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Foreword 
 
 
The role of the Chair’s Commission on ‘Reaching Out’ was to examine the strategic future 

of the Political Studies Association (PSA) in order to provide fresh options and new 
opportunities against a backdrop of a higher education environment that is changing 
rapidly.  These changes force us to focus on increasing the visibility, professionalism 
and ambition of the PSA in order to respond to the challenges and opportunities that 
undoubtedly lie ahead. 

 
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 within and 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 and I am grateful to everyone who has engaged with the process. 

 
In terms of outputs, the recommendations contained within this report will form the focus 

of detailed discussions within the PSA and the broader academic community over the 
coming months.  The recommendations will also be discussed at the PSA’s Annual 
Assembly that we will be holding at this year's Annual Conference in Brighton and then 
a formal PSA response to the commission will be published in the summer as part of a 
new Strategic Plan for the organisation.  The PSA is committed to involving as many 
people and groups in this process and so if you have any thoughts, ideas or comments 
about this Report then please do not hesitate to get in touch. 

 
For the time being, however, I would like to thank all the members of the Reaching Out 

Commission for their energy and commitment over the last twelve months and I look 
forward to being part of the debate about whether and how to take these 
recommendations forward in the future. 

 

 
Professor Matthew Flinders 

Chair, The Political Studies Association 
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Introduction: The Chair’s Commission on Reaching Out 

Our Commission consisted of fifteen members drawn from various constituencies 
relevant to the activity of the Political Studies Association - those involved in University 
teaching and research, secondary education, activism, 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. We then organised this material into a set of four thematically 
linked areas with the intention of providing some initial coherence and cohesion to 
our work: (1) politics in schools; (2) providing a benefit to undergraduates, 
postgraduates, and postdocs; (3) linking with other learned societies, subjects, and 
practitioners; (4) politics in society. This provided the basis for a full meeting of the 
Commission, which took place in Leicester in May 2015. At that meeting we split into 
four groups, each discussing the brainstorming material from one of the four rubrics. 
The groups were tasked with producing recommendations for PSA activity and areas 
of future research for the Commission. At a number of points we reconvened as one 
group to reflect on and discuss each of these. The meeting ended with four separate, 
but complementary, agendas for further research and four groups of Commissioners 
to undertake it.  These 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 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 in an entirely selfless manner. 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 ‘Adding Depth’, Professor Ailsa 
Henderson, and its Secretary, Danielle Bailey, for some sage advice at key points, and 
access to that Commission’s survey work. Finally, but most importantly, I thank our 
own Commission’s Secretary, James Ludley. James has played a pivotal role in the 
work of this Commission, far beyond the call of duty. In addition to organising and 
coordinating a large body of voluntary workers with many other demands on their 
time, with supreme efficiency and good humour, he has been a source of expert 
guidance, wise judgement, vital suggestions, and sound drafting. His contribution has 
been the most important of all.    

 
Dominic Byatt 

Reaching Out 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 Reaching Out Commissioners 

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

 

Dominic Byatt, Oxford University Press [Chair] 

Dr Paul Tobin, University of York [Vice Chair] 

Dr Claire Sutherland, Durham University [Vice Chair] 

Titus Alexander, Democracy Matters 

Professor Paul Cairney, University of Stirling  

Suzanne Derks-Van Damme, University of East Anglia 

Jess Garland, Sussex University 

Carl Gladwell, St Catherine’s School, Guildford 

Richard Kelly, Manchester Grammar School 

Dr Darren Lilleker, Bournemouth University 

Dr Felicity Matthews, University of Sheffield 

Dr Joanna McKay, Nottingham Trent University 

Peter Shipston, Hill House School, Doncaster 

Phil Sooben, Deputy Chief Executive of the ESRC 

Dr David Wendelken, Harrow School 

 

The work of the Commission is supported by James Ludley (PSA Programme 
Development Officer and Reaching Out Commission Secretariat).  
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Key Report Recommendations 

There are a total of 14 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 ‘reaching out’. 

 

1. The PSA should enhance the quality and availability of teaching resources.  

Page 5 

 

 

2. The PSA should change its membership payment model to encourage more 

undergraduates, postgraduates and postdocs to become members.  

Page 10 

 

 

3. The PSA should create a range of offerings and support that directly target the needs of 

Early-Career Researchers (ECRs) and postdocs.  

Page 14 

 

 

4. The PSA should ‘reach out’ by making a commitment to supporting interdisciplinary 

collaboration by fostering stronger links with other learned societies. 

Page 18 

 

 

5. The PSA should create an elected, outward-facing role on the Executive (Professor of 

Public Understanding) to identify and lead initiatives for public engagement with 

political research. 

Page 23 
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Recommendations in Detail: Encouraging school pupils through the 

curriculum and supporting school teachers 

 

1. The PSA should enhance the quality and availability of teaching resources.  

High quality teaching resources are particularly relevant for a dynamic subject like Politics, which 

can put pressure on schools both financially and in teaching time.  A ready supply of up-to-date 

and accessible material, in a variety of structures, would be valuable to teachers and provide an 

incentive for joining the PSA. 

This material should be created along the following lines: 

a) ‘Political Insight’ is a good resource that is appreciated by a small number of teachers.  We 

recommend teacher involvement with the Editorial Board, such that future publications may be 

more closely aligned with the needs of teachers. 

 

The exact nature of this involvement with the Editorial Board is not obvious. It is very difficult to 

envisage that one teacher would be able to take on this workload but there could be a sub-

committee of teachers (possibly the PSA Teachers’ Network) who would work with the magazine 

editor to recommend political topics to be discussed in forthcoming publications. This 

involvement would help to create a meaningful focus on issues pertinent to examination material 

but would also encourage elements of ‘stretch and challenge’ to promote wider and deeper 

understanding for more advanced students.  

 

b) Specific electronic on-line resources should be produced to address current developments or topics 

relevant to the Government and Politics A-level syllabus.  

The PSA Teachers’ Topic Guides, on pressure groups; environmental politics; the EU; 

conservatism; and anarchism, have proved useful in helping teachers to introduce wider 

considerations into their teaching beyond material that is contained within core text books. They 

are also of more depth than can be achieved in a magazine article and so encourage ‘stretch and 

challenge’ within both students and teachers. Moreover, being very up-to-date, these resources 

enable teachers to engage with students about issues that are ongoing in the world around them. 

We would like to see as many of these Topic Guides to be produced as possible, possibly involving 

the work of the PSA’s Specialist Groups, which could even work together where areas of the 

syllabus overlap. 

The original Teachers’ Topic Guide, produced by Professor Paul Cairney, was based on the needs 

of teachers and subsequently provided an outline for the next Topic Guides. In order to ensure 

that teachers’ needs continue to be met by the Guides, close liaison between the contributors to 

the series and with teachers will be required. This liaison could be operationalised by 

conversations between the commissioning editors of the Guides at the PSA and the Teachers’ 

Network discussed below. 
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Beyond the Teachers’ Topic Guides, issues to be considered for further exploration as on-line 

resources could be discussed with the Teachers’ Network as representatives of the PSA 

membership of teachers. Given the amount of preparation that would be required to produce 

these, it may be that these are restricted to possibly quarterly publications.  Additionally, the PSA 

may need to increase financial resources to support this initiative. 

 

c) The PSA should commission a series of Video Blogs on current issues.  

 

There could be a core team of academics that could be approached to produce these.  Video blogs 

would represent a more immediate response by academics to current events. For example, the 

recent attacks in Paris have attracted a great deal of interest from students of all ages. Teachers 

can obviously play a significant part in explaining these types of events to their students, but a 

three or four minute vlog from PSA members with specific expertise in these areas would be of 

significant assistance and allow for wider debate and understanding. Taking the Paris example, 

there could be contributions on the nature of terrorism; the effect on multiculturalism; and the 

potential impact on civil liberties. Short, pithy blogs in response to events in the news may help to 

increase political discourse, not only in Key Stage 5 students but younger ones too. This is of 

increasing importance to schools as A-levels will soon be taught on a linear principle and many 

schools will be reducing the number of A-level subjects taken by students from four to three.  This 

could have a deleterious impact on the numbers of students who choose Politics as a linear A-

level, and the Commission is certain that schools would appreciate every assistance from 

university departments in maintaining, if not increasing, the numbers who opt for Politics at A-

level. 

