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Parliaments play a pivotal role in governance, and yet little is known about how 
evidence is used for decision-making in these complex, political environments. 
Together with its practice companion volume, African Parliaments: Systems of 
evidence in practice, this volume explores the multiple roles legislatures play in 
governance, the varied mandates and allegiances of elected representatives, and 
what this means for evidence use. Given the tensions in Africa around the relationships 
between democracy and development, government and citizen agency, this volume 
considers the theories around parliamentary evidence use, and interrogates what 
they mean in the context of African governance.
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Introduction

A proliferation in the amount of information available has heightened the 

awareness of the potential importance of evidence use in policy decision-

making. In early writings on evidence in policymaking, Davies, Nutley and Smith 

(1999) describe evidence-based policymaking as an approach that uses various 

evidence sources to take informed decisions on policies and public programmes, 

integral not only to the process but also in the evaluation of policymaking (Boaz, 

Davies, Fraser & Nutley, 2019, p. 1). Evidence-based policymaking adopts a 

rational approach to policymaking. Using this approach, the policymaker views 

policymaking as an analytical process in which assumptions are developed that 

assist in systematising and programming the actions that need to be taken 

(Bekkers, Fenger & Scholten, 2017, p. 118). It presents a countering viewpoint 

to opinion-based policymaking that is often based on “the selective use of 

evidence […] or […] the untested views of individuals or groups” (Segone, 

2004, p. 27).

While the importance of evidence is certainly acknowledged in an information 

era, what is defined as ‘evidence’ within a contested political space and in 

dealing with socially complex phenomena often depends on the viewpoint 

adopted by both the producer and the user of the evidence. Parliaments are 

designed to be arenas of political contestation and they routinely legislate 

on complex social, economic, environmental and technological policy 

conundrums. Policies generally have ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ and distributing 

the intergenerational burden of costs and the assignment of benefits is 

conditioned not only on the objective merits and demerits of particular policy 

options, but also on political values. Politics is concerned with “norms, values, 

ideology, power, influence, authority” and stands apart from scientific inquiry 

concerned with “facts, objectivity, and empirically warranted descriptions and 

explanations” (Mathison, 2005, p. 320).

The origins of the evidence-based approach emphasised a rationality that 

regarded the scientific community as “the producer of relevant, non-disputed 

and authoritative knowledge” (Bekkers et al., 2017, p. 304) that can produce 

pertinent and appropriate evidence for policymaking processes through the 

gathering and analysing of empirical data in a systematic and transparent 

manner (Boaz et al., 2019). The study of complex social interventions, however, 

presents a range of “methodological difficulties, including uncertainty in 

demonstrating causation and the strictures of valid and reliable measurement” 
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(Boaz et al., 2019, p. 2) that renders contradicting evidence from different 

members within the scientific community. Furthermore, policymakers receive 

information from other sources including “economic, attitudinal, behavioural 

and anecdotal evidence” offered by “lay persons, propaganda, judgements, 

insight/experience, history, analogies, local knowledge and culture” (Strydom, 

Funke, Nienaber, Nortje & Steyn, 2010, p. 1) or routine data from departmental 

monitoring, evaluation and reporting systems or internal research units (Marais & 

Matebesi, 2013, pp. 363-364). Generally, the mainstream media is also influential 

as a source of evidence. More recently the internet and online social networks 

enable citizens to create their own knowledge base which Lievrouw refers to 

as “commons knowledge”. This “provides an alternative and complement to 

the expert-driven, disciplinary, institutionalised and authoritative process of 

knowledge creation, distribution and gate-keeping” (Lievrouw, in Bekkers et 

al., 2017, p. 305).

In moving from evidence-based policymaking to evidence-informed 

policymaking, policy analysts acknowledge the inherent limitations of the 

evidence-based approach. Choices are inevitably limited by the information 

that is available, the time available, inherent uncertainty about the future, and 

the capacity to process the information so that the costs and benefits of all 

the various alternatives can be assessed (Bekkers et al., 2017, p. 45). Evidence 

often only presents description(s) of the situation as it is, rather than providing 

information on the basis of which strategic decisions can be made (Marais & 

Matebesi, 2013, p. 365). Choices may be limited by practical circumstances and 

the complexity of decisions (Dunn, 2018, p. 50).

Evidence rarely offers a single, uncontested solution to a complex public 

problem but needs to be interpreted in the context of the political decision 

to be made (Shergold, 2016, p. 485). When policies are characterised by a 

variety of values, conflicting goals, and causal processes that are uncertain, 

clear solutions to the problem are difficult and contentious (Peters, 2015, p. 9). 

In this context “evidence is harnessed to competing arguments about ends 

and means, and the political decision-making process is inherently marked 

by conflicts, trade-offs, and compromises” (Lindblom, 1979, in Head, 2015, 

pp. 472-473).
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In practice, the politics of policy decision-making draws on a mixture of science, 

value preferences, and practical judgements on feasibility and legitimacy 

(Head, 2010, p. 13). The policymaker is obliged “to take account of the ethical 

values, social mores, community attitudes, behavioural consequences, and 

political ideologies that influence government decisions” (Shergold, 2016, 

p. 485). These considerations may lead to the uptake of evidence contradictory 

to the accepted codes for ethical, objective and scientific research and 

therefore objectivity is demanded of researchers when conducting scientific 

research. The process of value clarification may sometimes mean that while 

the policymaker concurs with research findings and proposed actions, the 

pragmatic considerations, such as the available financial, organisational or 

human resources; the political and managerial buy-in required for successful 

implementation; and the inevitable trade-offs against other pressing priorities, 

may lead to decisions that contradict what the evidence dictates.

Therefore, while evidence-influenced policy practice advocates that policy 

decisions should consider rigorous evidence as far as possible, it is unrealistic 

to expect that the availability of evidence will always give rise to policy 

decisions that are completely objective and rational (Cloete, 2018, p. 327). It 

should rather be concluded that policy evidence is a multifaceted concept 

which includes methodologically sound and defensible scientific evidence, 

contextualised internal monitoring data, observations of contemporary media 

reports and opinions, and an understanding of the ‘commons’, being the shared 

communal understanding of the issue at the grassroots level. While internal 

monitoring data, media reports and commons knowledge may be limited in 

generalisability or reliability of method, they offer the benefit of immediate, 

contextualised and value-laden insights and observations, in contrast to the 

delay that characterises the production of scientific evidence.

Several conceptual models of frameworks have sought to capture and present 

the complexity faced by parliaments in fulfilling their political, social and 

economic mandates. The frameworks capture the complexity of parliamentary 

lawmaking, oversight and representation functions and they demonstrate the 

potential role of evidence in improving and promoting accountable policy 

decisions and advising how evidence-use can be strengthened at individual, 

organisational and systems levels.
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This chapter commences with an overview of a selection of models and 

frameworks developed for the African context that focus on three factors – the 

macro context that shapes the work of parliament, the microenvironment that 

influences evidence use, and interventions that may improve evidence use in 

parliament. It reflects on these models to create a shared understanding of how 

the various factors, contexts and requirements presented in the frameworks 

could inform initiatives that aim to strengthen evidence use in African 

parliaments. This provides an important lens for the rest of this book and 

provides a basis for a common understanding of important concepts discussed 

in later chapters and the ways in which they fit together to strengthen evidence-

use capacity of African parliaments.

