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Introduction

The third wave of democratisation (Huntington, 1991) which spanned the 

period from the late 1980s to the early 1990s saw the expansion of democratic 

governance principles across many African countries as well as the critical 

recognition of the role of parliaments in promoting effective governance. 

Parliamentarians require a wide range of reliable evidence to effectively scrutinise 

how governments implement policy and to safeguard the intent of parliament 

as is expressed in legislation. Even though parliaments, as multiple centres of 

power, are not always easily accessible to researchers/academia and citizens 

more broadly, the nature of parliamentarians’ engagement with evidence and 

the political factors shaping evidence use in decision-making requires further 

understanding. Power (2013) highlights that parliamentary strengthening 

initiatives have tended to focus on technical elements – for example, on the 

tools that parliamentarians use for their oversight roles – and are devoid of 

analyses of the political factors that shape the way that parliaments work. While 

there is consensus on the political nature of parliaments, and the complexities 

surrounding evidence use are increasingly being documented, little is known 

about the political factors and inherent systems of patronage that affect the use 

of evidence in parliamentarians’ undertaking of their oversight roles.

Despite a growing role for African parliamentarians in the oversight of 

government policy, few studies have explored how the nature of power 

relations within parliaments have contributed to the limited nature of evidence 

use within parliaments (Cairney, 2016; Draman, Titriku, Lampo, Hayter & 

Holden, 2017). In trying to identify essential barriers to evidence use, efforts 

have tended to focus on the disconnect between those who supply evidence 

and those who demand it (APNODE, 2014). Emphasis has typically been on 

technical factors. These include skills and capacity gaps for evidence users, 

budget and resource constraints, as well as the limited availability of timely 

and relevant evidence. Efforts to address the limitations of evidence use in 

parliaments have been accompanied by a growing body of recommendations 

focused on ‘bridging the gap’ between the producers and users of evidence 

by making effective, relevant, synthesised and communicative evidence 

more readily available to policymakers (UNICEF, 2008). Notably, the role of 

parliamentarians as key stakeholders in the evidence use ecosystem1 continues 

1	 Ecosystem here is used as a term borrowing from the natural sciences referring to a community 
of interacting organisms and their physical environment. It is used to illustrate inter-scalar 
thinking in the social sciences.
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to receive growing recognition in the development sector. Parliamentarians 

play critical roles in creating a demand for evidence as part of their oversight 

role and are also central to the enacting into laws and legislation that support 

the institutionalisation of evidence, such as national evaluation policies.2 There 

is a need to build an understanding of how parliamentarians operate and, in 

particular, the factors that shape how they engage with evidence including 

research, M&E evidence as well as citizen’s voices.

Although increasing the demand for evidence from both lawmakers and 

policymakers has been noted as a prerequisite for institutionalising its use 

(UNICEF, 2008), limited studies have factored in the complex nature of evidence 

within the broader political governance discourse which is often shrouded in 

neopatrimonialism behaviour (Mkandawire, 2015). This calls into question the 

linearity of the relationship between evidence use and parliamentary oversight. 

This chapter begins by situating evidence use within the macro governance 

landscape of parliament which is masked in neopatrimonial characteristics 

of the state including personal interests, patronage, corruption, and rent-

seeking (Mkandawire, 2015). These neo-patrimonial characteristics have been 

discussed in relation to what the post developmental theorists have termed the 

failed developmental project (Escobar, 1997; Crush, 2005). Notably, the politics 

of evidence use in parliaments should be understood within these macro-

political governance issues, some of which have been discussed by Morkel and 

Bradshaw in Chapter 1 of this volume.

Consequently, this chapter seeks to focus more on the micro-level political 

factors that shape evidence use. While the chapter recognises the importance 

of evidence in all parliamentary roles, it pays special attention to the use of 

evidence for oversight which is critical to achieving good governance. The 

authors believe this to be a worthwhile examination of how parliamentarians 

manoeuvre within the evidence use space and also to shed light on some of 

the political considerations involved. As was declared in Bishkek3 by Mr George 

Tsereteli, president of the Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe 

2	 The Sri Lankan Parliament in 2019 appointed a Parliamentary Select Committee on National 
Evaluation Capacities. The committee worked on the National Evaluation Bill and capacity 
building of the Parliamentary Research Unit. The report of the PSC on national evaluation 
capacity was presented to parliament on 20 Feb 2020 proposing the establishment of an 
Independent Evaluation Commission.

3	 Keynote Speech at the International Seminar on Strengthening Parliamentary Oversight in 
the Kyrgyz Republic – Session I – Defining the Foundations of Effective Oversight in Bishkek, 
27 September 2019 President George Tsereteli (Georgia), 2019.
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Parliamentary Assembly, effective oversight may be the most important long-
term contribution that parliamentarians can make to democracy and good 
governance in their countries.

Based on the examination of literature, the factors affecting the politics of 
evidence use in parliament can be categorised into macro and micro-level 
factors. The macro-level factors are the external/contextual factors surrounding 
the MP and which affect how they use evidence. These include the nature of 
neopatrimonial relations (i.e. corruption, patronage and clientelism) (Khan, 
2005; Mkandawire, 2015); the structure/type of parliament; the nature of 
democracy; the balance of powers between the executive and the legislature 
(and political buy-in) (Power, 2013; Parkhurst; 2017); the extent of media 
freedom; the extent of development commitment of the ruling elite; the extent 
of the culture of evidence use; the impact of civil society; the volatility of the 
national political context; and the extent of conflict (Court & Cotterrell, 2004). 
The study draws on the parliamentarians’ Compass,4 introduced by Rabie 
and Ajam in Chapter 2 of this volume. The framework is useful for supporting 
conversations with African parliamentarians to understand the political factors 
that influence their decisions to use evidence. The Compass depicts the MP 
as an individual operating within four poles that may be in conflict – personal 
agenda, constituencies, constitutional mandate, and their political party 
interests in manoeuvring evidence use.

The authors present some empirical findings from Kenya that illustrate the 
political complexities that surround evidence use by parliamentarians. This 
chapter is divided into five key sections. It begins by examining the political 
factors that drive the use of evidence by parliamentarians informed by literature. 
It then presents the chapter’s analytical framework (the parliamentarians’ 
Compass, which is designed to help make sense of the complex influences 
on parliamentarians’ inclination to use evidence as part of decision-making). 
The next section presents the methods used with the Kenya parliament case 
study purposively selected (given the access to the Parliament by two of the 
chapter authors). The case study demonstrates the application of the analytical 
framework. This is followed by a breakdown of the results and analysis of the 
case study illustrating the political factors that shape parliamentarians’ use 
of evidence in their oversight function. The chapter concludes by presenting 
the implications of the data presented on parliaments navigating the political 

factors that shape their decisions to use evidence for policymaking.