 

As a template, the University of Nottingham has produced a number of vlogs on political issues, 

which have been used effectively by teachers. However, the uptake of these videos has remained 

rather low, perhaps due to a lack of publicity. With the PSA’s existing network of connections to 

teachers, the production of such vlogs could provide a highly effective means of supporting 

teachers and raising awareness of the PSA to students, prior to their going on to attend university. 

Familiarity with the PSA before commencement of university studies can only help to expand 

membership of the PSA amongst students further down the educational pipeline. 

 

d) The PSA should commission an electronic update of developments in Politics – either once or 

twice a year – that can be used as a valuable tool for teachers.  

 

In contrast to the PSA Teachers’ Topic Guides, where depth is the key attribute, it may be that a 

publication that succinctly analyses recent events in the UK and beyond would be of use. This 

would almost be something on the lines of ‘The Week’, the magazine that summarises global news 

using journals from around the world. Another possible template to follow could be the 

Economist’s ‘The World in… [2016]’, which overviews the events of the year just passed and 

explores possibilities for the year ahead.  Another example would be the Hodder Politics e-review. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xPMDY5TOw8s
http://marketingsolutions.economist.com/brand/the-world-in
http://marketingsolutions.economist.com/brand/the-world-in
https://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/media/Documents/Magazines/e-Reviews/PoR/Politics-eReview-Dec15.pdf?utm_campaign=893169_Politics%20Dec%20eReviews&utm_medium=email&utm_source=Hodder%20Hachette%20&dm_i=2DQY,J569,4KHL98,18QZF,1
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The PSA may be able to produce something similar, possibly biannually, that brings together items 

of interest and such a guide could prove an effective precis of the year, particularly in the run-up 

to students’ exams when the need for contemporary examples is paramount. 

 

e) The PSA should develop a specific on-line portal/ interactive web page for these electronic 

resources, available for PSA Teacher Members to access and download freely.  

 

This proposal would not necessarily require a great deal of work on the part of the PSA, but would 

achieve a great deal in making teachers feel a degree of ownership within the Association’s 

activities. PSA members already use a login to access protected parts of the website. It would be 

useful for material of more specific relevance to teachers, such as the Teachers’ Topic Guides, to 

be collected in a designated area, as this would assist in being able to access this material more 

quickly. It appears that there are few existing such portals to rival one created by the PSA, meaning 

that the PSA should act quickly to hold such a niche as its own. 

 

f) The PSA should formalise the ‘Speakers Programme for Schools’ initiative and publish a list of 

academic contacts who would be willing to come and talk at schools. 

At the moment the Speakers’ Programme for Schools appears to be conducted on an ad hoc basis 

where the teacher will contact the PSA and ask for a speaker on a certain issue and an academic 

is nominated. It may be more productive for a designated group of academics with expertise in a 

range of areas to be nominated and for these people to be advertised by the PSA as potential 

speakers. Schools could then ask for a specific academic on an issue of specific interest or 

pertinence to their existing classes.  

 

It could also be that an effective method of having time with university academics would be to 

arrange collective meetings with a number of schools in the same area if a topic is particularly 

popular. Indeed, this could be done in conjunction with member schools who would be prepared 

to offer their facilities for pre-organised presentations which could be advertised to member and 

non-member schools alike.  Additionally, this would also create and support a more diverse 

teacher membership. 

 

Having discussed this possibility with a number of PSA members who are academics, the 

expansion of this scheme would also be of benefit and interest to academics as well as teachers. 

Increasing numbers of academics are seeking to participate in public engagement, such as through 

the activities of the National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement, and the expansion of 

the scheme would make such activities easier for teachers. Moreover, with the possible 

introduction of the Teaching Excellence Framework in the coming years for academics, additional 

opportunities to highlight a particular commitment to teaching may be increasingly in demand. 

 

g) The PSA should commission a range of resources for member schools to use at sixth form open 

evenings to encourage Key Stage 4 students to select A-level Politics. 

 

Exploring ways to improve the visibility of A-level Politics for Key Stage 4 students and to help 

champion the subject as a choice at Key Stage 5 is incredibly important.  The demand for engaging 

https://www.psa.ac.uk/psa-communities/specialist-groups/schools/speakers-programme-schools
http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/
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materials for this purpose will be increasingly important as A-levels will soon be taught on a linear 

principle and many schools will be reducing the number of A-level subjects taken by students from 

four to three.   This is particularly true for schools in the state sector where teaching staff are often 

teaching multiple subjects and Politics has very limited resources, especially as a ‘non-facilitating’ 

Russell Group subject.  Therefore, the Commission recommends that the PSA should produce a 

range of resources, such as posters, flyers, and/ or “Studying Politics” booklets, which member 

schools can freely download and utilise at open evenings to encourage a greater number of Politics 

A-level students from a range of academic and socio-economic backgrounds. 

  

http://russellgroup.ac.uk/for-students/school-and-college-in-the-uk/subject-choices-at-school-and-college/
http://russellgroup.ac.uk/for-students/school-and-college-in-the-uk/subject-choices-at-school-and-college/
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2. The PSA should support opportunities for teaching staff to work with and share 

resources with Higher Education academic staff/ universities to support Professional 

Development.  

 

 

Facilitating such links would help with professional development of secondary education teaching 

staff.  It would also help students as schools and colleges would become more aware of the skills 

universities are looking for, and universities would become more aware of the level and nature of 

the students they are receiving. 

This can be achieved through the PSA’s links with universities, facilitating PSA teacher members 

the opportunity to use university resources to develop teaching material or improve personal 

subject knowledge.  This may be particularly important when considering the revised A-level 

curriculum (from first teaching September 2017) and the number of new compulsory core topics 

on the curriculum. 

Not only would this contribute to university departments’ ‘impact agenda’ but this initiative would 

aid the professional development of the PSA’s affiliated teachers.  This could involve meeting with 

academic staff to discuss ideas, using library resources, and potentially providing some 

accommodation to enable teachers to stay at universities for short periods of self-study during 

the holidays.  
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3. The PSA should encourage greater teacher representation and input into PSA policy 

through the formation of a formal Teachers’ Network. 

 

 

There is currently an active Teachers’ Working Group (TWG) of the PSA which meets 2-3 times a 

year.  This involves a small selection of teacher members from a variety of schools and colleges 

who act as a sounding board for the PSA’s Education and Skills Subcommittee.  This group was 

invaluable for informing the PSA’s response to the issues surrounding AS- and A-level reform. 

 

However, given the increasing interest from many more teacher members, the Commission 

recommends the formation of a more formal PSA Teachers’ Network.   

 

A PSA Teachers’ Network would be led by an elected Committee of PSA teacher members serving, 

on a voluntary basis, for two years.  The Chair of the Teachers’ Network would have a place on the 

PSA Executive Committee. Members of the committee would be invited to join the PSA’s 

Education and Skills Subcommittee meetings. This dual approach would lead to a greater 

awareness for the PSA of teaching needs at secondary level. 

 

The creation of a Teachers’ Network would advance the work of the Teachers’ Working Group by 

offering more autonomy to the Committee whilst also encouraging involvement from colleagues.  

With the provision of a small budget, the Teachers’ Network would hold their own meetings, 

events and initiatives over the course of the academic year, with support from the PSA’s Education 

and Skills Subcommittee and PSA Programme Development and Outreach Officer. 

