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This chapter gets to the heart of the work of our 25 commissioners: what needs to be done better or differently 

to systematize the use of evidence, by the full range of decision-makers, in addressing societal challenges? 

It begins by asking what we can learn from the many global commissions that preceded us. It concludes with 

recommendations for the path forward.
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A thematic analysis of recommendations from 48 global commissions reporting since 1 January 2016 helped to:

• understand the gap between where we are and where we need to be in using evidence to address societal challenges, at least from the 
point of view of the high-profile members of global commissions

• improve the framing of the Evidence Commission’s recommendations and identify new ideas that would help to bridge this gap
• identify the Evidence Commission’s recommendations that align with recommendations from other global commissions.

Here we summarize key findings in an infographic, and then we elaborate on them in the text below it and in section 7.3.

1,460 recommendations were made, 
many of which spoke to the ‘levers’ 
required to bring about change

• These levers include a global summit-endorsed strategic framework and an 
accompanying program of action, voluntary measures such as guidelines, monitoring 
and improvement approaches, planning and funding mechanisms, technical and 
financial assistance, new focal points within or involving existing institutions, and 
legally binding treaties

242 recommendations 
spoke to evidence supply (chapter 4)

• Most of these recommendations called for increasing data collection and sharing, 
which are a foundation for (but not the same as) data analytics as a form of evidence

• When other forms of evidence were addressed, recommendations tended to call 
for increasing the flow of new evidence, such as new evaluations, but not to call 
for improving the signal-to-noise ratio in the flow of such evidence, better using the 
stock of existing evidence, or combining multiple forms of evidence

94 recommendations described 
the context in which government 
officials, organizational leaders, 
professionals and citizens make 
decisions (chapter 3)

• Only rarely did any of these recommendations address how any of these decision-
makers can or should use evidence in addressing societal challenges

50 recommendations addressed 
evidence intermediaries (chapter 5)

• These recommendations often called for the UN system to better harness its 
normative role (e.g., guidelines) and its advisory role (e.g., technical assistance to its 
member states)

• Evidence was rarely made explicit as a necessary underpinning of such roles

28 recommendations addressed 
global public goods and distributed 
capacities (chapter 6)

• 
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Between January 2016 and September 2021, 48 global commissions issued 70 reports (one of which was an interim report) and made 
1,460 recommendations, for an average of 30 recommendations per commission and 21 recommendations per report. The full list of reports 
is provided in appendix 8.1.

The global-commission recommendations that aligned with the focus of the Evidence Commission report most commonly addressed 
evidence supply (i.e., 242 recommendations spoke to chapter 4). Most of these recommendations called for increasing data collection and 
sharing, which are a foundation for data analytics as a form of evidence, but they: 

• gave little attention to the problem of parsimony in what’s collected, the quality of the data and data analytics, and timeliness in sharing
• appeared to assume that robust data analytics will be undertaken and then presented in ways that can inform decision-making and 

support accountability, including by being attentive to equity considerations
• didn’t clarify the types of questions that data analytics can best answer or the forms of evidence that can answer the other types of 

questions needed to make decisions.
When other forms of evidence were addressed, recommendations tended to call for increasing the flow of new evidence, such as new 
evaluations, and not to call for improving the signal-to-noise ratio in the flow of such evidence, better using the stock of existing evidence, 
or combining multiple forms of evidence. Some global commissions called for evaluations, including five that explicitly called for evaluating 
what works and a few that called for evaluating impacts across multiple domains (e.g., health, economic and environmental impacts) and 
time horizons. Few global commissions called for behavioural/implementation research, despite sometimes calling for campaigns and other 
strategies to change behaviours that would benefit from such research. Even fewer global commissions called for other forms of evidence, 
such as modeling, qualitative insights, evidence syntheses and guidelines, to address the societal challenges they focused on.

The second-most common grouping of global-commission recommendations described the context in which government officials, 
organizational leaders, professionals and citizens make decisions (94 recommendations spoke to chapter 3). Only rarely did any of these 
recommendations address how any of these decision-makers can or should use evidence in addressing societal challenges.
The greatest share of these 94 recommendations called for government policymakers to use specific policy instruments or specific 
structures and processes to address a societal challenge. A smaller share called for organizational leaders – especially business leaders 
– to use specific approaches to address a societal challenge, professionals to address societal challenges independently of their role in 
governments and organizations, and citizens to play a more active role in addressing societal challenges. 

