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Abstract
As the evidence-based policymaking (EBPM) movement grew in the last few decades, public
policymakers increasingly have claimed their policies to be based on scientific evidence as
opposed to policies based on ideology or opportunism. Parallel to this movement, an academic
debate occurred between the EBPM-, the pessimistic- and the “factor-affecting” approach about
when and how policymakers use evaluations. However, as research primarily has focused on
evaluation use in public health and environmental policy, we know relatively little about social
policies informed by the social sciences. Therefore, this thesis analyzes the Dutch higher
education and participation policy of cabinet Rutte III (2017-2021). This study identifies how
and when policymakers use evaluations through interviews and a content and discourse analysis
of policy documents. Unlike many studies that approach evaluation use as a single binary
variable, this thesis adopts the instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic categories of evaluation
use to include the indirect impact and political function that evaluations may fulfill. This study
concludes that evaluation use can be seen as a half-empty or a half-full glass. A half-empty glass
as the pessimistic approach is the most accurate viewpoint to explain evaluation use.
Policymakers cherry-pick, exaggerate, distort, and search for evidence to justify their predetermined political goals. A half-full glass as policymaker use evaluations to genuinely impact
people’s lives positively. This inquiry helps citizens better comprehend the limitations of social
science research and how policies come about, and it provides practical guidance to develop a
well-informed political opinion about the responsibilities of policy actors.
Keywords: Instrumental, conceptual, symbolic, policy evaluations, social policy, social science
research, politics.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Over the last few decades, public policymakers have claimed their policies to be ‘evidencebased’ (Head 2013). Scientific evidence about the effectiveness, efficiency, and quality of
policy programs obtained a central role in policymaking. Policy evaluations became the most
prominent tool to produce this evidence and monitor policy measures’ rollout and
performances (Colin 2012). Policymakers increasingly started to use evaluations to enhance
their policies to impact people’s lives positively and account for their choices publicly as they
make decisions with public tax money. Moreover, periodic evaluations became legally
anchored, and governments increasingly reached out to research institutes to provide
evidence-based guidance and to systematically review Ministerial policies for them (Smet
2013). The underlying assumption of ‘evidence-based policymaking’ (EBPM) is that policies
based on ideology, ignorance, opportunism, prejudice, and common sense are ruled out (Head
2013). Indeed, objective scientific evidence removes the political angle and informs
policymakers directly about responding to societal problems, governments claim.
EBPM was the new norm and that became visible in many countries. One of the most
famous and earliest examples can be found in the 1990s in the United Kingdom (UK). Prime
Minister Tony Blaire proclaimed his “government’s commitment to policymaking based on
hard evidence [..] and, as in education, or NHS reforms, or fighting crime, we must always be
looking at the outcomes of policies – the benefits in people’s lives – not the process” (Davies
2012, p.41). More recently, the Dutch cabinet Rutte III announced to share this commitment
to evidence-based policymaking. In 2017, the cabinet proclaimed to start the operation
“Insight in Quality” (Dutch: Inzicht in Kwaliteit) to “increase the social added value of public
money by gaining more insight into the impact of policy and acting accordingly […] this means
continuing or scaling up policies that are effective and adjusting policies that are not yet
functioning properly. It also means that we stop taking measures that are not effective or have
too many unwanted side effects” (FIN 2018, p.2).
As governments declared to utilize scientific evidence for policy decisions, academic
interest to study the impact of evidence-based policy evaluations started to grow. In
particular, a theoretical debate occurred about the conditions under which policymakers use
evaluations. Three approaches that contribute to this debate can be distinguished. The first
theoretical approach, the EBPM approach, highlights the benevolent rationales of
policymakers to improve policies in terms of effectiveness, efficiency, and quality. Just like
governments these authors adopt the term EBPM. They perceive public policymaking as a
type of technical decision-making in which evaluations directly impact the policy direction
(Parkhurst 2017). The pessimistic approach, however, criticized the EBPM approach.
According to the pessimists, policy evaluations do not directly impact policy if evaluations’
results contradict the political priorities of the politicians in charge (e.g., Court & Young 2003;
Montuschi 2009). EBPM is just a rhetorical tool to disguise “ideology-based policymaking”
and malevolent political opportunism. Finally, the third approach identifies practical and
contextual variables that seem to condition the use of policy evaluations. In this body of
literature, the “factor-affecting” literature, scholars have claimed that the personal
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characteristics of policymakers and evaluators, the nature of policy evaluations, and the
organizational context determine the use of policy evaluations (Nutley et al. 2007).
However, there are three hiatuses in the academic literature on this topic. First, social
policies informed by social science research are understudied. The three approaches that I
just described are primarily based on research about the conditions under which
policymakers use evaluations in environmental- and public health policies (Murray & Lopez
1996; Niessen & Rutten 2000; Dobrow, Goel & Upshur 2004; Anderson et al. 2005; Holmes &
Clark 2008; Likens 2010; Brownson et al. 2018). Nonetheless, we know relatively little about
how policymakers use evidence from social science research for social policy (ex. Smith &
Smith 2000). According to many definitions, public health belongs to the social domain. For
instance, Blakemore and Griggs (2007, p.1) define social policies by their “aim to improve
human welfare and to meet human needs for education, health, housing, and social security.”
However, education, housing, and social security policies distinguish themselves from
environmental- and public health policies by the robustness of scientific evidence and the
methods that evaluators employ (Baldock et al. 2012; Parkhurst 2017; Chupein & Glennerster
2018). As Parkhurst (2017) notes, the natural sciences often adopt experimental research
designs, such as randomized controlled trials (RCTs), that produce very robust evidence
about the effectiveness of policies. In education, housing, and social security policies,
evaluators often cannot adopt experimental research designs as this is legally prohibited and
ethically undesirable (Van Echtelt et al. 2019). For example, to measure the effectiveness of
social security benefits, researchers cannot create a control group and experimental group if
that means that some people are excluded from social security benefits. Scholars suggest that
this difference in evidence is fundamental because it may indicate that policy evaluations
cannot provide clear-cut solutions to policymakers, nor can evaluations provide insights into
the general effectiveness of policies, which assumes a different use of evaluations (Parkhurst
2017).
The second hiatus is that the “factor-affecting” approach, the third approach that I
described above, is still in its infancy. Many variables from this body of literature have not
been linked to more sophisticated conceptual frameworks about the uses of policy
evaluations due to varying definitions of use. Variables that relate to the personal
characteristics of policymakers and evaluators, the nature of policy evaluations, and the
organizational context have only been linked to the use or non-use of policy evaluations.
However, in this body of research, “‘use’ is discussed as a single binary variable – as if
evidence can be ‘used’ or ‘not used,’ ‘taken up’ or ‘not taken up” (Parkhurst 2017, p.24). This
simplistic dichotomy has been rejected frequently since the 1970s, as authors started to
expound on three types of use: instrumental use, conceptual use, and symbolic use (e.g., Weiss
1979; Hoppe 2005). Nonetheless, few authors have endeavored to link these “factor-affecting”
variables to the instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic uses of policy evaluations.
Before I proceed to the third gap, I will first explain why the mentioned gaps are
relevant to address. First, as studies into environmental- and public health policies
predominate in the literature, it is relevant to study social policies informed by social science
research to update our beliefs about the uses of policy evaluations. Indeed, academics have
suggested that policymakers use evaluations differently in this domain (Parkhurst 2017).
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Second, it is relevant to link the “factor-affecting” variables to the instrumental, conceptual,
and symbolic uses of evaluations to incorporate the indirect impact of policy evaluations into
theoretical approaches about the conditions under which policymakers use evaluations. The
authors that adopted the simplistic dichotomy of ‘use’ and ‘non-use’ missed out on the
indirect impact that evaluations can have on policy outcomes, and the political function of
evaluations. “Use” supposedly means that policymakers directly make decisions based on
evidence in the short term (Parkhurst 2017). If this is not the case, then authors have argued
that policymakers do not use evaluations. However, as one will see in chapter 2, the
instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic uses suggest that evaluations can have a political
function and indirect impacts in the long term. It is fundamental to examine the direct and
indirect impact policy evaluations may have to not sell ourselves short and better understand
evaluation use. Finally, in general, it is relevant to study the factors that influence evaluation
use and how scientific research interacts with policies to improve our comprehension of the
complex reality of policymaking.
The third gap is a methodological one. Many scholars conducted interviews,
questionnaires, and surveys as the primary data collection methods to investigate the uses
and variables that condition the uses of evaluations by policymakers (e.g., Oh 1997; De Goede
et al. 2012). However, relatively few authors adopted a qualitative approach and triangulated
the methods, which means that scholars use more than one method to collect data and
examine a research question. Using multiple data from different sources can increase the
confidence and validity of the findings and provide a more comprehensive depiction of the
subject under study (Heale & Forbes 2013). As most researchers that studied the conditions
under which policymakers use evaluations utilized surveys and interviews, the field requires
more in-depth analyses based on a triangulation of methods and a document analysis (Nutley
et al. 2007). In particular, the document analysis will be relevant because it may generate
many empirical examples, and it may cope with the desirability bias that interviews often
bring along (Seidman 2006).
Following the scientific relevance of this thesis, I will aim to answer the following
research questions:
When and how do policymakers use evaluations in social policy informed by social science
research? When and how do policymakers use policy evaluations in the higher education and
participation policy of the Dutch cabinet Rutte III (2017-2021)?
The first question is the overarching research question of this thesis, and the second question
is the operational research question. This thesis will examine if existing theoretical
approaches about evaluation use in environmental- and public health policies apply to the
higher education and participation policy of the Dutch cabinet Rutte III (2017-2021). I will
test the EBPM approach, the pessimistic approach, and the “factor-affecting” approach on
their applicability to policies informed by social science research. I have chosen the higher
education and participation policy because both policies are social policies informed by social
science research (Blakemore & Griggs 2007). Moreover, both cases can be seen as ‘mostlikely’ or ‘least-likely’ cases (Gerring 2017), respectively for the evidence-based policymaking
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and the pessimistic approach, as the cabinet Rutte III proclaimed to increase the social added
value of public money by monitoring, adjusting, and evaluating policies (Algemene
Rekenkamer 2021). These cases, therefore, could update our prior theoretical beliefs about
how policymakers use evaluations in social policies informed by social science research
(Gerring 2006).
Apart from the scientific relevance, this thesis has societal significance as well. As the
ultimate goal of policy evaluations is to increase the social added value of public money by
gaining more insight into the impact of policy, this research can demonstrate to Dutch citizens
how policymakers use their tax money and for what purpose (Algemene Rekenkamer 2021).
Therefore, the results of this thesis are a democratic check on policymakers’ behavior. Dutch
citizens will learn how cabinet Rutte III uses scientific research in decision-making. Moreover,
it will show if the pessimistic presumption of the Dutch population that Ministers and state
secretaries only use scientific evidence when it suits them, is valid (Van den Broek-Honingh &
De Jonge 2018). Furthermore, this study could contribute to a better understanding of how
scientific research helps policymakers to solve societal problems. Simultaneously, this thesis
shows the limitations and intricacy of social science research. These insights are relevant for
society because they may show citizens that science always carries a degree of probability and
is not about finding the absolute truth. Finally, this thesis may help the public comprehend the
trade-offs that policymakers have to make in a complex environment consisting of policy
actors with different interests and responsibilities. In particular, the analyses of the higher
education- and participation policy will show that the central government in the Hague
cannot be held accountable for all flaws that occur in the execution of these policies, while this
frequently happens (Van der Wende et al. 2019). Higher education institutions and
municipalities carry out their own policies and – for a great part – distribute the money they
receive from the central government to their preferences. Insight into the responsibilities of
these different actors may help to understand why policy goals are not always reached and
provides practical guidance to develop a well-informed political opinion that may have
implications for the next political elections.
The thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 will describe how evaluations became an
indispensable part of the policymaking process, policymakers’ main goals and purposes of
evaluating policies, and the definition of policymakers that I will adopt. Subsequently, I will
elaborate on the instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic uses of policy evaluations and
discuss how the EBPM -, pessimistic-, and “factor-affecting” approach reflect on these uses.
Chapter 3 describes the methods that I employ to analyze the Dutch higher education and
participation policy from the cabinet Rutte III. To triangulate the methods and address the
methodological gap in the literature, I will conduct interviews and examine policy documents
and video footage of parliamentary debates through a discourse and direct content analysis.
Chapter 4 analyzes the case studies in detail and integrate the insights from all sources into
one compelling narrative. Finally, chapter 5 will answer the research question and discusses
the main findings and implications, and recommendations for further research.
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework
As I outlined in the introduction, I will examine when and how policymakers use evaluations
in social policy informed by the social sciences. This question is relevant for two main
reasons. The first reason is that this thesis will address an empirical gap. Previous studies
predominantly studied the role of policy evaluations in environmental- and public health
policies. However, we know relatively little about how policymakers use evaluations in the
policies informed by social science research, even though they are reasons to believe that
policymakers use evaluations differently due to the probabilistic and less robust nature of
scientific evidence from the social sciences (Davies 2012). Second, researchers have not
linked many contextual and practical factors that influence the uptake of policy evaluations to
more advanced conceptualizations of use. Academics have connected variables from the
“factor-affecting” literature to the use or non-use or policy evaluations. However, these
authors regard evaluation-use as a single binary variable (Parkhurst 2017), whereas
policymakers can use evaluations in three ways: instrumentally, conceptually, and
symbolically (Weiss 1979; Hoppe 2005).
To address both gaps in the literature, this thesis will be a combination of theory-testing
and theory-generating research. This mixture has some implications for the structure of this
chapter. However, before I discuss the theoretical approaches, the first section outlines policy
evaluations’ primary purposes and definitions, and illustrates how policy evaluations became
a pivotal aspect of policymaking. Subsequently, I will explain the instrumental, conceptual,
and symbolic uses of policy evaluations. The third section discusses the EBPM approach, the
pessimistic approach, and the “factor-affecting” approach. I extracted the approaches from
literature about evaluation use in public health- and environmental policy, and they will be
put to the test in the analysis on their applicability to policies informed by social sciences.
2.1. Definitions: policy evaluations and policymakers
Nowadays, policy evaluations seem to be an omnipresent part of policymaking. However,
evaluations have not always been a self-evident component. Many authors point to different
moments when policy evaluations emerged and became an intrinsic part of the policymaking
process. Some say it started in the 1930s in the USA, whereas, others argue it started after the
Second World War in the UK - rooted in the ‘policy research tradition’ (Collin 2012, p.6).
Regardless of the exact starting point, the ‘new public management’ (NPM) movement in the
1970s and 1980s significantly boosted policy evaluation use worldwide (Christensen &
Laegreid 2006). This movement was inspired by the neoliberal agenda focused on
transferring values from the private sector, such as efficiency and effectiveness, to the public
sector. This sector was in an increased need to spend money wisely and make policies
function better to lower costs. Therefore, measuring effectiveness and progression became
one of the core elements of public policymaking. As a result, the focus shifted from input - the
money that policymakers invested in a policy program – to output – the extent to which the
invested capital generated positive and effective results. Since the NPM movement, policy
evaluations became a significant element of the policymaking process to control public

