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Introduction

The previous chapters have provided comprehensive and valuable information
on the functioning of parliamentary institutions in many African parliaments
and have discussed the implications these parliamentary structures have for the
use of evidence in decision-making. What has become evident in the previous
chapters is that while parliamentary institutions have significant agency in
shaping the democratic nature of their national context, they also reflect
the political context within which they work. Their strengths and weaknesses
demonstrate the entrenchment of democracy and the growth of a wider range
of democratic institutions in their country or region. Furthermore, while the
specifics of institutions and context vary considerably, there is also a nearly
universal agreement in the countries profiled that “Legislatures are information
intensive institutions. The quality of their deliberations, decision-/policy-
making, oversight and advisory functions depend on the information they
receive” (Simui, 2010).

When the Inter-Parliamentary Union discussed processes to strengthen research
services within parliaments, they pointed out that “many parliaments aspire
to establish or expand such a function within their institutions but struggle
to identify the path forward, often due to lack of resources, challenges in
establishing democratic institutions, or both” (IPU, p. 6). Parliamentary capacity
cannot be separated from the entrenchment of democratic institutions and
should be seen through this lens.

The previous chapters demonstrated the variety of different institutional models
that African parliaments have developed and their promises and limitations
for facilitating evidence use. This diversity makes it evident that there is no
single correct approach, but rather that while parliamentary institutions play a
role in supporting the effective use of evidence, they also reflect the political
dynamics at play in national governments. This concluding chapter reflects on
the key themes that emerged from the case studies presented in this volume.
It critically analyses the implications of the various parliamentary institutional
arrangements on evidence use and provides recommendations for future
practice. The volume concludes with suggestions for areas requiring further
research on how best to position parliaments as transformative institutions of
good governance in the African continent and elsewhere.
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Balancing the political-administrative interface

Each parliament profiled has grappled in various ways with what it meant to
play a bureaucratic support role in an organisation intended primarily to serve
politicians. Many parliaments have divided their research staff in such a way
that a portion of the staff members support political party or individual MP
research, while other researchers remain politically neutral.

Many parliamentary researchers struggle with what it means to be an
independent researcher when research results serve political aims. A number of
strategies and tools are employed to ensure that political neutrality is present
both in the research process and in the systems that support it, such as the
model employed by Uganda and South Africa where certain researchers are
hired by political parties themselves, and others are politically non-aligned.
While systems of human resourcing cannot guarantee an individual’s neutrality
on any specific issue, it can create clarity around the accountability lines of

specific research activities.

Mechanisms to facilitate this include partnerships with evidence-generating
institutions and knowledge brokers that are politically non-aligned, including
civil society organisations and universities. In this volume, Atengble notes that
the Parliament of Ghana calls for expert input from civil society organisations
(CSOs) during the legislative process. A notable successful partnership with
politically non-aligned actors is the partnership between the Kenyan parliament
and the Kenyan health sector and medical research community following the
introduction of the 2015 Health Bill. Also in this volume, Sande, Ringera and
Warira detail how in Kenya this functionally depoliticised evidence generation
by facilitating the sourcing of technical expertise from a wide range of medical
and health experts and ultimately increased the use of evidence and quality of
debate. Committees also benefitted from the expertise of the legal counsel in
debates relating to the Bill.

It is concerning that other strategies included limiting analysis, only presenting
data received, and drawing exclusively on reporting sources received from
the executive. While this minimises the risk of an individual researcher being
accused of bias, it also increases the risk that any existing bias will either remain
or be introduced from the producer of the evidence. This has created an
asymmetrical relationship between the executive and the legislatures in both the
South African and Ghanaian contexts. The Ghanaian government established
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an M&E ministry to strengthen accountability and enhance performance
within the executive. The Parliament of Ghana's reliance on evidence from the
executive and the limits of parliamentary incentives to engage with different
evidence are among the limitations parliaments face in holding the executive
to account. Similarly, earlier in this volume, Van Rensburg et al. illustrate how
the Parliament of South Africa’s reliance on inconsistent and ‘curated’ evidence
from the executive presents challenges to meaningfully provide oversight of

senior politicians and government.

