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Context for this document
Giving Evidence and On Think Tanks were hired by a client to study some mechanisms by which evidence
can/does influence policy and practice, in international development. We were particularly interested in the
more engaged, intensive partnerships that some research-producers and others form with governments and
other ‘spending entities’ to influence and guide them towards evidence-informed practice.
We are sharing some of what we learned in the hope that it is helpful to the wider field.
We used two methods:
1. We read various documents pertaining to evidence-into-policy (EIP) work. We do not purport to have
done a comprehensive review of the literature, nor even a systematic review of parts of it. We have
looked for documents, and insights within those documents, that are particularly relevant to the
types of partnerships described. A list of the documents that we used is at the back of this
document.
2. We interviewed various people in research-producing organisations (universities, non-profit research
houses, think tanks and others), and some of their counterparts in governments and operational
organisations.
Much of this document was written for our own purposes in this project – and hence some of it is in note
form. We are sharing it nonetheless. We are also sharing, in a separate document, some insights from our
interviews with EIP organisations.

Framing thought
Richard Thaler (later, a Nobel laureate), The Anti-Poverty Experiment, Wall Street Journal, 5 June 2015:
“The daunting realisation is that we don’t know what the hell we’re doing in most fields of life, especially
the ones that involve people.”
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Explanatory notes
Some factors to note:
First, a note on language. We use ‘spending entity’ to mean organisations that fund or run programmes, such
as public sector agencies or non-profits. They have ‘policies’ which drive and define their work and are thus
potential evidence implementers. Work on evidence-into-policy and practice (EIP) is primarily intended to
influence them. Hence, this document does not only concern public policy. Also, for ease, we do not
distinguish between policy nor decision-making (though some other authors do).
Second, we did not find any existing analysis specifically about the kind of engaged, intensive partnerships in
which we are particularly interested. Much of the literature concerns evidence-into-policy in general,
including the much less intensive, more passive ‘dissemination’ models. Hence this analysis is at points quite
general and only some of it relates directly to intensive partnerships.
Third, we use evidence to mean various types of information, which we define in this document.
Fourth, we are mindful of the whole ‘evidence system’i (see Figure 1 below). It is not/rarely the case that
getting evidence-into-practice involves only a research-producer and the research-user. For one thing,
policymakers are rarely looking on researchers’ hard drives. Instead:





After production, the evidence often goes through some kind of synthesis process, such as
systematic reviews, or even just comparison with other material.
It always goes through a dissemination process. That may involve academic journals or evidenceand-gap maps, specialist non-academic publications and conferences (e.g., sector blogs, magazines,
newsletters), generalist publications and events (e.g., The Economist, TED), plus social media and
word-of-mouth. Dissemination certainly involves research architecture to make it findable, e.g.,
repositories (of raw data and/or research findings).
Research often then goes through a ‘transformation’ process, such as being integrated into
decision-guides, such as guidelines (as doctors have Clinical Practice Guidelines) or checklists.

Various organisations are involved at these various stages: in other words, it is not only research producers
who can help the spending entity (the evidence implementers).
Lastly, much of the literature concerns influencing public policy. This is a subset of the targets of EIP work,
which include influencing policy and practice of governments and other public entities, schools, NGOs and
sometimes companies (e.g., those providing financial services to the poor or to SMEs).
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Figure 1: The evidence system

Fifth, the documents used in this summary report are listed in the appendix. We numbered them. The
numbers are used in the document to indicate the source. (This is done sometimes and not totally
consistently.)

Frameworks for this document
This document uses the diagram in Figure 2 below and goes through each section in turn. To explain this
diagram:
1. Evidence-into-policy work (which includes, but is not limited to, these more intensive partnerships
that we are discussing in this project) ‘operate on’ some set of organisations that fund or run
programmes, such as public sector agencies or non-profits. They are potential evidence
implementers. (They are also sometimes research producers, etc.)
2. Evidence-into-policy work has various intended impacts: different intended impacts at different
times and places. They include amended policies, and higher demand for evidence.
3. There are various barriers to those impacts (e.g. lack of data from which to formulate policies), and
various conditions necessary for the intended impacts to be achieved.
4. Organisations which promote evidence-into-policy (including research producers, but also others
such as research infrastructure bodies like Cochrane or the Campbell Collaboration) have various
models and run various types of activity to surmount those barriers and put in place/bolster those
necessary conditions.
5. Those activities and models are aided by some factors, which we call enablers. (They’re like tailwinds,
because they make things easier – except that, unlike tailwinds which are either there or not, you
can sometimes influence them), and impeded by factors which we call impediments.
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Figure 2: Framework for this document

We also use – and found valuable in this project – a very simply categorisation of the main activities in
research:
Figure 3: The ABC model of evidence-into-policy
A. Decide the research question
B. Answer the question. i.e., produce research to answer the question
C. Supporting / enabling implementation: e.g., help policymakers and
decision-makers to find, understand and apply the implications of the
research; disseminate the findings; support with implementation.
We have found this categorisation useful in various ways, including:
-

Checking that there is activity at all three stages. For example, if somebody does A and B but not C,
the research is unlikely to have much effect. Equally, there are sometimes initiatives to identify
unanswered or important research questions (A) but no capacity to then answer them (i.e., no
proceeding to B or C).

-

Research seems to be much more likely to influence policy or practice if policymakers or
practitioners (‘the demand side’) are involved at A, i.e., in specifying the problem.

-

But in much academic research, there are few/no policymakers or practitioners involved at A: the
research question is decided purely based on what is ‘academically relevant’ or the academics’
interests. In that model, the researchers’ first main contact with people who might use the research
is at C: and the research might be into a question which is of no interest to anybody else. We have
sometimes called this approach: “here’s that report that you didn’t ask for”. It is hardly surprising if
this model does not create much influence.

