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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 pre-

determined 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 ‘evidence-

based’ (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 ‘most-

likely’ 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 “factor-

affecting” 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 
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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). 
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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. Non-

beneficial elements will be ignored by them (Court & Young 2003). 

           In other words, policy evaluations are just political tools to justify or legitimize pre-

determined 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 
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Table 1: Overview evidence-based policymaking- and pessimistic approach 
 

  

  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, 

Approach Assumption about 

policymakers’ goals 

Use of policy 

evaluations 

Nature of policy 

evaluations 

Evidence-based 

policymaking 

approach 

Fixed sincere nature of politics 

To enhance policies in terms of 

effectiveness, efficiency, quality, 

and make a positive impact on 

people’s life’s. 

 

Instrumental 

use 

Evaluation as an 

apolitical or 

technocratic tool 

Pessimistic 

approach 

Fixed pessimistic nature of 

politics. 

Policymakers want to achieve 

political goals 

Symbolic use Evaluation as a 

political tool 
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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. 
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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 semi-

structured 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 pre-

determined 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 semi-

structured 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 
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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 

 
Table 3: Indicators and sources independent variables 

  

Uses of policy 

evaluations 

Description Indicators Sources 

Instrumental Policymakers change 

policy behaviour or 

practice to genuinely 

improve policies in 

terms of effectiveness 

and efficiency. 

 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. 

Interviews; 

Policy documents; 

Formal 

correspondence 

letters with 

parliament; Policy 

evaluations. 

 

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. 

  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). 

 

Interviews; 

Policy documents; 

Formal 

correspondence 

letters with 

parliament; 

. 

 

 

 

Symbolic Policymakers cherry-

pick, distort evidence, 

and exaggerate 

findings as 

“ammunition” to 

achieve and justify 

political goals. 

 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. 

Variables Indicators Sources 

The extent to which policy 

evaluations contradict 

policymaker’s political priorities 

 

 

 

In the listed sources, policymakers 

mention their political priorities. 

 

In policy evaluations, findings and 

recommendations for improving 

policies are formulated. 

Interviews; 

Policy documents; 

Coalition agreement (2017) 

Correspondence letters with 

parliament; 

Recommendations for improving 

policies in terms of quality, 

efficiency, and effectiveness. 

In policy evaluations findings 

and recommendations for 

improving policies are 

formulated. 

Interviews; 

Policy documents; 

Correspondence letters with 

parliament; 

“User-friendly” policy evaluations 
with management summaries 
 

The presence of management 

summaries in policy evaluations 

 

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 (2017-

2021). 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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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, 

Accessibility 

Quality Efficiency 
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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 well-

being. 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 first-

year 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  
 

Main recommendations Management 
summary 

Specific goals/actions Minister General policy goals Minister (OCW 
2019, p.7-13) 

SER (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. 

No  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). 

 educe application pressure ore R  for researchers, m
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). 

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) Greater higher education 

accessibility and student 
success. 

2) More flexible and digital 
higher education to increase 
the quality and student 
success.  

3) Better connection to the 
labor market and society. 

4) Strengthen the position of 
higher education institutions 
as a pivot in regional 
ecosystems to compete at 
the international top. 

 

Van der Wende et al. 
(2019) 

 Clarify the framework of 
responsibilities and powers of the 
ministry and higher education 
institutions. 

Yes  Clear description of the responsibilities and 
powers of the ministry and higher education 
institutions (OCW 2019, p. 95). 

AWTI (2019)  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. 

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). 

 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). 

Koeman et al. (2019)  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. 

Yes  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). 
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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.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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 “pseudo-

ministry” 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 cherry-

picks 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 non-

western 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. 



 
 
 

 | 43 

 

 Table 5: Overview debate BSA and stress 

Policy evaluations Content Policy reaction / justification Minister (debate: 20-02-

2019) 

Koeman et al. (2019) 

 

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. 

Adapt or abolish the use of BSA as a policy tool. 