Conceptual models for evidence use in legislatures

In recent years several conceptual models or frameworks have been developed 

in an attempt to explain different dimensions of the complex relationship 

between the macro and micro governance contexts for evidence uptake in 

parliaments. They also shed some light on how evidence use can be promoted 

to enhance the ability of parliaments to fulfil their political, social and economic 

mandates within a complex, often uncertain, and rapidly changing policy 

environment.

This section cannot provide a comprehensive overview of all available 

models, but rather aims to capture some of the key motifs in contemporary 

understanding of the African parliamentary context as presented by prominent 

scholars and practitioners in the field. The discussion of the various models and 

frameworks presents an analysis of the current status quo. The purpose is not to 

critique the existing models, nor to present a new model that better integrates 

the external, internal and capacity building context.

At present, there is no single over-arching integrated model of evidence use in 

African parliaments. Since models are designed to focus on specific research 

questions and abstract and simplify to render the analysis of complex dynamics 

more tractable, this is not surprising. The analysis of these frameworks draws on 

the following dimensions:

	� Sources of evidence in the legislative space;

	� The macro governance context that affects evidence use;

	� The micro governance factors that affect evidence use;
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	� Integrated models to promote effective, systematic evidence use by 
parliaments; and

	� Models for measuring the performance of parliaments.

Table 2.1 below provides a brief introduction to each model which will be 

discussed further in the relevant sections.

The current information era means that information from various sources is 
readily available to parliaments with varying degrees of relevance and reliability. 
There is a continuum of information useful for legislative and oversight decisions, 
which range from more objective data (such as statistical evidence from surveys 
or administrative data, economic and econometric evidence, information from 
evaluations and research studies) to more value-laden information based on 
the intuitive/tacit knowledge of stakeholders, their perceptions, or evidence 
that considers the ethical implications of policy decisions (see Goldman & 
Pabari, 2020, p. 15).

The uptake of available evidence however depends on the appropriateness of 
the information, as Parkhurst demonstrates in the following model.

Table 2.1	 Overview of models

Sources of 
evidence

	� Parkhurst (2017) advise that evidence must be ‘packaged’ to inform 
possible solutions to the policy issue.

	� Goldman and Pabari (2020) advise that evidence is more likely to be useful 
if it is accessible, timeous, credible, relevant to the policy process and 
aligned with the context.

	� The Weyrauch and INASP models consider the internal and external 
context of evidence use.

Micro 
governance 
factors

	� Rabie (2019) discuss various pragmatic, political, personal and evidence-
review considerations that may influence decision-making.

	� The parliamentarian’s compass models drills down to the motivations and 
factors which influence the inclination and ability to individual MPs to use 
evidence in discharging their responsibilities.
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Macro 
governance 
factors

	� Crawley’s Six-Sphere framework (2017) assess the readiness of a 
parliament to adopt a more evidence-informed and accountable decision-
making approach in terms of the “technical” and “logistical” readiness, the 
political environment, relationships with key stakeholders and ideological 
principles and values.

	� The INASP governance context framework (2017) acknowledge the 
influence of macro governance factors such as developments in civil 
society, the market and the broader political space as well as the 
institutional culture, organizational arrangements and performance.

	� Organisational factors that affect evidence include the political and 
organisational culture of parliament, the values and performance 
expectations of parliamentarians (Parliamentary Centre & the World Bank 
Institute, n.d.).

	� The capacity of leadership, senior management and other human resources; 
the existence of formal management processes that access, interpret and 
use evidence; and available time and financial, technology and knowledge 
infrastructure to source and present evidence influence the political and 
administrative organisational capacity of parliament (INASP, 2017).

Integrated 
models for 
strengthening 
evidence use

	� Capacity for evidence use should strengthen the evidence user and internal 
demand to take-up available evidence (Steward, Langer & Erasmus, 2019).

	� Contextual factors that influence evidence use include the external political, 
economic, social and cultural systems in society that present opportunities 
or barriers to evidence use, the stakeholders that produce knowledge 
or campaign for policy changes, the internal culture, organisational 
capacity, management and processes; and other resources that explain 
how members of an organisation think and behave (Weyrauch, Echt & 
Suliman, 2016).

	� The integrated framework by Langer, Goldman and Pabari (2020) 
acknowledges the importance of strengthening both the government-
focused demand-led response to assess and stimulate the demand for 
evidence by decision makers and evidence users, as well as the factors 
that influence the generation or supply of evidence to inform specific 
programmes, instruments, strategies or activities that support and 
encourage evidence use.

Performance 
of parliament

	� With due consideration of the context, the performance of parliament can 
be assessed in terms of its financial performance, compliance to the rule 
of law and internal procedures, efficiency, effective oversight, response to 
relevant issues and promoting sustainable governance.

	� Parliament in terms of its information need can range from the rubber 
stamp legislature, to the emerging legislature , the informed legislature 
and finally the transformative legislature.

Source: Authors: sources of evidence in the legislative space 

Table 2.1	 Overview of models (continued)
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Evidence adressing the key 
policy concerns at hand

Evidence construcred 
in ways useful to 

adress policy concern

Evidence applicable to 
the local context

Appropriate evidence for policy

Figure 2.1	 Appropriate evidence for policy context

Source: Parkhurst (2017, p. 118)

The model demonstrates that for evidence to be appropriate to legislatures, 

such evidence must also be constructed or ‘packaged’ in a manner that is 

useful to inform possible solutions to the issue, rather than simply describe the 

issue and, in addition, should be applicable to the specific local context where 

the evidence will be applied.

Goldman and Pabari (2020, p. 25) agree that evidence is more likely to be 

useful if it is readily accessible to the policymaker, is available in time to inform 

the policy decision, can render credible information that is relevant to the 

policy process, and is aligned with the context within which the policy will 

be implemented.

In the legislative space, particularly in parliamentary or Westminster-derived 

systems, the information provided to parliament for its law-making function 

and its oversight scrutiny is derived from the executive. To assert their 

independence and hold the executive to account, it is critical that parliaments 

develop their own capacity to identify their information needs and acquire 

independent sources of information and analysis. Here institutions supporting 

democracy, such as supreme audit institutions (auditors-general), human rights 

commissions and ombuds can play a crucial role, as can academia, think tanks 

and civil society.

.

..

.

. .



An Analytical Framework for Systematic Evidence use in African Parliaments 49

Ensuring that appropriate evidence is available for use by parliaments depends 

both on factors within the macro governance context that determine the 

production and transmission of evidence, as well as on factors within the micro 

context that influence the uptake and response to evidence. These will be 

discussed in the next two sections.

The macro governance context that affects evidence use 
in legislatures

Crawley (2017) presents a Six-Sphere framework (see Figure 2.2) to assess 

readiness of a parliament to adopt a more evidence-informed and accountable 

decision-making approach, or to identify areas that should be strengthened. 

While the framework recognises the importance of the immediate ‘technical’ 

and ‘logistical’ readiness, it also advocates for macro “considerations of the 

political environment, trust and collaboration between key stakeholders and 

the (ideological) principles and values” that shape to context of the evidence 

system (Crawley, 2017, p. 3).

The six spheres can be summarised as follows:

	� At the outer level, the logistical sphere considers the availability of time and 
resources to generate evidence, as well as considerations of factors that may 
prevent information from flowing through the demand and supply chain to the 
evidence users.