 

The Teachers’ Network would also provide another view on the direction and development of the 

PSA and its wider involvement in society, whilst also creating and supporting a more diverse 

teacher membership. 

 

This Network could then include Regional Committee Representatives to help to develop links 

between schools within local geographical areas. Regional groups would help to develop an 

identity and a sense of collegiality, especially if there were more formal links with university 

departments in those areas. Such Representatives could then facilitate the organisation of the 

Speakers’ Programme for Schools discussed above, by liaising between schools and local 

academics. 
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Recommendations in Detail: Providing a benefit to undergraduates, PhD 

students and postdocs. 

 

4. The PSA should change its membership payment model to encourage more 

undergraduates, postgraduates and postdocs to become members. 

 

The Political Studies Association does not currently enjoy large numbers of undergraduate, 

postgraduate and postdoc members.  

Membership of undergraduates, postgraduates and postdocs is unlikely to become a significant 

income stream for the PSA in the near future, as these individuals possess limited financial 

resources. With the possibility of increasing undergraduate fees, no cap on postgraduate fees, and 

greater competition for jobs amongst postdocs, this financial strain is only likely to worsen. As 

such, they should be encouraged to join the PSA in order that the Association benefits from a 

more active, vibrant membership, who feel loyalty towards the organisation and therefore remain 

members for life, and enabling early career individuals to engage with the PSA’s activities.  

As part of the Chair’s Commission members’ survey, several respondents highlighted frustrations 

with the existing funding model. For example, it was argued that the PSA could be improved by:- 

“Possibilities for further discounts for conference fees for postdocs who are not yet earning 

sufficiently.” 

“Reduced rates for un-waged early career researchers who are seeking to maintain networks 

despite unstable employment. Promoting ecr opportunities /jobs and networks.” 

“[Just finished my PhD and] further discounts and training would have been useful.” 

 

Currently, there are only two types of membership of the PSA: full and concession.  The following 

changes should be made to the membership model in order to improve and diversify membership 

amongst undergraduates, postgraduates and postdocs: 

a) ‘Associate membership’ of the PSA should be free for all Politics undergraduate and Masters 

students. 

All undergraduate and Masters students registered for HE courses in Politics in the UK should be 

afforded the opportunity for an associate membership of the PSA.  Associate members would 

receive email copies of the PSA newsletters, Political Insight and access to Political Insight Plus 

online.  Associate members would also be eligible for the reduced rates offered to PSA events, for 

example, the PSA Annual International Conference, and would be able to attend such events as 

delegates, but would not be able to present papers.  
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Associate membership would be completely free, and would entail minimum resource 

implications for the PSA, other than registering associate members and monitoring the database 

on an annual basis (to cull expired membership).  Whilst the PSA may lose a few membership 

subscriptions from undergraduate and MA students, the benefit would be the brand loyalty of 

new PhD students, who begin their studies fully cognisant of the opportunities offered by the PSA. 

 

b) Free trial membership for all first year PhD students 

All students who join the PSA during the first year of their PhD would be invited to apply for a free 

trial membership of the PSA for three months.  This would encourage PhD students to join at the 

outset of their course, and hopefully foster loyalty throughout their studies. The PSA could 

consider whether – after this free trial period – membership continues on an automatic basis, 

unless the member specifically opts out. 

When combined with the production of resources for PhD students – as discussed in 

Recommendation 6 of this Report – membership should increase significantly for the PSA. 

 

c) Extension of student membership rates and discounts for all early career researchers 

Student membership rates, and associate discounts, such as delegate rates for the PSA 

conference, should be extended to all existing members for two years following the completion 

of their PhD. 

For many, the post-PhD period is a critical time in terms of career development; and the benefit 

of PSA membership can be invaluable, for example, as a result of the access to its journals and the 

opportunity to network via conferences and specialist groups.  However, for many people, this 

period is also one in which financial resources may be scarce, as individuals are likely to be on 

short-term fixed contracts or in the process of looking for employment.  If the PSA is supportive 

during this tricky time, it is likely to be rewarded with loyalty and ongoing membership. 

This proposal can be implemented immediately, but extra emphasis should be made regarding 

advertising at the start of each term. 
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5. The PSA should liaise actively with university Politics Societies, as a gateway to 

improving recognition of the Association amongst undergraduate students. 

 

The vast majority of undergraduate students have not heard of the PSA.  As such, when some of 

these students become postgraduates, there is a significant time lag before they learn of the 

Association and become members, if at all.  Therefore, increasing awareness and membership 

amongst undergraduates is of strategic value to increasing postgraduate membership, as well as 

being desirable to the Association in its own right. 

Politics Societies (PolSocs) are well-respected points of communication for Politics students, and 

are often on the look-out for more academic, informal and free resources and outputs to provide 

for their members.  In many ways, the relationship between PolSocs and undergraduates is similar 

to the relationship between the PSA and academics.  As such, PolSocs provide a gateway to 

communicating with undergraduate students.  The PSA should contact and liaise directly with each 

university’s PolSoc to bolster awareness of the Association amongst UGs. 

As part of this communication, the PSA should: 

a) Send posters, pens, keyrings etc. to PolSocs in the run-up to Freshers’ Week to be given away for 

free 

PolSocs are always looking for more things to give away at the start of term, as they seek to 

incentivise membership amongst students and appear as an ‘official’ and ‘legitimate’ organisation 

within the university bubble.  As a result, Freshers’ Fairs can be a window for the PSA to advertise 

to undergraduates, providing a potential spike in membership at the start of each university term 

from new undergraduate students. 

b) Create a ‘Politics Society of the Year’ award with a cash prize, and invite nominations 

PolSocs run on very small budgets making a financial prize of any amount highly appealing. 

Moreover, those who run societies are often ambitious and looking for awards to fill their CVs.  

The PSA could therefore expect a reasonable number of strong applications for the prize.  In order 

to apply for the prize, PolSocs can be asked to document their events, or even organise extra 

events, increasing awareness of the PSA amongst their memberships.  The winning PolSoc would 

pick up their prize at the PSA’s Annual International Conference Dinner, drawing still further 

awareness of the PSA amongst undergraduates at the home university of the winning PolSoc. 

Next steps for implementation: 

 Contact every PolSoc in the UK (there are around 40) with an identical welcome email in the 

run up to the start of a new term; 

 Produce additional merchandise and distribute them to PolSocs around the country at the 

start of the autumn and spring terms; 

 Create a ‘Politics Society of the Year’ award and advertise it to each Politics Department at the 
start of the autumn term.  
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6. The PSA should create a ‘Guide for Politics and International Studies PhD Students’ and 

actively contact each Politics Department at the start of every term to distribute it. 

 

The PSA does not currently enjoy the brand recognition to ensure that PhD students will join the 

Association as soon as they begin their studies.  To encourage them to join, the PSA first needs to 

be seen as a ‘helping friend’ to PhD students.  A guide on being a PhD student should be produced 

by the PSA.  In so doing, many of the activities of the PSA could also be advertised.   

The guide could include: 

 Top tips on how to teach, written by members of PSA Learning and Teaching in Politics Group; 

 An interview with a ‘big name’ PSA member who is an expert on a particular research method, 

such as conducting research interviews; 

 Advice on writing a book review (with a link to Political Studies Review’s book review list) as a 

stepping stone to getting published; 

 Advice on attending conferences, flagging up the annual nature of PSA Graduate Network 

Conference and PSA Annual Conference. 

 Suggestions for how to obtain access to journals and resources once university affiliation has 

expired. 

The guide would cover the key issues and concerns felt by PhD students, providing different points 

of view as well as solutions.  It would provide some of the key questions they may not have thought 

of yet, such as whether to write a monograph or a thesis by papers, and give arguments for and 

against.  The Guide should be written in the style of a critical friend, who raises questions rather 

than dictating how things are (students already receive enough of the latter already). 