 

Justification: 

 

 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. 

Schoemaker et al. (2019); 

Wennekers, Boelhouwer, Van 

Campen & Kullberg (2019); SER 

(2019); Van der Velden et al. (2019) 

 
 
 

Students face psychological problems, but problems do not occur 

more among students as among non-studying peers.   

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.  
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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 Management 

summary 

Actions/responses State Secretary 

Van Echtelt et 

al. (2019) 

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

unsuccessful, but effects differ for groups.  

 

 Pay attention to the sustainability of work as many unemployed people 

do not find sustainable jobs. 

 Examine the functioning of the financing structure of the system. 

 Rethink the assumption that most unemployed people can work but do 

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

people can participate in the labor market. 

 Decrease the complexity of the participation policy. 

 Policy instruments, such as sheltered employment, contribute little to 

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

therefore have fewer incentives to use these instruments. 

 Enforcing obligations and sanctioning does not lead to better compliance 

with the outflow opportunities for work; it can even backfire. 

Yes  

 Legislative proposal “Breed Offensief”:  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 2021). 

 State Secretary instigated an investigation into the 

desirability of an alternative financing structure and to 

determine whether a better distribution model is possible 

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

 The Minister accepted parliamentary motion Raemakers 

(2019):  municipalities are stimulated to enforce the 

instrument of mandatory compensation onto those that do 

not meet their obligatory activities. 

 

Schothorst & 

ter Berg  

(2019) 

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

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

word. 

 Change the generally obligatory nature of the compensation. 

Yes  

Inspection 

SZW (2019) 

 Municipalities find the sheltered work regulation too complex. 

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

improvements are needed. Sheltered work is not always necessary to 

serve the target group; arrangements not in line with the idea of 

decentralization.  

Yes  

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. 

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 pre-

determined 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 half-

 empty 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 clear-

cut 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 
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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. 



 
 

 | 59 

 

 
 
    
 
 
     

Symbolic use 

Instrumental use 

Conceptual use 

Figure 7: Uses and management layers 

Civil servants 

Director-Generals 

Secretary-Generals 

Ministers & State 

Secretaries 

World of Civil service 

World of Politics 



 
 
 

| 60 

 

Bibliography 

Literature 

Algemene Rekenmaker (2021). Inzicht in Kwaliteit: operatie geslaagd? The Hague. 

Anderson, L.M., Brownson, R.C., Fullilove, M.T. Teutsch, S.M. Novick, L.F., Fielding, J. Land, G.H. 

 (2005). Evidence-Based Public Health Policy and Practice: Promises and Limits. 

 American Journal of Preventive Medicine 28:5, 226-230. 

Ansell, B.W. (2010). From the Ballot to the Blackboard: The redistributive political economy of 

 education. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

AWTI (2019). Het stelsel op scherp gezet: naar toekomstbestendig hoger onderwijs en 

 onderzoek. The Hague. 

Baldock, J., Mitton, L., Manning, N. Vickerstaff, S. (2012). Social Policy. New York: Oxford 

 University Press. 

Blakemore, K., Griggs, E. (2007). Social Policy: An Introduction. New York: McGraw-Hill 

 Education. 

Boer, de H., Kolster, R., Westerheijden, D. (2019). Beleidsdoorlichting Hoger Onderwijs 2015-

 2018: Sturing en beleidsinstrumentenanalyse. Enschede: CHEPS.  

Boer, T. de (2017). Van succes-student naar stress-student: Hoe groot is het probleem? 

 Utrecht: Landelijke studentenvakbond. 

Booth, S.H., Booth, A., Falzon, L.J. (2003) The need for information and research skills training 

 to support evidence-based social care: a literature review and survey. Learning in 

 Health and Social Care 2:4, 191-201. 

