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ABSTRACT

The contemporary policy environment makes persistent demands on agency officials to use

the best information available when making decisions about policies, programs, and

practices. State and federal legislation calls on agencies to incorporate evidence-based

practices (EBP) in their programs. Using data from a 2008 survey of state agency directors,

we examine the extent to which state government agencies draw upon various sources of

information to guide their decisions about programmatic operations. Our findings reveal the

extent to which agencies rely on, or weight, sources of scientific studies and formal

evaluations compared to other sources. Factor analysis identifies patterns of agency

information use, providing a basis for further exploring agency differences in information

consultation that underlie development of new policies and programs in the vein of EBP.

INTRODUCTION

The contemporary policy environment persistently demands that agencies use the best in-

formation available when making decisions about policies, programs, and practices. Amid

ongoing demands for government accountability and performance, there is strong pressure

to use practices based on effectiveness evidence. State and federal legislation calls on agen-

cies to incorporate evidence-based practices (EBP) in their programs. Public policy re-

search has recently begun to examine the concept of evidence-based (EB) public

policy, thus far focusing on the ways scientific evidence can be used (or better used)

and challenges to incorporating evidence into agency practices. Little is known about

the prevalence of agency evidence use. Where is it being used? What evidence sources

are consulted? Are there differences by policy area? This study builds a theoretical foun-

dation for investigating where and how evidence is used, presents evidence on how state

agencies differ in their information use, and offers further theoretical development in

explaining evidence use in public agencies.

Disagreementonwhatconstitutesevidenceacrosspolicymakersandadministratorshasled

tomany programs being labeled ‘‘best’’ or ‘‘evidence based’’ when evidence quality is suspect.

As a result, governments and advocates have taken steps to definewhat theymean by scientific
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evidence and EB policy and practice. For example, the US Office of Management and Budget

(OMB) promotes the use of rigorous standards by federal agencies (Coalition for Evidence-

Based Policy 2006). An OMB document,What Constitutes Strong Evidence of a Program’s

Effectiveness, emphasizes the use of randomized control trial experiments. OMB recognizes

that evidence from randomized control trials is unavailable for many decisions and, in such

cases, encourages the use of quasi-experimental techniques and other rigorous methods.

The Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy (2010) puts it this way: ‘‘The Coalition ad-

vocates many types of research to identify the most promising social interventions. How-

ever, a central theme of our advocacy. . . is that evidence of effectiveness generally cannot
be considered definitive without ultimate confirmation in well-conducted randomized con-

trolled trials.’’ A British Cabinet Office Strategic Policymaking Team white paper encour-

aged similar attention to scientific evidence of what works (Cabinet Office and Strategic

Policymaking Team 1999). Its report on Professional Policymaking for the 21st Century

noted: ‘‘Whilst there is plenty of research available in areas such as education, social serv-

ices and criminal justice, the coverage is patchy and there is little consensus amongst the

research community about the appropriateness of particular methodologies or how research

evidence should be used to inform policy and practice. These factors perhaps contribute to

our finding that . . . in some areas of policy the generation and use of information and re-

search in policy making is not as strong as it needs to be to support the Government’s

pragmatic approach.’’ The Oregon legislature adopted a statute requiring that a set of agen-

cies base 75% of their funding decisions on evidence; EB programs were defined to in-

corporate significant and relevant practices based on scientifically based research and

cost effectiveness (Oregon Department of Health Services, n.d.).

Advocates of EB policy and EBP seek the use of quantitative information, preferably

experimental research findings, demonstrating policy or program impacts. While there is

considerable recognition of the nuances and limits of evidence and the need to consider

context in applying it (Atkins, Steigel, and Slutsky 2005; Claxton, Cohen, and Neuman

2005; Heinrich 2007; Steinberg and Luce 2005), there is little interest in qualitative assess-

ments or reflective, experiential analysis as the basis for EB policy and EBP. High-quality

evidence is unavailable for the full range of decisions policy makers must make (Cabinet

Office and Strategic Policymaking Team 1999).

Despite an apparent assumption among EBP advocates that the meaning of evidence is

self-evident,Heinrich (2007) tells us that ‘‘weare still far fromaconsensus—intellectually or

politically—regarding what should count as evidence, how it should be produced and vali-

dated, and how it should be used to influence policy making.’’ If that is true, there are many

possibilities forwhat constitutes evidence, possibilities that gowell beyond the social science

distinction between randomized control trials and quasi-experimental designs. Evidence

might be found in the experiences of an agency administrator, the claims of those affected

by a decision, or the judgment of expert panels. Although evidence is always subject to mul-

tiple interpretations with respect to meaning, relevance, and importance, it encompasses the

idea of objective information bearing some relationship to a reality that is independent of the

observer. It also varies in its validity and reliability.More reliable and valid evidence lessens

the likelihood thatanotherexplanationapplies.Thisextends to thesubjectiveexperiencesand

perceptionsof participants and those affectedbypolicy; policymakers are better servedwhen

reports on those experiences and perceptions are accurate thanwhen they are haphazard. Ul-

timately, EBP is about using scientific evidence to produce better public program outcomes.
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Moynihan (2008, 95) has observed that: ‘‘Performance data is ambiguous and subject

to disagreement. Performance information is not definitive, and interested actors interact in

a dialogue to establish its meaning.’’ The same will be true of scientific evidence and EBP.

Just as some physicians reject the guidelines of EB medicine to maintain their professional

autonomy and prescribe based on their own judgment regarding individual patient circum-

stances, so also will EBP in other arenas be resisted on various grounds and subject to

varying interpretations.

Although EBP looks to the results of scientific studies to guide decision making, de-

cision makers face many kinds of evidence bearing on numerous aspects of policy and

administration. Policy makers likely view scientific studies, whether of social programs

or climate change, as only one piece of information necessary to make decisions. Policy

reflects diverse influences, values, and concerns, only some of which can be addressed

successfully with scientific evidence. Decision makers are concerned with the values

reflected in policy, the effect of decisions on competing values, the political consequences

of choices, the impact of decisions on budgets, and other considerations. They learn from

the experiences of other decision makers in similar situations. They emulate to reduce un-

certainty and remain competitive. Information about a policy’s legal dimensions can be

important. Consequently, they look for evidence, only some of which will be scientific

in nature, on these various dimensions of decision making.

Evidence quality varies, and reliability and validity concerns suggest the need for bet-

ter understanding of the sources of information decision makers consult and how they value

them. As importantly, public agencies, operating in political environments, face a great

variety of demands from constituents, interest groups, and elected officials that are con-

cerned about agency decisions. Choices have distributional consequences that determine

winners and losers in the policy process. This context suggests agencies are likely to consult

varied information sources in making programmatic and operational decisions.

