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AFRICAN 
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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The events following the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic 

demonstrated unequivocally that the future is likely be characterised by 

unprecedented challenges and consequences. The African continent 

has been hard hit by the effects of the pandemic which have negatively 

impacted development outcomes and worsened poverty levels. Effective 

recovery requires the making and implementing of sound policy decisions 

aimed at achieving equitable development results. The importance of 

evidence-informed policymaking is irrefutable and the requisite means 

to achieve sound decisions must be harnessed. Informed and sound 

decisions are those that effectively and authentically prioritise the needs 

of poor and vulnerable populations.

Africa’s decision-making ecosystem comprises a range of different actors. 

These include government entities (at national and local levels and within 

departmental structures), higher education institutions, civil society, and 

monitoring and evaluation practitioners operating in public and private 

systems. These various actors sometimes operate collaboratively but 

often work independently and are unaware of others’ processes and 

products. National parliaments play a pivotal role in decision-making 

systems as they are able to promote a culture of evidence use. However, 

insufficient work has been done on exactly how parliaments can participate 

in evidence-based decision-making or how parliamentarians can 

effectively use evidence to optimise their mandates. African parliaments 

are complex institutions, and each is a unique product of their specific 

national history and local traditions. Parliaments are highly contested 

entities, actively engaging in political processes and serving as vibrant 

contributors to governance. In more authoritarian states, parliaments 

continue to function as rubber-stamping entities and have largely been 

reduced to facilitators of executive will.

African parliaments generally play three key interrelated roles. Their most 

explicit function is the making of laws, which they do in accordance with 

their constitutional mandates and historical practices. Parliaments also 

conduct oversight of state institutions and hold the executive to account. 

An additional and often overlooked role is that of representation, 

serving as the voice of voters and citizens in governance processes 

and structures. In performing these functions, parliaments consume 

and generate a broad range of different types of evidence. The use of 
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this evidence, both its utilisation and generation, is the subject of this book 

which is a response to the need for additional scholarship on the important 

subject of African parliamentary processes and the ways in which parliaments 

use evidence. This volume is the product of extensive collaboration between 

a wide range of organisations and specialists (including parliamentarians) with 

whom CLEAR Anglophone Africa is honoured to have worked. We are deeply 

grateful to the contributors and convenors whose efforts and extensive work 

made the publication of this volume possible.

The work is intended to stimulate ongoing conversations about how the use 

of evidence by parliaments in Africa can be enhanced and improved and to 

deepen readers’ understanding of the complex and rich dynamics at play 

in parliaments. The CLEAR centres are driven by the long-term objective of 

strengthening and growing the systems that support the use of evidence in 

decision-making in Africa and elsewhere.

Strategies for enhancing parliamentary evidence practices are already in use in 

many places and relate to building their capacities to synthesise, use evidence 

and act as knowledge brokers. This book comprehensively highlights the critical 

role of a systems focus to evidence use and the need for multi-stakeholder 

interaction if parliaments are to continue their trajectory in improving the use 

of evidence. Importantly, the book highlights the critical importance of the 

need for improving evidence use in policymaking to be a stated and conscious 

intention for African parliaments. Without this intention development progress 

cannot be made.

Dugan Fraser 
Program Manager, Global Evaluation Initiative (GEI)

Former Director (CLEAR-AA)


