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Executive Summary
This paper aims to advance understanding of how to evaluate research undertaken to
influence public policy. It adopts a broad understanding of public policy which includes
both discrete policy decisions and the ways in which policy is developed. There are two
parts to the paper followed by a summary.
Part 1 explores expectations about the influence of research on policy. Why research
findings are not more often used by policy-makers, and when and how they are used,
have both become fashionable subjects of investigation in Canada and elsewhere. Most
investigators agree that it is impossible to demonstrate a causal link between the
presentation of research results and a policy decision. Yet most also agree that research
can play a very important role in changing the way policy issues are understood and
addressed. This has been called the ‘enlightenment’ role of research. The process it
follows and the time it takes are unpredictable. A research institute or network can play
an enlightenment role by:
•
•
•
•

Identifying and bringing new issues to public attention;
Reframing old issues in new ways;
Bringing different stakeholders into the search for solutions; and
Showing how other countries or agencies have addressed similar issues.

Doing this means developing new information, mining existing data, reviewing ideas and
proposals and bringing them together to address new concerns or concerns which have
hitherto proved intractable. The paper calls this function ‘problem definition’ and
suggests that it is the most important contribution a policy research network can make.
Policy research networks can play an important role in policy development but it will be
indirect, and how and when it happens cannot be predicted. Policy-makers seldom signal
a need for research findings in advance and it is too late to start research when the issue is
on the table. Hence a network which wants to contribute to policy development takes a
risk in starting up a research program. The risk is increased when the way in which it
defines the problem and suggests framing a response challenges accepted wisdom. Yet
many observers see a need to challenge accepted wisdom and established consultation
mechanisms. As the time available to policy-makers to weigh up the issues and take their
decisions becomes shorter and as the issues become more complex on the national and
international scenes and the public more demanding, they are tempted to become risk
averse. They need help from outside government in defining the issues and in formulating
empirically-based solutions. Thus there is a real but latent demand for relevant research
results.
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Part 2 asks how to evaluate a policy network’s contribution to policy development in the
context of the findings of Part 1. How does such a network add value? Comparing its
inputs of time and money with its outputs of publications, speeches and meetings will not
answer the question. Qualitative as well as quantitative methods examine the impact of
government programs with increasing sophistication. Qualitative methods have the
advantage of looking at the process of program delivery, including the learning that takes
place from both positive and negative experiences, as well as its results. In the context of
the demand for government accountability, the Treasury Board Secretariat’s Resultsbased Management and Accountability Framework attempts to link inputs with outcomes
as well as with outputs. This approach is an improvement over conventional compliance
evaluation in assessing the effectiveness of programs, but it does not provide a
satisfactory methodology for identifying and observing outcomes in policy development.
The kinds of outcomes a policy research institute or network hopes for are that policymakers will:
•
•
•
•

Take account of new knowledge to modify their priorities and agendas;
Consider different ways of tackling persistent issues;
Acknowledge the importance of new issues being brought to their attention; and
Look for ways to address them. (This supposes willingness to learn from outside
experience, to accept new interlocutors and to reconsider entrenched positions.)

While it is difficult to observe such changes in behaviour as they happen, it is even more
difficult to relate them to particular activities of a research network. Each policy decision
is influenced by a myriad of inputs. It is usually impossible to find quantitative data
linking research results to policy decisions. Qualitative data, including case studies and
interviews, can suggest links but they are difficult to interpret and to accept as
representative. So evaluations of policy networks often fall back on media citations or
success in fund-raising as indicators of influence on policy-makers. But the citations have
been shown to be a poor indicator of impact while the fundraising only tells us that the
network is maintaining its existence not that it is attaining its mission.
The paper’s findings can be summarized in a paradox. It is impossible to demonstrate a
causal link between policy research and policy decisions yet policy research has a crucial
role to play in Canada today. The search for its added value should start by examining an
institute’s or network’s mission and objectives, relate these to its problem definition
activities and determine indicators which show its presence in the policy-making
environment. These indicators should, of course, be determined at the beginning of each
programming cycle. They could include:
•
•
•

The time that senior officials and business leaders repeatedly devote to the network’s
activities;
Signs of opposition from decision-makers who feel threatened by different ways of
approaching familiar problems; and
Sustained willingness by new groups of stakeholders to engage in policy discussions
facilitated by the network.
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As long as a think tank produces quality research, such indicators will allow observers to
understand the network’s contribution, and to infer its value added although they can
never quantify it.
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Résumé
Ce document vise à approfondir nos connaissances sur la façon d’évaluer la recherche
entreprise en vue d’influencer les politiques publiques. Il s’appuie sur une large définition
des politiques publiques, de manière à comprendre les décisions précises qui sont prises
en matière de politiques ainsi que la façon dont les politiques sont élaborées. Le
document est divisé en deux parties, suivies d’un résumé.
La première partie est consacrée à l’analyse des attentes concernant l’influence de la
recherche sur les politiques. Parmi les sujets qu’il est devenu à la mode d’étudier au
Canada et à l’étranger figure la question de déterminer pourquoi les résultats de la
recherche ne sont pas utilisés plus souvent par les artisans des politiques et dans quelles
circonstances et comment ils sont utilisés. La plupart des chercheurs conviennent qu’il est
impossible d’établir un lien de causalité entre la présentation de résultats de recherche et
une décision en matière de politiques. Mais, la plupart conviennent aussi que la recherche
peut jouer un rôle très important en modifiant la façon dont les enjeux de politiques sont
perçus et abordés. C’est ce qu’on a appelé la mission d’« éclairage » remplie par la
recherche. Le processus qu’elle suit et le temps qu’elle prend sont impossibles à prévoir.
Un institut ou un réseau de recherche peut remplir cette mission d’éclairage en :
•
•
•
•

Identifiant de nouvelles questions et en les portant à l’attention du public;
Reformulant d’anciennes questions dans des optiques nouvelles;
Faisant participer différents intervenants à la recherche de solutions;
Indiquant de quelle façon d’autres pays ou organismes ont abordé des questions
semblables.

