
Building Capacity  for  
Evidence Informed Policy Making: 

Towards a Baseline Skill Set  



Ensuring demand for appropriate evidence 
has become very challenging in a context of 
global over-supply of knowledge and the complex 
political process. The amount of information to 
be considered by policy makers is overwhelming 
and ever more complex, while the individual and 
organisational capacity to process information 
can be restricted and skewed by biases. Yet there 
remain important evidence gaps on ‘what works’ 
in many policy areas. As a result, moving the 
frontiers of evidence, policy and people for joint 
solutions involves difficult trade-offs just when 
we most need evidence-informed policies. These 
challenges are compounded in a “post truth” 
world, where the speed of reaction is dictated 
by a wide variety of media and where ‘facts’ may 
be presented without foundation or verification.

This requires building new skills in the 
public sector. The challenge is to be able to 
foster informed judgement and to ensure that 
the public sector is equipped with the right skill-
set to nurture evidence-informed policy making 

(EIPM). New technologies and new possibilities 
with data analytics, a growing body of policy-
relevant research and a diversity of citizen 
perspectives demand new skills for effective 
and timely policymaking. 

Those interested in serving the public interest 
need the right skills to commission, understand, 
and integrate evidence. Effective civil service 
capacity support should ideally encompass a 
range of interventions: from developing skills, 
values and norms to promote EIPM at an 
individual level, to supporting the adoption of 
procedures, incentives and resources, financial 
and human, to enhance use of evidence. The 
civil service, particularly the Senior Civil Service,  
needs critical appraisal skills, in order to assess 
the provenance of evidence, its robustness, the 
fit with the policy questions, its relevance and 
impact, as well as meeting ethical standards, 
while feeding into institutional set ups that take 
into account wider political constraints. 

In their efforts to build the civil service of tomorrow, which is more innovative, more effective 
and better prepared to deal with global and local challenges, jurisdictions are turning to identifying 
which are the skills and competences they need to develop, what institutional procedures need 
to be in place and what incentives have to be provided. A first major step in this direction is 
identification and mapping Skillset for Evidence-Informed Policy-Making . It is also necessary to 
Put Evidence-Informed Policy Making to Work by Strengthening Institutional Enablers and by 
Overcoming Barriers, as well as the conditions for transparency of policy making processes and 
the institutional set up for EIPM. Finally it is important to create Initiatives to Build Capacity 
for Evidence Informed Policy Making, including training for civil servants and other examples of 
good practice.

  1. This work is the result of a joint initiative between this joint initiative of the OECD and the European Commission’s 
Joint Research Centre (JRC). It has been informed by workshop “Skills for Policymakers for Evidence – Informed Policy Making”, 
which took place on 9 – 10 April 2018 in Paris which brought together experts working at the intersection between evidence and 
policy making.  
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Facilitating the use of evidence in a “post truth” context: 
what are the challenges? 

Why do we need a skills map for evidence informed 
policy making?
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1. THE SKILLSET FOR EVIDENCE 
INFORMED POLICY MAKING 

This work builds on the OECD’s and JRC’s longstanding experience of working at the intersection of 
science and policy. For the JRC, this includes the  Framework for Skills essential for researchers active in 
the science-policy interface. This describes the set of collective skills needed for the research community 
to inform policy through evidence. The resulting professional development framework consists of eight 
skills clusters each cluster addressing a specific part of the collective skillset required to increase the 
impact of research evidence on policymaking. It includes wider generic skills such as ‘Interpersonal Skills’ 
and  ‘Engaging with Citizens & Stakeholders’ as well as skills specific to evidence informed policy making, 
such as ‘Synthesising Research’ and ‘ Monitoring & Evaluation’. The 2017 Quality of Public Administration: 
Toolbox for Practitioners, aims to support, guide and encourage those who want to build public 
administrations that will foster a prosperous, fair and resilient societies. It lays out principles and values 
of good governance, putting evidence at the heart of policy making. The forthcoming JRC’s Enlightenment 
2.0 flagship report seeks to understand and explain the drivers that influence policy decisions and 
political discourse in order to understand how policymaking can be best informed by scientific evidence.
 
Similarly, the OECD has a number of publications focused on skills for policy makers, as well as the 
issues on the generation and use of evidence for policy making. The flagship publication Skills for a 
High Performing Civil Service highlights the critical contribution civil servants make to national growth 
and prosperity, whilst recognising that global trends such as digitalisation are challenging the public 
sector to work in new ways. This report looks at the capacity and capabilities of civil servants of OECD 
countries. It explores the skills required to make better policies and regulations, to work effectively 
with citizens and service users, to commission cost-effective service delivery, and to collaborate with 
stakeholders in networked settings. Complementing this work the OECD’s Observatory of Public Sector 
Innovation published ‘Core Skills for Public Sector Innovation.’ This is based around six core skill areas 
that support increased levels of innovation in the public sector. This includes ‘Data Literacy’ - ensuring 
decisions are data-driven and that data isn’t an afterthought. Recent work on ‘Policy Advisory Systems; 
Supporting Good Governance and Sound Public Decision Making,’ also contributes to OECDs work on 
evidence informed policy making. It describes how policy makers make use of evidence from advisory 
bodies operating at arms’ length from government. 