-

The choice of who is involved at A and C indicates something about who matters. We found some
cases where no policy-makers or practitioners are involved at A, so the research may well not be into
6

questions that matter to them; and sometimes where policy-makers or practitioners are barely
involved at C, other than as rather passive recipients of ‘dissemination activities’. The notion in that
model seems to be that the sole barrier to them running evidence-based programmes is the lack of
evidence (sometimes in the literature called ‘ignorance’ of what to do).
-

The choice of who is involved at A, and therefore what questions get researched, is very important.
This is about power. The literature (discussed in this document) touches on this. For instance,
suppose that a funder makes funding available for research on particular topics. That determines A.
Researchers produce research on those topics (B). If the researchers then do any work at C, arguably
they are persuading/guiding policymakers or practitioners to run programmes on topics which were
not their choice: and perhaps which don’t reflect the priorities in their countries. Clearly this scenario
happens often. It is particularly dangerous when the funders are unaware of the priorities and
context, e.g., funders in the Global North providing funding for research in/about the Global South,
and thereby (presumably inadvertently) influencing practice there.
o

A subtler variant this. The process described produces evidence-based programmes on those
topics. But not on other topics. Now, some funding is drawn to programmes which are
evidence-based: for example, philanthropic funding through the Effective Altruist movement.
Hence, funding (particularly for resource-poor contexts) can be guided towards programmes
which have strong evidence, but may not be important, because the topics were chosen by
people a long way away, or with completely different agendas.

-

Clearly, an organisation’s choice of what it does at each stage of ABC is a way of articulating its
theory of change.

-

If an organisation is ‘just’ a research producer – doing ‘just’ A&B – it is reasonable to ask who, if
anybody is doing C. That is, how are any of the intended users of the research meant to find it,
interpret it, and apply it? What assumptions is the organisation making about how intended users
operate and their capabilities and resources, and how reasonable are those assumptions?
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Figure 4: Examples of models we encountered with different ABCs:
Classic academic
model*

Embedded
partnership
between research(Some think-tanks producers and
work like this)
policymakers/
practitioners

Some networks
(e.g., EGAP)

Evidence-savvy
policymaker:
Demand-driven
research

A

Academics/
researchproducer.
Funders can be
very influential.

Both

Mainly
policymakers/
practitioners

The government

B

Academics/
researchproducer

Normally just the
researchers, but
sometimes also the
policymakers/
practitioners.

Normally just the
researchers, but
sometimes also the
policymakers/
practitioners.

Academics

C

Just
dissemination: no
support with
interpretation or
implementation

Both: researchers
provide
considerable
support on
interpretation (and
sometimes
implementation)

Both: researchers
provide
considerable
support on
interpretation (and
sometimes
implementation)

The government

Implementation
only (or, nearly
only), e.g.,
Evidence Action

(We found an
example of this)
These both pretty
much happen
outside Evidence
Action

Evidence Action
does this.

(* Sometimes academics or researchers have no choice about this arrangement. But sometimes they do.)
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1. Types of spending entity
This list is not mutually exclusive.
Government:
 National
 Regional (within a country)
 City (municipal)
 Local government
International agencies:
 Regional, e.g. ASEAN, EU
 Global, e.g., WHO, World Bank, WTO, most UN agencies
Non-government public bodies, e.g.,
 Regulators
 Non-departmental public bodies, e.g., agencies that issue driving licences, lottery distributors
 Central banks
 Parliament and parliamentary bodies, including MPs.
Non-governmental entities:
 Grant funders
 Operational NGOs.
The people in the spending entity may be:
 Elected, and decision-makers
 Non-elected decision-makers (e.g., in a central bank or regulator)
 Advisors but not decision-makers.
The policy-makers include: “official or nonelected staff member at any level in government with the ability to
make budget, policy, or management decisions or influence the extent to which data and evidence are used.
A policymaker can be a politician (e.g., head of state, governor, legislator, or political appointee), a
bureaucrat with an administrative role in day-to-day policy or program-related decisions, or a public-sector
servant responsible for implementing programs. Policymaking thus can be influenced by a wide range of
government actors.” ii
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2. Types of evidence / data involved
The types of data and research involved are many and varied. We found various lists and categorisations.
First categorisation, from Results for Alliii, which is somewhat definitional:


Evidence: Information that is collected from a broad range of sources such as evaluations, research,
administrative and statistical data, and citizen opinion, in a rigorous, systematic and transparent
process (Shaxson, 2016). Evidence can be used by decision makers, policy practitioners, the media,
philanthropic organisations, NGOs, the private sector and other groups outside of government.
 Data: Facts and statistics used in decision making
 Quality data and evidence: The dimensions of high-quality data and evidence include credibility,
objectivity, reliability, clarity, timeliness and relevance.

Second categorisation: of types of data that can be generated and used





Census data, satellite imagery, phone usage, financial transactions, education performance data,
social media usage
Public data
Private data (e.g., meta data on financial transactions)
Process evaluation, impact evaluation, cost-benefit analysis, implementation evaluations, formative
evaluations.

Third categorisationiv:







Administrative and statistical data, e.g., such as the number of domestic workers
Research studies: gathered in a systematic way mainly by scientists, academics, consultants, experts
or professionals
Expert advice: e.g., from academics and consultants
Citizen experiences and perceptions: knowledge held by stakeholders, such as citizens, teachers,
farmers and entrepreneurs
Policy implementation experiences and learning
Personal and experiential knowledge: this includes one’s own experiences, knowledge, judgement,
values and beliefs.

Fourth categorisation: of potential Sources of Data for Government Decision Making (from Doc 4)






Statistical data include census data and other national and international surveys, such as the
Demographic Health Survey and the Living Standards Measurement Study, which are administered in
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs).
Administrative data are data collected for management or operational purposes (e.g., housing data,
tax records, crime reports) through administrative systems managed mainly, although not
exclusively, by government departments or ministries (Sustainable Development Solutions Network,
2015). Administrative data usually represent the full universe of individuals, communities, or
businesses affected by a programme or regulation.
Big data is continuously generated digital data that comes from a variety of sources, primarily in the
private sector. They are typically characterised by the “3 Vs”: (1) greater volume, (2) more variety,
and (£) a higher rate of velocity (UN Global Pulse, 2016).
10

3. Impacts
3a. Broad effects
Hewlett Foundation expects its grantmaking in this area to have influence in three domains, which are
broader than simply the spending entity directly involved:




In country-level policy systems and processes,
In specific policy improvements that have potential for wider influence, and
In the broader “field building” of evidence-informed policymaking.