	� The technical sphere complements the logistical space in considering the technical 
capacity of individuals and departments to generate information on the supply side 
and to locate and process useful information on the demand side.

	� The contextual sphere considers the organisational arrangements, hierarchies, 
linkages and networks within the organisation and among organisations that 
facilitate the production and use of evidence, including the culture and willingness 
to acknowledge both positive and negative performance information.

	� The relational sphere considers the levels of trust and collaboration among the 
producers and users of information, extending also to those who transmit the 
information or act as gatekeepers along the chain. Building strong trust and 
collaboration relationships helps to avoid delays, diversion or discarding of relevant 
information.

	� The political sphere considers the commitment of political heads, including 
senior managers and heads of departments, to an evidence-based approach. This 
commitment creates a conducive context that strengthens the production and 
transmission of relevant information in the outer spheres discussed above.
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	� The inner ideological space considers the extent to which the use of evidence 
resonates with the core principles and values at the heart of the organisation at a 
wider level, the ideological underpinnings of the state or, on a very personal level, 
the principles and values of the individual decision maker.

Logistical

Technical

Contextual

Relational

Political

Ideological

Weak M&E
technical capacity 

among senior policy 
makers

M&E technical 
training for senior 

policymakers

Increased budget 
allocation for the 
establishment of 

M&E systems

Policymakers
knowledgeable

about M&E

Policymakers
confident to promote 
M&E in front of peers

Policymakers
advocate for greater 

use of M&E

Lack of confidence 
to promote M&E 

among peers

Policymakers
reluctant to advocate 

for greater use of 
evalation

Figure 2.2	 The Six-Sphere framework

Source: Crawley (2017. p. 7)

The interaction between the macro and micro contexts of parliament is also 

demonstrated in the INASP governance context framework (see Figure 

2.3). “At the macro level parliaments influence and are influenced both by 

wider developments in civil society, the market and the broader political 

space and by their own institutional culture, organizational arrangements and 

performance.” (INASP, 2017, p. 15) The relationship between state, the market 

and civil society and the degree to which active engagement by citizens in 
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governance matters is encouraged or enabled shape the macro governance 

context in which parliaments operate. At the micro governance level, the 

organisational factors that affect evidence use include the political and 

organisational culture of parliament and is strongly influenced by the values 

and performance expectations of parliamentarians (Parliamentary Centre and 

the World Bank Institute, n.d., p. 7). The organisational capacity of parliament, 

both the political and administrative components, is influenced by the capacity 

of leadership, senior management and other human resources; the existence 

of formal management processes that access, interpret and use evidence; and 

the available time, financial, technology and knowledge infrastructure to source 

and present evidence (INASP, 2017, p. 14).

MACRO
GOVERNANCE

MICRO
GOVERNANCE

POLITICAL SPACE

Performance

Culture Organisation

Active
citizens

Civil 
society

State

Marketplace

PARLIAMENT

   
   

    
  G
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BA

L 
VI

LL
AG

E

Figure 2.3	 The macro and micro governance contexts of parliament

Source: INASP (2017, p. 15)

Strengthening the macro governance context (for example through legislative 

provisions for access to information, transparency, and access to information) 

increases citizen oversight both over parliaments and by parliaments by, for 

instance, encouraging the application of evidence in decisions to improve 

their responsiveness and accountability. In governance systems characterised 

by executive dominance and a submissive legislature, demand for evidence 
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is likely to be minimal, and its application is unlikely to be impactful. Similarly, 

institutions such as a free media, robust electoral competition, and vibrant 

NGO engagement could create incentives for effective evidence use.

In turn, a conducive environment for evidence use requires administrative 

support and access to sufficient resources, time and technical capacity; 

efficient corridors that facilitate access to information; and an appreciation of 

evidence by members of parliament (MPs) (see Crawley’s diagnostic questions, 

2017, p. 7). Equally important is the commitment of the parliament to genuine 

public participation, rather than just paying lip service. For this, the necessary 

resources must be allocated to ensure meaningful engagement. This may be 

challenging in developing country contexts where the executive often exercises 

tight control over the budgets of legislatures.

It should also be noted that there are considerable power relations embedded 

in the provision of evidence. The provision of evidence is not only technical 

but political, and is shaped by the power relations within the broader political 

system and society (e.g. who is able to provide evidence, which forms of 

evidence are regarded as authoritative). As will be discussed further in the 

section below on “The network/relational level of governance”, the poor and 

marginalised may face significant language barriers or be unable to effectively 

give expression to their evidence. On the other hand, sophisticated lobby 

groups may afford to commission research to justify their advocacy efforts. It 

is therefore important for parliaments to solicit as broad a range of diverse 

sources of evidence as possible.

The micro governance factors that affect evidence use in 
legislative settings

Narrowing the lens on the micro governance perspective and based on 

research on the decision-making variables considered in South African portfolio 

committees, Rabie (2019) proposes a model that captures the considerations 
in decision-making. It would be useful to test the extent to which this model is 

appropriate for other parliamentary contexts and where amendments may be 

useful to deal with the idiosyncrasies of different micro-governance contexts.
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The decision-making model spans both rational and ideological considerations 

and is grouped into four quadrants, namely:
A)	 Pragmatic considerations;
B)	 Evidence;
C)	 Political party commitments; and

D)	 Personal opinions, values and beliefs.

Considerations in 
decision making

Pragmatic
considerations

Evidence

Political Party
Commitments

Personal
Opinion

A B

C D

Legislative framework

Policy direction proposed 
by the executive 

department

Pet projects

Political aspirations

Submissions from 
interested stakeholders

Financial feasibility

Departmental mandates
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Research: 
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and from internal research

“Commons Knowledge”
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Social Media discussions
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Internal monitoring data
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Figure 2.4	 Considerations in parliamentary committee decision-making

Source: Rabie (2019)

Within each of the four quadrants, a set of decision-making considerations 

are proposed.

Quadrant A: Pragmatic considerations
This quadrant captures four decision-making criteria:
1.	 Pragmatic considerations that reflect on the financial implications and feasibility of the 

policy decision.
2.	 Alignment with the legislative framework including the Constitution, as well as prior 

policies and approved legislation on the issues.
3.	 The policy direction proposed by executive departments led by ministers or senior 

managers who are also senior members of the political party exerts a strong influence 
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on the adopted viewpoint and the deliberations of the committee. As such, executive 
departments set the policy direction and often draft first versions of new Bills.

4.	 The alignment of the policy with the approved mandate of the department, given 
that policy typically has its origin in the executive sphere for further consideration by 
policymakers.

Quadrant B: Evidence
This quadrant provides for five additional decision-making criteria:
1.	 Oral or verbal submissions from the public or interest groups which may include direct 

petitions or points raised in public hearings regarding new information that the committee 
could consider during deliberations.

2.	 Scientific research evidence produced by academics and researchers within the context 
of rigorous research principles that specify and promote the reliability and validity of 
findings. The research briefs produced by the parliamentary support staff were also 
regarded as instrumental in informing the discussions of the committee.

3.	 Internal monitoring data produced by departments during their routine quarterly and 
annual monitoring and reporting or through research and evaluation studies.

4.	 Media reports that may include rigorous research or emotive observations on the 
world reflecting a particular viewpoint or perspective on reality for consideration by the 
policymaker.