The distribution of the guide should be an active process.  At the start of each term of the academic 

year, an email containing the guide should be forwarded to every Politics Department 

postgraduate secretary to forward onto every PhD student in the cohort.  This email should also 

be a broader welcome email from the PSA.  It is vital that the PSA appears welcoming, and gives 

PhD students a useful resource for free, in order to build up positive attitudes towards the 

Association. 

Next steps for implementation: 

 Identification of editors for the guide; 

 Agreement of the guide’s structure; 

 Identification and contacting the authors of the guide’s sections; 

 Writing of the guide’s content; 

 Creation of guide by designers. 
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7. The PSA should create a range of offerings that directly target the needs of Early-Career 

Researchers (ECRs), particularly postdocs, such as a guide and an online forum. 

 

Many students complete their PhDs and struggle to find work related to their field.  This period 

can be particularly difficult, as money is likely to have run low and there is no obvious next step if 

jobs are not forthcoming.  This challenging time can be a window for the PSA to show that it 

supports academics, and garner long-term loyalty once ECRs have found employment. 

As mentioned in one of our other proposals, we feel ECRs should be offered discounted 

membership of the PSA. In order to incentivise their joining in the first place, and to create and 

support a more diverse membership, the following steps should be taken:- 

a) A guide, similar to that suggested for PhD students, should be produced, advising ECRs of how best 

to progress.  

Once a PhD is submitted, many students face around two months until their viva without 

employment.  This guide can help to provide direction for these ECRs, and should include tips on 

writing an academic CV, potential organisations that provide funding for postdocs, and prizes that 

can be applied for.  The PSA’s Guide to Getting Published should also be made available next to 

this document on the PSA website. 

If possible, it would be ideal if an email could be sent to all PhD students once they complete their 

PhDs.  By asking PhD students how many years they are into their PhD when they join the PSA, we 

can make an educated guess of when they will be likely to submit (the end of their third year), and 

send them the guide around that time. 

Next steps for implementation: 

 Identification of editors for the guide; 

 Agreement of the guide’s structure; 

 Identification of and contacting the authors of the guide’s sections; 

 Writing of the guide’s content; 

 Creation of guide by in-house designers. 

 

 

b) An online forum for ECRs to discuss relevant issues related to being a PhD student or postdoc 

working in the field of Politics. 

The Student Room is a successful online forum, in which students support each other with 

problems relating to their current or forthcoming study.  However, many of the discussions relate 

to undergraduate study, and disciplines outside Politics.  The creation of an online forum/ 

community that is just targeted to ECRs, and is hosted on the PSA website, would provide an ideal 

– and unique – means of facilitating communication between ECRs.  

Such a service does not otherwise exist for ECRs, but would enable best practice to be shared at 

what can be a very difficult time.  Moreover, if the PSA would like to learn more about the needs 
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of ECRs – in order to offer activities that meet the needs of these members, for example – the 

forum would identify clearly the issues faced by these individuals.  

Such a forum would need some maintenance from the PSA.  Firstly, the forum would need to be 

created, along with some guidelines for acceptable behaviour on the forum.  Moderation may also 

be required, but this could perhaps be completed by two or three ECRs, who would then receive 

payment in the form of free attendance to the PSA Annual Conference, for example. 

 

Next steps for implementation: 

 Creation of a discussion board on the PSA website; 

 Advertising of discussion board to members; 

 Steady involvement of new ECR members. 
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8. The PSA should establish an Alumni Network for Politics and International Relations 

graduates and students. 

 

Many Politics and International Relations students – at every level of their degree programmes 
and beyond – would welcome continuing careers advice.  To support this, the PSA should establish 
a disciplinary Alumni Network of people who have studied Politics or International Relations who 
could provide informal careers advice and/ or offer current students placements.  
 
To encourage buy in from alumni and facilitate such an initiative, the PSA could invite alumni to 
events – such as lectures, debates, symposiums – and at those events the PSA would also invite 
current students (from undergraduate to postgraduate level), so that there is an opportunity for 
students to network with alumni and alumni to network with one another. 
 
Such an initiative would transpose the traditional institution-based approach to alumni networks 
by being wholly disciplinary in its nature.  So that, for example, Sheffield politics graduates based 
in the South East could attend events in London and Exeter graduates living in the North could 
attend events in Manchester. 
 
Once the Alumni Network is established, the PSA could hold alumni events which are only open 
to PSA members or Alumni Network members, for example, as part of the annual conference 
programme or receptions after PSA Annual Lectures. 
 
Establishing such a network will also support a more diverse group of ‘supporters’ for the 
Association and the PSA should explore the possibility of such on-line tools as NationBuilder to 
host such a network, so that this initiative sits separately to the main PSA website but maintains 
the core PSA branding and raison d'être. 

 
  

http://nationbuilder.com/


18 
 

Recommendations in Detail: Linking with other learned societies and 

subjects and engaging with practitioners. 

 

9. The PSA should ‘reach out’ by making a commitment to supporting interdisciplinary 

collaboration by fostering stronger links with other learned societies. 

 

Why foster links with learned societies? 

a) Sharing good practice 

Most learned societies in the social sciences have a set of common activities/ objectives in relation 

to how they engage different categories of members, for example undergraduates; how they 

reach out to relevant practitioner communities; how they develop a sustainable business model 

for their organisation in the context of open access publishing, and so on.  There should be 

opportunities for mutual learning in all of these areas. 

Some work was carried out on this last year by the Academy of Social Sciences.  In addition, a 

project looking at ‘strategies for learned societies in the humanities and social sciences’ funded 

by Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) and the Economic and Social Research Council 

(ESRC) is currently being carried out by Michael Jubb and Rita Gardner and will report at the end 

of 2015. 

b) Most big research questions are cross-disciplinary in nature 

While this is so across the full range of social science disciplines, it goes well beyond the social 

sciences.  None of the most significant challenges facing us today – be it climate change, 

combating global terrorism, cyber security, anti-microbial resistance – can be tackled without 

insights from across the full spectrum of knowledge and expertise.  But this shift towards more of 

a pan (or even post) disciplinary approach is not confined to the grand challenges developed by 

RCUK and supported through specific funding calls.  Indeed, a large proportion of the responsive 

research grants supported by ESRC also draw upon two or more disciplines and there is an 

increasing emphasis in the research councils’ doctoral training programmes on cross-disciplinary 

skills, on making best use of methodological innovation and on greater collaboration.  

More specifically, if we take some recent and current ESRC initiatives in which political science 

plays a crucial role it has also been important that there have been inputs from other disciplines, 

for example, The Future of the UK & Scotland; The UK in a Changing Europe; constitutional change 

and devolution, and so forth. 

A more detailed statement setting out the UK research councils’ commitment to interdisciplinarity 

can be found in their response to the recent British Academy consultation which will be published 

in due course on the RCUK website.  This commitment is also central to the councils’ submission 

to the Nurse Review and to current discussions around the government’s spending review. 

 

https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Evaluation-of-Learned-Societies-Project-2014.pdf
https://acss.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Evaluation-of-Learned-Societies-Project-2014.pdf
http://www.britac.ac.uk/policy/HSS_learned_societies_subject_associations.cfm
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c) PSA members are supportive of this approach 

 

The recommendation is supported by the PSA’s recent Chair’s Commission survey of members 

and non-members. 80% of both members and non-members agree that the PSA should try to 

foster links with other learned societies, and helpfully offer specific ideas as to which ones.  The 

Chair’s Commission members’ survey also provided a range of ideas as to how to include 

practitioners.  Some pointed out that they themselves were practitioners, suggesting they did not 

feel particularly well-served by the PSA as it stands. 

