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Session outline

• Evidence-based policy
• Evaluating policy
• Policy success and failure
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Learning outcomes
• Understand the debates regarding the role of 

evidence in shaping policy
• Identify the variables shaping the dimensions of  

a policy evaluation
• Appreciate the issues associated with assessing 

policy success and failure
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Evidence-based policy
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The stages model of the policy process
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Evidence and the policy process



Evidence vs Knowledge?
• statistical knowledge (for example, of population size and migration);
• policy knowledge (for example, on what works in reducing reoffending);
• scientific knowledge (for example, on climate change);
• professional knowledge, often informed by rigorous testing (for example, 

on the impact of vaccination);
• public opinion (for example, quantitative poll data and qualitative data);
• practitioner views and insights (for example, police experience in handling 

organised crime);
• political knowledge (for example, the balance of opinion in the ruling 

party);
• economic knowledge (for example, on which sectors are likely to grow or 

contract);
• classic intelligence (for example, on the capabilities and intentions of 

hostile states or terrorist networks).
(Source: Mulgan, G. (2005) Government, knowledge and the 
business of policy making: the potential and limits of 
evidence-based policy, Evidence & Policy, 1, 2, 215-226.)
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Evidence resurgent
• Not ‘new’ but renewed emphasis from 

1990s
• Can learn from previous polices
• Can monitor performance and improve 

accountability
• More technocratic, less ideological govt? 

• Blair govts, and other ‘modernising’ govts
• “What matters is what works”

• Imitating evidence use in medice
• Systematic reviews
• Randomised Controlled Trials (RCTs)

• Greater availability of data
• Output measures associated with NPM
• More research in social sciences
• Latterly, ‘Big Data’
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• … In the field of medicine, public policies 
based on scientifically-rigorous evidence 
have produced extraordinary advances in 
health over the past 50 years. By contrast, 
in most areas of social policy – such as 
education, poverty reduction, and crime 
prevention – government programs often 
are implemented with little regard to 
evidence, costing billions of dollars yet 
failing to address critical social problems.

• http://coalition4evidence.org/

http://coalition4evidence.org/
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Across the United States, governments and nonprofit 
organizations are working to address a range of pressing 
problems such as hunger, homelessness, unemployment, 
high rates of disease, failing schools, and teen pregnancy… 
However, many of these well-intentioned efforts have failed 
to produce adequate improvements. If we are to solve these 
problems, we must dramatically accelerate the pace at which 
we learn what works… Governments and nonprofits should 
continually analyze and evaluate the impact of their 
programs and try new approaches. Programs that are found 
to be successful should be replicated and scaled, while those 
that are not effective should be modified or eliminated.

http://www.arnoldfoundation.org/initiative/evidence-
based-policy-innovation/evidence-based-decision-
making/

http://www.arnoldfoundation.org/initiative/evidence-based-policy-innovation/evidence-based-decision-making/
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Policy experiments 
and trials have 
arrived



Various other guises …
• Advice to Government/Parliament

• E.g. to Parliamentary Select Committees

• Commissioned reviews/reports

• E.g. Hills Fuel Poverty Review

• Expert Advisory Panels

• Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs

• Use of large scale datasets to inform policy

• Eg. Housing statistics 

• Policy institutes

• PolicyBristol; Heseltine Institute; Wales Centre for Public Policy

• Impact assessments (environmental, health etc.)

• See e.g. https://www.gov.uk/guidance/assessing-environmental-impact-

guidance
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http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/inquiries-a-z/current-open-calls-for-evidence/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/48298/4663-fuel-poverty-final-report-summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/advisory-council-on-the-misuse-of-drugs
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/policybristol/
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/heseltine-institute/
https://www.wcpp.org.uk/about
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/assessing-environmental-impact-guidance


Advantages of EBP
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• Seems intuitively rational, logical
• Offers modernist, professional approach

• Assessment of options; learning from past

• Generates choices
• Think ‘out of the box’; lesson drawing

• Can allow for trial and error
• Policy ‘pilots’; lesson learning

• Can offer ‘independent’ validation
• From e.g. Universities

• Depoliticizes issues?
• Less heat, more light?