Broek, van den A., Cuppen, J., Warps, J., Termorshuizen, T., Lodewick, J., Brukx, D., Korte, de K., 

 Ramakers, C., Mulder, J. (2019). Monitor Beleidsmaatregelen hoger onderwijs 2018-

 2019. ResearchNed: Nijmegen. 

Broek, van den A., Korte, de K., Cuppen, J., Wartenbergh, F., Bendig-Jacobs, J., Mulder, J. 

 Hellegers, A. (2018). Monitor Beleidsmaatregelen 2017-2018. ResearchNed: Nijmegen. 

Broek, van den A., Warps, J., Cuppen, J., Termorshuizen, T., Lodewick, J. (2020). Monitor 

 Beleidsmaatregelen 2019-2020. ResearchNed: Nijmegen. 

Broek-Honingh, N. van Den, Jonge, J. de (2018). Vertrouwen in de wetenschap – Monitor 2018. 

 Den Haag: Rathenau Instituut. 

Brownson, R.C., Baker, E.A., Deshpande, A.D., Gillespie, K.N. (2018). Evidence-based public 

 health. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Brownson, R.C.,. Chriqui, J.F., Stamatakis, K.A. (2009). Understanding Evidence-Based Public 

 Health Policy. American Journal of Public Health 99:9, 1576-1583. 

Cairney, P. (2016). The Politics of Evidence-Based Policy Making. Palgrave Macmillan: London 

Christensen, T., Lægreid, P. (2006). New Public Management: The transformation of ideas and 

 practice. Ashgate Publishing Limited: Hampshire. 

Chupein, T. and Glennerster, R. (2018). Evidence-Informed Policy from an International 

 Perspective. AAPSS 678, 62-70. 



 
 
 

| 61 

 

 

Clarke, A. (2011). Evaluation Utilization, in: Evaluation Research. SAGE Publications: London. 

Colin, P. et al. (2012). Evaluation for the Real World: The Impact of Evidence in Policy Making. 

 Policy Press: Bristol. 

Court, J., Young, J. (2003) Bridging research and policy: Insights from 50 case studies. London: 

 Overseas Development Institute (ODI). 

Davies, P. (2012). The State of Evidence-Based Policy Evaluation and its Role in Policy 

 Formation. National Institute Economic Review 219, 41-52. 

Dobrow, M.J., Goel, V., Upshur, R.E.G. (2004). Evidence-based health policy: context and 

 utilisation. Social Science & Medicine 58:1, 207-217. 

Dunn, W.N. (1983). Measuring Knowledge Use. SAGE Publications: Knowledge: Creation, 

 Diffusion, Utilization, 5:1, 120-133. 

Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science (2019). Strategische Agenda Hoger 

 Onderwijs en Onderzoek: Houdbaar voor de Toekomst.  The Hague. 

Funk, S.G., Tornquist, E.M., Champagne, M.T. (1995). Barriers and facilitators of research 

 utilization: an integrative review. Nursing Clinics of North America, 30:3, 395-407. 

George, A.L., Bennett, A. (2005). Case studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences. 

 MIT Press: Cambridge, Massachusetts  

Gerring, J. (2006). Case Study Research: Principles and Practices. New York: Cambridge 

 University Press 

Gerring, J. (2017). Case study research: principles and practices. New York: Cambridge 

 University Press. 

Goede, J. de, Bon-Martens, M.J.H. van, Mathijssen, J.J.P., Putter, K., Oers, H.A.M. van. (2012). 

 Looking for interaction: quantitative measurement of research utilization by Dutch 

 local health officials. Health Research Policy and Systems 10:9, 1-12. 

Greenhalgh, T. and Russel, J. (2009). Evidence-Based Policymaking: A Critique. Perspectives in 

 Biology and Medicine 52:2, 304-318. 

Hall, P.A. (1993). Policy Paradigms, Social Learning, and the State: The case of Economic 

 Policymaking in Britain. Comparative Politics 25:3, 275-296. 

Harvey, W. S. (2011). Strategies for Conducting Elite interviews. Qualitative Research 11:4, 

 431–441. 

