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Introduction 

1. The COVID-19 pandemic has demanded urgent decision-making in the face of substantial 

uncertainties. In this fast-paced context, governments’ demand for evidence increased substantially given 

the complexity of the situation they were facing (a so-called ‘wicked challenge’) and the many policies 

required to tackle it. But while the speed, scope and depth of innovative government responses to the 

pandemic made evaluation more important than ever to ensure accountability and generate policy learning, 

the pandemic also strained government resources. As a result, policy evaluation became both technically 

challenging to conduct and less of a priority for crisis-managing authorities. In this context, governments 

had to innovate in order to continue to evaluate their policy responses to the pandemic. 

2. This paper provides an overview of the challenges policy evaluators faced in the context of COVID-

19, both due to pandemic-specific hurdles and resource constraints within governments. Then, the paper 

provides an overview of OECD governments evaluation practices during COVID-19, with a specific 

emphasis on the actors, the aims and the methods involved. Finally, the third and final section sets out 

lessons for future policy evaluations in light of advances made during the period, both for evaluating crisis 

responses, as well as for the evaluation field in general.  

Policy evaluation in times of crisis: why does it matter and what challenges? 

3. OECD governments have implemented policy measures unprecedented in scope and depth to 

contain and mitigate the effects of COVID-19. While healthcare solutions took centre stage, every area of 

human and economic activity was affected. In many countries, emergency measures have been 

accompanied by a restriction of civic freedoms and rights (OECD, 2021[1]). For instance, at the start of the 

pandemic, 20 out of 38 OECD countries declared a state of emergency to give the executive special 

powers to prevent the spread of COVID-19 and to mitigate its effects on society (OECD, 2021[2]). While 

lockdowns, quarantines, contact-tracing and facemask mandates, were rooted in scientific advice, 

evidence suggests many governments also operated with lower standards of consultation, transparency, 

oversight, or control during COVID-19. 

4. Yet, trust and transparency are crucial for citizens to understand and comply with extraordinary 

measures in extraordinary times. They are also key to government’s capacity to absorb and bounce back 

from shocks (OECD, 2021[2]). In a context where ‘states of emergency’ curtailed the scope or time for 

democratic deliberation, resulting in what some authors refer to as the loss of “input legitimacy”, policy 

evaluations can offer “results-based legitimacy” (Bekker, Ivankovic and Biermann, 2020[4]). Policy 

evaluations thus not only provide evidence on the results of the policies adopted during the pandemic but 

also serve as critical instruments to increase accountability and transparency.   

5. Ex post policy evaluation, in particular, is also an essential instrument to generate policy learning 

and to draw lessons from the many policies that were adopted in this uncertain context. Discerning which 

solutions delivered the desired results, but also discovering their unanticipated consequences (for example 

the indirect impact of mobility restrictions on cancer early detection rates) is only possible with adequate 

evaluation. Policy evaluation can save governments from making the same mistakes during future crises. 

6. During the COVID-19 crisis, however, governments encountered important challenges in 

conducting policy evaluations. First, resources and time during the crises were scarce. As governments 

were overwhelmed by the amount of challenges facing them, they were also required to access and 

analyse vast quantities of complex data and information in order to inform decision-making and prioritise 

action (OECD, 2021[2]). Even prior to the crisis, many OECD countries felt that they had insufficient 

analytical skills to conduct policy evaluations (OECD, 2020[7]). As the existing analytical skills were 

mobilised to analyse monitoring data on the epidemiological situation or collect scientific evidence on what 
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public health measures to adopt, governments did not have many resources at their disposal to conduct 

evaluations.  

7. Another related challenge is that of time. Policy evaluations require significant time. Depending on 

the design, the resources and the needs, evaluations generally can take from several months to several 

years (Gawaya, Terrill and Williams, 2022[8]). In an emergency such as COVID-19, governments needed 

to adopt immediate policy answers to mitigate the major, and rapidly changing, impacts from the pandemic. 

As a response, evidence indicates that governments have innovated and altered their processes to deliver 

COVID-19 responses quicker, including by lowering standards of consultation, transparency, oversight or 

ex ante evaluation.  