4	 The framework was designed as part of CLEAR-AA’s work with parliaments (Crawley, 2017).
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Examining the macro-political factors that drive the use of 
evidence by Parliamentarians

Parliaments have vital roles to play in improving the quality of governance 

by ensuring transparency and accountability, shaping citizens expectations, 

and upholding democratic values (Power, 2013). Through their oversight, 

representative and law-making roles, parliamentarians are crucial stakeholders 

for upholding these democratic values. In many African countries there is a 

continued appreciation of the need to strengthen democratic governance and 

the vital role of parliaments as essential democratic institutions. Yet, evidence 

use does not take place within a vacuum but is influenced by more systemic 

issues that are both internal (micro) i.e. factors that shape decision-making by 

the MP (aligned to MPs values and individual incentives to use evidence), and 

external (macro) factors that could be beyond the MPs’ locus and influence and 

which affect how they make decisions that shape policy.

According to Parkhurst (2017), Bradley (2019) and Draman et al. (2017), evidence 

is, by its very nature, political, and is fraught with disagreement over values 

and competition between groups. Evidence is intrinsically value-laden and 

embedded with power contestations across various stakeholders such as MPs 

whose values as users of evidence may contest with other values in the evidence 

ecosystem (Blaser Mapitsa et al, 2020). In its contested characterisation, 

evidence is interlinked with conflict and cooperation. It involves competing 

needs and opposing interests of different groups and is accompanied by myriad 

disagreements on the rules defining how people live. Power (2013) argues 

that there is a need to understand these power relationships and incentive 

structures that exist within parliament should we wish to better understand the 

political nature of evidence in parliaments.

The following section unpacks some of the critical macro factors that emerge 

from the relevant existing literature and the political factors that shape 

parliamentarians’ decision-making. This begins by looking at parliamentarians 

as politically driven individuals using the neopatriamonial discourse to unpack 

the political drive. It then discusses the power dynamics between governing 

and opposition parties; the role of parliamentary structures; political party 

dynamics and political whipping; as well as power imbalances between the 

executive and parliament.
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Parliamentarians as political individuals within a broader 
politically driven state: Neopatrimonialism and evidence 
use in parliaments

Neopatrimonialism is a critical discourse to the discussion on the political 

decision-making space in parliaments and is a useful approach that one can 

apply in understanding parliamentarians as political individuals operating 

within a broader politically driven state. Neopatrimonialism provides an 

understanding of the patrimonial relations, party politics and power interplays 

that take place in various forms and shape how MPs as state actors select and 

use evidence for policymaking.

Khan (2005) notes the central features of the neopatrimonial state as its 

personalisation of power. Personalisation of power involves the state being 

characterised as a persona i.e. represented by the leader of the ruling party 

supported by ‘clients’ who attain material benefits for their support. Through 

this, the value of informal networks in which the leader’s power is centred 

supersedes the existence of formal rules. Thus, the neopatrimonial state is 

viewed as the antithesis of Weber’s bureaucratic rationality (Khan, 2005). In 

addition, Von Soest (2010) views neopatrimonialism as a threefold concept 

that is characterised by clientelism, patronage and corruption as its specific 

modalities. Notably, the political factors surrounding the decision to use 

evidence by MPs can be a symptomatic neopatriamonial feature. It can be 

linked to group/private interests, especially when the evidence provided is 

contrary to individual/group dominated interests. Mkandawire (2015) further 

provides an understanding of three main characteristics of neopatrimonialism 

which illustrate the unstable and power-laden nature of neopatriamonial 

relations. These provide a useful approach for understanding politics in 

decision-making at a macro level. First, he discusses the economy of affection/

the moral economy of corruption which renders corruption understandable 

and its victims complacent. Second, he alludes to the unexpected deference to 

authority which results in the ‘big man’ syndrome – closely linked to clientelism 

– that manifests in subordinated people who are also quiescent and complicit 

in their exploitation. Lastly, he discusses the nature of the African ‘big man’ 

whom Bayart asserts to have characteristics of insatiable greed and gluttony.

While there are no known studies that illustrate direct linkages between 

neopatrimonialism and evidence use in parliaments, an examination of 

neopatriamonial characteristics mentioned previously, i.e. greed, cronyism, 
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rent-seeking, corruption (Khan, 2015), can provide a useful perspective into the 

macro-political landscape within which the politics of parliamentary evidence 

can be examined. This chapter does not in any way imply that all African 

parliaments are infested with neopatriamonial traits, but it does note the effects 

that the broader macro political factors in nations can have on the political 

culture of evidence use in parliaments. The question becomes what happens 

when evidence does not favour an MP’s interests including their political party 

and constituency interests, how they manoeuvre the political space, and whose 

interests are served in the decision to use evidence. The nature of politics within 

parliament can lend itself to neopatriamonial elements such as patronage and 

clientelism, where parliamentarians are often an extension of the state and, 

instead of effectively using evidence for oversight, they may get caught up in 

the mix of using evidence that benefits their political party positions or other 

interests. The next section discusses how MPs, as politically driven individuals, 

manoeuvre the evidence use space.

Power dynamics between governing and opposition 
parties

A parliament comprising members of both governing and opposition parties 

is a foundational feature of any multiparty democracy. Both groups play 

important roles representing constituents’ interests, holding the executive 

to account for policy implementation, and enacting legislation. Due to their 

majority, governing parties (or governing coalitions) hold more sway in shaping 

the business of parliament while parties in opposition have less influence and 

power, despite their constant efforts to extend their parliamentary control 

over government (Power, 2013; Parkhurst, 2017; Draman et al. 2017; Azevedo-

Harman, 2011).

Azevedo-Harman (2011) discusses ruling party dominance which inherently 

has an effect on the institution of parliament in fostering accountability. She 

provides examples of ruling political parties which maintain dominance and 

hold large electoral majorities.5 She argues that ruling party dominance can 

diminish competitive politics in parliaments and can further weaken the 

5	 These include BDP (Botswana Democratic Party) in Botswana (77.1 per cent), FRELIMO in 
Mozambique (62 per cent), SWAPO (South West Africa People’s Organisation) in Namibia 
(75 per cent), the ANC in South Africa (69.7 per cent), the RSP (Revolutionary State Party) in 
Tanzania (81.4 per cent), the NRM/NRM-O (National Resistance Movement/National Resistance 
Movement Organisation) in Uganda (59.3 per cent), and ZANU-PF (Zimbabwe African National 
Union-Patriotic Front) in Zimbabwe (59.6 per cent) (Azevedo-Harman, 2011 pp70).
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relations between the parliament and the executive (Azevedo-Harman, 2011). 