Head, B.W. (2008). Research and Evaluation: Three Lenses of Evidence-Based Policy. The 

 Australian Journal of Public Administration 67:1, 1-11. 

Head, B.W. (2013). Evidence-Based Policymaking – Speaking Truth to Power? Journal of Public 

 Administration 72:4, 397-403. 

Head, B.W. (2015). Toward More “Evidence-Informed” Policy Making? Public Administration 

 Review 76:3, 472-484. 

Heale, R., Forbes, D. (2013). Understanding triangulation in research. Evid Based Nurs 16:4, 1-

 1. 

Hermes, J., & Zonneveld, M. (2015). Vertooganalyse: Onderwijs, Cultuur, Wetenschap en 

 Media. Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science: The Hague. 

Hertin, J., Turnpenny, J., Jordan, A., Nilsson, M. Russel, D., Nykvist, B. (2009). Rationalising the 

 policy mess? Ex ante policy assessment and the utilisation of knowledge in the policy 

 process. Environment and Planning, 41, 1185-1200. 



 
 
 

| 62 

 

 

Holmes, J., Clark, R. (2008). Enhancing the use of science in environmental policy-making and 

 regulation. Environmental Science & Policy 11:8, 702-711. 

Hoppe, R. (2005). Rethinking the puzzles of the science-policy nexus: from knowledge 

 utilization and science technology studies to types of boundary arrangements. Poiesis 

 Prax 3, 199–215. 

Howlett, M., Ramesh, M., Perl, A. (2009). Studying Public Policy: Policy Cycles and Policy 

 Subsystems. Oxford University Press: Oxford. 

Hsieh, H., Shannon, S. (2005). Three Approaches to Qualitative Content Analysis. Qualitative 

 Health Research 15, 1277-1288. 

Inspectie SZW (2019). Eindrapport: evaluatie beschut werk. The Hague: Ministry of Social 

 Affairs and Employment. 

Koeman, N., Bussink, H., Weel, ter, B., (2019). Impact van het hoger onderwijsbeleid, 2015-

 2018. Amsterdam: SEO economisch onderzoek. 

Krippendorff, K. (1989). Content analysis. In: E. Barnouw, G. Gerbner, W. Schramm, T. L. 

 Worth, & L. Gross (Eds.), International encyclopedia of communication (Vol. 1, pp. 403-

 407). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.  

Lavis, J., Davies, H.T.O., Oxman, A., Denis, J.-L., Golden-Biddle, K. and Ferlie, E. (2005). Towards 

 systematic reviews that inform health care management and policy-making, Journal of 

 Health Services Research and Policy 10:1, 35-48. 

Leithwood, K.E., Bradley Cousins, J., (1986). Current Empirical Research on Evaluation 

 Utilization. Review of Educational Research 56: 3, 331-364. 

Likens, G.E. (2010). The role of science in decision making: does evidence-based science drive 

 environmental policy? Front Ecol Environ 8:6, 1-9. 

Longhurst, R. (2003). Semi-structured interviews and Focus Groups, 103-115, in: Clifford, N., 

 Cope, M. Gillespie, T., French, S. (eds.). Key Methods in Geography. Sage: Los Angeles.  

Montuschi, E. (2009). Questions of Evidence in Evidence-Based Policy. Axiomathes 19, 425-

 439. 

Murray, C.J.L., Lopez, A.D. (1996). Evidence-Based Health Policy-Lessons from the Global 

 Burden of Disease Study. Science 274, 740-744. 

Nelkin, D. (1992). Controversy: Politics of technical decisions (3rd ed.). New York: Sage 

 Publications. 

Niessen, L.W. Grijseels, E.W.M. Rutten, F.F.H. (2000) .The evidence-based approach in health 

 policy and health care delivery. Social Science & Medicine 51, 859-869. 

Nutley, S.M., Walter, I., Davies, H.T.O. (2007). Using Evidence: How research can inform public 

 services. Policy Press: Bristol. 