The report provides a comparative overview and analysis of the important role played by these bodies 
in public consultation and decision making. 

The skillset presented below builds upon these existing OECD and European Commission sources, 
whilst combining feedback from stakeholders including country examples of skillsets for evidence use. 

Although grouped in six skills clusters for the purposes of clarity, in practice the use of these competences 
is interconnected and not bound to a specific policy process or action. A number of these skills are 
of cross-cutting character and are applied in multiple occasions, such as critical thinking, systems 
thinking, debiasing and engaging with stakeholders. 

These competences need to be viewed also as a collective skill-set for the public service of tomorrow 
rather than a full list of skills each of the public servants need to master.  

Development of such skill-set in the public administration will require a continuous professional 
development framework. This needs to be combined with the proper administrative procedures, 
institutional set-up and incentives.

A further detailed breakdown can be found in the Annex.
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Policy makers need to understand 
the role of evidence and its place in 
the policy making cycle, as well as the 
challenges and opportunities which 
come with the use of evidence. This 
will be underpinned by knowledge of 
different research methods and their 
purpose, as well as the fundamentals of 
statistical and data literacy (including 
big data, machine learning and artificial 

intelligence)

1. Understanding evidence informed policy 
making

2. Obtaining evidence 

3. Interrogating and assessing evidence 

4. Using and applying evidence in the 
policy making 

5. Engaging with stakeholders in evidence 
informed policy 

Policy makers need to be able to gather 
existing evidence in their own policy area 
and know who to turn to as sources of 
evidence synthesis. They will be able to 
recognise where there are evidence gaps 
and commission high quality evidence 
to fill these, using a range of project 

management techniques.

Policy makers require a set of holistic, 
systemic and critical thinking tools. 
They need to be able to assess 
the provenance, reliability and 
appropriateness of evidence. They will 
have an ability to interrogate evidence 
by critically assessing its quality and 
context, using a range of techniques 
to challenge assumptions and biases.

Policy makers will understand their 
own policy context and recognise 
possible uses of evidence in the 
policy cycle. They will be proficient 
in knowledge management and 
understand the role of innovation, 
with an ability to assess and manage 
risks and challenges. They will be 
familiar with innovative techniques like 
behavioural insights, design thinking, 
policy labs, foresight, etc. and when 

to use them.

Policy makers will have strong 
engagement and communication skills, 
including an ability to create effective 
evidence based messages for different 
types of audiences and to engage and 
inspire a variety of stakeholders. They 
will be able to manage and facilitate 
evidence informed debate with 
policymakers, citizens and maintain 
collaboration with the evidence 
community. They will have a good 
grasp of co-creation, co-production 

and participatory methodologies.
Policy makers will understand different 
evaluation approaches and tools, know 
how to use comparative examples to 
support EIPM. They will understand 
that evaluation should be built in the 
policy cycle and should serve to inform 
and improve EIPM. They will know 
and use qualitative and quantitative 
indicators of successful adoption of 

evidence.

6. Evaluate the success of evidence 
informed policy making
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3. Interrogating and assessing evidence 
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WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS TO DEVELOPING THE CAPACITY FOR EIPM?

The following points highlight the key barriers and facilitators to developing the capacity of EIPM:

BARRIERS CONCERNING THE POLICY-MAKING 
PROCESS
• Lack of a culture of dialogue
• Primacy of political priorities
• Ambiguity over mandate for EIPM
• Weak long term policy planning
• Inflexible and non – transparent policy processes
• Lack of trust between science  and policymaking  
               communities

BARRIERS CONCERNING THE INSTITUTIONAL SET UP
• Limited resources
• Weak incentives for EIPM
• Lack of capability to engage in EIPM

FACILITATORS CONCERNING THE POLICY-
MAKING PROCESS 
• Political commitment to EIPM 
• Dialogue between stakeholders 
• Strengthening demand for evidence
• Support from the international community
• Ensuring quality of evidence 

 

FACILITATORS CONCERNING THE INSTITUTIONAL 
SET UP 
• Sufficient Resources
• Strong leadership and institutional memory 
• Maximising positive disruptive power. 
• Flexibility in the job description and  
                performance

2. PUTTING EVIDENCE-INFORMED 
POLICY-MAKING TO WORK: 

STRENGTHENING INSTITUTIONAL 
ENABLERS AND OVERCOMING 

BARRIERS

In addition to the skills map, it is also necessary to understand the specific institutional barriers 
as well as institutional enablers to EIPM in national administration and how to build positive 
incentives in the system. The role of transparency and open government approaches in support-
ing EIPM is also critical. 
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1. Understanding evidence informed policy 
making

WHAT INSTITUTIONAL SET UP CAN HELP TO FOSTER EIPM?
 

