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D.C. COLLOQUIUM

ON SAFARI IN POLICY-LAND
BY MICHAEL KIPARSKY

S cientists and policy makers alike increasingly 
recognize the need for engagement between their 
communities, but bridging the perceived gap 

between science and policy can be difficult in prac-
tice. In particular, there is a clear need and increasing 
demand for people with scientific expertise who un-
derstand enough about the policy world to engage with 
policy- and decision makers. However, opportunities 
to develop depth in both science and policy are rarely 
offered in graduate degree programs, and acquiring 
basic understanding of the policy landscape, let alone 
deep knowledge of the inner workings of its myriad 
processes, is a challenge for a working scientist.

Programs such as the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science (AAAS) Science and Tech-
nology Policy Fellowships teach scientists how to swim 
in a policy pond, but they are highly time-intensive. 
How-to articles exist, but are limited by their medium 
and may be difficult for the uninitiated to digest with-
out guidance. If you are a “policy-curious” scientist of 
any stripe, and want to contribute without a yearlong 
investment, the American Meteorological Society 
Summer Policy Colloquium deserves consideration.

For me, the Colloquium felt like a first African 
safari. It provided a guided look at an ecosystem 
(federal policy making) I had read about in books, 
including clear views of animals in their natural habi-
tat (purveyors of science policy) otherwise normally 
observed in captivity. The Colloquium provided 
an immediately useful introduction to policy for 
scientists and agency staff, and did so in a safe and 
low-commitment context.

WHAT CAN YOU ACTUALLY LEARN 
ABOUT POLICY IN 10 DAYS? Quite a lot. The 
value of this program lies largely in the immersive, 

experiential f lavor. That does not diminish the 
information content, which is substantial and well 
thought out—we read a broad selection of relevant 
books and heard talks from several academics—but 
this is not at all a class of the ivory tower persuasion. 
Hearing how people who have been steeped in the 
policy world talk about their work has a less tangible, 
but equally important learning value than a summary 
of what they actually said, and is more difficult to 
obtain—for someone peering into this world for the 
first time. Consider the difference between seeing a 
picture of a cheetah and witnessing one tearing across 
the Serengeti in front of your eyes—the latter is more 
impactful even if witnessed in passing. While meeting 
a White House official may not be quite as dramatic, 
the intangibles are comparable.

Some observations for the policy-curious scientist 
follow, based on a synthesis of my own limited experi-
ence working in state and regional policy settings and 
complimentary observations from the Colloquium.

First, it may be useful for many scientists to 
conceptualize “policy” in broad terms and focus on 
the area most relevant to their research or interests. 
While policy is synonymous with legislation in many 
people’s minds, that is but one element. One very 
general way to think about policy is as a decision 
coupled with authority. This definition expands the 
way a scientist might consider entry points to hav-
ing an impact as a scientist, including through the 
activities of agencies. It also enables inclusion of other 
critical elements in the recipe for changing the way 
government actually gets things done, notably budget 
and implementation.

Second, there is a useful distinction at the science-
policy interface between “science for policy” and 
“policy for science.” Both are important, and can be 
envisioned as flows of information and influence go-
ing in opposite directions between policy and science 
communities.

Third, to say that policy making is not a linear or 
rational process is to understate its chaotic nature. 
This point is critical, but sometimes seemingly dif-
ficult, for scientists to understand. A key corollary is 
that the policy impact of even the best science is often 
very limited without substantial effort, targeted in 
the correct context, to bring the scientific message to 
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those who can hear and act on it. And such communi-
cation can only be the first step. While that correctly 
implies that a lot of learning is necessary for scientists 
who aspires to policy fluency and effectiveness at the 
interface between science and policy, it also true that 
with some basic understanding and tools it is possible 
to find a way to start contributing.

SOME KEY MESSAGES. The most important 
message may be that in spite of the challenges, there are 
innumerable opportunities for a motivated scientist 
to get directly involved, and furthermore there is tre-
mendous demand for scientific expertise at all levels 
of policy making. Starting simply by offering oneself 
as a resource to local policy staff can lead quickly to 
making a substantial contribution. But there are many 
functions within the policy world that are explicitly 
designed as conduits for scientific information, and 
others that welcome it. Finding such entry points can 
understandably seem daunting; knowing where to 
start, and what matters to your audience, can give you 
direction and a leg up. For example, congressional 
staffers and policy fellows do much of the work of 
translation and integration, but are very often working 
on tight time lines outside of their areas of expertise. 
Many are eager to develop trusted expert sources to 
consult when the need arises.

Politics trumps policy in Washington, D.C. 
Learning what that really means, why it matters, 
and how it can affect scientists is a valuable lesson. 
One way to get a taste of this is through hands-on 
exercises in policy design that mix in a political ele-
ment. Many Colloquium participants found these 
exercises eye-opening, as rational policy proposals 
were altered beyond recognition in the scrum of a 
simulated political negotiation.

Money talks. Budgets are usually the key gating 
function for policy enactment, but lots of work is 
required to get to the point where funding can be ad-
dressed. Understanding the importance of budgets and 
how budgets work can give key context for what kind 
of input can be used, and what might be irrelevant. 
In legislation, it is a truism that anything that can be 
framed in terms of the number of jobs created can have 
a leg up. More generally, a focus on benefits will gener-
ate a more receptive response than “doom and gloom” 
arguments, as fear can paralyze decision making.