We examine the extent to which state government agencies draw upon different sour-

ces of information to guide their decisions. In 2008, we conducted a national survey of

agency directors at 12 selected agencies in each of the 50 states: alcohol and substance

abuse, children and youth services, developmental disabilities, economic development, en-

vironmental protection, fish and wildlife, hazardous waste management, natural resources,

state police, tourism, transportation and highways, and vocational rehabilitation. The

responses are used to explore characteristics of information used by state agencies to inform

decisions about practice, policy, and programmatic operations. Our focus is on determining

how agencies view different types of information; specifically, we ask to what extent agen-

cies draw on evidence from scientific studies and formal evaluations relative to other sour-

ces and how they weigh information from different sources. We introduce EB policy and

practice before developing theoretical expectations and presenting the survey methodol-

ogy. The findings section reports variation in agency directors’ reported information

use; we conclude with a discussion of these results. The study provides new insight into

state agency use of scientific information in decision making, offering the first systematic

look at how widely such information is used.

BACKGROUND: EB POLICY AND EBP

Much of the current focus of policy research is on generating evidence to inform practices,

not analysis of the development or choice of practices by the implementing agencies
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themselves. With creators of such practices and evidence becoming more widespread,

agencies’ attention to and use of evidence in policy decisions is increasingly salient.

Demand for EBP stems at least in part from the same political impulses that have led to

widespread adoption of performance measurement and performance management systems

by governments around the world. In the United States, performance measurement has

become standard throughout federal, state, and local governments (Julnes and Holzer

2001; Poister and Streib 1999; Wang and Berman 2000). A quest for results and efficiency

has driven its adoption. At root, it is an extension of a century long effort to rationalize

government (Stone 2002). The call for EBP can be viewed as part of broader social trends

professionalizing various aspects of economic and social life. It is spawned by the growing

middle class, increasing education levels, and political pressure for governments to elim-

inate favoritism and spend money wisely.

The EBP literature is young and still developing. Bardach (2003, 2004) concentrates

on best practices in two recent Journal of Policy Analysis and Management articles but also

discusses the value of evidence in those settings. Maynard (2006) notes that evidence is not

incorporated into decision making because, as evidence accumulates, it is more difficult to

decipher (259). She adds that it is not easy to determine what evidence is needed because

the relevant questions change over time, an accumulation of evidence is necessary to im-

pact policy, and the policy agenda is sensitive to changes in social, economic, and political

trends; moreover, the relevant questions are complex and sensitive to context (251).

Assessments ofwhy or how scientifically based evidence should be used arewidespread in

the literature (e.g., Bryson and Mowbry 2005; Cook and Ludwig 2006; Cook, Shadish, and

Wong 2008;Greenberg,Michalapoulos, andRobin 2006;Hall and Jennings 2008;Robinson

2000).Amuch smaller set of studies examines theuse of evidence in policymaking.Theonly

area where EB policy and practice has flourished is public health, particularly in developing

schedulesforapprovedpharmaceuticaluseinpublicprograms(MaclureandPotashnik1997).

Other areas showmore sluggishdevelopment.Boaz andPawson’s (2005) analysis of system-

atic reviews used to support policy and practice inmentoring programs reveals cause for pes-

simism; they observe that the explanatory scope of evidence is often more limited than its

adopted use in policy decisions: ‘‘fuzzy inferences are then dressed and delivered as hard

evidence’’ (Boaz and Pawson 2005, 188). These studies suggest both that evidence has

not made significant headway into policymaking, but more importantly, that the reliability

and validity of information that has been used in policymaking is not always sound.

Despite apparent attention to EB policy andmanagement, it is not at all clear howwide

or deep attention runs. There has been little or no attention focused on the state agencies that

develop and implement policies that directly impact citizens’ daily lives. No study to date

has made an effort to determine the extent to which evidence is used in state agencies’

selection of policies, practices, and programs or how it is utilized. Despite anecdotal exam-

ples and lots of academic writing on the topic, we lack evidence on howmany agencies and

officials in which policy arenas are attending to evidence to shape policy and practice.

EXPECTATIONS ABOUT EVIDENCE USE

Thepress forgreater rationalityandprofessionalismingovernmenthasnotbeenuniform,vary-

ing over time and across jurisdictions. We expect the same to be true for EB policy and man-

agement. Viewing the development of EB policy and management as a function of the same

political, social, economic, and technological forces that create demands for rationality,
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efficiency,andeconomyingovernmentmoregenerally,webegintogetsomeleverageonwhere

and when wemight expect it to emerge (e.g., Brudney, Hebert, andWright 1999; Julnes and

Holzer 2001). It ought to vary across governments, time, and functions.

As Greenberg, Mandell, and Onstott (2000) and others have demonstrated, the mere

availability of evidence bearing on a program or policy is no guarantee that the evidence

will be used in decision making. State agencies operate in complex political environments,

confronted by diverse expectations about what they should do and how they should pursue

policy goals. They have to keep political principals happy while responding to public de-

mands, dealing with interest groups, and serving clients. There are expectations that pro-

grams will mitigate the problems they were adopted to address. Policy makers and citizens

expect agencies to be productive and efficient, to see goals achieved. However, policy often

serves important symbolic purposes. Enactment may be as important as whether a policy

actually achieves results. Conflict over both the policy’s means and ends often continues

during implementation (Matland 1995). Agencies must be attuned to the political environ-

ment and must shape policy implementation to match.

Agencies receive a great deal of information bearing on their programs. That information

comes in a wide variety of forms and is subject to varying interpretations depending on context.

Contexthererefersbothto theagency(itsmission,operatingproceduresandstructures,staffcom-

positionandorientations, constituencies, and leadership)and thebroaderenvironment inwhich it

operates(political, legal,social,economic,andtechnological).Theinformationsourcesthatagen-

cies draw on to improve their programs, and the importance they attach to those sources, can be

expected to vary depending on agency function and the state context. Agencies receive constant

streams of messages bearing on policy targets, priorities, and methods as various stakeholders

attempt to influence agency action.Agencies also engage in systematic and nonsystematic infor-

mationsearchastheyattempttoimproveprograms.Thus,scientificevidence,includingtheresults

of formal evaluations, is but one information source used by public agencies to informdecisions.

Suchevidencecompeteswithacceptedunderstandings inagencies,politicaldirectives,bestprac-

tice assessments from other agencies or states, internal assessments, citizen demands, advice of

consultants, reports of think tanks, and a variety of informal evaluations. Patterns of external in-

fluence that affect state agencies are significant and vary by agency type (Brudney and Hebert

1987;Wamsley and Zald 1973).We are interested in learning if varied patterns of influence

hold with respect to information quality and source.

Therearemany importantquestionsabout thedevelopmentanduseofEBPin theAmerican

states. It is important to assess the quality of evidence used in decision making and assess the

impact of EBP use in decision making. Understanding where agencies look for information to

improve programmatic operations and how much importance they attach to different sources

of information is an important first step in developing a broader understanding of EBP develop-

ment instateagencies.The levelofevidentiaryvalidityand reliabilityneeded to initiateanygiven

practice is expected tovary (Hall and Jennings 2008).Moreover, administrators in somefields

of practice are less likely to possess the scientific background necessary to properly evaluate

the credibility of a piece of evidence with which they are presented.