8. Second, government evaluators may have faced technical challenges relating to collecting data 

for evaluations. During COVID-19, collecting evaluation specific data (see Box 1 to understand the 

differences between different data sources) may have been affected by restrictions imposed by COVID-

19, such as travel restrictions or limitations to group gatherings. In other words, lockdown measures would 

have impacted access to evaluation specific qualitative data. Moreover, survey data may also have been 

deprioritised in a crisis context where resources were mobilised for the immediate response.  

Box 1. Sources of data for evaluations 

Conducting quality evaluation requires quality data, which may come from various sources:  

• Survey data: commonly used in research, it corresponds to census data or more generally to 

information on a given population collected through national or international surveys. 

• Administrative data: this data is generally collected through administrative systems managed 

by government departments or ministries, and usually concerns whole sets of individuals, 

communities and businesses that are concerned by a particular policy. For instance, it includes 

housing data, tax records and data from public administrations.  

• Big data: mainly drawn from a variety of sources such as citizen inputs and the private sector, 

big data is most often digital and continuously generated. It has the advantage of coming in 

greater volume and variety.  

• Evaluation data: this data is collected for the purpose of the evaluation. It can take the form of 

qualitative questionnaires, on-site observations, focus groups, or experimental data. See further 

down for a description of impact evaluation methods to collect and analyse data.  

Combining different data sources also has the potential to unlock relevant insights for policy evaluation.  

Source: (OECD, 2021[6]) (OECD, 2020[4]) 

9. Even when survey and evaluation specific data were available, existing administrative data may 

have been difficult to use for evaluation purposes. Countries have collected a significant amount of new 

data during COVID-19, often at a high frequency. Yet, the data that they collected was not always useful 

for robust evaluations, and specifically for impact evaluations. For instance, data collected on contact 

cases may suffer from a number of biases due to different testing behaviours across time and places, 

which may skew results. Additionally, whilst OECD countries did develop data collecting standards to 

ensure a certain level of uniformity across institutions, the way that they are applied is always up to human 

interpretation. This is the case for example when it comes to classifying a death as COVID-19 related in a 

patient suffering from pre-existing conditions (Stoto et al., 2022[7]). Performing evaluations ignoring these 

potential biases can generate unreliable results. For this reason, poor quality of data might have slowed 

down some evaluation attempts. 
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How did governments evaluate during Covid-19?  

10. Despite the important challenges discussed above, OECD governments pursued efforts to 

evaluate their COVID-19 responses. Based on evidence from 18 OECD countries,1 this section offers an 

overview on the actors involved in conducting policy evaluations during the pandemic, and the methods 

used to this end, in terms of timing (ex ante, ex durante or ex post) and criteria. The last part of the section 

discusses the innovative approaches that countries have used to overcome some of the challenges 

presented above.  

The main actors to conduct evaluations of COVID-19 responses sat outside, or at 
arm’s length, of the executive 

11. The need for credible and trusted policy advice, as well as the limited resources available to 

governments, may explain the important role played by autonomous and independent evaluators in 

government. Indeed, actors at arm’s length of the executive have taken on an increased evaluative role 

since the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis, compared to traditional actors within the executive (OECD, 

2020[7]). Only three countries in the sample (Colombia, Switzerland, United States, see Figure 1) have 

conducted evaluations within their Centre of Government. Similarly, data collected by the OECD indicates 

that only one country conducted evaluations in its Ministry of Finance (Italy).  

Figure 1. Number of evaluations conducted related to the COVID-19 pandemic conducted per type 
of institution 

 

Note: n= 67 evaluations amongst 18 OECD countries.  

Source: OECD (2022), “First lessons from government evaluations of COVID-19 responses: A synthesis”, https://read.oecd-

ilibrary.org/view/?ref=1125_1125436-7j5hea8nk4&title=First-lessons-from-government-evaluations-of-COVID-19-responses. 