Influence of the political party is also evident within the portfolio committee 

system where both governing and opposition parties are represented (in 

proportion to their seats) and more often than not chaired by a member of 

the governing party. This multiparty system gives rise to a highly contested 

terrain, characterised by differing values and interests which, when challenged, 

can result in bias in how evidence is used. In addition to competition between 

parties, there is competition between parliamentarians within parties (e.g. 

where positions within parties are contested). At an individual level, members 

within political parties themselves may have different values and interests that 

drive them and this results in an additional level of complexity with regard to 

the use of evidence and decision-making.

Complex institutional arrangements and multi spheres of 
influence surrounding parliaments

Parliaments are often multi-layered structures, comprising numerous roles and 

structures that, in turn, shape both parliament’s operation and its institutional 

arrangements with other functions of the state. Importantly, the Westminster 

system of governance which was adopted by several former British colonies 

has had a notable effect on the function of parliaments, including how they 

conduct oversight of the executive. Essentially in the Westminster model, the 

president maintains dominance as the head of the executive. As they are part 

of the ruling party, the majority of MPs are part of the executive but have a 

primary role of overseeing the executive. In authoritarian states, the executive 

typically maintains dominance, and this situation has left parliaments with little 

autonomy being viewed largely as rubber-stamping entities and regarded as 

weak in their oversight roles.

Moreover, it is important to appreciate how power relations within parliamentary 

structures may impact on evidence use. Administrative functions in the house are 

covered by the parliamentary clerk, the speaker, and administrative committee 

positions such as research assistants. In addition, parliamentarians may hold 

various roles that support their core mandate of oversight, representation 

and lawmaking. These include political party positions such as party leader, 

portfolio committee chairs, and other senior committee positions, as well as 

formal and informal caucus positions.
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These structures (sources and figures of influence in parliaments) have inherent 

dynamics and shifting power bases which shape how parliamentarians 

function and perform their mandates (Power, 2013). Power suggests that 

parliamentary figures derive their authority from three potential sources: 

their political parties, parliamentary procedures and/or control of resources. 

Senior political figures such as the president or prime minister, leader of the 

majority and the leader of government business in parliament are likely to play 

significant roles in determining parliamentary business with direct implications 

for decision-making. They determine when certain voting procedures take 

place, the period of time parliament has to scrutinise and deliberate, and the 

appointment of parliamentarians to different parliamentary positions such as 

portfolio committees (Power, 2013). In addition, procedural committees and 

liaison committees can act as significant locations of power independent of the 

executive. Moreover, Power argues that parliaments themselves are often in 

states of flux with competing interests that seek to shape their decision‑making.

Dynamics within political parties and political whipping

While elected members of parliament invariably take an oath to uphold the 
constitution and to execute their duties in the best interests of the nation and 
its citizens, political whipping is a major factor that ultimately influences their 
decision-making. Thus, political allegiances may sometimes be in conflict with 
parliamentarian’s oaths to represent citizens’ interests as whips ensure that 
MPs are loyal to party mandates and interests. According to Cowley and Stuart 
(2015), parliamentary party whips have three main functions: management, 
communication, and persuasion. First, management involves organisation in 
the parliament such as liaising with the opposition parties, ensuring that party 
MPs stay informed and are organised. Second, the communication role involves 
acting as a two-way channel of communication between the party leadership 
(the frontbench) and non-leadership MPs (those on the backbenches) (Cowley 
& Stuart, 2015). They thus keep backbench MPs informed of the leadership’s 
plans and also communicate the views of the backbenchers to the leadership, 
especially in cases of possible dissent. Lastly, the persuasion function which 
receives the most attention from outsiders, involves keeping in check MPs that 
may deviate from the party line, i.e. persuading members to return to the fold.

Whips guarantee discipline by ensuring party members are fully aware of party 
leaders’ priorities and by ‘whipping members’ to follow the party position 
in key debates. Divergence from the party line may be met with disciplinary 
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procedures or even a ‘removal of the whip’6 despite the fact that evidence may 

suggest an alternative course. Parliamentary whipping is consequently seen by 

some as the antithesis to evidence-based decision-making.

Power imbalances between the executive and parliament

Foundational to multiparty systems is the separation of powers of the legislature, 

executive and judiciary. In some African countries, however, the independence 

of the executive and legislature is politically contested resulting in a power 

imbalance between the two. A number of countries still battle with executive 

dominance within multiparty democracies. While Chiroro (2006) argues that 

active opposition parties contribute significantly to good governance, Power 

(2013) asserts that three primary issues affect the power dynamics between 

the governing and opposition parties and in turn, shape how the institution of 

parliament is run. These are: the balance of power between the two (i.e. the 

number of seats the governing and opposition parties hold in Parliament), the 

level of discipline and cohesion within political parties, and the formal rules that 

determine how parliamentary business is run.

Several scholars raise concerns over parliaments with weak oversight of the 

executive (Barkan, 2009; Power, 2013) while others question the ability of African 

legislatures to hold the executive to account (Hughes, 2005; Fashagba, 2009; 

Nijzink, 2015; Ahmadu, 2016; Malapane, 2016, as referenced in Barkan, 2009). 

Barkan (2009) notes that the extent of power imbalance between the executive 

and parliament varies from country to country. In some countries the legislature 

remains weak despite a move to multiparty politics while in others the legislature 

has managed to assert itself through checks and balances and monitoring the 

implementation of policies. Others remain somewhere in between. Barkan cites 

the Kenyan Parliament as a good example of an independent legislature that 

has ensured progressive reform and obliged the executive to accept changes 

to proposed legislation and budgets (Barkan, 2009). A powerful executive 

within a less democratic state can dominate parliamentary business. Holding 

the executive to account in this context is challenging and the use of evidence 

tends to be driven by political interests rather than by the extent to which it is 

credible and available.

6	 Members of parliament who have the ‘whip removed’ are effectively thrown out of the party.
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At an institutional level, Polsby’s classification of parliaments7 reflects the 

need and openness to information and explains how the separation of powers 

between the executive and legislature works in practice. For instance, a so-

called ‘rubber-stamp’ parliament exercises little autonomy from the executive 

and has limited oversight and scrutiny. On the other hand, a more transformative 

parliament exercises a degree of independence from the executive thereby 

strengthening its oversight role and the demand for evidence.

It is further worth noting that the independence of the parliaments in budget 

appropriation and approval can shape the power imbalances between the 

parliament and the executive. In parliaments where the budget appropriation 

and approval function rests with the executive, this can compromise the 

ability of MPs to effectively conduct oversight of the executive as well as to 

ensure sufficient resources are allocated to strengthen evidence systems in 

the parliament. According to a 1998 Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) study 

of 46 cases, the preparation of the draft budget is a critical consideration in 

parliament’s autonomy. The study found that in two-thirds of the 46 cases, 

parliaments held the responsibility for drafting the budget without government 

intervention while one-third required approval from the Ministry of Finance. 

