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Uncovering the practices of evidence-informed policymaking 
Louise Shaxson 
 

Abstract 
This article analyses two reports of efforts to strengthen evidence-informed policymaking 
within government departments; one from the UK and one from the USA.  It reveals a series 
of specific evidence-related practices which share common purposes.  These are assessed 
against Parkhurst’s principles of the good governance of evidence.  A suite of seven practices 
is identified that could form the basis for a holistic strategy to embed an evidence-informed 
approach to policymaking. 

Introduction  
The concept of evidence-based or evidence-informed policymaking has an established history 
in discussions of public policy (Albæk 1995; Cash et al. 2003; Parsons 2002; Radaelli 1995).  
A great deal of work has been done to improve the quality of evidence via, for example, 
‘What Works’ centres (What Works Network 2014; Bristow, Carter, and Martin 2015) and to 
improve how evidence is communicated to policymakers in government departments (Nutley, 
Walter, and Davies 2007; Cherney et al. 2015). Complementing this is an increased 
understanding that the processes of informing public policy decisions with evidence are 
essentially political because of the need to incorporate multiple competing and changing 
social concerns (Cairney 2016, Parkhurst 2017) in conditions where the evidence is not just 
uncertain but often ambiguous (Cairney, Oliver & Wellstead 2016).  
 
But the literature has little to say about how the concepts derived from the academic literature 
have been made operational inside government.  Much of the analysis has been written from 
the point of view of researchers (Newman, Cherney, and Head 2016), focusing ‘primarily on 
the uptake of research evidence as opposed to evidence defined more broadly… privileging 
academics’ research priorities over those of policymakers’ (Oliver et al. 2014: 1).  There are a 
few systematic reviews of the use of evidence in decision making but they focus on the use of 
research evidence (e.g. Orton et al. 2011) and the political and institutional factors that 
influence evidence use (e.g. Liverani et al. 2013).   
 
Some empirical work does exist from developed countries (Howlett and Wellstead 2011; 
Wilkinson 2011; Vasileiou, Barnett, and Young 2012; Rosella et al. 2013; Zardo, Collie, and 
Livingstone 2014; Hyde et al. 2015) and the developing world (Paine Cronin & Sadan 2015).  
However, it varies from ethnographic studies (Wilkinson) to studies which allow decision 
makers to articulate their own concepts of evidence and policymaking (Vasileiou et al., 
Rosella et al., Zardo et al, Paine Cronin & Sadan) to studies which allowed some inductive 
reasoning about evidence within an overall conceptual framework (Hyde et al, Howlett & 
Wellstead).  There are no large-scale reviews of how evidence-informed policymaking is 
implemented inside government (Davies and Nutley 2002; Moore et al. 2016).   
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This means there is little that can help us understand exactly what constitutes an improved 
approach to evidence-informed policymaking within government departments and how it is 
encapsulated in specific practices—the ‘materially-mediated activities’ (Schatzki 2011: 20) 
which embody policy officials’ individual and collective understandings of what evidence-
informed policy is and how it is made.   
 
This paper analyses attempts by central government departments in two jurisdictions (the UK 
and USA) to improve how evidence is used to inform decisions. It is not a comparative or an 
evaluative study; rather it uses evidence from two different cases to analyse what practices 
have developed inside government departments.  The cases take the form of two documents: 
the 2014 Evidence Investment Strategy from the UK’s Department for Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs (Defra) and the 2016 federal What Works Index, published by the non-
government organisation Results for America, which contains information about evidence-
related practices in seven federal departments and agencies.  Both documents represent the 
culmination of several years’ engagement with the debates around evidence-informed 
policymaking.  In describing the specific practices that are being implemented they offer 
valuable empirical evidence of how and why different government departments have 
operationalised the concepts that have emerged from those debates.   
 
But simply describing what government departments are doing is not enough: it is important 
to analyse to what extent this represents good practice.  The framework used for this is 
Parkhurst’s concept of the ‘good governance of evidence’ (Parkhurst 2017).  This sets out 
eight principles to help ensure that both the quality of the evidence, and the quality of 
evidence-using decision processes, accord with an overarching ideal of good governance in 
public policymaking.  
 
The paper proceeds as follows.  The next section describes Parkhurst’s principles of the good 
governance of evidence, which frame the subsequent analysis.  The section on data and 
methods sets out the two cases and the methods used to uncover the evidence-using practices.  
The analytical section presents the detail of the practices that were uncovered in each 
document and groups them according to their common purposes.  These are then analysed for 
alignment with Parkhurst’s principles.   Because there does appear to be a reasonable degree 
of alignment between the practices and the principles, the final section posits a suite of seven 
broadly-described practices that, if taken together, could form the kernel of a holistic 
approach to implementing evidence-informed policymaking inside a government department.   
 

