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Key Messages 

 

• In the context of the policy making process, a policy is generally made up of an objective(s), 

and a means by which this objective will be realized (a policy tool).   

• A multitude of factors and stakeholders influence the policy making process, which 

contributes to its highly complex nature.  

• Evidence, in various forms, both quantitative as well as qualitative is necessary throughout 

the policy making cycle. 

• Evidence-based policy making is not only the act of integrating evidence into policy making, 

but using evidence in an appropriate and transparent manner.  

• Decision makers may maximize utility of evidence and ensure its efficient and transparent 

application by commissioning and managing studies as relevant to inform new policies. Studies 

may also project potential outcomes and tradeoff between different options for better policy. 

• In an iterative process, policy makers may commission monitoring and evaluation activities to 

test the efficacy of new or existing policies and build strong feedback loops to continually 

inform and improve the policies based on evidence of results. 

• Policies in the energy sector rarely operate in isolation, and thus require evidence and 

knowledge to ensure interdisciplinary impacts and opportunities are well understood.  

• Evidence will not automatically translate to a prescriptive model for policy formulation. 

Therefore, policy making necessitates expertise and judgement from users of evidence.  

• Strong political will and leadership is important, but institutionalization of good practices in 

data collection, analysis, and communication is equally important.   

• Policy makers may align research timelines, particularly for commissioned studies to ensure 

that they align with political calendars in order to inform new decisions in a timely manner.  

• Countries, both developed as well as developing, face challenges in strengthening the role of 

evidence as a balancing factor in the policy making process.  

• Regional cooperation enables learning from other countries’ experiences about evidence-based 

policy instruments, benchmarks for tracking and sharing of lessons learnt. 

• Using criteria to select cooperation partners can make sure to select the most suitable ones and 

establish relationships benefitting both partners. 

• The Asia Pacific Energy Portal (asiapacificenergy.org) is a “one stop shop” aggregator of 

open-access energy information and a unique analytical tool for the Asia-Pacific region.  

• Reinforcing understanding of country characteristics enables a better understanding of the 

various potential impact/opportunities of polices among other sectors as well as contributes to 

stronger learning across borders. 
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1. Introduction 

 

This report is a knowledge output of the UN Development Account project “Evidence-based 

policies for the sustainable use of energy resources in the Asia-Pacific region,” implemented by 

the Energy Division in ESCAP. More specifically, the report aims to address and identify “(…) 

key information and functionality necessary to ensure relevance of the platform to policy makers 

(…)” as well as “identifying analytical tools that can be best employed to assist in the evaluation 

of data and policy information. Included in this study will be a mapping of project country 

decision-making procedures (…)” which is outlined in the project document. The platform is the 

Asia Pacific Energy Portal (asiapacificenergy.org) which is a web-based, interactive information 

platform designed to increase the accessibility and use of Asia-Pacific regional energy information 

to support research, analysis, and, ultimately, informed decision-making. The project is a regional 

initiative in terms of knowledge sharing, however five target countries have been selected for 

capacity building activities, including: Fiji, Kazakhstan, Pakistan, Thailand, and Tonga. Against 

this background, the objective of this paper is to review various aspects of evidence-based policy 

making, theoretically, as well as what it means in practice for energy policy formulation. See 

Figure 1 for the overall conceptual framework. 

 
Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 

 
 

 

 

 

Demand for and Supply of Evidence 
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Source: Authors 

 

The first section will broadly introduce the policy making process, with a focus on the factors 

which influence the way policy makers make decisions in developing policies. Building upon the 

policy making framework, the second section will examine the concept of evidence-based policy 

making and its role in the policy making process; as well as a more in-depth exploration on what 

constitutes “good policy” as well as “good evidence.”1 (ESCAP, 2013). However, taking note that 

a purely data driven approach will not always give a prescriptive guideline for policy formulation, 

this paper will also touch upon the issue of value judgment, and how societal priorities will play a 

key role in policy making. Moreover, the final section will provide a broader overview of country 

characteristics which users of evidence should be aware of in developing policies, as well as 

strengthening the context relevant approach to sharing good practices and policies.  

2. The process of policy making 

 

Key Messages: 

• A policy is generally made up of a clearly defined policy problem, objective(s), and a means 

by which this objective will be realized. 

• In theory, the policy formulation process is visualized as a cycle, however in practice the 

policy making process is rather a complex web of interactions and influencing factors. 

• Policy making is rarely undertaken by a single stakeholder both within the government and 

outside. Mandates are often shared across ministries, agencies or levels of government.   

• A multitude of factors influence the policy making process, which contributes to its highly 

complex nature. Understanding these factors is helpful in positioning the role of evidence in 

the policy making process. 

                                                 
1 Regarding semantics, the author of this paper elected to use the phrasing “good policy” and “good practice,” and it 

should be noted that this is not a universal term. Other options include “right policy” or “best practice.” The term 

“good” also does not imply that it is universally good.  
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A policy is comprised of two broad elements, a policy objective, and the corresponding 

instruments (or tool) to be enacted to meet the policy objective. Policy instruments are the means 

by which policy objectives are met. The instruments are wide ranging coving financial, such 

pricing instruments, subsidies, creating an overall enabling environment for private sector 

investment as well as regulatory for example. Take for instance a policy with a renewable energy 

deployment objective. Tools to meet this objective, can include a tariff based instrument such as 

feed-in tariffs (FiTs), or a quantity based instrument such as renewable purchase obligation (RPO), 

or a hybrid such as reverse auctions. In fact, reverse auctions as an innovative policy tool have 

been successful in reducing, in certain cases, the cost of solar generation in India to grid parity 

(ESCAP, 2017).  

 

As a policy is characterized by an objective and a means by which this objective is met, then it is 

useful to categorize policies by the measure utilized to operationalize the policy. The International 

Energy Agency (IEA), in its Policies and Measures database, for example broadly categorizes 

policies by instrument type. These include, Economic Instruments, Information and Education, 

Policy Support, Regulatory Instruments; Research, Development, and Deployment and; Voluntary 

Approaches. Each category is further divided into the specific policy instruments utilized. Against 

this background, the policy making process can be understood as producing new, or revised 

policies within an institutional context. Each country will have a distinct approach to the policy 

making process. The following figure shows the agencies and entities involved in Indonesia. 

 
Figure 2: Drivers for energy planning and policy making processes 

 
Source: Indonesia, Presentation. 

 

It becomes obvious that in practice, policy making is complex web of interactions, however 

theoretically the process is commonly understood in terms of a cycle (See Figure 3). This cycle 
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begins with problem identification and agenda setting-where gaps, challenges, and opportunities 

for action are identified; through assessment of options; the actual formulation of policy and finally 

the policy evaluation and monitoring phase. Take for instance energy policy in Fiji. First an overall 

plan is established, followed by a review of existing policies and identification of areas for action. 

After the policy is drafted, there is an internal as well as an external stakeholder’s consultation 

which formulates the final draft. The policy is enacted with the approval from Cabinet. The 

monitor and evaluation is particularly important to stay on track towards the policy objective. 

Thailand, for example, aims to revisit its energy policy plans every three years. As such, the policy 

making process can be characterized by complex and intricate “pathways between policy initiation 

and delivery.” (ESCAP, 2013); (Chapman, et. Al., 2016). This complex nature of the policy 

making process is a result of multiple factors of influence, including the inevitable numerous 

stakeholders which are involved.  

