Turning Research into Policy:
Getting Good Laws Passed and Implemented
Barry M. Sweedler and Kathryn Stewart
Safety and Policy Analysis International

Tucson, AZ USA
presented at

7th Annual International

Ignition Interlock Symposium 

Vail, Colorado 
October 22-25, 2006
Introduction

In past research and throughout the symposium, we have heard about the effectiveness of interlock programs in reducing drinking and driving for drivers convicted of DWI (ICADTS, 2001).  But, we have also heard how underutilized interlocks are in the fight to reduce drinking and driving.  We have also heard about the experience of countries and states that have implemented interlock programs (ICADTS, 2005).  This presentation will put this information into the context of policy action: How do we get good laws passed and implemented well?  What are the barriers that may be faced in enacting laws or revising existing laws?  What are the strategies that can be used to overcome these barriers?  How do we achieve strong implementation of laws? What role do researchers play in this process?  
Passing good laws

The first step in getting good laws passed is to define just what a good law is and on a state-by-state basis clearly define just what changes are needed.  One of the problems with interlock programs is that they are complex, involving various phases, multiple contingencies, and differing potential consequences.  These need to be laid out clearly if advocates and policy-makers are to be able to address them.  
Once the goal is clearly defined, resources should be mustered.  A key strategy for gaining the passage of legislation is the formation of coalitions (Wagenaar et al, 2006).    Coalitions that form around a single issue (or narrow set of issues) can take advantage of the differing strengths and resources of the participants.    Some key characteristics of a good coalition are as follows:
· The coalition should focus on a single issue.  Members should sign on to the coalition knowing exactly what they were getting in to.  Those who can support the issue should join.  Those who could not support the issue should stay away.  

· Coalition membership should be diverse.  It should include representatives of government agencies, the insurance industry, auto industry, AAA, program providers and advocacy groups.

· Members contribute to the effort according to their strengths.  For example, government agencies can develop and provide supportive information (such as Facts-Myths papers) and testify before state legislatures.  Advocacy groups can bring attention to the issues through their membership networks and contacts with legislators.  Industry groups can make available the efforts of their lobbyists.  

· The coalition should be structured to maximize effectiveness.  The diversity of members should include those who could provide updates on pending legislation, who is in favor, who is opposed, what is needed to bring legislation to a vote.  Other members could provide credible information and testimony that could convince reluctant legislators.  Other members could apply judicious pressure where needed.

· Coalition members should be prepared to meet with key actors.  One-on-one meetings with legislators and judges may be what are needed to push the agenda forward.  Sometimes these meetings may have to be repeated - to show your commitment and to show that the coalition will not give up easily.

A coalition strategy can suffer from some weaknesses.  Large membership can lead to a diffusion of responsibility in which no one member feels compelled to act.  Coalitions can be overly large or bureaucratized and thus become muscle-bound and unable to move forward.  But if the focus is sufficiently narrow and a high level of commitment is maintained among members, coalitions can be an invaluable tool to bringing about legal and policy change.

Clearly, researchers and research findings can play a key role in this type of effort.  Research findings can be utilized by the coalition to promote action.  The researchers themselves can serve as credible spokespeople for action.  Research findings can provide major impetus for legislative action – if these findings are well presented to the right people.

Overcoming barriers

Ignition interlock laws and implementation of interlock programs are made more feasible because there is little organized lobbying against them, as is the case with other issues.  Few special interest groups are threatened by or actively opposed to these programs.  Serious barriers do exist, however, and strategies must be applied to overcome them.  Some of these barriers and strategies are described briefly below:

· Complexity.  As mentioned above, interlock programs are by nature somewhat complex.  While the basic principle is easily grasped, specific provisions of the laws can be confusing.  As has been demonstrated though a great deal of research, these specific provisions are important.  They need to be broken down into simple formats.
· Apathy.  Interlock laws seem bureaucratic and technical.  Enforcement seems trivial and even punitive.  It is crucial for advocates – with the help of researchers – to indicate the lifesaving importance of the laws and active implementation.  The public and legislators need to understand that passing good laws and effectively implementing them can be translated into lives saved and tragedies averted, and money saved.
· Resistance from government agencies and the courts.  Typically, bureaucracies resist change (Rawson et al., 2002).  Even agencies that have the goal of improving public safety may resist adopting interlock programs or some of its provisions.  Any legal or policy change requires reordering priorities, altering organizational structures, and revamping procedures.  Changes in one part of the system may place strain on other parts.  For example, increasing interlock use may require more action by licensing agencies and the judicial system. In implementing interlock programs, it is important to address the concerns of the agencies that must implement these programs.  

