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Executive summary 

This report looks at how countries can mobilise evidence for good governance, taking stock of standards 

that OECD countries may use to support the design, implementation, and evaluation of public 

interventions. This is part of a broad agenda on fostering evidence-informed policy-making that is shared 

by many countries. Existing knowledge brokers, such as the UK What Works Centres, the US 

clearinghouses  or other government bodies specialised in providing quantitative evidence, have made 

extensive progress in developing standards of evidence for many areas where the public sector can make 

a decisive difference in terms of inclusive growth, such as health, education, employment, labour and social 

policies. Yet, users report being confused at the differences among the standards used by various 

organisations to determine what counts as evidence and how evidence is to be employed in policy-making. 

Bringing coherence to existing approaches would offer governments more operational options for using 

evidence.  

A first goal of this report is to increase coherence among existing approaches, and the thus raise 

confidence in them. The existence of robust standards of evidence is fundamental for convincingly 

communicating on the quality of evidence brought to bear in the evaluation of policies and programmes. 

The current review is designed to serve central government agencies and knowledge brokers aiming to 

improve public sector effectiveness by strengthening the evidence and decision-making interface.  

Evidence in this report is not limited to data and statistics; rather, it refers to a broader range of analysis 

that can also include evaluations, scientific research, and other facts derived from observation or social 

sciences. Knowledge brokers have an important role to play in bridging the divide between producers of 

raw evidence and policy makers. They carry out a range of functions, including that of ensuring the 

appropriate evidence makes its way to policymakers in a timely, attractive, relevant, and accessible 

manner. This evidence has to feed into the policy making cycle for designing, implementing and evaluating 

policies at the right time and the right format.  

The report maps a wide range of existing standards of evidence, related to the quality of content, including 

over 50 existing approaches. These standards are derived from selected existing and varying practices 

currently in use by OECD countries and international research bodies. The report synthesises these 

existing standards through a stocktaking exercise, articulating the results across seven key dimensions: 

the role of evidence synthesis; the theory of change and logic underpinning an intervention; the design and 

development of policies and programmes; the efficacy, effectiveness, and cost effectiveness of an 

intervention as well as how standards for evidence are related to the implementation and scale up of public 

interventions.  

The consideration of standards of evidence, while necessary, is not sufficient for an evidence-informed 

approach that maintains trust in policy making processes for the design, implementation, and evaluation 

of public interventions and policies. Maintaining trust requires an investment in good governance, so that 

citizens and the broader public can infer that the policy process is designed as a way for the government 

to be able to achieve the best possible outcome taking into account existing constraints. Evidence is but 

one contributing element to policy making. Policy makers must also weigh up other considerations, such 

as ethics, economics, and political considerations. Policy makers need to think critically about what 

evidence is needed in the context of a decision, as well as whose voices, interests, and values need to be 

taken into account.  
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As a result, the report also presents a set of principles for the management of evidence used across OECD 

countries. These principles focus on the process and the conditions for good use through which evidence 

is brought to bear as part of any process aimed at ensuring trust in decision making. The seven principles 

identified include: whether evidence is appropriate for the policy concern, accountability of the policy 

advisory system through which evidence is brought to bear, contestability (ie that evidence is open to 

questioning), public representation in decision making (through public engagement), transparency in the 

use of evidence, and building evidence through emerging technologies and mobilising data in some ethical 

ways. The report maps 29 approaches that cover one or more such principles.  

Altogether, the combined analysis seeks to improve the quality and use of “standards” and “principles” of 

evidence for government agencies through a comprehensive mapping and stocktaking approach. While 

the report is not prescriptive as such, for each of the 14 principles that have been highlighted, it offers a 

set of questions to help frame the main concerns that should be raised to the attention of government 

agencies and knowledge brokers dealing with evidence to inform the policy-making cycle. This analysis 

would aim to support better use of evidence by government agencies.  

 The findings of this report can strengthen the evidence and decision-making interface, bringing greater 

understanding and support to the role of knowledge brokerage organisations in their efforts to improve 

public sector effectiveness. The use of evidence should not be limited to informing the policy-making 

processes. Evidence is also critical to identifying positive and negative consequences of public 

interventions, while quality evidence can contribute to learning how to maximise benefits and minimise 

damages of public interventions. Evidence matters for understanding how existing programmes can be 

evaluated and improved. This “learning” dimension is an important part of the process of evaluating policy 

choices and developing systematic approaches to improving public policy and improving good governance. 