A comprehensive understanding of policy making depends on knowledge of various

important processes, including problem emergence, problem definition, agenda setting,

information search, formulation, adoption, implementation, evaluation, and feedback.

Understanding where agencies search for information and the weight they attach to the

information is important in its own right and will inform broader understanding of
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EBP. Without understanding this broader milieu of information search and use, we may

miss important factors affecting whether and how EBPs are implemented.

Given strong incrementalism and the difficulty of rationalizing decision making, we

expect EB policy to proceed slowly and haltingly, making limited penetration into decision

making. The theory of information processing by Jones and Baumgartner (2005) suggests

that attention is selective, framing limits attention, and friction keeps attention focused.

This shapes attention to different kinds of information according to the accepted frame.

Because frames vary from one agency to another, attention to various sources of informa-

tion will also vary. We expect EB policy and management to emerge in those areas of

policy where there is the most scientific research on the consequences of programs and

practices. It should also emerge more prominently in policy arenas where the questions

are instrumental and agreement on ends is widespread. Some clear distinctions should

emerge along the lines of substantive policy areas.

SURVEY METHODOLOGY AND ADMINISTRATION

Survey Development

We surveyed state agency directors (in their official capacity) to gather information on state

agency attention to EBP. Here we focus on four substantive questions: (1) whether, and how

often, agencies seek information or evidence to support program/policy decisions, (2)

where agencies turn for information and evidence to support program/policy decisions,

(3) how much weight various information sources receive, and (4) how information use

varies by agencies’ substantive policy focus.1

Manypolicyareasarenotwell suited torandomcontrolexperimentsandtheirevidencebase

is justbeginningtodevelop,offeringfar less rigor than inmorescientificallyorientedpolicyareas.

Themeaning of the term evidence based likely differs across substantive policy areas. Given

this and our belief that therewould be a strong response bias if we asked agencies if they used

EBPor scientifically based evidence in decisionmaking,we adopted a strategy of examining

the sources of information used by agencies and the importance they attach to those sources.

Only some of these sources would provide studies meeting the OMB standard for evidence,

allowing us to examine the use of EB information sources in the context of a broader array of

informationactivity.This isanindirectapproachtoassessingevidenceuse,butonewebelieve

provides valid insights. Scientific evidence is more likely to come from some sources than

others.Theattentionandweightattached to thosesources indicate thedegree towhichagency

decision making attends to scientific evidence.

We developed a survey strategy that would provide data necessary for an empirical

cross-sectional examination of agencies. We selected 12 policy functions (and their cor-

responding agencies, identified above) to represent the broad spectrum of state government

policy activity and to provide for comparison by policy area. Our survey began with a series

1 In approaching this survey, we were aware of the longstanding American State Administrators Project (ASAP)

conducted by Deil Wright and colleagues at the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill. Because ASAP questions

directors about use of innovations and their adoption of new paradigms of management such as ‘‘reinventing

government,’’ we wanted to ensure that our effort was not duplicative. Wright and colleagues supplied us with the

questionnaires from 1964 to 2004. Careful review revealed that the substantive content of ASAPwas not comparable to

our interest in decision-making processes. Questions pertaining to influence patterns and agency demographics were

useful in informing our questions and approach.
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of questions to determine where agencies get information to inform decisions and how

much importance they attach to different sources of information. We asked ‘‘To what de-

gree does your agency consult each of the following sources for information or ideas that

could improve your operations?’’ and ‘‘How much weight does your agency place on the

information available from each source?’’ These questions generate quite helpful macro

level data for examining information use.

We used scale measures to provide a meaningful range of variance for survey items. For

example, on substantive question (1), whether the agency seeks program information from ex-

ternal sources, responses are in the form of a 5-point Likert-type scale from never to very often.

For substantive question (2), where agencies seek information, we provided a list of 19

potential sources informed in part by the responses we received during our prior research

and in part by our knowledge of current practice. Again, a 5-point scale is used from none

to very much. The 19 potential sources of information we included are: accrediting bodies,

professional associations, professional literature, research and formal evaluations, scientific

studies, consultants, think tanks, innovation award programs, internal agency staff, other

agencies in your state, comparable agencies in other states, federal government agencies,

associations of government officials (such as NGA, CSG, NASBO), governor, legislators,

legislativestaff, localgovernmentofficials, interestgroups,andnewsmedia.This list includes

sources that are both internal and external to state government, formal and informal, political

and apolitical, in an effort to broadly survey agencies’ range of interest in various types of

information.Useof thesebroader sources is intended to contextualize agencyuseof evidence

relative to other types of information and the varied attention it receives in decision making.

Question (3)asksabout theweightsagencies assign to information fromeachsourceusing the

same 5-point scale. The frequency of use and weight are indicators of the relative influence

each information source holds in agency decision making and provide an opportunity to

examine variance among agencies operating in different fields of practice.

Although the source of information is not a perfect indicator for the quality of evidence

available, it does provide a window into agency information search patterns. We readily

acknowledge that evidence quality can differ widely within a single source category, but we

utilize source as the best available proxy (short of examining actual evidence) for infor-

mation quality with respect to what works. Thus, information source can be taken as a rea-

sonable, though imperfect, indicator of information quality. To the extent there are

differences in evidence quality according to source, these distinctions will have significant

impact on the effectiveness of agency efforts to engage in EBP or EB policy making.

Survey Administration

We developed a questionnaire that succinctly covered the wealth of information we sought per-

taining to agency information use in decision-making processes.2 We asked individual agency

2 Because there are no existing surveys of this nature in the field, we developed unique survey items for the

instrument. To ensure that the questionnaire items had high face validity, we generated a template of the survey and

solicited feedback from a pilot group of three agency directors working in three state agencies (Medicaid, Solid Waste

Management, and Developmental Disabilities Council). We used this pilot test to ensure clarity of language and

terminology as well as available question responses and formats. In particular, we looked for selection of ‘‘other’’ as

a response option to determine items we may not have considered. We also examined open-ended responses with the

same intent. With this feedback, we revised the instrument for substance, formatting, and space concerns prior to

implementation.
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directors to report on their agencies’ information activities. Our results are of agency use as

reported by their highest appointed or elected official. The survey, with instructions for com-

pletion, was delivered to the population of 600 agency directors in the 12 selected functional

agencies in eachof50 states (N5600).Althoughagencydirectorswere asked to respond, it is

conceivable that some delegated the task to cognizant subordinates. Because agency names

and organizational structure vary from state to state, we utilized a Council of State Govern-

mentselectronicdatabase to isolate selectedagenciesbyfunction.Thishelpedus toovercome

differences in agencyorganization andnomenclature fromstate to state.Officials’ namesand

current contact information (physical andelectronic) ineachof the agenciesweredrawnfrom

this database to ensure that agencies surveyed were those responsible for the selected func-

tions.Fromthepopulationof600agencies,wereceived234paperandelectronicresponsesfor

an initial response rate of 39%. Of those, we dropped a total of 17 to ensure reliability and

validity, leaving a residual of 217 responses for analysis and a final response rate of 36.2%.3

Response varied by state and agency type, as would be expected. In a given state,

the number of selected agencies responding ranged from 2 (16.7%) to 9 (75%). Sim-

ilarly, the number of states responding for each agency type also varied. Fish and Wild-

life agencies were most responsive, with 54% responding, followed by state police

(52%), and transportation and highways (48%); Natural Resources (14%) and Tourism

agencies (16%) were least responsive. Our results may not be representative given the

differential response rate by agency type and relatively modest response rate overall

(see further discussion in findings below).