12. Conversely, actors at arm’s length of the executive, whether they be permanent institutions – such 

as autonomous agencies – or ad hoc institutions, have been quite active in conducting evaluations of 

governments’ COVID-19 responses. Autonomous agencies and other permanent institutions at arm’s 

length of the executive conducted evaluations (OECD, 2020[7]) of their government’s COVID-19 response 

in 6 countries (9 evaluations). Three countries also set up ad hoc institutions, specifically to provide robust 

and credible advice to the government during the crisis. This is the case for instance of the “Norway 
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Towards 2025” Commission, set up by the Ministry of Finance and the Office of Government of Norway to 

assess the efficiency and effectiveness of economic countermeasures to the pandemic and their impact 

on the Norwegian economy. Together, these two types of actors at arm’s length of the executive are 

responsible for the majority of evaluations that were conducted by institutions of the executive.  

13. Institutions outside of the executive have also played an important role in evaluating COVID-19 

responses and specifically Supreme Audit Institutions (hereafter, SAIs) as SAIs from 8 out of 18 

countries conducted evaluations (see Box 2 for an example). This share is important and may show an 

increased interest from SAIs to conduct evaluations. Data from an INTOSAI survey shows that in normal 

times, only one third of responding SAIs perform evaluations or audits of an evaluative nature (INTOSAI, 

2010). 

Box 2. The United States Government Accountability Office (GAO)’s evaluations of COVID-19 

responses 

The US Government Accountability Office (GAO) has played a very important role in the assessment 

of the Federal Government’s response to COVID-19. This role was formally attributed by the 

Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act of 2020, which required the GAO to issue regular 

reports on the impact of COVID-19. Since then, the Office has issued bi-monthly reports addressing 

recommendations to the Government. As of March 2022, 279 recommendations were issued and 61 of 

them were fully implemented. These recommendations included improvements in a variety of areas 

such as better reporting COVID-19 nursing home vaccination data and targeting vaccine outreach to 

veterans (GAO, 2022[8]). 

Source: (GAO, 2022[9]) (GAO, 2022[8]) 

14. In Denmark, it is the Parliament that set up a specific expert group to evaluate the COVID-19 

response (see Box 3). 

Box 3. The Evaluation expert group for evaluating COVID-19 in Denmark 

In July 2020, the Danish Parliament tasked an independent expert group with evaluating the first four 

months (January to April 2020) of the government’s policy response to the pandemic. The expert group 

was headed by Professor Jørgen Grønnegård Christensen, of the political science department at 

Aarhus University. The remainder of the group included five university professors, with expertise in 

policy evaluation either, as economists, political scientists, or jurists. It also included the chief physician 

of Aarhus University. The evaluation group reported to Parliament.  

Source: (Folketinget, 2021[10]) (Jørgen Grønnegård Christensen et al., 2021[11]) 

15. This atypical distribution of roles can, in part, be explained by the fact that providing independent 

and credible evaluations is particularly important in times of crisis when trust in decision-making becomes 

an important issue. Indeed, as mentioned in The Changing Face of Strategic Crisis Management, “when 

confronted with unprecedented emergency, [governments need to be] be able to quickly identify and 

mobilise the most relevant and trustworthy evidence to help make sense of the crisis (OECD, 2015[12]).” In 

that sense, distance to decision-making and policy implementation may increase the credibility and 

legitimacy of certain evaluative actors such as autonomous agencies. Another possible explanation of this 

distribution of roles is the important time and resource constraints faced by Centre of Government and 
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Ministries of Finance in this period. Centres of government have played an important role in tackling the 

crisis caused by the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic (OECD, 2020[19]) – especially in the immediate 

response and crisis management phases (OECD, 2020[20]). As a result, they may not have had the time or 

resources to dedicate to conducting ex ante assessments or collecting data for evaluations. Similarly, 

Ministries of Finance were quickly and massively mobilised to design response measures aimed at 

supporting businesses and households (Working Party of Senior Budget Officials, 2020[21]), and 

evaluations may not have been a priority. On the other hand, SAIs and autonomous agencies in the 

executive were not mobilised for crisis response and management. Simply put, these actors had more 

resources to invest in evaluation. 