This report highlights the benefits of and the need for global collaboration in terms of data and evidence 

sharing to support both scientific and government processes. The mapping offered by the report can help 

further strengthen evidence informed policy making in the future and support increasing citizen trust in the 

decision-making process.  
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Key introductory points 

The role of quality evidence to support evidence-informed policy-making  

This report reviews the principles and standards that OECD countries use to support the design, 

implementation and evaluation of public interventions, as part of their efforts to foster evidence-informed 

policy-making. The report addresses two challenges in realising the potential of evidence-informed policy-

making. The first challenge is that not all evidence is equal: some evidence is more robust and trustworthy 

and deserves to be given more weight in decision-making. Determining when evidence is robust and 

sufficient, and then communicating this to decision makers is challenging. The evidence concerned in this 

report is the whole range of analysis that can be made using various information and data sources that are 

brought to be bear in the design, implementation and evaluation of policy interventions. Standards of 

evidence have been developed by knowledge brokers in many countries to help communicate the strength 

of evidence of policies and programmes to policy makers. The second challenge is that evidence is one of 

many inputs of policy-making and policy makers must balance various considerations such as ethics, 

equity, values, economics, special interests, privacy, security, and political objectives in order to maintain 

trust in the policy making process. Principles for the good governance of evidence help to ensure that 

evidence is used appropriately and with reference to the wider administrative and political system into 

which it is being introduced. At the same time, it is important to recognise the messy nature of the policy 

process where conflicting values, interests and constraints have to be addressed. While evidence can 

inform policy-making, it certainly cannot “determine” it, as this reflects the political responsibility entrusted 

to policy makers and ministers in government.   

What are the challenges of contemporary policy-making?  

Contemporary policy problems are increasingly ‘wicked’ in nature, involving social pluralism, institutional 

complexity, and scientific uncertainty (Head and Alford, 2015[1]). Simultaneously, public trust in government 

and political organisations has been eroded, following the global financial crisis in a large number of 

countries at a time when arguably, policy makers need it most (OECD, 2017[2]). Trust has since then 

recovered on average to pre-crisis levels, but not in the countries that were most affected (OECD, 2019[3]).  

Countries, however, have now fallen into a much deeper crisis in public confidence caused by the COVID 

19 pandemic. In particular, it has tested governments’ capacities to maintain and ensure trust in decision-

making processes that have an immediate and deep impact on the lives of their citizens. The impacts of 

eroding trust in government and institutions are wide ranging, and include consequences for the effective 

functioning of government, which may result in costly micromanagement between organisations, 

government, and citizens (Prange-Gstöhl, 2016[4]). The COVID 19 pandemic has also put science under 

increased public scepticism: “Trust in research and its role in political decision making and policy changes 

have never been more at the forefront of public discussion and scrutiny than during the current public 

health crisis” (The Lancet, 2020[5]). Indeed, during this Covid-19 crisis the fabric of our democracies 

appears threatened by an inability of government to present a convincing model of the role of science and 

evidence in decision-making. This report is preceded by years of research and discussion. It arrives in a 

timely manner, asking the question: “But what is everyone's role in strengthening this trust?” (The Lancet, 

2020[5]); In particular, the role of knowledge brokers and government agencies in providing evidence to 

policymakers as they navigate a complex and challenging political landscape. 
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Moreover, the questioning of the role of traditional institutions has coincided with the digitalisation of 

societies, including within the public sector, and the adoption of digital communications platforms. There 

is growing concern about the potential for disinformation (so called fake news nowadays) through 

traditional and social media, where the origins and motivations of traditional and new sources of evidence 

are questioned. Both trends have only been exacerbated during the COVID 19 crisis. This has led to the 

traditional hierarchical approach to the dissemination of knowledge being replaced by peer-to-peer 

recommendations and algorithms, even if the need for authoritative voices remains (D’Ancona, 2017[6]). 