Pour ce faire, il faut mettre au point de nouvelles données, exploiter les données
existantes, examiner des idées et des propositions et les intégrer pour répondre à de
nouvelles préoccupations ou à des préoccupations qui, jusqu’ici, se sont révélées
insolubles. Dans le document, on désigne cette fonction comme étant celle de la
« définition de problèmes » et on laisse entendre qu’il s’agit de l’apport le plus important
qu’un réseau de recherche sur les politiques puisse faire.
Les réseaux de recherche sur les politiques peuvent jouer un rôle important dans
l’élaboration des politiques mais il aura un caractère indirect, et il est impossible de
prévoir comment et quand cela se produira. Les responsables des politiques signalent
rarement à l’avance leurs besoins en résultats de recherche et lorsqu’un problème fait
surface, il est trop tard pour entreprendre des recherches. Donc, un réseau qui entend
contribuer à l’élaboration des politiques prend des risques lorsqu’il met sur pied un
programme de recherche. Le risque est accru lorsque la façon dont il définit le problème
et qu’il propose de formuler un plan d’action remet en question les vues traditionnelles.
Toutefois, de nombreux observateurs jugent nécessaire de remettre en question les vues
traditionnelles et les mécanismes de consultation établis. À mesure que le temps dont
disposent les responsables des politiques pour évaluer les problèmes et prendre une
décision devient plus limité et que les problèmes deviennent plus complexes sur les
scènes nationale et internationale et que la population se montre plus exigeante, les
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décideurs sont tentés d’éviter de prendre des risques. Ils ont besoin d’aide à l’extérieur de
l’appareil gouvernemental pour définir les problèmes et formuler des solutions fondées
sur des réalités empiriques. Il existe donc une véritable demande, bien que latente, pour
des résultats de recherche pertinents.
La deuxième partie du document se penche sur la question de savoir comment on peut
évaluer l’apport d’un réseau de recherche à l’élaboration des politiques dans le contexte
de l’analyse présentée dans la première partie. Comment un tel réseau peut-il produire
une valeur ajoutée ? Une comparaison des intrants sous forme de temps et de ressources
financières aux extrants sous forme de publications, de discours et de rencontres ne
permettra pas d’apporter une réponse à la question. Des techniques tant qualitatives que
quantitatives permettent d’examiner l’incidence des programmes gouvernementaux avec
de plus en plus de raffinements. Des techniques qualitatives offrent l’avantage de
considérer le processus d’exécution d’un programme, y compris les enseignements que
l’on peut tirer des expériences positives et négatives ainsi que de ses résultats. Dans le
contexte de l’obligation pour le gouvernement de rendre des comptes, le Cadre de gestion
et de responsabilisation axé sur les résultats du Secrétariat du Conseil du Trésor tente de
relier les intrants aux résultats ainsi qu’aux produits. Cette démarche représente une
amélioration par rapport à l’évaluation traditionnelle de la conformité dans le contexte de
la mesure de l’efficacité des programmes, mais elle ne constitue pas une méthodologie
satisfaisante pour identifier et observer les résultats dans le domaine de l’élaboration des
politiques.
Les types de résultats qu’on attend d’un institut ou d’un réseau de recherche sur les
politiques, c’est que les responsables des politiques sauront :
•
•
•
•

Tenir compte des nouvelles connaissances pour modifier leurs priorités et leurs
programmes;
Envisager différentes façons de s’attaquer à des problèmes persistants;
Reconnaître l’importance des nouveaux enjeux portés à leur attention;
Chercher des façons de les aborder. (Cela suppose une volonté de tirer des
enseignements sur ce qui se passe à l’extérieur, d’accepter de nouveaux interlocuteurs
et de reconsidérer des positions bien ancrées.)

Il est difficile d’observer ces changements de comportement lorsqu’ils se produisent,
mais il est encore plus difficile de les relier aux activités précises d’un réseau de
recherche. Chaque décision en matière de politiques est influencée par une multitude de
facteurs. Il est habituellement impossible de trouver des données quantitatives pour relier
des résultats de recherche à des décisions en matière de politiques. Des données
qualitatives, dont des études de cas et des entrevues, permettront peut-être d’évoquer
l’existence de liens, mais ils seront difficiles à interpréter et à accepter comme étant
représentatifs. Par conséquent, les évaluations des réseaux de politiques s’en remettent
souvent aux citations dans les médias ou aux succès remportés dans les campagnes de
levée de fonds comme indicateurs de l’influence exercée sur les responsables des
politiques. Mais les citations dans les médias se sont révélées être un indicateur d’impact
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médiocre, tandis que les levées de fonds nous indiquent seulement que le réseau parvient
à assurer son existence et non pas qu’il remplit sa mission.
Les conclusions de l’analyse peuvent se résumer sous la forme d’un paradoxe. Il est
impossible de démontrer un lien de causalité entre la recherche sur les politiques et les
décisions en matière de politiques, mais la recherche sur les politiques a un rôle crucial à
jouer au Canada à l’heure actuelle. La recherche de sa valeur ajoutée devrait débuter par
l’examen de la mission et des objectifs d’un institut ou d’un réseau, pour les relier ensuite
à ses activités de définition de problèmes et déterminer des indicateurs qui font état de sa
présence dans le milieu de l’élaboration des politiques. Ces indicateurs devraient, bien
entendu, être déterminés au début de chaque cycle de programmation. Ils pourraient
comprendre les suivants :
•
•
•