 

PSA Members’ Survey 2015 - Question 11:  Should the PSA try to foster links with other 

learned societies, and if yes, which ones? 
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10. The PSA should allocate a funding pot for Specialist Group outreach activities to support 

interdisciplinary collaboration 

 

The PSA’s extensive network of Specialist Groups could potentially play a key role in helping the 

Association to ‘reach out’ beyond the boundaries of our own discipline, especially given the 

obvious synergies between Politics and related social science subjects such as Sociology and 

Economics, and even arts subjects such as History and Film studies. 

Although considerable financial support is already available to specialist groups for their own 

activities, the Commission recommends a new fund to support Specialist Group activities and 

events that specifically involve collaboration with groups or individuals from other disciplines as 

well as users and practitioners, which could in turn encourage longer term research collaboration, 

and could enhance the richness of the Association’s annual conference programme.   

Furthermore, this additional funding could be used by Specialist Groups to support collaborative 

research with groups/ organisations representing those underrepresented in both the profession 

and study of politics (e.g. Operation Black Vote) as a means of strengthening relationships, 

undertaking mutual learning and encouraging membership of the Association. 

The Commission recommends an initial funding pot of £5,000 per annum is introduced to support 

this initiative, and Specialist Groups availing themselves of this opportunity would be encouraged 

to maintain these interdisciplinary links and may be granted further funding for this purpose. 
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11. The PSA should review existing PSA initiatives with other sister Political Studies 

Associations as to the purpose of maintaining these links and whether this purpose is 

followed through  

 

The UK PSA has a number of exchange agreements in place with sister organisations abroad, which 

enable members to attend each other’s conferences.  There is evidence of an imbalance in these 

reciprocal arrangements that is to the UK PSA’s disadvantage.  They are very time-consuming to 

manage, and the longer-term benefits from overseas conference attendance - in terms of 

extending research networks, research and/or funding collaboration - are not always clear or easy 

to monitor.  A more strategic approach is called for in order to ensure the best use of PSA 

resources.  For example, applications to the UK PSA annual conference could be streamlined into 

one procedure in order to ensure transparent decision-making.  The proposed research paper’s fit 

with the PSA’s strategic priorities could also be considered.  Specialist groups could be more 

closely involved in hosting incoming researchers to ensure their integration into the appropriate 

research community, and could be consulted as part of the selection process.  Finally, thought 

should be given as to how best to support early career researchers and promote equality and 

diversity in the study of politics, whilst working to redress the current imbalance between 

incoming and outgoing researchers.  Whatever the criteria, rigorous guidelines should be 

developed, according to which all applications should be assessed. 

Together with funding to specialist groups, existing conference attendance schemes account for 

around £25,000 of the PSA’s expenditure a year.  Uptake of these opportunities is limited, 

however; only 12 overseas conference grants were made for 2015, with £4,000 of this budget line 

remaining unspent in September 2015.  This is clearly a missed opportunity, which may be due to 

insufficient promotion or name recognition among PSA members.  Therefore, more awareness-

raising of these schemes needs to take place, with some consideration given to the member’s 

likely income given their career stage or access to other sources of funds through their institution.  

In sum, a revised system should have a number of benefits, including smooth handover from one 

PSA office-holder to the next, enhanced visibility, strategic fit with the PSA’s overall priorities, 

elements tailored to the PSA’s diverse membership, and easier monitoring of the scheme’s impact 

relative to its aims.  
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Recommendations in Detail: Keeping issues of equality and 

diversity high on the PSA's agenda 

 

12. The PSA should apply for Equality Challenge Unit’s Athena SWAN Charter membership. 

 

ECU’s Athena SWAN Charter was established in 2005 to encourage and recognise commitment to 

advancing the careers of women in science, technology, engineering, maths and medicine 

(STEMM) employment in higher education and research. 

In May 2015 the charter was expanded to recognise work undertaken in arts, humanities, social 

sciences, business and law (AHSSBL), and in professional and support roles, and for trans staff and 

students. 

Although membership is primarily drawn from institutions of higher education, the PSA’s 

membership would be a strong endorsement for the work undertaken to address gender equality 

more broadly, and not just barriers to progression that affect women. 

The Commission believes that this directly relates to gendered nature of some of the problems 

the Commission raises in the recommendations outlined in this Report relating to “providing a 

benefit to undergraduates, PhD students and postdocs” (pages 11 – 17) and “linking with other 

learned societies and subjects and engaging with practitioners” (pages 18 – 21). 

Furthermore, the PSA should coordinate the recommendations throughout this Report in 

cooperation with its Equality and Diversity Working Group, to recognise that the exclusion of 

students and junior staff may be more pronounced in some social groups and/or for those from 

minority and ethnic backgrounds. 

 

 

  

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan/
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Recommendations in Detail: Politics in Society - reaching out to 

the public 

The proposals for ‘Politics in Society - reaching out to the public’ are geared towards 

recommending the PSA develop mechanisms that marry the requirements of having a politically 

engaged society with those that demand research impact. 

We therefore suggest the PSA acts as an enabler and to do this we propose a detailed strategy for 

public engagement in two parts: 1) raising the profile and understanding of politics, and 2) 

encouraging and supporting others to provide non-partisan education, encouragement and 

support for politics as a practical activity.  The first set of activities should therefore inspire and 

inform the second. 

 

13. The PSA should build an infrastructure to promote understanding of politics and the 

value of research among multiple stakeholders 

 

a) The PSA should create an outward-facing role on the Executive - Professor of Public Understanding 

- to identify and lead initiatives for public engagement with research.  

 

This role would encompass leading on the following which would be necessary for meeting the 

overarching recommendation.  The extent and nature of the post depends on funding.  At a 

minimum it would be an honorary title with a small budget and organisational support, but the 

ideal should be to get grants and sponsorship to fund a number of days a year up to full-time.  For 

example, the ESRC, Sainsbury’s Trust, Rowntree, Esme Fairbairn, Langley Chase, Gulbenkian, 

Carnegie, Barrow Cadbury or wealthy individuals might be willing to contribute to the post. 

The post should be identified with the PSA and elected by PSA members for a period of 2 years 

but need not be members of the PSA or political scientists, provided they are able to fulfil the 

objectives of the post and get sufficient nominations from members.  

Potential candidates might include former politicians, journalists, commentators, activists, actors 

or anyone who meets most of the following criteria: 

 sound understanding of politics  

 ability to communicate with diverse audiences and in the media 

 able to show politics works at different levels and in different settings 

 able to communicate how politics relates to different disciplines  

 be non-partisan but play an illuminating role in current political controversies 

 able to make politics popular 

 

It would be up to the membership what kind of person is chosen, reflecting members’ views about 

the state of politics in society.  
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Example Job specification –Ambassador, advocate and public speaker 

i. To work with PSA members on a programme of activities designed to increase public 

knowledge of and interest in politics, including Masterclasses (see point ii)  

ii. To work with media outlets on activities to increase public understanding, knowledge 

about democracy and hopefully an interest in politics (and hereby aiming reduces feelings 

relating to apathy because of being disillusioned and no knowledge) 

iii. To build networks of individuals working in politics (connecting practitioners and 

academics) to work on strategic and tactical initiatives relating to reaching out 

iv. To work with networks in identifying opportunities for involving citizens in interactions 

with political science 

v. To identify individuals to work on making political science more accessible and relevant 

for a range of citizens 

vi. Work with Democracy Hubs to support embedding political science within solutions for 

citizen concerns 

vii. Establish a network of politics ambassadors linked to the democracy hubs who will be 

tasked with talking to those who might feel alienated and disconnected from the ‘system’ 

– for example youth politics ambassadors working in 

 

b) Identifying events and networks at/in which an academic presence would add value and raise the 

profile of political science. 

