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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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What I want to do this morning

Summarise patterns of studying knowledge use in democracies

Develop a case study of knowledge use in the UK’s national parliament

Identify mechanisms of engagement with parliaments
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1. Situating parliaments in debates 
about knowledge mobilisation
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Defining ‘knowledge’ 
and ‘evidence’

Evidence

Expert 
knowledge

Experiential 
knowledge

Political 
and legal
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Research on debates about knowledge and politics

• Philosophy literatures
– Different ways of knowing
– Defining and understanding realities, etc.

• Science and Technology Studies (STS)
– Discipline emerged especially in the 1970s and 80s
– Demonstrates the social construction of ‘science’ in society

• Policy studies literature
– Different types of research use
– Barriers and facilitators for research use, etc.
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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
– 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



spark

What about parliaments?

When you think of ‘parliament’, what springs to mind?

Have you engaged with parliaments to support 
evidence-based policy? 

If yes, how? If not, why not? 
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Why parliaments are often overlooked

• Do not play a significant role in policy-making compared to governments
– ‘Rubber-stamps’, ‘marginal actors’, etc.

• Parliaments are places for political disagreement rather than policy-making
– Driven by different logics and demands 
– Too public

• Institution is too complicated to navigate and understand
• Do not have well-developed scientific/expert knowledge advisory mechanisms
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Why it’s time to pay more attention

• Parliaments are foundational to democratic politics
– 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)

• Expert, experiential and political knowledge are vital to parliamentary work
– Many have developed mechanisms for supporting MPs
– We need to dig deeper beyond ‘interest group access’ and the ‘informational theory’
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Developed by Vicky 
Ward and Mark 
Monaghan

https://ipen-
network.org/global-
mapping/
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What are parliaments and how do they work?

• Their forms, shapes and sizes are always distinctive – no two are the same
– Some are bicameral, e.g. UK Parliament, or unicameral, e.g. Scottish Parliament
– Each one tries to tell a story of its people in one way or another
– Executives and governments drawn from parliaments

• Parliaments often fulfil three broad and overlapping functions
1. Representation: through elections and representative work
2. Law-making: through an agreed process with different stages
3. Accountability: through oral/written questions, debates, committees, etc.

• Parliaments are often defined and perceived as political 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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2. Insights about knowledge 
mobilisation in the UK Parliament
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Structure of the UK Parliament

• 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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The UK Parliament and knowledge use

• 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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How is research used in Parliament?

• Kenny et al. (2017) found that research is important but interpreted flexibly
– To support scrutiny
– As background knowledge
– To shape opinions
– To substantiate pre-existing views
– To provide balance
– To provide credibility
– To score political points

• Echoes previous research on functions of knowledge
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My research on the UK Parliament and knowledge use

• Questions:
– What counts as ‘evidence’ in parliamentary work?
– What does the evidence base in parliaments even look like?
– To what extent do different units in parliaments value knowledge differently?
– How do everyday practices shape knowledge use in parliaments?
– What does ‘good’ use of knowledge in parliaments look like?

• Data: focus group (2016); fellowship (2021-22); interviews (ongoing); database 
(ongoing) 
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Knowledge use in different parts of Parliament (Geddes et al. 2018) (1)

• General perceptions of a gap between academic research and Parliament:

– “the academic is determined to present what it is that they have studied, and the 
MP is just sitting there, thinking, ‘it’s wonderful that you’ve done something, but 
I don’t see the relevance’” (HC committee clerk 2)

– “the data we use is really … the stuff that’s matured sufficiently to become 
consensual” (HC librarian 2)

• Issues regarding relevance, timeliness, accessibility
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Knowledge use in different parts of Parliament (Geddes et al. 2018) (2)

POST Libraries Committees

Provide accessible overviews of 
research

Information and research services 
for MPs and peers

Scrutinise government on the basis 
of evidence process

POSTnotes Library briefings, debate packs, etc. Committee reports

MPs, peers and the public MPs, peers and the public MPs, peers, government, media, 
public

“You are more interested in some 
of the hard-edged, science things”

“The way you write it, you’re not 
taking sides”

“When we say evidence, what we 
mean is testimony”
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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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Previous research: OE 2013-14 8%

37%

8%

23%

17%
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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
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2021-22 (interim): organisational affiliation in WE and OE (%)
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2021-22 (interim): men (dark blue), women (red), and org. only (light blue)
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2021-22 (interim): men (dark blue) and women (red) only
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2021-22 (interim): geography in WE (blue) and OE (red) (%) – HEI only
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How is WE and OE used?

Call for 
evidence

Written 
evidence

Oral 
evidence

Report
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Findings 1: What counts as ‘evidence’? (1)

• Written evidence
– Anybody can submit through portal online
– Mostly published – but legal and admissibility checks made
– Highly valued by officials and used as basis for briefing papers

• Oral evidence
– Invitation only (suggestions by staff; formal invites through committee)
– Highly valued by MPs and used by them to inform their views

• Use of innovations: committee visits, focus groups, surveys, use of social media, etc.
• Oral evidence is the basis for final reports and published outputs
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Findings 1: What counts as ‘evidence’? (2)

• Factors that affect evidence use 
– The question of ‘who?’ matters for credibility and to identify type of knowledge
– The question of ‘why?’ matters to understand political/financial motivations
– Political and policy value of a submission is important

• Further themes
– Evidence is bound up with process and procedure
– Impact on MPs: evidence is used to inform rather than persuade
– Evidence is one consideration of many: politics, power, justice, etc. matter
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Findings 2: Changing trends 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 including committees 

(IPU, 2011; Childs, 2016)
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Findings 3: Challenges for committees

• Some challenges:
– 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
• How to achieve ‘good’ evidence use?

What counts as 
evidence?

Procedures 
and 

practices of 
evidence use

Purpose of 
committees 

and evidence 
use
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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 in general?
– My report focuses on practical recommendations (pillars of evidence, eligibility)
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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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ERC Starting Grant (funded by UKRI) 2024-29

Studying Parliaments and the Role of Knowledge (SPARK)
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Questions?
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3. Strengthening knowledge 
mobilisation with parliaments
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• Summarise KEI strategies at the four parliaments – draw on EAE report with 
Beswick
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Developed by Vicky 
Ward and Mark 
Monaghan

https://ipen-
network.org/global-
mapping/
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Developing (academic) engagement with parliaments

What are the benefits of engaging with parliaments? What 
resources do parliaments offer practitioners?

What are the commonalities that you observe between your KM 
work and parliaments – if any? 

What lessons could – and should – parliaments learn from your 
research/practice to attain ‘good evidence’?
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Conclusions

We need to pay attention to representative institutions at a time when 
questions over knowledge use in democratic politics is under scrutiny

Parliaments are multi-faceted organisations that can be described as 
‘knowledge institutions’ – with nuanced practices of knowledge

Much more needs to be done to understand the challenges for democratic 
institutions and how to attain ideals of ‘good’ knowledge use
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Thank you!