Le temps que des hauts fonctionnaires et des dirigeants d’entreprise consacrent de
façon répétée aux activités du réseau;
Des signes d’opposition de la part de décideurs, qui se sentent menacés par des façons
différentes d’aborder des problèmes familiers;
Une volonté soutenue par de nouveaux groupes d’intervenants de participer aux
délibérations sur les politiques animées par le réseau.

Aussi longtemps qu’un institut de recherche produira des recherches de qualité, ces
indicateurs permettront aux observateurs de comprendre l’apport du réseau et de lui
attribuer une valeur ajoutée par inférence, mais sans jamais pouvoir la quantifier.
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Part I. The Influence of Research on Policy
There is no guarantee that robust research findings will be used by policy-makers. In fact,
after surveying the European scene in 1977 Sharpe observed:
We are brought face to face with the fact that it has proved difficult to uncover
many instances where social sciences research has had a clear and direct influence
on policy even when it has been specifically commissioned by government. (L.J
Sharpe quoted by Quinn Patton 1 p.8).
The interviews The Governance Network (TGN) conducted with senior public servants in
the Federal Government of Canada in 2002 suggest that things have not changed very
much (TGN 1). In the following paragraphs, we review some of the literature on the link
between applied social science research and public policy in order to frame our
expectations of what influence or impact we would expect a research network to exercise.
The Relationship between Research and Public Policy
The use of research findings by policy-makers and by practitioners has become a subject
of intensive investigation in recent years. Many applied social science disciplines from
political science to public management to organizational learning are working on it.1 In
Canada, those working in the Health Sciences have devoted particular attention to the use
of research findings by both policy-makers and clinicians.2 Two Canada Research Chairs
have been created in Research Utilization (at McMaster University and at Université
Laval). In the UK, following a government White Paper on Modernizing Government,
the Economic and Social Research Council set up the Centre for Evidence-Based Policy
and Practice at the University of London which coordinates research in seven
universities. In an older tradition, political scientists have proposed a number of different
frameworks to understand the relationships among the actors in the market for public
policy advice3.
All the various disciplines ask why apparently relevant research findings are underused.
While they approach the relationship between research and policy in different ways, they
agree on the following points.
•

Policy-making is an art rather than a science; policy decisions are not purely
rational and the paths followed to develop public policies are unpredictable.

•

Knowledge production through research is not a linear activity but an interactive
one with the potential users of the findings increasingly involved in formulating
the research objectives and providing feedback during the research process

1

A bibliography on ‘bridging research and policy’ lists entries under ten disciplines: anthropology,
development management, information and knowledge management, marketing, media and
communications, organizational management, political science, research methodologies, social psychology
and sociology, De Vibe, Hovland, & I.,Young.
2
See, for example, Lavis, Kitson, Lomas.
3
See, for example, Pross, Lindquist, Sabatier and Smith-Jenkins.
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(Gibbons). Contrary to earlier views4 researchers and policy-makers do not live
in completely different worlds but are connected through intermediary
organizations (in which they themselves sometimes participate) such as think
tanks and policy networks.
•

Values play a much greater role than some earlier observers believed. Not only
are the values of the policy-makers important but also those of the intermediary
organizations and of the public as a whole.5 Research which ignores a society’s
values (and major conflicts about them) will be less likely to be used. Yet values
are difficult to change. Lomas sees them as emerging ‘from a complex
interaction of interests with beliefs and ideologies’. He maintains that
knowledge can only influence one of the three ingredients, beliefs. (Lomas
p.142). The other two, interests and ideologies, are more resistant to change.

•

Timing is important; knowledge which appears uninteresting one day suddenly
becomes timely and relevant another day.

•

Policy-makers can use knowledge in different ways. Many writers pick up or
adapt Carole Weiss’ three categories of use: ‘instrumental’, ‘political’ and
‘enlightenment’ (Weiss). (Alternative terms are: ‘problem-solving’, ‘symbolic’,
and ‘conceptual’). The first, which is rare, refers to the direct use of research
findings to design a policy; the second to the use of research to justify a course
of action already decided on, and the third, to research findings leading to a
gradual change in the framing and understanding of an issue.