Whilst citizens still hold science in high regard and there is a high level of trust in scientists (Yarborough, 

2014[7]) what can no longer be taken for granted is the authority of science in the face of other pressures 

and alternative sources of ‘knowledge’. The many “unknown unknowns” and uncertainty created by, for 

example, the COVID 19 crisis have also generated significant challenges while increasing the reliance on 

science in the decision making process.  

Another enabler for trustworthy and evidence-informed decision making is the increasing capacity of 

governments to collect, process and store digital data, and to integrate these into policy processes. The 

use and application of data in crisis management efforts has, in the case of COVID 19, aimed at enabling 

more transformative, open, collaborative, pinpointed and agile action while reemphasising challenges to 

good data governance, including within the public sector, such as lacking health data standards and crisis-

adjusted data ethics (OECD, 2019[8]).  

The result is that a wide range of new and alternative sources of information are now available to 

governments, a plethora of which could all feed into the policy-making and decision making process. It is 

therefore all the more important that some form of principles and standards for mobilising evidence be 

developed to strengthen the coherence and the trustworthiness of such decision-making processes. This 

of course is complementary to all the efforts that are needed upstream to address data certification or data 

provenance in order to avoid data corruption and therefore misleading outputs.  

Sound public governance has a critical role to play in maintaining trust as it can promote fair processes 

and outcomes for citizens. Good public governance is also need to improve the quality, access and 

responsiveness of public services. This hinges on the good or “appropriate” use of evidence, to feed into 

the design, implementation, and evaluation of public programmes and interventions. Both are key features 

of a smart and agile state.  

Defining the role of evidence and evidence-informed policy-making   

Defining what ‘evidence-informed policy-making’ and ‘evidence’ mean in a policy context is a necessary 

step in defining how to improve it. Evidence-informed policy-making can be defined as a process whereby 

sources of information–including statistics, data or available published research–are consulted before 

making a decision to design, implement and/or alter policies, interventions, programmes. (Langer, Tripney 

and Gough, 2016[9]). This report adopts a correspondingly broad definition of evidence: ‘a systematic 

investigative process employed to increase or revise current knowledge’ (Langer, Tripney and Gough, 

2016[9]). The use of evidence contributes to good governance as it enables actors to evaluate, design and 

update public interventions. 

The evidence used to inform policy making processes may be derived from (i) ‘scientific evidence’ , ii) 

policy evaluation (iii) anecdotal observations, (iv) subjective opinions polls, each with varying strength of 

evidence. Scientific evidence on the quality and impact of public interventions, policies and programmes 

is based on the application of the scientific method to data coming from either: 

a Randomized control trials (RCT), i.e. data from a controlled experiments, or 

b Observational data (i.e., data collected through the observation of individuals, 

communities, organisations). 
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Box 1. Background definitions of types of evidence 

 Scientific evidence consists of the results of observations and experiments that serve to support, 

refute, or modify a scientific hypothesis (belief or proposition) when collected and interpreted in 

accordance with a widely accepted scientific method. The scientific method is an empirical 

method of acquiring knowledge that has characterized the development of science since at least 

the 17th century. It involves: 

o the formulation of hypotheses as tentative responses to questions arising from what is 

already known in a specific field of knowledge and as a way to generate new knowledge;  

o the testing of the hypothesis through a controlled experiment or other methods; 

o the analysis and ongoing investigation of the experimental findings  

 Policy evaluation is a structured and objective assessment of an ongoing or completed policy 

or reform initiative, its design, implementation and results. It determines the relevance and 

fulfilment of objectives, efficiency, effectiveness, impact and sustainability as well as the worth 

or significance of a policy.   

 Anecdotal evidence is evidence from anecdotes, i.e. evidence collected in a casual or informal 

manner and relying heavily or entirely on personal testimony. 

 Opinion polls are a human research survey of public opinion from a particular sample of a target 

population. 

 

Sources: Adapted from Oxford Dictionary, Wikipedia. OECD (2016[10]), Open Government: the Global Context and the Way Forward, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264268104-en. OECD-DAC (2009[11]), Guidelines for Project and Programme Evaluations 

https://www.oecd.org/development/evaluation/dcdndep/47069197.pdf. 