Framing the analysis: from ‘using evidence effectively’ to ‘the good 
governance of evidence’ 
Using evidence effectively has been one of the core competencies of policymaking in the UK 
since the early 2000’s (Bochel and Duncan 2007) though the phrasing has changed from 
‘using evidence effectively to ‘making effective decisions’ (Civil Service Human Resources 
2012). Dealing with the challenges of incomplete and uncertain evidence, showing clarity of 
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thought, minimising risks, evaluating and balancing different types of outcome are now seen 
as an integral part of the training of mid- and senior-level civil servants.  But there is 
disagreement over what counts as good evidence (Oliver, Lorenc, and Innvær 2014; Cairney 
2016).  Evidence is managed and used in different ways (Weiss 1979; Sarewitz 2009; Daviter 
2015) which vary across policy domains and organisational types (Head 2016).  Thus the 
links between evidence and policy are in a constant process of negotiation (Parkhurst 2017).  
 
Deciding what evidence is appropriate and good enough for each decision means decision 
makers must not only recognise and negotiate the multiple overlapping social concerns and 
contested outcomes that characterise policymaking processes (Stone 2002, Cairney et al 
2016); they must also decide what methods for gathering, analysing and interpreting the 
various pieces of evidence are likely to be the most effective. These are shaped by the 
internal dynamics of each department, and by wider bureaucratic and political pressures such 
as civil service reform programmes, organisational cultures and internal structures and 
processes that influence how individuals and teams work with each other (references 
removed for blind review).  
 
Themes of public sector reform, which include evidence informed policymaking, have 
changed over time from a relatively introverted approach to ‘government’ to a relatively 
extrovert approach to ‘governance’. This involves many actors whose varying goals will 
change as public discourse changes, and who will harness information politically to support 
their arguments about ends and means as conflicts and compromises play out within wider 
policy environment (Head 2016; Stone 2002).  Efforts to embed an improved approach to 
evidence must therefore recognise this more extroverted, political and processual approach to 
policymaking: focusing not only on ‘the use of good evidence’ but also on ‘the good use of 
evidence’ (Parkhurst 2017) or what Parkhurst calls ‘the good governance of evidence’. He 
argues that ‘good evidence’ accords to two normative principles of the evidence-informed 
policymaking movement: ‘fidelity to science and usefulness’ (ibid: 109).  But ‘good evidence 
for policy’ has three other characteristics: it must address key policy concerns, be constructed 
in ways that help address those concerns, and be applicable to the local context (ibid: 123).  
 
Parkhurst notes that the quality of evidence-related practices rests on the concept of 
legitimacy: ensuring that the various government bodies that use evidence in policymaking 
are democratically representative and responsive to the needs of the people they serve (input 
legitimacy), that they deliver effective solutions with the minimum of bias (output 
legitimacy) and that the processes they use encourage democratic deliberation by being 
transparent, accountable, inclusive and open to consultation (throughput legitimacy) (Schmidt 
2013, and see Parkhurst ibid. pp141-142).  This moves evidence-informed policymaking 
away from an overly technocratic ‘deficit model’ in which poor decision making is assumed 
to result simply from a lack of information (Wilsdon, Wynne, and Stilgoe 2005; Bauer 2009) 
towards a more engaged model which recognises the different ways problems are represented 
by different groups of people (Bacchi 2012; Hoppe 2002); the importance of public 
deliberation and democratic representation; and the inherently political nature of reasoned 
analysis (Stone 2002). 
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The good governance of evidence can be summarised in eight principles (Parkhurst ibid., 
pp176-177): 

• Appropriateness: evidence should be sourced, created and analysed in ways that help 
decision makers address multiple social concerns and local contexts; 

• Quality: how evidence quality is judged should reflect the types of evidence being 
gathered as opposed to relying on a single hierarchy of evidence; 

• Rigour: evidence should be rigorously gathered and interpreted to avoid cherry-
picking; 

• Stewardship: those who devise institutional arrangements to source and use evidence 
should have an official mandate and are accountable to the public; 

• Representation: the authority to take final decisions about policies rests with 
‘democratically representative and publicly accountable officials’ (p177), not 
unelected external bodies; 

• Transparency: the ways evidence is used in decision making should be open and 
informative to the public; 

• Deliberation: institutions should engage with the public around their multiple 
competing concerns and consider them throughout the decision process 

• Contestability: there is an openness to critical questioning, both about the evidence 
that has been used and the processes through which it has informed decision making. 