Problem Definition
A review of both literature and experience suggest that identifying and framing an issue,
what is called ‘problem definition’, is one of the most important contributions, perhaps
the most important, policy research can make. A problem may persist for a long time
without the policy-makers or the public finding the words (and images) to define it, and
hence put it on the agenda. Pal gives the example of domestic abuse of women revealed
by the report of the Council on the Status of Women in 1987. Data may have been
collected for many years without people grasping their full implications as has been the
case of the ageing of the population in many countries. The way a problem is defined
determines how it will be addressed. Problems may be defined in ways which make their
resolution more difficult, for example, seeing drug abuse as an enforcement rather than as
a health issue (Peters).
Part of the ‘enlightenment’ function of research is getting people to see new problems or
to see old ones in new ways. This is challenging--‘a major conceptual and political
accomplishment’6. It requires multiple skills as well as good judgement. ‘…problem
4

Commentators, such as Caplan attributed the failure of policy-makers to use research to the fact that
knowledge producers and knowledge users live in distinct communities with contrasting values, interests
and time horizons; while there is some truth in this, it does not tell the whole story.
5
The Sabatier--Jenkins-Smith ‘advocacy coalition’ framework takes values as its key concept.
6
Pal (110) quoting Kingdon.
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definition has a strong socio-psychological dimension; it is one component in the
imaginative construction of reality, with heavy doses of professional skill, creativity,
intuition and serendipity’ (Pal p.95). Mayone points to policy-makers’ need for “a rich
pool of ideas and proposals”7 but also for a selection mechanism which relates the new
ideas and proposals to issues of concern to society. Effective problem definition is such a
mechanism.
The Latent Demand for Policy Research
Suppliers of policy research often receive advice about how to present their findings to
make them accessible to policy-makers, but less attention is paid to understanding the
latter’s needs. Policy-makers rarely signal a demand for research on a particular subject.
In fact, many appear allergic to ‘research’ and only pay lip service to the need for
‘evidence-based policy’. Short term political pressures and hierarchical relationships in
the bureaucracy often discourage policy-makers from looking for new ideas or new
knowledge to help them manage or rethink their agendas. Even when there is an appetite
for change, decision-makers tend to use the information, techniques, and methods that
have worked for them in the past. They consult the same interest groups and use the same
consultants. This is a form of ‘path dependency’ which explains why the demand for
relevant new research findings is often low. Wilsford uses the notions of ‘institutions’
and ‘conjuncture’ to explain this. He compares the failure of French authorities to
introduce major cost cutting changes to their health care system in the late 1980s with the
success of a second attempt to do so in Germany in the early 1990s. He shows that in
France the decision-makers (with one exception) were unable to move away from the
usual way of doing things because of the weight of ‘institutions’, including their
relationships with the professional associations. In Germany, significant changes in the
political and fiscal environment, in what he calls ‘conjuncture’, opened the window for
change.
Timing is key. A challenge for those conducting policy research is how to be ready when
a policy window opens or the conjuncture changes. Good policy advice is not usually
available off the shelf but it is too late to start up a research program when a policy-maker
is looking for new ideas. The adoption of a radical reform of health care management in
1989 by the Thatcher government in the UK is a contrary but unusual example. The
notion of ‘an internal market’, introducing a measure of market forces into the health care
system had been under discussion in the policy research literature for four or five years
previously on the basis of ideas developed by Alain Enthoven from Stanford and Alan
Maynard in Britain (Wilsford 269). The Thatcher government was prepared to adopt it
despite strong opposition from the professional associations. In many other instances, the
theoretical and empirical bases for far-reaching reforms have been established years, even
decades, before they were adopted.
Canadian examples include
reform of
unemployment insurance, of public pensions and of financial regulation. Investment in
policy research may pay off over time in terms of ‘enlightenment’ or it may not.

7

Mayone 161, 163. He wrote in 1989 but his section ‘Conceptual Innovation and Policy Development’,
from which this citation comes, is even more relevant today.
Evaluating Policy Research | 3

Canadian Demand for Policy Research and Advice8
Several authors have noted ebbs and flows in the demand for policy research in Canada.
These are partly associated with changes in fiscal capacity which was much greater in the
1960s and 1970s, severely constrained in the 1980s and 1990s, and greater in recent
years. But the reduced demand may also be related to disappointment with the results of
earlier policy advice, what Sutherland calls ‘failure to deliver’ and the ‘overweening
optimism’ of some of the policy-backed programs.9 Whatever the reason, the Federal
Government reduced its policy capacity both by abolishing the Economic Council and the
Science Council in 1992 and by reducing policy capacity in departments in 1985-97
(Doern 20). By the mid-1990s, there was an explicit demand for more policy research
capacity leading to the creation of the Policy Research Initiative by the Clerk of the Privy
Council in 1996.
This demand came from changes in the demands placed on the public service, and
ultimately on ministers, reflecting changes in the way government operates (as in the
‘steering rather than rowing’ analogy), in the international environment (‘globalization’)
and in citizens’ expectations. It is striking that as citizens have become less tolerant of
delays and of mistakes made by public servants, the latter are faced with more ambiguity
and less control over their decisions than in the past. There is a greater understanding of
the long term implications of decisions, as for example how pensions are funded, but
senior policy-makers have less time to reflect and fewer in-house research capacities than
before.10
However, the report by The Governance Network of their interviews with senior officials
in the Federal Government questions how effective the demand for research and policy
advice actually is. While there is a great deal of good research commissioned and
produced, not enough weight is given to strategic, long term thinking in the view of many
of TGN’s respondents. One said “there is a much greater need for long term research,
especially on horizontal issues” (TGN 1 p.25). The authors of the report observed:
Many felt that the amount of available research was growing by leaps and bounds,
so that ‘shortages’ seemed less of a problem than just keeping track of the
proliferation. However, this abundance does not necessarily translate into better
evidence for policy making. For example, what is still lacking is the ability to ask
the right questions at the senior level, then to mobilize relevant research around
those questions. “You must head where you want/need to go and know where that
is”. (TGN 1 p.22)
Some respondents felt the need for a stronger ‘challenge function’ as public servants had
become more risk adverse while being more often called upon to measure and assume
risk. The need for sound policy research to challenge commonly accepted wisdom occurs
8