3b. Intended impacts on the spending entity
The context is scale, which clearly offers great potential for leverage, e.g., “Brookings Institution found that,
in 2011, $2.3 trillion of the $2.8 trillion spent on financing development came from domestic government
revenues in the countries affected.” (Doc 5)
Evidence-into-policy work variously aims to:






Increase demand for evidence amongst policymakers
Increase capacity amongst policymakers to find, understand and apply/use evidence (i.e., to make
evidence-informed decisions) {We discuss later ‘building capacity’.}
Produce evidence/data
Change policy (away from X and to Y where Y looks to be better and/or more cost-effective than X)
Improve / enable implementation of an evidence-informed policy (e.g., to run a cash-transfer
programme). This can include creating/improving the monitoring of a policy (or programme),
including creating data science capability.

Items (a) and (b) above might be called “building institutions and systems that will contribute to long-term
policy improvements”.
A different way of categorising the work is that it can be mainly to:




Build demand for evidence/data
Do it (production of research, and/or implementation)
Build capacity for the government to do it itself (e.g., training, like J-PAL’s executive education)

Doc 13 splits evidence-informed decision-making work into:




Capability,
Motivation, and
Opportunity
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There can be various intended impacts across this ‘learning cycle’v {see note in Section 4 about the ‘policy
cycle’}:
Figure 5: J-PAL’s Learning Cycle

3c. Ways that evidence/data get used
These are listed in Doc 16:






To design policy
As a ‘weapon’ to confer legitimacy on a decision that has already been made
‘Symbolic’ use to support pre-existing positions
The idea of evidence (even if none actually specifically) can be used to provide legitimacy – on
actions or probably on individuals or institutions
To attack: because (in Sierra Leone, for example) “evidence and written research were negatively
associated with foreign actors and ‘Western’ ideas, while orally communicated evidence and ‘local
knowledge’ were positively associated with concepts of tradition and culture. Non-use of research
evidence was therefore painted as a defence of national identity.” (p43)
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3d. Impacts on the research-producers of working with policymakers
Effects on researchers involved in the partnerships can include:




Showing them new areas which need research: influencing their research agenda. “Policymakers can
provide local knowledge on which problems are most in need of evaluation and facilitate evaluations
of their programs”. (Doc 10, p2)
Making some types of research possible. E.g., by providing access to teachers in a region such that an
intervention can be tested with them.

Disbenefits can include:



Time spent with policymakers and on dissemination and uptake is away from producing research and
research papers, and there can be a career price for that.
Local researchers can be ‘crowded out’ by international researchers - with (better) access to
international research funds, or research funds only available to researchers from high-income
countries or from specific research institutions.

There’s a reasonable question about the extent to which a researcher is willing to amend their research
agenda based on what a policymaker says. That is, if they’re an academic, they may just want to research
topics that are ‘academically relevant’ and may be looking for policymakers/partners who fit that. That is not
ideal ‘co-creation’ or really demand-driven, which is more about working on what the policymaker and
situation actually needs.
Ruth Levinevi (former Chair of 3ie, and at Hewlett Fdn; now running ID Insight) talks about how these
relationships and having influence require trust, and that involves the people in the spending agency (the
‘influencees’) being confident that you have their best interests at heart. Sometimes people don’t believe
that for academics because they see their work being swayed (or driven) by the academic agenda, not their
own.

4. How policy gets made: important framing
4a. The policy cycle
DFID ran a programme called Better Capacity for Use of Research Evidence (BCURE), i.e., improving policymakers’ ‘capacity’ to find and use evidence: it focused on ‘the demand side’. It included a literature review
(Doc 16), which is long, extensive, and relevant. Important context is that the literature it found and included
is mainly in healthcare. It included mainly papers published since 2000 – though some on theory are older. It
had 132 papers in total, of which half are “theoretical/conceptual” and of the 49 primary studies, 26 are in
health. This section draws on that document.
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Non-linearity
Talks a lot about how policymaking is highly non-linear, and the notion of a clean ‘policy cycle’ is rather
discredited: “the utility of rational and policy cycle models has been widely questioned”. In general, we
should think of policymaking as a complex process, because change “does not happen in a rational, linear
way that can be predicted in advance. Instead, individual behaviours and interactions between people
combine and amplify one another in diverse and sometimes surprising ways, with consequences that no one
could have predicted… for example where vast bodies of research have little impact, or when minor events
suddenly lead to much higher research use.”
For example, Hallsworth et al. (2011) examined the perceptions of UK civil servants and ministers, finding
that ‘virtually every interviewee dismissed policy cycles…as being divorced from reality.’ Evidence from
lower-income contexts similarly questions the utility of the policy cycle; with several empirical studies
demonstrating that the role of evidence in policy processes bears limited resemblance to the stages in linear
and rational models”. Consequently, “In recent years, the literature on EIDM [evidence-informed decisionmaking] has moved away from linear and rational models, and towards models which emphasise the role of
politics and power (as opposed to deliberative reason and logic) in determining how evidence influences
policy processes.”

4b. Other factors of influence
The report talks a lot about how policymaking isn’t purely “rational”, but rather influenced by:


Human factors, e.g.,
o Pre-existing beliefs, (and their ‘fixed costs’ from previous activity and stated views – like John
Ioannidis talks about).
o What individuals think is important.
o Cognitive biases, and cultural factors. Generally operating in System 1 (of course). A cognitive
bias observed in the UK Civil Service is that of ‘anchoring effects’, in which ‘the first piece of
information we receive irrationally governs our subsequent decisions’” … “importance of
mental models, contextual cues and social norms, which affect how people understand and
interpret evidence.” … the “cognitive limits of rationality”, as discussed in behavioural
insights.



Power and politics.
o Also about how “research evidence is not neutral – first because it reflects pre-existing
views and beliefs of researchers and commissioners, and secondly because it rarely points to
an obviously optimal solution, implying that contestation over its interpretation is
inevitable”. On the first, for one thing, somebody has to commission a study, and that
implies that they agree that there’s a problem and a possible fix. And the researchers will do
the study according to their pre-existing frame, and they will see what they see.
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Important observation about what evidence actually gets used, and how ‘science’ is perceived:
“A study of the use of research evidence in four African policy debates found that ‘narrow “Western”
understandings of research-based evidence fail to account for much of the evidence actually used in the
policy debates studied, with practical and communal evidence often taking centre stage’ (Broadbent
2012)”
(Bolding is ours)

4c. How and where policymaking happens
The report discusses the process and places in which policymaking happens:





“Incrementalism – or the ‘science of muddling through’ – suggests that policy making evolves over
time, through small, incremental steps”
“Streams”, i.e., the ‘problem stream’ that an organisation or policy-maker is trying to address, and/or
‘policy stream’ - the ideas on the table that are being considered to solve identified problems”
Spaces: the places, times or groups of people who can influence change
Also about how non-attributable it is: “Policy makers may not be able to point to a specific study that
influenced a decision, but research can sensitise them on new issues, turn non-problems into
problems (and vice-versa), and redefine the policy agenda (Weiss 1979).”

