PSA to 

position itself as the ‘go to’ point for media and policy makers on expert opinion.   

A focus on diversity of location, stakeholders and themes should underpin activities.  This would 

include at least one annual event outside London.  Webinars could also facilitate wider engagement 

opportunities, overcoming constraints of geography and widening the potential reach.  It is important 

to understand that political scientists can have ‘impact’ with a wide range of non-academic audiences 

– not just the Westminster bubble. 
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8. The PSA should undertake a review of its policy on advocacy and lobbying on behalf of its 

members, and make the results public. 

Our final recommendation is that the PSA should undertake a further review into its role with respect 

to advocacy and lobbying on behalf of the association / the discipline.  The review might involve direct 

consultation with PSA members, and the results should be made public. 

 

In part, this work should consider what role the PSA plays – or should play – in protecting and 

enhancing the interests of the discipline and academics within it.  As the qualitative data below 

indicates, some members want the PSA to do more active lobbying about Higher Education policy, 

and in determining the format and panel make-up of the REF.  Furthermore, an important 

consideration is how the PSA can be more transparent about its current and future activities in these 

areas, so that the membership sees when and how key decisions are made and impacts achieved.   

 

In addition, the review could also ask whether the PSA should take a more or less active stance in 

public life, in terms of informing public debate and opinion about key topics.   Examples might include 

the 2017 EU referendum, devolution, youth engagement in politics, and so on.   

 

The subgroup spoke at length about the benefits and the risks of greater public activism by the PSA 

and the executive.  With the time and resources available, we reached no firm conclusions, other than 

that the PSA needs to have an internal conversation about this and clarify its position. 

 

On the one hand, the PSA and its membership have a wealth of knowledge and research to enhance 

public debate and dispose of damaging myths in the area of political science and public policy.  On 

the other hand, any perception that the PSA is not entirely objective in arriving at its view would 

damage the association considerably, while collective positions would inevitably alienate some 

members who disagree with the outcome.  This presents some difficult – but not unique – dilemmas 

for the PSA, and we recommend that the suggested review not only consult members about what 

type of professional association they wish to belong to, but also should explore how other 

associations – both academic and applied, such as chartered institutes and medical professions – 

grapple with similar trade-offs. 

 

 

Survey Responses: 

 

Many respondents thought that the PSA should be a stronger advocate in government for the 

discipline of political science itself.  Members called for the PSA to advocate for its membership in 

terms of the higher education sector with respect to the introduction of auditing systems such as the 

Research Excellence Framework and Teaching Excellence Framework and what are perceived to be 

intrusive forms of managerialism or initiatives that could be perceived to harm those conducting 

political research or teaching politics.  This could feed perceptions that the PSA has become an 

association supporting the establishment.  An absence of intervention could be perceived by 

members as a form of complacency about particular changes to the professional environment.  There 

are tensions here between advocacy surrounding higher education politics teaching and the wider 

portfolio of activities engaged in by those conducting research on politics (including activities such as 
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nominating individuals to sit on REF panels). Indeed, one option is for PSA members to be polled on 

who should sit on the Politics and International Studies REF panel. 

 

There is also a tension between advocacy for the profession and discipline on the one hand, and 

intervention in partisan debates about policy.  There is, inevitably, a range of options for those seeking 

a more activist role for the PSA, from a larger role in public political education to direct intervention 

that seeks to highlight the particular inadequacies of different policy options.  The difference is 

between the PSA as an advocate for politics researchers and providing a platform for such researchers 

to highlight their various findings. 
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Chair’s Concluding Remarks 
The Commission has produced a broad range of thought-provoking recommendations.  Clearly, 

pursuing them all will not be possible, but our hope is that some may provide a prompt for 

discussion.  They are intended to provide a foundation for the Association’s continued and 

developing role within the broadest possible community of people interested in understanding 

political life in the twenty-first century.    

In order to fulfil its mission, the Association - like any other - needs a secure and sufficient revenue 

stream. We have sought to identify a range of revenue neutral suggestions but inevitably some 

of these will require additional (or redirected) resources.  We have not commented on this, or 

devoted particular attention to the Association’s continued financial viability although obviously 

this is a very important topic.    

 

Ailsa Henderson 

Adding Depth Commission Chair 
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Appendix 

We have drawn on data from two surveys conducted by the PSA, one of members and one of non-

members.  The members survey was conducted in Summer 2015. The sample for the members’ survey 

was 258.  The non-members survey was also conducted in Summer 2015. The sample was 112. 

Selected Members’ Survey Responses: 
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Q13 Please rate how useful you would find each of the following professional activities:  
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Non-member survey 
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Qualitative findings: 
 
Question 32: The PSA is committed to offering a first-class web experience to its members. If you have 
any suggestions as to how we can improve our website, please let us know in the comment box below.  
 
Total comments: 27  
 
Layout (7) 
New Content (6) 
Specialist Groups (5) 
Praise (3) 
Other (6) 
 
Layout: 
 
“Some greater clarity in finding links to key issues”  
 
“It isn't, website is clunky and very old-fashioned. Also not optimised for some tablets or mobile browsing” 
 
“The layout could be more intuitive. Things for schools seem very hidden currently. Seems very 
hierarchical” 
 
“Add a news item to the top level navigation and have the rolling news feature higher up on the home 
page above the fold line so it’s more easily seen” 
 
“better designed and user friendly” 
 
“I think the website and member's area could do with an upgrade. It currently looks a bit old fashioned 
and [the] user interface is clunky in places. There could be more and better access to information for 
members. I don't think membership numbers are list[ed] on the member's profile. This should be 
rectified.” 
 
“Has improved but try to think a little more about how the page looks on mobile devices” 
 
New Content: 
 
“Sample reports to media and full reports on the PSA blog” 
 
“More media (video and audio) on the site including podcasts etc.”  
 