 
These principles are used here to analyse the practices of evidence-informed policymaking.  
If, in aggregate, practices intended to improve their use of evidence are aligned with the 
principles of the good governance of evidence, this would indicate the emergence of a 
holistic approach.   

Data  
Since 2013, Results for America, a non-profit organisation dedicated to supporting better 
evidence-informed decision making at all levels of government, has been working with 
federal departments and agencies to assess how well they have built the infrastructure needed 
to used evidence effectively for policy, budget and management decisions. The federal What 
Works Index (called ‘the Index’ for simplicity), which is published annually, assesses the 
extent to which seven federal agencies are using evidence to make management, budget and 
policy decisions. It uses ten criteria to make this assessment covering leadership, evaluation 
and research, resources, performance management and continuous improvement, data, 
common evidence standards, innovation, the use of evidence in decisions about different 
types of grant allocation, and repurposing resources away from failing policies or 
programmes (Results For America 2016).   
 
The criteria have been developed and refined over the years via an expert consultative 
process with a wide range of government officials and academics.  Each participating 
department or agency voluntarily submits information about what it does to improve how 
evidence is used. Results for America assesses this on a 5-point score, demonstrating a move 
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from intent-to-meet to fully-and-successfully-meeting each criterion; giving the assessed 
organisations multiple opportunities to review and comment on the scoring and to provide 
further information where appropriate.  
 
In 2014, the UK’s Department for Environmental Affairs (Defra) published its third Evidence 
Investment Strategy (Defra 2014, referred to hereafter as 'the EIS'). This represented the 
culmination of approximately eight years of work to embed an evidence-informed approach 
to policymaking across the Department and its network of policy, advisory and delivery 
organisations (reference removed for blind review).  The document sets out its priorities for 
sourcing evidence and the relationships it sought to build around evidence with partners such 
as other departments, Research Councils, industry, civil society and academia in the UK, EU 
and around the world.  It articulates Defra’s four aims for its evidence work: to maintain and 
improve access to evidence to meet policy and operational needs, to get the most from its 
investment in evidence, to drive up the quality of the evidence and the advice it provides, and 
to improve its preparedness and risk planning for both new policy priorities and potential 
threats (Defra 2014, p9).  It identifies the different reasons it needs evidence: to identify and 
understand threats and opportunities; to inform policy and regulatory activity and operational 
development and delivery, to evaluate impact and value for money, and to stimulate 
innovation and growth.  It also describes a framework Defra uses to allocate its evidence 
resources which distinguishes between strategic evidence (addressing longer-term, cross-
cutting and emerging issues), applied evidence (policy and operational issues) and statutory 
obligations (Defra is obliged to collect evidence to meet some UK or EU legal requirements).  
Underpinning this is the need to retain critical capabilities such as infrastructure, networks, 
expertise and data to ensure the department can respond to emergencies and to provide the 
cross-cutting capabilities needed to meet its ongoing objectives.  
 
At 35 and 49 pages respectively, the Index and Defra’s Evidence Investment Strategy provide 
a rich source of knowledge about what is being done to implement an evidence-informed 
approach in the different organisations; what practices are being used and for what purpose.   

Methods 
Following Schatzki (2001), practices are defined as sets of activities, mediated through social 
and material objects, which carry meaning and norms (Latour 2005); in this case meaning 
and norms around ‘evidence-informed policymaking’.  Practices, as contained in the 
documents, structures, staff positions, protocols and informal rules that codify them, play 
important roles in organisations—they communicate prior experiences (how and why things 
were done in the past), socialise new colleagues (to how and why things are done now), 
document successes and failures (what worked and what didn’t) draw lessons (it would be 
better to do it this way), and communicate information about how the organisation behaves 
(Wilkinson 2011). Policy practices are not static: they evolve in response to a range of 
pressures from both within and outside the organisation (Mowles 2011; Nilsen 2015, Maybin 
2016).  Thus what is contained in the two documents is only a partial representation.  
However, they give an indication of how people within the departments describe and make 
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sense of the evolving discourse around evidence-based policymaking.  For example, the 
existence of an expert advisory committee with a remit to examine the quality of evidence 
does not guarantee that the evidence used in policy processes has improved.  But it does 
signify that improving evidence quality is an important part of the discourse within the 
organisation and that practices are being implemented to operationalise its key aspects.  
 