Many researchers have reported a range of strategies, including deliberately
collaborating with politically aligned researchers in parliament to ensure certain
issues reflect a wide range of political views. In order to solicit evidence from
a spectrum of political viewpoints, parliamentary committees have also sought
the input of external actors with diverse interests, beliefs and ideologies. In the
Kenyan parliament, all these external actors within the parliamentary evidence
ecosystem, from NGOs to donors, academia and think- tanks, provide
evidence support to the legislature, acknowledging the difficulties faced by
institutions in self-procuring evidence. Whereas in the South African Parliament
parliamentary committees’ hosting of colloquiums with multiple stakeholders
from a range of political positions has been internally touted as an innovation,
Van Rensburg et al. state that “different presenters are invited to present on
their own generated evidence. This enabled the committee to formulate its
own perspective in making evidence informed recommendations to address

the gaps identified during the colloquium”.

Others report trying to detach themselves from politically aligned researchers
to try to maintain impressions of neutrality. The variety of strategies discussed
demonstrates how widespread the issue is within parliamentary support
structures. Further research is needed on the organisational culture of
parliaments and specifically on support staff retention and turnover. This is
a particularly important question in a parliamentary context where frequent
turnover of elected representatives is inherent in the context, with support staff
having to be the institutional memory of the organisation and being required
to play a range of knowledge management roles. This feeds into the discussion
below which expands on the unique rhythm of parliament and its implication

for evidence systems.
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Regional parliaments are interesting in terms of political and bureaucratic
interplay as they have different institutional contexts relating to individual
MP incentives. In EALA, for example, while MPs are not directly elected, they
are, nonetheless, part of national level political landscapes and have interests
in regional structures and policy choices — for example, trade or integration.
As a result, regional political dynamics can be shaped by country-level party
dynamics (Nahayo & Mathuki). Additionally, as regional parliaments are often
more recent institutions and were set up when the importance of evidence in
the policy process had already been established, these institutions are often
further along in institutionalising the formal components of evidence systems
than national parliaments may be. Such implementation comprises a wide
variety of key institutional components from an enabling policy framework to

robust civil society engagement.

Temporality and evidence systems

Parliamentary systems are driven by their own unique clock, and this shapes the
ways in which support staff can serve MPs. This clock is driven by the electoral
cycle, the budget and appropriations cycle and the sittings of parliament. Many
of the parliamentary case studies include key information about elections and

other temporal drivers of parliamentary practice.

These rhythms are central to the shaping of systems of evidence as MPs have
different needs for evidence depending on where they are in the electoral cycle.
When MPs are campaigning, they are looking for evidence to demonstrate their
effectiveness in their roles, whether it is about the successes of the ruling party,
or, if in the opposition, the shortcomings of government. Similarly, there may
be a need for information around unique sectoral, geographic, or constituency
interests that are important to particular groups of voters. In addition, many
MPs need information about voter behavior and decision-making. This
information is often available at a very granular level even about constituencies
for which localised data is otherwise largely unavailable or difficult to obtain.
This data is also the type that demonstrates varied kinds of evidence use within
parliaments, not all of which is in the interest of the public good (Salihu, 2016;
Borzyskowski & Kuhn, 2020).

When MPs are no longer on the campaign trail, their need and motivation
for evidence changes and varies depending on the rhythm of parliament.
The need for evidence is not necessarily reduced, but the incentive to use it
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changes. When new MPs are elected, a large amount of evidence is required
to induct a parliament. Many of the parliaments studied during the compilation
of this volume carry out reviews at the closure of one parliament and use this
internal M&E process on parliamentary performance to inform processes for
the successive parliament. Both South Africa and Zambia have institutionalised
this evaluative practice.

MPs need to receive and process information about how parliament works and

there is a considerable need for information about institutional arrangements.
Portfolio committees are often reconstituted, for example. This is also a time
where informal systems of evidence are active, with caucuses or other infor-
mal bodies changing their constituencies and MPs determining how the power
balance has shifted around certain key issues. In this period, process evidence
around the internal workings of parliament is critical.