4d. Role of theory in understanding how policymaking happens and how to
influence it
A big push in the BCURE review is that “recent literature is increasingly critical of evidence on evidenceinformed policy-making (EIPM) for its failure to take account of theory” … and treats evidence-informed
policy-making interventions as a black box. “Policy and practice can be strengthened by consideration of
theories: around power and policy processes, networks, complex systems, cognitive features, capacity
development, and individual learning. These may help policy makers and practitioners avoid unintentionally
basing their ideas about evidence use on linear and rational models, which are now widely discounted…”
So that review looked at evidence-informed policy-making work plus relevant psychological theories,
theories of adult learning etc. It found that “Most evidence relates to training courses, with more limited
evidence on the impact of networks, knowledge brokers, champions, organisational systems and tools.” (p 5)
An example of the importance of theory is in training: much theory around that shows that the effect is not
linear that ‘people know to do X so now they do X’ but rather it’s different, e.g., that training increases their
self-agency and confidence: “self-efficacy –increases participants’ confidence in their capability to perform a
task or handle a situation. It may also introduce them to other people who are doing similar work, which
promotes social-learning (learning by watching others) and the re-enforcement (confidence) of seeing others
doing the behaviour.
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4e. Demand-side vs. supply-side interventions
A standard way to divide up work to encourage evidence-informed policymaking is to distinguish:



Supply-side interventions e.g., producing more research, or products
Demand interventions e.g., to improve capacity of the intended users to hear, receive and use the
evidence, e.g., training, skills building.

This is called the ‘two communities’ framing: that researchers and policy-maker are separate, and that they
require ‘brokers’ and ‘bridges’. The authors challenge this, with various examples showing that the two
groups are in fact often not so separate.

5. Levels at which change can happen: what precisely is the problem the
work is trying to solve?
The BCURE review (which is only of ‘demand side’, capacity interventions) talks about factors at four levels
which influence people, politics, processes and therefore policymaking and evidence-into-policy work:







The individual, e.g., their skills and self-agency, their existing views and beliefs and data that they
already ‘know’ (people are much more likely to stick to their existing views, beliefs and data). Also,
what their previous experience is (people are unlikely to change a view which casts a previous chunk
of their work in a bad light). These are cognitive biases and loss aversion.
Interpersonal, e.g., relationships and networks.
Organisational, e.g., what is normal, expected, and required (e.g., requirements to ‘show your
working’ when developing policy); what is incentivised and rewarded; what is tolerated (e.g.,
challenging seniors); and how roles are defined (e.g., does reading research count as work or nonwork?) Whether there are senior champions of evidence and evidence-based policy.
Institutional factors, e.g., the operating environment, such as the role and activities of civil society,
media (e.g., being pushed and held to account), extent of democracy, companies’ commercial
interests and their willingness and ability to lobby (their power/access) e.g., to lobby against some
evidence-based policy if it hinders their interests.

Building ‘capacity’ to use evidence could mean influencing any or all of these.
A clear implication is the need to ensure that grantees (and other organisations doing evidence-into-policy)
really understand the problem that they’re trying to solve. Not the technical problem (e.g., the effect of bed
nets), but why, given that the research is published, the policy isn’t already there and implemented? What is
the precise blockage? The people problem: it is a supply-side problem, a demand-side problem, or related to
politics, power, information, incentives, political space? E.g., what are the cultural/power barriers within the
policy-maker’s specific organisation? Is there a cheerleader for evidence-informed policymaking? Are there
prohibitive headwinds from misaligned incentives?
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Those four levels in more detail:
1. Individual change includes individuals’ skills, knowledge, motivation, attitudes, commitment,
values and personal incentives that affect individual behaviour. ‘Skills’ for evidence-informed policymaking as understood in the BCURE programme include the ability to search for and appraise
evidence, as well as the ability to weigh evidence with other factors and use it to inform decision
making. Individual change also includes the motivation, commitment, values and incentives that
affect individual behaviour.
Training often targets the individual. It should draw on theories of adult learning, and the
“mechanisms that link training to individual behaviour change” – which are not straightforward.
Because people get ‘anchored’ to the first view on an issue that they encounter (Hallsworth study),
there is some ‘path dependency’ to their view/s.
It’s about what evidence they seek and also how they interpret and use it. Evidence from some places
might get written off/discounted as not being adequate as not ‘from here’ (Giving Evidence has seen
Scots dismiss evidence from England, sight unseen, as being irrelevant to Scotland, a nation of 5m
peoplevii).
2. Interpersonal and network change refers to the relationships between individuals and groups, and
how these influence evidence interpretation and use. The relationships (including levels of trust) and
networks that exist. For example, ‘evidence champions’ within an organisation might encourage
colleagues to change their attitudes or behaviours around evidence use. This also incorporates
change within formal and informal communities (or networks) of individuals or organisations – such
as professional communities providing access to or syntheses of evidence, and informal groups within
organisations united by particular knowledge interests or personal relationships. It includes the
relationship between the policymakers and the researchers. Also the power balance in those, and
power which affects “what kinds of evidence are seen as acceptable.”
These networks affect somebody’s ability to find information, and interpret it, and also to set and reenforce norms.
Having cheerleaders/champions for the work is important.
“There are significant evidence gaps around the role of interpersonal and organisational interventions
in promoting change, and regarding the influence of EIPM capacity”.
The role of trust: “an observational study examining how Australian drug policy-makers access
evidence also stressed the importance of personal relationships and trust. Bureaucrats were found to
consult small groups of trusted experts by phone to provide research information and opinion, in
order to get a quick synthesis of evidence. In this case, trust was found to be more important than
expert knowledge (Ritter 2009).”
3. Organisational change refers to change in the systems, policies and procedures, practices, culture
or norms within an organisation, which support (or inhibit) evidence access, appraisal and application
in decision making. It includes the extent to which evidence is promoted or valued within an
organisation (or the absence of evidence is tolerated, or low-quality evidence tolerated - or even
noticed). Relevant factors include:
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The scale of ‘issue polarisation’ dictates the extent to which research or researchers are used
technically or politically.
The use and content of guidelines (e.g., for updating policy) and professional development
opportunities.
The management of information: how easy/possible it is to find.
The power of politicians can overrule/preclude evidence: “Waldman’s observational study of
DFID use of evidence in fragile contexts felt there was an ‘overall conservative tendency’ in
DFID causing officials to ignore overtly critical research.” And of officials to not voice it if it
may be received badly by ministers.
The types of evidence that an organisation or system values (even if it doesn’t say that). E.g.,
“Beliefs about what counts as ‘good’ evidence can mean that useful knowledge is ignored or
discounted. An observational study of UK health inequalities policy in the 2000s found that
implicit faith in quantitative over qualitative data among health policy makers resulted in
qualitative work on the social determinants of poor health being ignored or discounted in
decision making (Smith & Joyce 2012). This corresponded with a greater value being
attributed to medical expertise than social science expertise – meaning that academics with a
health background had higher credibility than social scientists”.
Some organisations place a premium on ‘keeping up’ with research. Others view reading
research as non-work, which obviously discourages it.
The time (=priority) that orgs attach to all this.
The definition of jobs, i.e., whether they include all this.