The analysis drew on theories of social constructionism (Burr, 2015) positing that practices 
emerge and change over time in response to the collective generation and regeneration of 
meaning about evidence-informed policymaking within government departments.  In the 
absence of ethnographic research to understand how the discourses of evidence had 
developed on either side of the Atlantic, document analysis was used to interpret Defra’s EIS 
and the detailed supplementary information provided for the Index; providing a snapshot of 
how those discourses had played out as of the dates the documents were published.  
 
Document analysis is ‘a process of evaluating documents in such a way that empirical 
knowledge is produced and understanding is developed’ (Bowen 2009, p34); in this case 
empirical knowledge of what evidence-related practices were being used within government 
departments and an understanding of how they were being used.   An initial scan of both 
documents confirmed that each contained multiple references to specific evidence-related 
practices such as staff positions, documents, organisational structures, processes, protocols, 
systems or norms (see Wilkinson 2011).  It also revealed that the practices were referred to in 
different contexts.  For example, ‘frameworks’ for using evidence were mentioned in relation 
to funding decisions, performance assessment, strategic planning, project design, investment 
decisions and risk planning.  Although more documents are generally preferred for 
triangulation purposes, Bowen notes that what is more important is the documents’ quality 
and the relevance of the evidence they contain to the purpose of the study (ibid).  The number 
of references to different practices, and the different contexts in which they were mentioned, 
was felt to give sufficient richness for the more detailed analysis to proceed. 
 
The second phase of the analysis involved close textual reading, looking for words and 
phrases that indicated an evidence-related practice.  The initial search was purposefully kept 
open because of the potential for overlap between different types of practice.  The word 
‘strategy’, for example, could refer both to a document and the process that produced it.  
After the first close reading, key terms were developed to conduct the detailed search, 
ensuring that all possible expressions of each practice were captured.  Key terms included, 
for example: analy* (analysis, analytical), budget, committee, expert* (expert/s, expertise), 
framework, manag* (manage, manager, management), partner* (partner/s, partnership, 
partnering), priorit* (priority, priorities, prioritisation), strateg* (strategy, strategic), 
network, official, plan* (plan/s, planning), program* (program/s, programme/s), and 
toolbox.  The results were entered into a spreadsheet and grouped, as described in more detail 
in the next section.  In four instances, internet searches were used to clarify issues mentioned 
in one of the documents but not described in detail.   
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Results  
The document review uncovered eight evidence-related practices in the Index and its 
supporting information, and eight in Defra’s EIS document, as in Table 1 (that eight were 
found in each document was entirely coincidental).   
 
Table 1: Evidence-related practices in the Federal What Works Index (2016) and Defra's 
Evidence Investment Strategy (2014) 
Document Evidence-related practices  

(the terms are those used in each document) 
Federal What 
Works Index 

• Senior staff member with authority and oversight of evidence 
activities 

• Existence of a budget for evidence 
• Evaluation policies and plans 
• Common framework, guidelines and standards for evidence 
• Data sharing policies & protocols 
• Learning agenda around evidence 
• Evidence dissemination tool 
• Performance management system that uses evidence 

Defra’s 
Evidence 
Investment 
Strategy 

• Chief Scientific Adviser 
• Expert advisory committees 
• Evidence working groups 
• Quality framework for evidence 
• Analytical toolbox 
• (Policy theme) strategies for procuring evidence (Statements of Need 

/ Evidence Action Plans 
• (Departmental) evidence strategy document 
• Prioritisation framework for evidence budget allocations 

 
 
The analysis initially set out to identify the individual practices, group them according to the 
types of activity they represented and then screen those groups against the principles of the 
good governance of evidence.  However, what had been defined as a single practice could 
have more than one purpose.  For example, both documents describe how people in positions 
of authority have several purposes: to advise political representatives, to take budget 
decisions, to demonstrate achievement and accountability, and to assure the quality of 
evidence.  The analysis was thus expanded to explore the purposes in more detail.   
 