 

The complexity of policy making is a result 

of numerous factors. Most policies have 

broader implications and impact beyond a 

single sector. A such, responsibilities are 

often shared across sectors (ministries, or 

agencies) as well as across levels of 

government. Moreover, various others non-

governmental stakeholders play a role 

including scientists, lobbyists, as well as 

regular citizens which adds to the 

complexity.  

 

With complex nature of policies themselves, 

they are often implemented through a 

variety of policy tools. Take for example, a 

policy which aims to improve efficiency in 

the building sector. This would potentially require the cooperation of various agencies including 

infrastructure, finance, and energy, among other depending on the objective of the policy.  

 

Moreover, the policy making process is influenced by more than just variety of stakeholders. For 

clarity’s sake these influencing factors can be organized into seven broader categories (Davies, 

2004). As can be seen in Figure 3, evidence is one of many factors, and as such it is worth 

introducing the interplay with the other factors. However, it should be stressed that these numerous 

factors are not necessarily at odds with each-other, but rather a complex web in which at times are 

in-fact mutually reinforcing. The most pertinent influencing factors include:  

 

 

Problem 
identification / 
Agenda Setting

Assessment of 
Options

Policy FormulationAdoption and 
implementation

Policy Evaluation 
and Monitoring

Source: Authors 

Figure 3: Visualization of the Policy Making Process 
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2.1 Experience and Expertise 

The experience, knowledge and judgement of policy makers can comprise valuable intellectual 

capital and plays a key role in the policy making process. Lessons and experience from previous 

policy implementation can drive innovative ideas. Indeed, it can be argued that one of the core 

objectives of evidence-based policy making is coupling experience and knowledge with data for 

more informed decision making.  

 

2.2 Judgment  

Rarely will a policy be formulated without a variety 

of options for implementation. In these cases, 

judgement based on experience and expertise play 

an important role particularly in situations where the 

evidence is “equivocal, imperfect, or non-existent” 

(Grimshaw, et al, 2003). In other words, in cases of 

uncertainty, judgment will play a key role for the 

choices for policy makers.  

 

2.3 Values  

Closely tied with judgement, social values, 

ideology, and political beliefs play a major role in 

the policy making process. Take for instance the 

debates around the promotion of wind energy, 

although policy makers may have information on the 

potential noise impacts and bird deaths, their judgement on the extent to which to policy aligns to 

social values will be highly influential. Evidence-based policy making will not lead to the 

redundancy of policy ideology and beliefs thus evidence based policy should not be expected to 

be a fully technical process. 

 

2.4 Resources 

The policy making process and, implementation often takes place within the context of finite 

resources. Thus, the allocation of resources plays a sizable role in the context of looking at a 

potential policy not just from the perspective of ‘what works’, but what works at what cost and 

with what outcomes. Take for instance national utility grid extension which has been successful in 

many countries in rapidly increasing the level of electricity access, however in countries which 

have limited financial resources coupled with for example difficult terrain with low population 

density need to consider the cost compared to decentralized energy solutions which can electrify 

communities at a lower cost.   

 

 

 

Source: Davies (2004). 

Figure 4: Factors Influencing the Policy Making Process 
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2.5 Habits and traditions  

Institutionalized processes and procedures play a key role in the way policy is formulated. 

Therefore, the process is rather distinct among countries. This does not mean that the process and 

approach should be uniform in each country, nor does it necessitate a complete overhaul of a 

country’s policy making system. In this context, strengthening evidence-based policy making will 

require building upon existing experience rather than reinventing the proverbial wheel when it 

comes to policy making.  

 

2.6 Lobbyists and pressure groups 

Various stakeholder outside of the governance system can influence the policy making process. 

Lobbyist and pressure groups, typically work towards a special interest. In these cases, evidence, 

can provide the substantive information necessary to shape the policy discussion to overcome 

special interest arguments. This can be particularly important for policy makers when dealing with 

publicly divisive issues. An example of this can be witnessed in many countries which continue to 

rely on coal production for energy needs.  

 

In these cases, the objectivity of evidence is particularly important. The work of gathering evidence 

and analysis may best be undertaken by an independent, objective body such as an academic 

institution or independent contractor that has no stake in the issue. In addition to better informing 

policy decisions, having the backing of a well-respected independent source may help to garner 

the general public’s support of evidence-based policies. 

 

Ultimately, to develop a good policy, there should ideally be a balance of these influencing factors. 

This is where evidence plays a key role in the process. However before reviewing the role of 

evidence in more detail, it is worth look at how to identify a good policy, and a few of the attempts 

at identifying criteria to evaluate policies.   

 

2.7 What makes a good policy? 

If is often the explanation that “policies based on evidence are likely to be better informed, more 

effective and less expensive than policies formulated through ordinary time-constrained and 

politically constrained processes without evidence input” (Campbell, et al, 2007). In short, the 

objective of evidence based policy making is to develop good (or the right) policy. This however 

raises the question of what a good policy is. For this, various attempts have been made in literature 

to identifying the characteristics of a good policy.  
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For example, in order to identify a good policy, there is a need to establish criteria and indicators 

for analysis. One particularly useful framework, which is rooted in energy sector analysis is 

utilized by the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), along with UK Energy Research 

Centre. For evaluating renewable energy policy, four categories of indicators have been identified 

(IRENA/UK-ERC, 2014).2 These four categories include, effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and 

institutional feasibility. In addition to that, sustainability should be added in the context of global 

economic, social and environmental considerations. 

 

The effectiveness of a policy looks at what a policy has achieved in relation to a predetermined 

target. This is a continuous activity during monitoring and evaluation. To track effectiveness, 

progress needs to be coupled with intent, as well as a time. Intent refers to the ambitions set forth 

at promulgation. A policy which aims for greater renewable energy deployment can be analyzed 

by looking at the growth in installed capacity, or electricity generation from renewables, in relation 

to the ambition for deployment in a specified timeframe. The policy can be deemed effective if it 

matched or exceeded intent in the specified time-frame. Recognizing effectiveness is indeed 

important in the policy making process as it sheds light on underperforming policies and this the 

need for revisions. However, one major limitation of using effectiveness indicators in isolation, is 

that it provides little insight on why it works.  

 

A good practice is to commission independent evaluations of new policies and programmes in 

order to measure their efficacy and inform future programming. Ideally, decision makers should 

work collaboratively with evaluators to design a methodology that effectively captures the key 

                                                 

 
 

Source: Authors adapted from (IRENA/UK-ERC, 2014). 

 

Figure 5: Criteria for Evaluation of Good Policy 
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outcomes desired, while using a valid baseline measurement. Developing strong feedback loops 

can help ensure that evidence arrives in a timely manner to inform key decisions. In this regard, 

policy makers may consider instituting and evaluating pilot programmes in order to gain 

experience and evidence that will help improve programming prior to large scale rollout. 

Additionally, qualitative evidence and process evaluations can shed light on how and why a 

programme leads to certain outcomes.   

 

Efficiency of policy is essentially focused upon evaluating whether a policy has been 

economically proficient in terms of the resources (financial, human, etc.) expended in delivering 

the expected policy outcomes. Analysts may assess the efficiency of existing policies or project 

efficiency for future policies or policies under consideration. In the case of the former, the 

information can help to inform improvements. By benchmarking against similar policies or 

programs, policy makers can assess whether resources are being used effectively or would be better 

applied toward other objectives. In the case of the former, policy makers can measure tradeoffs 

between different policy options in order to make an informed decision that maximizes benefits. 

 

Efficiency may best be measured through a cost benefit analysis or a cost effectiveness analysis. 

