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Three ways to explain the politics of evidence-based policymaking1 

Introduction 

Politics has a profound effect on the use of evidence, and evidence can have a major impact on 

policy, but these relationships are hard to understand and easy to caricature. In particular, it is 

tempting for scientists to describe the pathological effect of politics on policymaking and link 

the ‘evidence-policy gap’ to the dogma, cognitive deficiencies, or limited resolve of politicians.  

High profile events such as the ‘Brexit’ vote in the UK and the election of Donald Trump as 

US President have prompted many scientists to bemoan an era of ‘post-truth politics’ in which 

ideology and emotion trumps evidence and expertise, particularly in salient issues. From the 

perspective of scientists involved primarily in the supply of evidence, they produce high quality 

evidence only for politicians to ignore it or, even worse, distort its message to support their 

ideologically-driven policies. If they expect ‘evidence-based policymaking’ they soon become 

disenchanted and conclude that ‘policy-based evidence’ is more likely (Cairney, 2016a: 1-2). 

Yet, most policy is processed out of the public spotlight, few issues are salient, and science has 

an ever-present role in the less visible, day-to-day, business of policymaking. This lack of 

public visibility can help many scientific actors secure a privileged position in the policy 

process (Schneider and Ingram, 1997). In some cases, experts are consulted routinely. In others, 

scientific evidence is integral to the language policymakers use to identify problems and 

solutions. Policymakers often take for granted a routine need to consult with the actors most 

able to provide evidence-informed advice (Jordan and Cairney, 2013). Still, from the 

perspective of elected politicians, involved primarily in managing government and maximising 

public and organisational support for policies, scientific evidence is one piece of a large puzzle. 

They begin with a manifesto for government and, if elected, have an obligation to carry it out. 

Evidence may play a part in that process, but attention to problems is not proportionate to the 

scientific measurement of their size, and there is rarely enough time to search comprehensively 

for evidence on policy solutions. Further, elected policymakers juggle many governance 

principles in an unpredictable way. For example, they may try to delegate policymaking and 

encourage ‘localism’ to foster pragmatic policymaking, and intervene to appear to be in control 

of policy to foster a sense of democratic accountability.  

Political science and policy studies provide a way to understand these processes - including the 

limits to ‘rational’ policymaker behaviour, and the apparent ‘emergence’ of policy from 

complex policymaking systems or environments - to describe the ‘evidence-policy gap’ in a 

more convincing way. Yet, policy theory is difficult to sell to the scientists trained in one 

discipline and unable to retrain in policy studies. Consequently, we need to find a way to 

explain key insights in a way that captures their imagination, identifies the payoffs to studying 
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policymaking from a political science perspective, and encourages them to learn more. I expand 

on three main ways to do so.  

First, provide a simple but not simplistic way to understand policymaking. I show why we need 

take simple insights from complicated policy theories rather than the more frequent starting 

point of ‘policy cycles’ and ‘stages’. Policy theories are generally built on a rejection of the 

idea of cycles with stages; we describe them to show how policymaking does not work. The 

danger is that people unfamiliar to policy studies become interested and quickly drawn to the 

policy cycle, because it is easy to understand and offers a simple – but misleading - way to 

engage with policymaking (Cairney, 2016a: 14). Modern theories are more realistic but 

difficult to understand. Therefore, the first step is to explain their key insights to make them 

more accessible and provide guidance on how to use them to engage with policymakers more 

effectively. 

Second, use those theories to identify the conditions under which evidence ‘wins the day’ in 

policymaking. I compare two case studies – tobacco and ‘prevention’ policies – to identify 

three conditions: actors are able to use scientific evidence to persuade policymakers to pay 

attention to, and shift their understanding of, policy problems; the policy environment becomes 

conducive to policy change; and, actors exploit ‘windows of opportunity’ successfully. In other 

words, science never wins the day on its own; evidence is, at best, a necessary but insufficient 

condition for major policy change.  

Third, identify the profound dilemmas that arise when we seek to maximise the use of scientific 

evidence in policy, using slogans such as ‘what works’. Effective actors employ framing and 

persuasion techniques to generate policymaker attention to problems and sell solutions. They 

engage for the long term, forming coalitions with powerful allies, and identifying in which 

‘venues’ key decisions are made and the informal rules in each venue. When considering how 

to emulate their success, advocates of scientific evidence face dilemmas about how far they 

should go to influence policymakers and privilege some forms of evidence over others.  