Even for topics inherently driven by science, sci-
ence is but one input into policy decisions, and often 
has less influence than it deserves. Scientists need to 
be at peace with this fact.

The value of soft skills is inestimable. In par-
ticular, the communication skills exhibited by the 
speakers at the Colloquium spoke volumes about 
the importance of articulating scientific and policy 
narratives that are both concise and compelling. In 
writing, formal presentations, and informal conver-
sation, scientists need to learn to communicate in a 
different way. Learn to speak their language, not 
yours. But do not pretend to be a native.

Language and cultural learning of this sort in a 
scientist is a rare and valued commodity. There are 
too few “amphibians” whose role is addressing bar-
riers to the transfer of information between science 
producers and policy consumers, and vice versa. 
Learning how to tailor information to consumer 
needs requires developing trust and fostering rela-
tionships across cultural boundaries.

Intensity is high in the policy world. Turnaround 
for science-policy products is orders of magnitude 
faster than most scientists are used to. Robustness 
and defensibility are expected to be high, but the 
level of detail is much lower and conciseness is more 
critical. However rapid-fire it seems, policy as a whole 
is not uniformly hurried. There can be a punctuated 
equilibrium, with long periods of perceived stasis on 
particular issues. It’s not all about rapid-fire memos 
slapped on a mahogany desk just in time for the 
crucial decision—there can be substantial time spent 
laying groundwork—but it does move fast when con-
ditions are right. In this, policy is a bit like research.

Closely related to communication, interpersonal 
elements are crucial. Relationships, credibility, and 
trust matter in science. They are the bread-and-butter 
of the policy world. Similarly, scientists can realize 
that leadership is a skill, not just a trait. Moving 
policy can require a large lever arm, and learning 
how to effectively work with a team can increase 
one’s impact.

WHAT HAPPENED DURING THE COLLO-
QUIUM. To develop the lessons described above and 
much more, the Colloquium allowed participants to 
take a long look over the shoulders of science-policy 
practitioners, who ranged from staffers to director-
level administrators from every branch of govern-
ment, NGOs, media, and academia. We engaged in 
frank discussions with congressional staffers and 
AAAS science-policy fellows, who do the heavy lift-
ing of bringing science into the legislative fray from 
the “bottom up.” We heard a remarkably riveting 
overview of congressional procedure from the person 
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responsible for briefing freshman members of Con-
gress. We discussed strategic thinking with people 
responsible for pushing scientific agendas onto the 
policy stage.

Daily visits to Capitol Hill, shared meals, group 
projects, and social and networking events kept 
things lively. Speakers engaged informally with our 
small group for one to two hours each, with prepared 
remarks and plenty of interaction. For the many par-
ticipants contemplating career transitions or greater 
roles in science policy, long-format career narratives 
from each speaker were enlightening. Instead of brief, 
polished bios, we heard less-varnished versions of 
each series of “inspired choices and happy accidents,” 
which drove home the message that nonlinearity in 
career choice may be the rule rather than the excep-
tion for those engaging with science policy.

The content dove deeply beyond a civics class into 
what really happens in the policy world, as told by 
those who engage in it. An informal poll of partici-
pants suggested that most found the time to be highly 
valuable, and in some cases it was even life-changing. 
In spite of a substantial reading list, academics such 
as myself who have interest in the social science of 
policy processes will find the Colloquium a bit light 
on theory. That is by design—the point was to give 
scientists an unvarnished sense of the nuts and bolts 
of policy making, opening doors to further inquiry 
and practical application—but more options could 
be provided from the rich and growing scholarly 
literatures on the topic. Such minor quibbles do not 
detract from the value of the program, which I would 
unhesitatingly recommend to scientists with policy 
interests. The Colloquium was organized and run 
impeccably. The AMS staff who served as our guides 
delivered a great program. Beyond setting up and 
contextualizing a strong agenda of great speakers, 
they effectively motivated the broad and diverse 
members of the class, who included scientists and ad-
ministrators from academia, agencies, and industry. 
Common interests and diverse backgrounds among 
the participants, who ranged from agency division 
directors to students attending on National Science 
Foundation–funded scholarships, led to informal 
learning among the class.

While sponsored by the AMS and drawing many 
scientists studying weather- and climate-related 
subjects, the material in the Colloquium has broader 
relevance, both topically and in terms of other policy 
arenas; much of what we learned applies just as well 
to state and local policy. Other organizations would 

do well to consider if their membership could benefit 
from similar exercises.

CONCLUSION. For some scientists, working in 
the policy world could require a substantial frame 
shift and an investment in learning outside one’s 
comfort zone. But, like research, the policy world is 
a nut that is possible to crack with effort and genuine 
interest, and many scientists report that the rewards 
of connecting one’s field of research to its use for 
improving relevant efforts at the policy level can be 
great.

To conclude, I will risk stretching the safari meta-
phor a bit further. The safari experience of the Collo-
quium provides a compressed version of a wilderness 
experience, with excitement around every corner and 
a dense concentration of charismatic megafauna re-
vealed by skilled guides. The lessons related above are 
illustrative, but cannot capture the immersive experi-
ence of the Colloquium. The whole of the perspective 
was much greater than the sum of the parts. Just like 
returning from a safari, the Colloquium left many of 
the participants dreaming and scheming about how 
we might return to that ecosystem again, next time 
as self-guided explorers.
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