4. Headwinds:
 Pressures, e.g., sometimes – perversely – to get money out of the door: “One interviewee
described how, following the creation of PEPFAR and the Global Fund, ‘money was literally
poured into this country like anything’. As a result, there were no incentives to use costefficiency data, and in some cases low-cost programmes were actually not implemented
because organisations faced pressures to spend their rapidly increasing budgets quickly. In
the absence of an environment in which costs mattered, cost-effectiveness data was no
longer politically relevant (Hunsmann 2012).”
 Companies blocking/lobbying.
 Press can demand evidence-informed policy, or can lobby against, e.g., an example of the UK
press pushing for publication of the sex offender register, contrary to evidence of whether
that would help.
 Civil society can also play that lobbying role.
Generally: “there must be opportunities for political gain in order for better, evidence-informed
resilience policies”.
5. Institutional change refers to change in the wider operating environment of individuals or
organisations. This includes change within civil society and the media, as well as broader social change
(e.g., in culture, norms, collective beliefs, attitudes, values) and change in external influencing factors
(e.g., global events, political and economic factors, donor influence), which affect the use of evidence.
Civil society can create demand for evidence – in general, and for particular evidence-informed
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policies specifically – and the press/commercial interests can block/impede it. Sudden changes, e.g.,
crises or regime changes, can create opportunities or barriers to evidence-informed policymaking.
Levels of decentralisation are relevant.
These factors are about the operating environment, such as policymakers being pushed and held to
account.
Interestingly, “one comparative observational study examines evidence use in India and Vietnam,
finding that the levels of democracy or autocracy were not necessarily a key factor in influencing the
use of evidence in policy making (Sumner & Harpham 2008).”

6. Barriers to those impacts
There can be barriers at any of the four levels described: individual, interpersonal, organisational,
institutional.
“Most partnerships are committed to addressing commonly-cited capacity constraints that limit production
and use of evidence in decision-making”, e.g., policy-makers’ understanding/demand for evidence. So they
do training (which can be easier for government units to do as they can have wider reach than NGOs). (Doc
14, p18)
Barriers to evidence-informed policy (EIP) include:














Dearth of information and analysis about the conditions, problems, and solutions of social and
economic development.
Ability to use it: Even when evidence is available, there is no guarantee that decision makers in the
public sector will be able to find and use that evidence when they need it.
Often evidence is hard to access and understand.
Evidence / data / research out of sync with the policy cycle (Doc 4, p3).
Biggest cited barriers were “poor access to good quality, relevant research, and lack of timely
research outputs (Doc 6, p1)”.
Others cited were “having no time or opportunity to use research evidence, policymakers and other
users not being skilled in research methods, and costs” (Doc 6, p2) Also “professional bodies”
(unions?).
“Policymakers’ beliefs about the utility of evidence-use were a major factor in evidence use.” (In a
systematic review, that was cited as a barrier in two studies; and as a facilitator in three studies.)
(Doc 6, p6).
“Some studies reported that left-leaning, younger and/or female policymakers were more likely to
use research evidence”. (Doc 6, p6)
Ideology, inertia, ignorance, instinct. (Such as: “I have a feeling that cash transfers won’t motivate
parents…”) (Doc 10, p4). Also, lack of resources, and lack of decision rights. {Ideology, inertia, and
ignorance are cited as barriers in Poor Economics by Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo.}
It’s written incomprehensibly.
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Lack of incentives/penalties for researchers to spend time with policymakers i.e., away from
producing research. Plus they’re not trained for it and may not have inclination to it. Can be hard for
policymakers to establish the quality of various research methods and papers.
Churn of civil servants (and politicians) – discussed in Doc 10.

Categorisations of barriers:
- Ignorance (so tell them)
- Low capacity to find use/
- Ideology (it’s immoral to bribe people to get vaccinated)
understand evidence
- Inertia (we’re doing something else)
- High staff-turnover
Also:
- Nature of political systems
- Incentives
- Interest (e.g., commercial interests that point the other way,
so companies may act to block a policy that hinders them)
First three are from Poor Economics. Latter two are from Doc
From Doc 16.
viii
17 .
It will be essential for evidence-into-policy programmes (and hence grantees) to identify and understand the
precise barriers that they are trying to overcome.

7. Conditions necessary for Evidence-informed policymaking (EIPM)
The BCURE document implies that there are necessary conditions at all four of the levels: individual,
interpersonal, organisation, institutional. In other words, that a deficit or problem at any of those four levels
could derail evidence-into-policy efforts.
A framework for categorising strategies (Doc 4):
What are the enabling conditions for evidence-informed policymaking?
 Commitment1 from political leadership and champions at all levels of government.
 Allocation of resources.
 Incentives2 that foster the use of data and evidence.
 A culture that supports learning and improving.
 Governments need access to timely, high-quality, and relevant data in order to identify pressing
policy concerns, inform program design and policy choice, conduct forecasts, monitor policy
implementation and evaluate impactix.
 “The use of evidence is an exercise in change management and requires both in-house champions
and a shift in the values and incentives driving decisions” (Doc 4, p7)
 Decision-makers and advisors “need to be able to find, understand, select, and apply evidence that is
relevant to their decisions” (Doc 4, p7)
 Incentives to find and use evidence – or at least not disincentives.
o Notice the asymmetry: “There are no incentives to improve the program based on the results
of the evaluations. Implementers can get in trouble. It is very difficult to convince them to do
1