Overall, these three steps provide a ‘roadmap’ for researchers and practitioners engaging with 

the politics of EBPM: understand the policy process, learn what it takes to maximise scientific 

evidence use, and reflect on the key dilemma that arises during political engagement: should 

we do all we can to privilege scientific evidence in policy? 

Step 1: learn and take practical advice from policy theories 

Step one is to learn from decades of policy studies. In particular, recently renewed hopes for 

EBPM are reminiscent of two historic reference points in policy studies (Botterill and 

Hindmoor, 2012). First, many scientists articulate the idea that policymakers and scientists 

should cooperate to use the best evidence to determine ‘what works’ in policy, in a way that is 

often reminiscent of 1950s discussions of the pursuit of ‘synoptic’ or ‘comprehensive’ 

rationality in policymaking.i The key difference is that EBPM is often described as an ideal by 

scientists, to be compared with the more disappointing processes they find when they engage 

in politics and would like to replace (Cairney and Oliver, 2017). In contrast, ‘comprehensive 

rationality’ is an ideal-type, used to describe what cannot happen, and the practical implications 



of that impossibility. The ideal-type involves a core group of elected policymakers at the ‘top’, 

identifying their values or the problems they seek to solve, and translating their policies into 

action to maximise benefits to society, aided by neutral organisations gathering all the facts 

necessary to produce policy solutions (John, 1998: 33). Yet, they are unable to: separate values 

from facts in any meaningful way; rank policy aims in a logical and consistent manner; gather 

information comprehensively, or possess the cognitive ability to process it (Simon, 1976; 

Lindblom, 1959; Cairney, 2012a: 96-7). Instead, policymakers face their ‘bounded rationality’ 

and deal with it in two main ways: using ‘rules of thumb’ to limit their analysis, and producing 

‘good enough’ decisions (Simon, 1976: xxviii). Crucially, our modern ability to get closer to 

the ideal of gathering information comprehensively only helps solve one of many obstacles to 

comprehensive rationality. Policymakers will always need to use ‘rules of thumb’. 

While this story of bounded rationality is central to policy studies, hopes for a more 

comprehensive rationality are still prominent in discussions of EBPM. They are often built on 

the idea that in policymaking we can separate subjective policymaker values from objective 

scientific facts (Douglas, 2009), and demarcate responsibilities between policymakers 

identifying problems and scientists solving them (Pielke, 2007; Jasanoff, 2009). Instead, we 

use values and beliefs to generate research questions and measures, and evidence only becomes 

relevant when we use our beliefs and values to make sense of it in relation to policy problems 

(for example, to identify important/ unimportant problems, and high/ low effectiveness of 

solutions) (Cairney, 2016a: 16). In that context, attempts to set a policy agenda focusing merely 

on ‘what works’ are based on naïve expectations (Botterill and Hindmoor 2012), the cynical 

use of a particular image of science to curtail debate (Boswell, 2017), or pragmatic attempts to 

generate some academic-practitioner consensus. Yet, a truly pragmatic understanding of ‘what 

works’ is based as much on political as technical feasibility (Kingdon, 1984). A policy has to 

‘work’ for the people measuring success with reference to their popularity, and ease in which 

they can process policy solutions, as much as their long term outcomes (McConnell, 2010). 

Overall, policy studies can help scholars new to politics shift from a naïve to a self-aware use 

of terms like ‘what works’ and EBPM.  

Second, scientists may be drawn to the idea of a linear and orderly policy cycle with discrete 

stages – such as agenda setting, policy formulation, legitimation, implementation, evaluation, 

policy maintenance/ succession/ termination – because it offers a simple and appealing model 

which gives clear advice on how to engage (Oliver et al, 2014). Indeed, the stages approach 

began partly as a proposal to make the policy process more scientific and based on systematic 

policy analysis (Lasswell, 1956), and it offers an idea of how policy should be made: elected 

policymakers, aided by expert policy analysts, make and legitimise choices; skilful public 

servants carry them out; and, policy analysts assess the results with the aid of scientific 

evidence (Jann and Wegrich, 2007: 44; Everett, 2003: 65; Colebatch, 1998: 102; Cairney, 

2015). 