Appropriate scientific methodology needs to be applied to data to transform them into evidence and 

knowledge. Observational data is often treated with methods labelled quasi-experimental, because they 

compensate for the departures from an experimental setting via appropriate statistical methodology; (see 

e.g. (Crato and Paruolo, 2019[12]). Overall strength of evidence comes from the quality and reliability of the 

data and data sources, from the appropriateness of the methodology applied to control for bias, and from 

the concurrence of different parts of the evidence. 

The role of the use of evidence in improving public sector effectiveness 

Achieving the promise of evidence-informed policy-making  

Evidence has a critical role to play in improving the quality, responsiveness, and accessibility of public 

interventions, services or programmes. Evidence also plays a role throughout the key stages of the policy 

cycle when public interventions are designed, implemented, and evaluated. This may involve an interactive 

process, where citizens and users can share views, collaborate with peers or express dissatisfaction as 

part of a feedback loop to better understand needs and embrace innovation. (OECD, 2020[13]).   

Policy design benefits from ‘policy memory’: an understanding of where challenges have been experienced 

in the past and what previous good practice could be incorporated into the current reform effort. For 

instance, evidence synthesis, such as systematic reviews, helps policymakers to prevent one-sided policy 

design, avoid duplication and ensure that scarce resources are directed at areas of policy requiring further 

solutions. It is also used to identify policies and practices that have been found to be ineffective, suggesting 

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264268104-en
https://www.oecd.org/development/evaluation/dcdndep/47069197.pdf
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caution should be exercised regarding further investment in the absence of additional refinement and 

testing (Gough, Oliver and Thomas, 2013[14]; Torgerson and Torgerson, 2003[15]).  

The implementation of public interventions and policies requires significant planning and management. 

Evidence provides an understanding of how policies should be adapted to meet local needs, whilst 

safeguarding against changes that may affect outcomes: this can make the difference between a 

successful implementation of an intervention and one that is ineffective or potentially even harmful (Moore, 

Bumbarger and Cooper, 2013[16]). Gathering evidence on factors that help and hinder implementation can 

facilitate dissemination of effective interventions at scale and the delivery of outcomes at the population 

level (Castro, Barrera and Holleran Steiker, 2010[17]). The attention given to implementation aspects has 

been subject to growing interest from the economics profession over recent years. (Duflo, 2017[18])   

The evaluation of public policies and interventions is also critical to understand why some complex policies 

work and why others do not. As one source of relevant knowledge, policy evaluation supports policy 

choices through an evidence-informed decision-making process. Solid evidence and its strategic use 

throughout the policy cycle can foster policy effectiveness, value for money, accountability, and 

transparency - enriching public scrutiny, facilitating shared learning and ultimately increasing public trust 

(OECD, 2020[19]). Ex post evaluation can also be complemented by a more agile feedback loop, so that 

adjustments may be made in real time.  

The need to create a supportive institutional environment  

An institutionalized approach to evidence gathering and evidence usage  contributes to aligning isolated 

and unplanned evidence efforts into more formal and systematic practices, with the ability to set guidelines 

and incentives for evidence creation and use (Gaarder and Briceño, 2010[20]).The OECD comparative 

report on policy evaluation (2020[19]) identifies that legal frameworks constitute a basis for embedding the 

practice of evaluations across government in a systematic way. Policy frameworks also give strategic 

direction to a specific sector or thematic area of policy evaluation. A related OECD report (2020[21]) shows 

that building capacity for evidence use requires strengthening organisational tools, resources and 

processes, mandates, legislation and regulation. As these two related OECD report provide significant 

institutional information on country frameworks and good practices, the current report focuses on a core 

set of characteristics that are relevant to the content of evidence and the process for integrating it in policy 

making, in terms of standards and governance principles.  

Promoting the use of evidence and improving the evidence to policy interface 

through knowledge brokerage 

Ensuring the effective use of evidence in policy-making depends on the capacity, motivation and skill of 

policy makers and researchers as well as the quality of the political-administrative interface. Whilst many 

OECD countries have adopted mechanisms to promote a culture of evidence-informed policy-making, the 

systematic use of evidence and data in policy making often remains an aspiration and requires further 

progress to be engrained in the civil service as a whole (OECD, 2015[22]).  
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On the data as such, there is also a need for a coherent data governance approach not only to support the 

access and sharing of data within the public sector or across different sectors, but to secure the deployment 

of controls to ensure that data itself is trustworthy and, depending on the data accessed or shared, 

protected without compromising basic rights in adherence to ethical values (OECD, 2019[23]).   