The Ugandan Parliament, for example, was seen to benefit from administrative 

autonomy through the Administration of Parliament Act 1997, which established 

the Parliamentary Commission which prepares and submits annual budget 

estimates before parliament. In South Africa the Money Bills Amendment 

Procedure and Related Matters Bill (B75-2008) was introduced and signed into 

law by 2009. The Act provides parliament with the opportunity to assert itself 

in budgeting and spending matters (Idasa, 2009). The political dominance 

of the executive can constrain parliament’s ability to assert its independence 

(CPA, 2005).

While executive dominance is prevalent in some countries, in others there is 

dominance of the legislature over the executive. Padding8 within the budget 

appropriation process in the 8th legislative Assembly in Nigeria is a case in 

point. In this instance, elected members within the Senate and National 

Assembly overstepped their constitutional and fiscal responsibility (Theophilus 

& Perpetua, 2016) by allocating significant sums to constituency projects related 

7	 Polsby (1975) distinguished parliaments in developing countries as falling into four groups; 
rubber-stamp, emerging, informed, and transformative.

8	 Budget padding involves Parliamentarians adjusting the budget by introducing new lines into 
the budget prepared by the executive (Falana, 2016).
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to their own personal interests or the interests of constituents.9 It is therefore 

imperative to use evidence as part of decision-making in instances where there 

is a clear power imbalance between the executive and legislature.

Micro-level factors: understanding parliamentarians’ 
incentives to engage with evidence using the 
parliamentarians’ Compass

In understanding the micro factors that affect MPs’ decisions to use evidence 

for decision-making, the chapter recognises the need to foreground these in 

the macro political factors discussed in Section 2. This means that when MPs 

make decisions along the four poles of the Compass (their constitutional roles; 

obligations to their party; personal and professional ambitions; as well as 

representation of their constituency) this is influenced by the broader political 

factors surrounding them i.e. entrenched political patronage systems, broader 

dynamics between political parties as well as power imbalances between 

parliaments and other arms of the state.

Parliamentarians as ‘politically driven’ individuals

Parliaments are political spaces that are shaped by multiple power dynamics 

across actors. These dynamics these should be understood within the broader 

political factors that shape governance processes in Africa. This chapter notes 

that evidence use cannot be studied in a vacuum; it additionally recognises that 

evidence use should be understood within the broader politics surrounding 

the governance of the state. In this context, MPs are recognised as individuals 

operating within a complex political environment with various influences that 

shape their decision-making. Reflecting on what drives parliamentarians, one 

cannot ignore the importance of the ‘human element’ and individual values 

which play a significant role in understanding the political nature shaping 

evidence use. Power (2013) asserts that while parliaments are institutions, 

they are made up of a complex collective of diverse individuals with different 

objectives and interests. To understand how parliaments work, it is therefore 

crucial to understand what incentivises individual parliamentarians in their 

roles as elected members and also what values drive them. In addition to 

9	 It was reported that almost 20 Parliamentarians in the National Assembly and the Senate 
adjusted the budget by including constituency projects to the tune of N100 billion in the 
Appropriation Bill. In this regard, the Senate and the National Assembly allocated N60 billion 
and N40 billion to themselves, respectively (Falana, 2016). 
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the status and legitimacy that comes with being an MP, Power (2013) groups 
incentives into three categories; 1) political control and patronage exercised 
by political parties; 2) personal and constituency interests; and 3) parliamentary 
structure and culture. All these factors may, in turn, influence how individual 
parliamentarians decide to use evidence.

Taber and Lodge (2006) and Baekgaard, Christensen, Dahlmann, Mathiasen 
and Petersen (2019) utilise the motivated reasoning theory10 and partisan 
motivated reasoning11 (Bolsen, Druckman & Cook, 2014) to explain how 
accuracy or directional goals can shape politicians’ decision-making patterns. 
The theory states that individuals’ motivation to make decisions can be either 
through directional or through accuracy goals. A directional goal refers to when 
a ‘‘person is motivated to arrive at a particular conclusion’’ (Kunda, 1999, p. 236). 
Individuals motivated by directional goals reach specific and preselected 
conclusions using interpretation strategies that increase the possibility of 
understanding information in ways that are in accordance with their prior 
attitudes and beliefs (Baekgaard et al., 2019). These individuals are more likely 
to reject or misinterpret information that is at odds with these attitudes and 
beliefs and view evidence that is consistent with their prior opinions more 
favourably (Kunda, 1999).

Conversely, an accuracy goal refers to when individuals are motivated to 
evaluate information in a manner that will lead to an ‘accurate’ belief or 
opinion (Bolsen et al., 2014, p. 238). Individuals motivated by accuracy goals 
reach objectively true conclusions regardless of the content and implications. 
In essence, these individuals strive to make decisions based on evidence. The 
individual thus evaluates political arguments with the hope of reaching a correct 
outcome although, as Bolsen notes, what is deemed to be the ‘best outcome’ 
is not always clear (Bolsen et al., 2014). The results of a study conducted with 
Danish politicians illustrates directionally motivated reasoning in practice. 
This illustrates how politicians interpret new information based on their prior 
attitudes and beliefs. Although noteworthy, this study should be applied to 
the African context with caution as it is conducted in a different context, but it 
nevertheless provides a useful and interesting perspective in examining how 
MPs engage with evidence. While several decision-making theories exist in the 
field of social sciences, limited evidence exists linking these to politicians – 

such as the study of Danish politicians.

10	 Motivated reasoning refers to an individual’s goal in the context of forming an attitude 
(Baekgaard et al., 2019).

11	 Individuals interpreting information through the lens of their political party commitment 
(Bolsen et al, 2016).
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Evidence use, specifically what drives MPs’ decisions to use evidence, may 

be biased by varying interests. Parkhurst (2017) outlines the twofold nature of 

biases – technical and issue bias. These types of bias relate to the attitudes 

and beliefs that inform evidence use for policymaking. He sees these biases as 

critical for understanding the good governance of scientific evidence as they 

can both influence the creation, selection, and interpretation of evidence.

According to Parkhurst (2017), technical bias relates to problematic uses of 

evidence from the perspective of scientific best practice where evidence can be 

misused to serve particular goals and this denotes the politicisation of science. 