• Ultimately makes ‘better’ policy
• Grounded in experience, knowledge



• Supply
• Recognising the rhythms 

of policy 
• Timeliness
• Translation
• Communication: Clarity 

and conciseness
• Clear implications

• Demand
• Timeliness
• Recognising the rhythms 

of research
• Consistency

• Independence

• Networks and 
knowledge brokers
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Effective evidence-based policy



https://www.alliance4usefulevidence.org/assets/2018/0
7/Theory-of-Change-diagram-v3.pdf 17



More profound issues about the nature of 
”evidence” (knowledge)
• EPB not ‘apolitical’

• Values/ideologies/preferences [researchers, policymakers]
• Political acceptability - what is (not) on the agenda
• Selective take up of evidence, in line with biases

• Evidence disputed/subject to interpretation
• What does “the evidence” say?
• No scientific consensus (eg. Badger Cull)
• eg. Does prison work?
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More profound issues (continued)
• Hierarchies of evidence make significant 

assumptions about the sort of knowledge of 
society is possible

• Transfer and translation
• Forward looking and backward looking policy
• Policy embodying values/moral principles
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• But what if we use not 
the stages model but a 
different model of the 
policy process?

• The role of evidence 
becomes more 
complex and 
contestable
• More political



After EBP
• Evidence-informed policy
• Policy-based evidence

• Knowledge produced to order

• ”values-driven” policy
• Evidence-immune policy?

• “People in this country have had enough of 
experts” (Michael Gove)

• Misinformed policy?
• Agnotology “the study of culturally induced 

ignorance or doubt”
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Evaluating policy
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The stages model of the policy process
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Evaluation
• Process (ie implementation)
• Outcome (output)
• Top-down, bottom-up
• More or less elaborate, multi-

method, multi-stakeholder
• Independent, co-produced?

• Theory of change
• Operationalisation (eg indicators)
• Policy pilots
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Rhetoric and reality

Political tactic
Trying it out or trying 
it on?



25

7 December 2018

• Evaluation: using empirical methods to 
assess policy ‘success’ and ‘failure’ 
• E.g. National Strategy for Neigbourhood

Renewal (New Labour, New Deal for 
Communities)

• No one to be ‘disadvantaged by where 
they live’; ‘narrow the gap’

• Various indicators on crime, worklessness, 
health, education, environment

• Surveys, statistics, questionnaires

• Easier to improve ‘place’ rather than 
‘people’; e.g. to reduce crime and improve 
environment rather than to improve 
health or education

• See e.g. Barton Hill in Bristol

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20120919164824/http:/www.communities.gov.uk/publications/communities/evaluationnationalannexes
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/1535345.stm
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https://extra.shu.ac.uk/ndc/downloads/general/A%20final%20assessment.pdf



Policy success and failure
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Assessing policy ‘success’ and ‘failure’

• Successful for whom?
• The target group? The government?

• Successful according to which benchmarks?
• Overt policy rationale? Precise enough?
• The past? Other countries?

• Successful when?
• How long to wait before evaluating? See e.g. 

Right to Buy
• Focus on outputs and outcomes?

• Successful how?
• Are the impacts a result of this policy?
• Complex causation
• What would have happened anyway?

• ‘Top down’ evaluation
• ‘success’ according to 

centrally defined objectives
• Benchmarks etc. set by 

central actors

• ‘Bottom up’ evaluation
• Success factors set by local 

policymakers and users
• Room for alternative 

perspectives 



McConnell’s classification
• Success
• Resilient success
• Conflicted success
• Precarious success
• Failure
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“A policy is successful if it 
achieves the goals that 
proponents set out to achieve 
and attracts no criticism of any 
significance and/or support is 
virtually universal.”
(McConnell, 2010, Journal of 
Public Policy, 351)
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• Meeting objectives
• Producing desired outcomes
• Creating benefits for target groups
• Meeting policy domain criteria

(McConnell, A. (2010) Understanding policy success: 
Rethinking public policy, MacMillan)

Programme success



Process success
• Preserving government policy goals and 

instruments
• Ensuring policy legitimacy
• Building a sustainable coalition
• Symbolising innovation and influence

• (McConnell, A. (2010) Understanding policy success: Rethinking 
public policy, MacMillan)
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Political success
• Enhancing electoral prospects/reputation of 

governments and leaders
• Controlling the policy agenda and easing the 

business of governing
• Sustaining the broad values and direction of 

government
• (McConnell, A. (2010) Understanding policy success: Rethinking public 

policy, MacMillan)
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• The three dimensions of policy success need not 
all point in the same direction

• And programme success may not be the most 
important dimension from the politicians’ point 
of view.
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