The third most-common grouping of global-commission recommendations addressed evidence intermediaries (50 recommendations spoke 
to chapter 5). These recommendations often called for the UN system to better harness its normative role (e.g., guidelines) and its advisory 
role (e.g., technical assistance to its member states), and for the UN system and other ‘intermediaries’ to use specific types of strategies 
to support government policymakers and other decision-makers to address societal challenges. Evidence was rarely made explicit as a 
necessary underpinning of such roles and strategies.

Global public goods and distributed capacities were even less frequently the focus of global-commission recommendations (28 
recommendations spoke to chapter 6). Some global commissions called for strengthening the role played by the World Bank in supporting 
global public goods and for support for global public goods like the internet. However, there were almost no mentions of evidence-related 
public goods or an appropriate division of labour across the levels where capacity for evidence use is needed (e.g., what the UN system, its 
regional offices and its country offices can each best do).

Improving how we understand the nature of societal challenges and approaches to addressing them was least frequently the focus of 
global-commission recommendations (10 recommendations spoke to chapter 2). The few recommendations spoke to ways of framing a 
societal challenge so it is more likely to generate action, and to ways of addressing societal challenges so the actions are more likely 
to generate impacts. They also spoke to foresight and innovations being domains that can complement evidence in addressing societal 
challenges. 

The more detailed findings from our thematic analysis of global-commission recommendations are presented in the annex at the end of 
this chapter (section 7.3). The findings start with the levers required to bring about change – a range of measures and mechanisms that 
could be considered in drafting recommendations such as the Evidence Commission’s. Only some of these levers have been the subject of 
evidence syntheses about their effectiveness. The remaining findings are organized by the focus of each chapter in this report.
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Some additional observations from our analysis of the global-commission reports include:

• one report used language that could be easily adapted (as we have done in our recommendations) as a next step needed to support 
evidence use: the UN Secretary-General should set out clear expectations for all parts of the UN system on evidence use, require 
relevant UN agencies and entities to outline institutional plans for how they will build internal capacities and step up their engagement 
on evidence use, and work to enhance member states’ access to predictable technical support that is both evidence-based and that 
strengthens national evidence-support systems (High-level panel on internal displacement)

• another report used language that could be easily adapted (as we have done) as a caution in supporting evidence use: funders should 
align their support with country strategies for their evidence-support system, and avoid funding a multitude of small-scale or vertical 
initiatives (Lancet Commission on high-quality health systems in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) era)

• one report used evidence to mean judicial evidence, not research evidence (High-level panel of legal experts on media freedom)
• one report addressed equity by emphasizing the importance of taking crosscutting (intersectional) relationships and hierarchies into 

account (High-level panel of experts on food security and nutrition)
• one report called for drawing on Indigenous and local knowledge in developing community-based strategies (High-level panel on 

international financial accountability, transparency and integrity for achieving the 2030 agenda)
• one report specific to COVID-19 was a missed opportunity to call for embedding the many forms of evidence, as well as evidence-
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Organizational leaders, professionals and citizens
Funders

Government policymakers

Evidence producers

Multilateral organizations

Evidence intermediaries

The preceding chapters provide the context, problems, potential solutions, and shared vocabulary that underpin the recommendations that follow. These 
chapters can be used by many people, not just those in a position to take action. However, here we focus on those best positioned to make the changes 
necessary to ensure that evidence is consistently used to address societal challenges. This includes primarily:

• multilateral organizations like the UN system, multilateral development banks, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, the 
G20, and others

• national and sub-national government policymakers
• organizational leaders, professionals and citizens
• evidence intermediaries, including those who do not currently function as evidence intermediaries (such as journalists for the most part)
• evidence producers, particularly impact-oriented units engaged in producing and supporting the use of data analytics, modeling, evaluation, 

behavioural / implementation research, qualitative insights, evidence syntheses, technology assessment / cost-effectiveness analysis, and guidelines. 