For instance, this would be seeking evidence to confirms one’s predetermined 

position and only believing the evidence that confirms that (Carney, 2017). On 

the other hand, issue bias relates to the ways in which innovations of particular 

forms of evidence can obscure the political nature of decisions and thus result 

in biased decisions towards particular outcomes and this can be described as 

the depoliticisation of politics (Parkhurst, 2017, p. 43). Thus, using Parkhurst’s 

typology, the politics of evidence are behind both technical and issue bias. 

Within issue bias, Carney (2017) critically engages with the mantra of ‘evidence-

based policy’ as a way of depoliticising and downplaying the unresolved 

conflicts pertaining to values in evidence use. Parkhurst argues that the use 

of evidence is political and involves values. More so, as argued by Blaser 

Mapitsa, Ali and Khumalo (2020), parliaments should recognise and engage 

with a values-based policymaking lens in manoeuvring the complexities of the 

landscape of the politics of evidence.

In exploring incentives that drive MPs it is imperative to examine their 

relationships with their constituencies through, for instance, the Constituency 

Development Funds (CDF) where porkbarrel politics come into play.12 CDFs 

and their approximations exist in counties that elect legislators from single-

member districts e.g. Kenya and Nigeria. MPs use CDFs as a response to 

constituent pressure to deliver both private and public goods to increase their 

likelihoods for re-election. Private goods include jobs, cash handouts for school 

fees etc, while public good includes development projects to build schools, 

roads and health facilities. This way, they attempt to maintain good standing 

with their constituents and aim to improve their chances of re-election (Barkan 

& Mattes, 2014).

12	 Pork barrel politics involves MPs attaining projects for their constituencies through directly 
influencing budget appropriation processes. In pork barrel projects, the benefits are 
geographically targeted whereas the costs are dispersed through general taxation (Lancaster, 
1986).
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The Compass framework which follows provides an empirical understanding 

and analysis into the individual incentives that drive MPs’ use of evidence which 

is central to this chapter.

The parliamentary Compass as a tool to explore structural 
knowledge

The concept of a set of ‘poles’, each of which acts as an ‘attractor’ that influences 

behavioural outcomes has much in common with Game Theory and Rationale 

Choice Theory.13 However, rather than seeking to explain Parliamentarians’ 

decision-making, the graphic tool acts as an instrument to support exploratory 

conversations about factors that influence decision-making. The construction 

of the tool itself was informed by cumulative learning emerging from 

engagement with parliamentarians as part of the CLEAR AA Strengthening 

Legislative Oversight programme and has been tested with a selection of 

African Parliamentarians who are members of the African Parliamentarians 

Network on Development Evaluation (APNODE).

The parliamentarians’ Compass is a graphic tool that has been designed to 

explore by means of conversation, and to locate within a figurative structure, 

MPs’ own perceptions of factors that influence their use of evidence as part of 

decision-making. The Compass model was developed by CLEAR-AA in 2017 

as a framework to support the understanding of parliamentarians’ incentives 

to engage with evidence. The framework has been used by CLEAR-AA to 

support conversations with African parliamentarians to shed light on the factors 

that influence their inclination to engage with evidence as part of oversight 

decision-making. The approach builds on the use of graphic devices to make 

sense of structural knowledge (Crawley, 2017). Structural knowledge is defined 

by Beissner (1994, p. 4) as “knowledge that represents the relationships 

between concepts in a content domain.” If knowledge is considered to infer 

meaning then “meaning does not exist until some structure, or organization is 

achieved”. The benefit of imparting structure to knowledge within a particular 

field is that it facilitates the formation of mental constructs that enhance 

understanding which can be be applied to new situations (Beissner, 1994). In 

fact, the application of structure becomes more valuable as the content domain 

increases in complexity and abstraction.

13	 A concise definition of both Rational choice and Game theory can be found at https://bit.
ly/2Y3WaxN
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As depicted in the Compass (Figure 5.1), parliamentarians are positioned at the 

centre while factors that serve to shape parliamentarians decision-making are 

represented at each of the cardinal points.



Constitutional  
Role

PersonalConstituents

Political Party

Parliamentarians

Figure 5.1	 Parliamentary Compass

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

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

oversight. The importance of this pole is made explicit as part of every 

parliamentarians ‘swearing in’ where they must take a solemn oath14 to uphold 

the constitution and bear true faith and allegiance to the people and the 

nation. While this may not explicitly state that decision-making must be based 

on evidence, constitutions more often than not allude to principles such as 

truth, integrity, equality, transparency, and accountability.

14	 Members elected to the Senate and National Assembly of Kenya must take the following oath 
– “I ….., having been elected a member of the Senate /National Assembly do swear (in the 
name of the Almighty God) (solemnly affirm) that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the 
People and the Republic of Kenya; that  I will obey, respect, uphold, preserve, protect and 
defend this Constitution of the Republic of Kenya; and that I will faithfully and conscientiously 
discharge the duties of a member of Parliament. (So help me God)”.
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South – obligations to party
To the south of the parliamentarians’ Compass lie obligations to the political 

party. Political manifestos are the public declaration of policy and aims which 

are often issued before election by a political party or candidate. In seeking to 

deliver on manifestos, governments and political parties may find themselves 

pursuing courses of action that are strongly aligned with evidence, weakly 

aligned with evidence, or which run counter to evidence. In many instances 

these courses of action may also be at odds with personally held prior beliefs of 

parliamentarians and their constituents. ‘Political whipping’ is the mechanism 

that parties use to ensure that parliamentarians vote according to the official 

party policy. Parliamentarians who vote contrary to the party line may be 

sanctioned or in some cases have their ‘whip removed.15

East – personal and professional ambition
To the east lies personal and professional ambition which complements the 

discussion in the section above on MPs as individuals with personal goals. All 

parliamentarians take an oath of office to fulfil their duties as a democratically 

elected representative of the people. Many parliamentarians, however, have 

ambitions of higher office both within the party and within government 

(shadow ministerial positions within opposition, junior ministerial positions 

and securing a seat in Cabinet within governing parties). While being seen 

to contribute effectively during debates through use of evidence is one 

way that parliamentarians can demonstrate their professional standing, the 

judicious ignoring of evidence to vote along party lines may also lead in certain 

circumstances to upward career movement within the party.

West – representative of constituents
To the west lie the MPs’ obligations to citizens and constituents. Constituents 

are important stakeholders for all parliamentarians. They have particular 

interests and priorities that may or may not align with those of the political 

party. When debating and shaping legislation parliamentarians must be seen 

to deliver to constituents, particularly in ‘first past the post systems’ where 

voters determine whether or not a parliamentarian retains or loses his or her 

seat. Parliamentarians who ignore their constituents in such systems do so at 

their peril.