| 13

expenditure and to get insight into the effectiveness, efficiency, and quality of policies
(Christensen & Laegreid 2006). Ex-ante, ex-durante, and ex-post policy evaluations became
the tools for policymakers to produce evidence about their policy programs’ effectiveness,
efficiency, and quality.
But what are the main features and purposes of policy evaluations? Hundreds of
monographs and thousands of academic articles have been dedicated to this question. Many
authors have successfully tried to discern the fundamental characteristics of policy
evaluations. However, as this discussion is pervasive, I will not reproduce it here. Instead, I
will briefly summarize the primary purposes and features of policy evaluations mentioned in
the literature.
Broadly speaking, policy evaluations have two goals. As mentioned, the first goal is to
enhance policy programs in terms of effectiveness and efficiency to positively impact people’s
lives (Howlett et al. 2009; Colin 2012). Policy evaluations are generally seen as the
assessment of a policy program, plan, or project, based on evaluation criteria targeted at
getting insight into the effectiveness and efficiency of a program. Effectiveness, here, refers to
the extent to which policy measures achieve policy goals. Efficiency refers to the question how
the same policy goal can be achieved with fewer policy instruments (Howlett et al. 2009).
Policy measures should be efficient because they are funded with public tax money. The
second purpose of policy evaluations is to justify or legitimize a policy choice or position
(Weiss 1998; Howlett et al. 2009; Colin 2012). Policymakers should account for their choices
towards the Parliament and the electorate. Evaluations are a great vehicle to assess the
effectiveness of a policy, provide great insights into the spending of public tax money, and
improve the Parliament’s monitoring function in democracy. In short, policymakers use
evaluations to improve civilians’ lives and account for how they invest public money.
The central research component of policy evaluations makes it possible to use
evaluations for these two purposes. Scientific methods produce reliable and systematic
evidence that demonstrates the quality of a policy that policymakers can use to improve
policies and justify that their policy choices are effective or efficient. Therefore, authors often
describe policy evaluations as a “research-based activity” (Colin 2012, p.6). Moreover, many
authors in the evaluation use literature approach research and policy evaluations similarly
(e.g., cf. Weiss 1979 & Weiss 1998). Therefore, I will consider any research that evaluates or
assess the effectiveness, efficiency, and quality of policy measures to be a policy evaluation.
Indeed, in essence, policy evaluations can be seen as an applied form of research about the
assumptions that underlie a policy, or a policy’s effectiveness and efficiency (Clarke 2011).
Finally, I will turn to the discussion about the definition of policymakers. Traditionally,
policymakers are ‘those who govern’ or ‘people who make policy’ (Cairney 2016, p.3).
Ministers and State Secretaries, civil servants, and policy officers that work at ministries are
often considered part of this group of policymakers. Often, authors refer to this group of
policymakers as “big P” policymakers (e.g., Cairney 2016). Next to that, those
who make and influence policies are seen as “small p” policymakers (Cairney 2016). For
instance, political parties, external stakeholders, the media, and the electorate influence a
policy decision as well. For the exploratory nature of this study and pragmatic reasons of time
and space, in this thesis, I will focus on “big P” policymakers.
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2.2. How can policymakers use evaluations?
As we have discussed the main features and purposes of evaluations and definitions of
policymakers, I will explain how policymakers can use evaluations. Many authors have
treated the use of policy evaluations as a single binary variable as if policymakers ‘use’ or ‘not
use’ evaluations (Parkhurst 2017). Academics, however, consider this dichotomy too
simplistic and often adopt more sophisticated conceptualizations of use. Notably, the
American policy analysist Carol Weiss (1979) distinguished between the instrumental,
conceptual, and symbolic uses of policy evaluations. Many academics employed her
conceptualization in their analyses and built on it (e.g., Radaelli 1995; Hoppe 2005; Nutley et
al. 2007; Clarke 2011).
The first use she identified is the instrumental use. This use describes a process in which
policymakers depend on collected data about the performance of their policy and make direct
decisions based on the data. Its use departs from the assumption that policymakers face
societal problems but lack information to solve those problems and make well-informed
decisions (Weiss 1979). Policy evaluations are the missing link that helps the policymaker to
make the best decision. Radaelli (1995) argues that instrumental use refers to taking direct
policy actions based on policy evaluation results. Furthermore, Clarke (2011) contends that
policymakers use evaluations instrumentally when they make observable changes in how a
program operates. This could be the case when policymakers directly implement new policy
measures after insights from evaluations. The instrumental use of evaluations is based on a
notion of policymaking as a ‘knowledge-driven’ or ‘problem solving’ activity (Weiss 1979).
Policymakers use evaluations conceptually when evaluation findings change the
understanding of policy problems, affect how policymakers think about a problem, or when
evaluations redefine the policy or political agenda (Clarke 2011). Here, the fundamental
condition is that policymakers are “enlightened” by evaluations (Weiss 1979). Policymakers,
therefore, do not immediately take up evaluations in the sense that changes are made in
policies. Instead, evaluations percolate the policymaking process and have an indirect impact.
Nutley et al. (2007) argue that conceptual uses are ‘the complex and often indirect ways in
which research can have an impact on the knowledge, understanding, and attitudes of
policymakers and practitioners” (Nutley et al. 2007, p.37). The content of policy evaluations
may result in policymakers reflect on the tasks, activities, and internal structure of a policy
program, which may lead, in the long term, to a proposition of new policy alternatives. To
provide a concrete example, Rossi, Freeman, and Lipsey (1999) analyzed the extent to which
policymakers used evaluation results about effective and efficient welfare- and health
services. They found that specific programs about health- and welfare services were costly
and sometimes inefficient. However, they did not take direct policy measures, nor did they
change the course of the policy drastically.
In the long term, however, the conceptual use could lead to instrumental changes in
policies. Thus, conceptual and instrumental uses of policy evaluations find themselves in a
continuum that is connected to stages of policy changes. Conceptual use relates to awareness,
knowledge, and understanding, which may flow into an instrumental use, leading to a direct
policy change. Even though the relationship between conceptual and instrumental uses is
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seen as a two-way continuum, often conceptual uses of policy evaluations flow into
instrumental uses of evaluations. However, this does not signify that conceptual uses of
evaluations are a prerequisite for evaluations to be used instrumentally. Sometimes
policymakers can use evaluations instrumentally directly as well (Nutley et al. 2007). I have
visualized the relationship between the instrumental and conceptual uses of policy
evaluations in figure 1.

Figure 1: Continuum conceptual and instrumental uses
Source: Nutley et al. (2007, p.51).
Finally, policymakers use evaluations symbolically when they cherry-pick findings, exaggerate
results, or distort evidence (Weiss 1979). Many names that refer to the same concept have
been given to this type of use, such as persuasive use, strategic use, selective use, and political
use (Weiss 1979; Hoppe 2005; Weiss et al. 2005; Hertin et al. 2009; Clark 2011; Head 2013).
Weiss (1998) notes that evaluations are used as “ammunition” for self-serving purposes of
justification. Policymakers symbolically use evaluations, and evaluations are political tools to
justify or legitimize pre-existing or preferred policy measures. Only evaluation results that are
beneficial for policymakers will be seized to reach their political objectives. The supposedly
objective and neutral character of evaluations enables policymakers to use findings as an
argument to pursue their political goals. This type of use entails a technical bias, which is a
misuse or manipulation of evidence for political purposes (Parkhurst 2017). In sum, this type
of use suggests that policymakers have no genuine interest in the results of policy evaluations,
nor do they want to improve policies.
2.3. Theoretical approaches about the uses of policy evaluations
In this section, I will describe the EBPM approach, the pessimistic approach and the “factoraffecting” approach. All approaches suggest different uses of evaluations and primary
conditions under which the uses are more likely to occur. The hypotheses that I will formulate
here will be tested on their applicability to social policies informed by the social sciences. In
the “factor-affecting” approach I will generate a new hypothesis by linking “user-friendly”
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policy evaluations with management summaries to the instrumental and conceptual uses of
policy evaluations. These hypotheses will be put to the test in chapter 4.
2.3.1. Evidence-based policymaking approach
The EBPM approach is a dominant view in most post-war academic literature and is opposed
to the pessimistic approach. Many academics adopted the term EBPM from governments.
Indeed, for governments evidence-based policymaking is the best-known term to describe the
policy process. Many authors tried to define EBPM. However, only a few provided a specific
definition. For instance, Howlett et al. (2009) describe EBPM as an “effort to reform or
restructure policy processes by prioritizing data-based evidentiary decision-making criteria
over less formal or more ‘intuitive’ or experiental policy assessments in order to avoid or
minimize policy failures caused by a mismatch between government expectations and actual
on-the-ground conditions” (p.181). In general, however, scholars speak of EBPM when
policymakers use scientific evidence to make decisions in every phase of the policy cycle
(Smet 2013; Head 2013). The fundamental assumption of EBPM is that decisions based on
science remove political and ideological angles from the policymaking process (Cairney 2016;
Parkhurst 2017).
But what does this mean for the use of policy evaluations? In the academic literature,
EBPM refers to a radical instrumental use of policy evaluations (Weiss 1979). The approach
implies that policies are directly ‘based’ on evidence. The roots of this approach lie in the
evidence-based medicine and public health policies (Parkhurst 2017). For instance, clinical
policies were informed by rigorous and sound systematic evidence about the effectiveness of
particular medical interventions. In the 1970s and 1980s, in the NPM movement, these ideas
found their way to all sorts of public policies (Christensen & Laegreid 2006; Young 2011).
Values, such as efficiency and effectiveness, were transferred from the private sector to the
public sector. Soon governments started to produce evidence about the performances of their
policies to reach more efficient and effective returns. One of the main principles that are taken
up from evidence-based medicine and public health policies is the experimental methodology
and the randomized controlled trials to identify ‘what works’ (Parkhurst 2017, p.15).
The fundamental principle on which this approach is based is that of “instrumental
rationality” (Simon 1957; Cairney 2016). This means that policymakers have a specific goal to
improve policy programs in terms of efficiency and effectiveness. Therefore, they will use
evidence-based evaluations as a means to achieve this end. Simon (1957) and Cairney (2016)
also refer to this type of rationality as ‘synoptic or comprehensive rationality’. This term
suggests that policymakers are rational actors that can generate a clear sense of their
preferences and make conscious choices to achieve a goal. The primary intention or goal of
policymakers here is to improve policy programs to positively impact people’s lives instead of
achieving political goals in the pessimistic approach, that I will describe in the next section.
Many authors have noted that the EBPM approach reflects the idea that policymaking is seen
as a technical problem-solving activity (e.g. Weiss 1979; Greenhalgh & Russell 2009;
Parkhurst 2017). Important to note is that it is suggested here that for societal problems,
there are technical solutions that scientific evaluators propose. Public policies, therefore, can

| 17

be reduced to questions of effectiveness and efficiency (Greenhalgh & Russel 2009). This
approach has thus positivist and epistemological assumptions about evidence that is seen as
objective, scientific, and apolitical (Watkins 1994; Nutley et al. 2007). Policymakers do not
have all the knowledge and try to grasp social phenomena by objectively measuring effective
and efficient measures.
In general, this approach argues that scientific evidence comes first and is the primary
determinant for a policy decision (Cairney 2017). This would imply that policy evaluations
directly impact the course of action and heavily influence policy outcomes and behavior. In
other words, this means that recommendations or findings from policy evaluations that
suggest measures to improve the policies in terms of effectiveness, efficiency, and quality in
general, are used by policymakers. I have visualized this idea in figure 2. Due to the scientific
characteristics of policy evaluators, one could subdivide evaluators under ‘mission-oriented
researchers’ in the figure.

Figure 2: Instrumental rationality
Source: Nutley et al. (2007, p.102).

| 18

Based on this discussion, I will formulate the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: If policy evaluations contain recommendations for improving policies in terms of
quality, efficiency, and effectiveness, policymakers are likely to use these recommendations
instrumentally.
2.3.2. The pessimists
The second approach contends that policymakers use evaluations predominantly in
a symbolic fashion if it contradicts the political priorities of the policymaker (Weiss 1979). A
great example of the political uptake of policy evaluations can be observed in the work of
Smith (2013). She has studied health policy and tobacco policy in the UK and claimed that “it
makes more sense to study the political influence of ideas than evidence” (Smith 2013, p.108).
According to her, political ideology and ideas are not eliminated from the policy process.
However, they are likely to play a significant role in how policymakers use evaluations.
Furthermore, Montuschi (2009) argues that EBPM is just a rhetorical statement to show the
electorate how benevolent and genuine a policymaker is, rather than an accurate description
of the policy process. Instead, policymakers have political and ideological priorities and have
no intention to improve policies in terms of effectiveness, efficiency, and quality. Moreover, a
policymaker is a rational actor who makes trade-offs and pursues his or her normative
objectives by cherry-picking evaluation results and distorting or exaggerating scientific
evidence (Weiss 1979). Elements of evaluations that are beneficial or in line with the
priorities of members of government will be selectively picked out and emphasized. Nonbeneficial elements will be ignored by them (Court & Young 2003).
In other words, policy evaluations are just political tools to justify or legitimize predetermined or pre-existing political priorities (Cairney 2016). Whereas policymakers distort
or exaggerate the evidence, the appeal to evidence is used as a rhetorical strategy. The
scientific and impartial character of policy evaluations serves as proof that policymakers’
decisions are not based on political ideology but rather on objective and technical evidence.
This means that policymakers derive authority from evidence-based evaluations.
Policymakers use evaluations symbolically to increase the chance that a policy decision
results in a politically favored outcome and hide unwanted findings that could harm
policymakers or lead to an alternative policy direction (Parkhurst 2017). Policymakers are
seen as politicians that are not driven by scientific accuracy and rather assure their survival
or achieve political success. The reasons that policymakers behave accordingly lie in the
competitive nature of the political arena in which policymakers fight ideas and achieve
desired outcomes (Patton 1988). Some even go further and contend that evaluation is a
political activity (Patton 1988; Shadish et al. 1991; Radaelli 1995; Colin 2012). Evaluators are
always politically involved because they may act in line with their political ideas or the
ideological preferences of their superiors. Indeed, he who pays the piper calls the tune.
Nonetheless, in general, the genuine effort to improve and impact people’s lives positively by
using evaluations, however, is dismissed as a fairy tale or wishful thinking (Parkhurst 2017).
Achieving political goals is the paramount objective of policymakers.
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Based on this discussion, I will formulate the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: If results of a policy evaluation contradict a policymaker’s political priorities, then
it is likely that policymakers will use policy evaluations symbolically.
To clarify the differences between the EBPM- and pessimistic approach, in figure 3 and table
1, I have visualized the crucial notions that underpin the hypotheses that I formulated.

Figure 3: Conceptual model evidence-based policymaking- and pessimistic approach

Primary goals
policymakers
Evidence-based
policymaking
approach

Pessimistic
approach

Assumption about
policymakers’ goals:
To achieve political goals

Symbolic use of
policy evaluations

Assumption about
policymakers’ goals:
To enhance policies in terms
of effectiveness efficiency,
quality, and make a positive
impact on people’s life’s.

Instrumental use of
policy evaluations
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Table 1: Overview evidence-based policymaking- and pessimistic approach
Approach

Assumption about
policymakers’ goals

Evidence-based
policymaking
approach

Fixed sincere nature of politics

Pessimistic
approach

Fixed pessimistic
politics.

