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What and how do parliaments know? 
Examining relationships between 
democracy and knowledge use
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Democracy, knowledge and decision-making

Renewed questions over mis- and dis-information in democratic 
societies, rise of so-called ‘post-truth’ politics, etc.

Public satisfaction in political institutions in decline, with some 
warning political systems at risk

Policy challenges increasing in scale and urgency: Covid-19, 
climate crisis and social and economic inequalities
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Research on knowledge and politics

• Philosophy: different ways of 
knowing and interpreting realities, 

• Science and Technology Studies 
(STS) and constructions of ‘science’

• Policy studies: how policy-makers 
handle different types of research

Evidence

Expert 
knowledge

Experiential 
knowledge

Political and 
legal 

knowledge
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What about parliaments?

• Research less well-developed and perhaps somewhat fragmented, even though:
– The importance of ‘information’ has been long acknowledged (Krehbiel 1991)
– And parliaments offer various research-related services

• Existing research focused on:
– Science and technology assessment (Karaulova and Edler 2023)
– Institutional access by interest groups (Binderkrantz et al. 2015)
– Smaller scale and single case studies (Crewe 2017; Turnpenny et al. 2012)

• More has begun to emerge in recent years
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Developed by Vicky 
Ward and Mark 
Monaghan

https://ipen-
network.org/global-
mapping/
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What about parliaments?

• Parliaments are foundational to democratic politics and play separate role to 
governments
– Representation of the people and interests
– Accountability of government
– Scrutinise and pass legislation

• Parliaments are influential in decision-making
– Significant policy actor overall (e.g. Russell and Cowley 2016)
– Significant impact on legislation (e.g. Russell and Gover 2017)

• Parliaments often conceived as ‘political’ and ‘democratic’ institutions
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Gathering and 
consuming knowledge

Synthesising and 
producing knowledge

Evaluating and using 
knowledge

Parliaments 
as 

knowledge 
institutions
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Case study: the UK Parliament and its structures

• Bicameral system made up of the House of Commons and House of Lords
• Fulfils main three functions:
– Representation through first-past-the-post and public engagement initiatives
– Law-making through an extended process including bill committees
– Accountability through PQs (written/oral), debates and select committees

• Traditionally perceived as an adversarial political institution
– Emphasis on debating and oratory
– Explanatory accountability an important dimension
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Case study: the UK Parliament and knowledge providers

• Parliamentary Office for Science and Technology
• House of Commons Library
• House of Lords Library
• MPs, peers and their offices
• All-Party Parliamentary Groups
• Political parties
• Bill committees
• Select committees
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Case study: select committees in the House of Commons

• Structure and organisation:
– Cross-party group of between 9-18 MPs per committee (supported by 6-8 staff)
– Chairs directly elected by the whole House by secret ballot

• Tasks and powers:
– To ‘examine the expenditure, administration and policy’ of government
– May ‘send for persons, papers and records’ (PPR powers)

• Hold inquiries with terms of reference, gathering evidence and publishing reports
• Recommendations are advisory – no government is forced to accept changes 
– In practice government accept around 40% (Russell and Benton, 2013)
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Questions, data and methods

• Motivated to find out more:
– What are the patterns of knowledge use?
– How do actors interpret ‘knowledge’?
– How does it affect parliamentary work?

• Data and methods:
– Ethnographic fieldwork through 

Academic Fellowship (2021-22)
– Semi-structured interviews (50+)
– Stakeholder database (2013-14 and 

ongoing)
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Knowledge base (OE, 2013-14) 8%

37%

8%

23%

17%

4%
3%

Government

Civil service and public
sector

Higher
education/academic

Non-profit

Private sector

Political witnesses

Other

• Organisational breakdown →
• Gender: 
–24% women
–76% men

• Geography: 
–Dominance of London and 

South England
• New data collection ongoing

Source: Geddes, 2018



spark

From sources to ‘evidence’

• Factors that affect knowledge use
– Who has submitted evidence? → Credibility and types of knowledge
– Why has somebody submitted evidence? → Political and financial motivations
– What recommendations does the evidence make? → Impact of evidence

• Evidence is bound up with process and procedure
– Long-standing tradition for a diversity of viewpoints in committee hearings
– Evidence is only one consideration of many: politics, power, justice, etc.
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Changing trends, patterns and practices

• Diversifying evidence use: lived experience has grown significantly
– Incorporated through different formats: written evidence, surveys, focus groups
– Greater volumes pushing at the limits of what the process is designed to do?

• A growth of emphasis on diversity and inclusion
– Long-standing tradition for political diversity (Geddes, 2021)
– A focus on gender- and diversity-sensitive parliaments (IPU, 2011; Childs, 2016)

• Innovations in evidence-gathering: committee visits, focus groups, surveys, use of 
social media, etc.



spark

Challenges for committees

• Significant growth in the volumes of written 
evidence

• Unclear what principles underpin the value of 
lived experience (or how to integrate)

• No consensus about the importance (or not) 
of representativeness of witnesses

• Pressures on staff: time-poor, under-
resourced, training around innovations

What counts as 
evidence?

Procedures 
and 

practices of 
evidence use

Purpose of 
committees 

and evidence 
use
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• POST stakeholder interviews
• Research by librarians
• Committee inquiry processes
• MPs’ and peers’ own research

Gathering and 
consuming 
knowledge

• POSTnotes
• Library briefing papers
• Committee reports
• Parliamentary speeches

Synthesising and 
producing 
knowledge

• Parliamentary debates
• Committee recommendations
• Constituency work
• Informing votes by parliamentarians

Evaluating and 
using knowledge

The UK 
Parliament 

as a 
knowledge 
institution
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Implications: Understanding ‘good’ evidence?

• What principles should underpin ‘good’ evidence use in a democratic institution, 
such as a parliamentary committee?
– What do we mean when we talk about ‘good’ or ‘best available’ evidence?
– Are these principles unique vis-à-vis other organisations (e.g. governments)?

• What organisational procedures should parliaments (and specifically committees) 
adopt to promote those principles of ‘good’ evidence use?
– How does this affect the functionality of committees?
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Thank you!