Oh, C. (1997) Explaining the impact of policy information on policy-making’, Knowledge and 

 Policy,10:3, 25-55 

Oomkens, R.M., Linssen, T. Grimmius, T., Grijpstra, D. (2020). Beleidsdoorlichting artikel 2 

 SZW: Bijstand, Participatiewet en Toeslagenwet.  Zoetermeer: Panteia. 

Parkhurst, J. (2017). The Politics of Evidence: from Evidence-based Policy to the Good 

 Governance of Evidence. Routledge. 

Patton, M.Q. (1988). Politics and evaluation. Evaluation practice 9:1, 89-94. 



 
 
 

| 63 

 

 

Putters, K. (2013). De verzorgingsstad. Tussen verzorgingsstaat en participatiesamenleving 

 (15e Wibaut-lezing).  Amsterdam: Centrum voor lokaal bestuur. 

Radaelli, C.M. (1995). The Role of Knowledge in the Policy Process. Journal of European Public 

 Policy  2:2, 159-183. 

Rich, R. F. (1997). Measuring Knowledge Utilization: Processes and Outcomes. Knowledge and 

` Policy: The International Journal of Knowledge Transfer and Utilization, 10:3, 11-24. 

Rickinson, M. (2005) Practitioners’ use of research, NERF Working Paper 7.5. London: National 

 Education Research Forum. Available at: https://studylib.net/doc/7634496/how-do-

 practitioners-use-research%3F [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

Rijksoverheid (2017). Vertrouwen in de Toekomst: Regeerakoord 2017 – 2021 (VVD, CDA, D66 

 en ChristenUnie). The Hague. 

Rossi, P.H., Freeman, H.E. (1999). Evaluation: A systematic approach. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Rourke, L., Anderson, T. (2004). Validity in Quantitative Content Analysis. ETR&D 52:1, 5-18. 

Sanderson, I. (2002). Evaluation, Policy Learning and Evidence-Based Policy Making. Public 

 Administration 80:1, 1-22. 

Schoemaker, C., Kleinjan, M., Borg, van der W., Busch, M., Muntinga, M., Nuijen, J., Deddin, C. 

 (2019). Mentale gezondheid van jongeren. Enkele cijfers en ervaringen. Bilthoven: 

 RIVM/ Trimbos instituut/Amsterdam UMC.  

Schothorst, Y., Berg, ter J. (2019). Opvattingen over tegenprestatie in de bijstand: Kwalitatief 

 onderzoek op verzoek van het Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid. 

 Amsterdam: Kantar.  

Seidman, I. (2006). Interviewing as Qualitative Research: A Guide for Researchers in  Education 

 and the Social Sciences. New York: Teachers College Press. 

SER (2019). Hoge verwachtingen Kansen en belemmeringen voor jongeren in 2019. Den Haag. 

Sheldon, B., Chilvers, R. (2000). Evidence-based social care. Lym Regis: Russel House 

 Publishing. 

Simon, H.A. (1957). Administrative behaviour. London: MacMillan 

Smet, V. (2013). Evidence-based policy en de doorwerking van sociaalwetenschappelijk 

 onderzoek:  are we there yet? Beleidsonderzoek Online, DOI: 

 10.5553/Beleidsonderzoek.000031. 

Smith, K. (2013) Beyond Evidence-Based Policy in Public Health: The Interplay of  Ideas. 

 Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Van Echtelt, P., Sadiraj, K., Hoff, S., Muns, S., Karpinska, K., Das, D., Versantvoort, M. (2019). 

 Eindevaluatie van de Participatiewet. The Hague: Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau. 

Velden, van der P.G., Das, M., Muffels, R. (2019). The stability and latent profiles of mental 

 health problems among Dutch young adults in the past decade: a comparison of three 

 cohorts from a national sample. Psychiatry Research 282, 1-7. 

Watkins, J.M. (1994). A postmodern critical theory of research use.  Knowledge and 

 Policy 7, 55–77. 