Table 2 shows that seven purposes emerged as being common to both documents, each of 
which incorporated several different practices.  These were: i) advising political leaders, ii) 
using evidence to strengthen decision making, iii) demonstrating achievement, efficiency and 
accountability, iv) managing the budget for sourcing evidence to inform policy decisions, v) 
building partnerships around evidence, vi) raising evidence quality, and vii) maintaining and 
developing capacity and capability for evidence
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Table 2: purposes and practices of evidence-informed policymaking in the Federal What Works Index (2016) and Defra’s Evidence Investment 
Strategy (2014) 

 Evidence-related practices  
Federal What Works Index Defra’s Evidence Investment Strategy 

Purpose 1: to advise political 
representatives 

• Senior staff member with authority and 
oversight of evidence-related activities 

• Chief Scientific Adviser 

Purpose 2: to use evidence to strengthen 
decision making  

• Senior staff member with authority and 
oversight of evidence-related activities 

• Common framework, guidelines and 
standards for evidence 

• Evaluation policies and plans 

• Expert advisory committees 
• Departmental evidence strategy document 
• Quality framework for evidence 

Purpose 3: to demonstrate achievement, 
efficiency and accountability 

• Senior staff member with authority and 
oversight of evidence-related activities 

• Performance management system that uses 
evidence 

• Data sharing protocol 

• Framework, guidelines and standards for evidence 
• Departmental evidence strategy document 
• Quality framework for evidence 

Purpose 4: to manage the budget for 
sourcing evidence to inform policy 
decisions 

• Senior staff member with authority and 
oversight of evidence-related activities 

• Existence of a budget for evidence 

• Departmental evidence strategy document 
• Prioritisation framework for the evidence budget 
• (Chief Scientific Adviser) 

Purpose 5: to build partnerships around 
evidence 

• Evaluation policy or plan 
• Data sharing protocol 
• Common framework, guidelines or 

standards for evidence 
• Dissemination tool 

• Theme-based strategies for procuring evidence: Statements 
of Need / Evidence Action Plans 

• Evidence working groups 
• Prioritisation framework for the evidence budget 
• Departmental evidence strategy document 
• Chief Scientific Adviser 
• Capacity building 

Purpose 6: to raise evidence quality • Evaluation policies and plans 
• Framework, guidelines and standards for 

evidence 
• Dissemination tool 
• Data sharing protocol 

• Analytical toolbox 
• Quality framework for evidence  
• Chief Scientific Adviser 

Purpose 7: to maintain and develop capacity 
and capability for evidence 

• Senior staff member with authority and 
oversight of evidence-related activities 

• Data sharing protocol 

• Prioritisation framework for the evidence budget 
• Capacity building (linked to planning for evidence needs) 
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• Learning agenda 
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Given that the Index and Defra’s EIS were unknown to each other, the fact that seven 
purposes emerged that are common to both documents suggests that the discourse around 
evidence in government is similar between the two jurisdictions.  The analysis therefore 
shifted to whether, taken together, these seven purposes were aligned with the principles of 
the good governance of evidence.  [Note that ‘alignment’ does not indicate that the practices 
within each purpose are sufficient to address all the principles in their entirety, simply that 
there is some degree of affiliation.  More work would be needed to uncover exactly how 
aligned they are.]  The rationale remained the same—to understand whether we can identify a 
group of practices that could form the kernel of a holistic approach to evidence-informed 
policymaking—but this interim step made the analysis more strategic; allowing a broad 
critique of how well the overall approach was aligned with Parkhurst’s principles and where 
specific practices might be lacking.   
 
Analysing the alignment between purposes and principles 
Purpose 1: using evidence to advise political leaders  
Both documents outline the need for a senior member of staff whose purpose is to advise 
politicians on the evidence to inform policy decisions and oversee evidence-related activities 
in the respective departments.  In Defra, the Chief Scientific Adviser is responsible for 
providing Ministerial advice on the evidence base to inform policy decisions.  Rather than a 
specific position, what emerges from the What Works Index is that this should be a senior 
official whose responsibility includes providing technical advice to Congress.  This purpose 
and supporting practices appear to align with the principle of representation—that while the 
advice is given from within the bureaucracy, the ultimate authority to take policy decisions 
rests with elected representatives.  It also aligns somewhat with the principle of stewardship 
in that both documents describe people with an official mandate to oversee evidence-related 
issues. But although Defra’s Chief Scientific Adviser’s remit covers public engagement and 
the current CSA stresses the need for openness, building mutual trust and respect (Boyd 
2016), accountability to the public is not specifically mentioned in either document. 
 
Purpose 2: Using evidence to strengthen decision making 
In the Index, the federal agencies outline how the senior staff member (described above) uses 
evidence to inform and approve policy and programme design and budgeting, or to terminate 
underperforming programmes.  All agencies covered in 2016 had specific evaluation policies 
and plans to gather evidence to feed into these decisions.   
 