5.	 Grassroots understanding or ‘commons’ knowledge that may derive from community 
engagements, site visits or other outreach programmes or from community discussions 
in popular media or from social media platforms.

Quadrant C: Political party commitments
Three decision-making criteria are added in this quadrant:
1.	 Political party commitments reflecting the longer-term commitment of the party on the 

issues as set out in the political manifesto or election promises. At times this may also be 
observed as a path dependency where historical or past courses of action predict the 
future stance of the party.

2.	 The party line is a shorter-term agreement that the party caucus reaches during the 
study group preparation in the days prior to the committee meeting. Members of the 
party will support the adopted stance during the committee’s deliberations.

3.	 Treaties with international donors or agreements with commitments to local stakeholders, 
such as promises to influential groups (e.g. unions) or local agreements (e.g. such as the 
National Economic Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC) in South Africa).

Quadrant D: Personal opinions, values and beliefs
This quadrant concludes with the four three decision-making criteria:
1.	 Specific declared interests or pet projects that the policymaker pursues actively, either 

openly or more obscured.
2.	 The personal opinion of the policymaker on the policy issue which may or may not be 

aligned with the ideology of the party.



An Analytical Framework for Systematic Evidence use in African Parliaments 55

3.	 Non-declared personal interests or potential benefits to be derived by the individual.
4.	 Future political aspirations of the member or chairperson within the political party 

or executive.

Content advisors and researchers at the Parliament of South Africa were 

asked to select the five decision-making criteria most prevalent in shaping the 

deliberations of the committee and the follows list of eight factors emerged as 

most prevalent:

1.	 The department’s mandate;
2.	 Alignment of the issue with the political manifesto of the party;
3.	 The existing legislative framework with which new legislation will align;
4.	 Financial feasibility of the proposed decision;
5.	 Grassroots observations and alignment with ‘commons’ thinking;
6.	 Information from internal monitoring data;
7.	 Information and viewpoints from media reports; and
8.	 Alignment with the adopted party line on the issue (see Rabie, 2019, pp. 41-42).

With a similar micro-governance focus but with a greater emphasis on individual 

MPs rather than parliamentary committees, the parliamentarians’ Compass 

model identifies the factors that influence the decisions of parliamentarians. 

The model places parliamentarians at the centre while factors that serve to 

shape MPs’ decision-making are represented at each of the cardinal points (see 

Figure 2.5).

To the north is the MP’s constitutional role a legislator and custodian of 

oversight, with the responsibility of upholding the constitutional principles 

such as truth, integrity, equality, transparency and accountability.

To the west lie MPs’ obligations to citizens and constituents. The priorities 

of constituents may not necessarily align with those of the political party, 

and MPs must be seen to deliver to constituents or risk losing the support of 

their voters where parliament is constituency based. To the east lies personal 

and professional ambition of a higher office either within the party or within 

government. Parliamentarians may either use or ignore evidence during 

debates or may vote to advance career possibilities within the party. These 

incentives would also be shaped by macro governance characteristics such 

as the electoral system (e.g. a party list system or a constituency system, an 

open or closed party list etc). In a closed party list system, for instance, overly 

critical or independent minded use of evidence in holding political seniors to 
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account could be extremely career limiting for a backbencher MP. To the south 

of the parliamentarian’s Compass lie obligations to the political party and the 

political manifesto that captures the policy aims of the party. Again, to deliver 

on the promises of the manifesto, parliamentarians may either pursue actions 

aligned with the evidence, weakly aligned with evidence, or in contradiction 

with evidence.



Constitutional  
Role

PersonalConstituents

Political Party

Parliamentarians

Figure 2.5	 Parliamentarians’ Compass MP level model

Source: Crawley and Ali (2017), unpublished, used with permission

MPs’ decisions are influenced by these four factors and attempts to meet 

the interests of multiple demands may pull MPs in different directions. The 

politician constantly needs to make decisions that maximise individual political 

benefits while minimising negative political fallout which may result in their 

removal from the party ranks.
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It is not clear how the gender of MPs could influence decision-making since this 

does not appear to be an explicit variable in the model. This would be a fruitful 

avenue for further research.

Models to understand how systematic evidence use can 
be improved

With appreciation of the micro and macro level factors that promote or hinder 

evidence use, several integrated models pursue changes at the personal/

individual level, the interpersonal/organisational level, and at the system level 

to encourage the use of evidence. Steward, Langer and Erasmus (2019, p. 625) 

focus on strengthening the capacity for evidence use. The model emphasises 

the evidence user and interventions that may increase evidence use by the 

actors during decision-making. This signifies a shift in focus from the producers 

of the evidence (Steward et al., 2019, p. 625). The model specifically focuses 

on strengthening the internal demand side that determines the uptake of 

evidence to counter a perceived overemphasis on strengthening the external 

supply side of evidence. The model emphasises the need for multiple levels 

of engagement, a combination of interventions, a spectrum of outcomes, and 

a detailed consideration of context (see Figure 2.6). It provides for a range 

of different interventions (e.g. training, mentoring, organisational change, 

co-production) that encourage decision makers to use evidence. Instead of a 

single approach to develop evidence capacity, the model encourages flexibility 

and multiple approaches in a continuous cycle to facilitate and reinforce 

evidence use.

To stimulate the demand for evidence, interventions should be appropriate in 

terms of the individual decision-maker’s existing capacity to consider evidence, 

the need for evidence in a particular decision, and the individual, team and 

organisational role of the decision-maker. Ultimately, multiple approaches 

should reinforce the incremental development of the decision-maker to 

consider evidence (Steward et al., 2019, p. 627).

Weyrauch, Echt and Suliman (2016) identify six contextual factors that 

influence and determine the use of evidence. Two external dimensions are (1) 

the macro-context; and (2) intra-and inter-relationships with state and non-state 

agents (see Figure 2.7).
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Figure 2.6	 Increasing the capacity of evidence users at multiple levels

Source: Steward, Langer and Erasmus (2019, p. 626)

The macro context refers to the political, economic, social and cultural systems 

in society that may present inherent structural or varying circumstantial 

opportunities or barriers to the use of research in the policymaking process. 

(Weyrauch et al., 2016, p. 22). This is similar to the macro governance dimensions 

of the Six-Sphere model and the INASP governance context framework 

discussed earlier. The Weyrauch et al. (2016) model adds more nuances in 

relation to the network of formal and informal linkages between parliaments 

and an array of external stakeholders. Internal and external linkages refer to 

stakeholders that directly interact with parliaments and may include research 

organisations that produce knowledge or policy advocacy groups campaigning 

for specific policy changes (Weyrauch et al., 2016, p. 23).

The four internal dimensions of the Weyrauch et al. (2016) model are: (3) culture; 

(4) organisational capacity; (5) management and processes; and (6) other 

resources. These dimensions explain how members of an organisation think 

and behave. Culture is a shared set of assumptions and values (both explicit 

and implicit) that inform how members of the organisation will perceive, think 

about, and respond to organisational problems, and this may determine the 
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role of research in the policymaking process. Organisational capacity refers 

to the ability of an organisation to use available resources within accepted 

legal parameters to execute its mandate successfully, while organisational 

management and processes refer to established processes and mechanisms 

that determine how work is organised that may open or close specific 

opportunities to introduce evidence into policy discussions and decisions. 