15	 Thrown out of the party.
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These various sources of influence serve to inform decision-making by 

parliamentarians and while at any given time due consideration of a single pole 

will lead to a clear decision-making strategy, attempts to meet the interests of 

more than one pole may well result in the MP being pulled in different directions. 

The ‘art’ of the politician is therefore hypothesised as the ability to reliably 

calculate the likely outcome of meeting (or failing to meet) a combination of 

expectations that emanate from the parliamentarians’ Compass and to make 

decisions that maximise individual political benefits while minimising negative 

political fallout16. The following section provides an application of the Compass 

in practice using the Parliament of Kenya as a case study. This examines the 

micro political factors that MPs face in making decisions in terms of the four 

poles described above.

The case of the Kenya Parliament

The evidence-informed approach to decision-making in Kenya has gained 

pace in the decade following the promulgation of the new Constitution in 2010. 

The Kenya case study in Section 3 of this volume provides a clear overview 

of the structural arrangements that support and, to some extent, also hinder 

evidence use.

In recognising the need to have Kenyan parliamentarians actively involved in 
championing the use of evidence within committees and in the house, the 
formation of the Parliamentary Caucus on Evidence-Informed Decision-making 
(PCEIDM), referred to as the ‘the Evidence Caucus’ has been a notable milestone 
(Sande, 2018). Established in 2015, it is a bi-partisan, informal committee made 
up of members from both the National Assembly and Senate. The PCEIDM 

advocates for evidence-informed decision-making within the legislature.

16	 A good example of the parliamentarians’ Compass in action is the recent and widely 
reported political process of passing Brexit legislation through the British parliament. Many 
Parliamentarians found themselves representing constituencies where voters in the referendum 
voted for outcomes that the parliamentarian did not favour themselves (tension between 
personal and constituent poles). In other instances, parliamentarians decided to vote against 
the predominant views of their own political party to base their judgement on evidence and 
run the risk of losing the whip (tension between party and personal). In others, Parliamentarians 
voted for outcomes that they felt were constitutionally right in that they were acting in the best 
interests of the country (based on evidence) and their oath of office despite the views of their 
constituents (tension between constitutional, and constituent poles). Commentators contend 
that certain politicians even pursued outcomes that they did not personally believe in, nor 
were supported by evidence but that would bolster their career aspirations (tension between 
personal ambition and constitutional role).
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Method of data collection
The collection of data was guided by the parliamentarians’ Compass framework. 
As stated above, it was designed to be used primarily as a visual tool to guide 
conversations with parliamentarians. The data collection was twofold: the first 
approach involved using structured and semi-structured interviews while the 
second comprised the collection of secondary data in the form of Hansard 
records. The interviews began with an explanation of the Compass framework 
to the parliamentarians and practical examples were provided. Once the 
interviewees understood the concept and were able to relate it to their work, 
the interviewers then guided a conversation to explore the extent to which the 
four poles might help to make sense of the complex ways in which they and 
other parliamentarians think about using evidence. When interviewees were 
hesitant to answer a specific question posed to them during the interview they 
were invited to speak about parliament in general. The intention was to keep 
the conversation flowing and extract as much information as possible from 
the interviewee. Questions were asked about examples of the existence of 
tensions between the different poles of the Compass, how these arose, and the 
mechanisms adopted to resolve the tensions. The interviewees were asked to 
make reference to the practical process of transacting parliamentary business 
and their individual and collective roles in the process. Where necessary, a 
series of prompting questions were used to explore in greater detail any issues 

that arose.

Limitations of the data collection process
The interviews revealed a range of rich qualitative data but interviews were 
limited to five parliamentarian respondents (three from the governing party and 
two from opposition parties). To triangulate the findings from the interviews, 
the researchers made use of the Hansard reports detailing the debates that 
took place during the consideration of these issues on the floor of the House. 
The Hansard report is a near verbatim report of the actual discussions and 

decisions on any particular matter on the floor of the House.

Results and discussion
This section presents the data obtained through an application of the Compass 

framework in the Parliament of Kenya. The purpose of the empirical approach 

was to ascertain the political factors that influenced MPs in their selection and 

use of evidence and the complexities surrounding evidence use in decision-

making. The following recent examples (drawn from the period of 2014 to 2019) 
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of legislative debate within the Kenyan Parliament were used to contextualise 

the discussions and situate the conversation that formed the basis of the 

interview discussions and the Hansard reviews that took place:

	� The revision of the debt ceiling from a percentage of GDP to an absolute 
figure, is a proposal that was introduced to parliament through amendment of 
Public Finance Management Act regulations and not through a substantive Bill. The 
amendment was made in response to the prevailing budgetary situation. The case 
was that the government was confronting huge budgetary deficits and needed to 
borrow to make up the difference to finance its spending requirements. However, 
the challenge encountered was that government had exceeded the ceiling of 50% 
of Kenya’s GDP allowable by law. The revision of the law was expected to herald an 
absolute figure ceiling of 9 trillion Kenya shillings instead of the 50% of the GDP 
requirement. Opinion was divided on the sustainability of the debt levels by the 
economy and a deep sense of concern existed amongst stakeholders in terms of 
further opening up of the debt ceiling. Buoyed by these views, those MPs opposed to 
the review of the law recommended debt restructuring, the institution of measures 
to reduce spending, and also called for sealing loopholes that could occasion 
leakages. Their argument was based on evidence emerging from stakeholders on 
the unsustainability of the debt levels. Interestingly, the day was carried by those 
in support of the new law and, unusually, was supported by both the ruling party 
and opposition MPs. The reasons for this could be explained by the existence of a 
loose alliance consisting of both opposition and government MPs supporting a pact 
between the president and the leader of the opposition party’s coalition. Despite 
the existence of evidence to the contrary from within and outside the Parliament, 
both Houses passed the amendment. The Parliamentary Budget Office and other 
key stakeholders had provided evidence on the unsustainability of the levels of 
the debts.

	� The controversial rejection by the Parliament of a joint parliamentary 
committee report on the importation of illegal and contaminated sugar into 
the country. Controversies around safety of sugar imported into the country were 
investigated by a committee. The committee presented a report to the House with a 
number of recommendations that addressed both the safety and lack of probity on 
the part of some of high-ranking public officials in the importation of the sugar as 
well as actions intended to safeguard consumers and restore an industry that was 
seen to be the economic backbone of over 10 million Kenyans. Members rejected 
the report on the floor of the House despite the existence of evidence presented by 
the investigating committees to support their recommendations.

	� The passing of security amendment laws that gave the government certain 
absolute powers to tackle terrorism and certain forms of political violence. 
The opposition party took the view that some of the provisions of the proposed 
amendment law violated human rights and heralded a return to the era of detention 



The Politics of Evidence in Parliamentary Oversight 151

without trial and were an affront to the new constitutional dispensation. The 
proposal was vehemently opposed by the opposition party but was passed by the 
majority governing party amid protests and violence in the house during the debate. 
Political affiliation played a major role in determining the decision as both sides of 
the political divide had compelling arguments.