Since we collected data using paper and electronic instruments, prior to proceeding to

the analysis stage, we first checked to ensure that the responses did not reveal blatant bias.

Of 217 surveys returned, 93 (43%) were paper and the remainder were electronic. We per-

formed variance comparison tests for each survey item using the agency’s response method

as the grouping variable. At the 95% confidence level, no statistically significant differ-

ences in variance were observed between mailed versus paper surveys (using F-test for

equal variance, one tailed) on items asking about the frequency of consultation for each

information source. On items asking about weight, only 4 of the 19 information sources’

variances differ significantly, with the standard deviation being slightly higher for mailed

instruments than electronic instruments in each case (F-test, one tailed; two differences

3 To improve external validity and response rate, we developed a parallel distribution and response system. The

system included an initial mailing with a cover letter, a coded copy of the instrument linked to the specific agency, and

a postage-paid return envelope. Included in the letter was a discrete link to an online version of the survey to allow the

agency to reduce response time and effort. Following the initial mailing, we conducted follow-up on a biweekly cycle

by bothmail and e-mail to solicit responses. The instrument was launched the week of February 11, 2008, and remained

open for response until June 15, 2008. Dual instrumentation was intended to increase response rates by overcoming

instrumentation bias. A few steps were required to ensure that each agency responded only once. The survey invitation

sent to each agency contained a unique code that prohibited multiple responses through the electronic portal. However,

given that paper response was optional, several instances of duplicates were encountered. In some cases, duplicate

electronic responses were blank, indicating a false start, or were missing a significant number of answers; we deleted

the less complete response (n5 3). In other instances, both duplicates were mostly complete (or identical in one case),

but one was missing one or more values versus the other. In these cases, the less complete response was dropped

(n 5 5). One pair of responses appears to have been initiated one day and completed another; the missing values

corresponded perfectly between the two, so the responses were simply merged into a new complete response (n5 1).

In the case of one agency, an electronic response was entered and five photocopies of the survey subsequently arrived

by mail a month later. The paper copies were dropped (n 5 5). Of the remaining duplicates, with no substantive

rationale for selection, the first response received was maintained and subsequent responses were dropped (n 5 3).
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disappear in equal-tailed calculation). Information sources with differences in variance be-

tween mailed and electronic instruments are: accrediting bodies, professional literature,

research and formal evaluations, and federal government agencies. There is very little dif-

ference in variance by response method. With regard to differences in state-to-state re-

sponses, we expect agency behaviors to vary mostly on a regional basis. An indicator

of potential bias in the results would be overrepresentation of states from a particular re-

gion. To measure this, we examined the number of responses from each Census region

relative to the proportion of responses expected from each region. (Tables reflecting differ-

ences by response method and region are available from the authors.)

FINDINGS

Beginning with our general question about external information seeking, there is little var-

iation. Almost invariably, directors report that their agencies look beyond their own walls

for information to guide their program and policy decisions. Forty-six percent consult ex-

ternal information very often, 44% do so often, 10% do so sometimes, and 1% do so rarely.

None indicated that they never consult external information. Agencies, of course, vary a bit

in the extent to which they look outside for information. Responses for each agency type

were averaged to yield a mean score on the scale of 0 to 4, with 0 meaning never and

4 meaning very often. The average score across all agencies was 3.34, between often

and very often. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) reveals that between-agency differences

in external information seeking are not statistically significant.

We find considerable variation in the extent to which agencies consult various infor-

mation sources. Using a scale ranging from never (0) to very often (4), we asked respond-

ents to indicate the degree to which their agency consults each source to inform policy and

programming decisions. Knowing the frequency with which agencies seek information

from various sources does not tell us the value or importance the agency attaches to

the information each source provides, though we expect some relationship between the

two. To capture perceived differences in information importance, respondents were asked

how much weight they give the information available from each of the identified sources.

We attempted to compensate for variation in response rates by agency type and state

and any effect they might have on external validity by generating analytic sampling weights

to adjust for different probabilities of agencies responding to the survey.4 The resulting

analysis revealed a pattern of results that was inconsistent and lacked credibility. For ex-

ample, the analysis using the weighted data indicated a negative relationship between the

availability of scientific evidence and the use of scientific sources of information by an

4 We used a probit model using states and agency types as classifications to predict propensity scores and

probabilities of response, and the sampling weight is the inverse probability of responding. Each state had responders,

and no state had 100% response, so there were no difficulties with estimating this probit. There was substantial

variation in probabilities of response, and in sampling weights, both for responders and nonresponders; only responders

were considered in the subsequent analysis. We then used these analytical weights in examining the data. As a second

check on representativeness, we regressed the percentage of a state’s agencies that responded on a variety of political,

economic, and social characteristics of the states. The only state characteristic that affected the response rate was the

percentage of the population over age 65; as the population ages, states are more likely to respond. Since the primary

results of interest are calculated by agency type, we think it is most important to report the actual findings. Because we

utilize the responses received without modification, the reader should be cautious in extrapolating our findings to the

population of those agency types with lower response rates. These results are available from the authors upon request.
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agency. It is clear that unusual responses from agency types and states with few responders

were coloring the analysis. The following analysis is based on the original unweighted data.

The resulting analysis has internal validity but we cannot estimate how much it can be

generalized to agencies that did not respond to the survey.

Table 1 presents the results from all responding agencies by information source with

one-way ANOVA results to show if different agency types vary in their use of each source

or the weight they assign it. The findings are largely consistent with expectations. We first

examine the frequency with which each information source is used. Not surprisingly, the

most consulted information source is the agency’s own internal staff, with an average score

of 3.55. The nearest competitor was comparable agencies in other states (3.13) as might be

expected, given agencies’ shared interests and associations that bring agency staff from

across the region or country together to discuss common issues and concerns. Research

and formal evaluations (3.00), professional literature (2.97), and professional associations

(2.87) follow in consultation frequency. On the opposite end of the spectrum, the news

media (1.12), think tanks (1.45), and innovation award programs (1.57) are rarely con-

sulted. The reported low regard for think tanks as a source of evidence may be an artifact

of the ambiguity associated with the term. The term think tank encompasses large and rep-

utable organizations as well as less reputable advocacy organizations organized around

particular issues (Rich 2004). Likewise, some are partisan, whereas others are nonpartisan.

This ambiguity may make this particular result difficult to interpret and calls for greater

specificity in future studies. On the other hand, there are a lot of think tanks engage in

sustained efforts to affect policy—306 in 1996 (Rich 2004). The ANOVA results reveal

that agencies of different types do not vary in the frequency with which they consult pro-

fessional associations, professional literature, innovation award programs, or legislative

staff. All other sources show statistically significant between-agency differences.