Defra’s EIS discusses how the evidence strategy document itself demonstrates its 
commitment to high quality evidence.  It does not outline any particular policy or programme 
approval process, but describes how its expert advisory committees provide oversight, 
assurance and constructive challenge to maximise the impact of evidence across all Defra’s 
responsibilities.  Such committees are not explicitly covered in the Index, but further analysis 
showed they are regularly employed by some federal agencies such as the Department of 
Labor, whose Advisory Committee on Increasing Competitive Integrated Employment for 
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Individuals with Disabilities has a strong focus on the quality and use of evidence (Mank 
2016). 
 
Defra notes that it uses a quality framework to help make quality ‘visible’ to decision makers, 
to ensure that it is assessed consistently and to improve accountability—though does not 
specify how quality is defined.  The Index specifically asks whether federal agencies have a 
common framework, guidelines or standards around evidence that inform project design and 
investment decisions.  Responses from the seven agencies focus on ensuring definitional 
consistency and a consistent vocabulary around evidence: they discuss various quality issues 
such as the quality of evidence (associated with rigour, relevance, transparency and 
independence), quality of process (systematic, iterative, timely, forward-looking and ethical) 
and quality of engagement (a participatory approach).   
 
Purpose 2 and its supporting practices appear to be aligned with the principles of quality, 
rigour and contestability. 
 
Purpose 3: demonstrating achievement, efficiency and accountability 
The Index places a good deal of emphasis on using evidence for performance management 
purposes, consistent with its ‘what works’ ethos.  Senior staff have the authority to evaluate 
major programmes and policy decisions, using evidence to shift funding away from 
consistently underperforming programmes.  The Index also expects agencies to implement a 
performance management system with clear outcome-focused goals and to analyse return on 
investment and other dimensions of performance.  All agencies covered by the Index had 
some form of data sharing protocol to help other entities at various levels of government to 
improve their performance. 
 
Defra’s EIS document does not explicitly discuss how it evaluates or otherwise assesses 
policy implementation, though further analysis showed that its in-house economists provide 
‘analysis, appraisal and evaluation for all aspects of Defra policy, to ensure policy decisions 
are informed by high quality and robust evidence in order to meet Defra’s strategic 
objectives’ (Defra, no date).  However, its evidence quality framework is intended to improve 
accountability and visibility of quality for decision makers, and the EIS document indicates 
that Defra’s approach to evaluating outcomes and demonstrating continuous improvement is 
embedded in other mechanisms such as lower-level strategy documents and plans.    
 
Overall, this purpose and associated practices appear to align with the principle of 
appropriateness and the Index’s emphasis on data sharing with the principle of 
transparency.  Depending on how they are conducted and how the public engages with their 
results, the practices of policy and programme evaluation could also align with the principles 
of deliberation and contestability.   
 
Purpose 4: managing the budget for sourcing evidence to inform policy decisions  
Both documents assume the existence of a specific budget for procuring evidence to inform 
decision making: either used wholly internally or in conjunction with budgets held by other 
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organisations (such as research organisations).  The Index outlines how the senior member of 
staff has authority to prioritise, negotiate and execute the budget for evidence projects 
including establishing a minimum percentage expenditure on evidence-related activities. 
Defra does not explicitly link budget management to the senior staff position, but the EIS 
document itself, which was led by the Chief Scientific Adviser, was seen as a tool to guide 
internal planning, prioritisation and delivery of evidence and Defra’s budget prioritisation 
framework helps it maximise the value from investments in evidence, balance its statutory, 
short- and long-term needs, and guide internal planning around evidence. 
 
Parkhurst’s principles do not cover the concern, expressed in this purpose and its associated 
practices, with delivering value for money in managing departmental budgets for evidence.  
Value for money has become a key consideration for government departments (see for 
example HMG 1999; Mackay 2007; Head 2008; Head 2016) and is clearly still a distinct 
departmental focus in both jurisdictions.   
 
Purpose 5: building relationships around evidence 
Both documents describe practices that emphasise the need to work in partnership with 
others.  Defra’s EIS discusses its inter-organisational evidence working groups and the 
department’s theme-based strategies and plans for procuring evidence, which are co-
developed with other agencies and public bodies linked to Defra’s remit and lay out plans for 
how evidence needs will be met with partner organisations.  The EIS document itself is 
described as being a statement of principles that could form the basis of discussion with 
partners, and a way of stimulating relationships with the research community. 
 
The practices described in the Index offer less detail than Defra on relationship-building 
aspects, but several agencies set out how their evaluation policies and plans and data sharing 
protocols help leverage partnership opportunities.  
 