 

The PSA should take a pro-active, systematic approach to use existing public platforms, events and 

networks to show the relevance of politics and raise political understanding.  The following 

platforms could be used by the PPUP or PSA members: 

 Party political conferences: PSA could sponsor/co-sponsor a series of fringe events 

 Book Fairs – Edinburgh, Hay-on-Wye 

 Big Bang Fair (Science Technology Engineering & Maths events) and other science fairs 

 ESRC Social Science Festival 

 Global Enterprise Week 

 Adult Learners Week: PSA could sponsor/co-sponsor an award for civic/political education 

 Festivals such as Christian Aid’s Greenbelt 

 

The PSA could also be proactive, organising events to run alongside Democracy Week or Who 

Runs Britain Week.  The PSA could also find a sponsor for an annual week on politics, either in 

elections, or alongside Parliament Week in November.  

Guidelines for selecting events: 

i. Identify events at which a platform would be appropriate 

ii. Identify the average end users of the event, their likely attitudes towards politics and 

concerns through discussion with the event organisers  

iii. Develop communication to encourage users to attend the platform (multimedia) 

iv. Develop touch points likely to be relevant and interesting to the users – talks, workshops, 

stands, task-driven exercises (as appropriate to event and end-users of the event) 
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v. Produce takeaways for users to encourage continued engagement 

vi. Develop means for ensuring continued connectedness between participants and political 

engagement 

 

c) To develop and implement a programme of public facing activities (for example Masterclasses) 

designed to increase public knowledge of and interest in politics. 

 

This would involve working with traditional media, overseeing development of an on-line portal 

to draw together engaging political material and develop a social media strategy to enhance 

engagement. 

 

Team up with different partner organisations, including interest groups and media to run a series 

of master classes, like those run by the Guardian, Patchwork Foundation, Sheila McKechnie 

Foundation and others.  These could be filmed and made available online like one given by Lynton 

Crosby for the Patchwork Foundation. 

Each event would be chaired by the newly appointed Professor of the Public Understanding of 

Politics and PSA Chair or a PSA Executive Committee Member with the relevant expertise.  

 

d) Create a public-facing web portal to provide access to credible, policy-relevant research by PSA 

members which builds on the PSA register of experts. 

This would be a public-facing website to provide access to credible, non-partisan policy-relevant 

research in key areas of public policy, as the Institute for Fiscal Studies does for public finance.  Its 

main role would be to provide an annotated gateway to major centres of policy expertise on 

banking, economics, environment, health, housing, transport etc.  PSA members could provide 

topical policy updates or briefings on issues in the news. 

The portal could include subsections / landing pages for politics teachers, the media (upgrading 

the current PSA media contacts page), MOOCs and other online learning resources.  This would 

link and complement recommendations outlined in the first section of this Report. 

A section of the portal would offer support for local and national backbench politicians and civil 

society seeking evidence on specific issues (see proposal 12.e: “Develop a “Select Committee 

Support Strategy”).  Additionally, this has the potential to link to the creation of a rapid response 

network for providing evidence to policymakers.  The context is that many actors (especially at 

the subnational level) use services such as Idox because they turn around these responses quickly. 

Many organisations seem to favour speed over reliability and the PSA can play a role to ensure 

that the academic community can offer both speed and reliability. 

  

https://youtu.be/H_YareK6WKk
https://youtu.be/H_YareK6WKk
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14. The PSA should engage and work with existing infrastructure in order to make political 

research an applied science. 

 

a) Engage with, promote and support local Democracy Hubs, embedding University departments and 

staff with local community initiatives 

 

A “Democracy Hub” is an independent contact point for advice, information, education and 

support for people to take part in democratic decision-making, proposed by the Power Inquiry 

chaired by Helena Kennedy QC. 

 

Local agencies could form a hub by sign-posting existing support for people to take part through 

local agencies such as cafes, health centres, libraries, supermarkets and schools, with a resource 

centre in a volunteer bureau, community venue, adult education centre, library or shop. 

 

 
 

Members of a local Democracy Hub would: 

1. Encourage people to understand how the system works and get involved through Citizens’ 

Days, Democracy Week, Speakers’ Corners, election hustings, festivals and outreach as well 

as adult, further and higher education courses and workshops. 

2. Promote opportunities to have a voice, including elections, public forums, campaigns, 

pressure groups and civic roles of school governor, Health Watch, councillor, Mayor, MP etc. 

3. Show people how to use democratic tools such as Councillor or MP surgeries, petitions, 

wwwtheyworkforyou.com, www.democracymatters.info, Freedom of Information, etc;  

4. Provide independent information, advice and support for people who want to complain, 

campaign, stand for election or get involved in a public issue or institution;  

5. Connect agencies which support participation, including adult and community education 

providers, campaign training and support services, civic societies, community associations, 

 

http://www.jrrt.org.uk/sites/jrrt.org.uk/files/documents/PowertothePeople_001.pdf
http://www.democracymatters.info/
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Parliamentary Outreach, trade associations, unions and voluntary sector infrastructure 

bodies. 

 

The PSA’s role would be to encourage and support members working with or creating local 

democracy hubs by: 

i. Commissioning a survey of current practice in the UK and examples from abroad; 

ii. Identifying partners in civil society, education (adult, community, further, schools youth) 

the media and local government who provide education and support for political 

participation at a local level;  

iii. Working with partners to draw up short guidelines based on best practice; 

iv. Holding an annual seminar or event to share practice and develop guidelines; 

v. Maintain a public register of local support for political education and engagement, 

including contacts for academics involved; 

vi. Create an annual award for politics departments, academics and students who provide 

effective support for local political education and participation in politics 

 

 

b) Develop a ‘Political Scientist in Residence’ scheme where political scientists would sit within non-

politics departments to work with researchers to provide expertise on public policy. 

 

We have artists, entrepreneurs and writers in residence, so why not a political scientist or 
practitioner in residence? 

Purpose of a political scientist in residence (PIR) 

A PIR can be based in another university department, community centre, public library, local radio 
station to provide non-partisan support for people to understand and engage in politics, including: 

 Assist academics to make their research findings available to policy-makers (thus supporting 
the impact element of the REF) 

 Enhance the political understanding of students or the public through activities  
 Advise on political processes, structures or issues 
 Provide campaign coaching  
 Provide career advice and guidance to people interested in politics, political communications, 

public affairs or related disciplines 
 Foster political ideas and understanding 
 Promote politics and political understanding as a public good. 

 
 

c) Develop a “Select Committee Support Strategy” 
 
Work with other professional associations, Parliamentary Outreach and PSA specialist groups to 

enable informed public engagement in the work of Parliament, offering pro-bono or paid-for 

advice and support to civil society organisations submitting evidence to Select Committees. 

The PSA role would be to identify experts on its web portal and promote the service through civil 

society networks such as ACEVO, BOND, Democracy Matters, Locality, NAVCA, NCVO etc. 

This has the potential to link to the creation of a “PSA Rapid Response Network” for providing 

evidence to policymakers.  The context is that many actors (especially at the subnational level) 
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use services such as Idox because they turn around these responses quickly. Many organisations 

seem to favour speed over reliability and the PSA can play a role to ensure that the academic 

community can offer both speed and reliability. 

 

d) Create associate membership for political educators in similar organisations. 
 
The PSA should offer the option of associate membership at a reduced rate to members of 
organisations such as the Association of Citizenship Teachers, Citizenship Foundation, Democracy 
Matters, NIACE, NYA, WEA, Up Rising, etc., to foster stronger links and enable the organisation of 
joint member events with these similar organisations.  
 
 

e) Lobby for a Commission on Learning for Democracy  
 
The work of a number of scholars (Macleod, de Zuniga, Polat etc) have shown the link to being 

informed, networked and empowered and participating in politics. Engagement, a more 

cognitive rather than behavioural state, is a precursor for any form of participation (see 

discussion in D. G. Lilleker, Political Communication and Cognition, Palgrave, 2014). 

Engagement is a product of being informed and feeling politics is relevant and that participating 

will be worthwhile. Therefore, the PSA needs to lead in reshaping the terms of engagement 

and participation, using the power of its knowledge to create better ways of doing politics that 

are more inclusive. If a necessary step is education then the first stage in the process would be 

exposure to information about politics that empowers and mobilises people to take more 

interest. We feel that an embedded long term strategy is necessary for this. 