Weiss, C.H. (1979). The Many Meaning of Research Utilization. Public Administration Review.  

Weiss, C.H. (1998). Have We Learned Anything New About the Use of Evaluation? American 

 Journal of Evaluation, 19:1, 21-33. 

https://studylib.net/doc/7634496/how-do-%09practitioners-use-research%3F
https://studylib.net/doc/7634496/how-do-%09practitioners-use-research%3F


 
 
 

| 64 

 

 

Weiss, C.H., Murphy-Graham, E., Birkeland, S. (2005). An Alternate Route to Policy Influence: 

 How Evaluations Affect D.A.R.E.. American Journal of Evaluation 26:12, p.12-30. 

Wende, van der M., Bakker, W., Beerkens, M., Bolhaar, J., Zoontjens, P., Rijke, N. (2019). 

 Beleidsdoorlichting Hoger Onderwijs, 2015-2018: Advies Implementatie Vernieuwd 

 Instrumentarium (spoor 3). Den Haag: Commissie Beleidsdoorlichting Hoger Onderwijs 

 NRO. 

Wennekers, A., Boelhouwer, J., Campen, van C., Kullberg, J. (2019). De sociale staat van 

 Nederland 2019. The Hague: Sociaal Cultureel Planbureau. 

Wesselink, A., Colebatch, H., Pearce, W. (2014). Evidence and policy: discourses, meanings and 

 practices. Policy Sciences 47:4, 339-344. 

Online Sources 

 
Rijksbegroting (2020). Artikel 6 en 7 Hoger onderwijs [online]. Available at: 

 https://www.rijksbegroting.nl/2020/voorbereiding/begroting,kst264847_14.html#:~

 :text=Algemene%20doelstelling,optimaal%20aansluit%20bij%20hun%20talenten 

 [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

Rijksoverheid (2020). Onderzoek re-integratiekosten nieuwe doelgroep Participatiewet 

 [online]. Available at: 

 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/06/09/onderzoek-

 re-integratiekosten-nieuwe-doelgroep-participatiewet [accessed at 2. June 2021). 

Rijksoverheid (2021a). Wat is het bindend studieadvies (BSA) in het hoger onderwijs ? [online]. 

 Available at: https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/hoger-onderwijs/vraag-en-

 antwoord/wat-is-het-bindend-studieadvies-bsa-in-het-hoger-onderwijs-ho [accessed 

 at 2. June 2021]. 

Rijksoverheid (2021b). Een breed offensief [online]. Available at: 

 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/werken-met-arbeidsbeperking/plannen-

 om-meer-mensen-met-een-beperking-aan-werk-te-helpen [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

Royal House (2013). Troonrede 2013 [online]. Available at: : 

 https://www.koninklijkhuis.nl/documenten/toespraken/2013/09/17/troonrede-

 2013 [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

CECS (2019). Strategische agenda hoger  onderwijs notaoverleg 10 februari 2020 [online]. 

 Video footage available at: 

 https://debatgemist.tweedekamer.nl/debatten/strategische- agenda-hoger-onderwijs 

 [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

 

Policy Documents 

FIN (2018). Operatie inzicht in kwaliteit (date: 06-07-2018; reference 2018-0000111694). 

 Online available at: 