Finally, other resources include budget, technology, infrastructure or the time 

needed to enable the organisation to perform well and to generate, assess, 

and use evidence in decisions (Weyrauch et al., 2016, p. 23).

04.

ORGANIZATIONAL 
CAPACITY

05.

MANAGEMENT 
AND PROCESSES

03.

CULTURE

06.

OTHER 
RESOURCES

State agency

STATE

MEDIA

DONORS

CITIZENS

RESEARCH 
ORGANIZA-

TIONS

PRIVATE 
COMPANIES

02.

INTRA AND 

INTER  
RELATIONSHIPS

D1.M
ACRO CONTEXT

Relationships with other State 
agencies for policy design and 

implementation
•	 Flow of information between 

jurisdictions and levels
•	 Capacity to use evidence among 

different sections and departments
•	 Support from governmental 

agencies that produce data & 
research

•	 Coordination among agencies

•	 Policy domains

Relationships with non-State 
agencies for policy design and 

implementation
•	 Relationships with other State 

agencies for policy design and 
implementation

•	 Existence and type of policy forums 
and epistemic communities

•	 Formal channels of interaction with 
researchers and research institutions

•	 Number and type of civil society 
actors involved in decision process 
and degree of vested Interests

•	 Status of consensus on the  
policy base

•	 Usual large factors 
acknowledged in 
literature (extent of 
political, academic and 
media freedom, ect.)

•	 Degree of power 
distribution in the 

political system

•	 Prevailing policy 

narratives

Circumstantial

•	 Popular pressure 
for change

•	 Crisis and  

transitions

•	 Consultation and 
participation in 
policy processes

•	 Strategic  

planning culture

•	 Discretional  
decision-
making and 

corruption

•	 Knowledge 

regime

State agency

State agency

Figure 2.7	 Six contextual factors that influence evidence use in public sector 
institutions

Source: Weyrauch, Echt and Suliman (2016, p. 24)
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While the authors acknowledge that a restrictive macro context will limit 

room for change in the internal context dimensions, they also emphasise that 

leadership by individual decision makers, a conducive organisational culture, 

and staff incentives and motivation to use evidence all play important roles in 

the creation of opportunities for evidence use within the organisation (Langer 

& Weyrauch, 2020, p. 44).

The integrated framework by Langer, Goldman and Pabari (see Figure 2.8) 

builds on the prior two frameworks using a behaviour change lens to 

understand the evidence process from generation to intermediate changes 

and development impact, including the internal and external contextual 

factors and specific mechanisms that produce the desired changes (Langer & 

Weyrauch, 2020). The framework offers a lens to assess current capacity for 

evidence, identify weaker areas, or systematically pursue the outcomes and 

impact through interventions appropriate to the context (Langer & Weyrauch, 

2020, p. 49).

The first section of the framework (illustrated in Figure 2.8 overleaf) 

acknowledges the importance of a government-focused demand-led response 

that assesses and stimulates the demand for evidence from decision makers 

and evidence users. Two overarching boxes indicate factors in the external and 

internal context to assess where potential for change for evidence-use may be 

greater or where barriers may be more significant (Langer & Weyrauch, 2020, 

p. 44). Internal context dimensions, such as organisational culture and capacity, 

exert a strong effect on the demand for evidence in the organisation (Langer & 

Weyrauch, 2020, p. 48).

The second section of the framework focuses on the factors that influence the 

generation or supply of evidence. The three key factors that influence the uptake 

of produced evidence are the quality of the evidence, the type of evidence and 

its relevance to the specific policy decision and, finally, the specific evidence 

claim (Langer & Weyrauch, 2020, p. 46).

The third section of the framework considers specific programmes, instruments, 

strategies or activities that deliberately support and encourage the use of 

evidence. A variety of interventions may be adopted to trigger one or more 

of the change mechanisms listed in section 4 of the framework. Changes in 

awareness, access or ability produce an intermediate motivation, capability 

or opportunity to use evidence (see section 5) leading to actual increased 
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use of evidence (intended outcome) at the individual level, organisational or 

system level (Langer & Weyrauch, 2020, pp. 46-47). Finally, section 7 traces the 

final impacts, namely whether the increased use of evidence enhanced the 

performance of the policy or effected systemic change across decision-making 

sectors (Langer & Weyrauch, 2020, p. 47).

Figure 2.8	 Integrated framework to assess and promote evidence use

Source: Langer, Goldman and Pabari (2020, p. 45)

As the change process expands, the direct effect of increased evidence use 

on the outcomes becomes more difficult to pinpoint. While it is easier to 

determine the increase in capacity and awareness of the individual decision 

maker to appreciate and seek evidence, changes at the system level or the 

effect on the overall performance of the policy becomes harder to ascribe to a 

specific intervention. It is therefore also useful to consider possible criteria for 

measuring the success of parliament as an independent entity, removed from 

any one specific intervention or policy decision.

Models for measuring the performance of parliament

As with the research and findings of the frameworks already presented, the 

World Bank laments that programmes for parliamentary strengthening are often 

“politically naïve and technocratic, conspicuously ignoring the surrounding 
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environment within which parliaments operate” (Parliamentary Centre and the 

World Bank Institute, n.d, p. 7) alluding to the tendency to ignore the real drivers 

of behaviour. The performance of parliament cannot be assessed without 

understanding and appreciating the broader context that enables or impedes 

the success of parliament. Bearing in mind this context, the performance of 

parliament can be measured against the following performance standards 

(Parliamentary Centre and the World Bank Institute, n.d., pp. 7-8):

	� Financial performance: Operations of parliament adhere to acceptable financial 
administration standards.

	� Compliance: Operations of parliament uphold the rule of law and adhere to internal 
rules and procedures.

	� Efficiency: Operations of parliament are efficient and relevant.

	� Effectiveness: Oversight activities of parliament have an impact on government 
and society.

	� Relevance: Oversight responsibilities of parliament focus on the most important 
issues in society and the economy.

	� Sustainability: Parliament has the resources and political influence to promote 
good governance.

These criteria align with the revised   Development Assistance Committee (DAC) 

criteria (OECD, 2019) that focus on the relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, 

impact, and sustainability of interventions. It also adds internal and external 

coherence to ensure that interlinkages between interventions ensure synergy 

and align with other actors’ interventions in the macro context (see OECD, 

2019).

Figure 2.9 presents a proposed conceptual framework that captures the 

oversight, law-making, representation and budget control functions of 

parliament. It is best read in conjunction with Figure 2.3 that presented the 

macro and micro governance context of parliament.
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Figure 2.9	 WBI conceptual framework for measuring parliamentary performance

Source: Parliamentary Centre and the World Bank Institute (n.d., p. 19) 

The overall performance standards can be linked to the specific activities, tasks 

and responsibilities of parliament to allow for the tracking of progress across 

the entire performance framework that specifies how inputs, activities and 

outputs will contribute to the attainment of desired performance standards at 

the outcome and impact levels (see Figure 2.10).
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Figure 2.10	Linking parliamentary tasks and performance results across a value 

chain

Source: Parliamentary Centre and the World Bank Institute (n.d., p. 18)

The model presents a simple change framework. However, one should take 

care not to limit outputs only to products, but rather see these as building 

blocks towards the outcome. Given that changes or long-term outcomes 

and impact may take time to manifest, it would also be useful to add short-

term outcomes (e.g. changes in capacities and evidence support systems) 
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and medium term outcomes (e.g. changes in behaviour or early evidence of 

performance improvements) to assess early indication of progress towards the 

longer-term outcomes.