16. Less than one-third of surveyed countries report having conducted evaluations of their COVID-19 

responses within and outside the executive (see Figure 2). An exception in this regard is the United 

Kingdom, where the Department of Health and Social Care published an “analysis of the health, economic 

and social effects of COVID-19 and the approach to tiering” (HM Government, 2020[25]) and the National 

Audit Office also conducted a report on the “implementation of employment support schemes in response 

to the COVID-19 pandemic” (National Audit Office, 2020[26]). Similarly, in the United States, the Office of 

Management and Budget published two quarterly reports on the economic impact of COVID-19 response 

funds and the Government Accountability Office published several evaluations that covered a variety of 

policy issues, such as health response measures (e.g. vaccines) or crisis communication.  

Figure 2. Type of institutions having conducted evaluation(s) of COVID-19 responses  

 
 

Note: n= 67 evaluations amongst 18 OECD countries. 28% of countries only conducted evaluations outside the executive (in light blue). 44% of 

countries only conducted evaluations within the executive (in dark blue). 28% of countries (in grey) conducted evaluations both within and 

outside the executive. 

Source: OECD (2022), “First lessons from government evaluations of COVID-19 responses: A synthesis”, https://read.oecd-

ilibrary.org/view/?ref=1125_1125436-7j5hea8nk4&title=First-lessons-from-government-evaluations-of-COVID-19-responses. 

17. This distribution of roles may suggest that independent and autonomous bodies could take on an 

increased role in the future (OECD, 2017[23]). Institutions that provide scientific policy advice to 
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governments, including in the form of evaluations, have an important role to play in all phases of the crisis 

response cycle: preparedness, crisis management response and recovery (OECD, 2018[24]). Their advice 

and evaluations can be particularly useful when a crisis first occurs, which is when sense-making is the 

most needed. Furthermore, many OECD countries increasingly rely on structural and functional 

independence, such as that which autonomous agencies can provide, in order to safeguard the quality and 

credibility of evaluations (OECD, 2020[7]).  

18. Yet, relying on these actors for evidence is not without its challenges. First, in so far as these 

different types of institutions tend to produce evaluations that respond to different policy aims (i.e. 

accountability, learning, transparency), and that there are complex trade-offs between evaluations’ 

independence and their impact, conducting evaluations both within the executive and outside the executive 

is necessary (OECD, 2020[7]). Second, in countries where autonomous bodies or commissions were 

created specifically for the purpose of the crisis, a key challenge is to ensure trust in these bodies. Trust is 

often built over time, and it is important for these autonomous bodies to demonstrate that they are governed 

in a way that preserves their autonomy (OECD, 2022[20]). 

Governments conducted fewer ex ante evaluations than ex post 

19. The type of evaluations that were conducted by respondent institutions are consistent with the 

important time and resource constraints faced by governments at the onset of the crisis. Indeed, only one 

fifth of evaluations in the sample are ex ante. This is likely because governments did not have the time to 

conduct such assessments in the acute phase of the crisis (Figure 3.), especially because ex ante 

evaluations are typically performed by the executive and their resources were focused on the COVID-19 

response.  

20. Still, an important effort was made by many countries to conduct evaluations. The share of ex 

durante evaluations received by the OECD (25% of the 67 evaluations), reflects the concerted efforts by 

countries to evaluate the effectiveness of their COVID-19 responses in real time, as they were 

implementing them. Durante evaluations also allow governments to make adjustments of the policy while 

it is still in place, to better target the population or to fix any implementation issues. For example, the 

National Audit Office in the UK has conducted one of its ex post audits on the employment support scheme 

at a relatively early stage, recognising that the full impact of the scheme was not fully clear at the time of 

the review (UK National Audit Office, 2020[16]). Nevertheless, the majority of evaluations in the sample 

were conducted ex post, as can be seen in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Timing of evaluations 

 
 

Note: n=67 evaluations amongst 18 OECD countries 

Source: OECD (2022), “First lessons from government evaluations of COVID-19 responses: A synthesis”, https://read.oecd-

ilibrary.org/view/?ref=1125_1125436-7j5hea8nk4&title=First-lessons-from-government-evaluations-of-COVID-19-responses. 

