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PARLIAMENTS

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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African states are increasingly recognising the primacy of accountability 

mechanisms and the value of citizen representation and transparency in 

cultivating democratic governance and ensuring equitable development 

outcomes. The Evidence-informed Policy Making (EIPM) discourse has 

intensified in the past decade with practitioners and academics arguing 

for the importance of evidence use in policymaking. While the non-

linearity and intricacies embedded in EIPM have been alluded to, little 

is known about how parliaments, as political institutions, manoeuvre 

the complexities inherent in the policymaking process and the 

implications on evidence use. Moreover, the implications on the broader 

development context and political contestations within the context 

of parliaments that shape decision-making are not well understood. In 

addition, an examination of the micro factors focusing on the values 

and incentives that drive individual MPs to use evidence in conducting 

their mandates needs to be examined. Parliaments play a critical role in 

development, accountability, and democracy across Africa yet there is 

a dearth of evidence around their structure and function. Furthermore, 

the push to strengthen informed decision-making across governments, 

understanding the role of evidence within parliaments as they legislate, 

represent constituents, and hold the executive to account, provides a 

fundamental understanding of the functioning of African states.

This is the first of two volumes examining evidence systems in African 

parliaments. Volume 1 locates African parliaments within the context 

of governance and development. It is premised on a systems thinking 

perspective, which involves looking at the different components of a 

system such as the [internal and external] functions, purpose, principles, 

incentives, boundaries and processes surrounding evidence use in 

parliaments and how these different elements interact. The authors 

recognise the key evidence stakeholders (such as CSOs, academia, 

media, VOPEs, donors) and how these are engaged/disengaged, as well 

as the implications of these interactions on the flow and use of evidence 

in parliaments. Recognising the importance of the responsiveness of 

ecosystems to change (Stewart, Dayal, Langer & Van Rooyen, 2019), this 

volume harnesses parliaments’ adaptabilities to the micro and macro 

political contestations that influence their use of evidence. Importantly, 

the book examines how parliaments manoeuvre complexities such as the 
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Fourth Industrial Revolution and global and national crises such as Covid-19. 

Equity and inclusion in policymaking and the roles of parliaments in enabling 

citizen engagements in their core mandates are further recognised.

The two volumes on systems of evidence use in African parliaments build on 

the experiences gained from collaborative capacity development work carried 

out between 2017-20191 among the national parliaments of Kenya, Tanzania, 

Uganda, Rwanda, South Africa, Malawi, Zambia and Ghana, as well as the 

regional parliaments of ECOWAS and the East African Legislative Assembly. It 

draws extensively on critical analyses of secondary data, authors’ experiences 

gained primarily as parliamentary research/support staff or governance and 

M&E practitioners supporting the work of parliaments, academics, as well 

as Evaluation Capacity Development (ECD) providers. By presenting various 

frameworks that provide critical analyses of systems of evidence use in African 

parliaments and documentation of parliamentary experiences across the 

continent, this volume seeks to facilitate ongoing theorising and learning about 

parliaments as key institutions of democratic governance.

The chapters in this volume seek to address the dearth of theoretical 

understanding of parliaments’ critical roles in democratic governance through 

strengthening systems of evidence use in policymaking as parliaments perform 

their core mandates of legislation, representation, oversight and budget 

appropriation. Some key research questions pertaining to parliaments’ roles in 

evidence use and their contribution to good governance that this volume seeks 

to contribute to the broader discourse include:

	� What is the significance and role of parliaments towards ensuring that EIPM 
contributes to transformation and equitable development?

	� What contextual factors drive how parliaments use evidence?

	� How does the relationship between parliament and other arms of the state, 
particularly the executive, influence evidence use?

	� How do evaluative systems within parliaments help to determine parliamentary 
effectiveness? 

	� What is parliament’s role in brokering knowledge on national governance priorities 
and evaluating long-term development planning?

1	 Partners involved in the collaborative peer learning initiative from which the interests of the 
Volume emerged included CLEAR-AA, Twende Mbele, The African Parliamentarians’ Network 
on Development Evaluation (APNODE), the African Institute for Development Policy (AFIDEP), 
African Centre for Parliamentary Affairs (ACEPA), The Centre for Parliamentary Studies and 
Training (CPST), International Network for the Availability of Scientific Publications (INASP), UN 
Women and CLEAR-GIMPA. 
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	� What are the linkages between accountability, governance, evidence use and public 
participation?