Cost benefit analysis measures the net benefits of a program, taking into account all direct, indirect, 

and potentially intangible costs and benefits to a predefined population or community. Analysts 

may choose to assign monetary value to intangible outcomes such as public safety in order to 

reflect important social elements. Cost effectiveness analysis is a measure of cost per unit of 

outcome.  For instance, a policy that aims to connect rural households to electricity would perhaps 

look at the cost per household connected. However, again it needs to be noted that in isolation, 

deducing the efficiency of a policy will not reveal why that policy was efficient in reaching its 

targets. For that additional analysis would be needed. 

 

Equity of a policy addresses the distribution of policy impacts. In other words, are the policy 

tools, reaching a wide range of potential beneficiaries or benefiting a select few. For instance, an 

equity evaluation of a policy covering private sector incentivizing instruments would look at the 

range of companies which were successful in accessing the instruments to see if for example small 

or medium sized companies are included or only a select few larger players. Equity of a policy can 

also refer to the extent which stakeholders were involved in the process. Including marginalized 

communities such as women and ethnic minorities helps ensure that their perspectives are 

adequately incorporated into programming. Lastly, policies and programmes often lead to 

unintended consequences, both positive and negative. Decision makers may monitor and evaluate 

these consequences to assess whether they adversely affecting marginalized communities. While 

it should be noted that a specific indicator for this has not been identified, understanding equity in 

this context may provide insight on how comprehensive and cross-cutting a policy may be.  
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Institutional feasibility examines political factors and broader policy complexity to help explain 

whether a policy performs well or is likely to perform well based on the local context. Unlike 

measures of effectiveness and efficiency, it is more focused on the question of why a policy is 

successful or deficient. Assessing institutional feasibility is valuable for developing a policy that 

is adapted to local conditions, rather than benchmarking a policy’s performance, as in the previous 

three categories.  

 

Process evaluation may be used to map out a particular process, key milestones, and key 

stakeholders in order to assess the feasibility of a new policy or program. Additionally, monitoring 

program implementation can help to ensure that any process issues are addressed quickly and do 

not diminish the successful implementation of the program.  

 

The work of IEA also refers to the commonly cited criteria of replicability. However, it is noted, 

that as a success factor, replicability is questionable, at least when taken in isolation as analysis of 

the broader factors that made the policy successful and verification that they exist in the country 

to which it is transferred is necessary. The danger of replicability is that in one way or another, all 

policies are replicable, however that does not mean they are suitable in all context. Identifying 

good practices, for instance faces the same challenge of replicability as a criterion (See Box 1 for 

more discussion on good practices). Take for instance an innovative business model focusing on 

strong private sector investment and engagement for access to electricity in rural communities 

which has proven to be successful for one project. It is often the case that these types of projects 

are widely promoted for replication. However, the fact that the model worked in one case, does 

not necessary indicate that it is suitable for wide adoption and replication. This is because business 

models (or more broadly practices) operate within specific conditions that are not common among 

Box 1: What is a good practice? 
 

Often policies and instruments are designed based on identified good practices. It is thus worth briefly 

reviewing what is a good practice. FAO provides the following definition for a “good practice”: It is 

not only a practice that is good, but a practice that has been proven to work well and produce 

satisfactory results, and is therefore recommended as a model (FAO, 2013). It is a successful 

experience, which has been tested and validated, in the broad sense, which has been repeated and 

deserves to be shared so that a greater number of people can adopt it. 

 

Moreover, it is important to note that a good practice must be adapted to context. While this should in 

no way discount the lessons, which can be drawn for experience, one should be aware of the 

circumstances upon which the practice was developed. It is only after the reasons for success are 

identified and they are analyzed, is it possible to draw lessons that are useful in tackling other 

challenges. Nevertheless, this does not necessarily mean that solutions to previous problems can be 

directly replicated to address new issues. However, a clear understanding of the processes of the 

successful solution, the context in which they were applied and the specific outcomes they led to, can 

shed light on the search for answers to different problems (ESCAP, 2013). Therefore, when 

identifying a good practice, it is not important to ask, “did it work somewhere?”-   but it is equally 

important to ask, “how did it work” and “will it work for us?” 

 

 



 13 

countries, such as policies, institutions, regulation, geographical, cultural, and resources (both 

human and financial). Keeping in mind that building scale for business models which can enable 

private sector investment is critical towards ensuring universal access to electricity, replicability 

can only be identified by understanding what made the model work in one context, what about the 

context made the model work and finally whether it can be adapted.  

 

Overall, an evaluation of a policy or practice should consider each of the introduced criteria as 

intersectional, and not in isolation. A focus on one criteria could in fact be misleading. As noted 

above, a policy could be very effective in meeting its objective, but overly financially burdensome, 

with negative macro-economic impacts. Indonesia tries to capture this during a harmonization of 

different policies. 

 
Figure 6: Harmonization with other policy frameworks 

 
Source: Indonesia, Presentation. 

 

The sustainability of a policy should also be evaluated in its three dimensions: Environmental, 

social and economic. This may be the case for most sectors, it is particularly true to energy policies 

which beyond a few technical interventions, impact various other sectors. Take for example a 

policy with an objective of increasing the country’s electricity generation capacity. This objective, 

can be met through subsidy support for cheap, and polluting coal fired powerplants which provides 

short term benefit in terms of increasing the overall national generating capacity. In principle, if 

this policy lead to a low-cost increase of energy generation, an argument can be made that it has 

met the criteria of a good policy. However, if taken with the additional lens of sustainability, it is 

clear that the environmental, social and economic impacts of air-pollution, which is estimated at 

USD 5 trillion globally (OECD, 2014) outweighs the potential short-term benefits. 

 

Ultimately, in evaluating polices one should not only investigate what works, but also how does it 

work? At what costs? Who benefits or loses? And what are the broader implications of the policy? 
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This requires a multi-dimensional approach, addressing issues of the effectiveness and efficiency 

of a policy as well as equity and institutional feasibility. However, taking into consideration the 

wide-ranging implications energy sector interventions have on social, environmental, and 

economic dimensions, it is equally important to evaluate a policy against the three dimensions of 

sustainability.  

 

For this to be possible, there needs to be a strong evidence-based approach. In this connection, the 

next section will focus on evidence and its role in policy making process.   

3. Evidence-Based Policy Making 

 

Key Messages: 

• Evidence, in various forms, both quantitative and qualitative is necessary throughout the 

policy making cycle.  

• Evidence-based policy making is not simply integrating evidence into policy making, but 

using evidence in an appropriate and transparent manner.  

• Evidence will not automatically translate to a prescriptive model for policy formulation, 

which necessitates expertise and judgement from users of evidence.  

• Evidence based policy making requires concerted engagement of stakeholders from both 

policy makers, and producers of evidence, as well as across sectors.  

• Strong political will and leadership is important, but institutionalization of good practices 

in data collection, analysis, and communication is equally important.   

 

It can be argued that good policies are sometimes instituted in bad environments and bad policies 

can be pursued in good environments because governments do not understand the nature of the 

problem and what works and what does not work (Banerjee and Duflo, 2011). Broadly speaking 

policy makers aim to create policies which enhance the overall livelihood of the society. The 

problem is that policy makers can sometimes develop ineffective policies, or fail to foresee 

unintended consequences to a policy.  In this context, evidence based policy making is driven by 

the belief that robust information facilitates better decision making throughout the policy making 

process.  