The second half of table 1 reveals the collective agency weightings by information

source. Mean scores for each source were calculated as above, but the scale in this case is

from none (0) to very much (4). As before, information from internal agency staff carries the

greatest weight (3.4). Looking beyond the agency walls, research and formal evaluations

score highest (3.2), followed by the governor (3.12), and then comparable agencies in other

states (3.01). As before, information from news media (1.23), think tanks (1.64), and in-

novation award programs (1.79) receive the lowest weights in the range between little and

some. The ANOVA results reveal that agencies do not vary in the weight they afford pro-

fessional literature, innovation award programs, other state agencies, legislators, legislative

staff, or local elected officials. All other sources show statistically significant between-

agency differences. It is reasonable to expect the value of information to be reflected

in the frequency of its consultation; we examine this relationship next. Agencies vary

in their respect for information of different types. For example, both economic develop-

ment and transportation and highways agencies give heaviest weight to the governor,

whereas alcohol and substance abuse agencies weight research and formal evaluations most

heavily. Fish and wildlife agencies prefer internal agency staff, and vocational rehabilita-

tion agencies look most to peer agencies in other states. Agency variations in information

use are examined more completely in a factor analysis below.

It is likely that the combined weight and frequency of an agency’s consulting an in-

formation source determines its true influence on agency decisions, particularly given the

logic that a valued source is more likely to be consulted. Indeed, the correlation between
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consultation frequency and the importance attached to information obtained from each

source varies from 0.565 to 0.792.

Factor analysis further enables us to determine if there are underlying relationships

among agency use of the 19 information sources we identified. Factor analysis is a multi-

variate method which can be used either for confirmatory analysis, or, as we use it, for

exploratory analysis. Factor analysis can reveal patterns in agencies’ attention to informa-

tion that will enable us to classify agencies and understand differences in their approach.

There is a no strong theory about how the information sources consulted by agencies ought

to align, but we selected them to vary in terms of political versus scientific content, agency

Table 1
Agency Score Differences for Each Information Source: Consultation Frequency (A), Weight (B), and
Correlation (C)

Information
Source

A: Frequency
of Consultation

B: Weight Assigned
to Information

C: Correlation ofANOVA:
Between-Groups

Results

ANOVA:
Between-Groups

Results
Frequency with

Weight
Mean Score Significance Mean Score Significance Correlation

Internal agency

staff

3.55 0.086 3.40 0.016 0.565

Comparable

agencies in

other states

3.13 0.009 3.01 0.002 0.659

Research

and formal

evaluations

3.00 0.002 3.20 0.004 0.608

Professional

literature

2.97 0.229 2.95 0.214 0.565

Professional

associations

2.87 0.231 2.78 0.020 0.581

Federal government

agencies

2.79 0.008 2.82 0.071 0.653

Scientific studies 2.68 0.000 2.97 0.000 0.694

Governor 2.64 0.000 3.12 0.019 0.657

Other agencies in

your state

2.63 0.037 2.66 0.566 0.625

Interest groups 2.52 0.000 2.44 0.000 0.771

Legislators 2.33 0.032 2.74 0.905 0.625

Consultants 2.25 0.000 2.43 0.015 0.718

Associations of

government

officials

2.22 0.005 2.24 0.080 0.758

Accrediting bodies 2.13 0.030 2.50 0.064 0.697

Legislative staff 2.08 0.306 2.30 0.570 0.752

Local government

officials

2.05 0.022 2.24 0.249 0.74

Innovation award

programs

1.57 0.400 1.79 0.136 0.714

Think tanks 1.45 0.000 1.64 0.021 0.792

News media 1.12 0.096 1.23 0.030 0.767
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and peer actors, and external actors. We generally expected attention to cluster along these

dimensions. We factor analyzed the relationships among 38 variables (the 19 sources and

weights from questions 2 and 3). We included the items from both questions because they

are correlated and provide an overall sense of the degree to which agencies turn to and rely

on different sources of information.

The method of extraction used was principal factors, and the factor loadings were sub-

jected to orthogonal varimax rotation. Analysis of scree following an initial iteration sug-

gested that four common factors were appropriate. In the following iteration, we retained

only factors with eigenvalues greater than 1.6, which extracted four factors; this model

had the advantageous result of every variable loading onto one of the four factors with

no spurious or trivial loadings. Four factors explain 63.5% of the underlying common var-

iance of the original variables (a table of these results is available from the authors). Table 2

presents the loadings for the four factors (secondary loadings suppressed for clarity).5

The results provide important insight into agency utilization of various information

sources. The most important insight is in the composition of the four factors. Common

factors are meaningful in that they represent variance shared by the individual variables

that load onto them. As table 2 reveals, six pairs of variables loaded onto factor 1: asso-

ciations of government officials, governor, legislators, legislative staff, local government

officials, and news media. We label this factor political sources because it consists largely

of elective officials and their staff. Five pairs of variables loaded onto factor 2, which we

label professional/scientific sources: accrediting bodies, professional associations, profes-

sional literature, research and formal evaluations, and scientific studies. The link between

professional sources and scientific studies likely reflects the central role accrediting bodies

and professional associations play in studying or evaluating policies and practices and dis-

seminating information regarding their efficacy. In addition, many professional associa-

tions are the source of journals reporting scientific study results. Five pairs of variables

loaded onto factor 3, agency/client sources: internal agency staff, other state agencies, peer

agencies in other states, federal agencies, and interest groups. Three pairs of variables

loaded onto factor 4, sources of innovation: consultants, think tanks, and innovation award

programs. Because the common factors are independent of one another, a high score on one

information dimension does not preclude the possibility that agencies also seek other types

of information reflected in the remaining common factors. The labels we have placed on the

different categories reflect no assumptions about the value or legitimacy of the information

sources in the categories. We think the labels are descriptively accurate, reflecting common

features of the sources that are likely linked together in respondents’ minds.

How do agencies differ in their use of information on this common scale? Do the

agency differences observed in the underlying use and weight of information sources per-

sist in the common factors? Factor scores were generated to identify the extent to which

agencies emphasize information from each of the four areas identified. ANOVA indicates

statistically significant differences among agency types for each of the four common factors

identified. Table 3 presents the factor scores by agency type in rank order to convey differ-

ences among agency types The table reveals interesting differences in agencies’

5 We could, of course, construct an index of information sources and their weight by adding the frequency of

consultation and importance scores for each item and then adding the combined scores for a particular set of items to

create an index. Factor analysis lets us determine empirically which items go together. The factor scores serve as

indexes for each set of items.
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information focus. Agencies scoring lowest on the political information factor are

those from areas that are less politicized (Brudney and Hebert 1987) and more likely

to have a scientific knowledge base, such as vocational rehabilitation and alcohol and

substance abuse, whereas high-scoring agency types are natural resources and economic

development—highly politicized policy areas.