Yet, by the 1970s, the language of stages was used primarily to provide a structure for academic 

textbooks (Jones, 1970; Anderson, 1975; Brewer and deLeon, 1983; Hogwood and Gunn, 

1984), and very few now do so (Althaus et al, 2007; Howlett and Ramesh, 2003). Instead, 

contemporary textbooks focus on key concepts and theories, many of which – most notably the 
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advocacy coalition framework (ACF), and the multiple streams approach (MSA) – are based 

on a rejection of the descriptive and explanatory value of stages (Sabatier and Weible, 2014; 

Cairney, 2012a; John, 2012). 

Figure 1: the policy cycle as a block to knowledge of policymaking in the real world 

 

Source:  adapted from Cairney (2012a: 34).  

Overall, this focus on stages began as a normative aim, but suffered the same fate as 

‘comprehensive rationality’, as scholars challenged it empirically and, in some cases, 

normatively. Both trends have major implications for scientists trying to understand the policy 

process before they engage. Empirical discussions suggest that the cycle provides misleading 

practical advice: you will generally not find an orderly process with a clearly defined debate 

on problem definition, a single moment of authoritative choice, and a clear chance to use 

scientific evidence to evaluate policy before deciding whether or not to continue. At best, the 

cycle will exist as a story for policymakers to tell about their work, partly because it is 

consistent with the idea of elected policymakers being in charge and accountable (Everett, 

2003: 66–8; Cairney, 2015: 25-6; Rhodes, 2013: 486). Some scholars also question the 

appropriateness of a stages ideal, since it suggests that there should be a core group of 

policymakers making policy from the ‘top down’ and obliging others to carry out their aims, 

which does not leave room for, for example, the diffusion of power in multi-level systems, or 

the use of ‘localism’ to tailor policy to local needs and desires (Barrett and Fudge, 1981; Hill 

and Hupe, 2009; Hooghe and Marks, 2003; Cairney, 2012a: 66).  

Can we identify better advice from more useful policy theories? 



Modern policy theories are more realistic but difficult to understand. If scientists try hard 

enough to understand policy studies, they may conclude that policymakers are ‘irrational’, the 

policy process is ‘complex’, and there is no clear advice on how to engage with the policy 

process we describe. Yet, we can produce two broad pieces of advice based on the pragmatic 

decision to (a) avoid stereotypical dichotomies between rational scientists/ irrational 

policymakers, or orderly cycles/ chaotic political systems, and (b) adapt to real policymaking 

processes rather than lament the lack of fantastical alternatives. 

First, respond to the ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ ways that policymakers deal with bounded 

rationality, including: their short cuts to identify good enough sources of information; and, the 

ways in which they use their beliefs, emotions, habits, and familiarity with issues to identify 

policy problems and solutions quickly. Direct studies of individual and collective policymaker 

psychology are relatively rare, but there is a larger body of policy studies inspired broadly by 

psychological studies of fast thinking and moral reasoning (Kahneman, 2012; Haidt, 2001; 

Lewis, 2013; Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017; Lodge and Wegrich, 2016). Initially, they 

prompt us to shift our focus from the supply of to the demand for scientific evidence, and from 

the use of evidence to reduce scientific uncertainty to its relationship with ambiguity. They go 

beyond a current focus on how to communicate evidence more effectively via summary reports 

(rather than expecting policymakers to read and understand books and journal articles), towards 

the need to frame evidence in relation to the ways in which policymakers understand problems 

(Cairney et al, 2016a).  

‘Ambiguity’ describes the potential for policymakers to understand problems in many different 

ways, from many perspectives. For example, we can treat smoking as an issue of economics, 

civil liberties, and or public health, and describe hydraulic fracturing or ‘fracking’ as an 

economic boon, environmental disaster, or primarily a problem of regulation. Yet, bounded 

rationality helps limit policymaker attention to a small number of key ‘images’ or 

understandings of a problem (Zahariadis, 2007: 66; Baumgartner and Jones, 1993: 31). In that 

context, ‘where the evidence is rarely conclusive enough to remove uncertainty, persuasion 

and argument (not ‘facts’) are the tools used by policy participants to address ambiguity’ 

(Cairney, 2012a: 234, discussing Majone, 1989). Actors exercise power to focus attention on 

one image at the expense of others, drawing on basic psychological insights to, for example, 

understand how key actors see the world through the lens of their well-established beliefs, tailor 

the ways in which they combine a factual message with an emotional appeal, or tell stories with 

a hero or villain, plot, and moral, to provide a simple way to understand and seek to solve a 

complex problem (Weible et al, 2012; True et al, 2007: 161; McBeth et al, 2014). 