“Spaces for students to interact with including blogs and University events.” 
 
“Running political commentary” 
 
“More stuff from Phil Cowley and Steven Fielding” 
 
“I think a discussion forum and/or email list for members to communicate with each other, share 
information and research would be very valuable” 
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Specialist Groups: 
 
“The specialist groups [listed on] the website includes a list of members, and it would be very useful if this 
list could be used directly to send out emails” 
 
“The specialist group pages are too crammed in; they feel cluttered. Perhaps move the bars on the right 
hand-side to the top, or make them smaller, so that the pages can be wider?” 
 
“More specialist group convened content” 
 
“Consult specialist group convenors on how to make the SG membership lists easier to manage[,]  
better search engine on website for finding relevant articles” 
 
“Specialist groups should be encouraged to use it more” 
 
 
Praise: 
 
“It seems okay to me. Your Google plus is good” 
 
“The blogs are a great addition and work best when tightly linked to current events”  
 
“The PSA website is pretty good as it is, easy to navigate” 
 
 
Other: 
 
“The website has gone backwards. The usability is awful. For the last conference one couldn't even search 
by author for papers. You sometimes have to log in too often.” 
 
“The links didn't work for the PSA conference papers” 
 
“You seem to have to re login a lot” 
 
“Stop placing so much behind a membership paywall. It is annoying, particularly as it tends to bounce me 
even when I enter my membership data.” 
 
“More community space” 
 
“Move into the 21st Century”  

  



26 
 

 
Q 33 from Member Survey: 
 
“[My reason for joining the PSA was that] I work in government and wanted to be in the touch with the 
best policy work around.” 
 
“[The PSA should] shape [the] research agenda to better suit the needs of policymakers (in dialogue with 
policymakers).” 
 
“I think the PSA picking up on good research in the academy and giving us a platform to disseminate it 
beyond the academy [is a good idea.]  Policy briefings etc., sound good.” 
 
“[The PSA] rarely seems to talk to or consider those of us who are actually practitioners in politics; too 
narrow an academic orientated organization.” 
 
“I feel that the PSA could do more to explore engagement with practitioners – this would have benefits 
for research and impact as well as improving access for practitioners into political studies.” 
 
 “[There should be professional development courses on] communicating research to wider audiences, 
working with stakeholders outside of academic” 
 
“[on] impact case study preparation” 
 
“[on] REF and impact”; “[on] work with policymakers”; “[on] interacting with the media”; “[on] access 
to/impact on policymakers”; “[on] media training” 
 
“[on] how to engage with practitioners” 
 
“[As a non-member, one of my professional development needs that isn’t currently catered for is 
understanding about] translating research into policy outreach.” 
 
 
However, there were also several cautionary remarks about impact: 
 
“The current preoccupation with ‘impact’ should not become predominate.  The PSA’s first concern is the 
health of the profession.” 
 
“Impact and links with practitioners are the current fad.  We will make our greatest ‘impact’ by sticking 
to our lasts and doing the high quality research.” 
 
 
Other opportunities for connection: 
 
‘’The PSA could put in place seminars and workshops which bring together academics and policymakers, 
NGOS etc. on particular themes.” 
 
“It would be great if the PSA could become the first port of call for govt departments looking for expert 
opinion.” 
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Diversity of impact is also an important consideration for members responding to the survey: 

“There could be more opportunities to link and exchange ideas and understandings with practitioners of 

politics that are less established, institutionalized and/or less well funded, for example community groups 

engaged in local politics on pressing issues – e.g., fracking, responses to austerity, campaigns to save the 

NHS.” 

“Too much focus on Westminster, reinforcing all the old stereotypes about what ‘politics’ is.” 

“Engage more broadly” 

“[…] go beyond the usual suspects” 

“Big risk that London becomes the national (British) group.  Could have more events outside London.”  

 
 
 
Survey Responses: 

 

Many respondents thought that the PSA should be a stronger advocate in government for the discipline 

of political science itself: 

 

“[The PSA] needs to really advocate for its membership in terms of changes to the higher education sector 

including the increasingly intrusive forms of managerialism and the auditing systems (e.g., REF) that 

catalyse them.  Being so publicly complacent means that the organisation has very little credibility with 

many colleagues.” 

“The PSA would be better as a professional association if it were to act politically – lobbying the 

government against changes which will harm the reaching of politics, or harm political research, for 

example.  [It should] at least be consulting members about the coming teaching REF and our collective 

response.” 

 

“At a time when the profession is facing a number of challenges (linked to the reform of HE in Britain), 

one would expect the PSA to take a clearer, more political stance to defend its members.” 

 

“There is a lot of room for input on government policies like the REF.” 

 

 “The PSA can’t do everything!  It should only try to influence HE political studies and remain apolitical.” 

 

 

Members also expressed concern about the low level of transparency when the PSA acts for the 

discipline as a whole (including both members and non-members): 

 

“[As a non-member:] I am very disappointed that the PSA is not public about its activities with regards to 

the RAE/REF.  This is the only UK body that can nominate people to panels.  I tried to ask who the PSA had 

nominated and was unable to get a reply.” 
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“[A benefit of PSA membership should be] having a say over who sits on the PIS REF panel!” 

 

 

One respondent to the membership survey thought that the PSA should be more active in informing 

public debate: 

 

“I would like to see [the PSA] far more engaged in public political education.” 

But, illustrating how collective decisions can alienate individuals, another respondent (to the non-

member survey) claimed that they left the PSA after it gave: 

“‘prestigious’ awards, e.g., to Gordon Brown (war criminal) and Ian Paisley (civil war criminal), and [is] 

generally … much too establishment-orientated.” 
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