	� How are parliamentary institutions located within national ecosystems of evidence 
and governance? 

In tackling these key questions, the authors seek to facilitate continued learning 

across parliaments and other institutions of governance by examining different 

accounts of how parliaments manoeuvre the complexities embedded within 

their micro and macro processes while seeking to deliver on their mandates. In 

addition to detailing the structures and systems that influence evidence use, the 

volume critically considers the existing barriers to and potential opportunities 

for strengthening parliamentary evidence systems-related implications for 

evidence use and thereby provide a foundation for future research in the area.

The structure of the volume

Volume 1 is structured into nine chapters. In Chapter 1, Morkel and Bradshaw 

set the tone by outlining the contextual overview of the systems of evidence 

production and use in African parliaments in the execution of their oversight, 

representation, and law-making mandates. The chapter paves the way for 

examining the institution of parliament and its contribution to evidence use for 

policymaking. It does so by locating parliaments within a broader understanding 

of state formation marked by Western political thought domination in 

post-independence Africa. Moreover, the pre-eminence of the New Public 

Administration discourse prompted an awareness to the importance of systems 

of accountability, monitoring and oversight which have increasingly been 

embedded in the operations of African state institutions. Parliaments have 

thus been shaped by transformation in the broader development context and 

an understanding of how they engage with evidence for policymaking must, 

therefore, be viewed from this perspective.

In Chapter 2, Rabie and Ajam, in an attempt to capture the complexity of 

parliaments’ fulfilment of their core mandates, present the components of 

an analytical framework of evidence use in African parliaments which include 

lawmaking, oversight and representation, and the role of evidence use. 

They present various models in an integrated framework to demonstrate 

the potential role of evidence to improve and promote accountable policy 

decisions. Drawing on a selection of evidence-use frameworks developed and 
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applied in the African context, the analytical framework addresses evidence 

use at individual, organisational and system levels. The models aim to create 

a shared understanding of the myriad factors, contexts and requirements that 

should inform initiatives to strengthen evidence use in African parliaments.

The analytical framework outlined in Chapter 3 speaks to the intrinsically 

interconnected internal and external evaluative functions of parliament 

and closely aligns to the interactivity anchoring systems perspective. The 

components of the analytical framework expanded upon later in the book are 

fourfold: First is  the macro context  which involves the political context and 

broader external structures and processes of evidence use e.g. media, CSOs 

and other state institutions. Second is the micro context.  This includes the 

internal structures of parliament such as the structure of portfolio committees 

and the resources and other capacity allocated to support the evidence function 

and also includes factors that shape MPs as individuals, such as constituency 

demands and the value systems that shape decision-making. Third are 

the  interventions to systematically strengthen evidence use  i.e. mechanisms 

to enhance parliaments’ abilities to fulfil their mandates within a complex, 

unpredictable, and rapidly changing policy environment and last is the internal 

Monitoring and Evaluation function of parliaments which relates to measuring 

parliamentary performance towards meeting its key roles and objectives e.g. 

through parliamentary M&E frameworks and other internal assessment tools. 

These components seek to support stakeholders’ understanding of evidence 

systems in parliaments and lay the groundwork for further research in the area.

In Chapter 3, Masvaure, Kiwekete, Engel and Moloto explore the critical 

conceptualisation of characteristics of a systems-thinking perspective in 

the parliamentary context. The authors locate evidence use within the 

broader parliamentary system and the related external factors that influence 

parliamentary operations. Embedded in a complexity thinking analysis, the 

chapter recognises that parliamentary evidence systems are composed of 

diverse, dynamic webs of interaction that affect evidence use in parliaments. Key 

components of parliamentary evidence systems include the interconnectedness 

between myriad role players and their roles in the evidence use process. The 

nature of the demand for evidence, sources of evidence, the evidence type/

nature of evidence, the brokering of evidence, the users of the evidence, if and 

how the evidence is used and, ultimately, how it influences the policymaking 

process are some key considerations addressed in this book. While the 
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trend in the EIPM discourse has been to closely associate parliaments’ roles 

with the  evidence use  process associated with a reductionist approach, the 

chapter grounds the systemic focus of the two volumes which sees parliaments’ 

interactions with other critical stakeholders and processes in the evidence-

informed policymaking process.