Use of policy
evaluations

To enhance policies in terms of
effectiveness, efficiency, quality,
and make a positive impact on
people’s life’s.
nature

of

Nature of policy
evaluations

Instrumental
use

Evaluation as an
apolitical
or
technocratic tool

Symbolic use

Evaluation as
political tool

Policymakers want to achieve
political goals

2.3.3. “Factor-affecting” approach
In the “factor-affecting” literature, many variables have been generated that condition the use
and non-use of policy evaluations (Nutley et al. 2007). This body of academic research has
signalled factors that seem to impact the uptake of evidence-based evaluations. Three
categories of variables can be distinguished here. The first category of variables relates to the
organizational context. The most common barriers that are mentioned in the literature are
the lack of time to read and process evaluations, and financial constraints to implement new
measures. Often, policymakers are faced with a high workload, continual demands for change,
and much pressure (Nutley et al. 2007, p.79). Moreover, policymakers have a limited budget
to act upon all results or recommendations (Rickinson 2005). Finally, organizations known
for their culture that is supportive of evidence, that function within an open political system,
and are characterized by good leadership are more likely to use policy evaluations (Funk et al.
1995). The second category of variables relates to the personal characteristics of
policymakers and evaluators (Nutley et al. 2007). Here, scholars argue that policymakers with
a higher level of education or experience with research are likely to use policy evaluations
(Booth et al. 2003; Rickinson 2005; Nutley et al. 2007). Some authors report that
policymakers who do not have research experience can have trouble grasping and
interpreting research findings (Sheldon & Chilvers 2000). Policymakers that do have this
experience are more likely to use evaluations for policymaking. Finally, the last category of
variables relates to the nature of policy evaluations. According to Nutley et al. (2007, p.68-72),
evaluations are more likely adopted if the results are straightforward and non-controversial.
Moreover, if a high quality characterizes evaluations and they originate from credible sources,

a

| 21

policymakers are also more likely to adopt them. Finally, user-friendly policy evaluations that
contain management summaries are more likely to be used, some claim (Lavis et al, 2005).
These variables on themselves, seem very likely to influence the uptake of policy
evaluations. However, there are two problems with research into these variables and how
they condition the use of policy evaluations. First, academics have only linked these factors to
the use or non-use of policy evaluations. Scholars make it seem like evaluations can ‘used’ or
‘not-used’, treating the use of policy evaluations as a single binary variable (Parkhurst 2017).
As we have seen in the previous section, there are three ways in which policy evaluations can
be used: instrumentally, conceptually, and symbolically. By employing this simplistic
dichotomy of use and non-use, scholars may overlook the actual impact that a policy
evaluation can have. For academics, policy evaluations only seem to matter if they result in a
direct change of a policy. However, the political function of a policy evaluation and the
indirect impact that an evaluation can have, are disregarded. Multiple authors have stressed
this problem (Cousins & Leithwood 1986; Rich 1997; Nutley et al. 2007), yet none of them
made an effort to link the variables. Another critical problem is that most variables from the
“factor-affecting” literature only have been researched through interviews and questionnaires
(Nutley et al. 2007). A triangulation of the results and a documentary analysis of the
evaluations and the policy reactions are often absent.
In this thesis, I will link one of the factors I described above to a particular type of use.
As this research is exploratory and because of the size of this study, I will limit myself to just
one variable. Future researchers should try to link other variables to the instrumental,
conceptual, and symbolic uses of policy evaluations. I will connect the ‘user-friendliness’, that
is, the presence of a management summary, to the instrumental or conceptual uses of policy
evaluations. Nutley et al. (2007) note that an adequate presentation of the main findings
seems relevant for the uptake of a evaluations by policymakers. An academic presentation of
policy findings and highly complex analyses that accompany research findings negatively
influence the use of evaluations by policymakers (Court & Young 2003). Management
summaries with an accurate but brief representation of the findings and recommendations
help policymakers to scan for relevance and get the main arguments quickly (Lavis et al.
2005). It is argued that a summary is necessary because policy evaluations are extensive, and
policymakers do not have the time to read everything in detail. Furthermore, it is mentioned
that policymakers sometimes find it challenging to interpret theoretical knowledge and
complex findings (Nutley et al. 2007). A management summary may aid in the understanding
of a policymaker. Therefore, I expect that policy evaluations that contain a summary are more
likely to be used instrumentally or conceptually. Instrumentally, because if policymakers
better understand a policy evaluation, they are more likely to use policy evaluations directly.
Conceptually because the summaries may contribute to the “enlightenment” and
understanding of a policy problem (Weiss 1979).
Based on this discussion, I will formulate the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3: If policy evaluations contain a management summary with the main findings and
recommendations for action, then it is more likely that policymakers use these evaluations
instrumentally or conceptually.
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I have visualized the relationship between the variables in figure 4.

Instrumental use of policy
evaluations

User-friendly policy
evaluations with
management summaries

Conceptual use of policy
evaluations

Figure 4: Conceptual model user-friendly policy evaluations with management
summaries and instrumental and conceptual uses
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Chapter 3: Methodology and Operationalization
The previous chapter constituted the theoretical foundation for this thesis. I discussed
hypotheses from the academic literature about how policymakers are likely to use
evaluations, defined policymakers and policy evaluations, and outlined how evaluations
became an indispensable part of policymaking. To answer the operational research question
of this thesis – When and how do policymakers use policy evaluations in the higher education
and participation policy of the Dutch cabinet Rutte III (2017-2021)? - and to test the theoretical
approaches, in this chapter, I will discuss the cases that I will analyze, the methods, the
sources and material selection. Finally, the independent and dependent variables will be
operationalized.
3.1. Qualitative approach: case study method
Every researcher has to decide if a few cases are examined intensively or many cases
superficially (George & Bennett 2005; Gerring 2006). Traditionally, the latter option, also
called large-N analysis, is related to quantitative research. In contrast, the former option, also
named a small-N analysis, has been identified with qualitative methods. However, this
dichotomy has been nuanced in the last decade since qualitative case study analyses may
contain qualitative and quantitative evidence (Gerring 2017). In this thesis, however, I will
adopt a qualitative case study method. This has two main reasons. First, the instrumental,
conceptual, and symbolic uses of policy evaluations are tough to measure with numbers or
quantitative proof. Many authors have noted that in-depth qualitative analyses of a few case
studies are the most beneficial approach to examine policy evaluations’ different uses (Dunn
1983; Rich 1997; Weiss 1998; Nutley et al. 2007). Weiss (1998) notes that this is because the
complex nature of policy evaluation use cannot be reduced to quantitative variables and
because researchers need qualitative methods, such as content analysis, discourse analysis,
and in-depth interviews to distinguish between the different uses of policy evaluations.
Second, academics primarily analyzed the independent and dependent variables, based on
interviews and questionnaires (Nutley et al. 2007). The influence of these variables has not
been scrutinized empirically through document analysis. More recent in-depth analyses of a
limited number of cases, therefore, are necessary to test the influence of these variables
properly, and to increase the reliability of the results.
But what is a case study approach? Several definitions attempt to specify a case study
method. For instance, George and Bennett (2005, p.3) define a case study approach as “the
detailed examination of an aspect of a historical episode to develop or test historical
explanations that may be generalizable to other events,” whereas Gerring (2011, p.1139)
argues that ’a case study may be understood as the intensive study of a single case for the
purpose of understanding a larger class of cases (a population)”. From these definitions, it
becomes clear that the primary purpose of a case study approach is to contribute to the
broader academic debate about theories. By studying a case, one should obtain theoretical
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knowledge about the phenomenon under study that could be applied to other cases or
contexts and that are generalizable (Gerring 2017). In this thesis, this is the main goal as well.
I endeavor to test approaches from literature about public health and environmental policy to
social policies informed by social science research to update our understanding of policy
evaluation uses.
It is reasonable, however, to reflect on the critiques towards case study approaches. In
the literature, one could distinguish three main critiques. First, some quantitative scholars
find qualitative research blurry or even mysterious since qualitative evidence is regarded as
“informal” and qualitative evidence is not connected to a general framework of statistical
inference (Gerring 2017). Second, some critics argue that a case study approach is not
scientific because it is not connected to a theory and is simply mere story-telling. Third, it is
argued that the qualitative design is less structured than the quantitative design (Gerring
2011, p.1136). Despite all these critiques, however, I argue that the hypotheses that I
formulated can be tested by analyzing case studies. Moreover, all the mentioned critiques and
pitfalls can be overcome by accurately structuring the case study analysis and precisely
reflecting on what decisions are made in the process of research, and what type of evidence is
needed to verify or falsify a hypothesis to exclude the personal viewpoints.
3.2. Case selection
This study focuses on social policies informed by social sciences. As previously mentioned,
much research focuses on the role of evidence and evaluations in public health policymaking
and environmental policymaking (Murray & Lopez 1996; Niessen & Rutten 2000; Grijseels &
Lin & Gibson 2003; Dobrow, Goel & Upshur 2004; Anderson et al. 2005; Holmes & Clark 2008;
Brownson et al. 2009; Likens 2010; Brownson et al. 2018). However, we know relatively little
about how policymakers use evaluations in the social domain informed by social science
research. Therefore, this exploratory research serves as a baseline for studies into the use of
policy evaluations in social policymaking, and it may debunk existing theoretical approaches.
The natural sciences predominantly inform public health policies and environmental policies.
They are considered to produce more robust evidence. Social policies informed by the social
sciences are often less robust than policies informed by the natural sciences since evaluators
cannot adopt experimental research designs due to legal and ethical constraints (Van Echtelt
et al. 2019).
To fill this empirical gap, I will analyze two social policies informed by social science
research in the Netherlands: the higher education policy and the participation policy of the
Dutch cabinet Rutte III (2017-2021). I have chosen these cases for two main reasons. The first
reason is that both cases are social policies. Generally, social policies are policies that “aim to
improve human welfare and to meet human needs for education, health, housing, and social
security” (Blakemore & Griggs 2007, p.1).
The second reason is that during the reign of cabinet Rutte III, from 2017 until 2021, the
cabinet announced to start with the operation “Insight in Quality” (Dutch: Inzicht in Kwaliteit),
which aimed to improve the substantiation of policy in advance, during, and after a policy by
monitoring, adjusting, and constantly evaluating to increase the social added value of public
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money by gaining more insight into the impact of policy and acting accordingly
(Rijksoverheid 2017; Rekenkamer 2021). The rhetoric of EBPM, therefore, is present here.
Indeed, the cabinet Rutte III has argued that they end ineffective policies, whereas effective
policies are scaled up (FIN 2018). Since the rhetoric of EBPM is present, policymakers likely
implement or take action based on policy evaluations’ recommendations regarding
effectiveness, efficiency, and quality. The cases, therefore, can be seen as most-likely cases for
the EBPM approach, as described in chapter 2 (Gerring 2017). One could expect to observe
the prescribed theoretical hypotheses empirically in these cases. Often the inferential logic of
most likely cases is called the “Sinatra effect” – “If I can make it here, I can make it anywhere”
(Levy 2008, p.12). Evidence that confirms the evidence-based policymaking approach could
provide good insights into the process of policy evaluation use but is perhaps less potent.
On the other hand, these cases are ‘least-likely’ cases for the pessimistic approach.
Indeed, the cabinet argues that scientific evidence determines decisions about the
continuation of policies (FIN 2018). Suppose the analysis in chapter 4 disconfirms the EBPM
approach and confirms the pessimistic approach. In that case, this evidence is very strong in
favor of the pessimistic approach. Moreover, if the EBPM approach does not even apply when
the cabinet has argued they are using evaluations instrumentally, in that case, one could
wonder if there are any cases where the pessimistic approach is not applicable (Gerring
2017).
3.3. Methodology, sources and material selection
As noted in the first section of this chapter, in this thesis, I will perform a qualitative case
study approach to examine how policymakers use policy evaluations. To examine the cases, I
will employ a combination of a qualitative direct content analysis and a discourse analysis.
These approaches will be used to examine policy documents, policy evaluations, formal
correspondence letters between Ministers, State Secretaries, the Dutch house of
representatives, and parliamentary debates. Furthermore, I have conducted semi-structured
interviews with policymakers from the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science and
the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment. In the remainder of this section, I will
describe what the qualitative direct content analysis and the discourse analysis entail and
why I decided to opt for these methods. Also, I will discuss why I decided to conduct
interviews, and use the sources as mentioned earlier.
Many definitions try to comprise a content analysis. For instance, Krippendorff (1989,
p.403) contends that content analysis is a “research technique for making replicable and valid
inferences from data to their context.” Important to note, however, is that some authors
regard a content analysis to be a qualitative approach, whereas others argue it is a
quantitative approach (e.g., Rourke & Anderson 2004; Hsieh & Shannon 2005). In this thesis, I
adopt a qualitative content analysis because this is the most suitable approach to distinguish
the instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic uses of policy evaluations, and because I will
scrutinize the cases empirically through document analysis, as opposed to studies that mainly
relied on interviews or questionnaires (Dunn 1983; Rich 1997; Weiss 1998; Nutley et al.
2007). Qualitative content analysis is focused “on the characteristics of language as
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communication with attention to the content or contextual meaning of the text” (Hsieh &
Shannon 2005, p.1278). This approach is a great tool to analyze concepts and themes in
messages that policy actors communicate. This communication could either be written or
audio-visual. Furthermore, I have chosen this approach because it can be particularly fruitful
to compare the content of policy evaluations and policy reactions of Ministers and State
Secretaries to determine the extent to which evaluations affect the policy direction to
determine its impact on the policy process.
However, two modes of qualitative content analysis can be distinguished: conventional
content analysis and direct content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon 2005). Conventional content
analysis is more likely to be used when the researcher hardly knows the phenomenon under
study and when research is limited about the topic (Hsieh & Shannon 2005). Researchers do
not use pre-determined categories or codes to analyze texts. Furthermore, regarding
interviews, academics often utilize open-ended questions. In general, conventional content
analysis is an inductive method best suited for researchers who want to explore new factors
that could affect the relationship between two or more variables. On the other hand, direct
content analysis is a deductive method in which pre-determined codes, will guide the
researcher in examining texts, audio-visual material, or interviews (Hsieh & Shannon 2005).
The main goal of this method is to test theoretical frameworks. However, this does not mean
that new categories cannot be identified. Indeed, researchers can analyze documents with an
open vision. Key concepts, codes, and variables, from the academic literature form the starting
point for the direct content analysis. Since this thesis focuses on testing and generating
hypotheses, direct content analysis will be the most suited method. The independent
variables, namely, the instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic uses of policy evaluations and
the dependent variables, will guide the analysis. I employed standard coding procedures to
analyze the sources in terms of these variables.
In addition, I will utilize a discourse analysis because this method can be advantageous
to map the political priorities and identify patterns in the behavior of policymakers. Discourse
analysis is the name that authors often give to the qualitative study of talks and texts, whether
conversations, interviews, or written texts (Gill 2000). A discourse is a coherent way of
speaking, writing, and acting, or a narrative in which facts, images, and events are given
meaning (Hermes & Zonneveld 2015). Discourse analysis has much in common with a content
analysis. However, the discourse analysis sets itself apart from a content analysis for its
power to examine language ‘beyond the sentence’ (Van Dijk 1998, p.24). Whereas a content
analysis focuses predominantly on the content and the contextual meaning of a document, a
discourse analysis is a hermeneutic, more interpretative technique to analyze documents. The
researcher’s concern is not simply finding out what happened or what is in the text. However,
the researcher wants to ‘read between the lines’ and interpret the more profound meaning or
message (Halperin & Reath 2012). A combination of analyzing what has been written in policy
documents, what has been said in parliamentary debates, and how this can be interpreted in
its relation to the context and the deeper meaning is very useful to reveal political priorities
or goals of policymakers and understand their policy behavior as a response to the policy
evaluations. The discourse analysis will be deductive with the theoretical categories in mind.
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If one knows the political priorities and the dominant discourse of the cabinet, one can
determine if policy evaluations are used instrumentally or symbolically.
Next to the sources and methods of analysis that I discussed, I have conducted semistructured interviews with three respondents from the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture,
and Science and the Dutch Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, to collect data.
Interviews are generally accepted to be a suitable method to validate theoretical frameworks
(Hsieh & Shannon 2005; Seidman 2006; Harvey 2011). I have chosen this data collection
method to obtain valuable information not written in the sources that I mentioned and obtain
great insights into how policy actors behave and think. Accordingly, I can make sense of and
explain their behavior.
Interviews can take many shapes, ranging from tightly structured interviews with
standardized closed questions to highly unstructured interviews with open-ended questions
(Longhurst 2003). Also, semi-structured interviews with open-ended or close-ended
questions, or even a combination of both, exist (Seidman 2006). In this thesis, I have opted for
semi-structured interviews with open-ended and targeted questions for two reasons. First,
according to the framework of Hsieh & Shannon (2005), and in line with the direct content
analysis that I described above, the best approach would be to use open-ended questions in
the interviews, followed by targeted questions about the conceptual categories. As opposed to
structured interviews with a standardized and pre-determined order of questions and
unstructured interviews with no structure at all, semi-structured interviews have predetermined questions, and allow the interviewer to be more flexible. If considered necessary
for more fruitful results or answers, interviewers can change the order of questions and ask
more targeted questions to get to the bottom of the matter and avoid politically correct or
socially desirable answers. In other words, this approach is essential for the reliability of the
results. Second, Harvey (2011) advises using open questions for policy officers or civil
servants because they do not like close-ended questions due to their confined and restricted
nature. Officials like to speak what they think considerably without being pushed into a
direction.
Having said this, it is fundamental to reflect on the validity, reliability, reproducibility,
and generalizability of the interviews and the quality of the data. In terms of reproducibility,
the reader of this thesis can find the list of questions that I used for the interview in the
appendix.1 Accordingly, the reader will have insight into how I designed the interviews. This
makes the process repeatable, documentable, and transparent (Seidman 2006). In terms of
the quality of data, I have opted for an online interview. The Covid-19 pandemic,
unfortunately, impeded me from conducting the interviews face-to-face. This could have some
consequences for the reliability and the quality of the results. For instance, the social
desirability bias might worsen in online interviews than in interviews in person (Knox &
Burkard 2009). Respondents are often less likely to speak up because they have to share their
answers with someone they have not met physically. In-person, interviewers manage better
to put respondents at ease, whereas supposedly, this is harder in an online interview. The
strength of the relationship between the respondent and the interviewer is one of the most
1