Commitment is defined as a dedication to a cause (e.g., use of data and evidence to inform policy) as demonstrated by
political leadership of prioritised funding.
2
Incentive is defined as the external reward to encourage use of data and evidence.
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the evaluations. If the program is not good enough, you can lose your job. If the results are
good, then you don't do anything. It doesn´t depend on the will of the person that receives
the evaluation, but on how the system works”. — Carolina Trivelli, Former Minister of
Development and Social Inclusion, Peru (Doc 12, p21)
(i.e., things to ensure are in place) –the type of factors and research needed may vary between individuals,
and circumstances (e.g., degree of political headwind for the decision), and the kind of policy/decision they
are trying to make (e.g., to start, vs. end a programme, or to amend one).
A different list from elsewhere is:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

8.

9.

Availability: Evidence exists and is accessible to policymakers.
Policymakers are motivated to use evidence.
Policymakers have the capacity to use evidence.
Policymakers and policymaking bodies have relationships that facilitate the relevance and
use of evidence. (From Doc 4)
Maybe also recognising tacit or local knowledge.
Probably trust in the person ‘selling’ /advocating. “Interpersonal relations are important for
knowledge exchange”. (Doc 6, p8)
Having policymakers involved in the research design and running often results in better buy
in to the results (Doc 10): “Third, when policymakers see the researchers contributing
positively by providing evidence from existing research and giving feedback on program
design, they are more likely to be motivated to support considerations of evaluation design”.
(Doc 10, p20)
Having all of actors, partnerships, incentives, capacities, and systems. Also champions in the
machinery (like Halpern & Heywood for founding the UK What Works Centres) and in
government. (Like the UK MP Francis Maudex)
Building decision-makers’ evidence-informed decision-making skills is central to nurturing
their use of evidence and educational programmes (for example, capacity-building; critical
appraisal training). (Doc 13, p48)

Note: there didn’t seem to be an evidence base around the effectiveness of changes to decision-making
structures and processes (from Doc 13, an SR).
The decision-maker needs toxi:









Want to find the data/evidence
Be able to find it, e.g., have the logins to not be prevented by a paywall
Actually find it, e.g., to have the time to do so
Read it and understand it – or somebody helps them to understand it
Understand whether and how it relates to them
Work out what they need to do, e.g., the practical implications, such as getting budget sign-off and
permissions, working out how many trucks they need in order to distribute the bed nets
Want to do all of that, i.e., have incentive or intrinsic motivation adequate to do it and not face
prohibitive headwinds
Have (or be able to get) all the resources, funding, people, permissions to do all of those things.
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Notice that sometimes, heeding evidence may involve only minor change (e.g., a small change to school midday meal menus) so this list may be fairly straightforward. But other times, heeding evidence may involve a
very significant change, e.g., introducing mid-day meals where there have been none before involves
creating a whole new infrastructure plus budgets, suppliers, changes to roles (e.g., for teachers to oversee
eating) etc.

8. Activities and mechanisms used in evidence-into-policy (EIP)
Five areas of work to enable EIPxii:






Collecting data,
Making data accessible,
Using data to measure results,
Innovating with big data, and
Citizen opinion as a source of data.

Also, identifying/defining policy questions that can benefit from evidence.

Mechanisms for dissemination, knowledge management and translation












Evidence briefs
Capacity building workshops
Science cafes (researchers and policy makers) to encourage policy dialogue
Online evidence portals and clearing houses
Email alerts
Ratings of research reliability, like the UK’s Education Endowment Foundation’s Teaching and
Learning Toolkit doesxiii (i.e., communicate scientific uncertainty)
Secondments and exchange programmes (long ones, like J-PAL seconds people into ministries, or
short ones, like the Royal Society’s MP matching scheme). Rotating fellowships
Mentors
On-call people/clinics
Cross-country sharing3 or study tour (like J-PAL taking somebody in Ghana to see Pratham in India, to
see the Teaching At the Right Level or Graduation from Ultra Poverty programmes.)
Some partnerships sitting inside government (e.g., J-PAL seconding people, and having Embedded
Evidence Labs) and some sitting outside. (Doc 14)

(From Doc 14, p6. NB, not all are actually partnerships…)




In-government agencies, like the South African Department of Planning Monitoring & Evaluation.
This is simply inside government, so not obviously a partnership.
o Might be at arm’s length, semi-autonomous, like Ethiopia Public Health Institute,
NGO: (outside government, they can pay whatever they want)

3

the Knowledge Sector Initiative (KSI), a ground-breaking program between the governments of Indonesia and
Australia, seeks to improve the lives of the Indonesian people through better public policies that make use of research,
analysis, and evidence. (Doc 4, p5)
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o Regional
o National/International - like ID insight, IPA, J-PAL
Community – like PAL (People’s Action Learning Network), or Utafiti: e.g., a forum which convenes
when needed
Network: standing, permanent network like EGAP (Evidence in Governance and Politics), which
facilitates partnerships between researchers and policy bodies
Exchange programmes between researchers and policymakers, like the UK Royal Society onexiv.

These mechanisms vary by:
 Who funds the production of the research/data? The government, or somebody else, e.g., accessed
by the NGO partner (like J-PAL can do)
 The role of others, e.g., scientific advisors, advisory boards – as well as ministers and standard civil
servants.
Tools can include:
 Using existing data to improve and target delivery.
 Making better use of existing data, e.g., patching together datasets (maybe in different
departments).
 Using for some evaluations administrative data that are collected anyway - as the Behavioural
Insights Team does sometimes. (Doc 12, p13).
 Creating a fund for new impact evaluations.
 Doing a pilot, for the government and researchers “stress test” the intervention and evaluation
strategy to ensure that both can be implemented as designed.
 Building a professional identity of evidence use with common practices and standards of conduct.
(Doc 13, p49)
Document 13 identifies six categories of intervention mechanisms:
 awareness of evidence-informed decision-making;
 agreement about what is evidence;
 communication and access to evidence;
 facilitation of engagement between researchers and decision makers;
 decision makers’ skills to access and use evidence; and
 influencing decision-making structures and processes.
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Activities which the partnership involves can include any of the following. Note, the outputs or targets could
be products, policies, programmes:
1-1 meetings, behind closed doors
Trainings (duration?)
Conferences and workshops - to disseminate results
Public events
Pairing MPs and scientists/experts
Developing guidelines (e.g., on specific issues, like Clinical Practice Guidelines, or general, e.g., on
evidence gathering and use: a policy on evidence)
Building/improving information management systems
Making data visualisations
Curricula for schools of public policy
Matchmaking researchers and policy questions/research projects (as J-PAL does).
Finding and reviewing existing evidence (vs producing new evidence)
Defining/agreeing indicators of progress (Doc 12, p15)
Embedding a person
Support hiring and training staff
Developing a research agenda
Developing a data centre, to combine data from various datasets/or a data management protocol
Cleaning and organising databases
Helping agencies understand and make use of data they already have
Improve current data collection: look at the quality of what's being collected
Sharing practice between governments and agencies (telling, or showing and taking them there)
Constituent engagement: Doing consultations with constituents/creating policy dialogue space for them
to hear their voices and input, and to have them talk to policymakers directly