 

Policy making has always one way or another, been influenced by available information. However, 

the value of evidence-based policy making is specifically related to the format, source or quality 

of that evidence. In other words, evidence based policy making can be understood as maximizing 

the quality of the evidence for decision making, while balancing the influence of other factors in 

the process. These factors have been identified in the section above such as: values, judgements, 

the factual interpretations of special interests and advocacy groups, and selective or ideologically-

driven viewpoints. 
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Various definitions of evidence-based policy making can be found, however one useful definition 

of evidence based policy making is …”an approach that leverages the best available objective 

evidence from research to identify and understand issues so that policies can be crafted by decision 

makers that will deliver desired outcomes effectively, with a minimal margin of error and reduced 

risk of unintended consequences” (Townsend and Kunimoto, 2009). Within this definition one 

finds common concepts among the 

various other iterations. This includes 

the notion that evidence based policy 

making, among others, improves 

effectiveness and efficiency of policy, 

reduces uncertainty in decision 

making, manages policy risk, provides 

new perspectives and understandings 

of policy issues, increases logical 

clarity and consistency, and more 

broadly improves the quality, 

inclusiveness and constructiveness of 

public policy debate. 

 

3.1 Evidence in the policy making 

process 

Prior to reviewing the various 

concepts of evidence, it is worth 

reviewing how evidence interacts with 

the policy making process, or cycle as introduced at the beginning of this report. Figure 5 shows 

that indeed, evidence plays a key role in all phases of the cycle, albeit for varying objectives. For 

example, energy policy research often places emphasis on economic forecasting and modeling 

(Sorrell 2006). This can be the basis to form of energy scenarios and modeling that can inform the 

drafting of strategic policies with address gaps but can also for example be used to set the baseline 

for tracking or be used as a benchmark for progress. 

 

At the problem identification and agenda setting phase, evidence plays a role in identifying current 

policy gaps or market failures and in prioritizing these issues. For example, data and evidence may 

shed light upon hidden or newly emerging social or economic issues that need be addressed 

through policy. Subsequently, evidence can be used to formulate different policy alternatives and 

to assess their likely effects in order to select the best option (ESCAP, 2013). Literature reviews 

and systematic reviews are particularly effective in providing a comprehensive picture of a 

particular issue in order to reveal the specific problems and potential solutions based on past 

experience. Additionally, a needs assessment can be a very effective tool to assess gaps and needs.  

 

Figure 7: Evidence in the Policy Making Process 

Source: Authors adapted from (ESCAP, 2013)   
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Once a policy priority is chosen, the assessment of options phase requires evidence to select 

between methods of implementation. Here data and information such as cost-benefit analysis are 

vital to appraise the likely effects of policy changes to choose between different policy options and 

subsequently assess their impacts (ODI, 2015). Evidence may also take the form of economic 

projections or cost effectiveness analysis to facilitate selection of the strongest solution based on 

expected outcomes. It is also valuable to map out a logic framework in order to demonstrate the 

links between intended outcomes and policy objectives to show that there are clear lines of 

argument and evidence between the problem, the desired outcomes and the proposed policy. The 

logic framework can also serve as a reference document in case there are any breakdowns in the 

links that need to be addressed. Additional research, possibly including a process mapping can 

help determine whether the preferred policy option is institutionally feasible in the specific context. 

 

Moreover, this information is as critical during the policy formulation phase, where policy makers 

need to design the policy tools which will ultimately operationalize the policy. Here information 

is helpful in influencing and engaging other stakeholders so that they assist in achieving broader 

policy goals and take them through to implementation. Once the policy is adopted and 

implemented, monitoring and evaluation activities will require evidence to ensure that 

implementation is consistent with the policy intention and to assess the impact and overall 

effectiveness, equity, and efficiency of the policy. Lack of program impact is often due to 

inconsistent implementation, which can be avoided through effective monitoring. Monitoring and 

evaluation are also effective tools for fine-tuning policies or identifying where policy support is 

necessary. In an iterative process, decision makers and researchers would benefit from establishing 

feedback loops in order to utilize the findings from evaluation to improve the policy or program.   

 

Overall, the ability to quantify (as well as understand) the impact of interventions can give impetus 

for policy action. Take for instance the issue of clean-fuels and technologies. Information 

regarding the negative health effects of traditional cook-stoves (health care costs as a result of 

indoor air pollution, burns), coupled with social impact (lost productive hours for biomass 

collection, diminished quality of life from injury) can allow policy makers to understand, in the 

context of budgetary allocation, where the most cost-effective action is. This type of information 

could for example reveal that a smaller increase in budget for supporting clean fuels and 

technologies, can modestly reduce public health care expenditures.     

 

3.2 What is evidence? 

There are diverse types of “evidence” which can inform evidence-based policy making. Broadly 

speaking, the discussion on evidence has evolved from the early focus on strict quantitative 

analytics such as systematic reviews and randomized, controlled trials (RCTs) which are rooted in 

the health sector to a wider understanding on what constitutes evidence. It has been argued that 

strict scientific approaches to evidence, such as RCTs in connection with broader social and 
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economic development is incompatible with “big questions in development and economy-wide 

effects” of policies (Easterly, quoted in Banerjee and Dufflo, 2011).   

 

However, it should be noted that a broader understanding of evidence does not equate lower quality 

of evidence, rather a wider selection of sources. Indeed, the sources of evidence will differ 

according to need and context. More broadly evidence is classified as quantitative and qualitative, 

there is however some cross pollination between these those classifications. A review of various 

evidence types can be found in Table 1.  

 

Table 1: Types of Evidence 

 

Here is important to note that not all forms of information available are perceived to hold equal 

value as well as weight. There is often a presumed hierarchy of evidence. Hard, or quantitative 

data is seemingly the most desirable form of evidence. However, this is in fact an 

oversimplification and risks alienating other, at times equally important, qualitative sources of 

information (Parkhurst, 2016). Statistics and data while important, do not automatically translate 

to the “right” policy. Indeed, data and statics are not immune to value judgements and ideological 

factors which influence the policy-making process. This is where more qualitative, or descriptive 

evidence such as expert options, case studies and other forms of research play a vital role. Ideally, 

decision makers should examine both qualitative and quantitative evidence in order to make 

informed decisions. As a good practice, when commissioning new studies, methodologies should 

include a mix of quantitative and qualitative tools or methods.  

 

It is often noted by policy makers that lack of availability of evidence is a key bottleneck.  

However, studies have noted that the flip side of the availability can also create difficulties. That 

Quantitative Qualitative 

• Data from sources such as: 
o Survey data 
o Census data 
o Macroeconomic and 

demographic statistics 
o Meteorological data 
o Energy data, etc. 

• Economic modeling 

• Back-of-the-envelope calculations 

• Cost-benefit analysis/cost effectiveness 
analysis 

• Evaluation 

• Meta-analysis 

• Interviews 

• Focus-group discussion data 

• Research studies 

• Cast-study report 

• Descriptive data 

• Literature reviews 

• Systematic reviews 

• Process evaluation 

• Logic frameworks 

• Best practices/toolkits 

• Meta-evaluation 

• International experience (policies, good practices, data) 

• Expert opinions 

• Professional knowledge 

• Mixed methods evaluation 

Source: Authors 
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is, the challenge of managing and filtering through excess information (Perri, 2002). As such, 

rather than review types of evidence hierarchically, attempts have been made to shift discourse 

towards identifying appropriate evidence for policy makers. For example, the RAPID programme 

of ODI (2015), along with work from Shaxon (2005) identifies four criteria when dealing with 

wide array of information. In this work, it is argued that appropriate evidence should meeting the 

following criteria: (i) quality; (ii) credibility; (iii) relevance; and (iv) practicality (Figure 6). 