Addressing the challenges of promoting the use of evidence and improving the evidence to policy interface 

requires an acknowledgement of the fact that the worlds of policy-making and research are very different. 

Policy-making is intrinsically political and often reflects a mix of complex interactions and deliberative 

processes. This reflects different professional cultures, resources, imperatives and time frames than those 

of science (Olejniczak, Raimondo and Kupiec, 2016[24]). Scientific language and discourse is also distinct 

from the language of policy-making (Meyer, 2010[25]). As a result, policy makers may not have the time and 

capacity to synthesize the research literature and face a number of obstacles when accessing the latest 

knowledge and research (Burkhardt et al., 2015[26]; Oliver et al., 2014[27]). The process of translating 

knowledge and research so that it can be used in the policy-making cycle is messy and complex and 

requires governments and other stakeholders to create favourable contexts, incentives and a supportive 

culture for evidence-informed policy-making (Ellen et al., 2013[28]).  

One solution for strengthening the evidence-policy interface is establishing ‘knowledge brokers’ to bridge 

the gap between researchers and decision makers. These are also called ‘intermediary organisations’ in 

the literature (Proctor et al., 2019[29]; Association of Children’s Welfare Agencies, 2018[30]). Knowledge 

brokers are organizations or individuals, who thanks to their intermediary position in the system, can 

establish and maintain links and cooperation between knowledge producers and users. Harnessing their 

deep knowledge about both the research process and the policy cycle as well as their extended 

connections with representatives of these two worlds, they can increase availability of the robust 

knowledge and build a culture and capabilities for evidence use. 

Acting as the bridge between knowledge users and producers, broker organizations must fulfil a wide range 

of functions. To be able to introduce more evidence into decision-making process, they need to be sure 

that reliable knowledge is accessible from the field. They synthesise what researchers and end users 

already know, identify what kind of evidence is missing in relation to decision makers’ information needs 

and fill those gaps by performing new analysis. They need to ensure that gathered evidence is introduced 

to the right recipients in a timely and attractive manner. They can disseminate knowledge through general 

channels of communication and also through targeted messages. Their role is to maximise the chances 

that evidence will be taken on board by decision makers. They must also foster trust in their results, for 

example through addressing concerns for reliability and for conflict of interest. For this purpose, they have 

to promote an evidence – based culture among stakeholders, to translate knowledge into usable tools and 

to build networks of knowledge producers and users. 

The need for standards of evidence to bring coherence to policy making 

processes  

While governments recognise the importance of using evidence in the policy-making process, not all 

evidence is equal. Some evidence is more robust and trustworthy and deserves to be given more weight 

in decision-making. Figuring out which evidence is robust and communicating this to decision makers is 

challenging. Standards of evidence attempt to strengthen the evidence of policies and programmes 

transmitted to policy makers. Existing knowledge brokers, which include government agencies, evidence-

based clearinghouses and “What Works centres” have already made extensive progress in developing 

standards of evidence that are firmly rooted in the academic literature.  

Although standards of evidence have great potential to improve the quality of evidence-informed policy-

making, current approaches face several limitations that impede their use.  Due to the proliferation of 

different approaches to standards of evidence, it is possible to reach different judgements about the 

strength of evidence of the same policy or programme. It is not surprising that stakeholders are confused 
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about the difference between the standards of evidence used by different organisations (Puttick, 2018[31]; 

Means et al., 2015[32]). This can even happen within the same government, or across two sides of the 

same ministry, where different key parameters such as the implicit value of a life saved can be used to 

obtain incoherent calculations supporting a range of apparently equally valid public interventions. In other 

policy areas, standards cover only a restricted set of the issues that are important for the policymaking 

process. The existing stocktaking exercises have found that many of the approaches focus on how to 

determine whether an intervention is efficacious and effective (Gough and White, 2018[33]), which ignores 

key features of intervention design, implementation and potential for scale-up. Some approaches to 

evidence standards may also not serve the needs and realities of public policy (Parkhurst and Abeysinghe, 

2016[34]).  