In the various countries contributing to this volume, the demand for evidence
from MPs and the prevalence of evidence use is hampered by a culture of
patronage that starts with electoral financing and campaign processes and
continues through the period of the MPs’ tenure in office. Consequently, MPs
take office with an urgent need to recover the investments made during their
campaigns by securing their political positions or social gains in the future,
even if doing so could be at odds with fulfilling the mandate given to them by
their constituents. With a culture of patronage institutionalised and reinforced
through both political party dynamics and the financing models of campaigning,
quality evidence in decision-making might necessarily have to take second
place to pragmatic imperatives of navigating and maintaining political power.

One area where the case studies in this book made an important contribution
is the identification of points of confluence between the varied ‘pulls’ on
individual parliamentarians through the parliamentary compass and evidence
use which was examined by Khumalo, Crawley, Manyala and Odhowa in
Volume 1. This has led many evidence champions in parliaments to develop
micro-level theories of change around how evidence can be strengthened. For
example, one former MP stated that parliamentarians who bring evidence into
debates on the floor are more likely to be given media airtime after the debate.
Media space strengthens campaign positioning, leading to a win-win situation.
Many other such cases have been identified, suggesting that meaningful work
around strengthening parliamentary systems of evidence will play into, rather
than work against, existing incentives.
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A common feature across the regional political landscape is the dominance
of the executive and, concomitantly, the dominance of political parties as
conduits to access public sector power and resources (Rotberg & Salahub,
2013). As a result, individual MPs (irrespective of their political affiliation) are
strongly incentivised to submit to party discipline rather than pursue available
evidence on any subject of interest to inform their independent arguments.
This is because challenging the party line within a system where they may be
politically relatively junior can jeopardise their right for their party-backed seat.
This is exacerbated by the prevalence of patronage systems within the executive
further compelling MPs to support party interests (Notshulwana & Lebakeng,
2019). Consequently, MPs rely on the whippery to inform their positions on
important issues. This suggests that working with political party researchers
in the drafting of manifestos and establishment of party positions can be an
important ingredient in supporting change in the parliamentary space. It also
suggests that finding synergy by working with the executive and parliament
simultaneously could accelerate systemic governance reforms. While this was
explored by CLEAR-AA and other capacity-building organisations which have
collaborated on this volume (Blaser Mapitsa et al.), its effectiveness had to be
carefully balanced with maintaining autonomy between the different branches
of government.

After a new parliament has been inducted and in session for some time,
new evidence needs arise. Technical evidence around key departmental
performance issues is needed for committee work (Oronje & Zulu, 2018). This
evidence may not be readily available or may not be of the same geographical
scope, technical boundary, or other level at which decisions need to be made.
Citizen evidence and evidence from government departments are needed as

part of the mandated participation and oversight processes.

It is at this point that research staff play a critical role in evidence synthesis. One
of the challenges is to coordinate the slow pace of research (with university
timelines often taking years) against the immediate needs of policymakers.
Parliaments have dealt with this in a variety of ways, one of which is the ‘rapid
response’ office based at Makerere University which is used by the Parliament
of Uganda. This office deals with quick turnaround surveys of existing research
(Tuyisenge, 2018; Acuch & Mugabi in this volume).
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Another key feature of the parliamentary business cycle is the budgeting and
appropriations timeline. While the level of parliamentary involvement and the
specific role parliament plays vary considerably, they are always a feature in
parliamentary engagement with the executive and involve specific kinds of
evidence around public finance, the relevant national performance budgeting
approach, and rigorous economic analyses of value for money (Stapenhurst
et al., 2008). This exercise requires a high level of technical and contextual
knowledge and, in acknowledgement of this unique skills set, Parliamentary
Budget Offices have become increasingly important role players in the
parliamentary systems of evidence (Sande, Ringera & Warira in this volume).