Hazardous waste management and economic development agencies scored lowest on

the professional/scientific information factor, whereas alcohol and substance abuse, natural

resources, and fish and wildlife agencies score highest. The agency/client factor is of least

Table 2
Factor Loading Matrix (Varimax Rotation)

Variable Political
Professional/
Scientific

Agency/
Client Innovation

Associations of government officials (consulted) 0.4165

Associations of government officials (weight) 0.4902

Governor (consulted) 0.7166

Governor (weight) 0.7207

Legislators (consulted) 0.7809

Legislators (weight) 0.7656

Legislative staff (consulted) 0.7387

Legislative staff (weight) 0.7283

Local government officials (consulted) 0.715

Local government officials (weight) 0.7545

News media (consulted) 0.609

News media (weight) 0.5821

Accrediting bodies (consulted) 0.4384

Accrediting bodies (weight) 0.5178

Professional associations (consulted) 0.5053

Professional associations (weight) 0.5555

Professional literature (consulted) 0.7108

Professional literature (weight) 0.7218

Research and formal evaluations (consulted) 0.6484

Research and formal evaluations (weight) 0.7227

Scientific studies (consulted) 0.6803

Scientific studies (weight) 0.7213

Internal agency staff (consulted) 0.4294

Internal agency staff (weight) 0.4406

Other agencies in your state (consulted) 0.5271

Other agencies in your state (weight) 0.5818

Comparable agencies in other states (consulted) 0.4823

Comparable agencies in other states (weight) 0.504

Federal government agencies (consulted) 0.3883

Federal government agencies (weight) 0.4925

Interest groups (consulted) 0.5374

Interest groups (weight) 0.608

Consultants (consulted) 0.6042

Consultants (weight) 0.5184

Think tanks (consulted) 0.6543

Think tanks (weight) 0.6611

Innovation award programs (consulted) 0.5192

Innovation award programs (weight) 0.4191
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importance to economic development and tourism agencies, whereas vocational rehabil-

itation, developmental disabilities, and hazardous waste management agencies score high-

est. Agencies with strong substantive federal counterparts appear to score higher on this

factor than do those with weaker federal support. The final factor, sources of innovation,

Table 3
Agencies Rank Ordered by Factor Scores

Political Professional/Scientific
F1 (Mean) F2 (Mean)

Vocational
rehabilitation

20.619 Hazardous Waste
Management

20.823

Developmental
disabilities

20.554 Economic
Development

20.637

Alcohol and substance
abuse

20.214 Developmental
Disabilities

20.408

Fish and wildlife 20.212 Vocational
Rehabilitation

20.291

Hazardous waste
management

20.075 Environmental
Protection

20.255

Children and youth
services

20.037 Transportation and
Highways

0.066

Environmental
protection

0.083 Children and Youth
Services

0.113

Tourism 0.284 State Police 0.135
Transportation and
highways

0.301 Tourism 0.205

State police 0.457 Alcohol and Substance
Abuse

0.278

Natural resources 0.482 Natural Resources 0.507
Economic
development

0.531 Fish and Wildlife 0.786

Agency/Client Innovation
F3 (Mean) F4 (Mean)

Economic
development

20.685 Fish and Wildlife 20.809

Tourism 20.474 Environmental
Protection

20.694

Transportation and
highways

20.445 State Police 20.443

Alcohol and substance
abuse

20.283 Hazardous Waste
Management

20.018

State police 20.267 Economic
Development

0.151

Children and youth
services

20.029 Tourism 0.157

Natural resources 0.022 Vocational
Rehabilitation

0.253

Fish and wildlife 0.257 Developmental
Disabilities

0.330

Environmental
protection

0.262 Transportation and
Highways

0.331

Developmental
disabilities

0.298 Alcohol and Substance
Abuse

0.443

Hazardous waste
management

0.522 Children and Youth
Services

0.488

Vocational
rehabilitation

0.619 Natural Resources 0.551
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sees less use in policy areas where hard science and practice are well established, such as

fish and wildlife and environmental protection, than in fields with a behavioral focus and

a steady stream of programmatic innovation such as children and youth services and al-

cohol and substance abuse.

Most agencies reported scientific evidence to be commonly available. Forty-one percent

of agencies reported that such evidence is generally available, 49% said it is sometimes avail-

able, only 8% reported that scientific information is seldom available, and 2% indicated it

is never available. Agencies differ in the perceived availability of scientific evidence.

Economic development reports the lowest available scientific evidence (1.57), as expected.

Tourism and fish and wildlife agencies report the highest availability of scientific evidence

(2.71and2.67).Wedidnotexpect tofindtourismagencies inthisposition,butmarketresearch

can be highly quantitative in nature and tourism professionals rely on data and projections

from various sources. ANOVA reveals statistically significant differences in availability of

scientific information reported among agency types considered (F5 4.318, p, .001).

With these differences established, we turn to the relationship between agency character-

istics and their emphasis on scientific effectiveness evidence. We are particularly interested in

these relationships because, while not causal in nature, this provides confirmation that the theo-

retical characteristics we have examined are related in the expected manner. We examine the

relationship between the factor scores and agency-reported scientific evidence availability to de-

termine if greater availability is associatedwithgreater agency relianceon scientific information.

Table4revealsmoderatepositivecorrelation(0.35)betweentheprofessional/scientific factor

andagencyreportedscientificinformationavailability, indicatingthatevidenceavailabilityis

associated with higher agency reliance on such information. The remaining factors demon-

strate no correlation with scientific evidence availability.

DEVELOPING A THEORY OF EBP

It is important to theorizeaboutwhataffects theuseofEBPs.This researchsupports suchaneffort

at theorizing. As indicated earlier, it is useful to define EBPs as those that are grounded in sys-

tematic empirical evidence derived from research guided by the standards of science. Hall and

Jennings (2008)explicitlydistinguish themfrompromisingpracticeson thebasisof evidence

quality.With respect to the factors that affect EBP use, we pursue two lines of thought in this

conclusion. First, we offer a new theoretical basis for distinguishing agencies and their EBP

use; we then review and interpret some of our findings in the light of that theoretical frame.

We began this investigation with the naive assumption that agency type would shape

EBP use. As we saw in the analysis, agency type, defined by function, does affect reliance

on different sources of information to guide decisions; however, typing by government

function as we did here only provides partial insight. A stronger theoretical basis for dis-

tinguishing among agencies is needed. One pathway to such a categorization is to think in

terms of an agency’s political environment and scientific capacity.

Table 4
Correlation between Scientific Evidence Availability and Factor Scores

Political
Professional/
Scientific

Agency/
Client Innovation

Scientific
Evidence

Availability

Scientific evidence availability 20.0791 0.3535 0.0428 20.0145 1.0000
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Maynard (2006) suggested that policy makers will pay attention to evidence when it

answers the questions that concern them. She argued that policy research is ignored because

it is not credible, it does not address issues that are important to policy makers, and it is not

carefully synthesized. From this perspective, the key to research use is it credibility, ap-

propriateness to the question at hand, and careful synthesis to emphasize the most scien-

tifically valid findings. These notions fit with the idea of policy making as problem solving.