Ensuring the good governance of evidence 

Consideration of the standards of evidence is necessary but not sufficient for an evidence-informed 

approach to policy-making. It is necessary to also consider balancing these technical features with the 

inherently political nature of policymaking (Parkhurst, 2017[35]). As evidence is but one input to policy-

making and policy and practice decisions actors must also weigh up broader considerations, such as 

ethics, equity, values and political considerations.  Decision makers need to think critically about what 

evidence is needed in the context of a particular decision – and whose voices, interests and values need 

to be heard and how power shapes knowledge production and use (Oliver and Pearce, 2017[36]). This 

ensures that ethical values and appropriate safeguarding can be assured (Leadbeater et al., 2018[37]). The 

governance of evidence is therefore essential to limit undue bias in decision making, to reduce the potential 

impact of lobbying and to ensure that government can act in the best general public interest.  

Goal and focus of this report 

This report aims to improve the quality and use of evidence both for central government agencies and for 

knowledge brokers through greater uptake of standards and principles, with a view to improving public 

sector effectiveness and strengthening evidence at the decision-making interface.  

The report offers a first mapping of existing principles for the good governance of evidence, followed by a 

stocktaking of standards of evidence. The methods are described in detail below. Each substantive part 

offers details of the principles and standards and provides a coherent narrative about their features and 

focus. For each principle or standard, the report offers detailed case study examples describing the use of 

principles and standards in different jurisdictions. The report treats these principles and standards as 

cutting across different parts of the policy cycle. Each chapter offers a self-assessment checklist for the 

use of agencies and organisations to help them think about key questions that they may consider including 

in their own approaches. A consolidated presentation of the principles and standards is offered at the end 

of this introduction. The principles and standards presented in this report should not be seen as a full 

comprehensive mandatory checklist but as a sort of a mental check of the issues that might need to be 

addressed. For example, having a logic model, or a theory of change is not always possible, in the case 

of multiple, competing or conflicting policy goals. However, when feasible, this can be useful and the report 

offers a range of insights and relevant sources.  

At this stage, the current mapping remains descriptive. It opens the floor for future discussions on the 

issues that should be consider for the review and production of evidence. This report provides an initial 

resource for agencies and national experts thinking about the role of standards and principles in their 

evidence architecture.  Reflecting both the nature of existing practice and the thematic interests of the 

project, the current review has primarily focused on public interventions and especially in the social policy 

area. As a result, the report makes a focused contribution to the full range of considerations involved in 

providing evidence for policy-making. For example, it is recognised that evidence plays a role in policy 
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issues such as developing a financial aid system in the area of development,1 and in developing clinical 

guidelines for how physicians respond to an issue in the health area2. However, such issues are not 

directly addressed in the current report which is focused on domestic policy intervention for the public 

sector as a whole. 

This report complements two other existing OECD reports on building capacity for evidence-informed 

policy-making (OECD, 2020[21]), and on improving governance through policy evaluation (OECD, 2020[19]) 

Methodology  

Conceptual framework  

The elaboration of the conceptual framework was prepared following an initial literature review on 

evidence-informed policy-making, accompanied by an early engagement from a set of experts from OECD 

countries, and complemented by an exploratory expert meeting in October 2018. The list of the experts is 

available in the acknowledgements and their help is gratefully acknowledge.  

 Principles for the good governance of evidence: This outlook was informed by the research of 

Justin Parkhurst’s (2017[38]) in “The politics of evidence: from evidence-based policy to the good 

governance of evidence”. This led to the extraction of key principles (listed in Figure 1. Mapping of 

the principles and standards for the good governance of evidence) which were reviewed, expanded 

and refined in cooperation with experts as well as with the OECD public governance community at 

large. This provided a framework to extract information from a range of other sources relevant to 

the good governance of evidence.  

 Standards of evidence: The starting point was “Standards of Evidence for Efficacy, Effectiveness, 

and Scale-up Research” Gottfredson (2015[39]), which was complemented with expert inputs and 

other OECD sources3. This provided a framework to synthesise and analyse other approaches to 

the standards of evidence, along with existing mapping efforts that had been done originally in the 

UK and which have now been expanded to an international level through the current report  

(Puttick, 2018[40]; Breckon et al., 2019[41]) (Gough and White, 2018[33]). This led to the extraction of 

standards of evidence (listed in Figure 1. Mapping of the principles and standards for the good 

governance of evidence) which the report then used as a framework in order to extract information 

from a range of other sources relevant to the standards of evidence.   