Unequal access to power undermines democracy and leads to poor governance at all levels. 

Spending on lobbying and PR in the UK is about a hundred times more than spending by political 

parties. All three main political parties spent an average of £68m a year from 2001-11 according 

to one source1 or £110m a year from 2005-09 according to Democratic Audit2, when the 

combined turnover of the three main parties was £349 million. Large individual donations 

accounted for 25 to 60 per cent of the two larger parties’ income over the last decade, showing 

the importance of corporate and personal wealth for party politics. 

John Bercow MP as Speaker has also shown interest in reforming parliament. The Speaker's 

Commission on Digital Democracy explicitly set out its remit as assessing how British 

democracy can meet the demands of the digital era and modern citizens. Submissions from a 

range of individuals were used to explore some areas which focused more on intelligent use of 

technology than serving the needs of all citizens. The Commission’s work brought together 

leading figures, initiated a wide-ranging debate and produced a report which was tabled in 

parliament. A similar commission is needed to understand whether people feel sufficiently 

empowered (informed about politics and the mechanisms by which to have input) and trusting 

                                                           
1 Political party finance: Ending the big donor culture, Thirteenth Report of the Committee on Standards in 
Public Life, Chair: Sir Christopher Kelly KCB,Nov 2011, https://goo.gl/2ziJR3 
2 Stuart Wilks-Heeg and Stephen Crone, Funding Political Parties in Great Britain: A Pathway to Reform, 
Democratic Audit, 2010, p7 



29 
 

of process to ensure long term debate leading to concrete reformation of education and 

broader communication regarding politics.  

A Commission on Learning for Democracy would ask three questions: 

1. What knowledge and abilities do people need to take part in politics effectively? 

2. What is the current state of political knowledge and ability, and where do people get it? 

3. By what means can political ability and understanding be developed, particularly for those 

who currently have least confidence and ability to take part in politics? 

 

The Commission would provide advice to government and all agencies which provide 

information, education and support for participation in politics, including schools, colleges, 

universities, community organisations, local authorities, public services and the media.  

It would draw on the work of the Speakers’ Commissions and the Crick Reports, as well as 

international experience of education for citizenship and political education abroad, including 

the Folk High School and study school movements in Scandinavia; the German Federal Agency 

for Civic Education (bpb) which seeks to “reinforce democratic consciousness” for “informed, 

critical and active” citizens; the Truman Commission on Higher Education for Democracy in 

1946, which led to the establishment of a network of public community colleges in the US; and 

education for democracy in Eastern Europe and developing countries sponsored by the British 

government, among others. 

Its membership should include senior figures respected by all major political parties as well as 

educators, public service broadcasters, researchers and people from civil society with experience 

of promoting public participation and education for practical politics. 

  

http://www.bpb.de/
http://www.bpb.de/
http://courses.education.illinois.edu/eol474/sp98/truman.html
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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 the 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, and while our recommendations have been sensitive to the issue of cost we have not 

suggested in specific terms how they might in themselves underpin the Association’s 

continued financial viability.  As a Commission we are cautious about the extent to which the 

additional services outlined in our recommendations might be directly monetised.  In many 

cases, an attempt to do so would put the Association in direct competition with commercial 

organisations whose capital, expertise, resources, and motivation far outstrip those of a 

learned society.  That is not a space in which the Association could, or should, add cost-

effective value.  

Instead, our view is that the Association’s future should be built on a broad, diverse, and growing 

membership base. To that end, we strongly believe that a more structured approach to 

membership should lie at the heart of the Association’s future activity and outreach.  

We leave open questions around the extent to which different forms of membership, tailored to 

different communities, with different subscription rates, might also reflect different bundles 

of services.  But breadth and diversity are crucial here: the Association should be genuinely, 

and encouragingly, open to anyone with a real interest in the study and understanding of 

political life - across generations, communities, religious groups, socio-economic backgrounds, 

and political affiliations. In doing that, it will continue to thrive and develop – and our 

understanding of political life will deepen. 

 

Dominic Byatt 

Reaching Out Commission Chair 
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APPENDICES 
 

Extract of relevant questions from the Chair’s Commission Members’ Survey: 

Question 14 

If you are an undergraduate or postgraduate student, or a postdoctoral 
researcher, how could the PSA support you more than it does already? 
(Skip if you are not a student)  

 

Total comments: 37 

Specialist Groups (3) 
Funding and Discounts (10)  
Mentoring/Guidance (10)  
Events/Membership Benefits (3)  
Research Promotion/Funding (3)  
Other (8) 
 

Specialist Groups 

“Remember many of us live outside of London. I feel more connected to the Specialist Group 

because I've connected with a few people there with a direct interest in my field and they have done 

events in the north of the country.”  

“It would be great if there were a fund for SGs to organise edited volumes, in which ECRs could be 

paired with established academics and contribute chapters.” 

“Specialist groups organising more events, perhaps smaller workshops in addition the larger 

conferences - they are good for networking” 

 

Funding and Discounts 

“Possibilities for further discounts for conference fees for postdocs who are not yet earning 

sufficiently” 

“I'm about to begin a part time doctorate. I've been a member since I finished my Masters a few 

years ago. More advice and connections to support funding applications and understand career 

options would be helpful.” 

“Awards and bursaries, travel expenses for conferences” 

“Reduced rates for un-waged early career researchers who are seeking to maintain networks despite 

unstable employment. Promoting ecr opportunities /jobs and networks.” 

“Free/greatly reduced membership and conference fees. More support/promotion of the PGN.” 

“Provide fellowships or internship for junior academicians and provide ways for marginalised (i.e. 

women and minority groups) groups to get more involved.” 
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“I'm about to begin a part time doctorate. I've been a member since I finished my Masters a few 

years ago. More advice and connections to support funding applications and understand career 

options would be helpful.” 

“Just finished my PhD and further discounts and training would have been useful” 

“Grants” 

“Postdoc: better spread of networking and other opportunities, also PhD postdoc research 

funding/bursaries.” 

 

Mentoring/Guidance  

“Workshops on how to find employment post PhD.” 

“PhD research student - more support from established and ECR colleagues, maybe at a pre-

conference event. Tips from experience on getting a job, getting published, getting noticed, getting 

onto a research team or project, etc” 

“Mentor scheme for PhDs/ECRs. PSA to be more vocal on the prevalence of fixed term contracts etc. 

which affect ECRs.”  

“I would appreciate some guidance from someone in the sector to get back in” 

“Career mentoring” 

“A mentoring scheme; more funding to students, more research/article/dissertation awards and 

opportunities for development.” 

“Mentoring programs” 

“I think doctoral students would benefit from more information/networking around the process of 

producing a PhD as much as the content.  I've met a lot of people who were perfectly confident 

doing their research and engaging with the academic community but were incredibly worried about 

the actual process of putting a thesis together.  It creates unnecessary anxiety.  It's surprising how 

little information there is or support is available on the crucial 'what, when and how' questions.  

Often supervisors are unfamiliar themselves with the process which will have changed immeasurably 

since they dealt with it themselves. Therefore building that kind of network would be helpful.  Also, 

general networks of Politics Postgrads are not necessarily that useful since they tend to be a very 

diverse group.  It would be good if the PSA could work to generate more formal links between 

groups of postgrads working in broadly similar areas (Electoral Studies, Political Thought, Legislative 

Studies etc). This has a lot of value for postgrads and early career researchers I think so maybe 

specialist groups should be encouraged to generate networks of postgrads in their areas.” 

“Professional Development” 

“A mentoring scheme, on the other hand, would be an excellent idea. As a research student, it is 

sometimes difficult to see the profession from outside the perspective of my own institution. 

not a student but can the psa offer undergraduate membership like BISA and the DSA?” 
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Events/Membership Benefits 

“More postgraduate student events e.g a forum.” 