Here we provide an overview of the Evidence Commission’s 24 recommendations in an infographic, and then we elaborate on them in the table 
below it. The eight most-important recommendations – 1, 3, 4, 5, 13, 14, 15 and 24 – are bolded. Their importance stems from how they provide the 
framing [1, 4, 13], structures and processes [5, 14, 15], accountabilities [3] or funding [24] from which so many other actions can follow. As a reminder, 
we use the word ‘evidence’ in these recommendations (as in the rest of the report) to mean research evidence, and specifically all eight forms of 
evidence described in chapter 4 (data analytics, modeling, evaluation, behavioural / implementation research, qualitative insights, evidence syntheses, 
technology assessment / cost-effectiveness analysis, and guidelines). We use ‘best evidence’ to mean – in a given national (or sub-national) context – 
national (or sub-national) evidence dr evide0 (,.u6l nat95 and 24 – lnd 2 gas
/n]TJ
ence’ to mean – in a given national (or/c4 gas
/n]TJ
ence’ to mean – in a given natio)evidence intermediaries, including those who do not currently function as evidence intermediaries (such as journalists for the most part)

• 
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Wake-up call — Decision-makers, evidence intermediaries and impact-oriented evidence producers should recognize 
the scale and nature of the problem. Evidence – in all of the eight forms addressed in this report – is not being systematically 
used by government policymakers, organizational leaders, professionals and citizens to equitably address societal challenges. Instead 
decision-makers too often rely on inefficient (and sometimes harmful) informal feedback systems. The result is poor decisions that 
lead to failures to improve lives, avoidable harm to citizens, and wasted resources. 
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Resolution by multilateral organizations — The UN, the G20 and other multilateral organizations should endorse a 
resolution that commits these multilateral organizations and their member states to broaden their conception of 
evidence, and to support evidence-related global public goods and equitably distributed capacities to produce, share 
and use evidence. The ‘quintet of change’ meant to support the UN’s transformation from 2021 to 2025 explicitly includes data 
analytics and behavioural/implementation research, implicitly includes evaluation (under ‘performance and results orientation’), and 
is silent on the other needed forms of evidence.(1) The UN and other multilateral organizations (including the global commissions 
they sponsor) continue to rely on an ‘expert knows best’ model. The reinvigoration of the UN Secretary-General Scientific Advisory 
Board provides an opportunity to do better.(2) Much can be learned from the organizations that have pioneered more systematic 
and transparent approaches to using evidence, such as the World Health Organization’s (WHO) Guidelines Review Committee (that 
develops normative guidance) and the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.

Related sections: 4.2 Definitions of forms in which evidence is typically encountered | 6.1 Global public goods needed to support evidence use | 6.2 
Equitably distributed capacities needed to support evidence use | 5.5 UN system entities’ use of evidence syntheses in their work | 7.1 Insights from 
an analysis of global-commission recommendations | Aligned report: (3)

Multilateral organizations
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News and social-media platforms — News and social-media platforms should build relationships with dedicated 
evidence intermediaries who can help leverage sources of best evidence, and with evidence producers who can 
help communicate evidence effectively, as well as ensure their algorithms present best evidence and combat 
misinformation. Journalists and fact checkers need to become familiar with evidence syntheses and use them to ask specific 
questions about any evidence they are presented with and any ‘other things’ that may be offered as a substitute for best evidence. 
Familiarity with evidence syntheses includes: the importance of contextualizing and situating new studies in a broader body of 
evidence; the rationale for preferring syntheses of high-quality studies over single, small, poorly executed studies; the concept of 
scientific uncertainty; the evolving nature of evidence and how this relates to emerging and replacement guidance; the importance 
and role of bias and conflict of interest; and the importance of reporting that avoids ‘spin.’

Related sections: 5.1 Types of evidence intermediaries | 4.4 Interplay of local and global evidence | 4.8 Best evidence versus other things (and how 
to get the most of other things) | 4.11 Misinformation and infodemics | Aligned reports: (21; 22)

Timely and responsive matching of best evidence to the question asked — All evidence intermediaries should – in a timely 
and responsive way – support the use of best evidence to answer the question being asked (or that should be asked given 
the decision-maker’s area of interest). Some forms of evidence can help to answer a question about a problem (e.g., data analytics); 
others may help to answer a question about options to address a problem or about an implementation strategy (e.g., evaluation of 
benefits, harms and costs). Syntheses of the best evidence globally need to be complemented with the best local evidence, as well as 
by other forms of analysis (e.g., policy, systems and political analysis) that can help understand the contextual factors that influence 
whether and how evidence is used. Innovative new evidence products will be needed to profile a mix of best evidence.