Second, respond to the key properties of the complex ‘environments’ or ‘systems’ in which you 

operate. In the place of policy cycles, policy theories conceptualise the relationship between 

five main factors (‘core causal processes’ - John, 2003: 488; 1998: 173) that constitute the 

policymaking ‘environment’ (Cairney and Heikkila, 2014: 364-6; Cairney, 2016a: 27-30). 

Each factor helps us understand the role of scientists and use of evidence in policymaking: 

1. Many actors making and influencing choices at many levels of government. This image 

contrasts with that of the policy cycle in which an elite group of policy analysis work 



with a core group of policymakers at the ‘centre’. Rather, scientists and practitioners 

are competing with many actors to present evidence and secure a policymaker audience, 

and there are many ‘venues’, or arenas in which authoritative decisions can take place. 

2. A proliferation of ‘institutions’, or the rules and norms maintained by many 

policymaking organisations in many ‘venues’. These rules can be formal and well 

understood, or informal and difficult to grasp (Ostrom, 2007). They extend to the rules 

of evidence gathering, which means that support for particular ‘evidence based’ 

solutions varies markedly according to which organisation takes the lead and how its 

key actors understand problems. 

3. The pervasiveness of ‘policy networks’, or the relationships between policymakers and 

influencers, many of which develop in ‘subsystems’ or ‘subsectors’ and contain 

relatively small groups of specialists. Some networks are close-knit and difficult to 

access because bureaucracies have operating procedures that favour particular sources 

of evidence and participants. This can help certain scientific advocates, as privileged 

insiders in some venues, and hinder them, as relatively excluded actors in others 

(Cairney et al. 2012: 43; Boswell 2009: 16). 

4. A tendency for well established ‘ideas’ – as the ‘core beliefs’ of policymakers or 

‘paradigms’ in which they operate - to dominate discussion (Hall, 1993). Well-

established beliefs provide the context for policymaking, influencing levels of 

receptivity to new idea in the shape of the policy solutions proposed to policymakers 

(Kingdon, 1984). So, new evidence on the effectiveness of a policy solution has to be 

accompanied by successful persuasion to prompt a shift of attention to a policy problem 

and a willingness to understand that problem in a new way. 

5. Policy conditions and events that can reinforce stability or prompt policymaker 

attention to shift. Social or economic ‘crises’ or ‘focusing events’ (Birkland, 1997) can 

prompt lurches of attention from one issue to another, and evidence can be used to 

encourage that shift, but this outcome is by no means inevitable. 

Although these are far more complicated concepts - especially when discussed in many 

different ways in the literature (box 2.1) - we can still derive simple strategies to operate within 

them, including: learn ‘where the action is’, or which policymakers matter in which ‘venues’, 

and be prepared to engage in a long term and multi-level strategy to be in a position to influence 

policy.  Although this advice is broad, it is preferable to it alternative, to identify key ‘stages’ 

of policymaking and supply evidence to policymakers at its ‘centre’. 

It is also instructive to learn how theorists of complex systems describe pragmatic strategies 

for policymakers, since they also give influencers a guide to their likely success (Teisman and 

Klijn, 2008: 288; Blackman, 2001; Cairney, 2012b: 349; Sanderson, 2006; 2009). Many studies 

identify a tendency for policy to ‘emerge’ from systems, often at a local level and despite 

attempts by central governments to control outcomes, ‘which makes it difficult to know how, 

and to whom, to present evidence and to predict the impact of evidence-based policy’ (Cairney, 



2016a: 9). In other words, the fact that a policy ‘works’ in one place or time gives no guarantee 

that it will work in another.  

Box 2.1 Key terms in political science and public policy 

This chapter summarizes key terms in political science in a particular way. If you read the 

original texts, you may find variation in the use and meaning of terms, and some loose language 

and use of jargon which can reduce the appearance of disciplinary coherence. Key concepts 

include: 

Actors and action. ‘Actors’ is perhaps the most general term to describe any individual, 

organisation, or collective group with the ability to act. It includes actors who may be given 

more specific names, such as interest groups, policymakers, and policymaking organisations 

(Weible, 2014; Cairney and Heikkila, 2014). Some texts use the term ‘institutions’ as actors, 

which can cause confusion if we take institutions to mean the rules that actors use within 

organisations and networks. 

