
109

Observations on Using Scientific  
Evidence in Practice and Policy-making 

Thomas A. Schwandt, professor,  
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, 
USA

Given that the use of scientific evidence in 
practical and political decision making can-
not basically be understood as an exercise in 
technical problem-solving, it seems reasona-
ble to examine what the use of evidence actu-
ally entails in real-life situations. This paper 
explains six points: Evidence is not the same 
as data. Evidence is neither a »base« nor a 
»foundation« for decision-making. Scienti-
fic evidence is only one of several kinds of 
knowledge necessary for policy-making. Use 
is not the same as a simple transfer of know-
ledge from producers to consumers and its 
subsequent immediate and direct application. 
Use is a collective, interactive phenomenon. 
To understand use, we need to pay more at-
tention to situated cognition, cognitive pro-
cesses, and argumentation. 
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This article examines whether insurance can 
serve as a metaphor to comprehend evalua-
tion and how it may influence the understan-
ding of evaluation in society. The perspective 
adds a rationalistic counterpoint to leading 
studies that perceive evaluation as a ritua-
lised practice. The article argues that evalu-
ation can be understood as insurance in the 
sense that evaluation distributes the risk of 
decision-making parallel to the distribution 
of economic risk of insurance. Additionally, 
the article identifies central differences bet-
ween insurance and evaluation, especially 
in regard to the two different logics at stake: 
market logic and hierarchy logic. The diffe-
rences imply that the costs of evaluation – in 
contrast to costs of insurance – are not pri-
marily born by those who benefit from the 
evaluation. Moreover, while risk sharing is 
typically desirable in an economic context, 
it is more ambiguous in a political context. 
Evaluation is often employed to enhance ac-
countability, yet, when evaluation is analysed 
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as insurance, it becomes clear that evaluation 
also diffuse accountability. 

Eight attention points when evaluating 
political reforms
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This article analyses the challenges related 
to evaluations of major policy reforms. It is 
based on a meta-evaluation of the evaluation 
of the NAV reform in Norway, who was both 
a significant reorganization of the central, 
regional and local government and a social 
policy reform. Meta Evaluations assess the 
usefulness of one or more evaluations and 
should not be confused with meta-analyses. 
The purpose of this meta-evaluation was to 
identify general principles for organizing the 
evaluations of large political-administrative 
reforms.

Based on the analysis eight crucial points of 
attention when evaluating large scale politi-
cal-administrative reforms are elaborated. We 
discuss their reasons and argue that Denmark 
and other countries can learn from the expe-
rience of Norway.
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political-administrative reforms:  
A comparative analysis

Karen N. Breidahl, adjunkt, Institut  
for Statskundskab, Aalborg Universitet,  
knb@dps.aau.dk

Gunnar Gjelstrup, lektor, Institut for  
Statskundskab, Københavns Universitet,  
gg@ifs.ku.dk

Morten Balle Hansen, professor, Institut  
for Statskundskab, Aalborg Universitet, 
mbh@dps.aau.dk

Hanne Foss Hansen, professor, Institut  
for Statskundskab, Københavns Universitet, 
hfh@ifs.ku.dk

Large-scale national political-administrative 
reforms are a rare evaluand in the evaluation 
literature for at least two reasons. First such 
interventions are relatively less frequent than 
the countless changes happening in for in-
stance the health care sector and the educati-
on systems. Second although their frequency 
seems to have increased in recent decades 
they are often not evaluated. This article pro-
vides a systematic comparative analysis of 
recent evaluations of two large-scale natio-
nal political-administrative reforms. Two of 
the largest political-administrative reforms 
in the Nordic countries in the 2000s were the 
reform of labor and welfare administration in 
Norway (NAV reform) and the local gover-
nment reform in Denmark. The two reforms 
have a number of characteristics in common 
– also with other major political and admini-
strative reforms. They were adopted centrally 
by the Parliament (Folketing/Storting), they 
affected large parts of the public sector and 
the population, they had several and partly 
incompatible objectives and they developed 
and changed over time. Furthermore the two 
reforms were characterized by a focus on 
formal structural change as the main policy 
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instrument and included both the state, regio-
nal and local level of public administration. 
Finally and crucial in this context, both re-
forms have been evaluated. The systematic 
comparative analysis of the evaluations of 
the two reforms use four theoretical lenses: 
A rational instrumental perspective, a politi-
cal interest-based perspective, an institutional 
cultural perspective and a chaos perspective. 
The analysis shows that despite the reforms 
similarities their evaluations were organized 
in very different ways and had very different 
impact. While the evaluation of the NAV re-
form in Norway was organized as a research-
based external evaluation, the evaluation of 
Danish municipal reform was organized as 
an internal evaluation where key stakeholders 
got evaluation responsibilities. And while the 
evaluation of the NAV reform was used main-
ly for knowledge-building and creating de-
bate, the evaluation of the local government 
reform was used instrumentally to adjust the 
division of labor between levels of govern-
ment in selected areas of activity.

Performance management  
in Danish municipalities after the crisis
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This article presents the results of six qualita-
tive case studies of performance management 
in Danish municipalities after the economic 
crisis in 2009. It is argued that the munici-
palities have adapted their performance ma-
nagement practices to the new conditions of 
austerity, and that they aim for more strategic 
use of performance goals and measurements 
as a tool for prioritization of programs and 

expenses. This development is, for example, 
expressed through the arrangement of po-
litical goals and targets into hierarchies and 
through the use of performance targets in the 
budgeting process. At the same time, the mu-
nicipalities have deemphasized the develop-
ment of common performance management 
systems for decentralized service providers. 

A performance evaluation of sanctions  
on municipal accounts in Denmark,  
2010-2013 

Søren Kjær Foged, ph.d.-studerende  
ved Institut for Statskundskab,  
Københavns Universitet, skf@ifs.ku.dk

This article evaluates the low-based sanctions 
on the municipal accounts in Denmark intro-
duced by the Danish government in 2011. 
The evaluation examines the effect of the 
sanctions relative to some selected evaluation 
criteria that are used to form hypotheses. The 
hypotheses concern the municipalities’ ability 
to stay within the budgeted expenditures, the 
precision of the budget relative to the actual 
spending and finally whether the effect of the 
sanctions differ according to the municipali-
ties’ financial situation and the policy sector 
in question. The hypotheses are tested by the 
use of multiple regression on data from 2010 
to 2013. The evaluation finds that the muni-
cipalities have indeed improved their ability 
to keep within their budget, but that the mu-
nicipalities have not improved the spending 
precision relative to the budget. Furthermore, 
affluent municipalities are affected more by 
the sanctions than entities under higher fiscal 
stress, while schools, day-care and the spe-
cialized social area are the mostly affected 
policy sectors. 
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Do performance indicators lead  
to clarity for employees?

Peter Dahler-Larsen, professor,  
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One of the main purposes of performance in-
dicators is to communicate clearly to emplo-
yees what needs to be done in the organiza-
tion. However, significant empirical variation 

is found in the extent to which two compa-
rable groups of public employees (upper se-
condary level school teachers and language 
teachers) find that performance indicators 
provide clarity. Qualitative data that describe 
the characteristics of their indicator systems 
and the organizational contexts in which they 
operate help us understand the sources of cla-
rity/unclarity. Finally, the pros and cons of 
clarity are discussed in a public management 
perspective and in a democratic perspective. 