9. Enablers
Again, these can be (and need to be) at any of the four levels cited: individual, interpersonal, organisational,
institutional.
This influencing work may require individuals who are not researchers. It’s a different skill to producing
research. E.g., it involves understanding power, politics, political space, clear writing, stating opinions –
various skills and traits that are not ubiquitous amongst researchers. Hence some orgs, like the UK’s
Education Endowment Foundation or the Policy Institute at King’s College London, employ specialist people
to do that work.xv
There is probably a need for great flexibility, to take advantage of unexpected opportunities or issues that
may arise – and hence flexible funding. It is probably wise for funding for this work to be unrestricted: there
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is much discussion of the need to use windows of opportunity (policy windows and others), which probably
cannot wait for a funding round. (Doc 12)
What factors contribute to the use of data and evidence in policymaking? (Doc 4)





Access to quality data – to measure, track progress, and make improvements to policies and
programs
Access to quality, relevant evidence – to assess policy and program choices and make change to
achieve desired outcomes or to influence or build consensus for policy choices
Partnerships and collaborations between the policy community and evidence producers – to
facilitate information sharing and coproduction of policy and evidence
Policymaker knowledge, skill, and motivation4 – to find, appraise, synthesise, and use evidence.

“There is some civil society pressure, I would say, in terms of how you spend the
money, [and this I think] helps to build evaluation cultures”
Paula Darville, Head of the Management Control Division, Budget Office,
Ministry of Finance, Chile
(From Doc 4)
“Governments are less willing to have the World Bank or U.S. Agency for International Development have
more data about social and economic conditions than they themselves do, or to have donor projects rather
than national priorities drive investments in data collection at the country level.” (Doc 4, p4)
“A study on federal agencies in the United States found a greater use of evaluation in decision making in
agencies that had external experts and staff with strong technical understanding and skill in research
methods (US Government Accountability Office, 2014).” (Doc 1, p38)
Being able to pay competitive salaries, which is easier if the partnership (people) is outside government so as
not subject to public sector procurement (Doc 14, p13) – though universities may not be much better. We
heard one complicated tale from a university of difficult in hiring fast.
Evidence-into-policy is promoted by (Doc 16):





4

Research being presented clearly
Researchers and policymakers interacting
Research being relevant and available in a timely way
Charismatic leadership/local champions of evidence/of the particular evidence-informed policy

Motivation is defined as the internal drive to use data and evidence.
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Motivators and demotivators (from Doc 4)
What motivates or demotivates a policymaker’s use of data and evidence in decision making?
Motivators







Commitment from leadership at the highest levels
Commitment to improving outcomes and the perceived value of doing so
Budgetary or fiscal constraints that demand efficient use of resources
A desire to be recognised by interest groups (e.g., media, private sector, donors, and constituents)
for reasons that could include personal or political ambition
Pressure from peers or leadership
Financial rewards, whether personal or organisational

EIP is eased by:



Presumably, making the use of data/evidence EAST: easy, attractive, social, timely.xvi
Relationships and trust (From Doc 14, p18)

Incentives of researchers and policymakers need to be aligned and often aren’t. For instance, the need to
publish academically can distort incentives/create misalignment. (From Doc 14, p18)
Funding for these partnerships (not clear what funders they mean) needs to be long-term and not tied to
activities or outputs so to enable flexibility. (From Doc 14, p18)
Factors that influence success/ease of these things:






Extent of use of open data? Is the data open? Is the government open by preference?
How does evidence-into-policy play into how governments (and officials?) are held to account? –
e.g., can citizens hear about progress on solving problems, and about policy priorities, e.g., through
open meetings? (Doc 1, p22)
Amount of data/research that already exists, i.e., the starting point
Systems: whether the use of data/evidence (e.g. ‘show your working’) is required

J-PAL’s analysis is that success factors include: (Doc 12)




Having a senior champion
o But have to not rely on one person, because politicians and civil servants move around such
a lot.
 Try to avoid times of foreseeable political change
 Get a champion whose tenure is stable
o Need to build out from that one person over time
Making it somebody’s job to apply evidence in policy design (or, better, hire some people explicitly
do to this). Otherwise it gets orphaned.
o Ensuring that the organisation has committed some resource. We heard examples of that
being time, people, access – and often the scarcest resource in governments is… office
space(!)
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o










“Small seed funding from an external source can help get the collaboration started and
provide the concrete examples of success needed to unlock larger government or external
funding sources.” (Doc 12, p24)
Having institutional processes; plus technical capacity; plus the relevant administrative data
Embedding staff builds trust, flexibility and capacity pretty fast. (p30)
They found it easier working with agencies that run programmes rather than those that don’t (e.g.,
finance ministry, evaluations, planning departments)
o “When working with institutions that implement their own programs, partnerships can focus
on designing and using impact evaluations, diagnosing policy issues and using existing
evidence to formulate new programs and/or using administrative data to improve program
implementation and service delivery.
o Working with agencies like planning, evaluation, or finance departments, which do not
implement their own programs, often requires a different approach. These partnerships are
more likely to lead to evidence use when the partner has the power to inform policy design
and/or decision-making in implementing agencies” – p26
Start with where the organisation is. Does it need:
o Technical capacity
o Inst processes
o Administrative data systems?
Quick wins from this approach, especially if they result in cost-savings. (The Behavioural Insights
Team (‘the Nudge Unit’) deliberately did this in its early days in the UK civil service.)
Having somebody with intrinsic motivation. Very interesting:
“In our experience, champions have held titles like vice president, minister, or director. In many cases,
our champions are highly intrinsically motivated and have few, if any, extrinsic incentives to promote
evidence-informed policymaking within the government. In some cases, they also face risks in trying
to change the status quo and continue to advance the agenda in spite of this. They are deeply
committed to promoting evidence-informed policy and often allocate time and resources outside of
their regular commitments to furthering the agenda” (Doc 12, p21) “When we’re talking about civil
servants, they’re not only moved by extrinsic motivation but also intrinsic. Some people really love
what they do and really care about the programs they are running... It’s essential to have that
motivation, especially from the people who are running the program. Without this, it would be
impossible”. — Vitor Pereira, Former Director, Secretariat of Evaluation and Information
Management, Ministry of Social Development, Brazil