The performance of parliament can inform the nature of parliament in terms 

of its role in policymaking and its corresponding need for information (see 

Figure 2.11).
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Figure 2.11	 Role of the legislature

Source: Miko and Robinson in INASP (2017, p. 26).

The various types of legislatures are described as follows (INASP, 2017, p. 25):

	� The rubber-stamp legislature has little need for information as they essentially meet 
to endorse the decisions and work of the ruling party. There is little demand for 
independent information and research by individual parliamentarians.

	� The emerging legislature participates more actively in the legislative process 
and has some demand and use for information by the parliamentarians and the 
parliamentary committees. Access to reference material through an internal library 
or a research service that can respond to information requests from parliamentarians 
should be facilitated.

	� The informed legislature has access to a parliamentary library and research service 
that provides research services, tailor-made reports and progress reports on key 
legislation. However, the depth of the research and analysis service may fail to 
identify policy options and their impacts.

	� Finally, the transformative legislature has substantial demand for evidence in all 
aspects of their work. This demand is matched by a generous allocation of support 
staff, strong and well-staffed committees, and large research groups capable of 
developing policy options.
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On the continuum of parliaments, the rubber-stamp parliament “exercises little 

autonomy from the executive, which limits its oversight and scrutiny function in 

policymaking”. At the other end of the continuum, members of a transformative 

legislature have access to “internal structures and mechanisms (that) facilitate 

a proactive approach to the use of evidence and allows parliamentarians 

independent oversight and influence over policymaking (INASP, 2017, p. 26).

The demand for information by members of parliament, the financial 

investment in providing supportive infrastructure and staff, and the degree 

of deliberation in parliament discussions on Bills, government agreements or 

budget decisions, all indicate an upward movement on the continuum (INASP, 

2017, p. 26). However, it is not uncommon that a parliament may represent a 

different ‘type’ of legislature in relation to specific issues and the influence of 

factors in the micro and macro governance context, or in the individual level 

considerations of the policymaker.

The frameworks demonstrate the complexity of evidence and the plethora 

of macro and micro factors that promote or hinder systematic evidence use 

and also provide insights on how evidence use can be strengthened at the 

individual, organisational and system levels to promote accountable and 

transparent decision-making and the overall performance and legitimacy of 

parliament. Some final observations regarding potential use are shared in the 

conclusion of this chapter. The final section of this chapter presents a set of 

initial lessons or focus areas for building the capacity of parliaments.

Building the capacity of parliaments to use evidence 
systematically

The range of models discussed above presents options for alternative 

theoretical lenses through which practice may be observed. Which model is 

most relevant depends on the questions being asked (i.e. to describe, explain, 

predict or improve), the unit of analysis (parliament as a whole, parliamentary 

committees, individual MPs, the administration by the parliamentary service, 

political parties, the interface with civil society), the level of disaggregation, and 

the time period under study (short-, medium-, or long-term).

Future model-building will enable the development of more integrated 

general models or more granular specialist models. For the purposes of this 

volume, the following five key dimensions will be employed in understanding 
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the context-specific dynamics of evidence use in legislatures in Africa and 

in customising strategies to build the capability for evidence use both by 

parliaments themselves and the demand by civil society of evidence use by 

parliaments:

1.	 The macro governance perspective;
2.	 The organisation (micro governance) perspective;
3.	 The portfolio committee perspective;
4.	 The individual MP perspective; and
5.	 The network/relational level of governance capital.

Each chapter of this book contributes different perspectives to one or more of 

these dimensions. The analysis below draws from South African examples.

The macro governance perspective

This dimension deals mainly with the ideological, political and contextual 

elements relating to the macro governance context and the relationships 

between state, markets and civil society at national, global, regional and local 

levels, as well as the relationships between parliaments, the executive, the 

judiciary, and other organs of state. These are largely outside the control of 

individual parliaments but shape their incentives to acquire and apply evidence 

in their legislative, budgeting, oversight, and representation functions. These 

include the nature of the electoral system, transparency in the funding of political 

parties, and statutes on the representation of women legislators, for instance. 

Trends such as commitment to international goals such as the Sustainable 

Development Goals and the Africa Continental Free Trade agreement, as well 

as global challenges such as the climate emergency in the longer term and 

dealing with the coronavirus pandemic and its aftermath are also pertinent. 

Civil society organisations could advocate vigorously for reforms in areas such 

as these which may strengthen the incentive of individual MPs and political 

parties to exercise their law-making and oversight functions effectively, and to 

engage in meaningful public participation rather than merely paying lip service.

The organisation (micro governance) perspective

This dimension focuses on systems of evidence use within parliaments as 

institutions: interlinkages and dynamics among institutional arrangements, 

resources, flows of information, organisational units, people and roles, as well 

as the different sources of evidence and the incentives created for their use.
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It is useful to clearly differentiate between the organisation and the institution 

as the terms are sometimes used interchangeably. An organisation is an entity 

with a shared purpose directed by a set of internal processes and with a shared 

culture. Institutions are wider than organisations and in the context of this 

publication refer to the ‘rules of the game’ – the rules and constraints adopted 

by societies which shape and human interaction and structure incentives in 

political, social or economic exchange (North, 1990). In the context of public 

governance, institutions may therefore be defined as “the laws, procedures 

and rules that determine and regulate the behaviour of public officials and 

organizations” (North 1990, p. 3). Formal institutions have traditionally been the 

focus of public administration, public economics, legal research, and related 

disciplines. Informal institutions, traditionally the preserve of sociologists, 

anthropologists and organisational psychologists, also exercise a powerful 

influence over individual, organisational and societal behaviours (North, 1990).

For portfolio committees and individual MPs to use evidence optimally 

requires the parliamentary service to provide the requisite support. The types 

of support necessary include research support, libraries and digital information 

sources, legislative drafting and procedural expertise, relevant and practical 

oversight training with tools and materials geared to local governance and 

socioeconomic contexts, management of the logistics of onsite committee 

oversight visits, support to committees of inquiry, systems for processing public 

submissions and petitions and supporting constituency work and other forms 

of public participation (Yamamoto, 2007). A more recent trend has been the 

establishment of independent budget offices to strengthen legislative fiscal 

oversight. From an anticorruption and prevention of state capture perspective, 

the ability of the parliamentary service to support special committees of inquiry 

with powers of investigation to summon witnesses, call for submissions and 

hold public hearings is crucial (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2017). This may 

require access to skills such as forensic and computer auditing skills that may 

not currently be readily available to many parliaments.

The portfolio committee perspective

Parliamentary committees are frequently referred to as the ‘engine rooms’ of 

parliament. The portfolio committees provide an important platform for the 

detailed discussion of Bills and are regarded as important focus points for 

exploring the effective functioning of parliament in terms of the discussions, 
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decisions, or recommendations of the committees in executing parliament’s 

dual mandate. The remit and functioning of parliamentary committees differ 

from country to country and it should be noted that this section focuses on 

parliamentary committees in South Africa, which may also be of relevance to 

parliamentary committees in other countries with Westminster systems.