The discussion in this paper is limited to the Federal Government but it is also relevant to other levels of
government.
9
Sutherland, S. (1993) ‘The Public Service and Policy Development’ in M.M.Atkinson (ed.) Governing
Canada: Institutions and Public Policy, Harcourt Brace, Toronto, quoted in Pal.
10
Homer-Dixon has highlighted this worrying paradox in several publications including The Ingenuity
Gap.
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frequently in the literature (see for example Mayone, Pal, and Peters). The enthusiasm
with which the media take up particular issues, interpret and then drop them highlights
the importance of framing an issue appropriately, questioning the ‘common wisdom’
surrounding it and conducting a thorough investigation.
Expectations and Attribution
It is clear that linking the production and presentation of research results to a change in
public policy is difficult. There are multiple contextual and external factors, including but
not limited to politics, over which the research manager has no control but which
influence the policy-makers in deciding whether to look seriously at particular research
findings.11 One of the few cases in which observers agree research directly influenced
policy was the adoption of the Chicago School economists’ approach to economic policy
by the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile. A contrasting example is the way in which
deregulation took hold in the United States. Research was only one element in the
interplay of forces leading to a spate of deregulations (Mayone 165). Not many will want
to follow the Chilean model.
A more modest aim is to influence policy-making through problem definition. It would
be presumptuous for a research network to claim that it alone had brought a problem to
public attention and defined the way in which it will be successfully addressed. On the
other hand, acting as a catalyst in problem definition and bringing new insights and new
actors to bear on the problem is a realistic and worthwhile ambition. A policy research
network can complement its contribution in defining a problem by illuminating the tradeoffs that are entailed in addressing it. With a given level of resources (financial, human
and ‘political capital’), government has to choose which problems to tackle and in what
order. Policy research can inform both the policy-makers and the public about the
expected costs of different options and thus contribute to matching preferences with
possibilities. These objectives suppose that the research network is prepared and able to
assume risks which public agencies are not assuming. It will have to accept that some of
the paths it explores turn out to be dead-ends and that some of its ideas will cause
friction.
Choosing a Niche in the Knowledge Market
The way an institute or network contributes to policy-making depends on its niche in the
knowledge market. The niche may be defined in terms of field of endeavour, type of
activity, time horizon and target audience. A first step in finding a niche should logically
be choosing a field of knowledge. This used to be relatively easy: economic, health or
science policy, for example. It is getting more difficult as the links between fields
previously seen as distinct become blurred. A second step is choosing a type of activity:
producing new knowledge, synthesizing findings, dissemination, foresight, advice,
consensus building or advocacy. Again the borderlines between these activities are not
fixed. Promoting citizen engagement, for example, can include virtually all these types of
activity. The time horizon within which the institute or network plans to have an impact
11

Lester and Wilds examine fifteen contextual, technical and bureaucratic factors including the age and
background of the policy-makers. Only two of these factors relate to the quality and timing of the research
product.
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will likely vary among its activities. The target audiences can include decision-makers,
opinion leaders, other intermediaries and final beneficiaries.
This first Part of our paper shows that an institute or network providing policy research
and advice needs to define its expectations carefully and realistically. The notions we
want to carry forward are: the enlightenment role of research, the potentially great yet
unpredictable demand for research results, the key function of problem definition and the
need to challenge accepted ways of thinking and consulting.
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Part II. Evaluation
Evaluating the work of a policy network entails identifying how it adds value to the
policy-making environment. The basic requirement is that its outputs be of quality:
scientifically robust, empirically-based, relevant to society and accessible to a busy reader
or listener. But, as we have seen in Part I, this will not guarantee that the network has an
influence on policy, and even if it did have such an influence, it would be difficult to
demonstrate the link between cause and effect given the multitude of forces weighing on
every policy decision. Casting the net wider to look at influence on the policy
environment rather than on discrete policy decisions is less ambitious but still
challenging. We want to be able to identify some outcomes or results which tell us
whether or not the network’s activities have added value. To see how we can do this, we
start with an overview of how evaluation has developed over the last three decades.
At a general level, evaluation is the systematic collection of information about the
operations and the outcomes of an activity to make judgements about it, improve its
effectiveness and inform decisions about its future.12 It usually includes an attempt to find
a causal link between activities and outcomes.13 Program evaluation has grown very
rapidly as a profession since the early 1970s when the demand for it took off in the
United States following the launch of major new programs under the ‘New Society’
initiative. In Canada and other Commonwealth countries, there was increased demand for
evaluation in the public sector in the 1990s as a result of the growing emphasis on
governance. Accountability, transparency and results-based management have become
the watchwords of good governance and the reference points for evaluation of public
sector performance.
As governments, particularly the Canadian Federal Government, invest more in providing
a supportive framework for citizens and businesses and less on providing them with
goods and services, evaluators are increasingly called upon to assess policies and policymaking in addition to programs. In turn, the work of policy research networks, institutes
and think tanks in attempting to influence policy is being evaluated. So although we
follow the literature in referring to ‘program evaluation’, we are looking for ways of
evaluating policy development outside as well as inside government.
Evaluation Methodologies
Evaluation concepts and methodologies have become increasingly sophisticated. Quinn
Patton examines the ways in which different evaluation schools support different methods
based on different philosophical interpretations of reality and of the role of the social
scientist. (Quinn Patton 2.Chapter 3). Without entering into this examination, we note
that the two most important issues for our purpose are how to go beyond outputs to
include outcomes and how to balance quantitative indicators with qualitative ones. The
two issues are related.
12

