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United KingdomThe UK's 'What Works' Initiative was launched five years ago to embed robust evidence at the heart of policy‐making

and public services delivery. The initiative is led by a team in the Cabinet Office that: (1) delivers a programme of
activity across government to improve the use of evidence in spending decisions, and (2) oversees a network of 10
external What Works evidence centres, covering policy areas ranging from education to local economic growth. This
presentation will set out the What Works approach to evidence‐based decision making and discuss the different
channels by which impact evaluation feeds back into policy design and practice in the UK. It will highlight examples
of effective evidence‐based public investment and describe challenges and priorities for the initiative going forward.

https://www.ntnu.edu/concept/concept‐symposium

The Concept Symposia on Project Governance
The Norwegian Ministry of Finance and the Concept Research
Program hosts every second year a symposium on project
Governance. Project governance, in brief, is concerned about
investments and their outcome and long‐term effects. In view of
the problem at hand, the aim is to ensure that the best
conceptual solution is chosen, that resources are used efficiently
and anticipated effects realized. Resource persons from
ministries, governmental agencies, academia, international
organizations, and industry are invited. In order to facilitate
professional exchange and direct communication between
participants, the number of individuals is restricted. The aim is to
initiate further international cooperation and research on
important issues related to project governance.
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Overview

• Introduction to the What Works initiative
• Joining up evaluation and appraisal
• Case of UK infrastructure 
• Q&A



What is ‘What Works’?

Initiative to strengthen use of evidence in policy development and 
delivery by:

Generating, synthesising and embedding evidence about 
effectiveness of policies and practices 

• Network of 10 independent evidence centers covering a diverse 
and growing range of issues 

Building capacity in civil service to use and generate evidence

• Trial Advice Panel - support for trialling and impact evaluation 

• Cabinet Office Team delivering training and projects



What Works Centres are…



…and cover a growing range 
of issues
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Centres have different origins and 
operating models...

• Unit embedded within College of Policing (CoP) , a Home Office funded body responsible for police 
professional development. ESRC and CoP funded UCL-led academic consortium to produce research. 
Team in CoP review, translate and disseminate.

• Benefits from clear dissemination channels e.g. policing guidance and curriculum.

What Works Crime Reduction

• Charity founded by Sutton Trust with £125m endowment by Department for Education. Other investment, 
partnerships etc takes this to £225m between 2011-26.

• Delivery and evaluation of trials in schools accounts for 94% of expenditure and over 1 million school 
children have taken part in EEF trials. Benefits from very focussed outcome of interest and audience for 
findings. 

Education Endowment Foundation

• Charity established in response to government report, with £50m spend down over 10 years from a 
charitable foundation (Big Lottery Fund). Limited government funding.

• Leads advocacy work programme as well as evidence function. Evidence function has focussed on 
dissemination and commissioning evidence synthesis rather than trialling.

Centre for Aging Better

Cabinet Office and HM Treasury officially launched the Network in 2013, but its growth has 
been ad hoc, with diverse models and relationships with government. For example:



...and different funding models

Endowments
From Ministries 
Example: EEF

1

Infrastructure Funding
From Ministries, for delivering 

against agreed objectives for a 
time-limited period 

2

2

Project-based 
Funding
Small grants for 
delivering specified 
services and projects, 
e.g. from private 
foundations and trusts

3

Source, figure 1: UK What Works Centres: Aims , Methods and Contexts (UCL EPPI Centre, 2018)

Figure 1: What Works Centres’ status, governance and funding 



Globally, there are a growing 
number of evidence initiatives

There isn’t yet a direct international equivalent to the Network, 
though some national and regional governments are exploring 
setting up versions.

Meanwhile, there are other like-minded initiatives:

• Pew-MacArthur Results First Initiative (USA) 

• British Columbia Centre for Employment Excellence (CA) 

• Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (global)



Joining up evaluation and 
appraisal

Source: What Works Centre for Local Economic Growth (2018)



Official guidance encourages “feedback” 
activity linking evaluation and appraisal 

Green book/UKG position/ IPA 

Source, figure 1: The Green Book: Central Government Guidance on Appraisal and Evaluation (HM Treasury, 2018)
Source, figure 2: The Magenta Book: Guidance for Evaluation (HM Treasury, 2011)

Figure 1: ROAMEF cycle

Figure 2: Reporting and disseminating findings 



But this is challenging in practice 

• Short and misaligned timelines 

• Fragmented decision making and complex systems

• Limited access to robust and relevant evidence 



How do What Works Centres help?