In South Africa, parliament’s mandate is two-fold – the review and adoption of 

legislation through its committees and houses of parliament, and oversight of 

the executive departments. The process of drafting legislation in South Africa 

starts with the formulation of a Bill by a government department under the 

direction of the relevant minister or deputy minister. The Bill is introduced by 

a member of the executive to Cabinet and is then submitted to parliament 

for processing. Once introduced, a Bill is referred to the relevant Portfolio 

Committee within the National Assembly, where it is debated in detail and 

amended if necessary (Parliament, 2019a).

Manona (2015), reflecting on the oversight activities of the education portfolio 

committee, concludes that these activities leave much room for improvement. 

The observations of Chaka and Manona (2015, p. 86) indicate that the 

committees seldom invite written submissions or participation of the public 

in public hearings in legislative oversight matters, except where the Bill is 

already contested. As invitations to participate are not widely or timeously 

dispersed, public participation in the legislative oversight of parliamentary 

committees is limited. Regarding oversight over the strategic and financial 

management of departments and statutory bodies, the author concludes that 

oversight is usually limited to financial appropriation, and fails to interrogate 

whether the outcomes of the department have been achieved effectively and 

have brought about changes and improvements in the lives of communities 

(Manona, 2015, p. 87). The same applies to site visits which often only take 

place retrospectively when a crisis has been identified, rather than serving as a 

proactive means of identifying areas of potential concern (Manona, 2015, p. 88). 

While committees have the opportunity during the review of annual reports to 

hold the executive accountable for found failures, in practice the “committee 

does not do follow-ups on concerns raised nor does it monitor officials of the 

Department and Statutory Bodies” (Manona, 2015, p. 87). While the committee 

may summon the accounting officers of the department to account for financial 

transactions, the committee has “only selectively held Senior Executives or 

Ministers accountable for their ineffectiveness, maladministration and misuse 

of government expenditure” (ibid.).
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This extends also to the scrutiny administered by the Public Service Commission, 

Public Protector, the Auditor-General and the Standing Committee on Public 

Accounts (SCOPA). While recommendations have been made to Parliament 

to ensure accountability, only a few cases have been acted upon. The author 

concludes that “failure to take action against cases of omission … bring questions 

about the effectiveness and efficiency of the oversight role of the Committee, 

which compromises good governance and democratic accountability in the 

Public Service” (Manona, 2015, p. 88).

As noted earlier, the structure of parliamentary committees, their resourcing 

and operations differ across African countries. These are examined in more 

detail in the parliamentary case studies in Volume 2 of this series.

The individual MP perspective

As discussed earlier, particularly with reference to the Compass model, the micro-

level frameworks demonstrated that the role of the individual parliamentarian 

may be influenced by allegiances to the constitution, constituencies, the 

political party manifesto, personal development goals or even pragmatic 

considerations such as available time and other resources.

The individual opinion of the decision-maker, which may manifest either 

explicitly in defined interests or implicitly in considerations of access to power, 

resources or personal benefits (e.g. promotion) influences the policy decision 

adopted. On the one hand, “policy makers use two shortcuts – emotions and 

beliefs to understand problems and ‘rational’ ways of establishing the best 

evidence on solutions – to act quickly in complex, multilevel policy-making 

environments” (Cairney, Oliver & Wellstead, 2016, p. 399). Beliefs help to reduce 

ambiguity and enable policymakers to exercise a choice based on limited 

evidence. On the other hand, personal ideology and beliefs may also lead the 

policymaker to reject research based on “method, metatheory, paradigm, the 

results or even simply because decision makers dislike the original researcher” 

(Marais & Matebesi, 2013, p. 370). Policymakers may use evidence in a selective 

manner to ensure a longer political career for certain individuals, or they may 

be motivated to promote goals that are politically driven (Marais & Matebesi, 

2013, p. 360).
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Cloete (2018, p. 328) concludes that, in practice, policy decisions are the result 

of normative judgements, emotional preferences or prejudice, and the rational 

consideration of data to present an acceptable compromise on the policy 

issue. Evidence and observations on world problems are explored through 

scientific methods to produce method-specific evidence. The political value-

clarification process selects and filters the available information in terms of its 

appropriateness to the context, pragmatic feasibility, alignment with political 

priorities, and personal ideology to inform the policy decision that will shape 

the world of the future.

Within the political party system, the role of the individual policymaker is often 

strongly shaped and even limited by the prior priorities and preferences of the 

political party that has nominated the individual to represent their viewpoint in 

specific committees or on particular platforms.

Commitments by the political party are informed by its political manifesto or 

election promises and may also be directed in terms of prior agreements with 

local or international stakeholders or may even exhibit a path-dependence 

tendency to maintain a historical course of action. “Conflict and bargaining are 

ongoing features of a democratic political system and acknowledge [sic] the 

intrinsic role of values, ideologies, and economic interests in shaping policy 

making” (Head, 2015, p. 474). The design of policies is inherently a political 

exercise that considers the claims, interests and relative power of multiple 

actors in relation to a specific policy issue (Lasswell, Dhal & Lowi, in Bekkers et 

al., 2017, p. 123) and makes choices that balance and allocate values to deal with 

societal challenges (Bekkers et al., 2017, p. 6). Peters (2015, p. 139) concludes 

that “all the evaluation and policy advice in the world will be of little utility 

if the decision-makers involved in policymaking have ideological blinders, or 

other blinders, that inhibit their use of the information generated”. However, 

Head (2010, p. 18) warns that both evidence and values may be mobilised “to 

support political objectives and to build coalitions of support” rather than for 

the promotion of accountable decisions. The balance between values and 

evidence is not always straightforward. Rabie (2019, p. 39) states that in South 

Africa the policy direction is set by executive departments which often draft the 

first versions of new Bills, and that this practice dictates the deliberations of the 

committee related to legislative oversight. Similarly, senior party members who 

become executive managers exert a strong influence on the adopted political 

viewpoint within the portfolio committees that must oversee the work of the 

very same executive.
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Political party commitments reflect the commitment of the governing party 

to the policy at a particular point in time in alignment with election promises 

in order to ensure future re-election. However, the policy agenda may also 

be driven by the press or could be influenced by changing public opinions, 

incidents, or lobby groups (Cronin & Sadan, 2015, p. 6). Executive managers 

and political heads in the inner circle of decision-making also exert a strong 

influence on policy decisions. Furthermore, policies may be curtailed in terms 

of past policy decisions in relation to which the pursuit of existing norms 

and policies to maintain the status quo would provide the parameters for 

future policies.

In politically contested policy decisions, contrasting sources of evidence 

may become a weapon in the power struggle to support preferred views, 

predetermined agendas, and desired outcomes. “Based on political ideologies 

and preferences, but also in relation to electoral promises or political 

compromises that have been made”, political parties adopt specific values that 

“act as criteria that can be used to define what actions should be pursued, but 

they also help to prioritise these actions and help to formulate a hierarchy of 

goals to be achieved” (Bekkers et al., 2017, p. 120).