Results: Political factors affecting evidence use in the 
Parliament of Kenya

The data collected from the interviews and triangulated against the Hansard 

reports from the Parliaments of Kenya revealed and identified some political 

factors that affect evidence use in Kenya. After applying the Compass to the 

study, the results illustrate the prominence of MPs’ obligations to their political 

parties in influencing their decision-making. The other factors that were 

found to influence MPs’ decision-making were the MPs’ obligations to their 

constituencies and their constitutional mandates. These factors are discussed 

in detail.

MPs obligations to political parties: ‘Party politics’
Parliamentarians interviewed pointed to the fact that under the current political 

setup, members are expected to support the party agenda and that political 

considerations are, at times, considered more significant than the use of 

evidence in making policy decisions. As seen in Section 5, two very significant 

scenarios can be used to illustrate situations where evidence gave way to 

political expediency to make policy decisions.

	� Raising Kenya’s debt ceiling

Members were implored by their party leaders during voting to support the 

raising of the country’s debt ceiling to plug the budget deficit for the financial 

year 2019/2020 despite evidence showing that the country’s public debt rose 

to 62.3% of the gross domestic product against the recommended threshold 

of 50%. Both the World Bank (2019) and the Parliamentary Budget Office 

(2019) provided evidence against raising the debt ceiling. This evidence was 

conveniently ignored. During the debate on the floor of the Senate, a ranking 

member in the opposition party, who backed the motion remarked, “Kenya 

is approaching the situation that was there in Greece”. He continued, “Even 

as opposition we wouldn’t want to inherit an economy that has crashed. In 

certain circumstances, where the spirit of patriotism is required, we must come 

together instead of allowing the economy to crash” (Senate Hansard, 2019). 
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His statements during the debate revealed the contradictions and the tension 

that existed at the time. On one hand the member alludes to the fact that from 

existing evidence that the debt situation was at a tipping point comparing it to 

the situation in Greece, but then goes on to give his justification for supporting 

the motion to have been informed by a future political aspiration of forming a 

government. The members interviewed were in agreement that, left to their 

own devices, their decision on these issues would have been more amenable 

to the existing evidence about these issues indicating that ultimately use of 

evidence in a political setting is informed by the politics of the day.

	� Security laws (Amendment Bill)

In 2014, amidst rising insecurity the governing party published a security 

amendment Bill, occasioning amendments to various security sector-related 

legislations and mobilised members of parliament to support the Bill. The 

proposals were vehemently opposed by civil society groups, human rights 

organisations, and the opposition party all of whom cited evidence that in the 

proposals there were certain draconian provisions that could violate human 

rights (FIDH, 2014). Representatives of the Muslim community argued that a 

section of the proposals targeted persons professing their faith. Tensions 

amongst various groups were palpable and further complicated by the fact that 

amongst ranking members of the governing party were members representing 

predominantly Muslim constituencies. The situation presented an enormous 

challenge to such members. They had to balance the variant interests of their 

constituents and their political party as well as had to deal with the fallout that 

might have affected their political future. Eventually, ranking members of the 

governing party decided to support the amendments while a minority from 

these constituencies opposed some of the proposals. The position taken by 

some members was believed to have had political consequences, contributing 

to some members’ difficulties in defending their seats in subsequent elections 

while others realised a significant boost to their political careers.

This example of tension between the influence of the party and the interests of 

the constituents illustrated how parliamentarians may be ultimately driven by 

their political party’s position on any policy issue. It was also noted that a blind 

support of the party’s position while completely ignoring the existing evidence 

and preferences of the constituents, could lead to undesirable results during 

the elections.



The Politics of Evidence in Parliamentary Oversight 153

	� Election support

In Kenya’s ‘first past the post’ system, parliamentary candidates rely heavily on 

political parties and their leaders to contribute substantially (both financially and 

materially) to their elections. Upon successfully securing the parliamentary seat, 

the support that was extended to the individual members during the period 

of the electioneering is ordinarily expected by the party to be reciprocated 

through loyalty to the party’s aspirations. This state of affairs could affect the use 

of evidence in decision-making for such a member. In the interview, a member 

stated, “You cannot expect me to oppose my party leader, when in essence he 

has made me who I am today as an MP, do I want to risk the repercussions of 

losing his endorsement to the voters?” Clear evidence in support of objective 

decision-making may therefore be sacrificed at the altar of political expediency.

MPs’ obligations to citizens and constituents: pork barrelling
Pork barrelling, which refers to the funnelling of government funds into projects 

designed to meet the specific interests of constituents in return for votes in 

future elections, is a common feature of politics in Kenya. Almost all members 

interviewed stated that they would support a government or political party 

agenda if it included or protected the specific interests of their constituents.

The idea of social support to constituents runs deep in the electoral politics of 

Kenya. As one member remarked “Constituents always want money to support 

their socio-economic challenges like funerals, medical bills, school fees and so 

on, so I need money as an MP to meet their demands, otherwise I risk losing 

their support!”. Members stated that, at times, the desire to meet the demands 

of their constituents compromised their personal values.

Constituency politics
Electoral politics is localised. Electorates are likely to give higher premium to 

candidates who identify and prioritise local issues over those whose agenda 

extends to the wider national interest. When a matter specifically affects the 

local community within an electoral boundary, members’ understanding and 

positions tend to hold sway over national policy goals regardless of the gravity 

of the national aspirations. A case in point which occurred during the 10th 

Parliament was the proposal to evict of communities from the Mau Forest. 

Some elected members from the local community opposed evictions in the 

face of overwhelming evidence that failure to protect important catchments, 

rivers and water resources would compromise the country’s ability to meet 

water needs of both present and future generations.
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During the process of reclamation of the Mau water towers, an MP from the 

Mau region stated that “I cannot allow my voters to be in the cold and lose 

their livelihoods just because the country is experiencing drought. Show me 

the evidence that water comes from trees in Mau Forest and not from the sky?”

Politicians in this instance prioritised constituents’ need for shelter, schools and 

food over a larger issue that affected the whole nation. The constitutional role of 

an MP in such an environment is relegated to the periphery and party affiliation 

becomes less important to the prevailing local interest. This indicates that at 

the local level, electorate interests may shape the likelihood that a member 

considers the use of evidence in coming to a particular policy decision.