Evaluations focus on relevance, efficiency and effectiveness mostly, while issues 

of coherence and sustainability are under explored  

21. Evaluation criteria are “standards used in evaluation as the basis for evaluative judgement.” 

(OECD, 2021[2]) Each criteria, provides a framework to assess a policy according by answering a specific 

question (see Box 4). 

Box 4. Policy evaluation criteria 

• Relevance — to what extent do the (original) objectives (still) correspond to needs and issues?  

• Effectiveness — to what extent did a policy/public intervention generate observed effects and 

changes? To what extent do the observed effects correspond to the objectives?  

• Efficiency — were the costs involved justified, given the changes and effects achieved?  

• Coherence —to what extent does the intervention fit? 

• Sustainability — does the policy/public intervention present net benefits at the long term?  

• Impact — what are the effects produced by an intervention (i.e. positive or negative, primary 

and secondary long-term effects produced, directly or indirectly, intended or unintended)? 

Note: These criteria were defined by the DAC Network on Development Evaluation. They provide a normative framework to determine the 

merit or worth of an intervention (policy, strategy, programme, project or activity) and serve as the basis upon which evaluative judgements 

are made. 

 

Source: (OECD, 2020[4]) (OECD-DAC, 2002[22]) 
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22. Evaluations received by the OECD have mostly assessed some aspects of policies’ effectiveness, 

but also their impact and efficiency. However, there is less evidence about the effectiveness and impact of 

response and recovery measures, as countries are only now starting to look at the medium and long-term 

effects of these policies (for an exception, see Box 5). Similarly, half of the evaluations that look at impact 

evaluations are actually ex ante assessment that look at expected or intended impacts.  

Box 5. Ex post evaluation of Luxembourg’s COVID-19 responses 

The government of Luxembourg asked the OECD to conduct an evaluation of its COVID-19 response. 

The ex post evaluation:  

• Analyses all 3 stages of the response cycle: 1) Crisis preparation prior to the pandemic, 2) 

Crisis management during the initial phase of the pandemic and 3) Response and recovery 

policies related to public health, education, economic and fiscal measures, and social and 

employment policies. 

• Reviews 5 criteria: Relevance, Coherence, Efficiency, Effectiveness, and Impact. 

• Relies on mixed-method: the evaluation relies on qualitative data from interviews with 

stakeholders, and from results from OECD evaluations of other countries, as well as quantitative 

data from surveys administered to central government authorities and territorial actors (the 102 

cities, 171 educational establishments and 4 hospitals), and from administrative micro data.  

Sources: OECD, 2022, Evaluation of Luxembourg’s Covid-19 Policy Response  

Figure 4. Main criteria evaluated  

 

Note: N= 67 evaluations among 18 OECD countries. One evaluation may look at different criterions. 

Source: OECD (2022), “First lessons from government evaluations of COVID-19 responses: A synthesis”, https://read.oecd-

ilibrary.org/view/?ref=1125_1125436-7j5hea8nk4&title=First-lessons-from-government-evaluations-of-COVID-19-responses. 
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23. Proportionality (4 evaluations) and coherence (7) are still largely under explored by government 

evaluations, whilst their usefulness for policy debate may be heightened in times when resources are 

scarce and cross-government coordination is crucial (See Box 6). This is particularly true also in a context 

where normal deliberative democratic processes, as well as control and transparency mechanisms were 

eased to allow governments to make decisions quicker. In particular, the notion of proportionality is crucial 

in the debate regarding restrictions on individual freedoms such as lockdowns.   

Box 6. Assessing proportionality: UK’s equalities duty impact assessment of Coronavirus Act  

To ensure that the Coronavirus Act 2020 was allowing Ministries to fulfil their non-discriminatory 

requirements as expressed by the Equality Act 2010, the Department of Health & Social Care 

performed an impact assessment. The objective of the impact assessment was to assess whether the 

Coronavirus Act 2020 would have affected people in protected categories in different manners and 

whether this was justifiable in the context of the pandemic. The impact assessment verified also if the 

provisions could constitute indirect discriminations. The overall assessment stated that the provisions 

could, in some cases, generate more significant impacts on specific protected groups. However, in all 

cases these were considered proportionate to the legitimate aim of protecting the general public. 