From the agency perspective, it suggests that they will be more likely to engage in EBP

when the available science is relevant to their needs, credible, and appropriate to the ques-

tions at issue. This is an important part of an agency’s scientific capacity, which also in-

cludes their ability to use it. That ability is affected by the presence of budget and staff

sufficient to collect and properly interpret scientific evidence.

The use of scientific evidence and EBP does not simply depend on its availability,

relevance, credibility, and staff capacity. It also depends on the mission and mandates

of the agency, its political environment, and its internal characteristics. Hall and Jennings

(2008) offer a rubric for agencies to determine the level of evidence necessary to guide their

practice. They focus on risks involved with the agency’s activities and especially potential

risk to stakeholders or clients. The agency mission is essential in establishing a reasonable

level of evidence quality. When agency missions reflect such risks, we expect a higher

threshold of evidence to be utilized.

Examining the agency’s political environment suggests other considerations. In high-

conflict environments or those involving distributive politics, EB decision making is less

likely to occur. Attention to evidence requires agreement on the values to be pursued,

the priorities attached to different values, and the kinds of knowledge that are appropriate

and relevant. As mentioned above, the policy questions are largely instrumental—how to

achieve the goals rather than which goals merit attention. When an agency’s political envi-

ronment is relatively quiet and its mission is generally accepted, it will be easier for the

agency to engage in EBP. As political conflict over the agency’s mission grows, the likeli-

hood of EBP will decline. But this will depend at least in part on who controls the agency. If

the controlling coalition supports the use of EBP, then the agency will be more likely to use

such practices. The policy change literature tells us that generally accepted policy frame-

works are subject to rapid and dramatic change. Periods of stability and agreement should

support evidence use to inform practice.

During periods of stability, evidence will focus on how to address goals, but a prepon-

derance of evidence can shift the focus of policy debate, and thus an agency’s priorities and

goals, leading to broader fluctuations in agency attention. As we see presently in the en-

vironmental policy field, evidence of climate change is subject to dispute; contradictions

are used to substantiate varying value positions. What was a generally accepted field of

practice with clear goals has become less certain and reveals increased importance of ev-

idence in the policy debate, but greater criticism of evidence used to guide practice. Periods

of instability will reduce the use of evidence in agency practice.

A simple, four-cell diagram (table 5) categorizes agencies according to the degree of

conflict and the degree of scientific capacity. When conflict is low and scientific capacity is

high, we expect relatively high use of EBPs. Evidence-Based Agencieswill not only be free

to use EBP, they will be encouraged to do so. The US Food and Drug Administration is one

example of an agency operating in an environment of relatively clearly defined problems

and widely accepted mission and goals. One part of its mission is to ensure the safety and
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efficacy of drugs. Given the clarity of this mission, it draws heavily on scientific evidence to

guide decisions. A very clear problem definition or mission and the availability of scientific

evidence with relatively high degrees of validity and reliability are important character-

istics. This does not mean that FDA is not subject to political pressure and conflict.

Evidence is not always clear; science can produce ambiguous or contradictory findings.

Competing values impinge on decisions. The demand for safety encounters pressure to

speed up decision making to allow drugs on the market to treat debilitating diseases. Ad-

vocates disagree on how much to emphasize safety versus efficacy. Other examples of

Evidence-Based Agencies are state crime laboratories and the Centers for Disease Control

and Prevention. In the normal course of its work, everyone expects CDC to use best avail-

able science and adhere to EBP. Science and science protocols are abundant and available

to support its public health mission and it has significant capacity to deploy that science.

Challenged Evidence-Based Agencies are those where political conflict leaves the

agency under pressure to respond to a variety of concerns and interests. Competing values

impede the use of EBP. We can think of this in terms of using EBP during different pres-

idential administrations. During George W. Bush’s administration, there was sustained ef-

fort to politicize decisions and deny scientific evidence bearing on administrative and

policy issues (Lambright 2008; Moynihan and Roberts 2010). The political environment

was such that EPA and other agencies that rely heavily on science found that use challenged

on a variety of issues. From climate change to fetal stem cell research, nonscience criteria

guided decision making. This happens during any administration, but its prevalence during

the Bush administration was exceptional. The Obama administration brought greater re-

spect for science and the decision-making context changed. Although competing values

and politics continue to shape decision making, attention to scientific evidence is more

widespread. Nonetheless, EPA will continue to be a Challenged Evidence-Based Agency

because of intense political conflict over some aspects of its mission.

Experiential Agencies are those lacking science to guide action, even though agree-

ment on agency goals is high. Economic development agencies exemplify this. All states

have them; there is widespread agreement that state governments should stimulate eco-

nomic growth. There is less agreement about how and limited evidence on what works.

So, agencies proceed from a set of theoretical assumptions, the insights of experience,

and borrowed ideas from other successful states. One example of this is the large number

of states that have emulated North Carolina’s successful Research Triangle by investing in

universities and creating research parks.

Symbolic agencies are those where political conflict is high and there is little evidence

about the impact of different practices. For example, state arts councils exist in most if not

all states. These agencies are subject to conflict with regard to whether art should be

Table 5
Expected Use of EBPs by Degree of Conflict and Degree of Scientific Capacity (Availability, Relevance,
and Credibility of Evidence)

Conflict

Low High

Scientific capacity High Evidence-Based

Agency

Challenged Evidenced-

Based Agency

Low Experiential Agency Symbolic Agency
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publicly supported and to what constitutes art. The effects are qualitative, subjective, and

provide little in the way of firm evidence about the efficacy of their programs or practices.

Agency use of EBP will be shaped also by the organization’s internal environment.

When we think of internal agency characteristics that are likely to shape EBP use, two

interconnected characteristics stand out: the agency’s culture and its workforce composi-

tion. Agency culture consists of the dominant modes of behavior, central values, and belief

systems that guide action. If agency culture is open to change, places importance on sci-

entific evidence and is guided in its thinking by the scientific model, we would expect

greater attention to EBP. If an agency’s culture is closed and cares little for scientific re-

search findings, then it is less likely to engage in EBP. These agency orientations should be

shaped by staff composition; those that employ large numbers of scientists and scientif-

ically trained managers will be more likely to use EBP.

The pattern of results in the responses can be interpreted in this framework and gives us

an inkling of other factors shaping agency information use and, presumably, openness to

EBP. Recognize first that our four factors are not mutually exclusive. Agencies that empha-

size one type of information do not necessarily exclude other information types. In fact, it is

possible for their information seeking strategies to reveal mixed attention to different infor-

mation types. Agencies that score high on the political sources of information factor are in

policy arenas that are often priorities on gubernatorial agendas (economic development) or

that offer potential for distributive politics and rewarding political supporters (transportation

and highways and natural resources). Those that are low on the political scale are seldom the

focus of general political dispute (vocational rehabilitation, developmental disabilities, al-

cohol and substance abuse, fish and wildlife). Do not take this wrong; substance abuse is

often a subject of heightened political interest, but agencies that operate and fund treatment

programs are seldom the focus of attention. Instead, the law enforcement side of substance

abuse gets the political limelight, explaining why state police are high on the political scale.