 

 

The first dimension looks at the quality of the data. This criteria questions whether the data 

accurately describes what is intended and whether the data meets high quality methodological 

criteria suitable to the data type. This is very closely linked to the second dimension, credibility, 

which includes whether the evidence is applied systematically to include all relevant information 

on an issue of concern in a consistent and up-to-date manner. Cartwright and Haride highlight that 

credible data constructed in ways that best serve the policy goal (2012). For example, credibility 

of high-quality data could be compromised by ideologically driven data analysis or weak 

transparency in compilation and analysis. In this regard, it is important to ensure objectivity of 

data by avoiding conflicts of interest. For example, the researcher conducting a cost benefit 

analysis comparing policy alternatives, ideally should not have a stake in which policy succeeds. 

This is particularly important for controversial or highly disputed policy areas. In this case, 

independence of data sources plays a key role in credibility. Furthermore, the criteria of relevance 

tackles whether the evidence addresses the multiple policy concerns at stake (is it cross-cutting 

enough), is sensitive to the local context and whether is it timely. The fourth dimension looks at 

the practicality of evidence. In this context practicality refers to the extent to which the evidence 

is accessible, cost-effective and in a useful form for users. For example, raw unprocessed data may 

be of high quality, however without objective analysis it is not useful for policy makers, who are 

often not technical experts with the capacity to analyze large data sets. A large amount of data may 

Appropriate 
Evidence

Credibility

Relevance

Practicality

Quality

Source: Authors based on (ODI, 2015) 

Figure 8: Criteria of Appropriate Evidence 
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be of high quality, however if it is not applicable to the local context, it may not be appropriate for 

the given policy needs. 

 

Overall evidence plays a critical role in informing decision making during the policy making 

process. However, it is critical that the evidence be appropriate for the particular policy need, in 

terms of quality, credibility, relevance, and practicality, only one of the many challenges evidence-

based policy makers faces. The following section will explore the challenges which policy makers 

from both developed and developing countries face in developing evidence-based polices.  

4. Evidence-based policy making challenges 

 

Key Messages: 

• Countries, both developed as well as developing face challenges in strengthening the role 

of evidence as a balancing factor in the policy making process.  

• From a demand perspective, policy makers need incentives as well as the capacity in 

order to use evidence appropriately.  

• From a supply perspective, evidence needs to be gathered, analyzed, and presented to 

policy makers in a transparent manner.  

• Policy formulation often results in sectoral trade-offs, thus highlighting the need for 

cross-sectoral evidence and engagement.  

 

Countries, especially developing, face numerous challenges with respect to strengthening 

evidence-based policy making. These challenges can be understood in a “demand” and “supply” 

perspective. The demand perspective focuses on the users of evidence such as policy makers, while 

supply focuses on the evidence itself. See Figure 7 for the conceptual framework on evidence-

based policy making challenges.  

 

Firstly, from a demand perspective, policy makers often lack incentives and capacity to reach out 

for evidence. In this regard, the effectiveness and feasibility of evidence-based policy making 

will largely depend on organizational cultures as well as political will from leadership (Marston 

and Watts, 2003). Nevertheless, a key bottleneck is the level of capacity to access and use 

evidence. It is important to note that it is not just a matter of using evidence, but using it in 

appropriate way. 

 

Data and statistics are necessary but ultimately it is how to effectively analyze, present, and 

integrate this data into the policy making process (ESCAP, 2013). To use the data in a meaningful 

way, the user of evidence must understand the concept, definition, measurement method and 

characteristics in the data. This is often a challenge as policy makers and other users of evidence 

may not have expertise and skill in statistical methodology. Close collaboration between decision 
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makers, policy analysts and researchers will be valuable to translating evidence from theory to 

practice.  

 

 

In this context, transparency is a critical input. Users of evidence ought to be cognizant of the 

potential consequences of misusing evidence to justify an ideologically driven policy, in that data 

and information which has been “cherry-picked” to give the guise of evidence based policy 

making, may lead to an ineffective policy, or even worse, adverse effects. Alternatively, misuse of 

evidence can occur, “after the fact” whereas data or evidence can be misrepresented to show better 

results of a policy, or to hide unwanted/unforeseen consequences (Parkhurst, 2016).  

 

From a supply perspective, evidence needs to be available, timely, and easily communicated to 

policy makers. In this context, raw, un-processed data are not particularly useful to policy makers.  

It is too often the case that data is poorly presented, with insufficient information needed to assist 

interpretation, such as summary analysis, methodological descriptions, definitions, data sources 

and possible sources of bias and error (ESCAP, 2013). Although data and other sources of 

information may be available, it can be presented a manner which is not useful for policy makers. 

In Tonga, availability and appropriateness of data continues to be a challenge; inconsistent 

capacity in terms of data collection as well as weak coordination among various data collection 

agencies hinder evidence-based policy making.3 In Fiji, weak consolidation and processing of data 

means that even when collected, the energy data cannot be effectively utilized by policy makers.  

 

                                                 
3 Discussion outcome of the DA Project Inception Workshop held in Bangkok with the participation of national 

representatives.  

Source: Authors adapted from International Network for the Availability of Scientific Publications (INASP), 2013. 

Figure 9: Evidence-based policy making challenges 
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Gathering of evidence, as well as processing, is often the responsibility of various stakeholders. 

Data sets and efforts, if not coordinated, may be incompatible for comparison or monitoring 

because of varying standards and procedures among data collecting entities (UNESCO, 2015).  

 

In this regard, there exists a strong need for effective coordination among stakeholders to share 

timely data as well as avoid duplication of efforts. For instance, in Fiji, data collection for the 

energy sector is under the mandate of various agencies, including the Ministry of Infrastructure 

and Transport, Fiji Electricity Authority, NGOs, and other agencies undertaking energy projects. 

While in Thailand, it is more of an issue of usefulness of the data. It has been expressed that while 

stronger data collection would certainly be beneficial, the more pressing issue is facilitating more 

analytical works such as energy forecasts, scenarios, outlooks and policy measures.4 

 

This can lead to differing levels of credibility in data as well, which hampers its integration into 

decision making. Ultimately, evidence needs to be interpreted to be used for any decision-making 

process and the interpretations may be influenced by factors including subjective values, 

constraints, customs, history or social norms, among others (De Marche; et al, 2012). Issues of 

credibility can also be linked with lack of transparency in data. In these cases, ministries or 

agencies could potentially keep a data set or monitoring results “classified” in order to not reveal 

underperformance within a certain mandate. Examples like these highlight that although there are 

challenges in data collection and analysis, this should not be considered an insurmountable barrier 

as information and evidence from outside one “sector” is imperative in moving forward innovative 

polices and ideas. 

 

Building on the issues of obtaining credible, reliable data, often this is coupled with timeliness of 

data. Policy making time scales may be out of step with those generating, gathering, or analyzing 

evidence. Depending on how problem identification is set, there is often a need for policy makers 

to respond to short-term requests. For example, policymakers often need to advise ministers on 

pressing issues, and thus if evidence is out of reach in the short-term, assumptions can form the 

forefront of the process. Consequentially, evidence needs to be very quickly synthesized to inform 

a decision (ODI, 2005). Moreover, the risk waiting too long for a review of evidence is that 

circumstances change and the policy process would have proceeded in a direction where the 

gathered evidence is no longer relevant. 

 

Against these many challenges there is a need for stronger communication and greater 

transparency. Communication among data collecting entities, levels of government as well as 

across sectors is critical. Under the broader theme of energy, it is often the case that energy 

mandates are spread among various agencies of ministries. For example, the SE4All Rapid 

Assessment Gap Analysis for Pakistan noted that one of the largest bottlenecks in energy efficient 

improvement in the country, after financing issues, is the lack of an integrated platform for energy 

                                                 
4 Ibid.   
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sector strategy and policy making (SE4All, 2014). In that, overall planning and investment 

approval mandate is with the Planning Commission, while the Ministry of Water and Power and 

the Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Resources are responsible for their respective subsectors. 