While each country and regional parliament has its own specificity around
the timing of elections, the induction of parliaments, and other key features
of the government heartbeat, the importance of the parliamentary rhythm is
universal. It is reflected in the type of evidence that is demanded by MPs, the
way it is used, and the processes through which it is generated or procured and
analysed. While there is no best model to respond to the multiplicity of needs
at different times, the variations in practice across the different case studies
demonstrate certain strengths in each area.
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v

State of the e Introduction of the
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Figure 10.1 Parliamentary business cycle, Parliament of South Africa
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Figure 10.1 above illustrates the business cycle of the South African parliament.
While this cycle is likely to vary somewhat based on national context, such
as the structure of the budget process, the overall components will share

core similarities.

Evidence generation, brokering and use

The evidence that meets parliamentary needs must align with and understand
these systems. Many theorists around evidence systems distinguish between
the supply of evidence, knowledge brokering, and the demand and use of
evidence, often assuming that organisations fit primarily into one of these roles
(Goldman & Pabari, 2020). Parliaments, however, are somewhat unique in their
ability to play all three roles simultaneously.

At an initial appraisal, it seems as though parliament’s primary role is around
using the evidence that is produced through the internal reporting processes
of government departments within the executive. These departmental reports
vary tremendously in quality and reliability, and departments have their own
incentives to promote certain narratives in their reporting. While the accessing,
understanding and interrogating of evidence produced by departments is
an important role of parliamentary staff, it is by no means the end of their

involvement with evidence.

Parliamentary researchers fundamentally play an evidence synthesis role.
While their primary job may not be to collect empirical data, they are uniquely
placed to understand a field of research in a particular area, follow trends, and
identify research gaps. This means that while parliamentary researchers only
occasionally assist in primary data collection, they can have strategic insight
into the research needs of various fields. While many partnerships between
parliaments and universities have a relatively uni-directional flow of evidence,
there is much more potential for multi-directional exchanges to benefit
both parties.

Finally, parliamentary support staff often play knowledge brokering roles. MPs
demand specific kinds of evidence, and they need this evidence for forms of
use that may not ordinarily feature on the agenda of knowledge producers
and at very short notice. As a result, there is a larger-than-usual gap between
the supply of and demand for evidence that researchers must mediate both
to meet the demands of MPs but also to build networks with and among

evidence producers.
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Evidence that is internally generated has both advantages and disadvantages.
It can sometimes be seen as less legitimate and less neutral than evidence that
is generated by an external source (Blaser Mapitsa & Chirau, 2019). At the same
time, it could be better suited to a specific organisational context. Given the
politicised nature of the parliamentary context, safeguarding the neutrality of
evidence is critical. Given that parliaments have a number of context-specific
processes, activities, and purposes for evidence, a clear understanding of
the organisational context is equally valuable. As researchers try to situate
themselves within systems of evidence production, brokering and use, they
often need to consider these trade-offs as they identify strategies that will

maximise use of evidence (Rugambwa, 2010).

Formal and informal institutions for organising
parliamentarians

Parliamentarians make use of a range of channels to influence policies
and processes and they use evidence in different ways depending on the
circumstances. While certain forms of evidence may be appropriate at a
campaign rally, the tone of evidence required on the floor of parliament orin a
portfolio committee meeting is likely to be different. In formal debates, there
is a need to toe the line of political parties and to present or critique evidence
in line with party views. In portfolio committee meetings, there is likely to be
much stronger technical interrogation of evidence and greater cooperation

among MPs across party lines to solve specific sectoral problems.