The following might be usefulxvii:







Use behavioural insights – not just in the design of the interventions, but in the approach to
influencing policy-makers – for instance, around cognitive loads
Create behavioural norms in evidence-informed decision-making advocacy and awareness-raising: to
support behavioural change – to popularise the concept of evidence-informed decision-making - to
increase awareness for the benefits of using evidence during decision-making as well as the risks (p2)
Build a professional identity with common practices and standards of conduct
Use the social science research on organisational learning and cultures, management and leadership
techniques, and other changes to organisational processes and structures (for example, facilitation)
Use accreditation processes
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The document discusses bodies of social science knowledge that can support: capability, motivation, and
opportunity (Doc 13, p51):








Behavioural science
Adult learning theories
Information design
Advocacy and awareness-raising campaigns
Organisational and management literature
Communication and media science
Political sciences

Factors that aid them/key insights for governments and research producers
Figure 6: Excerpt From J-PAL document: Creating a culture of evidence use: lessons from J-pal’s
government partnerships in Latin America (Doc 11)
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10.

Impediments

Again, these can be at any of the four levels cited: individual, interpersonal, organisational, institutional. One
should watch for them at each of those levels.








Lack of committed leadership at the highest levels
High staff turnover, which can make it a challenge to establish networks and relationships with peers
Lack of adequate resources, including financial support, information and communications technology
(ICT), and research materials
Lack of consistent access to high-quality, relevant data and evidence
Lack of technical skills needed to find, appraise, synthesise, and use evidence
Lack of guidance on how to use and improve on evaluation findings
An organisational culture that places emphasis on producing over learning and improving

As mentioned, sometimes, evidence/research – or researchers – from outside can be seen as less relevant
(or even, completely irrelevant). Perhaps just because it is ‘not invented here’, and/or because it may be
seen as too Western and external.
A risk/impediment is the possible career risks for the academics – not least as this work is time away from
doing actual research/being visible in their depts. (Doc 2, p7) – reputational risks, plus work “unrewarded by
their employers”.
Doc 14 seems to think that there are not good ways to measure the effects of these partnerships. (From Doc
14, p18). On which:



Doesn’t seem to be much written on this yet: “wider questions about how impact may be defined
and measured which are, as yet, unanswered.” (Doc 6, p8)
Maybe network analysis or contribution analysis could help.

Approaches that don’t work for encouraging more evidence-informed
decision-making
(From Doc 13, a systematic review)






Interventions that take a passive approach to communicating evidence that only provide
opportunities to use evidence (such as simple dissemination tools) (reliable evidence).
Multi-component interventions that take a passive approach to building evidence-informed decisionmaking skills (such as seminars and ‘communities of practice’ without active educational
components) (cautious evidence).
Skill-building interventions applied at a low intensity (such as a once-off, half a day capacity-building
programme) (cautious evidence).
Overall, unstructured interaction and collaboration between decision-makers and researchers
tended to have a lower likelihood of success. However, clearly defined, light-touch approaches to
facilitating interaction between researchers and decision-makers, engagement in particular, were
effective to increase intermediate CMO outcomes (cautious evidence).
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Figure 7: Possible framework for prioritising/choosing between various evidence-informed policy-making
interventionsxviii:
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Capacity to Use Research Evidence (BCURE) Programme

https://www.ksi-indonesia.org/assets/uploads/original/2020/03/ksi1585484941.pdf
https://www.itad.com/knowledge-product/bcure-literature-reviewhow-can-capacity-development-promote-evidence-informed-policymaking/

2018 Giving Evidence Talk at Global Evidence and Implementation Summit

Available at www.giving-evidence.com/geis2018

2021 Mental Elf
2009 ODI

https://twitter.com/Mental_Elf/status/1372620857156206593
https://cdn.odi.org/media/documents/4158.pdf
http://rogerpielkejr.blogspot.com/2015/01/five-modes-of-scienceengagement.html

2015 Roger Pielker
2017

21

HOW CAN WE ADVANCE THE FIELD OF EVIDENCE-INFORMED
POLICYMAKING? - from a Bellagio meeting
Talk about the moral case for evidence in policymaking
From Research to Policy: Using Evidence from Impact Evaluations
to Inform Development Policy
creating a culture of evidence use: lessons from j-pal’s
government partnerships in latin america, summary
Full doc: creating a culture of evidence use: lessons from j-pal’s
government partnerships in latin america

P.Cairney,
K.Oliver

2013 P.Cairney
2016 P.Cairney
2015 P.Cairney

Interview with Ruth Levine, of ID Insight
Improving impact evaluation production and use
Four idealised modes of science engagement (blog post, based
on his book)
Evidence-based policymaking is not like evidence-based
medicine, so how far should you go to bridge the divide between
evidence and policy?
Policy Concepts in 1000 Words: The Policy Cycle and its Stages
(blog post)
THE POLITICS OF EVIDENCE-BASED POLICY MAKING
The barriers to evidence based policymaking in
environmental policy (blog post)

https://health-policysystems.biomedcentral.com/track/pdf/10.1186/s12961-017-0192-x.pdf
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2013/11/11/policy-concepts-in1000-words-the-policy-cycle-and-its-stages/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2015/08/21/the-barriers-toevidence-based-policymaking-in-environmental-policy/

https://www.gacetasanitaria.org/en-policy-brief-as-knowledge-transfer-articulo-S0213911118300360 (actually not useful: a ‘study’ discussion of policy briefs
for influencing policy)
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