Choices of the political party are not inexhaustible, but are inevitably limited 

by the information that is available, the available time, and the capacity 

to process the information so that the costs and benefits of all the various 

alternatives can be assessed (Bekkers et al., 2017, p. 45). Pragmatically, policy 

decisions consider the financial feasibility of the proposed policy, as well as 

the availability of other resources required (Cronin & Sadan, in Dayal, 2016, 

p. 5). Policies are long-term commitments and the financial affordability and 

sustainability of funding over the course of the lifetime of the policy needs to 

be considered. A further consideration is alignment with the Constitution and 

the existing legislative framework. Reflective policymaking should consider the 

role of law “as a shared set of beliefs that should be taken into consideration 

when drafting and implementing policy programs” (Bekkers et al., 2017, p. 310) 

but the proliferation of rules and norms complicates the policymaking space 

(Cairney, Oliver & Wellstead, 2016, p. 400). Where policies require support 

and resources from multiple government organisations, the policy decision is 

influenced by multiple actors and is the result of multiple decisions by sets of 

actors (Bekkers et al., 2017, p. 10) thereby further restricting the manoeuvring 

space available to the policymaker.
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Political and individual choices are limited by practical circumstances and the 

complexity of decisions (Dunn 2018, p. 50). While politics are concerned with 

“norms, values, ideology, power, influence, authority”, the political preference 

may be challenged by “facts, objectivity, and empirically warranted descriptions 

and explanations” (Mathison, 2005, p. 320) that may contradict the political 

preferred viewpoint. Policy scholarship, however, concludes that the neutral 

and objective evidence of scientific knowledge does not, and cannot, drive 

policy in a democratic political system. In South Africa, Rabie (2019, p. 39) 

finds that oral submissions to portfolio committees gain more traction than 

long or technically complicated, written submissions, even though the latter 

submissions may have a stronger evidence base. It reiterates that the political 

decision-making process is inherently marked by conflicts, trade-offs, and 

compromises (Lindblom, 1979, in Head, 2015, pp. 472-473).

Policy decision-makers therefore prioritise certain goals and specific information 

sources or draw “on emotions, gut feelings, deeply held beliefs, habits, and 

what is familiar to them, to make decisions quickly” (Cairney, in Cairney & 

Weible, 2017, p. 622). Within the politics of policy decision-making, a mixture 

of science, value preferences and practical judgements on feasibility and 

legitimacy becomes relevant (Head, 2010, p. 13). The policymaker is obliged 

“to take account of the ethical values, social mores, community attitudes, 

behavioural consequences, and political ideologies that influence government 

decisions” (Shergold, 2016, p. 485) and cannot remain objective and neutral 

towards the policy issue at hand as is expected from the science and research 

community. The process of value clarification may at times mean that while 

the policymaker concurs with research findings and proposed actions, 

pragmatic considerations, such as the available financial, organisational or 

human resources; the political and managerial buy-in required for successful 

implementation; and the inevitable trade-offs against other pressing priorities, 

may lead to decisions that seemingly contradict what the evidence dictates.

The network/relational level of governance capital 
perspective

As captured by models of Weyrauch et al. and others, this dimension concerns 

parliaments’ interface with civil society, the media and academia, the processes 

of establishing and sustaining formal and informal relationships among 

organisations, networks and individuals, and the quality of those relationships 
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as conduits for evidence. These interactions are perhaps most vibrant at the 

level of the committees where, as noted earlier, building these relationships 

are the cornerstones of effective public participation in its various forms (such 

as calls for submissions by members of the public and interest groups and 

oversight visits).

The nature of these interfaces and their ability to foster the systematic 

use of evidence by African parliaments are highly context-specific and are 

conditioned by the macro-governance, organisational, committee and MP-

oriented perspectives explored above. Macro governance perspectives will 

shape media freedom, the robustness of civil society engagements (even in 

rural and less developed areas) and crucially, the extent to which parliaments 

welcome or shut down rigorous engagement.

On one hand, civil society could be a conduit for many forms of evidence 

which could result in better lawmaking and oversight (including grassroots 

lived realities). Conversely, public participation could be dominated by well-

resourced, sophisticated interest and lobby groups, invested in furthering 

their own narrow interests at the expense of the public good. Subservience 

by parliament to the executive rather than independent-minded scrutiny will, 

from a macro governance perspective, also shape both the supply of evidence 

to parliaments and their ability to use the evidence systematically in carrying 

out their functions. These networks/relationships foster the interchange of 

evidence through formal reporting mechanisms or less formal channels (such 

as social media).

From a more micro-governance perspective on parliaments’ roles as formal 

institutions, their constitutional/statutory powers to solicit and demand 

information become critical (for instance, in relation to commissions of 

inquiry). House rules and parliamentary procedures on engagement at plenary 

and committee levels will influence the scope for civil society to interact 

with parliaments (e.g. through petitions). The most practical and concrete 

perspectives relate to the committee and individual MP levels and whether 

the appetite, capacity and infrastructure exist to engage with evidence. Here 

committee support services, Hansard, research and library services are critical.
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Concluding remarks

The models and frameworks provide useful alternative viewpoints on the use of 

evidence by parliament in executing its functions. Efforts to strengthen African 

parliaments should be to consider the macro role and purpose of parliament 

in society, the link between the producers of evidence and the evidence users 

and, finally, the role of evidence in informing the deliberations within portfolio-

committees. The different frameworks offer potential performance areas 

against which the performance of parliaments can be measured in terms of 

both internal operations and external performance. It is only once the desired 

performance to which a legislature aspires can be clearly defined, that the 

requisite enabling capability can be defined and built.

Some of the presented frameworks and models (e.g. Parkhurst; Rabie; 

Weyrauch et al.; Langer et al.) focus on an appreciation of different sources of 

evidence that may inform decisions and how the production of evidence more 

relevant to parliamentary decisions can be pursued. The Six-Sphere framework 

and the INASP governance context framework provide a lens for considering 

the influence of macro context factors on the work of parliament, whereas the 

performance models show how parliament’s performance may be assessed in 

terms of not only the alignment to the macro context, but also its ability to 

extend its influence to a macro context.

The ‘parliamentary committee decision-making’ and the ‘parliamentary 

Compass’ are useful for understanding the micro level aspects that the evidence 

user considers when making decisions and these may extend to what evidence 

is used and responded to and what evidence is ignored. 

The integrated models are useful for stakeholders that wish to engage 

parliament in interventions that may improve opportunities for evidence use 

and strengthen the capability and motivation of people to use evidence. While 

Steward et al. specifically start from a user perspective, Weyrauch et al. and 

Langer et al. emphasise a more integrated approach that considers the macro 

context that produces and influences evidence use.

Finally, the models focusing on the performance of parliament emphasise 

the importance of multi-criteria and systematic approaches that encourage 

parliament to transition from a rubber-stamping facade to a more transformative 

role that changes society for the better. This may entail a parliament reshaping 
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its internal culture, systems, and structures as well as the macro producers and 

corridors of evidence used to fulfil this transformative role. These dimensions 

and their complex interactions are explored later in this volume as they 

cumulatively shape the demand for, and supply of, evidence by (and on) African 

parliaments over time.

Encouraging evidence use demands an encompassing approach that is sensitive 

to the macro governance context in a particular country (often shaped over 

time by political, governance and economic dynamics), the demand and supply 

of relevant and reliable evidence, the internal capacities and considerations of 

decision makers, and the support systems and procedures and incentives that 

drive or impede the use of evidence. The lessons and insights in subsequent 

chapters will contribute to framing strategies for improving systemic evidence 

use in the African parliaments studied and will contribute to a nascent – but 

rapidly developing – body of conceptual knowledge and praxis.
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