Moreover, the provisions were recognised to have a positive impact on protected characteristics as age 

or disability which were otherwise more exposed to negative impacts of Coronavirus.  

Source: (Department of Health & Social Cae, 2020[23]) 

Governments also adapted their evaluation methods 

24. In the face of the crises, countries also adapted their evaluation plans, increased their use of 

evidence synthesis methods and relied on innovative evaluation or data collection methods to produce the 

evidence needed in these circumstances. Firstly, institutions have adapted their evaluation plans to provide 

timely evidence to decision-makers. For instance, the evaluation department at Global Affairs Canada had 

to review its evaluation schedule to provide tailored evidence to inform decision-makers (Global Affairs 

Canada, 2020[27]).  

25. Similarly, in order to balance timing and impact considerations, several countries relied on “rapid 

evaluations” or decided to rely on existing evidence and evaluations of past crises instead of 

commissioning a new one. Rapid evaluation methods are, in this context, an interesting alternative to 

classic evaluations (See Box 7). They can provide meaningful insights to policymakers in a timeframe more 

in line with the fast pace of (political) decision-making, while the explicit involvement of key, local 

stakeholders allows for more tailored policy recommendations.  

Box 7. Understanding Rapid Evaluation Methods  

Rapid Evaluation Methods (REMs) is an expression used to refer to several types of evaluations 

designed to quickly and systematically provide evidence when time or resources are limited. Many 

terms are used to describe these approaches, including real time evaluations, rapid feedback 

evaluation, rapid evaluation methods, rapid-cycle evaluation and rapid appraisal. These methods share 

the following characteristics: 

• Short time frames: the evaluations are conducted under 6 months. 
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• Mixed-methods design: REMs combine sources such as surveys, semi-structured interviews, 

and quantitative data. 

• Participatory and team based: REMs involve local stakeholders, from institutions to end users 

to enable faster and targeted data collection. Members of the evaluation team are involved 

collectively at each stage of the policy assessment.  

• Iterative data and analysis: data are analysed while they are collected, and initial findings are 

used to guide decisions on further data collection.  

There are a number of reasons that governments may choose to use rapid methods as opposed to 

more standard evaluation approaches including where: 

• A short-term or immediate outcome is expected, for example in a public health crisis such as a 

pandemic where improvement in infection control is expected to happen within a short 

timeframe; 

• Near-term decision-making is needed, for example where there is an impending decision about 

whether to maintain, expand or terminate a pilot program; or 

• There are limited resources and/or available for the evaluation. 

Source: (McNall and Foster-Fishman, 2007[25]); (Williams, E., 2021[26]) 

26. One example of OECD country that used rapid evaluation methods during COVID-19 is Australia. 

The state of Victoria’s Centre for Evaluation and Research Evidence conducted Rapid Evaluations to 

evaluate innovative public health policy solutions deployed during COVID-19 (See Box 8). 

Box 8. Rapid Evaluation Methods in the state of Victoria, Australia 

The Centre for Evaluation and Research Evidence (CERE) in the State of Victoria’s Health Department 

relied on Rapid Evaluation Methods (REM) to evaluate 15 policy solutions delivered during COVID-19. 

The solutions ranged from telehealth delivery in pregnancy and afterbirth, to a family violence helpline 

web-chat function.  

• The 15 policy innovations were evaluated in 6–8-weeks spread over 4 tranches.  

• Beyond surveys and group discussions, tightly scoped 15–30-minute interviews with 15 lead 

providers were carried out face to face, via telephone or via conference with the providers.  

• CERE prepared standardised templates for the evaluation plan, data matrixes, guides for the 

interview and focus group discussions, and final reporting templates to streamline evaluation. 

• At least two fulltime-experienced evaluators were involved the evaluation of each policy 

solution, as well as a part-time evaluator in most cases.  

• The evaluations helped identify unanticipated costs of the rapid adoption of telehealth in some 

areas.   