Adapted from Quinn Patton 2.10.
Pal quoting a definition from Wholey, notes that the core of evaluation includes “the measurement of
program performance - resource expenditures, program activities and program outcomes - and the testing of
the causal assumptions linking these three elements” (Pal 279).
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The simplest way to evaluate a program or an activity is to measure and cost all the inputs
and the outputs and compare the result with the way other, similar, programs or activities
use inputs to produce outputs. The activity being evaluated will score higher if it
produces the same outputs with fewer inputs or more outputs with the same inputs. Many
evaluations proceed this way although they present their approach in sophisticated
language. However, as soon as the object of the evaluation is more complicated than a
production line of standardized goods, this approach is unsatisfactory. In fact, it can be
damaging, as it encourages the program managers to maximize their production of
outputs which does not always further the program’s objectives.
To establish evaluation as an applied science, some of its early protagonists insisted that
evaluators should only use quantifiable indicators in their work. Quantitative data have
the advantage of comparability and once agreement has been reached on what numbers
the evaluator needs, it is usually relatively easy for him or her to collect and manipulate
them. However, there are limits to what numbers tell us. Qualitative data, on the other
hand, including what Quinn Patton calls ‘thick’ descriptions of what actually happened in
the course of moving from inputs to outputs, can provide much more information. They
can explain, for example, the relationships among the various actors and whether these
changed as a result of the activity, whether those managing it adapted it to respond to
unforeseen needs or circumstances, whether exogenous events impacted on it. This will
open up important questions such as the activity’s impacts on both clients and providers,
on any ‘side effects’ it may be having and on whether or not the results are replicable.
Yet the ‘quality’ of qualitative data is much more dependent on the skill, training and
integrity of the evaluator than is the case with quantitative data. Qualitative data are also
more difficult to compile, select and present than are quantitative ones. As a result,
evaluations based on qualitative data were considered inferior to those based on
quantitative data. However, the ‘war’ between the quantitative and qualitative schools
which raged in the 1970s and 1980s seems to have come to an end with agreement that
both have roles to play in good evaluations.14 In 1993, for example, the General
Accounting Office in the United States Federal Government formally recognized the
value of qualitative evaluation methods.
We need to remember that unlike scientific research, evaluation is not an end in itself but
a tool. Its value depends on its usefulness rather than on the purity of its scientific
method15. Managers and funders commission evaluations to reduce uncertainty, to see if
results can be replicated, to justify and legitimize resource allocation, and to improve the
program or activity. ‘Formative’ evaluations are undertaken, usually in the early years of
a program, to help its managers improve the ways in which it is working. They often rely
on qualitative data. ‘Summative’ evaluations are used to render an overall judgement
about the effectiveness of a program, whether it can be generalized and whether it merits
continued support. In commissioning summative evaluations, managers tend to adopt an
14