Related sections: 4.3 Matching decision-related questions to forms of evidence | 4.4 Interplay of local and global evidence

Dedicated evidence intermediaries — Dedicated evidence intermediaries should step forward to fill gaps left by 
government, provide continuity if staff turn-over in government is frequent, and leverage strong connections to global 
networks. Evidence intermediaries work ‘in between’ decision-makers and evidence producers, supporting the former with best evidence 
and the latter with insights and opportunities for making an impact with evidence. As with government science advisors, intermediaries 
need to be able to find and communicate diverse forms of evidence and to sustain (at least a part of) a high-performing evidence-
support system. COVID-19 has shown – in some countries at some times – the value of intermediaries partnering with community 
leaders to engage those who may have been ill-served in the past by evidence that was inappropriately generated, shared or used.

Related sections: 5.1 Types of evidence intermediaries | 5.3 Strategies used by evidence intermediaries | 4.2 Definitions of forms in which evidence 
is typically encountered | 4.14 Features of an ideal national evidence infrastructure | 1.7 Equity considerations | Aligned reports: (8; 20)

Evidence intermediaries
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Being prepared to pivot for global emergencies — Evidence groups should ensure they have the agility to pivot to new 
topics when global emergencies strike. Many global commissions about COVID-19 make this case for foundational research 
on vaccines, diagnostics and therapeutics. They are silent on the need to do this for the many forms of evidence that will determine 
whether these products get to the people who need them. Evidence groups focused on these broader questions will inevitably return 
to their existing areas of focus, but need to be prepared to pivot back to focus on a pandemic or another global emergency. Global 
commissions are also silent on the need to have the protocols for randomized-controlled trials and other study designs, as well as 
national evidence-support systems and a broader global evidence architecture, ‘ready to go’ or already in use.
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Journals’ responsibilities — Journal publishers should improve the ways in which they support the use of best evidence. 
Journals can mandate the use of reporting guidance and critical-appraisal checklists by reviewers, the placement of single studies 
in the context of evidence syntheses, and the sharing of anonymized study data. They can also commit to publishing non-positive 
research reports and replication studies, avoiding ‘spin,’ and acting quickly when apprised of scientific misconduct. Journals need to 
find a timely way to publish updates to living evidence products. Journals also need to ensure that publication delays never hinder 
the public sharing of evidence that is urgently needed for decision-making (and reciprocally that public sharing does not preclude later 
publication in a journal).

Related sections:
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As Nick Hart from the Bipartisan Policy Center noted (in a podcast series about the US Commission on Evidence-based Policymaking, and 
the Evidence Act and executive memos that followed it), there should be bipartisan support for building and using evidence even if there 
will frequently not be bipartisan agreement about what the evidence says and what it means for a specific context.(25)

Now is the time to take action. Decision-makers around the world – government policymakers, organizational leaders, professionals and 
citizens – need the best evidence to address societal challenges. To ensure they have what they need, we should not just prepare for the 
next global emergency and then watch those preparations be dismantled as the years pass and we move on to other challenges. The world 
needs an agile, methodologically strong and unbiased infrastructure that intersects with those who bring content knowledge specific to 
any given societal challenge. We need global public goods and equitably distributed capacities to produce, share and use best evidence. 
We need capacity, opportunity and motivation on the one hand, and judgement, humility and empathy on the other.

“

Participating in the preparation of this report and in the discussions among commissioners has shifted my thinking about what I can do 
personally, what countries like my own need to do, and what I’d like to see multilateral organizations do.

On a personal level, section 4.8 – best evidence versus other things – is my favourite section. There is so much wise advice here 
about how to get more from the ‘other things’ that elected officials like me are regularly presented with, such as a single preprint, an 
expert with an opinion, a panel of experts offering recommendations, and a jurisdictional scan. A few years ago, I wrote a book on 
randomized trials. Now, after working on this report, I’m even more passionate about the need for randomized policy evaluations. One of 
the strengths of trials is that they’re easy to explain to citizens. They help us get around citizens’ concerns about ‘technocracy,’ in which 
regular people feel they’re being scammed through decision-making processes they don’t understand. Trust in government isn’t just 
about making the right decisions; it’s about making decisions that citizens perceive to be right.