https://www.rijksbegroting.nl/2020/voorbereiding/begroting,kst264847_14.html#:~ :text=Algemene%20doelstelling,optimaal%20aansluit%20bij%20hun%20talenten
https://www.rijksbegroting.nl/2020/voorbereiding/begroting,kst264847_14.html#:~ :text=Algemene%20doelstelling,optimaal%20aansluit%20bij%20hun%20talenten
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/06/09/onderzoek-%09re-integratiekosten-nieuwe-doelgroep-participatiewet
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/06/09/onderzoek-%09re-integratiekosten-nieuwe-doelgroep-participatiewet
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/hoger-onderwijs/vraag-en-%09antwoord/wat-is-het-bindend-studieadvies-bsa-in-het-hoger-onderwijs-ho
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/hoger-onderwijs/vraag-en-%09antwoord/wat-is-het-bindend-studieadvies-bsa-in-het-hoger-onderwijs-ho
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/werken-met-arbeidsbeperking/plannen-%09om-meer-mensen-met-een-beperking-aan-werk-te-helpen
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/werken-met-arbeidsbeperking/plannen-%09om-meer-mensen-met-een-beperking-aan-werk-te-helpen
https://www.koninklijkhuis.nl/documenten/toespraken/2013/09/17/troonrede-%092013
https://www.koninklijkhuis.nl/documenten/toespraken/2013/09/17/troonrede-%092013
https://debatgemist.tweedekamer.nl/debatten/strategische-%09agenda-hoger-onderwijs


 
 
 

| 65 

 

 

 https://www.parlementairemonitor.nl/9353000/1/j9vvij5epmj1ey0/vkpxlccm0zzm  

 [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

House of Representatives (2019). Motie van het lid Raemakers c.s.  (date: 24-09-2019; 

 reference KST34352173). Online available at: 

 https://www.parlementairemonitor.nl/9353000/1/j9vvij5epmj1ey0/vl26qrtuiozw 

 [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

OCW (2020). Toegankelijk hoger onderwijs: selectie en beleidsreactie Monitor 

 beleidsmaatregelen 2019-2020 (date: 08-10-2020; reference: 25690525). Online 

 available at: 

 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/10/08/kamerbrief-

 selectie-in-het-hoger-onderwijs-en-beleidsreactie-monitor-beleidsmaatregelen-2019-

 2020 [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

OCW (2021). Voortgangsrapportage Strategische agenda hoger onderwijs en onderzoek en 

 Wetenschapsbrief (date: 22-03-2021; reference: 26792959). Online available at: 

 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2021/03/22/voortgangsr

 apportage-strategische-agenda-hoger-onderwijs-en-onderzoek-en-wetenschapsbrief [ 

 accessed at 2. June 2021). 

Plenary report House of Representatives (2020). 15e vergadering donderdag 15 oktober 2020 

 (date:  15-10-2020). Online available at: 

 https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/plenaire_verslagen/detail/66a4f6b0-

 2fde-4270-94b4-f8af638f27dc [ accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

SZW (2018). Breed offensief om meer mensen met een beperking aan werk te helpen  (date: 07-

 09-2018; reference: 2018-0000151048). Online Available at: 

 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/werken-met-arbeidsbeperking/plannen-

 om-meer-mensen-met-een-beperking-aan-werk-te-helpen [accessed at 2. June 2021].  

SZW (2019a). Uitvoering motie Raemakers c.s. over meedoen vanuit de bijstand (date: 20-11-

 2019; reference 2019-0000164045). Online available at: 

 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbriefu

 itvoering-motie 

 raemakers#:~:text=Kamerbrief%20uitvoering%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20o

 ver%20meedoen%20vanuit%20de%20bijstand,Staatssecretaris%20Van%20Ark&tek

 st=De%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20verzoekt,doen%20dat%20bij%20hen%20

 past [accessed at 2.  June 2021].  

SZW (2019b). Reactie op de eindevaluatie van de Participatiewet (date: 20-11-2019; reference: 

 2019-0000175187). Online available at: 

 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbrief-

 reactie-op-de-eindevaluatie-van-de-participatiewet [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

SZW (2020). Kabinetsreactie Beleidsdoorlichting Artikel 2 SZW: Bijstand, Participatiewet en 

 Toeslagenwet (date: 18-12-2020; reference 2020-0000174177). Online available at: 

 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/12/18/kabinetsreac

 tie-beleidsdoorlichting-artikel-2-szw-bijstand-participatiewet-en-toeslagenwet 

 [accessed at 2. June 2021]. 