Venues, arenas, and levels. Venues can mean the arenas in which authoritative action takes 

place. Such action can occur in many different places, and not just executive or central 

government. We discuss vertical ‘levels’ of government to denote action in international, 

supranational, national, regional, and local government arenas, with some differences in 

description (for example, federal, state, and local action in the US). We also highlight a 

‘horizontal’ diffusion of power across venues at the same level. Occasionally, texts will 

describe venues as actors rather than arenas. 

Networks and subsystems. ‘Policy network’ is a broad term to describe a relationship between 

actors, and specifically between policymakers and influencers (Cairney, 2012a: 178-9). 

Influencers can be interest groups, but also many other actors – and the actors often most likely 

to ‘lobby’ governments are other policymaking organisations (Jordan et al, 2004). There are 

many ways to describe networks, reflecting academic debates on terminology and differences 

by country (so, only some describe open and competitive networks as ‘issue networks’ and 

closed and exclusive networks as ‘policy communities’), and real-world changes (for example, 

‘iron triangle’ used to describe close relationships between US congressional committees, 

executive agencies, and key influencers).  ‘Subsystem’ is used more in the US to describe the 

venues in which networks develop, or where ‘advocacy coalitions’ compete (Weible et al, 

2009: 123), and ‘policy community’ is often the umbrella term for a network.  

Ideas. There are at least three main types of description of idea: (1) the well-established ways 

of thinking and communicating beliefs, described variously as paradigms, core beliefs, 

monopolies of understanding, world views, ideologies, and hegemons; (2) the policy solutions 

proposed by actors (‘I have an idea’); and (3) the use of persuasion, argument, and ‘framing’ 

to influence current ways of thinking and receptivity to new policy solutions (Cairney and 

Weible, 2015: 86; Hall, 1993; Baumgartner, 2014). 

 



Step 2: identify conditions for evidence-informed success 

When we seek to identify the conditions under which evidence ‘wins the day’ in policymaking, 

we find that it almost never does. Instead, many policy studies identify the role of ideas (box 

2.1), and assign to them a key explanatory role: ideas can change to become relevant to policy 

agendas (Smith, 2013), or resemble “‘viruses’ which ‘mutate’, take on a life of their own and 

infect political systems” (Cairney, 2012a: 223; Richardson, 2000: 1019). Alternatively, if we 

use the virus analogy, we can assign most explanatory power to the host, or the actors more or 

less receptive to new policy solutions and the political environments more or less conducive to 

policy change.  If so, three things must happen for evidence to appear to ‘win the day’:  

1. actors are able to use scientific evidence to persuade policymakers to pay attention to, 

and shift their understanding of, policy problems 

2. the policy environment becomes broadly conducive to policy change 

3. key actors exploit high levels of attention to a problem, the availability of a feasible 

solution, and the motive and opportunity of policymakers to adopt it, during a brief 

‘window of opportunity’ to adopt specific policy instruments (Cairney and Yamazaki, 

2017, drawing on Kingdon, 1984).  

In other words, scientific evidence is generally a necessary but insufficient condition for major 

policy change, and its role varies from case to case. Tobacco policy is an exemplar ‘best case’ 

in which evidence plays a key part, while ‘prevention’ policy is a ‘worst case’ in which it is 

difficult to identify the primary role of ‘the best’ evidence in policy development, even if 

scientists often feel that they know ‘what works’.  

The best case: evidence eventually wins the day in UK tobacco policy 

Tobacco policy serves as a ‘model and cautionary tale’ for evidence-informed policy change 

(Cairney and Fitzgerald, 2017). On the one hand, UK tobacco policy meets the three conditions 

for evidence to be particularly effective: a period of post-war debate and limited policy change, 

in which the policy problem and solution were heavily contested, was followed by ‘the idea of 

tobacco control taken for granted and the agenda shifting to solutions rather than problems’ 

(Cairney et al, 2012: 35). In the latter era, policymakers focused primarily on ‘what works’ to 

reduce smoking, and the UK now has one of the most comprehensive tobacco control policies 

in the world. On the other hand, it took two to three decades to meet the three conditions for 

scientific evidence have this effect (Cairney and Yamazaki, 2017): 

1. Actors are able to use scientific evidence to persuade policymakers to pay attention to, 

and shift their understanding of, policy problems. It took decades to command attention 

to the health effects of smoking, reframe tobacco primarily as a public health epidemic 

(not an economic good), and generate support for the most effective evidence-based 

solutions. Evidence from the 1950s of the health harms of smoking had a proportionate 

impact from the 1980s, while evidence from the 1980s on passive smoking prompted 

bans on smoking in public places in the mid-2000s (Cairney, 2007; 2009).   