Without coordination among these agencies, evidence based policy making is hindered.  

 

4.1 Imperfect nature of evidence-based policy making 

  
Integrating evidence into the policy making process will not automatically translate into a 

prescriptive guideline for formulation and implementation and will not automatically translate into 

better policies. This is in part a result of the often imperfect nature of evidence based policy 

making. Indeed, some have argued that in terms of semantics, a better formulation for this process 

would be “evidence-aware,” or “evidence-informed” policy making (quoted in Sharman, A. and 

Holmes, J. 2010). It is argued that these more nuanced formulations more accurately reflect the 

numerous factors which influence the policy making process. Moreover, the interdependence 

among sectors results in policy problems which are often too complex to have data prescribed 

solutions, and thus decisions or policies which have contested economic, political or social 

outcomes require a broader and more inclusive approach.  

 

Different stakeholders will ultimately bring diverse bodies of contextual knowledge to the 

discussion, creating a more comprehensive understanding of the competing values. In fact, it is not 

only developing countries which face evidence challenges developed, countries are not immune. 

Box 2 provides an example from the European Union, where evidence is the policy making process 

has been challenged.  

 

Although countries face various challenges and bottlenecks, which hinder stronger integration of 

evidence in the policy making process, this does not mean that tough decisions on global warming 

for example should not be made. This principle was enshrined in the Rio Declaration as Principle 

Box 2: Case study: EU energy policy 

 
In 2009, the European Union passed a directive on the promotion of renewable energy sources, called the Renewable 

Energy Directive (RED). Under this new policy a voluntary target of 5.75 per cent by 2010 for biofuels or other 

renewable fuels in the 2003 Biofuels Directive (2003/30/EC) was transformed into a binding 10 per cent minimum 

target for renewable content in transport fuels in all EU member-states by 2020 (EP, 2009) which is expected to be 

met predominantly by biofuels. This target was claimed to be in line with the EU’s energy policy objectives which 

at the time were security of supply, regional economic development, and, environmental sustainability/GHG 

emissions reduction. However, as the environmental impact assessment of this target was only carried out a year 

later, it is argued that the policy did not address the trade-offs among the three objectives to the detriment of 

environmental sustainability. Moreover, it has been argued that the evidence in this case was misinterpreted in order 

to justify the 10 per cent mandatory target.  

 
The full case study can be found at: 
Sharman, A. and Holmes, J. 2010. Evidence-based policy or policy-based evidence gathering? Biofuels, the EU and the 10% target. 

Environmental Policy and Governance, 20(5): 309-321.   
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15: “Where there are threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall 

not be used as a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental 

degradation.”    

 

4.2 Balancing evidence and judgment  

 

Moreover, despite the push towards a more rational method of decision-making practices, value 

judgments still play a significant role. This is because evidence may be incomplete, weak, or 

generally inconclusive, but it is also because almost all policy decisions have a wide range of 

effects. Take for instance, a policy to limit emissions by promoting renewable energy, while 

shuttering coal fired power-plants. This policy would have a range of environmental, economic, 

employment, and social impacts on a wide range of stakeholders with seemingly different 

perspectives about the desired outcomes. In other words, policy decisions typically involve 

tradeoffs that bring improvements in some sectors to the detriment of others. In some cases, they 

also conflict with other policies or priorities. In this context, it is difficult for the energy sector 

alone to anticipate all of the broader social, economic and environmental impacts. This underscores 

the critical role of engagement and cross-sectoral transparency in the process. This may sometimes 

be easier in more technical areas than in sensitive ones. MacGregor, for example, argues that it is 

easier to implement evidence where it does not come into conflict with values, for instance a 

technical regulation on energy efficiency improvement (2014). 

  

In developing energy infrastructure such as the large-scale hydropower plants, various trade-offs 

need to be managed, for which evidence cannot provide the answer. The power-plant may create 

jobs, provide a cleaner alternative to existing thermal-coal plants, or strengthen the generating 

capacity of the national grid for more reliable service; however, the construction could potentially 

displace hundreds of communities because of forced flood for a reservoir. Moreover, from a social 

dimension the development of hydro plants can raise issues of land ownership and access rights 

for both, water and land. A robust, evidence driven approach will categorically improve the process 

and outcome, however it is important to note that there is no perfect assessment, be it 

environmental or social, thus the responsibility to weigh the trade-offs, falls on policy makers. In 

this connection, a policy should be compatible with normative values adopted in each society. 

(Giampietro and Saltelli, 2017)  

 

Policies rarely operate or impact one sector in isolation. Because of its centrality to many people’s 

lives, the way energy, and thus energy policy, is addressed will impact on broader political, 

economic, governance structures and cultures. This indeed highlights the importance of 

understanding the diverse characteristics of a country in order to recognize what evidence for other 

sectors is necessary in developing, good as well as integrated policies.  
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5. Where to find evidence? How to select it? 

 

Key Messages: 

• Learning from the experience of other countries is beneficial in the policy making process 

as it allows for countries to build upon other experiences, learn about innovative policy 

instruments, or set benchmarks for their own monitoring and tracking. 

• The Asia Pacific Energy Portal (asiapacificenergy.org) is a “one stop shop” aggregator of 

open-access energy information and a unique analytical tool for the Asia-Pacific region.  

• Considering the various contextual characteristics of a country is useful in understanding 

what evidence is necessary in developing integrated policies.   

• Policy making requires national information because of country-specific factors, but 

evidence-based policy can learn also from international comparisons and contrasts. 

 

5.1 The Asia Pacific Energy Portal 

The Asia Pacific Energy Portal (asiapacificenergy.org) is a “one stop shop” aggregator of open-

access energy information and a unique analytical tool for the Asia-Pacific region.  It is a web-

based, interactive information platform designed to increase the accessibility and use of Asia-

Pacific regional energy information to support research, analysis, and, ultimately, informed 

decision-making. It is the only platform to offer free access to an extensive set of energy statistics, 

full-text policies, and infrastructure maps. It offers a collection of more than 200 datasets covering 

access, efficiency, renewables, trade flows, subsidies, investment and more from global 

institutions including UN Data, IEA, World Bank, IMF, EIA, UNComtrade, and Bloomberg. It 

also provides an ever-expanding set of policies sourced from hundreds of official websites of 58 

economies. With currently more than 3,000 documents available, policy frameworks guiding 

energy systems development can be identified and tracked over time.   Combining the three main 

information types of data, policy, and infrastructure creates a unique and powerful analytical 

advantage for Portal users. Regarding polices, the existing categories in the portal include: Access, 

efficiency, renewable energy environment, pricing, energy supply and infrastructure, trade, 

investment, governance, and technology. In addition to reflecting the three targets under SDG 7, 

the portal policy categories broadly align with the 13 Areas of Action identified by the First Asia 

Pacific Energy Forum. Overall these categories highlight the energy priorities of countries, and 

intrinsically show the complex and diverse nature of energy policy in the region.   