Source: (Gawaya, Terrill and Williams, 2022[27]) 

27. Despite the interesting benefits arising from such methods, REMs do carry the risk of sacrificing 

scientific rigour for speed. This is why thorough preparation is of critical importance. Unlike traditional 

evaluations, survey respondents in REM are sometimes selected by evaluators for their diversity and 

proximity to the policy solution (Rubin and Rubin, 2005[28]). Concerns of internal validity are then at odds 

with those of researcher bias. Countries and evaluators should therefore invest in producing more thorough 
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evaluations during normal times to revisit or supplement evidence that produced rapidly for the purpose of 

crisis management. 

28. Instead of producing new evaluations, even if rapid ones, some countries have relied on evidence 

synthesis methods. Evidence synthesis methods are a type of research method that allows researchers to 

bring together all relevant information on a research question (Gough, Thomas and Oliver, 2012[29]). These 

methods rely on aggregating learnings from already existing studies. While they do not provide new 

evidenced on current policies, they can be useful to inform policymakers and practitioners on the potential 

impacts of policies based on past experience or that of other countries. Colombia’s Department of National 

Planning conducted an evidence gap map in order to first identify where evidence was needed on the 

effects of COVID-19, with special attention to economic and social issues (such as employment, social 

and human capital, mental health, gender issues, etc.) to better prioritise its evaluative efforts. It also used 

these methods to collect existing evidence and recommendations from other countries and past crises on 

these issues (See Box 9). Evidence gap maps can be very useful instruments as they have a double 

function of providing information on what we know and providing information on what we don’t know yet. 

Box 9. Use of evidence gap maps to inform COVID-19 in Colombia 

In seeking to promote evidence-based decision-making in the context of COVID-19, the Directorate of 

Monitoring and Evaluation of Public Policy of the Department for National Planning has reviewed 372 

documents and studies, selected from a base of more than 1000 documents from different parts of the 

world. These studies analysed how COVID-19 affected different policy domains and which were the 

action taken in areas such as Food Safety, Educational Assistance/Permanence, Social Protection, 

Health Care, Gender Issues, Migration, Mortality, Social and Human Capital, Mental Health, Economic 

Reactivation, Employment, Liquidity, Entrepreneurship, Softening of Consumption, Institutional 

Modernization and Digital Transformation.  

The map divides the interventions in short, medium and long term and also by different typology of 

study and the robustness of the evidence (systematic reviews, theoretical studies, impact 

assessments). 

The map was not only used as a useful exercise to identify areas for research investments but the 

Directorate produced a list of Recommendations to inform policy-makers on the potential impact of 

several policies (Colombian government, Department for National Planning, 2021[30]). 

 

Source:  (Colombian government, Department for National Planning, 2021[30]) (Colombian government, Department for National Planning, 

2021[31]) 

 

29. Countries have also been able to rely on different sources of data for evaluations, as gathering 

data during periods of crisis can be challenging. Countries may have used high-frequency data (e.g. New 

Zealand, Australia) on policy and programme performance during the crisis (Working Party of Senior 

Budget Officials, 2020[21]) (See Box 10). Others may have capitalised on existing sources of data that they 

normally do not tap into, including geospatial, financial or social media data (IEG, 2020[28]). This use of big 

data for evaluation remains relatively rare in governments. Although the potential for the evaluative field is 

immense, this could also pose ethical issues related to the use of private personal data by governments. 
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Box 10. New Data sources for policy evaluation during COVID-19 

With constraints on traditional evaluation data sources, governments resorted to alternative data: 

• Australia’s National Reserve Bank used high-frequency data from digital payments and 

reservations to examine the impact of COVID-19 mobility restrictions like lockdowns on goods 

and services consumption. Among other things, the study revealed the lockdown induced a 

sharp drop in gambling losses (Bishop, Boulter and Rosewall, 2022[30]). 

• The Italian Ministry of Innovation turned to big data analytics to analyse the compliance with 

lockdown restrictions  (Mehta and Shukla, 2021[31]).  

