Evidence-Based Policy-Making: Challenges and Rewards

Evidence-based policy-making is becoming more prominent in public debate in Australia, with the Prime Minister declaring it to be a central element of the Government’s agenda for the public service.
Effective evidence-based policy-making requires that every stage of the policy development process is informed by evidence. Collecting data, investing in research, ensuring that policy-makers have the appropriate skills to discriminate between evidence which is reliable and useful, and that which is not—all are essential tools in devising sound evidence-based policy. Evidence should also be open to rigorous public and professional debate and independent evaluation. In addition to validating evidence, transparency can help governments to gauge community reaction to ideas in their formative stages and therefore better anticipate the likely consequences of pursuing different courses of action.
In the absence of the best available evidence, policy-makers are severely hamstrung in their capacity to advise governments. Conversely, robust and publicly available evidence and analysis can play a pivotal role in countering the negative effects of sectional pressure and better inform the wider community about the strengths and weaknesses of what is put before them. Good evidence can also ‘ameliorate’ or ‘neutralise’ political obstacles thereby making reforms more feasible.
This paper outlines seven pre-requisites for successful evidence-based policy-making:

1. selecting the correct methodology for the analytical approach chosen;
2. data of a high (or the highest) quality, such as that provided by the Australian Bureau of Statistics and the national databases it has generated;

3. evidence which is open to scrutiny by an array of experts and the public, or ‘transparency’;

4. a recognition that evidence-building takes time, a commodity not always in plentiful supply for governments who may be required to act quickly;

5. good evidence requires good people; ‘You can’t have good evidence, you can’t have good research, without good people’;

6.  independence, especially in evaluating technical research, is of paramount importance; and
7. a policy-making process receptive to evidence at every stage of the policy development cycle—the most significant pre-requisite of all.
Public servants have a key role to play in the evidence-based policy process, and need to  provide ‘frank and fearless’—indeed, when necessary, ‘robust’—advice to the Government in apprising it fully of the possibilities, progress and consequences of policy initiatives. Public servants must also:
· make better use of existing government frameworks, such as the recently upgraded regulation assessment requirements, which are based on a best practice ‘policy cycle’ containing explicit provision for evidence to be utilised at each step;

· utilise the new working group structure of COAG to best effect;

· rebuild organisational capacity by recruiting more social science and economics graduates and improving cross-service evaluation;

· make better use of external contractors by identifying more clearly how they can assist in devising better public policy and by having their findings independently reviewed; and

· design and fund all government programmes with future evaluation and review in mind. As the paper stresses: ‘Instead of being seen as an extra or a luxury, data for policy evaluation needs to be recognised as a necessity—and a funding priority right now if we are serious about developing an evidence-based approach.’
The paper concludes that current practice in this area is continuing to fall short, and addressing this is now largely up to the public service. The APS needs to improve its capacity to deliver evidence-based policy advice, and enhance political understanding of what that entails if the Government’s national reform agenda is to succeed.
This paper, Evidence-Based Policy-Making: Challenges and Rewards, forms part of the APS Commission’s Contemporary Government Challenges series, and was written by the Chairman of the Productivity Commission, Mr Gary Banks AO.
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