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If I could answer the questions that are asked in this session, we would probably not have to 
work together for another year after today. So luckily, I do not have the answers. But I do have 
some experience based on the six years of Project and Research Manager of rethinkIMPACTS 
2017 that conducted the research-based evaluation of European Capital of Culture, Aarhus 
2017. 

I think that one of the challenges that we face when we have the ambition to turn evaluation 
into policy is some of the clashes that almost inevitably happens when policy and research 
meet. Most of these are based on very stereotypical ideas about research and about policy 
making. And as with all stereotypes there is a grain of truth in them. So we might as well get 
them on the table and see how we can deal with them.  

Clash no. 1: Researchers can only produce long reports and policy makers can only read a 
maximum of two pages. 
This is a classic: We all know that researchers need to document the basis of their findings, both 
the methodology and the data, analysis and arguments behind the findings. In the case of the 
evaluation of Aarhus 2017 that resulted in seven thematic reports including annexes with 
methods etc. And honestly: No one is going to read them. Maybe one or two enthusiastic PhD 
student will eventually do so, but no politician, civil servant or cultural leader will ever engage 
with that amount of text.  

On the other side, we have concise and accessible reports collecting dust on the shelves despite 
brief executive summaries presenting the main findings because no practitioner reads reports 
unless they have the length of maximum 6 tweets.    

Clash no. 2: Policy makers need results ahead of the planning process and researchers can 
only present them afterwards. 

In the logic of a civil servant or cultural producer, knowledge needs to feed into the process in 
the planning phase – or at least during the execution phase. Knowledge presented after the 
event is not relevant because then the project is over and a new project has begun. Whereas 
researchers base their result on empirical data that has to be gathered before, during and after 
the event meaning that the analysis and conclusion can only be presented after the event – and 
preferably some time after the event. This is the clash that has caused the lack of sufficient long 
term impact studies, because the funders and the policy makers are not as interested in funding 
research after the event.     



Clash no. 3: Research findings come with reservations and exceptions whereas policy makers 
look for a simple model for ‘best practice’.  

Researchers are generally not interested in the applicability of their findings and would be 
reluctant to make any certain conclusions on whether an effort will have the same result in 
another context. But for policy makers to see any relevance of research it needs to be directly 
applicable and provide certain evidence that an effort will create the wanted impact. This is the 
main reason for engagement with evidence-based policy in the first place. 

Clash no. 4: Policy makers want positive results and researchers only conduct critical analysis. 

When evaluation is commissioned, it is generally a part of a process of legitimizing the spending 
of public money. And this only works if the documented outcomes are positive. Researchers are 
schooled to be critical and thus tend to focus on the negative aspects.  

There might be more clashes than these four, but I want to end by saying a bit about how to 
overcome these clashes. And my number one answer is: Collaboration, partnership and 
dialogue. Researchers needs to understand policy makers better in order to produce research 
that can feed into policy development. Policy makers needs to understand better the way in 
which they can use research when developing policy.  

The above clashes are based on a model of exchange between two parties with distinct roles 
and a linear process looking like this:  

Policy makers commissions research  Researchers conduct research  Researchers 
disseminate findings  Policy makers implement findings 

From my experience and the partnership we had with Aarhus Municipality, the Central 
Denmark Region and the Aarhus 2017 Foundation, the process needs to be much more messy.  

Researchers need to engage in the way the research is commissioned and in a dialogue about 
what can be expected from an evaluation.  

And policy makers need to be engaged in the design of the research to make sure that the 
knowledge needs they have. They – as well as other actors – also need to feed in with their 
understanding of the project being evaluated and the wished for outcomes are addressed.  

And researchers needs to dare to feed into development processes at different stages based on 
the knowledge they have at the given time instead of waiting until all data are collected and the 
conclusions certain.  

And policy makers need to be engaged in the dissemination so that they can add the 
perspective of implementation to the way in which findings are understood and presented. 

And researchers might even engage in the process of implementation bringing to the table the 
knowledge they possess.    



Did that happen in Aarhus? To some extent yes, but not all the way through because this 
process is challenging and difficult for researchers and policy makers alike.  

Thank you.  
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