After describing this ‘war’ and concluding that it is over, Quinn Patton sets out detailed guidelines to
ensure rigour in qualitative evaluation. He also demonstrates that the quantitative approach is not
necessarily more value-neutral than the qualitative one (Quinn Patton 2).
15
As Pal notes, an ideal program assessment requires using a control group along the lines of the Social
Research and Development Corporation’s experiments with income supplementation but such an
experiment takes time, is very expensive and hence rare.
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auditing approach leading them to emphasize generating quantitative and comparable
data rather than richer qualitative data.
To choose the most appropriate approach, stakeholders commissioning an evaluation
should define what they want to find out and how the information will be used. Before
finalizing the choice of indicators, one evaluator presented a set of mock results to his
clients using a preliminary set of indicators and asked them questions such as ‘if these
were the findings from the evaluation would they tell you what you want to know? what
action would you take on the basis of such findings?’ This led the client and the
evaluator to revise the choice of indicators (Quinn Patton 1 p.305).
Evaluation Approaches in Canada and Elsewhere
In the 1980s and early 1990s, Canadian public sector agencies used evaluations primarily
to improve program management (Pal, Treasury Board Secretariat 1) in contrast to the
United States where summative evaluations were required for Congressional or State
Government approval of programs. But as the fiscal situation became tighter and
citizens’ scepticism about government grew, Canadian governments saw an increasing
need to demonstrate effectiveness and accountability. The Treasury Board Secretariat
(TBS) introduced a new management framework in 2000 called Results for Canadians. It
developed the Results-based Management and Accountability Framework in 2001 as a
tool to support the new management framework and set up a Centre for Excellence for
Evaluation to support a revised Evaluation Policy. The TBS had brought internal audit
and evaluation together in 1994, but the 2001 Policy separated them again, attempting to
distinguish the monitoring of compliance with government rules from the monitoring of
program effectiveness.
The Results-based Management and Accountability Framework (RMAF) is intended to
help managers measure and report on outcomes throughout the life of an activity. It is a
major improvement on traditional compliance audits. It distinguishes outputs from
outcomes, and, while it is presented in a linear manner, it recognizes the need for
feedback among the various steps. It attempts to investigate the effectiveness of a
program and thus to allow citizens to hold government to account for keeping its
commitments and achieving its goals. However, it has kept some elements of compliance
reporting and misses some important ‘results’. One of these is learning. A department’s
program may not achieve its objectives because of unforeseen events. Stakeholders could
learn from this failure if the evaluators had asked:
Why were the events unforeseen?
What could the decision-makers [minister] have done to anticipate them?
What has the department learned from the experience and how will the learning be
applied? (Centre for Collaborative Government)
Other possible ‘results’ are that the relationships among the people involved in the
program, within government (between agencies), with clients and possibly with
‘competitors’ have changed. The program may have revealed or provoked tensions. The
way in which they are resolved (or left unresolved) will be important for the future.
Implementing the program may have led its managers to change the program’s objectives
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or their ranking of them or otherwise modify it. This information will not usually be
captured in a RMAF.
We note that governments in the UK, New Zealand, Australia and the United States have
all been wrestling with how to demonstrate accountability and effectiveness in their
programs. They are all trying to evaluate their activities in terms of outcomes rather than
outputs and to move away from an exclusive focus on compliance. And they are all
facing similar difficulties 16 In fact, almost all evaluation plans developed today announce
that the evaluation will move beyond outputs to assess outcomes. But in practice
managers shear away from doing so for two main reasons. One is that they are reluctant
to be held accountable for an outcome over which they have little control. The other is
that they realize that they do not really know what the outcome will be nor even how to
identify it.
The Challenges of Outcome Evaluation
The first problem is defining an outcome or result. In the extensive documentation and
guidance on drawing up a RMAF and on evaluation on the TBS website, the key
definition is rather meagre. It reads: “Results (résultats) – relate to what was achieved.
They are the collection of impacts and outcomes associated with a program, policy or
initiative” (TBS 2). There is no methodology for linking outputs to outcomes or results.
This is not surprising. The outcomes and how a program or an activity produces them are
difficult to identify. A crucial decision is choosing the relevant level of result or outcome
we are looking for. An evaluation of the way Employment Insurance operates, for
example, may tell us that the program is delivering the service effectively but little about
the program’s impact on its ultimate objective, employment. This may or may not be
satisfactory depending on what we are looking for. It is hard to define the desired
outcome and how it is being achieved when the program aims at bringing about a
behavioural change such as reducing smoking or finishing high school. It is even harder
when we try to trace the impact of policy research on changing perceptions, for example,
raising awareness of the importance of early childhood education or the value of social
cohesion.
Several authors see the process and value of evaluation as pushing the stakeholders
(managers, funders and possibly clients) to spell out the links that they believe exist
which tie the program’s operations to the desired outcomes. Pal calls this the ‘program
theory’ (Pal p.281). Quinn Patton notes that this process may reveal quite weak
hypotheses about how outputs, such as more fully-staffed hospital beds or more teachers,
lead to desired outcomes, such as improved health or a higher percentage of high school
graduates. He stresses the need to specify the objectives of the program and the time
frame within which they are to be achieved very carefully before selecting indicators. We
can choose indicators which are easy to compile but may have a weak relationship with
the objectives of the program.17

16

The title of the New Zealand State Services Commission’s Occasional Paper No.7 “Looping the Loop:
Evaluating Outcomes and Other Risky Feats” is suggestive. See also TGN April 2000.
17
“I prefer to have soft or rough measures of important goals rather than highly precise, quantitative
measures of goals that no one cares much about” Quinn Patton 1.161.
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Selected case studies and descriptions of what happens in the course of implementing the
program or activity can reveal more about its outcomes than a set of standardized
indicators. Quinn Patton gives the example of an adult literacy program serving clients
with very different needs. Test results showed that on average clients’ reading skills only
improved by a 2.7 grade level in the first phase of the program. This suggests that the
program failed to prepare at least some of them for the modern workplace and could be
considered as a failure. But interviews revealed that these clients experienced an
enormous jump in their self esteem and in their potential as ‘citizens’ as a result of
participating in literacy programs (Quinn Patton 2). Case studies often reveal surprises in
terms of which features of a program make a difference. They can also reveal paths to
achieve the outcome or result which are different from those hypothesized when the
program was developed or even outcomes which are different from, but equally desirable
as, those originally intended. To obtain this information, Quinn Patton proposes using
‘purposeful sampling’ and ‘thick descriptions’ rather than standardized data. Such
methods entail the exercise of personal judgement by the evaluator and collaboration
between him or her and the program managers which can be problematic, particularly in
summative evaluations.
Evaluating Policy Research
There are few models for evaluating the role of policy research and advice. We found
proposals for indicators to evaluate policy development and advice within government in
the United Kingdom and in Western Australia. 18 These are interesting for their
enumeration of requirements such as ‘forward looking approach with accurate
identification of emerging issues’, ‘evidence of consultation with all key stakeholders’, a
‘whole-of-government focus’. But the mandate and expectations of policy development
within a government department are quite different from those of an outside, independent
institute or network.
Looking outside government, Abelson uses a quantitative review of Canadian and
American think tanks in terms of media citations and appearances before Parliamentary
and Congressional Committees to investigate their influence on policy. On the basis of
these, and of data on consultations with Canadian think tanks recorded by various federal
departments, he concludes that in Canada “there is no correlation between media
visibility and government consultations and between parliamentary testimony and
government consultations” (Abelson p.121)19. He observes that if frequent consultations
by a range of federal departments are an indicator of policy relevance then Canadian
think tanks with low media visibility may be the ones with most influence. However, he
is agnostic about the possibility of identifying and assessing policy influence.
Some evaluators use fundraising or repeat business as proxies for success in reaching
objectives. If an institute or network continues to get grants and contracts, it has
succeeded in maintaining its existence. However, this does not necessarily demonstrate
18