Desk research  

Comprehensive and iterative desk research was used to examine and synthesize existing approaches to 

both the principles and standards of evidence. This included the analysis of the clearinghouses and 

organizations’ websites and their available online resources, restricted to the information published in 

English that was available to the Secretariat by the end of 2019. Therefore, to be included in the report the 

approaches had to be a) publicly available with accessible resources that could be accessed and assessed 

and b) available in English.  
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Engaging with experts  

This report was also supported by thorough engagement with experts. Experts came from across OECD 

countries and from a range of organisations, including Ministries of Finance, Cabinet Offices, What Works 

Centres, Science Advisors, and other knowledge brokers with an interest in the principles and standards 

of evidence.  

The expert group met twice over the course of the project and the Secretariat maintained an iterative 

engagement with the expert community throughout the project. The first meeting took place in October 

2018 and aimed to integrate different approaches and country’s experiences towards the good governance 

of evidence, to shape the framework for the study. The second meeting took place in June 2019 and this 

meeting focused on the findings from the mapping exercise and offered significant opportunity for expert 

feedback. The expert group’s feedback has been incorporated into this version of the report while experts 

were mobilised again twice in 2020.   

Country coverage  

Principles for the Good Governance of Evidence 

Overall, the report mapped 29 approaches that covered one or more principles for ensuring the appropriate 

use of evidence. The sources come from a range of OECD countries: New Zealand, Japan, United 

Kingdom, and United States, as well as the European Union, the OECD, and from the International Science 

Council- INGSA. Thirteen approaches are from United Kingdom (UK), five from the European Union, four 

from United States, two from New Zealand and the OECD, and three from Malawi, Japan and INGSA. 

Standards of evidence 

This report has mapped 50 standards of evidence, which come mainly from seven OECD countries: 

Australia, Canada, Germany, New Zealand, Spain, United Kingdom, and United States, as well as 

approaches from the European Union, and one with an international focus. Twenty-three approaches are 

from United States (USA), fourteen from United Kingdom (UK), and eight from Canada, Australia, 

Germany, New Zealand, and Spain. The European Union has four approaches drawn from existing EU 

agencies and the Joint Research Center of the European Commission. 

Consolidated overview of the principles and standards  

This section presents a consolidated overview of the Principles for the Good Governance of Evidence as 

well as the related Standards of evidence. Figure 1.  below presents the analytical framework while the 

following sections outline each of the principles and standards.  
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Figure 1. Mapping of the principles and standards for the good governance of evidence 

 

Source: Research by the authors, expending and drawing on Parkhurst (2017[38]). 

Principles for the good governance of evidence  
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Ensuring integrity (honest brokerage)  

Individuals and  organisations providing evidence for policy-making need processes to ensure the integrity 

for such advice, managing conflicts of interest and ethical conduct to avoid policy capture and maintain 

trust in evidence and evidence-informed processes for policy-making. This notion of integrity includes both 

the processes used to select and analyse the evidence, but also the processes through which the advice 

is then provided to policy-making.  
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Accountability 

Accountability in decision-making means that the agent setting the rules and shape of official evidence 

advisory systems used to inform policymaking should have a formal public mandate, and the final decision 

authority for policies informed by evidence should lie with democratically representative and publicly 

accountable officials. 

Contestability 

Evidence must be open to critical questioning and appeal, which can include enabling challenges over 

decisions about which evidence to use. The challenge function can be organised within government, and 

through organisations such as chief economists, central review boards, or government science advisors.  

Public representation in decision-making 

Public engagement enables stakeholders and members of the public to bring their multiple competing 

values and concerns to be considered in the evidence utilisation process, even if not all concerns can be 

selected in the final policy decision. 

Transparency in the use of evidence 

Evidence should be clearly visible, understandable and open to public scrutiny. The public should be able 

to see how the evidence used to inform a decision was collected, analysed, and used in the decision-

making process and for what purpose.  