2. The policy environment becomes conducive to policy change. A new and dominant 

frame helped give health departments a greater role; health departments fostered 

networks with public health and medical groups at the expense of the tobacco industry; 

and, they emphasised the socioeconomic conditions - reductions in smoking 



prevalence, opposition to tobacco control, and economic benefits to tobacco – 

supportive of tobacco control (Cairney et al, 2012: 214-5). 

3. Actors exploit ‘windows of opportunity’ successfully. A supportive frame and policy 

environment maximises the chances of high attention to a public health epidemic and 

provides the motive and opportunity of policymakers to select relatively restrictive 

policy instruments. However, the selection of policy instruments such as smoking bans 

was not inevitable, and only occurred when policymakers were willing and able to 

produce comprehensive legislation without fearing a public backlash (Cairney, 2009) 

 

So, scientific evidence is a necessary but insufficient condition for major policy change. Key 

actors do not simply respond to new evidence: they use it as a resource to further their aims, to 

frame policy problems in ways that will generate policymaker attention, and underpin 

technically and politically feasible solutions that policymakers will have the motive and 

opportunity to select. This remains true even when the evidence seems unequivocal and the 

policy environment seems conducive to policy change. 

The worst case: the best evidence does not win the day in prevention and early intervention 

policy 

Prevention policy serves as a different kind of cautionary tale, in which evidence-informed 

policy can be limited even when governments make a strong and highly visible commitment 

to policy change. ‘Preventative spending’ and ‘prevention’ are terms used by many 

governments to describe an aim to address policy problems by intervening as early as possible 

in people’s lives. The general argument is that too much government spending is devoted to 

services to address severe social problems - including crime and anti-social behaviour, ill health 

and unhealthy behaviour, low educational attainment, and unemployment – at a late stage; they 

should be tackled before they become too severe and relatively expensive (Cairney and St 

Denny, 2014). At an abstract level, prevention can generate consensus, between the ‘left’, 

seeking to reduce poverty and inequality, and the ‘right’, seeking to reduce economic inactivity 

and the costs of public services (Billis, 1981: 367). This consensus is more difficult to maintain 

when people make sense of prevention (Freeman, 1999), and pursue different types (Gough, 

2013: 3): 

1. Primary – stop a problem occurring by investing early and/or modifying the social or 

physical environment. Focus on the whole population. 

2. Secondary – identify a problem at a very early stage to minimise harm. Identify and 

focus on at-risk groups. 

3. Tertiary – stop a problem getting worse. Identify and focus on affected groups. 

 

Consequently, prevention policy rarely meets the three conditions for evidence to win the day: 

1. Prevention is a highly ambiguous term and many actors make sense of it in many 

different ways. There is no equivalent to a major shift in problem definition for 

prevention policy as a whole, and little agreement on how to determine the most 

effective or cost-effective solutions.  

2. A supportive policy environment is far harder to identify. Prevention policy cross-cuts 

many policymaking venues at many levels of government, with little evidence of 



‘ownership’ by key venues. Consequently, there are many overlapping rules on how 

and from whom to seek evidence. Networks are diffuse and hard to manage. There is 

no dominant way of thinking across government (although the Treasury’s ‘value for 

money’ focus is key currency across departments). There are many socioeconomic 

indicators of policy problems but little agreement on how to measure or which measures 

to privilege (particularly when predicting future outcomes). 

3. There was a ‘window of opportunity’ for prevention policy, but to adopt a vague 

solution to an ambiguous policy problem, providing a limited sense of policy direction.  

 

These limitations help explain slow progress in key areas (Cairney and St Denny, 2015; 

Cairney et al, 2016b). The absence of an unequivocal way of thinking about prevention, backed 

strongly by key actors, leaves policy change vulnerable to successful opposition, especially in 

areas where early intervention has major implications for redistribution (taking from existing 

services to invest in early interention) and personal freedom (encouraging or obliging 

behavioural change). The vagueness and long term nature of policy aims – to solve problems 

that often seem ‘wicked’ (Rittell and Webber, 1973) or intractable - makes them uncompetitive, 

and often undermined by more specific short term aims with a measurable pay-off (as when, 

for example, funding for public health loses out to funding to shore up hospital management). 