Evaluation isn’t an elite issue. Evidence is for everyone. Our report offers suggestions to individuals, governments, and non-
governmental organizations. If you’re an individual looking at the evidence on quitting smoking or losing weight, you should look at 
evidence syntheses, not single studies. If you’re a journalist writing about health, become a regular visitor to Cochrane, where you’ll 
find the distilled evidence on thousands of topics. For media outlets reporting on social policy, the Campbell Collaboration offers the 
same service. Our report proposes that governments become better at using evidence in their decisions, and build the evidence base 
through rigorous evaluations. International organizations should place greater reliance on evidence, and the World Bank should prepare 
a landmark report on best-practice use of evidence. 

International organizations differ markedly in their use of evidence. Reports from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change use 
a highly rigorous approach to selecting and grading evidence on global warming and its consequences. Other global bodies are less 
systematic in their use of evidence, frequently relying on single studies, citing only expert opinion when a substantial body of peer-
reviewed literature exists, or extrapolating evidence across very different contexts. This is not a matter of international bodies wanting to 
misrepresent the science – these organizations are keen to improve, and outside experts can help them do so by assessing reports against 
each body’s published policy on how to use evidence. As described in section 5.5, ‘naming and shaming’ had a tremendously positive 
impact on the World Health Organization’s use of evidence, starting in 2007. Other parts of the UN system need to follow WHO’s lead.

Among philanthropic organizations, there is a growing recognition that high-quality evaluation can create a virtuous cycle: allowing 
ineffective programs to be wound down and effective programs to be scaled up. The fast-growing effective-altruism movement is 
demanding that charities produce rigorous evidence of their impact. For example, GiveWell.org estimates that two of its top-rated 
charities – the Against Malaria Foundation and the Malaria Consortium – each save a life for every additional US$4,500 that they spend 
on their programs. This is a powerful incentive for donors to support these charities. More evidence of direct impact from other charities 
could help to spur a philanthropic race to the top.

Government policymaker, Andrew Leigh
Seasoned politician bringing economics and legal training to public-policy writing and debate







The Evidence Commission report112

Chapter 4:
Studies, 

syntheses and 
guidelines: 
Supply of 
evidence

• Many global-commission recommendations called for increasing data collection and sharing,  which are a foundation for data 
analytics as a form of evidence, but: 

 �÷    gave little attention to the problem of parsimony in what’s collected, the quality of the data and data analytics, and timeliness in 
sharing (with an exception in the Lancet Commission on high-quality health systems in the SDG era)

 �÷    appeared to assume that robust data analytics will be undertaken and then presented in ways that can inform decision-making 
and support accountability, including by being attentive to equity considerations

 �÷    didn’t clarify the types of questions that data analytics can best answer or the forms of evidence that can answer the other types 
of questions needed to make decisions

• Some of these global-commission recommendations called for specific actions related to increasing data collection and sharing, and 
to balancing the benefits and harms of using artificial intelligence (although not necessarily in the context of data analytics)

 �÷    e.g., harmonizing metrics, establishing monitoring systems, and sharing open-access data (Global commission on adaptation)
 �÷    e.g., establishing a global data-sharing platform (Global ocean commission and Global zero) and a global observatory that can 

support cross-national comparisons (High-level panel of experts on food security and nutrition and UCL–Lancet Commission on 
migration and health)

 �÷    
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Chapter 5: 
Role of 

evidence 
intermediaries

• Many global commissions called for the UN system, including its regional and country offices, to better harness its normative role 
(e.g., guidelines) and its advisory role (e.g., technical assistance to its member states), although evidence was rarely made explicit as 
a necessary underpinning of such roles (e.g., WHO-UNICEF-Lancet Commission on a future for the world’s children)

• Some global commissions called for greater support to other types of evidence intermediaries, such as agriculture extension 
services that support farmers (Champions 12.3)

• Some global commissions called for the types of strategies that can be used by evidence intermediaries, although evidence was 
rarely made explicit as the focus of such strategies

 �÷    e.g., sharing examples of outcomes and impacts achieved, such as through peer-to-peer education (Global commission on 
adaptation), mentorship (High-level panel of experts on food security and nutrition and (Lancet Commission on high-quality health 
systems in the SDG era), and communities of interest (Global commission on the stability of cyberspace)    
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