 

https://www.parlementairemonitor.nl/9353000/1/j9vvij5epmj1ey0/vkpxlccm0zzm
https://www.parlementairemonitor.nl/9353000/1/j9vvij5epmj1ey0/vl26qrtuiozw
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/10/08/kamerbrief-%09selectie-in-het-hoger-onderwijs-en-beleidsreactie-monitor-beleidsmaatregelen-2019-%092020
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/10/08/kamerbrief-%09selectie-in-het-hoger-onderwijs-en-beleidsreactie-monitor-beleidsmaatregelen-2019-%092020
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/10/08/kamerbrief-%09selectie-in-het-hoger-onderwijs-en-beleidsreactie-monitor-beleidsmaatregelen-2019-%092020
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2021/03/22/voortgangsr%09apportage-strategische-agenda-hoger-onderwijs-en-onderzoek-en-wetenschapsbrief
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2021/03/22/voortgangsr%09apportage-strategische-agenda-hoger-onderwijs-en-onderzoek-en-wetenschapsbrief
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/plenaire_verslagen/detail/66a4f6b0-%092fde-4270-94b4-f8af638f27dc
https://www.tweedekamer.nl/kamerstukken/plenaire_verslagen/detail/66a4f6b0-%092fde-4270-94b4-f8af638f27dc
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/werken-met-arbeidsbeperking/plannen-%09om-meer-mensen-met-een-beperking-aan-werk-te-helpen
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/werken-met-arbeidsbeperking/plannen-%09om-meer-mensen-met-een-beperking-aan-werk-te-helpen
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbriefu%09itvoering-motie%20%09raemakers#:~:text=Kamerbrief%20uitvoering%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20o ver%20meedoen%20vanuit%20de%20bijstand,Staatssecretaris%20Van%20Ark&tek st=De%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20verzoekt,doen%20dat%20bij%20hen%20 past
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbriefu%09itvoering-motie%20%09raemakers#:~:text=Kamerbrief%20uitvoering%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20o ver%20meedoen%20vanuit%20de%20bijstand,Staatssecretaris%20Van%20Ark&tek st=De%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20verzoekt,doen%20dat%20bij%20hen%20 past
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbriefu%09itvoering-motie%20%09raemakers#:~:text=Kamerbrief%20uitvoering%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20o ver%20meedoen%20vanuit%20de%20bijstand,Staatssecretaris%20Van%20Ark&tek st=De%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20verzoekt,doen%20dat%20bij%20hen%20 past
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbriefu%09itvoering-motie%20%09raemakers#:~:text=Kamerbrief%20uitvoering%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20o ver%20meedoen%20vanuit%20de%20bijstand,Staatssecretaris%20Van%20Ark&tek st=De%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20verzoekt,doen%20dat%20bij%20hen%20 past
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbriefu%09itvoering-motie%20%09raemakers#:~:text=Kamerbrief%20uitvoering%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20o ver%20meedoen%20vanuit%20de%20bijstand,Staatssecretaris%20Van%20Ark&tek st=De%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20verzoekt,doen%20dat%20bij%20hen%20 past
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbriefu%09itvoering-motie%20%09raemakers#:~:text=Kamerbrief%20uitvoering%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20o ver%20meedoen%20vanuit%20de%20bijstand,Staatssecretaris%20Van%20Ark&tek st=De%20motie%20Raemakers%20c.s.%20verzoekt,doen%20dat%20bij%20hen%20 past
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbrief-%09reactie-op-de-eindevaluatie-van-de-participatiewet
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2019/11/20/kamerbrief-%09reactie-op-de-eindevaluatie-van-de-participatiewet
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/12/18/kabinetsreac%09tie-beleidsdoorlichting-artikel-2-szw-bijstand-participatiewet-en-toeslagenwet
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/kamerstukken/2020/12/18/kabinetsreac%09tie-beleidsdoorlichting-artikel-2-szw-bijstand-participatiewet-en-toeslagenwet


 
 
 

| 66 

 

 

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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Interview questions respondent 3 

 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? 