In Chapter 4, Chirau, Goldman, Watera, Gounou, Sossou and Segla present 

a critical overview of parliaments’ engagements with national evaluation 

systems and how the interaction between parliaments and the executive can 

be enhanced to strengthen evidence use. Using case studies of three countries 

with established national evaluation systems i.e. Uganda, South Africa and 

Benin, the authors illustrate the importance of national evaluation systems in 

institutionalising evaluations and their use. Chirau et al. argue that when the 

relationship between parliaments and national evaluation systems is anchored 

in the executive arm of government this results in limited use of evaluations 

for executive oversight. Therefore, this interaction should be formalised to 

strengthen evaluation systems across parliaments and the executive. Chirau et 

al. further highlight the central role of parliamentary committees in fostering 

demand for evaluations for policy decision-making and emphasise the critical 
role that the committees play in ensuring that evidence is in accordance with 

the ideals expanded upon in the chapters of this volume.

A critical discussion on the politics of evidence in parliamentary oversight 

is dealt with in Chapter 5. In this chapter, Khumalo, Crawley, Manyala and 

Hassan deconstruct the politics of evidence and how it shapes parliamentary 

decision-making with a focus on the oversight function. The chapter shows 

how the complex political space at both macro and micro levels influences 

decision-making in parliaments. At the macro level, Khumalo et al. scrutinise 

neopatrimonialism which manifests in traits such as clientelism and patronage 

behaviour as MPs operate within a broader politically driven state. Parliaments 

have complex institutional arrangements and multi spheres of power and 

influence, for example, power imbalances between governing and opposition 

party MPs are important considerations shaping policy decision-making.
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Through application of the Compass framework to a case study of MPs in 

Kenya, Khumalo et al. examine MPs’ individual incentives for decision-making. 

The Compass framework ascertains the extent to which MPs’ decisions to use 

evidence are informed by tensions across four micro factors: MPs’ constitutional 

roles, their personal and professional interests, constituency demands, and 

political party obligations. The chapter illustrates how the prevailing political 

environment and MPs’ political party allegiances often sway MPs decision-

making. This adds to the complexities of the constitutionally mandated 

expectations of MPs – to perform the necessary oversight, lawmaking, 

representation, and budget appropriation responsibilities. Evidence use is of 

fundamental importance to these functions. Political party allegiance which is 

enforced by the political whipping system is central to MPs’ retention or renewal 

of their respective positions and/or to be promoted to more prominent party 

positions and seats. On the other hand, constituency demands are central to 

MPs’ legitimacy and potential re-election and these needs may conflict with 

party positions.

In Chapter 6, Ali, Hanson and Kiwekete adopt a forward-looking framework 

which considers the implications of technological changes, and they analyse 

how parliaments are engaging with technological changes brought about by 

the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR). The technological changes inherent to 4IR 

can potentially enable parliaments’ adaptability to the fast-paced information 

and digital revolution and shift the traditional operations of parliaments with 

consequent implications on how MPs engage with evidence and, in addition, 

could allow for greater innovation in their constituency engagements. Notably, 

the move to a more virtual form of parliament which engages by means of 

web platforms such as social media, has the drawback of further exacerbating 

socio-economic disparities by excluding marginalised groups from democratic 

governance and policy decision-making.

Ali et al. demonstrate the ways in which parliaments have innovated and 

adapted in response to the Covid-19 lockdown regulations. While technological 

advancements have enabled capitalist economic progress, their disruptive 

effects on the African continent are evident in the exacerbation of global 

inequalities, poverty, etc. which have been revealed by the global pandemic. 

Technological transformation has adverse effects on policymaking and on 

the critical role of parliaments in advocating for the inclusive representation 

of citizens. Ali et al. illustrate how MPs’ constituency engagements have 
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experienced noticeable shifts during the Covid-19 pandemic, for instance, 

citizens interacting with MPs through social media platforms such as WhatsApp 

groups and Twitter. While these alternative spaces of engagement bring some 

hope for increased youth engagement in democratic governance, limited 

accessibility to these platforms has grave implications for citizen inclusivity 

and further expose the problematic digital divide on the continent which 

risks the exclusion of underrepresented groups from decision-making spaces. 

Therefore, issues of access and inclusivity are critical considerations in ensuring 

that the digital revolutions are transformative and do not leave anyone behind.