Moreover, the full transcripts of the interviews can be requested from the author.
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critical elements of a research interview (Adler & Adler 2002). Finally, in face-to-face
interviews, the interviewer can observe verbal and nonverbal data (Hiller & DiLuzio 2004).
Non-verbal data can contribute to the understanding of the interviewer. In online interviews,
the interviewer is more likely only to observe verbal data, as internet connection and
webcams make it harder to observe facial expressions or gestures.
However, I tried to increase the reliability of the results by verifying the answers from
the respondents with the content of policy documents and evaluations. Accordingly, I checked
if their answers were coherent. Also, to decrease the interviewer’s bias, I have tried to ask
open questions without showing expectations or personal opinions (Seidman 2006).
Furthermore, I tried to avoid words that contain a value judgment, and I formulated concrete
questions to increase the chance that the respondents understood the questions. Moreover,
the semi-structured design of the interview allowed me to reformulate questions if the
respondent did not understand or answer the question (Knox & Burkard 2009). This design
also allowed me to ask questions in case I did not understand their answers. The semistructured design, therefore, increases the validity of the interview. Finally, I interviewed all
respondents twice to verify the findings from the first interview.
I have interviewed three policymakers - two policymakers from the Ministry of Science,
Culture, and Education and one policymaker from Social Affairs and Employment. I have
chosen these respondents because they are directly involved in the policies under
investigation and have a lot of expertise and experience in the field. The ministries have
assured me that these respondents are the experts in this field. The interviews will primarily
be used to triangulate, verify, and complement the analysis of policy documents. Lastly, the
interviews were conducted in Dutch. I am aware of the possible risks that translating the
results to English may entail. Therefore, I verified the quotes that I used with the respondents
to decrease any mistakes in translation.
3.4. Operationalization of the theoretical framework
In the previous chapter, I described the hypotheses that I will test in this thesis. To clarify
what one needs to see in the empirics to falsify these hypotheses, it is essential to
operationalize the theoretical concepts and variables. In this section, I will describe the
indicators to observe the dependent and independent variables empirically. I will first
operationalize the dependent variables, namely, the instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic
uses of policy evaluations. Subsequently, I will operationalize the independent variables: the
extent to which results of a policy evaluation contradict policymaker’s political priorities,
the recommendations for action to improve policies in terms of quality, efficiency,
effectiveness, and user-friendliness policy evaluations with management summaries.
In previous research, the instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic uses have been
operationalized rather ad-hoc and unstructured. This has led to two significant problems in
the operationalization of the uses. The first issue is the empirical difference between
the instrumental and the symbolic uses of policy evaluations. Instrumental use of policy
evaluations often means any change in a policy program based on a policy evaluation, albeit
minor or incremental. Symbolic use refers to cherry-picking, distortion and exaggeration of

| 29
evidence. In the latter, policymakers use evaluations to justify or legitimize their policy
position as a political tool. Nevertheless, how does one determine if a change in the policy
direction is made because the policymaker genuinely wants to improve the policy or that the
recommendations of a policy evaluation are adopted because it just happens to be beneficial
for a policymaker? The intention of policymakers, that is, genuinely improving a policy in
terms of efficiency and effectivity, and solving societal problems using evidence from
evaluations, is the critical difference between the instrumental and symbolic uses. Many
authors have dealt with this matter in a speculative and untransparent fashion.
The second issue relates to the difference between the non-use and the conceptual use of
policy evaluations. When policymakers do not use policy evaluations, it often means that the
direction of a policy based on policy evaluations does not change, nor do policymakers learn
from the insights (Nutley, Walter & Davies 2007). Policymakers do not consult or read the
policy evaluations and do not implement any evaluation findings. The conceptual use refers to
policymakers who are “enlightened” and change their attitudes or understanding towards a
policy problem, but they do not directly change the policy direction (Weiss 1979). This means
that the non-use and conceptual uses of policy evaluations cannot be distinguished in
observable behavior. Again, many authors approached this matter rather speculative and did
not seem to realize this fuzzy distinction.
I have to admit that solving both issues is not an easy task. However, to structure the
operationalization for this thesis and provide future researchers with guidance, I will
endeavor to differentiate between the three uses by reflecting on indicators that could point
to the instrumental, symbolic, and conceptual uses of evaluations. To begin with, I will employ
the indicators consistency through time, non-selectivity, and accuracy of evidence-based
evaluations as factors that point to instrumental uses of policy evaluations. I argue that
policymakers use evaluations in an instrumental way when policymakers use evaluations
consistently through the years, in this case, the reign of cabinet Rutte III, when the
policymaker is unselective in using results from policy evaluations, and when policymakers
do not distort the results. I will determine if the results are not distorted by structurally
discussing what has been written in the policy evaluations and how the results have been
interpreted. If the policy direction has significantly changed after an evaluation – or remained
the same – but one can observe that policymakers adopted the results of evaluations multiple
times over the years, and no form of cherry-picking or illegitimate distortion of evidence can
be detected, I will speak of instrumental use of policy evaluations. Second, I argue that
policymakers use evaluations symbolically when policy evaluations are consulted selectively
throughout the cabinet’s reign, and one can observe forms of distortion or exaggeration of
evidence.
Third, I will refer to the conceptual use of policy evaluations when policymakers
indicate that they have learned from policy evaluations but could not make changes or
consolidate the policy program based on policy evaluations. Policymakers are enlightened by
evaluations but do not implement their ‘enlightened ideas’ directly. Policy evaluations can
bring about a change in attitudes or understanding of problems or confirm pre-existing
attitudes. However, there will not be a change in practice in the short term. In the long term,
conceptual use could turn into an instrumental use of policy evaluations when increased
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understanding of a policy problem percolates a policy evaluation, leading to the
implementation of new measures or a change or consolidation of a policy program when the
political momentum is there (Nutley et al. 2007). Even though Weiss (1979) argues that
conceptual changes can be made “unconsciously,” this is hard to measure. Therefore, in this
thesis, I will only focus on conscious learning. Policymakers have to be explicit in the
interviews and argue that changes could not be implemented and admit that they have
learned from the evaluations. As the conceptual use is about the complex and indirect ways in
which evaluations impact knowledge, understandings, and attitudes, I expect to find elements
of this use in interviews and policy documents (Nutley et al. 2007). On a side note, the same
applies to the non-use of policy evaluations. Policymakers should explicitly indicate not to
have used and learned from evaluations.
Regarding the first independent variable - the extent to which results of a policy
evaluation contradict policymaker’s political priorities – I will set out three goals. First, I will
analyze the results, recommendations, and findings of policy evaluations and summarize
these. Second, I will analyze the political priorities of the cabinet or particular Minister or
state secretary. I will examine the coalition agreement (Rijksoverheid 2017), policy
documents, and parliamentary debates on statements about the goals and priorities of the
cabinet. Third and last, I will determine if policymakers act upon recommendations and
describe which ones are not used instrumentally. For the ones used, I will determine if these
are in line with the political goals of the cabinet. For the recommendations or findings that
have not been used instrumentally, I will determine – based on the political goals – if these
recommendations are rejected because of the policymakers’ political goals. In the first place,
this analysis will be based on policy documents, but I will use interviews to triangulate and
complement the results.
Furthermore, to determine if a policy evaluation contains recommendations for
improving policies in terms of quality, efficiency, and effectivity, I will analyze the specific
parts of policy evaluations that focus on the recommendations. The main recommendations of
these policies will be summarized. Finally, to indicate user-friendly policy evaluations with a
management summary, I will examine the presence of a management summary at the
beginning of a policy evaluation. If there is no overview of the main elements and
recommendations of the evaluation, I will argue that the management summary is absent. To
indicate if the management summary impacts policy evaluations' instrumental and conceptual
use, I will focus on interviews, policy documents, and formal correspondence letters with
parliament with a cabinet’s reaction.
The framework and indicators that I provided will structure the analysis of the cases
better. It allows me to make better-substantiated inferences concerning the variables.
Moreover, I hope that future researchers take up this framework and think about improving
or adjusting it. For a complete overview of the indicators and sources of the dependent and
independent variables, see tables 2 and 3.
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Table 2: Indicators and sources dependent variables
Uses of policy
evaluations
Instrumental

Description
Policymakers change
policy behaviour or
practice to genuinely
improve policies in
terms of effectiveness
and efficiency.

Indicators





Conceptual

Policymakers
are
“enlightened”, change
attitudes
or
understanding towards
a policy problem, but
do not directly change
the policy direction. It
has an indirect impact.



Symbolic

Policymakers cherrypick, distort evidence,
and
exaggerate
findings
as
“ammunition”
to
achieve and justify
political goals.





Sources

Policymakers consult policy
evaluations structurally and
consistently (over time) to
inform their policy, which leads
to observable adjustments in the
policy direction that are against
the policy direction.
Recommendations and results
lead to direct changes in the
policy direction.
Facts or results from policy
evaluations are not distorted.
Policymakers indicate that they
have learned from policy
evaluations, but mention that the
results or recommendations of
policy evaluations could not be
implemented at that time (due to
for example financial resources
or the absence of a political
momentum).
Cherry-picking: some aspects of
a
policy
evaluation
are
selectively
adopted
by
policymakers
Distortion or exaggeration of
evidence-based
evaluation
results.

Interviews;
Policy documents;
Formal
correspondence
letters with
parliament; Policy
evaluations.

Interviews;
Policy documents;
Formal
correspondence
letters with
parliament;
.

Interviews;
Policy documents;
Formal
correspondence
letters with
parliament;
Policy evaluations.

Table 3: Indicators and sources independent variables
Variables
The extent to which policy
evaluations contradict
policymaker’s political priorities

Recommendations for improving
policies in terms of quality,
efficiency, and effectiveness.
“User-friendly” policy evaluations
with management summaries

Indicators
In the listed sources, policymakers
mention their political priorities.
In policy evaluations, findings and
recommendations for improving
policies are formulated.
In policy evaluations findings
and recommendations for
improving policies are
formulated.
The presence of management
summaries in policy evaluations

Sources
Interviews;
Policy documents;
Coalition agreement (2017)
Correspondence letters with
parliament;
Interviews;
Policy documents;
Correspondence letters with
parliament;
Interviews;
Policy documents;
Correspondence letters with
parliament;
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Chapter 4: Analysis
In this chapter, I will test the hypotheses that I formulated in chapter 2 by analyzing the
higher education policy and the participation policy from the Dutch Cabinet Rutte III (20172021). I will exhibit the main findings and recommendations of policy evaluations and the
policy reaction of the cabinet to these evaluations for both cases. This includes a discussion of
the written policy reaction as well as how the Minister justifies this policy reaction.
Furthermore, to refute or accept the formulated hypotheses, in both cases, I will examine the
dependent and independent variables separately and analyze the relationship between the
variables. In the third section of this chapter, I will specifically reflect upon the hypotheses
that I established in chapter 2.
4.1. Higher education policy
4.1.1. Trilemma between accessibility, quality, and efficiency of education
To scrutinize the first variable, the extent to which the political goals or priorities of Ingrid
van Engelshoven, the Minister of Education, Culture, and Science, contradict the results from
policy evaluations, it is necessary to clearly distinguish between the political priorities and the
results of the evaluations. Subsequently, we can determine which results are in line with the
political goals and which results contradict the political priorities of Minister Van
Engelshoven and how the Minister used these results.
To understand the political priorities of Ingrid van Engelshoven, I will first have to
explain the three discourses that can be distinguished in debates about Dutch higher
education policy and link them to the trilemma between accessibility, quality, and efficiency of
higher education expenses (Ansel 2010; Hermes & Zonneveld 2012, 2015; Koeman et al.
2019). Accordingly, we can better understand the recommendations from the policy
evaluations, and the priorities of the Minister. The first discourse is the bildungs discourse
(Hermes & Zonneveld 2012, 2015). This perspective stresses the intrinsic value of education
that serves the development and training of an individual. Professors are important in the
development of individuals, but students remain responsible for their results. Furthermore,
differences between students are – in the context of development – not problematic. Indeed,
the purpose of higher education is not to level out the differences in society, but to educate
excellent students. The second discourse is the binding or emancipation discourse (Hermes &
Zonneveld 2012, 2015). This perspective revolves around the societal importance of
education, which is linked to social cohesion, equality, and norms, and values. Education is
about getting familiar with the basic principles of democracy and becoming a good citizen. In
this discourse, higher education institutions primarily have a societal role, and a
responsibility to look after students. Put differently, the well-being of students takes the
center stage in this discourse. The third discourse is the efficiency discourse (Hermes &
Zonneveld 2012, 2015). According to this way of thinking, education is an investment in the
future of society, and it should primarily focus on maximizing the talents of students.
Education is first and foremost a preparation for the labor market, and investments in higher
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education should generate effective returns in the knowledge economy. Objective goals to
assess the performances of students and scientific staff is a way to check if public tax money is
spent wisely.
The trilemma between accessibility, quality, and efficiency of higher education
expenses indicates that all three politically desired goals should be balanced, but at most, only
two out of three goals can be reached with a policy measure (Ansel 2010; Koeman et al.
2019). Accessibility to higher education means that anyone who can study should have the
opportunity to do so. The quality of education refers to the degree to which “good education”
is provided. This could focus on the quality of teaching, but also on the extent to which
students develop cognitive and social-emotional skills (Putters 2013). Finally, the efficiency of
higher education expenses concerns how the money that is invested in students generates
efficient returns and prepares students for the labor market. Ideally, a Minister introduces a
policy instrument that makes higher education more accessible, more efficient, and of a higher
quality. In reality, however, this is not feasible. I will illustrate this point with an example. If a
Minister decides to increase tuition fees for students to invest this money in a higher quality
of education, theoretically this will decrease the financial accessibility of higher education
because this increase makes it harder for students from less prosperous families to study at a
higher education institution. This trilemma points to the fact that a Minister always has to
prioritize accessibility, quality, or efficiency, at the cost of the other (Rijksbegroting 2020).I
have visualized the trilemma in figure 5.