Practices aimed at building relationships around evidence could align with the principles of 
deliberation, contestability, appropriateness and transparency—though clearly it would 
be essential to understand the detail of how and why those relationships are developed. 
Focusing these relationships on achieving outcomes (as in Purpose 3) could further enhance 
alignment. 
 
Purpose 6: raising evidence quality 
The two documents described ‘evidence’ in different ways.  The Index notes evidence as 
coming from research or evaluations, reflecting its explicit focus on ‘what works’.  Defra 
defines evidence more broadly; sourcing it from research and development, statutory 
monitoring activities, secondary synthesis and analysis, and policy evaluations.  
 
Both documents outline different practices used to raise evidence quality: Defra’s ‘analytical 
toolbox’ is intended to ensure integrity and increase confidence in policy outcomes; the aim 
of its quality framework for evidence is to ensure a consistent assessment of quality.  It notes 
that its Chief Scientific Adviser is responsible for ensuring quality and fit-for-purpose 
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science.  The practices outlined in the Index have similar aims: evaluation policies and plans 
should support adherence to departmental standards; similarly the common framework or 
guidelines around evidence quality should ensure definitional consistency and objectivity.  
Data sharing protocols are also mentioned as helping comply with, and improve, international 
data transparency standards.   
 
This purpose and its associated practices align with the principles of quality and rigour—
depending on how the analytical toolbox and quality framework is constructed (to explicitly 
encourage consideration of multiple contexts and social concerns) it may also align with the 
principle of appropriateness. 
 
Purpose 7: maintaining and developing capacity and capability for evidence 
Both documents discuss the importance of developing capability and capacity for evidence.  
For the Index this comes through a learning agenda, a senior staff member whose remit is to 
build agency capacity, a data sharing protocol to encourage shared learning, and a learning 
agenda that emphasises different dimensions of evidence quality.  Defra takes perhaps a more 
instrumental approach, noting that its evidence prioritisation framework helps it be flexible 
and outcome-focused, understanding how to sustain the critical capabilities necessary to fulfil 
its remit (for example, to manage future risks) and to support the development of new 
capabilities in response to emerging policy priorities. 
 
Maintaining capacity and capability does not feature in Parkhurst’s principles but emerges 
as a clear concern in both documents.   
 
The overall alignment between principles and purposes is summarised in Table 3.   
 
Table 3: alignment between the purposes associated with each evidence-related practice, and 
the principles of the good governance of evidence 
Purposes  Principles 

Principles of the good 
governance of evidence 

Purpose 3: demonstrating achievement, efficiency and 
accountability 

Purpose 5: building partnerships around evidence 

 
Appropriateness 

Purpose 2: using high quality evidence to strengthen decision 
making 

Purpose 6: raising evidence quality 

 
Quality 

Purpose 2: using high quality evidence to strengthen decision 
making 

Purpose 6: raising evidence quality 

 
Rigour 

Purpose 1: advising political representatives 
Purpose 5: building partnerships around evidence 

Stewardship 

Purpose 1: advising political representatives Representation 
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Purpose 3: demonstrating achievement, efficiency and 
accountability 

Purpose 5: building partnerships around evidence 
Purpose 6: raising evidence quality 

 
Transparency 

Purpose 3: demonstrating achievement, efficiency and 
accountability 

Purpose 5: building partnerships around evidence 

 
Deliberation 

Purpose 2: using high quality evidence to strengthen decision 
making 

Purpose 3: demonstrating achievement, efficiency and 
accountability 

Purpose 5: building partnerships around evidence 

 
Contestability 

 Other issues not covered by 
the principles 

Purpose 4: managing the budget for sourcing evidence to 
inform decisions 

Value for money 

Purpose 7: maintaining and developing capacity and 
capability for evidence 

Maintaining capacity & 
capability 

 
  
Clearly a great deal more work needs to be done to understand the detail of individual 
practices to flesh out this analysis, but overall, there appears to be enough alignment between 
the purposes and Parkhurst’s principles to suggest that the beginnings of a holistic approach 
to evidence-informed policymaking have emerged on both sides of the Atlantic.  
 