It is too easy to reframe existing policy solutions as preventive if the definition of prevention 

remains slippery, and too difficult to demonstrate the population-wide success of measures 

generally applied to high risk groups. 

In such circumstances, there is also the risk that governments get ‘ahead of the evidence’, or 

build ambitious policies on limited evidence on ‘what works’. For example, we can find in 

‘families policies’ a number of very different ways in which ‘evidence’ might be invoked: 

1. Cynically, to define a problem and declare policy success. The UK government used 

highly problematic proxies of risk to identify a large number of ‘troubled families’, and 

self-evaluation of its solution to declare almost complete success (Kendall et al, 2010; 

Hayden and Jenkins, 2014; Levitas, 2012; Crossley, 2015; 2016; Gregg, 2010). 

2. Dramatically, to bolster a policy agenda. Government reviews used use images of the 

brains of ‘normal’ and ‘extremely neglected’ three year old children to support a ‘now 

or never’ story of early intervention before a child reaches three years old (Munro, 

2011: 69-70; Allen, 2011a: 1; 2011b: 1). The images provide shock value without being 

backed by good quality neuroscientific evidence (Rose and Rose, 2016; Featherstone 

et al, 2013:5; Wastell and White, 2012). 

3. Optimistically, to base policy expansion on limited supportive evidence. The UK 

government ‘rolled out’ a model for ‘family intervention projects’ from 2006, built on 

independent evaluations (using surveys and interviews with service users and 

practitioners, and case reports) which present highly qualified positive accounts of pilot 

projects (Nixon et al, 2010: 306; Parr, 2009: 1257; DCLG, 2006). 

4. Scientifically, funding projects evaluated favourably after randomised control trials. 

The UK government funds and supports several internationally respected projects 

described favourably by the Early Intervention Foundation (a UK What Works centre), 



including the Family Nurse Partnership and Incredible Years (Barnes, 2010; Lindsay 

et al, 2011; Early Intervention Foundation, 2016: 103-4).  

Further, even in category 4, evidence is not the driving force, partly because the scientific 

evidence of effectiveness of such projects is still limited in the UK (FNP, Robling et al, 2015) 

or it refers to tertiary prevention, with limited success in primary and secondary programmes 

(IY, Scott et al, 2014: 655; Dodge, 2009). Instead, the willingness of policymakers to support 

evidence-based policy interventions may depend more on their ability to use other forms of 

evidence more cynically or dramatically, to provide short term political cover for longer term 

aims.  

Step 3: decide how far you should go to maximise the use of scientific evidence in 

policymaking 

This role for pragmatic politics in supporting evidence use helps introduce key dilemmas for 

scientists in politics, regarding the extent to which they would and should be willing to go to 

establish a primary role for scientific evidence in policy. One approach is to assert a hierarchy 

of evidence and reject the knowledge claims of other actors, from the policymakers using 

knowledge low down an evidential hierarchy to make policy (see chapter X), to the 

policymakers, practitioners, and services users with experiential knowledge.  

Since this discussion of valid knowledge is discussed in other chapters in this book, I focus on 

the intersection between this debate on ‘good evidence’ with political science debates on ‘good 

policymaking’ in systems where politicians are accountable to their electorates. For example, 

policymakers may seek policy consensus, to: reflect the general value of pragmatism and 

cooperation in politics (Lindblom, 1979); combine ‘expert scientific advice with a 

responsiveness to public values’ (Jasanoff, 1986: 5; Weale, 2001: 414); and, improve policy 

delivery by generating ‘ownership’ of policy among stakeholders (Jordan and Maloney, 1997; 

Cairney, 2012a: 90). Central governments also share responsibility with local policymakers, 

and can pursue ‘localism’ to recognise their electoral mandate and/ or the importance of 

partnerships between local public bodies and stakeholders and benefits of tailoring policy to 

communities.  

In each case, the principle of EBPM intersects with other policymaking principles around the 

general theme of ‘co-production’, prompting debates about the extent to which a combination 

of scientific evidence and public or service user values ‘pollutes’ the former (Flinders et al, 

2016), or the encouragement of local bodies to tailor policies to their communities undermines 

‘fidelity’ to uniform policy interventions (Cairney and Oliver, 2017; Cairney, 2016a; 2016b). 