• In Italy, Spain, Greece, and Portugal, telecoms operator Vodafone’s analytics platform, drawing 

on big data and AI techniques helped track population flow to understand how policy decisions 

were impacting the spread of the virus (Mehta and Shukla, 2021[31]).   

 

Source: (Bishop, Boulter and Rosewall, 2022[33]) (Caselli, Fracasso and Scicchitano, 2022[35]) (Mehta and Shukla, 2021[34]) (Gould, Joshi 

and Tang, 2020[36]) 

 

The way forward: evidence-based policy making in time of crisis 

30. The COVID-19 era has seen profound changes in how governments made decisions and were 

accountable to the public. It is therefore not surprising that this period also saw important changes in the 

practice of policy evaluation. Even if more time is needed to understand the extent to which these changes 

will be lasting, some interesting lessons can be learnt for future crises and for the way that governments 

conduct evaluations overall.  

Policy evaluations methods must be proportionate to use  

31. In crises contexts, governments can consider the use of alternative evaluation methods, such as 

Rapid Evaluations, or evidence syntheses, to produce the information they need with limited resources 

and time. These methods provide governments with precious evidence that they can use real time to 

improve their decision-making on the crisis response. Nevertheless, while rapid evaluations and evidence 

syntheses represent interesting practices in times of crises, they cannot replace traditional evaluations. 

Indeed, rapid evaluations can offer a snapshot of a specific context in a specific period, but are unable to 

explain more long-term complex dynamics (Gawaya, Terrill and Williams, 2022[8]). Similarly, evidence 

synthesis can provide interesting insights but might not capture some context specific elements, which 

would require further analysis. In other words, governments face a trade-off between speed (and cost), 

and scientific rigor of results. As governments look to normal times, they will need to invest further in 

conducting more in depth ex post evaluations of the policies that were adopted during the crisis. 

Investing in data is essential  

32. Investing in more integrated, real time and accessible data systems is essential to be able to 

evaluate public policies. This remained a problem in several OECD countries as there were issues of 

harmonisation of data. Indeed, even though during COVID-19 the amount of published data was by far 
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greater than in any previous pandemic or disease outbreak, the volume, variety, and velocity of this data 

output typically did not allow for the quality checks required for rigorous research (Stoto et al., 2022[10]). As 

discussed above there were also significant challenges with harmonisation of data collection practices. 

Investing in integrated data collection systems, will not only allow governments to make better sense of 

upcoming risks, but also evaluate their crises responses. In this regard, the United Kingdom’s Situation 

Center, created in 2021 to allow the government to monitor risks and model their effects, is an interesting 

practice for OECD governments. 

Trust in evaluators is built over time 

33. As discussed in this paper, most OECD countries relied on institutions outside of the executive to 

perform policy evaluations. This, of course, is reasonable as many civil servants were involved in the 

design and elaboration of policies in the first place. However, many governments also relied on ad hoc 

autonomous bodies, such scientific committees, to conduct evaluations. Yet, trust in evaluators is built over 

time, and proper governance of these bodies is key to ensuring their autonomy. The COVID-19 period 

therefore reinforced the importance of a rich evaluation ecosystem composed of different actors, with 

different roles (learning, accountability, planning, etc.).  

 Skills for using and reviewing evidence are more needed than ever 

34. Evidence production skyrocketed during COVID-19. Already in August 2020, a study counted 

23,634 unique documents published in major research databases on COVID-19 (Teixeira da Silva, Tsigaris 

and Erfanmanesh, 2020[33]). Similarly, data was produced at unprecedented rates during the crises. This 

represents to some extent the importance of this event in all fields of research, but it can also pose a 

challenge for decision-makers who have to deal with an enormous amount of information. Being equipped 

with the right skills to understand and use evidence has thus become essential. This is even more important 

as not all evidence is equal, and decision-makers not only need to understand evaluations but also to know 

what information they can trust. In this context, investing in skills for use of evidence will not only ensure 

that decisions are rooted in the best available scientific evidence, but will also contribute to clarifying the 

role of science in decision-making by re-empowering decision-makers in the face of scientific advice.  
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