Accessibility

Quality

Efficiency

Figure 5: Trilemma between accessibility, quality, and efficiency of higher education
expenses
Source: Koeman et al. (2019, p.8).
This normative prioritization for accessibility, quality, or efficiency can be linked to the
bildungs, binding, and efficiency discourses. In the bildungs discourse, policymakers are more
likely to prioritize quality and efficiency over accessibility because education primarily
focuses on the development of the individual, achieving results, and efficient returns through
hard labour. Moreover, education it not seen as a vehicle to level out differences between
individuals. In the bindings discourse, policymakers are more likely to prioritize accessibility
and quality. Higher education institutions are meeting places for different groups of society,
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and policy measures should be taken to support those that have difficulties in accessing
higher education due to their non-western background or disabilities. Higher education, here,
is an instrument to increase the social mobility of underprivileged groups. Finally, higher
education is about educating good citizens and inclusive development of the individual.
Studying without delays is, therefore, not the norm. Indeed, the delay of the disadvantaged
often correlates with poverty, crime, or social benefits dependence (Hermes & Zonneveld
2015). In this discourse, efficiency makes rooms for student well-being and quality of
education. Lastly, in the efficiency discourse, policymakers are more likely to prioritize quality
and efficiency of higher education expenses over accessibility. Higher education should
guarantee high quality and provide students with the necessary skills to find a job in the labor
market. Students should quickly finish their studies to contribute to the knowledge economy
and compete in the labor market. Performances of scientific staff and students should be
optimized and measured objectively. And to maintain the quality of study programs and filter
out students that cannot cope with the high level, strong selections of students are necessary.
Logically, this leads to a decrease in the accessibility of higher education.
Having said this, I argue that the vision of Ingrid van Engelshoven is in line with
the binding discourse, which means she prioritizes accessibility, quality, and student wellbeing. When Minister van Engelshoven took office in 2017, she abandoned the extreme focus
on efficiency, and she shifted to quality and accessibility of higher education, something which
can easily be extracted from the coalition agreement (Rijksoverheid 2017). Her main aim was
to ‘‘maintain the high quality of the education and research system for the future and to keep
the system accessible and aimed at equality of opportunity" (Plenary report House of
Representatives 2020). The shift from efficiency to accessibility and quality can be perceived
in a number of policy actions that the Minister initiated as soon as she arrived at the ministry
of Education, Culture, and Science. One of the first changes the Minister made was to renounce
all policy jargon that referred to efficiency and result-oriented higher education. The Minister
decided to shift from “student success” to “study success” to stress the development and the
well-being of the individual, and to emphasize the focus on quality over efficiency
(Rijksoverheid 2017). Furthermore, she switched from “performance agreements”
(Dutch: prestatieafspraken) to “quality agreements” (Dutch: kwaliteitsafspraken) with higher
education institutions (Rijksoverheid 2017). This name change is significant because “quality
agreements” illustrate the renewed focus on mutual trust between higher education
institutions, the rejection of performing at all costs, and the quality of education. Next to that,
the Minister aimed to collaborate more between higher education institutions and to decrease
the working pressure of staff and students because the competition and the pressure have
culminated over the years (Rijksoverheid 2017). Finally, she halved the tuition fees for firstyear students of higher education in the academic year 2018-2019, she aimed to decrease the
administrative burden for scientists, and she started to actively examine the implications of
selection for the accessibility of higher education, first and foremost to protect disadvantaged
students (Rijksoverheid 2017).
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4.1.2. Instrumental uses within the political framework
Now that we have determined the main priorities of the Minister, we turn to the discussion of
the recommendations and the main findings of policy evaluations. I have analyzed policy
evaluations from Koeman et al. (2019), Van der Wende et al. (2019), AWTI (2019), and the
SER (2019). These four evaluations, in particular, provided input for the Strategic Agenda for
Higher education and Research (SAHR; Dutch: Strategische Agenda voor Hoger Onderwijs en
Onderzoek). The SAHR (OCW 2019) is a policy document in which Minister Van Engelshoven
has formulated policy goals for the following years. As these four evaluations were
commissioned to contribute to the SAHR, they are perfect examples to get insight into the
extent to which evaluations actually impact higher education policy (OCW 2019, p.12). I have
summarized the main recommendations and findings of the policy evaluations in table 4. In
the same table, one can find the policy reaction of the Minister and a description of the general
goals of the SAHR as well. Often, however, it can be hard to determine which policy measures
have been taken as a response to the evaluations’ recommendations, mainly because many
recommendations are formulated broadly and have not been specified. Therefore, I have
marked the recommendations that have been used instrumentally or that are included as
policy goals or in the policy reaction, with a green colour. I marked the recommendations that
the Minister did not reflect upon or cannot be found in the policy reaction red. Finally, as one
of the hypotheses concerns the presence of a management summary, I have included this
variable in table 4 as well. In the respective column, “yes” means there is a summary, and “no”
means there is no summary. But before I turn to that, I will first discuss the recommendations
that can be found in the policy reaction, the recommendations that cannot be found in the
policy reaction, and I will explain how these recommendations relate to the political priorities
of the Minister.
Following table 4, one can see that the recommendations to clarify the framework of
responsibilities and powers of the ministry and higher education institutions (Van der Wende
et al. 2019), and to promote collaboration between universities (AWTI 2019), can be found in
the policy reaction of the Minister. In the SAHR (OCW 2019, p.95) the Minister accurately
reflects on the powers and responsibilities of higher education institutions and the ministry,
and she argued to stimulate “more collaboration between higher education institutions […]
higher education institutions must choose how they want to distinguish themselves and the
areas they want to collaborate in (SAHR 2019, p.7-13). Next to that, almost all
recommendations from the SER (2019) resulted in policy reactions as well. Due to the great
number of recommendations, I will not deal with all recommendations and policy reactions
separately. These can all be found in table 4. However, I will give a brief example of a policy
reaction to some recommendations. The SER (2019) advised to map out the consequences of
the student grant (Dutch: studiefinanciering), and to decrease the work pressure for scientific
staff. The Minister, in turn, has commissioned to evaluate the implications of the student grant
(i.e. Van den Broek et al. 2020), and has promised to reduce the application pressure for
researchers and to generate more permanent contracts for scientific staff (OCW 2019, p.39).
These recommendations do not contradict the political priorities of the Minister.
Clarifying the framework and responsibilities of higher education institutions and ministries
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Table 4: Overview policy evaluations higher education policy

Policy evaluation
SER (2019)

Main recommendations








Van der Wende et al.
(2019)



AWTI (2019)





Koeman et al. (2019)



Decrease the work pressure of
scientific staff, and increase
salaries.
Pay more attention to the labor
market perspectives in study and
career choice.
Map out the consequences of
student grant (Dutch:
studiefinanciering).
Actively increase the part-time
range of studies to enable
graduates to develop lifelong.
Pay more attention to the effects
and possibilities of digitization in
higher education.
Strengthen and optimize the
international function of higher
education.
Promote collaboration between
higher education institutions.

Clarify the framework of
responsibilities and powers of the
ministry and higher education
institutions.
Promote collaboration between
higher education institutions.
Give institutions more tools to
realize their profile by
broadening options for selection.
Consider leaving system
supervision to a specific body
that will form a buffer between
politics and autonomous
institutions.
Set clear, measurable and
operational goals in advance with
regard to quality, accessibility
and efficiency; determine in
advance how the effects of policy
and specific measures can be
evaluated afterwards.

Management
summary
No

Specific goals/actions Minister










Yes



Yes





Yes



To better the connection to the labor market and
society through collaboration between higher
education institutions and the labor market to
adapt to their needs and to be future proof (OCW
2019, p.71).
More flexible and digital higher education to
increase the quality, accessibility for graduated
students, and student success in general (OCW
2019, p.33-42).
Strengthen the position of higher education
institutions as a pivot in regional ecosystems to
compete at the international top (OCW 2019, p.83).
More collaboration between higher education
institutions. In mutual consultation, higher
education institutions must choose how they want
to distinguish themselves and what areas they
want to collaborate in (OCW 2019, p.7-13).
Reduce application pressure for researchers, more
permanent contracts and more appreciation for
education (OCW 2019, p.39).
Ministry of OCW commissioned a policy evaluation
about the consequences of the student grant
(Dutch: studiefinanciering; Van den Broek et al.
2020).
Clear description of the responsibilities and
powers of the ministry and higher education
institutions (OCW 2019, p. 95).
To better the connection to the labor market and
society through collaboration between higher
education institutions and the labor market to
adapt to their needs and to be future proof (OCW
2019, p.71).
To stick with the options for selection for higher
education institutions because more selection can
have negative effects on the accessibility of certain
groups (OCW 2019; Van den Broek et al. 2018).
To formulate unambiguous and measurable goals
where possible. Where this is not possible, it is
indicated how otherwise progress can be charted.
At the end of 2020, the first progress report based
on this proposal will be shared with the House of
Representatives” (OCW 2019, p.96).

General policy goals Minister (OCW
2019, p.7-13)
Main goal:
More collaboration between higher
education
institutions.
In
mutual
consultation, higher education institutions
must choose how they want to distinguish
themselves and what areas they want to
collaborate in.
Against the background of this switch to
more cooperation, the Minister has
formulated four policy goals:
1)
2)

3)
4)

Greater higher education
accessibility and student
success.
More flexible and digital
higher education to increase
the quality and student
success.
Better connection to the
labor market and society.
Strengthen the position of
higher education institutions
as a pivot in regional
ecosystems to compete at
the international top.
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is a simple task and is not necessarily against the political priorities of the Minister, as it is a
more practical recommendation about information that needs to be delivered. Furthermore,
the coalition agreement (Rijksoverheid 2017) indicates that Minister van Engelshoven
commits herself to increase the collaboration between universities instead of focusing on
efficiency and competition. The recommendations from the SER (2019) and AWTI (2019)
therefore, do not contradict the political priorities of the Minister. Finally, the
recommendation from the SER (2019) to map out the consequences of the student grant does
not directly relate to the political priorities as the RPE (Dutch: Regeling Periodiek
Evaluatieonderzoek), obligates Ministers by law to monitor and evaluate the performances of
policies (Van den Broek et al. 2020).
4.1.3. Selectivity, political support, and rigorous system changes
Four recommendations, however, do not seem to have led to policy action. I will show that the
Minister did not use these recommendations instrumentally, but rather symbolically for
political motives. First, AWTI (2019) recommends to give higher education institutions more
tools to realize their profile, for example by broadening options for (stricter) selection.
According to the AWTI, higher education institutions could benefit from more selection
instruments to strategically manage the student intake. As we have seen, however, Minister
van Engelshoven prioritizes accessibility over efficiency of higher education expenses
(Rijksoverheid 2017). Student selection could lead to more efficiency, but is at the expense of
accessibility. Therefore, we can conclude that this recommendation contradicts the Ministers
political goals. The minster’s response to this recommendation indicates this as well. In the
SAHR (OCW 2019), the Minister mentions that she will not broaden the options for selection
of higher education institutions because other policy evaluations have shown that precisely
proven effective selection methods appear to have negative effects on the accessibility (Van
den Broek et al. 2018). In addition, there are undesirable side-effects such as inequality of
opportunity and self-selection. In sum, even though a policy measure could be beneficial in
terms of efficiency, the measure may not be implemented if this contradicts the political
priorities. Instead, the results that are not in line with the political goal of the cabinet are
ignored (Court & Young 2003). The Minister only uses the evidence that justifies her goals,
even if this means that evidence is used from other sources.
Second, AWTI (2019) recommended to consider leaving the system supervision to a
specific body that will form a buffer between politics and autonomous higher education
institutions. To understand the implications of this recommendation it is necessary to be
cognizant of the responsibilities and powers of higher education institutions and the ministry.
In the Netherlands, the HOAK-law (Dutch: Hoger Onderwijs: Autonomie en Kwaliteit)
prescribes that the programming of education (and research) is decentralized, and that
institutions and the ministry have different responsibilities. The ministry is exclusively
responsible for the macro quality, accessibility, and efficiency of the higher education system.
To safeguard these priorities, the ministry provides higher education institutions with policy
instruments to achieve goals on the level of the institutions. In other words, they support,
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coordinate or supplement plans from institutions. Higher education institutions, in turn, have
exclusive responsibility for good governance under the internal supervision of their
supervisory board. They have their own strategies and are partly free to distribute the money
they receive from the ministry. The recommendation, here, suggests to change the binary
system by adding a new supervisor body that would fulfil a monitory role with associated
responsibilities. I have visualized this notion in figure 6.
Ministry of Education, Culture,
and Science

