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Learning 
objectives

1. List the main avenues for getting 

academic research into Parliament.

2. Understand the benefits and drawbacks 

for engaging with each of these avenues.

3. Be equipped with the tools to take your 

research into Parliament!



Presentation 
outline

• Who uses research in parliament?

• How each actor works

• How to engage as an academic.

• Benefits/drawbacks of engaging as an 

academic

• Q&A session



Who uses 
research in 
Parliament?

House of Commons 
Select Committees

House of Lords
Select Committees 

House of Commons Library House of Lords Library

Legislation – particularly Public Bill Committees

POST (Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology)

MPs/MPs’ researchers Peers/Peers’ researchers

All Party Parliamentary Groups



Select 
committees

• Cross-party groups of MPs or Peers (or 

both – joint committees).

• Scrutinise the work of the Government 

(and, increasingly, private companies).

• Usually focus on the work of a particular 

department (Commons) or a broad theme 

(Lords).
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What are 
select 

committees?

• Usually permanent, although some Lords 

committees established for single 

parliamentary session.

• They can meet during parliamentary 

recesses but not during dissolution – each 

committee must be re-established at the 

start of each Parliament.



What do 
select 

committees 
do?

Overall aim:  

To hold Ministers and Departments to 

account, and to investigate matters of 

public concern where there is a need 

for accountability to the public 

through Parliament. 



How do 
select 

committees 
work?

The number of committee chairs for each party 

reflects the party balance in the Commons.

Conservative, 

16

Labour, 8

Scottish 

National 

Party, 2

Number of committee chairs

Conservative Labour Scottish National Party



How do 
select 

committees 
work?

Exact allocation of 

which committee 

to which party is 

decided by the 

“usual channels” 

and then approved 

by the Commons



How do 
select 

committees 
work?

Chairs elected in a secret ballot of all MPs, using 

the alternative vote system



How do 
select 

committees 
work?

The membership of each committee (usually 11 

MPs) also reflects the party balance of the 

Commons:

Conservative, 

6
Labour, 4

SNP, 1

Transport select committee membership

Conservative Labour SNP



How do 
select 

committees 
work?

Parties elect their members individually (using 

internal elections if places are oversubscribed), 

then formally approved by the Commons



How do 
select 

committees 
work?

• They don’t usually carry out line-by-line 

scrutiny of proposed legislation (that’s a job 

for Public Bill Committees).

• They do conduct inquiries into specific 

topics.

• They do hold one-off evidence session and 

pre-appointment hearings.
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How do 
select 

committees 
work?

Anyone can submit written evidence!

• You don’t have to be invited to do so.

• You don’t have to have a pre-existing relationship with the 

Committee.

• You don’t have to be a professor, lecturer or have a PhD.

All you need is relevant interest or expertise in the questions asked.

Tips:

• Introduce yourself (explain why your evidence is credible).

• Be relevant (focus on the questions asked*)

• Be original (can’t just send in journal articles or blogposts)

• Be concise and clear (<3,000 words, limit technical language)

• Meet the deadline.
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How do 
select 

committees 
work?

Things to avoid:

• Presenting them with all the information you have on a topic.

• Being too abstract – link your findings to government policy, 

make recommendations (and not just asking for further 

research).

• Being party political.

• Anything libellous (it will be covered by parliamentary privilege 

but you don’t want to give them a reason to reject your 

evidence)

• Criticising the inquiry itself – be constructive.

Also remember:  almost all evidence is published and will stay on the 

internet forever…
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How do 
select 

committees 
work?

Getting called to give oral evidence:

• Oral evidence is not of any higher status than 

written evidence.

• There can be additional prestige of getting 

invited to give evidence.

• Opportunity to go into greater depth, 

explore ideas with committee members.

• Tips:

• Research background of Members.

• Practice with colleagues.

• Get a briefing from the staff.



How do 
select 

committees 
work?

Committee staff (impartial crown servants) 

support select committees by…

• Proposing witnesses

• Drafting the call for evidence

• Reading and analysing all the written 

evidence

• Drafting evidence session briefing papers 

(suggested questions)

• Drafting “Heads of Report” 

• Drafting Chair’s Draft Report

• Rewriting report until all the Committee 

are happy.
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How do 
select 

committees 
work?

Environmental impact of 

microplastics

• Sources of microplastics include 

exfoliation beads in cosmetic 

products, fibres from clothes,

• Microplastics can’t be fully filtered 

out by waste water treatment, so are 

released into the sea, where they get 

find their way into the food chain

• Committee took evidence over

spring/summer 2016

• Strategically held back publication of 

report until newspapers ‘silly season’ 

in August

• Daily Mail not only ran story, but 

launched a full campaign

• 2 weeks later Government agreed to 

ban microbeads in cosmetics & 

personal care products



Strengths 

• Cross-party consensus on 

recommendations – very powerful.

• Hold Government to account and 

improve policymaking.

• Around 40% of recommendations are 

taken up by the Government in one 

way or another, not always 

immediately. 



Strengths

• Can be agenda-setting, or shine a 

spotlight on an area that is being 

neglected.

• Provide an avenue for expertise and a 

range of voices into Parliament.

• Even just holding an inquiry can push 

the Government to address an issue.



Weaknesses

• Sometimes can’t escape party politics 

– especially in the run-up to elections 

or particularly tense periods 

(Brexit…)

• Trying to maintain consensus can 

weaken their work.

• MPs are busy people – can’t always 

devote much time to select 

committee work.



Weaknesses

• Diversity – gender and race balance 

can be much worse than Parliament as 

a whole.

• Talented politicians often go straight 

onto the front bench.

• Lack of formal powers.

• No automatic plenary debates. 

• Lack of follow-up.

• Can be too focused on the past.
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Public Bill 
Committees



House of 
Commons/

Lords 
Libraries



POST

Horizon scanning

• POSTnotes

Reactive advice to Committees 

and the Libraries

• POSTbriefs

• Ad hoc assistance

Knowledge Exchange

• Internal and external

Training

• POST Fellowships

• Academic Fellowships



Knowledge 
Exchange 

Hub



Individual 
MPs/Peers

Can build relationships with specific MPs especially if local or 

have a specialist policy interest. BUT

Target your approach.

Make clear why it is relevant for them.

Be aware of the party politics involved.

Recognise that they will be incredibly busy.

Peers may be more successful BUT

Few have staff.

Activity levels vary.

Think about what your end goal is.



All Party 
Parliamentary

Groups

(APPGs)

• Informal cross-party groups for parliamentarians with 
an interest in a particular issue. 

• Must contain members of more than one party. 

• No official status within parliament.

• Some involve people outside parliament in their 
administration and activities.

• Vary a lot in how active and credible they are.



Conclusion

• Always know what your goal is and how engaging 
with Parliament will help.

• Be aware of the different routes into engaging with 
Parliament and their different timescales: some will 
mean long-term commitment, others have a quicker 
payoff.

• Stay alert for opportunities: parliamentary staff 
won’t find you.

• Enjoy it!



Thank you

a.meakin@leeds.ac.uk

Twitter: @a_meakin

mailto:a.meakin@leeds.ac.uk