However, three issues emerged from the analysis. First, both documents emphasise the 
technical aspects of evidence-informed policymaking (aligned with appropriateness, quality 
and rigour) over issues of deliberation and public engagement (aligned with transparency, 
deliberation and contestability).   Although the analysis focused on centre-of-government 
institutions that may not have a strong mandate to engage directly with the public, the 
question of how they incorporate public understandings into their policy development 
processes is an important one: both to frame policy problems and to debate their solutions. 
Public engagement is one of the defining features of Parkhurst’s principles but it is not 
explicit in most of the practices.  This suggests that careful attention needs to be paid to it, to 
reduce the risk of developing an overly technocratic approach to evidence-informed 
policymaking.  However, defining public engagement as a discrete activity risks separating it 
from the main functions of the department, suggesting that it should be incorporated 
appropriately into existing practices rather than being addressed separately. 
 
Second, both the EIS document and the Index have a strong message about value for money 
in how budgets are managed and outcomes are delivered, and the need for strategically 
managing departmental capability and capacity for evidence. Parkhurst’s principles emerged 
from his exploration of two normative positions about evidence in policy processes: fidelity 
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to science, and democratic representation (Parkhurst 2017).  The analysis in this paper 
suggests that within government departments another normative position is also influential—
effective management of the human and financial resources that support evidence use.  While 
more work needs to be done to explore this in detail, the analysis suggests that effective 
resource management should be retained as a separate concept that complements Parkhurst’s 
principles.   
 
Taking all of this together, is it possible to identify a minimum set of practices that would 
form the core of a holistic approach to evidence-informed policymaking?  The analysis began 
by inductively drawing out the practices, identifying their purposes and then checking 
alignment with the principles.  Working backwards from the breadth of the principles to the 
purposes and then to individual practices, it is now possible to suggest seven practices that 
are based on those common to the EIS and the Index but augmented to bring out the essence 
of Parkhurst’s principles and the issue of effective resource management: 
 

1. One or more staff positions with the authority, staff and budget to oversee an 
evidence-informed approach and the seniority to advise elected representatives on the 
use of evidence (representation, stewardship, effective resource management); 

2. Independent expert advisory bodies with a remit to provide independent advice, 
scrutiny and challenge around the use of evidence to inform policy decisions and a 
similar remit to oversee the department’s approach to public engagement around 
evidence (quality, rigour, transparency, contestability, deliberation); 

3. Strategies, policies and plans at different levels which set out the priorities for 
evidence collection (appropriateness, quality, rigour, transparency, contestability, 
deliberation) and: 

o Cover all types of evidence  
o Demonstrate relevance to current and future policy directions and risks 
o Are open and transparent to encourage public engagement around evidence 
o Are updated, via broad-based engagement, on a regular basis 

4. An open and transparent framework for prioritising budget allocations for evidence-
related activities and demonstrating value for money in how evidence is procured and 
analysed (transparency, effective resource management) 

5. A suite of toolboxes, guidelines and analytical frameworks that strengthen the rigour 
and consistency of all types of evidence put forward for decision-making (quality, 
rigour, transparency);  

6. A system of performance monitoring, reporting and evaluation that shows the value 
for money of how policy outcomes are delivered to citizens and demonstrates that 
resources are being allocated and reallocated based on evidence of effectiveness 
(appropriateness, stewardship, effective resource management); 

7. A learning and competencies strategy which demonstrates a commitment to 
maintaining critical capabilities for evidence that are linked to key policy priorities, 
improving the use of evidence and encouraging innovation (quality, rigour, capacity 
and capability);   
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Conclusions 
This article set out to uncover what practices government departments are implementing and 
whether they represent a holistic approach to evidence-informed policymaking.  Taking a 
broad definition of ‘practices’ to include staff positions, documents, protocols, activities, 
strategies and frameworks, two unconnected multi-year initiatives on different sides of the 
Atlantic were compared through detailed document analysis. The research uncovered a range 
of practices with shared purposes. Together they appear to have helped the departments 
covered in the analysis negotiate three normative positions around evidence: fidelity to 
science, democratic representation, and effective resource management. 
 
The findings are, of course, only a snapshot.  They reflect how the links between evidence 
and policy were negotiated in a limited number of government departments in two 
jurisdictions.  They indicate how the formal aspects of the discourse around evidence were 
captured in policy documents.  Much more research needs to be done to understand the detail 
of individual practices, how they evolved and what influenced that evolution.  If we define 
practices as ‘materially-mediated activities’, we need to explore the politics of the mediation 
processes inside individual government departments and how the practices shaped, and were 
shaped by, the interplay of the three normative positions around evidence.  But while the 
analysis is in its early stages, it does suggest that government departments and agencies 
concerned to implement a holistic approach to evidence-informed policymaking could 
consider basing their strategies on seven core practices.  
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