Translating 
evidence 

Disseminating 
evidence 

Implementing 
evidence

Synthesizing 
existing 
evidence 

Producing 
primary 
evidence 

Evaluating and 
improving 
practice

Approach



Developing toolkits 

[insert EEF toolkit]



Providing direct support



Conducting evaluations

• DfE have commissioned EEF to evaluate Early Years professional 
development and leadership programmes they are funding.

• Centre for Ageing Better will develop and begin evaluation of new 
approaches to employment support in Greater Manchester.

• Under the NICE Medical Technologies Evaluation Programme, 
companies can request a evaluation of eligible products. This is 
usually necessary for NHS adoption.



Informing official guidance 



Impact: WWCCR and body worn 
cameras



Impact: EEF and free school 
breakfasts



Experimentation in government beyond 
What Works

HM Revenue and Customs and Behavioural
Insights Team: Tax Debt Letter trial (2012)

Ministry of Housing, Communities and 
Local Government: Community Based 
English Language trial  (2018)



Infrastructure decision making 
and the What Works Centre for 
Local Economic Growth

Source: What Works Centre for Local Economic Growth (2018)



Responsibility for infrastructure 
decision-making is fragmented

Source: How to be a Minister: Making Decisions on Infrastructure (Institute for Government, 2018)



Need for more robust and relevant 
evaluations to inform appraisal

“Full evaluation should more often be undertaken to estimate impacts. In 
many areas, very few robust evaluations exist. For example, the What 
Works Centre for Local Economic Growth has only identified two high 
quality evaluations worldwide of the economic impacts of high speed rail, 
and none for trams of cycling schemes”

- National Infrastructure Assessment 2018, National Infrastructure 
Commission 

“..very few evaluations consider the impact of transport investment on 
productivity… Although the use of such productivity effects to 
calculate ‘wider economic benefits’ in transport appraisal is 
underpinned by a larger evidence base, it is still worrying that so few 
evaluations can demonstrate that these effects occur in practice” 

- Transport Evidence Review 2015, What Works Centre for Local 
Economic Growth



Good practice: Department for Transport 
Post Opening Project Evaluation

Source:  Post Opening Project Evaluation of Major Schemes: Main Report: Meta-analysis 2015   (Highways England, 2015) 



What Works Centre for Local 
Economic Growth



Policy # Studies SMS3 Jobs effect Positive

Access to Finance 1450 27 11 6

Apprenticeships 1250 27 9 7

Broadband 1000 16 10 5

Business Advice 700 23 17 8

Employment training 1000 71 65 33

Estate renewal 1050 21 5 1

Innovation 1700 63 10 6
Public realm 1140 0 0 0

Sports and culture 550 36 16 4

Transport 2300 29 6 2

ABIs (EZs and similar) 1300 30 27 15

EU Structural Funds 1300 18 11 (GDP) 526

Since 2013: Evidence reviews and 
synthesis 

Source: What Works Centre for Local Economic Growth (2018)



Next 5 years: more direct support for 
decision-makers

• What types of policy priorities are likely to be effective in this context?
• What type of programme/investment design works better? 

Interpreting the evidence

• Advice on designing programmes or investments to facilitate 
evaluation 

Designing a programme

• Developing a specification
• Reviewing tenders
• Sitting on project steering groups

Commissioning evaluation

• Advising on how to access relevant datasets 
• Setting up demonstrator projects for innovative programmes
• Carrying out statistical analysis

Doing evaluation



Key messages

• Strengthening the link between the evaluation and appraisal of 
policy options is a central aim of What Works. 

• What Works Centres support this in a number of ways, including 
directly by funding trials and indirectly by synthesising evidence 

• Much more robust evaluation is needed across government to 
support decision making

• Knowledge mobilisation is a key challenge – influencing decision 
making is harder than simply publishing findings.



More information

• Our website (with links to all centres) and blog

• What Works 5 Years On

• EPPI report ‘UK What Works Centres’

• Upcoming: Trial Advice Panel review

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/what-works-network
https://whatworks.blog.gov.uk/about-the-what-works-network/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/677478/6.4154_What_works_report_Final.pdf
https://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Portals/0/PDF%20reviews%20and%20summaries/UK%20what%20works%20centres%20study%20final%20report%20july%202018.pdf?ver=2018-07-03-155057-243


Keep in touch

@WhatWorksUK

whatworks@cabinetoffice.gov.uk

mailto:whatworks@cabinetoffice.gov.uk
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