Considering agencies scoring high on the professional/scientific dimension, we find

organizations for which scientific evidence is commonly available for major agency ac-

tivities. These agencies have the knowledge base of scientific capacity. Fish and Wildlife

and Alcohol and Substance Abuse agencies have well-developed bodies of scientific ev-

idence on which to ground at least some of their decisions (e.g., allowable levels of fishing

and hunting, or which treatment approaches to fund). Natural resources is a good example

of an agency that has both high political value (construction projects, jobs in parks, eco-

nomic development possibilities) as well as activities that can be guided by science (con-

servation, environmental protection). The fact that natural resource agencies scored high on

both political and professional/scientific dimensions may reflect the fact that they conglom-

erate functions, housing state parks, energy, conservation, environmental protection, and

other functions. Agencies scoring low on the professional/scientific dimension are a mixed

group (hazardous waste, economic development, and developmental disabilities), includ-

ing at least one for which we expected science to play a role. Economic development is such

a high political priority and the science is so uncertain, that it is not surprising that it scores

low on this dimension. Hazardous waste involves scientific considerations (e.g., what is

hazardous, how hazardous it is), but those determinations may be made at the federal level

with state hazardous waste agencies focused on implementing rulings made inWashington.

For example, the Arizona Hazardous Waste Management Division (ADEQ) has respon-

sibilities such as (Arizona Department of Environmental Quality 2011):
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� Conducting compliance and complaint inspections;

� Permitting facilities that treat, store, or dispose of hazardous waste;

� Education and outreach for facilities and general public;

� Managing ADEQ’s pollution prevention (P2) program; and

� Tracking manifests and annual reports and issuing facility identification numbers.

Agencies like ADEQ face competing demands and can pursue various strategies to

fulfill their missions. One strategy emphasizes the use of science in decision making. An-

other emphasizes effective administration, guidance from superiors, and relationships with

actors in the hazardous waste subsystem. Our data suggest that state hazardous waste agen-

cies are pursuing the latter strategy. Agencies that emphasize information from profes-

sional/scientific sources are likely those where the central policy questions are in the

vein of how to accomplish the established goals rather than what the goals should be; that

is, where the questions are instrumental and not political. Even then, wemust recognize that

the instruments can be questioned, despite the strength of the evidence because their ap-

plication allocates societal benefits and burdens. In some cases, a decision’s support or

opposition is on a completely different basis, as when advocates of intelligent design seek

inclusion alongside evolution in school curricula.

Why do hazardous waste and vocational rehabilitation agencies score high on the

agency/client dimension? Why do Fish and Wildlife, Environmental Protection, and State

Police score low? Those that score high on this dimension seek guidance from actors most

closely connected to their work. It is neither a surprise nor a secret that agencies often look

elsewhere for inspiration and guidance. Diffusion of policy innovations among the states

(Berry and Berry 1990; Walker 1969) is facilitated by increasing ease of communications

and intergovernmental contacts. Agencies look elsewhere for ideas on how to address prob-

lems and for indications of successful strategies (Volden 2006). Agency leaders look for

solutions outside the agency to the extent that they are dealing with shortcomings in mission

accomplishment or with problems for which technology is not well defined. They will look

outside when they believe it can improve performance or to build a base of support and

legitimacy for agency action.

An agency’s strategic orientation is a function of its mission, culture, and environ-

ment. A mission for which science offers helpful and reliable information should increase

reliance on professional and scientific information sources. An agency’s degree of

political engagement, its attention to various information sources, and its likelihood

of engaging in EBP can vary over time. Agencies normally in the political backwaters

and able to function via scientific and professional norms can be drawn into the stormy

waters of intense conflict. When this happens, the agency’s capacity to engage in

professional or scientific approaches to decisions is compromised and political support

becomes paramount.

DISCUSSION

The literature suggests growing attention to EBP in public policy and our study supports

that impression. Although it varies across agencies and states, there is considerable atten-

tion to scientific studies, formal evaluations, and professional publications as agencies
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search for information to guide their decisions. Most agencies report that scientific infor-

mation is generally or sometimes available for use in decision making.

As expected, agencies vary in the attention they pay to different sources of information

and the weight they attach to different sources. Understanding the development of EB gov-

ernance has to consider the context in which public agencies operate and the rich variety of

information sources available to them. With some agencies drawing heavily on political

sources and others drawing heavily on scientific/professional sources, differences in

the degree to which evidence guides decisions are likely. Differences in the degree to

which decisions are driven by a variety of political considerations—beneficiaries, priori-

ties, weight attached to different elements of policy content, electoral advantage, and

symbolism—are also likely.

The fact that agency use of information sources clusters into four types is an important

finding. It suggests that agencies differentiate among information sources and likely draw

information from them for different purposes. The fact that agency reliance varies across

source types likely means that they are at different stages in their reliance on scientific

evidence to guide decision making. It also likely means they vary in the degree of political

attention they receive.

Some agencies are insufficiently attuned to scientific evidence of program efficacy and

could do more to draw on scientific studies, formal evaluations, and the insights of pro-

fessional associations. Variations in scientific evidence availability inhibit some agencies’

abilities to improve their operations, but most have a range of scientific evidence available.

Agencies are also often in a position to encourage the development of a scientific evidence

base for decision making. If they take an active role in fostering such knowledge, they are in

a position to tailor the information to their own programmatic needs and political circum-

stances.

Not surprisingly, governors rank highest among political sources of information. In-

terest groups follow close behind. Because interest groups quickly filter public opinion for

agency staff, it is not surprising that their value outweighs less timely sources of informa-

tion such as think tanks (Herbst 2002). State agencies are attentive to the interests they

regulate and serve.

Agency directors, typically political appointees, see agency staff as the best source of

information on how to improve operations. Of course, this contradicts much of the prin-

cipal-agent literature, which suggests that agencies have to be restrained and incentivized to

pursue public purposes. Agencies have developed considerable professional capacity and

generate a great deal of information internally based on existing program operations. As

a result, they typically look first to their own staff for ideas on how to improve program

operations. That same staff plays a critical role in interpreting scientific evidence bearing on

agency operations. Recruitment, training, and professional development of agency staff

seem highly important.

This essay presents findings across state agency types regarding agency information

use in policy and program decisions. The project’s latitude sheds considerable light on

EBP’s prevalence in state agencies and how scientific evidence is used in conjunction with

other sources of information and influence. Differences in agency type provide insight into

where evidence use in policy making and practice is likely to be found and where additional

effort is required to stimulate its development. Moreover, the characteristics observed will

inform EBP use in other levels of governance where varied sources of information are
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available. Future research may examine the manner in which specific policies integrate

information, changes in information use over time, and potentially changes in information

users’ scientific sophistication across agencies. Other studies will examine the quality of

evidence that is being put to use and the consequences of EB policy making and manage-

ment. Although this study opens the door to understanding state agency information con-

sumption, we have much yet to learn.
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