Higher education
supervisory body

Higher education
institutions

Figure 6: Recommendation AWTI new supervisory body
In the policy documents, I have not been able to find a policy reaction to this recommendation.
Respondent 1 and 2, however, noted that the Minister did not use this recommendation
instrumentally for two reasons. First, there was no political support for this idea. Respondent
2 noted that in the Hague there is some sort of “healthy conservatism” and fear to drastically
shake up all routines and legal structures because policymakers do not know what
consequences these changes may have. Indeed, politically this may shake up a lot of things.
Second, there was too little support among the stakeholders (interview respondent 2). Many
stakeholders feared that a new supervisory body would lead to more rules and more
complexity. Indeed, many feared that such a supervisory body could lead to a sort of “pseudoministry” with their own rules and legal framework that could become very powerful. This is
because the recommendation suggests to center a lot of power in this new supervisory body,
by taking a lot of responsibilities and duties from other commissions and organs. By sticking
with the binary system there are more checks and balances, respondents 1 and 2 argued
(interview respondent 1&2).
Third, Koeman et al. (2019) recommend to set clear, measurable and operational goals
in advance with regard to quality, accessibility, and efficiency, and to determine in advance
how the effects of policies and specific measures can be evaluated afterwards. Setting clear
goals is fundamental, Koeman et al. (2019) note, because it is hard to determine if policy goals
are reached if they are not specified. Since the policy goals of Minister Van Engelshoven were
not measurable and unspecified, according to Koeman et al. (2019), most evaluators could
not assess the efficiency and effectivity of policy measures. In response to this
recommendation, the Minister has argued that in the future she will formulate unambiguous
and measurable goals where possible. “Where this is not possible, it is indicated how
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otherwise progress can be charted. At the end of 2020, the first progress report based on this
proposal will be shared with the House of Representatives” (OCW 2019, p.96). However, a
more thorough examination of this first progress report shows that she did not practice what
she had preached. The Minister had argued that she would monitor the progress of policy
measures, but there are no concrete references to ways in which progress of policy goals can
be measured in the report, nor does she say anything about the formulation of the policy goals
(OCW 2021, p.6) At first glance, clarifying policy goals do not seem to contradict the political
priorities of a minster. However, the literature indicates that formulating clear targets is
politically undesirable because Ministers can be held accountable for malpractices which may
damage their political position (Algemene Rekenkamer 2021). In line with the literature,
respondent 1 claimed the following:
“Our policy is often formulated too generally. Not concrete enough, not demarcated,
not bound by a term, and also not sufficiently substantiated in the sense that it
indicates why the intended measure will have which effect. But this is easier said than
done. Besides, formulating concrete goals is often politically difficult. If the Minister
formulates a concrete goal, for example to improve the study yield or the connection of
education to the labor market by 2 to 5%, then that is very vulnerable, because there
are many developments that are beyond your control that can prevent you from
achieving your goals” (interview respondent 1).
We can conclude from this that it can be very tough to operationalize and formulate concrete
goals, also because of the decentralized nature of higher education policy, but nevertheless
formulating concrete goals contradicts the political priorities of the minster because she can
be politically punished. This may explain why this recommendation is used symbolically.
Fourth, the SER (2019) advised to improve the salaries of higher education staff. As I
have explained previously, the ministry provides higher education institutions with the
means to look after the quality, accessibility, and efficiency. However, the Minister is not
responsible for the policy on the level of the higher education institutions (interview
respondent 1&2). In other words, the Minister can only invest substantially more in higher
education, but cannot decide how these investments are distributed within the higher
education institutions. The Minister increasingly has spent money over the years, but cannot
decide where exactly the money ends up (Koeman et al. 2019). It is, therefore, up to the
institutions to arrange salaries. Nonetheless, often institutions make agreements with labor
unions about collective labor agreements. In sum, improvements in terms of salaries is
something that depends for a great extent on the policies of higher education institutions.
Therefore, I would not argue that it is a symbolic use of policy evaluations because the
Minister has invested substantially, but does not have the power to increase the salaries
directly.
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4.1.4. The parliamentary debate: cherry-picking and evidence distortion
Remarkably, in the parliamentary debate about the policy evaluations and the SAHR, none of
these recommendations seemed to take a center stage (CECS 2019). Instead, the Minister as
well political parties discussed specific findings of the evaluations about the effects of
particular policy measures. I will illustrate a specific example of a policy instrument that
adopted a dominant position in the debate, and what policy evaluations tell us about this
measure. In this way, I will demonstrate that the Minister distorts, exaggerates, and cherrypicks evidence.
The example relates to the binding recommendation on the continuation of studies
(Dutch: bindend studieadvies; hereafter: BSA). A BSA is a decision by a Dutch higher education
institution regarding the study progress of a student (Koeman et al. 2019; Rijksoverheid
2021a). At the end of the first academic year, a student will receive a BSA. If this advice is
negative, the student must stop the study program. The study advice is negative if insufficient
credits have been obtained. Higher education institutions are allowed to determine for
themselves how high the BSA is per study program. Koeman et al. (2019, p.25) suggested that
it is very likely that there is a correlation between BSA and study success and diploma
efficiency. This means that BSA’s are efficient tools in higher education. BSA’s are likely to
cause less drop-out rates of students through their studies, and fewer students switch to other
studies or higher education institutions. Furthermore, it is likely that the BSA filters out the
first-year students that are not motivated, even though the use of BSA also could result in
motivated students that stop studying early in their first year.
After questions from MPs in the parliamentary debate, the Minister, however,
demonstrated that she aimed to reconsider the use of BSA and lower the number of credits a
student should obtain to receive positive advice (CECS 2019). She provided three arguments
for this standpoint. First, she argued that BSA is too much focused on the efficiency, rather
than accessibility, inclusivity, and student well-being in higher education. Second, she
claimed that BSA is at the expense of disabled students, and students with a non-western
background (CECS 2019). Third, the Minister suggested that most students that obtained a
negative BSA would study the same degree the year after at a different higher education
institution (CECS 2019). This last argument, remarkably, is an argument in favour of
efficiency. Indeed, to invest in students that are going to study the same degree elsewhere is
not an efficient allocation of public means.
A few aspects are worth mentioning here. To begin with, the minster, cherry-picked,
distorted, and exaggerated evidence from the evaluations. For instance, the Minister rejected
the idea that BSA’s are efficient tools by stressing that the instrument would be at the expense
of disabled and non-western students, whereas policy evaluations only show that nonwestern students more often quit in the first year (e.g. Van den Broek et al. 2018, 2019). One
can thus not say this is because of the BSA. Furthermore, I have not been able to find evidence
for the argument that “most students” with a negative BSA study the same degree elsewhere.
Lastly, the Minister completely ignores the insights from Koeman et al. (2019) that BSA is an
efficient and effective policy tool. This is very likely because of her priorities for accessibility
over efficiency, as we have seen in the other example as well. This, therefore, is a perfect
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example of a symbolic use of evaluations. An overview of the policy evaluations that reflect on
the relationship between stress and BSA, and the policy reactions can be found in table 5.
The analysis above has shown that policymakers use evaluations symbolically if they
contradict the political priorities. Policymakers will cherry-pick, distort and exaggerate
evidence to justify, legitimize, and achieve their goals. However, from the interviews with
respondents 1 and 2 it turned out that policy officers and civil servants that work at
Ministerial departments may use policy evaluations conceptually as well if the results
contradict the political priorities of the Minister in charge. According to respondents 1 and 2,
the civil service forms a knowledge database and the ‘memory’ that is responsible for the
continuity of policy, rather than Ministers or State Secretaries that ‘come and go’. Respondent
1 argues:
“[…] we as civil servants try to counterbalance it (political opportunism), of course, but
there is only one person in charge of the ministry, that is the reality too […] so I do
think […] that in our case, evaluations […] are well monitored and stored in the
memory of the organization. In that sense, evaluations are more effective for the civil
service and the undercurrent in policy. But it may be that political opportunists
sometimes place different emphases in evaluations, which are sometimes more or less
justified. Nonetheless, I think evaluations are really put to good use by civil servants for
policy” (interview respondent 1).
To add to that, respondent 2 has argued that they always “use” evaluations. However, a few
recommendations or evaluations are not going to change a whole system. Recommendations
always inform the undercurrent in policy and will always stick in the back of the head of
policy officers. When the political momentum or the “window of opportunity” is there the
conceptual use of policy evaluations could lead to an instrumental use of evaluations, and lead
to actual observable change in terms of policy measures. For instance, respondent 2 notes
that the recommendation to consider leaving the system supervision to a specific body that
will form a buffer between politics and autonomous higher education institutions may not be
implemented at this moment, but new cabinets may decide to change this when there is broad
political support (Van der Wende et al. 2019; AWTI 2019).
4.1.5. Useful but low-impact management summaries
Finally, we need to determine the impact of user-friendly policy evaluations that contain a
management summary. In table 4 one can see that almost all policy evaluations contain a
summary. Therefore, it is very hard to estimate how policy evaluations with management
summaries influence policymaking. The fact that this variable is mentioned in the literature,
may be due to the fact that many researchers have not triangulated the results with policy
documents. Yet, the policy evaluation from the SER (2019) does not contain a management
summary. However, as one can see, the use of these recommendations are no different than
other policy evaluations. It seems, therefore, that the content of a policy evaluation is more
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important for the impact an evaluation may generate on policymaking, than the presence of a
management summary that comes with an evaluation. Furthermore, according to respondents
1 and 2, civil servants at ministries have the theoretical know-how and expertise to read,
assess, and evaluate policy evaluations on their quality and methodological soundness
(interviews respondents 1 & 2). They consider themselves perfectly capable of grasping
difficult content due to their years of experience with research and their higher education
background. Moreover, both respondents note that they discuss the research design of a
policy evaluation as scientific peers with the organization that executes the policy evaluation,
which shows that policymakers are skilled enough to understand the findings of a policy
evaluation without a management summary. Policy officers, Ministers and State Secretaries
can quickly get the main thesis through a summary, but actual change or a better
understanding does not depend on a summary only. Put differently, management summaries
do not make it more likely that evaluations are used instrumentally or conceptually.
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Table 5: Overview debate BSA and stress
Policy evaluations
Koeman et al. (2019)

Schoemaker
et
al.
(2019);
Wennekers,
Boelhouwer,
Van
Campen & Kullberg (2019); SER
(2019); Van der Velden et al. (2019)

Content
There is likely a correlation between BSA and greater study
success, but it is unclear at whose expense the BSA will be and
whether alternative policy instruments are more effective.
Students face psychological problems, but problems do not occur
more among students as among non-studying peers.

Policy reaction / justification Minister (debate: 20-022019)
Adapt or abolish the use of BSA as a policy tool.
Justification:





Van den Broek et al. (2018; 2019)

Concerning students that quit studying, proportionally, failure
and switch are high among men, students with a non-western
migration background, with a disability and first-generation
students.

BSA is too much focused on the efficiency, rather than
accessibility, inclusivity, and student well-being in
higher education.
BSA is at the expense of disabled students, and
students with a non-western background.
Most students that obtain a negative BSA study the
same degree the year after at a different higher
education institution.
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4.2. Participation policy
4.2.1. Individual responsibility and flawed work ethics
Here, again, to scrutinize the first variable, the extent to which the political goals or priorities
of Tamara van Ark, State Secretary of social affairs and employment, contradict the results
from policy evaluations, it is necessary to distinguish between the political priorities and the
results from the evaluations. To comprehend the priorities, it is critical to elaborate on the
discourses in the debate about social policies and unemployment in the Netherlands. Two
discourses can be distinguished (Van Echtelt et al. 2019). The two discourses differ in their
conceptions about the individual responsibility of unemployed people, the role of
municipalities and the central government in helping people, and the incentives or reasons
why people do not work. First, with the advent of the welfare state in the 1960s people used
to emphasize that the government should take an active role in providing income protection
to people who could not independently take care of themselves due to illness or
unemployment, resulting from the idea that poverty and unemployment were caused by
structural social problems of which some fell victim (Van Echtelt et al. 2019). Policymakers
thought that unemployed people were simply unlucky and that the central government
should answer to these structural societal problems through social security benefits. In the
development of these benefits, governments emphasized the newly acquired rights of every
citizen (Van Echtelt & Josten 2012).
As a result of neoliberal influences and an increase in the volume and expenses of
social security benefits, in the 1970s and 1980s, this discourse changed. At the time, the view
arose that those that were entitled to social security benefits would do too little to receive
benefits and had little incentives to work (Van Echtelt et al. 2019). From this moment
onwards, policymakers started to emphasize the duties and responsibilities of those that
benefitted from social security assistance. Unemployment was no longer seen solely as the
fate that can befall a person caused by external circumstances, but was partly attributed to the
unemployed's limited efforts to return to work or find a job. The government argued that
unemployed individuals should be more responsible for their own fate and through hard
labour and better work ethics, unemployed people could achieve a more prosperous life.
In the light of this latter discourse, the Participation Act entered into force on 1 January
2015. The Act replaced the Work and Social Assistance Act, the Social Employment Act, and a
large part of the Work and Employment Support for Young Disabled Persons Act, to create
more uniformity in the regulations for people who experience a distance from the labor
market and to help unemployed people, including those with an occupational disability, to
find a (regular) job (Van Echtelt et al. 2019). With this act, the cabinet aimed to find a
sustainable and less flexible profession for unemployed people (Rijksoverheid 2017).
Furthermore, an important reason for the introduction of the Participation Act was to save
1.7. billion euros, to decrease the high benefit volume, and to make unemployed people less
dependent on social security benefits (SZW 2019b). The government argued that the system
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should become more activating. To demonstrate these new policy goals, the cabinet has
argued the following:
“We ask everyone who is able to make a contribution. At the same time, we must also
ensure that people do not unnecessarily make use of the facilities in our social system.
It is important that people use their own possibilities and make use of the
opportunities offered by the Participation Act. That is why the government is going to
make social security benefits more active, so that more people get to work, by working
or by performing other activities. In order to achieve that goal, the government [...]
wants to review the existing exemptions from the labor and reintegration obligations
[…] and a compensation will apply to everyone. The government will also tighten up
labor obligations and standardize the duration and amount of the measure in the
case of non-compliance with these obligations” (TK 2013/2014, p.41).
This discourse can also be observed in the etymology of the word “participation”. Indeed, in
Latin, participation stems from the Latin verb participare and means to take part in, to join in,
or involve oneself (Putters 2013; Van Echtelt et al. 2019). By framing the Participation Act as
such, the governments clearly shifted to a focus on the responsibilities of the individual taking
care of his or her own fate. The compensation for social security benefits in the quote above,
also indicates the focus on activating the individual to contribute to society. Next to that, the
coalition agreement is full with references to activating the individual. For instance, it argues
that “the cabinet will enter into discussions with municipalities about the way in which they
actively execute the existing compensation” (Rijksoverheid 2017, p.26). Important to note,
here, is that in line with the subsidiarity principle, and just as in the higher education policy,
the central government does not execute the policy. Instead, the central government provides
the municipalities with the means and instruments to achieve the macro goals that were set
by the cabinet in The Hague. Finally, to show that this in the discourse obligations
predominate over rights, Willem-Alexander of the Netherlands has claimed in the King’s
speech, a speech in which the king outlines the goals of the cabinet, the following:
“It is undeniable that in our current network and information society people are more
empowered and independent than before. Combined with the need to reduce the
government deficit, this leads to the traditional welfare state slowly but surely
changing into a participatory society. Everyone who can participate is asked to take
responsibility for his or her own life and environment” (Royal House 2013).
4.2.2. “Breed Offensief” and financial structures
Now that we have determined the main priorities and the dominant discourse of the State
Secretary and cabinet Rutte III, I will discuss the recommendations and main findings of
policy evaluations about the participation policy of the cabinet. I have summarized the main
recommendations and findings of four policy evaluations in table 6. In the same table, one can
find the policy reaction of the State Secretary as well. Again, I have marked the
recommendations that have been used instrumentally or that are included as policy goals or
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in the policy reaction, with a green colour. I marked the recommendations that the State
Secretary did not reflect upon or cannot be found in the policy reaction red. Finally, I have
mentioned if the policy evaluations contain a management summary. In the respective
column, “yes” means there is a summary, and “no” means there is no summary.
Following table 6, one can see that State Secretary Van Ark used the recommendation
to pay more attention to the sustainability and quality of work, and to examine the
functioning of the financing structure of the system instrumentally. To start with, all policy
evaluations found that there a big differences between the sustainability and quality of work
for young disabled people, people with physical, mental or psychological disabilities, and
unemployed people without functional disabilities (Van Echtelt et al. 2019; Inspection SZW
2019; Oomkens et al. 2020). For instance, many young disabled people work part-time and
are increasingly given a temporary contract, which leads to lower quality and durability of
work (Van Echtelt et al. 2019). As a response to this recommendation, the Minister initiated a
legislative proposal “Breed Offensief” to make it easier for employers to hire people with an
occupational disability and to get these people to work for a longer period of time (SWZ
2019b). The legislative proposal includes measures to make it easier for employers to get
wage cost subsidy (Dutch: loonkostensubsidie), and to provide more tailor-made assistance for
the employee (Rijksoverheid 2021b). Wage cost subsidy is a policy measure for people who
are unable to earn the statutory minimum wage with full-time work, but who do have
opportunities to participate in the labor market. To encourage employers to hire someone
with a disability, the government compensates the loss of productivity of these employees.
To understand the second recommendation that is used instrumentally, I will briefly
discuss the financing structure of the participation policy. In the Netherlands, municipalities
receive funds from the central government for the reintegration of unemployed people in the
labor market (Van Echtelt et al. 2019). Like in higher education policy, the central government
sets the macro goals and local governments execute the policy with the means that the central
government provides them with. Due to the decentralized nature and the subsidiarity
principle, these resources are freely disposable by municipalities. This also means that if
municipalities save on benefits, they can keep the remainder and spend it freely. However,
this is problematic because it financially encourages municipalities to focus their
reintegration efforts on the most promising groups that hardly have a distance to the labor
market. Van Echtelt et al. (2019) note that this situation appears to be at odds with the
pursuit of an inclusive labor market. Indeed, the unemployed people for whom support is
most expensive are more likely to receive less attention from municipalities. Hence, Van
Echtelt et al. (2019) advised to examine the financing structure to change the financial
incentives for the municipalities to help all unemployed people. As a response to this
recommendation, the State Secretary instigated an investigation into the desirability of an
alternative financing structure to determine whether a better distribution model is possible
(SZW 2019b, p.16-18; i.e. Rijksoverheid 2020). Some would argue that this could also be seen
as a conceptual use of policy evaluations. Indeed, the policy evaluation contributes to the
consciousness that the financing structure does not seem to be effective, but no direct policy
measures are taken. However, I would argue this could be the case, but the recommendation
to actually examine an alternative financing structure has directly led to action, namely,
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Table 6: Overview policy evaluations participation policy

Policy evaluation

Main recommendations/findings

Van Echtelt et

Main finding: The participation policy is for a great part ineffective and

al. (2019)

unsuccessful, but effects differ for groups.