The following points highlight the key institutional features that can 
foster evidence informed policy making:

• A strategic, long - term approach to EIPM

• Clear assignment of responsibilities and mandates to apply 
EIPM

• A strategy for systematic capacity building 

• Organizational incentives for engagement with  evidence – 
informed processes

• Mechanisms for institutional memory and knowledge transfer

• Strong cooperation between researchers and policy makers 

• Translation governmental priorities into research agendas

• Structured dialogue between all stakeholders 

• The availability and accessibility of the evidence itself and 
the skills and capacities to understand and use it. 

 
 
 
 
The following points highlight how transparency and open 
government approaches can support evidence informed policy 
making: 

• Credible administration  where discourse around evidence 
informed decisions matches the actions;

• Maintaining a shared identity among civil servants; 

• The need to incentivise critical thinking skills among pol-
icy – makers;

• The need to equip organisations with sufficient capacity 
to ensure transparency; 

• The value of digital tools to communicate with citizens; 

• The importance of using shared collaborative agendas 
and working places between departments.

HOW CAN TRANSPARENCY AND OPEN GOVERNMENT 
APPROACHES SUPPORT EIPM APPROACHES?
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3. WHAT ARE THE INITATIVES TO 
BUILD CAPACITY FOR EVIDENCE 

INFORMED POLICY MAKING?

Realising the benefits of an evidence-informed policy making agenda requires the civil service to possess a 
rich skill set. This will likely necessitate that jurisdictions invest in capacity building for both policy makers 
and evidence producers. There are many initiatives aimed to help evidence producers understand the pol-
icy making process and to achieve impact. There is a comparative scarcity of initiatives aimed to build the 
capacity, motivation and skills of policy makers to use evidence. 

A number of valuable initiatives already exist in particular areas and countries; however important gaps remain 
in understanding what strategies are effective in building capacity for the use of evidence. This suggests 
there could be value in developing and refining a reference, evidence-informed approach that could then be 
adapted by different countries according to needs.

The key outcomes of consultation with experts and a review of literature are summarised below. 

WHAT WORKS TO INCREASE EVIDENCE USE BY DECISION MAKERS?

Promising approaches include:

1. Interventions prioritising better regulation, impact assessment, regulatory scrutiny, stakeholder 
engagement

2. Interventions facilitating access to evidence, for example through communication strategies and 
evidence repositories.

3. Interventions building decision-makers’ skills to access and make sense of evidence.

4. Interventions that foster changes to decision-making structures and processes by formalising and 
embedding use of evidence within existing structures and processes  through evidence brokerage 
(such as evidence-on-demand services integrating push, user-pull and co-creation).

COUNTRY INITIATIVES TO BUILD CAPACITY FOR EVIDENCE INFORMED POLICY MAKING 
 
Country experts and other stakeholders shared examples of the initiatives in their jurisdiction. A full inventory 
of country examples will be built over time, but a few illustrative examples include:

• Finland’s Developer Network:  Regular meetings for actors who are active in developing the knowl-
edge-policy interface, based on a dialogic approach to sharing and learning.

• The UK’s Evidence Masterclasses (Alliance for Useful Evidence): an immersive learning experience for 
decision-makers, including civil servants, charity leaders and local authority directors, who want to 
confront the challenges of using evidence in their work and become more confident users of research.

• The UK’s Cross-Government Trial Advice Panel: A free to use service for civil servants bringing 
together top trialling and experimentation experts from across  Government  and academia to pro-
vide to advise on all aspects of experimental and quasi-experimental design.

• New Zealand has created Chief Advisor roles, including a Chief Science Advisor and Chief Economist, 
to bring in external capacity for evidence use into the heart of government. 

SUMMARY



5

Towards a Skill Set for Evidence-Informed Policy-Making

UNDERSTANDING EVIDENCE

a) Understanding the Evidence Informed Policy Making agenda 

b) Research literacy 

c) Data literacy

OBTAINING EVIDENCE 

a) Commissioning evidence.  

b) Accessing evidence synthesis  
 

INTERROGATING AND ASSESSING EVIDENCE 

a) Understanding evidence 

b) Interrogating the evidence  

USING AND APPLYING EVIDENCE IN THE POLICY MAKING PROCESS  

a) The policy context of evidence application

b) Evidence management and innovation 

ENGAGE

a) General communication skills

b) Evidence and the political process

c) Engaging citizens

d) Engaging the evidence community 

EVALUATE
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