 

5.2 Experiences across borders 

Regional tools such as the Asia Pacific Energy Portal are a useful source of information, however 

with over 3000 policies, organized through over 100 policy indicators in the Portal, it may be 

advantageous to identify a framework which allows the user (policy maker, researcher, 

practitioner) to identify policies which are more suitable to their needs. Often, in the energy sector, 

countries are grouped according to traditional understanding of energy security, that is either a net 

energy importing country, or a net energy exporting country. While this is indeed one dimension 
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which can be applied, it is not necessarily the most suitable. Experience from other countries can 

play a valuable role in enhancing knowledge however, this requires contextualization to 

appropriately adapt and transfer experience (Hantrais et al., 2015). For example, Kattumuri argues, 

from a social science perspective, that transfer of knowledge is likely to be most effective when 

the societies concerned are at a similar stage of development and/or facing similar economic, social 

and cultural challenges (2015). For instance, one country may look, to another with a similar 

pattern of economic development (South-South Cooperation), but a faster rate of improvement in 

access to electricity in order to learn from its experience on accelerating progress; alternatively, it 

may look to a country which faces similar topographical challenges, such as mountainous terrain. 

Moreover, North-South-South Cooperation can play a key role, as experience and data from 

countries which have excelled in certain sectors, such as large-scale deployment of modern 

renewable energy technology, at a lower cost, may provide lessons on policy tools (financing 

mechanism, for instance) as well as offer information for benchmarking.  

 

Following this logic, locally targeted information has the most potential utility in policy.  For 

example, in a study undertaken on evidence based policy making in the reproductive, maternal, 

newborn and child health sector, stakeholders in Bangladesh were asked, among other questions, 

how does “international evidence” play of role in their own process. The results shed light on the 

need to better understand how countries can more effectively compare policies and other evidence 

(RAND, 2013). The table below highlights the reasons why health-care stakeholder look to other 

countries for evidence. Overall it can be surmised that policymakers are open to international 

evidence if it is proven relevant. 

 

Table 2: Example of country comparisons 

Source: Authors based on RAND, 2013 

 

5.3 Diversity of Context 

Energy systems, particularly in developing countries in the Asia-Pacific region are largely 

characterized by a growing demand for energy services. This demand is driven by factors 

including, population, demographic trends, human behaviour, geography, GDP and technological 

and structural changes. Understanding a country’s particular demand-driving characteristics helps 

to inform domestic policy and allows for comparison with similar countries to learn from 

international experience. Even in cases where contexts are very different, there are always lessons 

Countries look to for evidence Reasons cited for comparison 

India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, 

Indonesia, Thailand, and China 

“Neighboring countries” and “similar characteristics” 

SAARC countries, South-East 

Asia, Malaysia, and Philippines 

“similar characteristics” 

Europe “benchmarking”  

Africa “For examples of interventions in resource-poor context” 
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to draw from international evidence. In this regard, databases such as the Asia Pacific Energy 

Portal provide a vast array of information to learn from.  

 

Enabling a better understanding of the various potential impact/opportunities of polices among 

other sectors. It is important is to examine what is present but concealed in term of policy making. 

These are factors which policy makers are unaware of, yet may have substantial implications. As 

previously noted, policy making involves, spill overs and trade-offs. Understanding how a policy 

behaves across sectors is highly beneficial, not only to understand possible adverse effects in other 

sectors, but also the potential for complementary action. 

 

5.4 Identifying Country Characteristics  

Drawing on political science literature on policy transfer, policy makers should consider various 

dimensions of context, when applying either quantitative or qualitative evidence. Countries may 

be grouped in terms of some basic characteristics such as energy sector, geography, environment, 

and economic trends, while more complex dimensions may include population, culture, and 

governance. See Annex 1 for a visualization of these dimensions. It is important to note that the 

following information is not a comprehensive list, but rather aims at shedding light on why these 

dimensions are important.  

 

Energy Sector Indicators 

Countries at different stages of SDG 7 implementation will likely have varying strategies and 

policies to meet their targets. Quantitative indicators can assist in identifying and grouping 

countries that face similar energy sector challenges or have been successful in implementing 

SDG 7. Indicators pertaining to the three targets of SDG 7, energy access, renewable energy, and 

energy efficiency are particularly relevant. Listed below are sample indicators:  

 

• Energy access indicators  

o Percentage of people with access to electricity (%) 

o Percentage of people with access to clean cooking fuels (%)  

• Renewable energy indicators  

o Percentage of modern renewable energy in energy mix (%) 

o Percentage of fossil fuel in the energy mix (%) 

o Percentage of renewables in electricity generation (%)  

o Rate of renewable energy deployment per year (kWh/year or % increase/year)  

• Energy efficiency indicators  

o Energy intensity by sector (kWh/$)  

o Energy intensity by GDP (kWh/$) 

o Rate of energy intensity improvement (%/year)  
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Geographic 

Geographic characteristics can be categorized as internal characteristics as well as external 

characteristics. External refers to the geographic facts outside the country’s borders. This also 

includes whether a country is land-locked or an island state. In the latter cases, one can refer to 

groupings such as Landlocked Developing Countries (LLDCs) or SIDS (Small Island Developing 

States). While internal geographic characteristics can refer to, for instance, size of a country and 

its topography. Countries with similar topography, such as mountainous terrain, could for example 

share similar challenges in widening access to electricity to remote communities with little access 

to markets. In these cases, case studies, and pilot project experience could be particularly 

informative.  

 

Economic 

Policies are formulated to address market failure, and thus the economic characteristics of 

countries play an important role not only in the energy sector, but in the broader context of 

sustainable development. Beginning with macro level considerations, countries can be grouped 

into economic status, that is high/middle/low income, Least Developed Countries (LDCs) for 

example, but also on current and historic GDP growth patterns. The next set of dimensions can 

consider the structure of an economy, whether is a service, manufacture, or agriculture economy, 

and the historical shifts of this. At a micro level, market structures, regulatory frameworks, and 

subsidy structure characterize a country’s economic context. With financing being a common 

challenge cited for the energy sector in terms of energy access, energy efficiency, and renewable 

energy, financial flows are also important to consider. Financial flows refer to, for example, level 

of private sector funding in projects against public sector or development funds. Levels of trade, 

and ease of doing business are also critical to energy market development and may help in 

identifying similar country contexts. 

 

Environmental 

The environmental characteristics of a country are closely interlinked with its energy sector. Some 

of the critical characteristics include climate, temperature and availability of natural resources. 

Climate impacts a country’s energy sector in a variety of ways, including macro level issues such 

as energy for heating in colder climates, or cooling in tropical ones, as well as micro level technical 

issues, such as the influence of temperatures on transmission systems’ current and efficiency. 

Natural resource endowment is central to the energy discussion, both in terms of availability of 

fossil fuels as well as renewable energy sources. For example, Nepal and Lao PDR may be 

comparable in that both are countries with large hydro-power potential and ambition to ramp up 

generation, such as. In these types of cases, both countries may benefit from sharing lessons 

learned. Levels of pollution or pollution reduction (indoor and outdoor) may also shed light on 

which countries are contextually similar.   
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Societal 

Energy systems are socio-technological systems which involve not only energy technology but 

also the humans that use and consume energy (Miller et.al, 2013). This same logic can again be 

applied to energy policy as a whole. It is the society that drives the energy sector in the way energy 

is consumed and used. Therefore, it is necessary to understand the societal dimension of a country. 

These factors include, for example, demographic characteristics of population, including total 

number, growth patterns, rural or urban populations.  However, the energy sector is also 

intrinsically tied to other social characteristics including health, education, income, employment, 

gender, among others. A good reference point for this is the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development which emphasizes the integrated nature of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals, 

of which one is dedicated to universal access to clean energy.  