Management
summary
Yes

Actions/responses State Secretary



Legislative proposal “Breed Offensief”: includes measures
to make it easier for employers to get wage cost subsidy



Pay attention to the sustainability of work as many unemployed people

(Dutch: loonkostensubsidie), and to provide more tailor-

do not find sustainable jobs.

made assistance for the employee (Rijksoverheid 2021).


Examine the functioning of the financing structure of the system.



Rethink the assumption that most unemployed people can work but do

desirability of an alternative financing structure and to

not want to. Structural problems have to be solved first before these

determine whether a better distribution model is possible

people can participate in the labor market.

(SZW 2019b, p.16-18; i.e. Rijksoverheid 2020).



Decrease the complexity of the participation policy.



Policy instruments, such as sheltered employment, contribute little to



not meet their obligatory activities.

Enforcing obligations and sanctioning does not lead to better compliance
with the outflow opportunities for work; it can even backfire.



Change the term ‘compensation’(Dutch: tegenprestatie) to participation

ter Berg

(Dutch: participeren of meedoen) to avoid negative associations with the

(2019)

word.


Change the generally obligatory nature of the compensation.

Inspection



Municipalities find the sheltered work regulation too complex.

SZW (2019)



Most municipalities believe that sheltered work meets a need, but that

Yes

Yes

improvements are needed. Sheltered work is not always necessary to
serve the target group; arrangements not in line with the idea of
decentralization.
Oomkens et



al. (2020)

Pay attention to the sustainability of work as many unemployed people
do not find sustainable jobs.



Provide clearer and quantifiable goals to gain more insight into
effectiveness and efficiency (insight into the effectiveness and efficiency
of the policy is difficult due to no measurable and quantifiable targets
with regard to people's benefit dependency).



Change the complexity of the sheltered work regulation.

municipalities are stimulated to enforce the

instrument of mandatory compensation onto those that do

therefore have fewer incentives to use these instruments.


The Minister accepted parliamentary motion Raemakers
(2019):

finding a job for the unemployed, and are also expensive. Municipalities

Schothorst &

State Secretary instigated an investigation into the



No
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the instigation of research. Therefore, I would argue that it is both conceptual and
instrumental here.
I argue that these recommendations do not contradict the political priorities of the
State Secretary. As we have seen in the coalition agreement, the cabinet included the goals to
increase the sustainability and quality of work for people with disabilities, and to decrease the
flexibility of the labor market by improving the balance between fixed and flexible
employment contracts (Rijksoverheid 2017). Following up on the recommendation to pay
more attention to sustainability and quality of work, therefore, is in line with the predetermined political goals of State Secretary Van Ark. For the second recommendation to
investigate and reconsider the financial structures it is harder to determine if this contradict
the political priorities. However, as this recommendation does not suggest direct policy
measures, it is not likely to be against the pre-determined political priorities of the State
Secretary.
4.2.3. Mandatory compensation and individual incentives
As one can see in table 6, Tamara van Ark did not use all recommendations instrumentally. I
will now explain the content of these recommendations separately, whereupon I will discuss
why these recommendations have not been used instrumentally. First, Oomkens et al. (2020)
advise to provide clearer and quantifiable goals to gain more insight into effectiveness and
efficiency. They comment that the terms effectiveness and efficiency suggest that explicit
quantitative targets have been formulated for the various policy components of the
participation policy. However, this is not the case. Many policy evaluations, therefore, have
not been able to conclude about the fundamental aspects of the evaluation, that is, the
efficiency and effectivity of the participation policy. As I have mentioned in the previous
section, these goals are often not formulated because the decentralized system makes it hard
to get insight into the expenses on the level of the municipalities because local governments
are not obligated to grant access to their budget and expenditures, but also because
formulating clear goals is not politically desirable (Algemene Rekenkamer 2021). For practical
reasons as well as political reasons, this recommendation has not been used instrumentally.
Because the recommendation is not used instrumentally – partly because it contradicts the
State Secretary’s interest of accountability and it may harm her political position, I will argue
this is an example of symbolic use.
Furthermore, the compensation for social security benefits is an often mentioned
aspect in policy evaluations. Municipalities have been instructed by the central government to
lay down rules by ordinance on the mandatory compensation of people who depend on social
assistance (Van Echtelt et al. p.223). If people with social assistance do not comply with their
obligations, for example, do not register with an employment agency, are not willing to travel
a maximum of 3 hours per day to get or keep work, do not pay attention to personal care
which can hinder their chances of work, or are not willing to move to get or keep a job, the
municipality can impose financial sanctions onto those individuals (Van Echtelt et al. 2019).
The deterrent effect that this policy measure may have, might stimulate or incentivize people
to start working. Indeed, municipalities can cut on the social security benefits if the
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obligations are not met. Policy evaluations, however, show that this compensation and the
financial sanctions are not effective, often unfeasible, and therefore undesired by
municipalities. Van Echtelt et al. (2019) show that imposing obligations and sanctions does
not have an activating effect in the sense of more outflow from social assistance benefits.
Schothorst & Berg (2019) note that there is no evidence that forcibly imposing compensations
on all welfare recipients, is effective. Also, they recommended to change the term
‘compensation’ (Dutch: tegenprestatie) to participation (Dutch: participeren of meedoen) to
avoid negative associations with the word. Finally, Oomkens et al. (2020) claim that many
municipalities do not support the compensation and the financial sanctions, because the
measure is too binding and sanctions are often counterproductive. People with social security
benefits face many problems that need to be solved first. One can think of drug addiction,
compulsive gambling, and health issues. This is often the reason why those people cannot
comply with their compensation, and why municipalities hardly enforce.
Nonetheless, State Secretary van Ark did not use these findings and recommendations
instrumentally. In fact, in response to these evaluations she accepted the parliamentary
motion Raemakers (2019). This motion requested the State Secretary to stimulate
municipalities to enforce a compensation on unemployed people with labor capacity, and
activate these people for the purpose of their self-development and to decrease the welfare
costs. Internships, jobs, voluntary work, or attending a language course, among others, are
examples of the compensations that the municipalities had to actively enforce on people. In
other words, the State Secretary does the opposite of what is suggested in the policy
evaluation. This could be seen as a symbolic use of policy evaluations. Furthermore, Van Ark
argued that “if people do not want to cooperate, the compensation must also be obligatory"
(SZW 2019a p.5). Also, an argument in favor of the compensation is that Van Ark claimed that
many people want to work and that those that do work experience positive consequences:
they feel more confident and more appreciated by society, and have more social contacts
which impede people from isolating themselves (SZW 2019a, p.2). However, the State
Secretary did not reflect on the fact that municipalities do not feel anything for mandatory
compensations because many people simply cannot work, due to health issues, informal care,
psychological problems and stress, and that the underlying assumption that everyone can
work but simply do not want to do so, should be refuted (Van Echtelt et al. 2019). The
acceptance of the parliamentary motion Raemakers (2019) is a great example of a symbolic
use. Because the normative perception of State Secretary Van Ark about the individual
responsibilities it is likely she disregarded this result. Instead, she found evidence from
another source that she used as an argument to underpin her policy preferences.
That the Minister ignores this recommendation can be easily explained by her political
priorities. As I have argued, the Minister aimed to make the system more activating to reduce
the number of people that rely on social security benefits to save 1.7. billion euros (SZW
2019b). The result that the mandatory compensation and financial sanctions are ineffective
are inconsistent with her views on the individual's responsibilities to actively find a job, and
the assumption that individuals could be incentivized to act if it means that they are
financially sanctioned. Yet, the State Secretary is not completely wrong. Policy evaluations do
show that 12% of people indicate that they can work but do not want to work (SZW 2019b,
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p.7). For some people, compensation and sanctions will be effective. However, many people
cannot work for example because of informal care, stress, and psychological problems. The
question here is for whom the mandatory compensation is effective. For the majority, it is not,
and can even be counterproductive, but for some, it may be. The State Secretary has taken
these results and extrapolated it over the whole population of unemployed people with labor
capacity. For most people, however, structural societal problems have caused their
unemployment, and asking for a compensation if they have health issues, a difficult family
situation, or are informal carers, is practically impossible. However, only the recommendation
to change the name of the compensation from Schothorst and ter Berg (2019) is used
instrumentally. Instead of “compensation”, the ministry started to use the word ‘suitable offer’
(Dutch: passend aanbod; interview respondent 3; Van Echtelt et al. 2019).
Finally, evaluations show that sheltered work (Dutch: beschut werk) is not an efficient
policy measure, and makes the regulation too complex for municipalities. Sheltered work is
intended for people who can only work in a protected environment and under adapted
conditions. Municipalities are responsible for realizing sheltered workplaces for disabled
individuals to perform work against a decent salary. Van Echtelt et al. (2019) note that “most
municipalities say that sheltered work meets a need, but that improvements in the regulation
are needed”(Van Echtelt et al. 2019, p.7). Moreover, municipalities indicate that sheltered
work is unnecessary, and they argue they can help people in other ways as well (Van Echtelt
et al. 2019, p.11). In other words, the same effect can be achieved without sheltered work,
which means the measure is not efficient. Lastly, sheltered work contributes little to finding a
job for the unemployed, it is an expensive policy measure, and makes the system complex by
adding another instrument, and it decrease the freedom of choice of municipalities to make
their own decisions (Van Echtelt et al. 2019). Municipalities therefore have fewer incentives
to use this instrument.
As this instrument is mentioned in the coalition agreement (Rijksoverheid 2017), it can
be considered an absolute priority for Van Ark. It is likely, therefore, that she does not reflect
upon this result that sheltered work makes the system too complex and that it is ineffective.
State Secretary van Ark responded as follows to the policy evaluation: “I see sheltered work as
a meaningful tool that I would like to maintain and encourage as such”(SZW 2019b, p.6).
Remarkably, she seems to avoid negative wordings. She does not seem to be talking in terms
of improvement, but rather in terms in terms of complexity. She argues that “most
municipalities say that the instrument meets a need, but find the regulation complex” (SZW
2019b). Note the difference in the presentation of the results of the policy evaluation. Van
Echtelt et al. (2019) argue that improvements in the regulation are needed, and State
Secretary Van Ark argues that the regulation is complex. Even though the regulation is
complex, it seems like she reformulated one specific sentence from the policy evaluation in
her cabinet’s reaction, to present the content more positively. Indeed, the first part of the
sentences is the same. Only the latter part is reformulated. It is unlikely that this has been a
mistake. Yet, complexity has a different connotation than improvement. This points to a
symbolic use of evaluations Respondent 3 has argued that these examples occur more often.
The respondent argued the following:
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“To take an example, the evaluation of the Participation Act […] the debate focuses on a
relatively limited number of things. The conclusions are somewhat taken out of
context, made bigger and heavier, and sometimes more negative than they actually are.
In the first place, I would not say that this debate is knowledge-based, but it is
knowledge-triggered. This is the normative part. Normative directions, in that sense
you cannot do much with that in terms of science [...] as a civil servant we receive such
an evaluation, and then we look at how we can optimally use the report in the policy
domain. How do we want to present it? Of course, there is sometimes
opportunism in the sense of [...] well you have the debate about taking the heath off
Ministers […] of course, that happens with research. And of course, if the research
agency presents a report negatively, we prefer to do it positively. Is the glass halfempty or half-full?”
4.2.4. The insignificance of management summaries
Finally, the impact of evaluations with a management summary does not seem to play a role
in the participation policy. In table 6, we can see that almost all policy evaluations contain a
summary. Therefore, it is very hard to estimate how policy evaluations with management
summaries influence policymaking. Only the evaluation from Oomkens et al. (2020) does not
contain a management summary, but this evaluation does not result in a different uptake. The
use of evaluations with summaries, therefore, it not different than the use of policy
evaluations without summaries. Respondent 3 confirmed the insignificance of summaries by
claiming that summaries can help to quickly get the main take-away message, but do not
matter for the extent to which evaluations lead to a better or understanding or policy change.
4.3. Results
In the previous sections, I have analyzed the Dutch higher education and participation policy.
Based on this analysis, I will briefly reflect on the hypotheses that I formulated.
Hypothesis 1: If policy evaluations contain recommendations for improving policies in terms of
quality, efficiency, and effectiveness, policymakers are likely to use these recommendations
instrumentally.
As we have seen in the analysis, policy evaluations cannot provide policymakers with clearcut solutions to societal problems, nor can they provide recommendations that give insights
into how to improve the policies in terms of effectiveness, efficiency and quality. The societal
reality is too complex for science to provide a simple solution to policy problems. Policy issues
are not objective and subject to political priorities of policymakers. Science can only inform
policymakers in their decisions. However, scientific evidence cannot tell policymakers what to
do. The technical or positivist assumptions that evaluations simply can tell policymakers
‘what works’ do not apply to the cases I examined. For example, in higher education policy a
policy instrument cannot generate more accessible, higher quality, and more efficient
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education. Therefore, policymakers have to make trade-offs. Moreover, it turns out that a
policy measure often can only be effective or efficient for a specific audience. However, this
does not signify that policymakers cannot genuinely endeavor to improve policies, because
they do, but only within their priorities. For instance, State Secretary Van Ark used the
recommendation to pay more attention to the sustainability and quality of work by initiating
the legislative proposal “Breed Offensief” that included all sort of regulations to would benefit
unemployed people.
It is never the case that all findings or results of policy evaluations result in direct
actions or implementation of new policy instruments. Based on the analysis, it seems like this
is only possible when the recommendations are in line with the political priorities of the
cabinet and when the political momentum is there. In higher education policy, we can see that
policy evaluations show that the BSA is an efficient and effective policy tool, but that despite
this result this recommendation is not used instrumentally since it is not politically desired. In
the participation policy, evaluations show that sheltered work is not a necessary instrument,
is often expensive, and is not efficient. However, State Secretary van Ark ignored this result.
Both examples are proof for that this hypothesis should be rejected. Even though the policy
environment is very complex, and policymakers cannot use all recommendations
instrumentally, these results do point to a rejection of the EBPM approach. Furthermore, it is
hard to measure the effectivity and efficiency of policy measures. But, as we have seen, this is
partly caused by the lack of measurable and concrete goals due to political motives
concerning accountability. Finally, the analysis has shown that very rigorous system changes
and the powerlessness of the ministry in improving salaries for scientific staff from higher
education institutions, sometimes impedes governments from using recommendations
instrumentally. All these elements considered, I will reject hypothesis 1.
Hypothesis 2: If results of a policy evaluation contradict policymaker’s political priorities, then it
is likely that policymakers will use policy evaluations symbolically.
In both cases, I have shown that policy evaluations that contradict the political priorities of a
policymaker are likely to be used symbolically by Ministers and State Secretaries. Results of
policy evaluations are presented and interpreted in such a way that it endorses the standpoint
of political actors. Sometimes, this results in an exaggeration or distortion of evidence,
whereas sometimes it is more focused on cherry-picking and emphasizing evidence. Also,
policymakers search for evidence – from any source that underpins their standpoints.
Therefore, I will accept hypothesis 2. However, from the analysis it turns out that if the results
of a policy evaluation contradict policymaker’s political priorities, then policymakers can also
use policy evaluations’ recommendations conceptually. However, this partly seems to depend
on the type of policymaker. It seems like civil servants are more likely to use evaluations
conceptually than Ministers and State Secretaries who are more likely to use evaluations
symbolically as they have political motives. The analysis shows no signs of that evaluations
are not used at all. In general, policymakers always use evaluations, but the political
momentum determines when certain recommendations go from a conceptual to an
instrumental use.
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Hypothesis 3: If policy evaluations contain a management summary with the main findings, and
recommendations for action, then it is more likely that policymakers use these evaluations
instrumentally or conceptually.
As we have seen in chapter 2, the user-friendliness of a policy evaluation is for a great part
determined by the presence of a management summary that could make it easier for
policymakers to grasp the main findings and act upon the recommendations (Court & Young
2003; Lavis et al. 2005; Nutley et al. 2007). In contrast to what has been suggested in the
academic literature, according to the respondents and the analysis of policy documents, the
user-friendliness of policy evaluations does not seem to play a significant role in how a
policymaker uses an evaluation. According to all respondents, policymakers have the
theoretical know-how and expertise to read, assess, and evaluate policy evaluations on their
quality and methodological soundness (interviews respondents 1,2&3), and it does not make
a difference for an instrumental or conceptual uptake of evaluations. Civil servants always
read the whole evaluation and will advise Ministers if something is fundamental for the policy.
Evaluations with a management summary are used just like evaluations without management
summaries.
The analysis suggests that the presence of a management summary does not seem to
be significant for an instrumental or conceptual use of policy evaluations. Therefore, I will
reject hypothesis 3.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion & Discussion
I began this thesis by highlighting the EBPM movement that has influenced and still influences
policymaking worldwide. As opposed to policymaking based on ideology, prejudice, or
opportunism, evidence guides decision-making, governments argued. Parallel to the EBPM
movement, an academic debate occurred about the conditions under which policymakers use
evaluations between the EBPM-, pessimistic-, and “factor-affecting” approach. As these
approaches were primarily based on studies into the use of evaluations in public health and
environmental policies, and the “factor-affecting” approach, in particular, was still in its
infancy, this thesis applied these approaches to social policies informed by social science
research, and generated a new hypothesis. Accordingly, this study contributed to the
academic debate about the impact and functions of evaluations in policymaking. Following the
scientific relevance, I formulated an overarching and operational research question:
When and how do policymakers use evaluations in social policy informed by social science
research? When and how do policymakers use policy evaluations in the higher education and
participation policy of the Dutch cabinet Rutte III (2017-2021)?
In this chapter, I will answer these research questions. The first section explains the main
findings and the theoretical implications of this study. The second section discusses the
limitations and recommendations for further research.
5.1. Main findings
In general, this thesis has shown that academics and citizens can interpret evaluation use by
policymakers as a half-empty or a half-full glass. As this study indicated that policymakers use
evaluations symbolically if the results of an evaluation contradict the political priorities of the
cabinet, and policymakers distort, exaggerate, selectively pick, and search for evidence to
justify their pre-determined political goals, I conclude that the pessimistic approach seems to
be the most accurate approach to explain evaluation use. Therefore, the pessimistic
presumption of the Dutch population that Ministers and State Secretaries only use the
scientific evidence that suits them can be confirmed (Van den Broek-Honingh & De Jonge
2018). Policy choices are often based on scientific insights, however, only when those insights
align with policymakers’ policy ideology will they be picked out. In this way, policymakers
always try to present their findings positively, even though the results point to a negative
impact of specific policy measures.
Furthermore, this thesis contains no proof in favor of the EBPM approach. Policymakers
are not likely to use all recommendations for action to improve policies in terms of quality,
efficiency, and effectiveness instrumentally. It seems like this is due to the probability and
uncertainty of the evidence, political concerns, considerations regarding the magnitude of
proposed policy changes, and sometimes powerlessness to implement top-down changes as a
consequence of the decentralized system. Scientific evidence from social science research
does not provide policymakers with clear-cut solutions to societal problems because of the
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evidence that social science research produces. Indeed, effectivity and quality cannot be
measured objectively and always carries a degree of probability. For instance, in the Dutch
higher education policy, we have seen that there is a trilemma and that a policy measure can
never increase the accessibility, efficiency, and quality of higher education expenses at the
same time. This reminds us that Ministers and State Secretaries always have to make
ideological or political choices and prioritize policy goals because the evidence can only
inform them and not tell them what to do. It means that policymaking is not a type of
technical-decision making, but first and foremost a political activity (Parkhurst 2017).
Therefore, the suggestion that the Dutch cabinet makes by claiming that they “stop taking
measures that are not effective or have too many unwanted side effects” cannot be fully
endorsed based on this thesis (FIN 2018, p.2). Along these lines, academics and citizens may
perceive evaluation use a half-empty glass.
However, there is room for optimism as well. Indeed, one could see evaluation use as a
half-full glass. Even though Ministers and State Secretaries use policy evaluations
predominantly in a symbolic fashion, if the results of an evaluation contradict the political
priorities of the cabinet, this does not mean that they do not aim to improve policies and
impact people’s lives positively. This study has shown that Ministers and State Secretaries
take direct actions within the political priorities and goals or implement measures as
suggested by policy evaluations to enhance people’s lives. Therefore, I cannot entirely agree
with some authors who claimed that policymakers only aim to reach political goals and have
no intention to improve policies and help people (Montuschi 2009). Besides, it seems like
policy evaluations are used conceptually by civil servants who work at ministries, reminding
us that policy evaluations sometimes have an indirect impact that is not always directly
visible to academics and the public. This means that evaluations permeate the policy process,
always inform the undercurrent in policy, and could, in the long term, lead to a visible policy
change. Evaluations always find their way in the policy environment.
In addition, it seems like the “factor-affecting” approach does not seem to be a
significant approach to explain evaluation use. This conclusion is solely based on the fact that
it looks like policymakers are not more likely to use evaluations instrumentally or
conceptually if they contain a management summary. Policymakers consider themselves
experts in their field and argue that they are perfectly capable of analyzing and interpreting
evaluation findings without management summaries. However, it may be a handy tool to scan
the policy evaluation for relevance and better grasp the main recommendations and
conclusions. It could be the case that other variables from the “factor-affecting” literature,
which I did not include in this thesis, may generate significant results. This conclusion,
therefore, is preliminary.
5.2. Limitations and recommendations
There are a few limitations of this thesis. The first limitation is that all insights and
conclusions of this thesis are based on just two cases. As this study has only been exploratory,
more research is needed to externally validate the findings. For now, it is difficult to
determine how generalizable the results are. The second limitation is the fact that I did not
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interview respondents face-to-face due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This could have
consequences for the reliability, and the validity of the results, as it may be easier to
understand and discuss sensitive topics in face-to-face interviews (Seidman 2006). It could
also decrease the desirability bias, as policymakers may be more likely to talk freely in person
(Knox & Burkard 2009). Further research can examine if this is the case. Furthermore, in this
thesis, I have not interviewed Ministers and State Secretaries. This could also reveal relevant
insights into how they perceive the use of policy evaluations. Finally, as I only interviewed
three respondents from the Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science, and Employment and
Social Affairs, the insights from these interviews may be limited. Possibly, to get a more
nuanced and informed view of the reasons why policy evaluations are used instrumentally,
conceptually, or symbolically, future researchers should interview more respondents.
This leaves me with a few concrete recommendations for further research. First,
researchers should continue to link variables from the “factor-affecting” literature to the
instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic uses to grasp the practical and contextual variables
that impact the uptake of evaluations to better understand how and why policy actors make
choices, and to not miss out on the indirect impact and political function that evaluations can
have in the public debate and on policymaking in the long-term. This includes the factors
probability of scientific evidence, the magnitude of policy changes, and the powerlessness to
implement top-down changes due to decentralized responsibilities and powers. In particular,
the order of policy change is mentioned in the literature and could explain why policymakers
do not always use recommendations instrumentally. Hall (1993) distinguished first-order,
second-order, and third-order changes in his study about economic policymaking in Great
Britain. In first-order changes, instrument settings are adapted as a result of new scientific
knowledge, but the policy goals remain the same. The second-order change entails a change of
the instrument settings and the policy goals through updated beliefs. Finally, the third-order
policy change alters the instruments, their settings and the policy goals’ hierarchy. This is a
very radical change. The magnitude of policy recommendations could possibly explain why
some recommendations are used instrumentally and others not. However, to be sure about
this, more research is required.
Furthermore, scholars should continue to triangulate the data collection methods to give
a more nuanced overview of evaluation use and increase the reliability of the results.
Especially a document analysis has proven to provide fruitful insights that verify results from
interviews. In this thesis, for instance, by triangulation, I have excluded the management
summary as a factor that is likely to result in an instrumental or conceptual use. This possibly
suggests that other variables from the “factor-affecting” literature do not seem to be
significant either.
Second, researchers should consider if the theoretical approaches in the field apply to
Ministers and state secretaries, to civil servants, or both. This study has shown that there
seems to be a difference between civil servants that work at Ministerial departments, and
Ministers and State Secretaries in how they use evaluations. During the interviews with
policymakers from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment and the Ministry of
Education, Culture, and Science, it turned out that policy officers and civil servants seem to
use policy evaluations differently and have different perceptions on how to use policy