See, for example, “Performance Indicators for Policy Development and Advice” Appendix B. Preparing
Performance Indicators - A Practical Guide Government of Western Australia, Revd. April 1997.
19
Abelson notes that the survey conducted in 1994-5 on government consultations was flawed in several
respects such as the definition of think tanks and the failure to note the frequency and usefulness of the
consultations.
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that it has attained its objectives. The evaluator has to review these carefully before
adopting indicators of success.
Policy research as a ‘program’ attempts to influence behaviour in the sense of convincing
busy people to devote scarce time to new ways of looking at issues, to widen the circle of
individuals and groups that they consult, to reject the ‘not invented here’ syndrome and
learn from successful experiences outside their usual sphere of activities, to adopt a
longer time horizon. As TGN says:
….policy research capacity building in today’s world requires that people behave
differently; act more horizontally and collaboratively; share research information;
be comfortable with approximations and fluidity rather than definitive research
results; and relate to a variety of communities, ethnicities, points of view,
researchers from a large variety of institutions, citizens and elected decisionmakers. (TGN 1 p.5)
Yet there are dangers in looking for the value added of policy research in terms of
changing behaviour. It posits a link between cause and effect which we know is
impossible to demonstrate.20 It may also suggest that the network is nearer the advocacy
end of the spectrum spanning knowledge production and advocacy referred to above than
it wants to be. One way to avoid these dangers is to use ‘behaviour change’ in tandem
with ‘problem definition’ and to look for changes in the policy environment rather than
for influence on discrete policy decisions.

20

The Outcome Mapping approach to evaluation investigates changing behaviours as the principal
outcome of a program’s work. It avoids postulating causality by observing the behaviour changes without
relating them directly to outputs and by focusing on changes in the behaviours of a program’s partners, over
which it has no control, rather than on that of the ultimate beneficiaries or clients. See Earl et al.
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Summary
In Part 1 of this paper, we saw that there is a very strong potential demand for policy
research and advice in Canada. Governing is becoming more difficult while citizens are
becoming more demanding. Longstanding issues are unresolved and new ones are
proliferating. The scope of policy issues is broadening, the circles of stakeholders
widening and policy-makers’ time to address them has been shortened. We have
highlighted the role of research as enlightening policy-makers, the need for policy
networks to anticipate the opening-up of policy windows and to challenge accepted
thinking. We have used the expression ‘problem definition’ to sum up the contribution a
policy network can make. We have also shown that there is no guaranteed take up by
policy-makers of good policy research.
In Part II, we saw the difficulty of identifying the outcomes of a government program.
The difficulty is even greater when we come to examine policy research. A further
challenge is linking its outputs with the desired outcomes. We need to find a way of
describing the relationship between outputs and outcomes which give us the richness of
the experiences, including those which are unexpected and negative, while avoiding the
subjectivity of picking and choosing case studies to tell a good story.
Our investigation suggests that we should first explore the notion of problem definition to
better understand what we would expect to see if a policy network is in fact performing
this function. Without going into specifics, we would expect some new items on policymakers’ agendas, different ways of approaching problems which have proved impossible
to solve in the past, a wider circle of stakeholders consulted, learning from successful
experience elsewhere. Taking a positive view, the policy-making environment would
improve with greater trust among participants and more attention devoted to longer term
issues.21
The next step would be to develop indicators which are acceptable proxies or signals that
the policy network has a presence in the policy environment. One might be that senior
officials and business leaders repeatedly devote time to the network’s activities. A second
might be signs of opposition from decision-makers who feel challenged by different ways
of approaching familiar problems. A third might be evidence of sustained interest in the
network’s activities by stakeholders not previously engaged in policy discussions. These
indicators will, of course, be distinct from the network’s outputs such as publications and
workshops and should ideally be developed early on rather than in hindsight.
However, whatever the approach taken to examine the value added of a policy network,
both managers and evaluators have to recognize the impossibility of establishing a direct
causal link between policy research and policy decisions. They need to work together to
define their expectations in relation to the network’s mission and then adopt indicators
which combine objective observation with qualitative experience.

21

The Outcome Mapping methodology grades the evidence from the indicators its practitioners adopt into
the minimal, the promising and the optimal. It uses the expressions ‘expect to see’, ‘like to see’, ‘love to
see’. This gradation is useful in distinguishing significant results from results of a routine nature.
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