Chapters 7 and 8 – Parliamentary evidence use in representation and Challenges 

and Opportunities to Citizen Engagement in Africa – are concerned with the 

role of citizens in public policy and decision-making processes and the role 

of parliaments in facilitating this. In different ways, the chapters examine the 

concept of citizen participation in parliaments and its effects on systems of 

democratic governance in the African context. Citizen participation is a key 

requisite of constitutionally mandated democratic governance which was part 

of the democratic transition of many African states such as Kenya, South Africa, 

Uganda and Zimbabwe. In Chapter 7, Zackaria, Thomas and Begg examine 

the representative role of parliaments as key democratic institutions. Locating 

representation within a democratic governance framework, they highlight the 

importance of credible evidence as a means to ensure that MPs are performing 

their representative roles and ensuring that all citizens, including the most 

marginalised, are represented in planning and policymaking. Zackaria et al. also 

reflect on the challenges facing several African parliaments which hinder effective 

representation. Amongst these are executive dominance in policymaking 

and inadequate evidence systems to facilitate quick turnaround times for the 

provision of robust evidence to MPs. Systems of patronage and clientelism 

further complicate effective representation by MPs and also hinder the ability 

of citizens to understand this role. These discussions seek to contribute to the 

discourse on improving citizen engagement in evidence generation and use in 

parliamentary processes as a prerequisite for healthy democratic governance 

and development outcomes. The chapter is accompanied by two practice 

notes from Zambia and South Africa detailing practice on the effectiveness and 

challenges of constituency offices in parliamentary representation.
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In Chapter 8, Kone and Blaser Mapitsa examine the parliamentary structures 

that facilitate citizen engagement and how these interact with various evidence 

systems. The chapter contributes to an understanding of the mechanisms and 

processes of engagement that are used by citizens in various parliaments to 

interact with MPs and how MPs engage with their constituencies. Kone and 

Blaser Mapitsa highlight the various innovations such as civil society groups, 

citizen barazas and various media and social media platforms used by citizens 

to participate in their community governance issues through MPs as their 

representatives. They highlight the need to promote inclusivity of citizen 

engagement processes which should be effectively targeted to ensure that 

citizens from diverse backgrounds and socio-economic statuses have a say 

in decision-making spaces. In addition, the need for citizens voices to inform 

planning and policymaking is expressed.

Ajam concludes the volume with an overview of African parliaments through 

a transformative lens i.e. positioning parliaments strategically to use evidence 

more effectively towards improved development outcomes. Lessons drawn 

from the themes highlighted in the volume point towards the need to invest in 

building effective parliamentary institutions which function as key institutions 

of good governance in the state. The volume draws attention to the resource 

constraints faced by most parliaments on the continent and highlight the 

pressing need to build an enabling infrastructure to support evidence use. The 

ineffectiveness of parliaments in performing their mandates is intrinsically tied 

to macro challenges such as a dominant executive that undermines the function 

of parliaments, effectively rendering the notion of the separation of powers 

redundant. Much still needs to be done to reconfigure the current landscape of 

institutional incentives to ensure the state and other critical stakeholders in the 

evidence ecosystem invest in and value the work of parliaments.

Conclusion

The volume seeks to initiate meaningful discussions across a broad range of 

stakeholders in the governance space towards enhancing parliaments’ roles 

in contributing towards the good governance of evidence i.e. an evidence-use 

culture embedded in systematic evidence use which informs policymaking and 

contributes to the improvement of development outcomes.
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The need to continuously cultivate networks and multistakeholder engagements 

in supporting the work of parliaments is highlighted. This underscores the 

importance of leveraging evidence champions and continuously creating 

leadership buy-in for effective evidence systems among MPs and other critical 

parliament administrative and leadership structures. Critical considerations 

around inclusion, equity, and gender framing to parliamentary systems need 

to be made more apparent. The Covid-19 pandemic has accentuated the 

importance of parliaments being able to be more adaptive and responsive to 

change and this is key to their sustainability. This involves parliaments being 

more innovative and transformative in the Fourth Industrial Revolution while 

remaining true to representing constituents and the mandates that they 

represent. Consideration of ‘values-based’ evidence decision-smaking is 

crucial. This embraces the non-linearity of evidence use and therefore the need 

for creating negotiated spaces where no one is left behind, particularly the 

more vulnerable populations, in evidence-informed policymaking processes. 

Developing evidence use systems requires an understanding of the structure of 

the parliamentary institutions which are diverse and complex and differ across 

parliaments. Factors such as institutional arrangements, ownership, and buy-

in in the wider ecosystem of parliaments, are thus critical considerations in 

supporting parliamentary systems.