 

Culture 

Cultural characteristics are difficult to categorize; however, policy makers may look to countries 

with tight cultural relations, or similar cultural traits for knowledge. In this regard, “cultural 

similarities can refer to a common language, religion, and shared values such as individualism or 

equality.” Another aspect to consider is diversity. Similar cultural characteristics could refer to 

similarities in internal diversity. Within the energy sector, the challenge in the deployment, and 

long-term retention of clean fuels and technologies is highly related to culture. One of the key 

reasons why cook-stoves for example have not seen widespread retention in certain countries is 

because of weak cultural context identification. Traditions, social interactions, and family 

dynamics differ across cultures, but they play an integral role in people’s willingness to adopt and 

ultimately use clean technology (Kooser, 2014). A cook-stove must meet the needs of the users; 

unless it aligns with the local culture, the technology will likely be discarded in favor of traditional, 

and often more polluting cooking methods. Moreover, values and culture, are important insofar as 

decision makers are ultimately responsible to their citizens and thus potential policy interventions 

would ideally align with popular option. An example of the role values play can be seen in, for 

instance, the introduction of a carbon tax or cross subsidies for electricity access.  

 

Governance/Institutions 

Certain characteristics can be drawn out which can be useful for comparison such as form of 

government. Institutions, such as federalism, corporatism, the allocation of functions at 

central/federal government level and the arrangements for local government, constitute important 

intervening characteristics. In terms of policy making, the allocation of functions both vertically 

and horizontally has impact on the policy making process as well as how evidence can play a role. 

The mandate for collection of data and information can be spread among various sectors, as well 

as among levels of government. Countries with similar institutional arrangement can learn how, 

for example, data is compiled, streamlined or shared among agencies for more effective evidence-

based policy making. In this context, examples of innovative approaches to institutional 

arrangements can be found around the region, including, for example, a coordination committee 
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orchestrating all development related efforts to ensure maximization of synergies across the 

country such as in the Maldives (United Nations, no date).    

 

The indicators listed within the country characteristic dimensions are a guide to understanding why 

it is important to recognize how country characteristics are useful in strengthening evidence based 

policy making both in terms of developing integrated policies, as well are sharing experiences with 

other countries.   

6. Regional Cooperation and Evidence-based Policy Making 

 

Key Messages: 

• Regional cooperation can contribute to more effective evidence-based policy making by 

drawing on lessons learnt from key partners. 

• Regional cooperation could lead to an Energy Transition Roadmap tool as a central element 

for policy-makers to access knowledge that works in practice. 

• Establishing specific criteria can improve the selection of cooperation partners, ensuring 

that partners are well-matched, and relationships are mutually beneficial. 

 

Regional cooperation can contribute to evidence-based policy is several ways. It is important to 

have constant exchange on the best available practices and how to tackle certain common policy 

and technical challenges. This is notably important in the case of larger scale (system) changes to 

the energy system as a whole – as it is in the case of the energy transition. In one of this project’s 

regional workshops, a representative of Lao PDR for example noted that policy making can be 

strengthened through regional cooperation and support from international organizations. Others 

suggested that this type of cooperation would be most beneficial in providing technical support, 

financial resources or capacity building of human resources, in particular for energy planning and 

research. The participant of the Philippines highlighted cooperation as a contributing factor to 

building energy models, national studies, and the energy planning process. Stronger international 

collaboration and partnerships within the region, consequently, were recommended to be 

promoted. 

 

To make regional cooperation effective and beneficial for those engaged in these cooperation 

projects, capacity and integrated approaches are important – and building them may require 

additional resources (TERI and UNDP, 2018). Knowledge networks and central repositories can 

help provide the one entry point to share, find and access the relevant information on cooperation 

partners, solutions and best practices. These could serve to compile knowledge resources on 

policies, regulations and actions for access, energy efficiency and renewable energy and act as a 

clearing house to make sure that the featured elements are working in practice and offer a help 

desk (TERI and UNDP, 2018).  
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A recent ESCAP publication (ESCAP, 2018), in fact recommends an Energy Transition Roadmap 

(ETR) tool that can assist policymakers in setting the right target, choosing appropriate 

technologies, and measuring progress with respect to the energy transition. This would enable 

policy-makers to input country-specific data and information to generate their national roadmap 

to guide them through the energy transition. Setting this tool up as a regional platform, it could 

assist in tracking the progress of energy transition. 

 

Regional cooperation in that sense may involve governments, international organizations, non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) or foundations. The above-mentioned country characteristic 

indicators may help identify the right cooperation partners, not only to make the solutions 

applicable and workable in the own context but also to be able to cooperate with the partner that 

one can relate to. Good relationships between involved cooperation partners are important to 

effective collaboration – although the definition of a ‘good relationship’ is less clear and a ‘soft’ 

concept (Arora-Jonsson and Cornwall, 2006). This has been recognized by the United Nations 

Development Programme (2010) and the United Nations Environment Programme (2014) in 

particular for countries recently emerging from conflict.  

 

The relationship aspect further impacts the local option about a project which has the potential to 

impact the success of the project (Gasper, 2004). The solutions proposed for fuel-efficient cooking 

may serve as an example. Some of the fuel-efficient cooking solutions did not solicit or incorporate 

local opinion in their design or rollout process; as a result, they were not used (Crewe, 1997). This 

makes the (local) network important. These networks bring in the local point of view needed 

(Wilson and Eyben, 2006) and are resources for sharing information, e.g. about available assets, 

data, and procedures (Shutt, 2006).  

7. Conclusion  

Each country has a distinct policy making process, influenced by various national factors including 

culture, values, expertise, habits, judgement, as well as evidence. However, a commonality among 

these distinct processes is the complex and interlinked nature of policy making, as well as the 

desire for a good policy. A good policy which is effective in meeting its objective, but also 

efficient, equitable, and institutionally feasible; but also, in line with the three dimensions of 

sustainability. In this connection, a key factor in developing good policy is the appropriate 

integration of evidence, both quantitative, as well as qualitative into the policy making process. Or 

in other words, a strong evidence-based policy making process. Appropriate use of evidence can 

strengthen the process, in numerous ways including shedding light on previously hidden or newly 

emerging issues, determining long-term strategic needs, identifying cross-sectoral opportunities, 

as well as providing guidance in cases of trade-offs, and overall policy monitoring and evaluation.  

 

Notwithstanding the potential benefits, countries both developed and developing continue to face 

challenges in strengthening the role of evidence as a balancing factor in the policy making process. 

These challenges stem from both the need for an appropriate supply of evidence, meaning quality, 



 31 

objectivity, credibility, and relevance, as well as the capacity and institutional incentives to reach 

out, and effectively integrate evidence into the process. Ultimately however, evidence is not 

always perfect and cannot in all instances provide a prescriptive guideline to policy development.  

 

A key reason for this is the complex nature of policy making itself. A policy on energy does not 

impact the energy sector in isolation, but generates broader economic, social and environmental 

impact and implications. In this connection, users of evidence, be it policy makers, researchers, or 

society in general, would benefit from a more integrated understanding on national characteristics 

which drive the policy making process. Strengthening this context specific approach has the dual 

benefit of enhancing the intersectional impacts of policy, but also enhances sharing of knowledge, 

be it policy examples, good practices, or data. This is equally true for harvesting the benefits from 

international and regional cooperation. Selecting the right cooperation partners for the task at hand 

may make the important difference for success. 

 

There is a wealth of knowledge across the globe, with the Asia Pacific Energy Portal as a prime 

example of a potential source of evidence. The vast array of policies which are housed in the Portal 

also highlights the diverse nature of countries. Therefore, understanding broader national context 

can help users of evidence match relevant national characteristics for effective learning.  
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