Some parliaments rely heavily on formal institutions of engagement and, if
evidence is going to be used for change, it is most effective if it is presented
in formal debates on the floor of the legislature or within parliamentary
committees. Other parliaments rely on informal caucuses and networks to
rally the support of MPs on certain issues without becoming formalised as
institutions for decision-making. Regional parliaments, in particular, balance
both imperatives. While they often have a formal mandate to provide legislative
guidance to the commission of the regional body they oversee, they also
have an additional critical mandate around creating legislative coherence and
coordination among member states. Since both roles must often be played
without significantly constraining the power of either body, they must make use
of a range of other kinds of persuasive authority to add legitimacy or to liaise
with the international community (Navarro, 2010).
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Evidence plays a different role in formal and informal systems, without
necessarily a hierarchy of use between the systems. While informal systems
can emphasise persuasion and analysis in the use of evidence, formal systems
often place more stock in procedural issues around how the evidence was
produced, sourced and presented. When components of parliamentary
evidence systems are sufficiently capacitated with well-stocked, -staffed, and
-managed parliamentary libraries, they are valuable sources of information
(Pelizzo, 2014). In this case, they can complement robust debate in informal
spheres. In contexts where the formalised institutional elements do not receive
sufficient investment, informal spaces of dialogue remain valuable, but are also
more vulnerable to pressures from political parties or other lobby groups. At the
same time, informal systems are often more open to a wide range of evidence,
including citizen evidence or testimonies from individuals and, as a result, can
often provide more diverse points of triangulation. This is particularly true when

formal systems privilege reports from the executive.

Individual and institutional incentives around evidence
use

Parliamentary support staff and MPs both use evidence as one of the most
fundamental components supporting their positions. However, the approaches
they take to research, synthesis, and analysis might be significantly different
to the way people in other organisations and institutions use evidence in

decision-making.

Parliamentary researchers rarely undertake original data collection or analysis
but are usually responsible for synthesising large amounts of administrative data
in addition to triangulating against research conducted in other situations or
contexts. While these different research skills are occasionally acknowledged,
they are not always supported by the available information and processes.

The case studies of the Parliaments of Ghana, South Africa and Kenya have
all detailed the problems associated with being overly reliant on reporting
generated by the executive for purposes of accountability. Many parliamentary
capacity builders have emphasised the need for parliamentary researcher
training to focus specifically on the unique competencies required in this non-

traditional research role. Rather than gathering and analysing primary data
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from an initial design, it is largely a responsive role that focuses on synthesising
and triangulating existing information while maintaining a critical eye around

the political agenda in the production and use of the evidence submitted.

While parliamentary researchers adapt exceptionally well to this complex role,
many report ongoing challenges (Njue & Mbataru, 2019). Most parliaments
in the region reflect an overall shortage in the numbers of parliamentary
support staff needed to meet the critical demands of MPs. Earlier in this
volume, Sande, Ringera and Warira report that researchers in the Parliamentary
Research Services (PRS) in the Parliament of Kenya, are spread 'too thin'. This
is a common concern of parliamentary research staff and support services who
play a critical responsive role in institutions that are nearly universally under-
resourced (Rotberg & Salahub, 2013; Blaser Mapitsa & Ali, 2020).

Althoughresearchersin PRS hail from awide variety of academic and professional
backgrounds to meet the multidisciplinary requests from parliamentarians, the
specific and unique nature of the demands from MPs means that researchers
are rarely in a position to produce evidence that reflects their expertise (IPU,
2015, p. 27). At the same time, committees find that the kind of work coming
from researchers does not always respond to the decision-making needs of
MPs who often prioritise timeliness and applicability to a specific problem over
methodological rigour.

In contrast, the research department in the Parliament of Zimbabwe carries
out both primary and secondary research in response to the evidence needs
of MPs and committees, despite the relatively small staff capacity (ZeipNET
& INASP, 2015). In addition to conducting fieldwork, the research department
also synthesises secondary information from internal parliamentary records and
from external sources such as MDAs, research institutions, think-tanks, CSOs,
etc. (INASP, 2016). However, the research department’s staff to MP ratio impacts
research turnaround and quality. Ultimately, this has detrimental implications on
"the scope for evidence coverage across all sectors as well as for longer term,
proactive and robust credible research” (Ndongwe & Munatsi in this volume).

One of the strongest incentives parliamentary researchers have for the provision
of impartial evidence in their reports is that balanced evidence can discourage
accusations of partisanship or political bias in their work. This is crucial in most
environments and especially when researchers work with MPs from a range of
political affiliations and where the evidence they generate is likely to be used
by a range of different politicians for a variety of political goals.
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Conclusion

The political context of African countries is diverse and parliaments respond in
many different ways to localised dynamics of governance. The parliamentary
structures and systems that are in place not only reflect the unique niche these
parliaments have created in the national governance landscape and their
historically embedded constitution mandate, but also the specific context of

political pressures in each country (Rugumamu, 2010).