Building evidence through emerging technologies and mobilising data 

The use of data and emerging technologies for the purpose of evidence-informed policy making needs to 

pay due attention to the increase in data governance instruments that address ethics, protection, privacy 

and consent, transparency and security; and to the development of relevant data standards that build 

evidence. It is important that the data and AI processes that build evidence are designed, generated, 

applied and used in ethical ways that respect the rights of individuals so that resulting evidence contributes 

to the fostering of public trust.    

Standards of evidence 

Standards concerning evidence synthesis. 

Evidence syntheses provide a vital tool for policy makers and practitioners to find what works, how it works, 

and what might do harm based on thorough literature reviews that help to ensure good knowledge 

management of the existing and previous research. As with primary studies readers can and should 

appraise the quality of evidence synthesis. 

Given the breadth of the published literature, including impact evaluations, RCTs, being published each 

year, knowledge management is essential as it becomes more difficult for policy makers and practitioners 

to keep abreast of the literature. Furthermore, policies should ideally be based on assessing the full body 

of evidence, not single studies, which may not provide a full picture of the effectiveness of a policy or 

programme. 

Theory of change and logic underpinning an intervention: Should the intervention work? 

A theory of change can be defined as a set of interrelated assumptions explaining how and why an 

intervention is likely to produce outcomes in the target population. A logic model sets out the conceptual 
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connections between concepts in the theory of change to show what intervention, at what intensity, 

delivered to whom and at what intervals would likely produce specified short term, intermediate and long 

term outcomes. In some cases, a single theory of change might be difficult to identify due to multiple and 

complex interactions,  it might be difficult to identify a unique course of action and the underlying policy 

goals could be multiple and conflicting; this should not impede the activation of evidence processes. 

Design and development of policies and programmes: Can it work? 

Standards concerning the design and development of policies and programmes focus on evidence that 

tests the feasibility of delivering a policy in practice. At the design and development stage, analysts are 

often perform important work in testing theories of change and logic models, carrying out process 

evaluations and pre/post studies. 

Efficacy of an intervention: Does it work? 

Once an intervention has been identified as ‘promising’ in preliminary research, many standards of 

evidence emphasise the need for rigorous efficacy testing. Efficacy studies typically privilege internal 

validity, which pertains to inferences about whether the observed correlation between the intervention and 

outcomes reflect and underlie causal relationship. In order to maintain high internal validity, efficacy trials 

often test an intervention under ‘ideal’ circumstances. This can include a high degree of support from the 

intervention developer and strict eligibility criteria thus limiting the study to a single population of interest. 

Effectiveness of interventions: Does it work in the real world? 

Efficacy trials often tell us little about the impact of an intervention in ‘real world’ conditions, because the 

evaluation is often overseen by the developer of the policy or programme, with a carefully selected sample. 

What are the benefits or damages, independently from the policy goals?  Therefore, standards of evidence 

often stipulate that a policy or programme demonstrates effectiveness, in studies where no more support 

is given than would be typical in ‘real world’ situations. This requires flexibility in evaluation design to 

address cultural, ethical and practice challenges.  During policy implementation, evidence is useful to 

understand for whom its work and for whom it does not work. Therefore it is important to learn how to 

maximize benefits and minimize damages, also within a no policy change scenario. 

Cost effectiveness of interventions: Is it worth it? 

Positive impacts at a very high price may not be in the interests of governments and citizens. Using 

economic evidence is important to demonstrate value for money for public programmes in a context of 

continued fiscal constraints. Increased understanding of interventions that achieve impact at too high a 

price would enable decision-makers to make more efficient decisions. 

Implementation and scale up of interventions 

Knowledge of ‘what works’ – of which policies and programmes are effective, is necessary but not sufficient 

for obtaining outcomes for citizen. Increasingly, there is recognition that ‘implementation matters’- that the 

quality and level of implementation of an intervention of policy is associated with outcomes for citizens. 

Thus, it is important to understand the features of policies and programmes, of the organisation or entity 

implementing them, along with the other factors that are related to adoption, implementation and 

sustainability of a policy or programme. It can also be important to ensure a systematic monitoring 

framework to contribute to the process of implementation and scaling up. This enables practical guidance 

to enable successful implementation. 
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