MPs’ constitutional role: Public participation and petitions
Kenya’s progressive constitution stipulates that public participation is a 

mandatory part of the public policy development process. This is intended 

to contribute to good governance by ensuring that the voices of constituents 

are heard. However, a number of those interviewed revealed that in certain 

situations they themselves mobilised constituents to appear before committees 

to reinforce their own views. Members admitted that by so doing, they were 

able to sway certain decisions in their favour.

Parliamentary procedure in Kenya provides for anyone, including an MP acting 

on behalf of the electorate, to petition parliament to consider any matter 

within its authority. This procedure has gained significant traction over the last 

few years and has provided parliament with valuable evidence on a range of 

social issues that are important to citizens. Some of the issues raised in these 

petitions have been given a deeper consideration by parliamentarians and a 

number have ended up becoming the subject of parliamentary inquiry. Citizen-

generated evidence became available to the members through presentation of 

petitions by the public on specific social issues that required members’ action. 

There is widespread acceptance by parliament of public petitions to inform and 

improve the quality of the decision-making on the particular issue petitioned.

Discussion: Complexities surrounding the political factors 
influencing decision-making

Members of parliament highlighted that while they appreciated the 

importance of evidence to inform decision-making, they encountered several 

confounding factors that arose from the political environment in which they 
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operate. These included: the negative view that many voters had developed of 

parliamentarians as a group;17 balancing the need to win over voters and deliver 

on their constitutional mandate; dealing with conflicts of interest; manoeuvring 

the competing interests of voters; and managing self-interests. In addition, 

the worsening economic situation accompanied by high unemployment has 

been met with subsequent demands by voters for cash assistance from MPs 

– a shift in the interpretation of how citizens understand MPs representation 

roles and what they expect from them. The unending political cycles were seen 

to further complicate the situation by keeping parliamentarians in campaign 

mode throughout their parliamentary life.

Parliamentarians indicated that they were more amenable to consider and use 

evidence on non-contentious policy issues and were also, at times, willing to 

demand evidence to make informed decisions. This was reported to be easier 

at the portfolio committee level where there was adequate time, personalised 

support from technical staff and familiarity with other parliamentarian colleagues. 

Although the small sample size did not allow for the generalisability of the 

findings, the information obtained during the interviews with parliamentarians 

corroborates the literature in illustrating the role that politics plays in shaping 

evidence use in parliaments. The variance in political party values and 

interests results in biases in evidence use (Parkhurst, 2017). The interviews also 

highlighted the role of party politics and, in particular, ‘election support’ as 

significant political influences on how evidence is used (Power, 2013; Bradley, 

2019; Draman et al., 2017).

The leaders of the political parties, the presidency, and the leaders of the 

majority and minority parties play significant roles in determining parliamentary 

business and, as corroborated by Power (2013), determine when certain voting 

procedures should take place, the period of time parliament has to scrutinise 

and deliberate on certain issues, and the appointment of parliamentarians 

to different parliamentary positions, including departmental committees. 

Pork barrelling as described above appears to be a key political driver that 

impacts on evidence use in the Kenyan Parliament. As indicated by Power 

(2013), the status and legitimacy that comes with being an MP often presents 

additional resources and opportunities for self-fulfilment. Power (2013) groups 

parliamentary incentive structures into three categories which provide a 

framework with which to interpret the motivations of individual parliamentarians. 

17	 Respondents cited a protest by activists who released a pig and piglets outside parliament to 
show their anger at newly elected MPs demanding higher salaries.
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Crawley (2017), Power (2013), and Parkhurst (2017) hold that political control 

and patronage, personal and constituency interests, as well as institutional 

factors such as parliamentary structure and culture, are powerful forces that 

influence behaviour.

The micro political factors shaping evidence use are well demonstrated within 

the Kenyan case. There is tension between constitutional role and meeting the 

interests and needs of constituents, stemming from the fact that constituents 

may not fully understand parliamentarians’ constitutional role. Further tension 

can be demonstrated between political party affiliation and MPs’ constitutional 

role in instances where the use of evidence is influenced by party caucusing. 

Tensions between political parties and constituents’ interests on one side 

and personal and constitutional interests on the other, are consistent with the 

accounts of pork barrelling. In situations where politics surrounding local issues 

becomes prevalent, tension can be clearly inferred between MPs’ constitutional 

role (use of evidence) and the interests of constituents.

Conclusion and implications on the use of evidence 
within parliamentary oversight

The chapter has illustrated that while evidence may be acknowledged as 

an important component in objective decision-making, several competing 

political factors at both macro and micro level influence decision-making within 

parliaments. Highlighted in the chapter is the ongoing question on the extent 

to which evidence is given priority within the complex political factors in which 

parliamentarians operate. The need to understand the broader motives behind 

evidence use should also be made apparent. The systems of patronage and 

protracted socio-economic challenges that shape development outcomes 

in the continent are critical factors to consider in the analysis of what shapes 

evidence use in parliaments.

Parkhurst (2017) recommends two primary ways to promote evidence use. 

First, building structures that support the use of evidence including resources 

and arrangements of what he terms ‘evidence advisory systems’. Second, 

adopting principles for evidence use and embedding them within the rules, 

incentives, and practices according to which institutions operate. These include 

the structures, rules and norms that dictate which evidence is used, how, by 

whom, and how these systems can ensure public representation and political 
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legitimacy in the use of evidence. Additionally, in support of evidence structures, 

parliaments are increasingly introducing research libraries and other resources 

to support evidence systems. The notion of the open parliament is reinforcing 

principles of transparency towards citizens and becoming more widespread. 

These principles are supported variously by the practice of allowing citizens to 

submit motions to parliament; the growing number of Public Budget Offices 

within parliaments; the growing number of evidence caucuses and networks;18 

and a stipulation in Ghana that prevents the passing of any Bill into law without 

presentation of credible evidence. Within civil society, parliamentary monitoring 

groups such as Parliamentary Watch (South Africa) and Mzalendo (Kenya) are 

providing citizens with valuable evidence of parliamentarians’ and parliaments’ 

performance while public transcripts of portfolio committee proceedings 

and online publication of Hansard ensure transparency and accountability of 

parliamentary process to citizens.

While the noted political dynamics remain and the complexities within the 

evidence use space cannot be overemphasised, the importance of the good 

governance of evidence described by Parkhurst (2017) is paramount. This 

involves advocating for rigorous, systematic, and technically valid pieces of 

evidence that are used within decision-making processes that are inclusive 

of, representative of, and accountable to the multiple social interests of the 

population served (ibid). In conclusion, there is a need to deepen the culture 

of evidence use within African parliaments in order to bolster transparency 

and accountability and better achieve development objectives in the 

African continent.

18	 The African Parliamentarians Network on Development Evaluation (APNODE) and the Global 
Parliamentarians Forum on Evaluation (GPFE) are two such bodies.
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