In each case, a purist approach to evidence quickly becomes problematic, as an attempt to take 

politics out of policymaking. 

A more realistic problem is that advocates of scientific evidence will not be in a position to 

decide its role. Rather, their decision is how far to adapt to: (a) ‘irrational’ policymaking, by 

combining evidence with emotional appeals or simple stories, and (b) to complex policymaking 

environments, by engaging for the long term to identify where ‘the action’ is (which venues 

matter?), the rules of evidence use in each venue, and the incentive to form alliances with policy 



influencers sharing your aims. Such strategies will necessarily be based on patchy evidence of 

their likely success, which at least allows scientists to understand in practice the dilemmas 

faced by the policymakers they seek to influence (Cairney and Kwiatkoski, 2017). 

Conclusion 

In political science and policy studies, phrases such as ‘evidence based’ (or even ‘evidence-

informed’) policy making and ‘what works’ are often analysed as political slogans, not good 

descriptions of the policy process and the role of evidence in it. Consequently, many scientific 

debates about what should count as ‘good evidence’, and how we should measure the 

effectiveness of policy solutions, seem less relevant than studies of how policymakers use 

evidence. The latter help shift our focus from normative discussions on how evidence should 

be used, towards more pragmatic discussions of how to respond to policymaking in the real 

world. 

The first step, using insights from policy studies, suggests that we should respond to ‘rational’ 

and ‘irrational’ thought and think about how to engage in complex policy environments. 

‘Comprehensive rationality’ describes the absence of ambiguity and uncertainty when  

policymakers know what problem they want to solve and how to solve it, partly because they 

can gather and understand all information required to measure the problem and determine the 

effectiveness of solutions. Instead, we talk of ‘bounded rationality’ and how policymakers deal 

with it. They employ two kinds of shortcut: ‘rational’, by pursuing clear goals and prioritizing 

certain kinds and sources of information, and ‘irrational’, by drawing on emotions, gut feelings, 

deeply held beliefs, habits, and familiarity, make decisions quickly. Further, policymakers will 

think that their heuristics make sense to them, so it can be counterproductive to criticise their 

alleged irrationality. 

‘Policy cycle’ describes the idea that there is a core group of policymakers at the ‘centre’, 

making policy from the ‘top down’, and pursuing their goals in a series of clearly defined and 

well-ordered stages.  However, a cycle model does not describe policymaking well. Instead, 

we tend to identify the role of less ordered and more unpredictable policy environments 

containing many actors, institutions, networks, beliefs, and socioeconomic conditions, and 

producing outcomes that are impossible for the centre to control. These factors suggest that an 

effective engagement strategy is not straightforward: our instinct may be to influence elected 

policymakers at the ‘centre’ making authoritative choices, but the ‘return on investment’ is not 

clear.  

In that context, the second step is to understand the conditions under which evidence ‘wins the 

day’. Actors make persuasive cases to help prompt high attention to one way to understand a 

policy problem. This process of agenda setting helps decide which actors should be involved, 

which organisations take the lead, the rules they use to gather evidence and form networks, and 

the ways in which they interpret relevant socioeconomic conditions. Such actions help create 

a policy environment conducive to a succession of policy changes, but the adoption of each 

policy instrument during a ‘window of opportunity’ is not inevitable.  



Crucially, we can describe such processes without using the language of ‘evidence’ and ‘what 

works’. This possibility is more likely when we consider the many principles of ‘good 

policymaking’ that do not have EBPM at their core, including the value of pragmatism and 

consensus building, combining science advice with public values, improving policy delivery 

by generating ‘ownership’ of policy among key stakeholders, and sharing responsibility with 

elected local policymakers.  

So, the third step is to consider how far we are willing, and should, go to promote the use of 

certain forms of evidence in policymaking. For example, if policymakers and the public are 

emotional decision-makers, should we seek to manipulate their thought processes by using 

simple stories with heroes, villains, and clear but rather simplistic morals? If policymaking 

systems are so complex, should we devote huge amounts of resources to make sure we’re 

effective? If localism undermines fidelity to evidence-based interventions, should we insist on 

central government driven policymaking? In each case, the evidence on what works does not 

help us engage effectively in politics or decide how energetically we should pursue EBPM. 
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