“Have a 'Question Time' event once every two months in six different universities, up and down the 

UK.” 

“Ask different Political Science departments to nominate the best political science essay, once or 

twice a year and then award a PSA 'Best Undergraduate Essay' prize for semester one or two.” 

Research Promotion/Funding  

“Promote/fund research opportunities.” 

“Mechanisms for funding research; forums for collaboration on projects with more senior 

academics” 

“It could help by helping me promote my research activities” 

 

Other 

“My experience so far suggests that the PSA is doing enough for me in my Post Grad studies and at 

this point in time I have no suggestions for additional support.” 

“Student (undergraduate or postgraduate) representatives within relevant departments at 

universities.” 

“Nothing more really. The brochure on how to get published was excellent!!!” 

“Good support already.” 

“I'm not sure - I don't feel connected to the PG Network at all - distance & cost of travel to non-

essential events mean getting involved in the network is hard.” 

“Facilitating networks of early-career researchers” 

“It does a reasonable job. The Postgraduate Network could do with being more active, but that's 

mainly an internal matter and not properly the focus of the central PSA.” 

“Expand the PG network. It does a good job, but it feels very separate from my study experience.“ 
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Question 33 

What would you like to see in terms of links with practitioners of politics, 

and what could the PSA do to help facilitate such links?  

 

Total comments: 51 

Diversity of location/practitioners (11) 

Conference/Events (8) 

Engagement (7) 

Department support (3) 

Practitioner membership (4) 

Impact (3) 

International links (2) 

Specialist Groups (3) 

Other (10)   
 
 
Diversity of location/practitioners   
 “Making participation in politics more gender practical, especially, in regard to women's 
participation”  
 
“There could be more opportunities to link and exchange ideas and understandings with 
practitioners of politics that are less established, institutionalised 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. Or sessions with more institutionalised third sector 
campaigning organisations, think tanks and even charities to exchange perspectives on forms of 
political engagement at different levels” 
 
“To go beyond the usual suspects. The same big names seem to dominate most events aimed at 
practitioners. Work more closely with specialist groups, so to go beyond the main themes that tend 
to attract the most attention (election, devolution)” 
 
“the suggestion about regional groups - could be useful to get academics, other policy practitioners 
and politicians together. Big risk that London becomes the national (British) group tho. Could have 
more events outside London. Could do more with members' own knowledge/contacts” 
 
“More events at regional level - but not necessarily to cover regional issues. Moving beyond London 
and engaging undergraduate and graduate students is also important.” 
 
“It seems to me that all the PSA does is promote the links that some of its academics who are 
already good at this sort of thing have with policymakers (which may work as some kind of nudge) 
but there really isn't a lot of support for those who work in different ways to make different kinds of 
links to practitioners” 
 
“yes - more accessible and less like a clique”  
 
“Be more welcoming of practitioner experience and members” 
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“Too much focus on Westminster, reinforcing all the old stereotypes about what "politics" is. “ 
“Engage more broadly” 
 
“Less concern with elite politics” 
 
“PSA seem to focus on national practitioners at expense of local. Also language of academic 
discourse can be a barrier to engagement with practitioners” 
 
 
Conference/Events 
“Joint conferences, people invited to speak”  
 
“The PSA could put in place seminars and workshops which bring together academics and policy-
makers, NGOs etc on particular themes” 
 
“Joint conferences/events. Guest speakers/fellowships for teaching. Secondments. Circulating e.g. 
calls for evidence for governement inquiries” 
 
“These are vastly improved these days anyway, but why not have a 'Political Year in Review' session 
at the annual conference with politicians on a roundtable?” 
 
“I am a practitioner in that I work in the civil service. I think one thing would be to actually engage 
more with other disciplines particularly economics. Another would be to look at the way that the 
journals in particular and conference are organised: I found the conference very exclusionary as so 
many of the papers were based on theories that may be important in political studies but have little 
salience in the world of practitioners- eg. theories about critical junctures. I found also the quality of 
papers much worse than I expected: for example though I work for an independent institution, when 
I attended a paper about the working of independent institutions in Australia I found almost nothing 
I could learn from it. I think many of the workshops could be covered by that. I think there is a lot 
that scholars in some areas could learn in particular from the psephologists present who were much 
clearer and said something which had a real impact for me when I look at politics” 
 
“Joint conferences, research. Opening up to the fact that there are PSA members (like myself) who 
are practitioners. Encouragement to talk with politicians across the spectrum; care not to be pigeon-
holed as a left of centre organisation.” 
 
“Would be nice to have events where research organisations can meet and network with academics”  
 
“greater involvement at annual conference”  
 
 
Engagement 
“It would be great if the PSA could become the first port of call for govt departments looking for 
expert opinion” 
 
“More interaction with real politicians, candidates, activists and journalists across the political 
spectrum. More debates and opportunities for all levels and individuals involved in politics to 
interact” 
 
“Engagement with political parties and campaigns - conferences where they could present their 
ideas and could be challenged but under 'Chatham House Rules’” 
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“I would like to see us find ways of engaging practitioners in the debates we find interesting - such as 
critical theory. I see no inherent reason why the discipline should service the practice any more than 
the practice should service the discipline.” 
 
“Promote how the discipline can engage in HOC select committees”  
 
“Shape research agenda to better suit the needs of policy-makers (in dialogue with policy-makers)” 
 
“Reaching out and making relevant” 
 
 
Department support 
“More publicity about which University Departments are willing to accept school visits - or come to 
schools as guest speakers - a guide or list of these would be very useful, as I'm trying to get as many 
of my pupils as possible to consider studying Politics at University.” 
 
“Visiting practitioner scheme where policy-makers spend a term in a politics department.Facilitate 
them coming to us rather than the other way around” 
 
“PSA should offer impact training for scholars in departments that do not already offer it/cannot 
afford it. PSA needs to support departments with fewer resources to build links with practitioners. It 
gives them the institutional weight to talk with practitioners that their own universities may be 
unwilling or unable to provide.” 
 
 
Practitioner membership 
“Indeed! Please, not all the PSA members work in academia. Some of us are practitioners and feel 
completely left out.” 
 
“A practitioner membership would be a great idea - I am a local government employee and have 
recently completed a p/t phd but will probably have to leave the PSA even though I would like to 
maintain contact with the academic politics community.  Improved practitioner access for the annual 
conference would also be helpful.” 
 
“A wider understanding of what it means to be a practitioner”  
 
“Associate membership?” 
 
 
Impact 
“The current preoccupation with 'impact' should not become predominate. The PSA's first concern is 
the health of the profession” 
 
 “Anything which will help achieve 'impact' both in terms of grant and REF understanding of the 
term” 
 
“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.” 
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International links 
“I teach in an international school and I would find it useful to make contacts with other school 
teachers and other poitics tachers in my part of the world” 
 
“More international links” 
 
 
Specialist Groups 
“more active specialist groups”  
 
“Advertising, via specialist groups, relevant select committees that academics can feed into”  
 
 “Ask specialist groups to keep note of what their members are up doing in terms of research, and 
publish it, if possible so practitioners can view what research is being undertaken in their particular 
areas.” 
 
 
Other 
 “Not sure”  
 
“I know that such initiatives are costly and time-consuming. The PSA has got better at this in recent 
years and should build on that” 
 
“Stronger links with citizenship teaching in schools”  
 
“An impact case studies page might be useful”  
 
“I think the PSA does a good job already”  
 
“More Calls for Papers for events held at numerous different universities”  
 
““None. You have the directory already. You would only have to monitor links to dead and out of 
date websites” 
 
“I think the PSA picking up on god research in the academy and giving us a platform to disseminate it 
beyond the academy. policy briefings etc sound good” 
 
“provide funds to support travel for dissemination and impact events”  
 
“Nothing”  
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