This information provided in this volume on the various parliaments’ experiences
of building systems of evidence corroborates what is already known about
capacity building in a parliamentary context (Blaser Mapitsa et al in this
volume). Non-partisan, high-level political support for evidence is critical and
parliaments that have achieved this have made far more progress in building
systems than those that have failed to do so (Stapenhurst, 2008; Madue, 2017,
EALA,; Ghanaian and South African case studies). To be effective, parliamentary
capacity-strengthening initiatives must strike a balance between including
researchers and MPs, building skills and networks, and linking with other
ongoing support activities. However, in addition to the traditional methods
for effective capacity building, the parliaments studied in the course of the
compilation of this volume have also demonstrated the value of innovative
approaches to strengthening evidence use.

The African Parliamentarians Network on Development Evaluation,
(APNODE), has brought together parliamentarians who champion evidence
use in parliaments. Even though the network is still relatively young, national
parliaments have already demonstrated a variety of ways of institutionalising
the network, with examples ranging from where it plays a formal role in
parliamentary structures to situations where it is an informal caucus (Sande,
Ringera & Warira in this volume). It has provided a platform for MPs to
strategise, identify areas of mutual interest, and learn from each other how
evidence use can strengthen their roles as MPs, as well as how they can use
their roles as politicians to strengthen evidence in the bureaucracy (Rugumamu,
2010). Research demonstrates that “given the right conditions, small coalitions
of progressive legislators can achieve critical mass and become influential
advocates for institutional reform and democratic change” indicating the
critical role APNODE and other networks can play in strengthening governance
(Nijzink, Mazaffar & Azevedo, 2006).
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What these case studies have emphasised is that the strength of evidence use
in parliaments is not simply a function of any one specific institutional feature,
but rather comprises a range of characteristics that interact with the political
context in the country. For example, all countries make some use of the
Hansard, but in some situations it may be a document that stays on a shelf while
in others there are robust processes through which civil society analyses and
engages with Hansard proceedings. Parliamentary institutions simultaneously
shape the governance context in their countries and respond to them. A better
understanding of these dynamics is critical if parliaments are to continue to
play a central role in governance reform.

The different case studies in the volume provide significant contributions to
parliamentary and other governance stakeholders who seek to understand
the institutional arrangements of evidence in parliaments and the associated
constraints to and enablers of evidence use. The volume has harnessed the
importance of understanding MPs' individual incentives to use evidence within
a web of complexities and power contestations — a central theme mentioned
across the two volumes. Moreover, the influence of macro factors, such as the
political economy of different countries and other political structures (such
as executive dominance) that may hinder or enable an evidence culture has
been highlighted throughout the volume. There is a need for further empirical
research examining the systems of evidence in African parliaments and
expanding on the key themes that this volume has underpinned. The role of
gender and representation in parliaments and the implications for evidence use
is an important aspect that is still under-explored. Further, more parliaments
are investing in internal M&E departments as well as PBOs as internal evidence
structures to facilitate systematic use of evidence in performing parliamentary
mandates. These developments call for the need for increased information
exchange and cross-learning opportunities across parliaments on the best
practices for systematising evidence processes in parliaments by investing in
internal evidence structures.

It remains paramount for parliaments to support networks and enhance
multi-stakeholder engagements to strengthen evidence use in policymaking.
As has been highlighted in the various case studies, the value of nurturing
evidence champions and ensuring buy-in amongst parliamentary political and
administrative leadership structures is immeasurable. This is critical to support

parliaments’ transformative agendas as institutions of good governance that
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need to prioritise investments in strengthening evidence systems. Importantly,
in order to ensure more meaningful processes of inclusion in policy decision-
making processes, the issues of inclusion and equity warrant greater attention
beyond merely increasing the numbers of women MPs in parliaments. This and
the ability of parliaments to be responsive to change, facilitates parliamentary
evidence systems that can deliver equitable development outcomes to

all citizens.
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