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What we’ll cover

• What’s Overton?

• How research is used by policymakers

• Things we’ve learned about the academic / 
policy interface

• What can we do as researchers?



We do three main things at 

Overton

• “Like Google, 
but for policy 
documents”

• We track 
citations and 
other links to 
research from 
those policy 
documents

• We collect calls 
for evidence and 
expertise from 
government & 



Combination of paid & free 

services

• Access is usually paid for by university / funder

• Free for research purposes (if you’re writing a 
paper / poster)

• “Engage” database is free with a login















How does research get into a document like this?



Through informal channels

• May not be 

recorded

• Hard to get 

credit for as 

a researcher



We try to track 

opportunities like 

these at 

engage.overton.io

(free after login)



What about ways that are more traceable?



Policy documents may cite both scholarly research and 

grey literature



As a quick aside – the grey 

literature

Journals, 

monographs, books 

– in the scholarly 

record, may have 

DOI

Everything else –

policy briefs, 

blog posts, white 

papers, reports



(we’ll pick examples of African research – more on 

this later)

International 

Livestock 

Research 

Institute, 

Nairobi

Institute for 

Meteorologica

l Training 

and Research, 

Nairobi



Often policy cites people, 

not papers

Approx 1 academic mentioned 

per 10 citations



A very common 

scenario: 

research is 

cited by an 

intermediary / 

knowledge broker 

who write a 

brief or report, 

which is cited 

in gov policy.

We call these 

“second order” 

citations





Another quick aside – when does 

impact happen?
Step 1

Step 

2?

Step 

2?

Step 

2?



Some things we’ve learned



In general

• 5.8% of Scopus articles published between 2008 and 2016 

are cited in policy (47% of a random sample of 

Development Studies, 0.1% of Drama & Theatre)



The social sciences are heavily 

cited



Governments cite local

University of 

Melbourne

University of Sydney

Australian National 

University

University of Cape 

Town

University of the 

Witwatersrand

Stellenbosch 

University

University of Ghana

Kwame Nkrumah UST

University of Oxford

University of Sao 

Paolo

University of Brasilia

University of Minas 

Gerais

The three most cited institutions are…

In policy from…



Except in countries with a 

smaller research base

World Bank

Harvard University

University of Oxford

University of Cape 

Town

UC Berkley

Columbia University

NBER

University of the 

Witwatersrand

Stanford University

Yale University

MIT

World Health 

Organization

Looking at policy from all of Africa, the top cited 

institutions are…



What can we do as researchers?

• Consider non-journal outputs: policy briefs, 
reports

• Building a network with policymakers takes 
time, care and attention for little reward. You 

may be better to identify which knowledge 

brokers are already active in your area

• Visibility matters: if a policymaker can’t find 
your work, they can’t use or cite your work 



If you’re interested in 

research on how research 

interacts with policy… we 

have an open funding call

https://bit.ly/microgrant2

024



Thank you!

• Happy to chat by email: euan@overton.io

• https://www.overton.io/

mailto:euan@overton.io