· The anecdote effect.  For every important research finding there is an anecdote that contradicts or undermines it.  Everybody had a great uncle who smoked two packs a day and lived to be 99.  Everyone has heard a story about how the interlock system can be bypassed, or about the driver who couldn't get his car started to rush his pregnant wife to the hospital.  The power of these anecdotes is a constant frustration to researchers whose years of work can be dismissed by a single anecdote told to the right person.  Advocates, with the help of researchers, must come up with their own anecdotes and techniques to indicate in the strongest and simplest possible terms the importance, effectiveness, and feasibility of good interlock programs.

· The problem of priorities.  Legislators, the judicial system, enforcement agencies, licensing agencies all have competing demands on their time and resources (Stewart, 2005).  Spokespersons for interlock programs need to make a compelling argument that interlock programs are worthwhile.
One tool for overcoming some of the barriers described above is model legislation. It is usually very helpful if good model legislation is available for States to use as a basis for adopting their own interlock laws.  Such models can help overcome some of the problems of complexity and apathy by setting out the law in clear and compelling terms.  While some groups prepare such models, the most effective are those prepared by groups that have credibility with State legislators.   One such group is the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL).  Working with groups like NCSL to develop good model interlock legislation, can pay big benefits.   

Another tool for overcoming barriers is a clear and concise document laying out the facts and myths about interlock programs to provide the compelling arguments for adoption and to counteract some of the widespread myths about the programs.  Ideally, these documents will include local data – how many offenders are eligible at the state or local level; how many offenses or crashes might be averted through the full implementation of interlocks.  Local organizations and state legislators tend to be convinced more readily by local data than by national data or data collected in other localities.  These fact sheets should be no longer than one or two pages.  Busy legislators, judges and policy-makers tend to lose interest when presented with voluminous material to read.
Strong implementation
Good laws are essential, but good implementation is also needed.  As has been seen from our experience thus far with interlocks, simply having the laws on the books is not sufficient to ensure that interlocks will actually be put on the vehicles of offenders.  Strong implementation requires continued commitment from key actors, constant monitoring by advocates and continuous problem solving.  Implementation can be facilitated by well designed laws, of course.  For example, judges often fail to assign offenders to receive interlocks because the judges have not been convinced that interlocks are worthwhile or appropriate or because they believe that they pose an undue burden on offenders or their families.  Advocates can spend considerable time and effort educating judges.  Or they can simply advocate for administrative application of interlock penalties.
The role of research and researchers

In every phase of designing, passing, and implementing interlock programs, researchers have key roles to play.  They provide the evidence that makes a compelling case for the laws and the most effective provisions.  They can provide a credible voice in persuading legislators, policy-makers, enforcement agencies, the courts, and the general public of the importance of these programs.  The evidence they produce of effectiveness and cost effectiveness can provide convincing arguments to lawmakers and potential advocacy partners.  That same evidence can counter myths and misinformation – if used appropriately.  Researchers can monitor the implementation of programs and point to areas in need of improvement.  Researchers, however, must balance the perceptions of their credibility against the need for known local sources of information.  Research on dissemination and adoption of innovations indicates that policy makers at the local level are often skeptical about the applicability and practicality of research findings in their own communities. (Jarrar & Zairi, 2000; O’Dell & Grayson, 1998).  They are sometimes more likely to be convinced by peers or by experts with local knowledge and experience.  Researchers must learn to deal with this perceived conflict between the ivory tower and the real world.

A variety of strategies can help research findings and the researchers themselves play their roles most effectively.

· Present research findings in formats and venues that are accessible to advocates, policy-makers, and the general public.  Professional journals and presentations at research conferences and symposiums like this one can only go so far (Morrissey, et al., 1997; Schorr, 1993).   If the researchers themselves do not feel comfortable publishing findings in accessible venues, advocates should work with them to make sure that key findings are widely disseminated.

· Translate research findings into easily understood forms.  The language of research is often difficult for policy-makers or lay audiences to understand.  Findings must be translated into clear and compelling messages.

· Be available to discuss findings where and when needed.  Not all researchers feel comfortable in this role, but where possible, by testifying at hearings or presenting findings in other settings where policy action can be taken, researchers can serve as a powerful and credible voice for needed change.  
Conclusions
Every campaign to pass effective ignition interlock laws and achieve strong implementation of these laws requires champions, effective spokespersons, and good written materials – including model legislation, facts-myths papers, and local data.  Coalitions can play a key role in pushing the issue forward.  
The use of the ignition interlock is an effective strategy for changing the behavior of a difficult population.  There are also strategies for dealing with other difficult populations – legislators and judges.  Patience and persistence can pay off.  It may take more than one legislative session to achieve the desired result.  
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