| 57
evaluations. Ministers and State Secretaries predominantly operate in the world of politics.
They are appointed after a political process of elections, are representatives of political
parties, and act according to the party’s ideology. Their presence in ministries is often of short
time. Indeed, after the reign period of the cabinet, new elections take place, and members of
government are likely to be replaced. Even though Ministers and State Secretaries are eager
to learn from evaluations for the improvement of the policy in terms of efficiency, effectivity,
and quality, they prioritize achieving pre-determined political priorities by legitimizing and
justifying their policy plans, and they selectively pick the evidence that suits their
standpoints.
On the other hand, policy officers are part of the world of civil service. They are chosen
based on their merit or professional expertise, and they often survive changes in political
leadership. They secure the continuity of policy. The sphere in which civil servants act is in
the first place not political but technocratic or evidence-based. Policy officers have an intrinsic
need for knowledge to learn more about the policy’s efficiency, effectiveness, and quality.
Their primary goal is to optimize policies and to learn about how to improve the policies. In
contrast to the political actors, civil servants are less likely to selectively adopt results as they
have long-term goals in mind and form a ministerial knowledge database and advise (future)
Ministers about what evaluations in the past displayed. The difference between a technical
and political focus on evidence-based evaluations and policy problems is a frequent
distinction in the academic literature (e.g. Nelkin 1992). Furthermore, the respondents that I
interviewed seemed to suggest that a type of use can be linked to a management layer. The
higher one goes in the management layer, the more political decision-making it will be. In
turn, the lower you go on the management scale, the more decision-making is focused on
technicalities and expertise. I have visualized this idea in figure 7. Further research can
examine if this idea can be generalized.
Third, further research should investigate “small p” policymakers. In this thesis, I have
only examined “big P” policymakers, but the impact of evaluations could be different for
political parties, media, several stakeholders, and the electorate. Can we apply the logic of “big
P” policymakers to “small p” policymakers as well? The answer to this question could
contribute to our understanding of how and why all policy actors use evaluations. As the
electorate and the media perhaps are not experts in the field, evaluations with management
summaries, for instance, possibly are critical for a conceptual use of evaluations by these
actors. The same applies to the “factor-affecting” variables that I did not include in this study.
Finally, scholars should scrutinize how evaluations are used on different governmental
levels. For instance, Nutley et al. (2007) have noted that the way in which scientific evidence
informs policy decisions on a local level is understudied. Thorough examinations of evaluation
use in governmental organizations funded by public tax money, such as municipalities,
counties, and water authorities, could provide citizens with insights into how their tax money
is spent and how policymakers consult scientific research to inform their decisions. Indeed, on
a local level, many policy choices can have direct implications for citizens’ lives. More research
on these governmental levels helps the public to understand the complex policy environment,
which may increase their trust in politics and science. Finally, these insights contribute to the
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development of a well-informed political opinion that may impact the next political elections,
as it gives insights into the behavior of policymakers.
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Figure 7: Uses and management layers
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Appendix
Interview questions respondent 1






















How important are policy evaluations for the Ministry of Education, Culture, and
Science?
Do you consciously use policy evaluations?
What is the purpose of a policy evaluation?
How does the evaluation process work?
From whom comes the question to evaluate?
Who carries out the evaluation and what is the assignment given by the ministry?
When the evaluation has been completed, what next steps will be taken?
On the basis of which factors can follow-up steps be taken?
Are the recommendations / results of evaluation studies decisive for the decisions that
are taken?
Are there interim contact moments between the implementing organization and the
ministry?
Are all recommendations / results followed?
How do you deal with policy evaluations that provide little insight into the efficiency
and effectiveness of the policy?
Why are the policy goals in the evaluations not measurable, quantified, and
unambiguous?
To what extent does the robustness of the results affect the use of policy evaluations?
Do political considerations play a role in the extent to which recommendations /
results of policy evaluations are converted into concrete measures?
Do the quality and the administrative agency play a role in the uptake of a policy
evaluation?
Do you have enough time to read and process all policy evaluations?
Do management summaries influence the uptake of evaluations?
There is a trilemma between efficiency, accessibility and quality. Who determines
which trade-off is made between these?
What function do the savings and intensification variants have in the policy review
Articles 6 and 7?
Why is the Ministry of OCW not in favour of a higher education authority and a clearer
position of the student, while this is clear advice from the NRO?
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Interview questions respondent 2






















How important are policy evaluations for the Ministry of Education, Culture, and
Science?
Do you consciously use policy evaluations?
What is the purpose of a policy evaluation?
How does the evaluation process work?
From whom comes the question to evaluate?
Who carries out the evaluation and what is the assignment given by the ministry?
When the evaluation has been completed, what next steps will be taken?
On the basis of which factors can follow-up steps be taken?
Are the recommendations / results of evaluation studies decisive for the decisions that
are taken?
Are there interim contact moments between the implementing organization and the
ministry?
Are all recommendations / results followed?
How do you deal with policy evaluations that provide little insight into the efficiency
and effectiveness of the policy?
Why are the policy goals in the evaluations not measurable, quantified, and
unambiguous?
To what extent does the robustness of the results affect the use of policy evaluations?
Do political considerations play a role in the extent to which recommendations /
results of policy evaluations are converted into concrete measures?
Do the quality and the administrative agency play a role in the uptake of a policy
evaluation?
Do you have enough time to read and process all policy evaluations?
Do management summaries influence the uptake of evaluations?
There is a trilemma between efficiency, accessibility and quality. Who determines
which trade-off is made between these?
What function do the savings and intensification variants have in the policy review
Articles 6 and 7?
Why is the Ministry of OCW not in favour of a higher education authority and a clearer
position of the student, while this is clear advice from the NRO?
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How important are policy evaluations for the Ministry of Social Affairs and
Employment?
Do you consciously use policy evaluations?
What is the purpose of a policy evaluation?
How does the evaluation process work?
From whom comes the question to evaluate?
Who carries out the evaluation and what is the assignment given by the ministry?
When the evaluation has been completed, what next steps will be taken?
On the basis of which factors can follow-up steps be taken?
Are the recommendations / results of evaluation studies decisive for the decisions that
are taken?
Are there interim contact moments between the implementing organization and the
ministry?
Are all recommendations / results followed?
How do you deal with policy evaluations that provide little insight into the efficiency
and effectiveness of the policy?
Why are the policy goals in the evaluations not measurable, quantified, and
unambiguous?
To what extent does the robustness of the results affect the use of policy evaluations?
Do political considerations play a role in the extent to which recommendations /
results of policy evaluations are converted into concrete measures?
Do the quality and the administrative agency play a role in the uptake of a policy
evaluation?
Do management summaries influence the uptake of evaluations?
How is the target group dependence on the law dealt with, and the effectiveness and
efficiency of those measures? Who makes the choices here?
Was the decision to implement the Participation Act a scientific or normative choice?
How do you deal with the shortage of information as a result of the decentralization
and privacy of participants?
What do you do when it is difficult to draw conclusions about efficiency and
effectiveness?

