
 

NOTES for ISSP panel, C. Scott Findlay, 

 

What is evidence?   

 

Generally, evidence is information that, in the decision-maker’s mind, changes the 

probability that a proposition is true.  In science, we call such propositions hypotheses, 

and evidence is what we collect to test these propositions.  This evidence can be of two 

kinds: (a) corroborative evidence, that which supports the hypothesis, i.e. that which is 

consistent with the predictions of the hypothesis’ and which, therefore, leads one to 

suspect the hypothesis is true; and (b) refutatory evidence, that which is inconsistent with 

the predictions one derives from the hypothesis in question, and which tends to make one 

believe the hypothesis is false. 

 

A single piece of evidence, what scientists would call a single test of some hypothesis, 

can change this assessed probability by - at least in principle -  a little or a lot.  If, in the 

mind of the decision-maker, the change in probability is large, then the evidence has what 

judges refer to as considerable probative value.  A small change means the evidence has 

little probative value with respect to the “proving” of the proposition to hand. 

 

But for any decision, there is rarely a single piece of evidence.  Rather, there is a bunch 

of pieces of evidence – let me here invent a noun of association for pieces of evidence.  

An exultation of evidence has a certain assonance to it, but has already been used to 

describe larks and in any event, conveys the wrong impression.  So let’s use instead a 

cacophony of evidence. 

 

This is what one usually has – a bunch of pieces of evidence, each of which speaks to the 

decision-maker, often in at least discordant if not harsh voices.  In other words, decision-

makers must decide on the “truth” of propositions based on their overall assessment of 

the various elements of the cacophony – in the decision-making literature, this is referred 

to as weight of evidence decision-making.  In such decision-making, one must decide (a) 

the probative value of each piece of corroborative and refutatory evidence; and (b) the 

weight to give each piece; and (c) the overall weight.  But of course, the overall balance 

depends on how well one has gathered the little bits of evidence on each side, and how 

accurately one has weighed them. 

 

It follows that in evidence-based decision-making there is some mostly technical, if not 

procedural stuff, that decision-makers (or the folks who work for them) can master: how 

to gather evidence systematically in a manner that reduces bias; how to assess the 

probative value of individual pieces and the like.   

 

But at the end of the day, the decision-maker must decide, in his or her mind, whether she 

believes a  proposition is true or false – she believes, for example, that a tax on carbon 

will reduce carbon emissions.  Or that tax credits will incentivize innovation in the 

private sector.  Or some such.  As such, any such decision necessarily implies two things: 

 



(1) a presumption, that is, the “belief” the decision-maker has in the truth of the 

proposition before a formal evidence assessment process is initiated; and 

(2) a threshold standard of proof (difference in weight) that must be exceeded before 

this presumption is overturned. 

 

The critical point here is twofold.  First, irrespective of the technical and procedural 

elements of evidence evaluation, at the end of the day the decision taken by a decision-

maker rests on what his/her presumption was, and what her SOP was.  Given precisely 

the same basket of evidence, weighed in precisely the same way, two decision-makers 

can come to opposite conclusions depending on their presumptions and burdens. 

 

I believe that EBDM should be done by governments, and indeed by any institution, to 

the maximum level that constraints allow.  Not only should it be done, but in keeping 

with Lord Hewart’s judgment in  R v Sussex Justices, ex p McCarthy, 

should be seen to be done. 

 

 

So, what are the barriers to EIDM by government? 

 

First, what is not a constraint?  Well, apparently motivation: nowadays a Minister cannot 

open his mouth without the phrase evidence-based decisions (or some such) coming out 

of it.  It would seem, then, that everybody wants to do it.  Even in the previous 

governments, Ministers talked about evidence-based decision-making.  So it would 

appear that the spirit is willing. 

 

What about the flesh?  My experience suggests that the flesh is actually rather weak. The 

evidence to support this proposition is, admittedly, weak, because of course, saying it’s 

so don’t make it so.  But it my view, it makes sense to provisionally accept the truth of 

this proposition, and proceed accordingly, i.e. as if it were true, but design subsequent 

interventions in a manner that will actually allow us to test it.  In other words, we shall 

adopt the possibly apocryphal Russian adage of “trust but verify” 

 

 

 

Barriers to the systemic deployment and prosecution EBDM, that is, of evidence being 

served. 

 

1. lack of knowledge of the technical elements, in particular, accurate assessment of 

the probative value of individual pieces of evidence (a problem for scientists as 

well as decision-makers) 

2. lack of resources for evidence gathering, evaluation and synthesis 

3. Logistic constraints – mainly time: even if the resources are available, the time-

scale for decision-making is too short to allow the type of in-depth evidence 

gathering and assessment process one would have in a Panglossian world. 

 

 



Solutions 

 

Educate: develop a resource tool (a training session and associated materials) that 

provides practical ways by which they can assess and evaluate evidence – not just so that 

they can do it themselves, but that they can check to see whether it has been done 

adequately by others (Ministerial responsibility).  A number of these tools already exist – 

it would be a simple matter to refine them for the Canadian context and develop a 

training program based on them. 

 

Develop an evidence infrastructure which is designed to rapidly harvest and synthesize 

evidence especially from external sources.  If internal capacity is a problem (which it is), 

then get it from outside.  The idea here is to develop a network of experts from academe, 

business and elsewhere that can be engaged to provide and interpret evidence, as well as 

a central node responsibe for synthesizing the evidence so obtained. 

 

Barriers to the public perception of evidence being served 

 

1. As full disclosure of the evidentiary basis (or lack thereof) as possible; 

2. Accurate public representation of the state of the evidence: 

 

“In 2014, in CBC interview on the subject of medicinal heroin, then Health Minister 

Rona Ambrose asserted categorically that “there is no scientific evidence that this is a 

safe treatment”. This despite a 2013 publication by the European Monitoring Center for 

Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) that conclusded “Over the past 15 years, six 

RCTs have been conducted involving more than 1,500 patients, and they provide strong 

evidence, both individually and collectively, in support of the efficacy of treatment with 

fully supervised self-administered injectable heroin…” So either the Minister’s 

superlative (but hitherto unrecognized) scientific abilities have enabled her alone to 

detect fundamental flaws in the EMCDDA evidence, or she is woefully uniformed, or she 

has deliberately misrepresented the scientific evidence to Canadians. 

  

Full disclosure of the evidentiary basis:  

 

(1) what the presumption was, and why; 

(2) what the standard of proof was, and why; 

(3)  what evidence was gathered, what was discounted, and what sorts of evidence 

exist or are likely to exist but that were not accessed; 

(4) the probative value and weight of different evidence; 

(5) the full set of alternatives considered; and 

(6) the final decision. 

 

 

 

 

 

  


