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ABSTRACT
This article engages in evidence-based policymaking by addressing (a)
how civil servants endeavor to link evidence and policy and (b)
examining how political bias influences this knowledge work in the
ongoing digitalization of the Norwegian school. More specifically, it
looks at the uncertainties civil servants encounter in their ambition to
use evidence in policymaking relating to different definitions of
knowledge, a lack of the desired knowledge, or incomplete or
conflicting scientific findings. The study finds that evidence must meet
high academic standards and be useful within a national context to be
considered relevant. However, the political decision to digitalize the
school, despite limited or conflicting evidence in support of this
process, influences the definition of relevant evidence and hinders
alternative perspectives and critical research from being heard.
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Introduction

Within the current political–administrative paradigm of evidence-based or evidence-informed pol-
icymaking, a key task for civil servants is to provide the knowledge required for policy formulation.
This involves identifying relevant evidence and experts, facilitating reports, conducting research
and evaluations, and overseeing the translation of international ideas to the national context
(Karseth & Sivesind, 2022; Maybin, 2016; Olejniczak, 2017). According to Strassheim (2017), select-
ing, validating, and appraising the relevance of evidence in the context of policymaking results from
an interplay between scientific and political factors. Still, we know little about how civil servants use
their personal and professional judgement to strike a balance between political interests and scien-
tific findings, and how they decide on what kind of evidence will be included in the policymaking
process (Baek et al., 2022; Oliver et al., 2014).

Even though the ideal might be evidence-based political decisions, research seldom shapes policy
in a linear and instrumental fashion (Boswell & Smith, 2017; Weiss, 1998). Policymaking involves
seeking consensus, being responsive to public values and including stakeholders, hence the use of evi-
dence will always be a complex and contested matter (Cairney, 2019; Parkhurst, 2017). According to
Parkhurst (2017), the failure to engage with issues regarding this political nature of policymaking is a
major problem in the growing body of literature on the evidence–policy nexus. The goal of this article
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is therefore to contribute to this gap by addressing how civil servants endeavor to link evidence and
policy during a specific policy process: the ongoing digitalization of the Norwegian 1–13 school.

Enhanced access to various technologies within schools is believed to create new possibilities for
teaching and learning (Jahnke et al., 2017). However, despite a growing body of research, we still
have limited knowledge of how such digitalization affects students and society (Bulman & Fairlie,
2016; Escueta et al., 2017). Evidence points in different directions and this ambiguity is reinforced
by the fact that the research field is dominated by relatively small case studies searching for the
effects of specific digital learning tools (Zheng et al., 2016). This research has also been criticized
for its dominating framing of digitalization as an objective improvement project and for not inves-
tigating broader, societal consequences of the current development (Knox, 2019; Peters & Besley,
2019). Given the influence of evidence-based policymaking (EBPM) in education (Steiner-Khamsi
et al., 2020), the apparent mismatch between the ongoing digitalization of education and the uncer-
tainty characterizing the research in this field represents an interesting paradox and the starting
point for this study. By examining how civil servants handle this paradox, the aim is to make a two-
fold contribution to the literature. The first concerns how civil servants do their knowledge work –
i.e., seek to link evidence and policy. The second concerns how political bias influences knowledge
work in the case of educational digitalization. The analytical framework focuses on the uncertainties
civil servants face, specifically related to (a) different definitions of knowledge, (b) lack of the
desired knowledge, and (c) incomplete or conflicting scientific findings regarding the digitalization
of education (Kunreuther et al., 2014).

The data is based on interviews with ten civil servants, all of whom have played key roles in the
digitalization of the Norwegian school. The case is relevant to an international audience due to the
international character of the ideal of EBPM, and educational digitalization, and because Norway in
some respects is a digital pioneer (Gunnulfsen & Møller, 2021).

The article begins with a presentation of the theoretical and analytical foundations. This is fol-
lowed by the method section, which includes a case presentation, before the findings are presented.
Then follows a section on the limitations of this study before the findings are discussed in relation to
the theoretical framework and summarized in the conclusion.

Previous research and theoretical foundations

Policymaking and political bias

Evidence-based policymaking was introduced in the 1990s as a rational alternative to former policy-
making believed to be based on values, ideologies, and political traditions (Kisby, 2011). The concept is
held together by the notion that policymakingworks better if based on scientific evidence, preferably of
a quantitative or experimental nature (Smith & Haux, 2017). EBPM and the later more inclusive and
less instrumental concept of evidence-informed policymaking are closely related to a long tradition in
which policymaking has been seen as a rational process; a process where evidence plays an instrumen-
tal role, andwhere science and policy are separate domains. From this perspective, the political-admin-
istrative system discusses values and set goals, while knowledge producers find answers to society’s
challenges in the form of objective facts. The influence of science on political-administrative processes
thus violates neither basic democratic principles nor science’s own ideals of independent and value-
free research (Albæk, 1988). EBPM and its rational fundament have been criticized for ignoring the
fact that policymaking plays out within complex environments in which knowledge producers as
well as stakeholders and policymakers on different levels are pursuing multiple and conflicting
ideas of the good society. Such conflicts are primarily about different values and cannot be solved by
scientific evidence alone (Stone, 2012). In such circumstances evidence is contested and biased and
seldom has instrumental impact (Cairney, 2016; Cairney, 2018; Nutley et al., 2007; Parkhurst,
2017). Despite this critique, political-administrative interest in linking evidence and policy remains
high (Cairney, 2021; Maybin, 2016; Smith & Haux, 2017; Steiner-Khamsi et al., 2020).
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Parkhurst (2017) takes a pragmatic stand in the debate concerning EBPM. In contrast to the
rational ideal, he claims that evidence used for policymaking will always be politically biased. Tech-
nical bias refers to the application of evidence that does not follow principles of scientific best prac-
tice, for instance cherry picking research results, and issue bias refers to problems caused by
depoliticization of politics whereby social values might be marginalized by certain forms or bodies
of evidence. Despite the potential for bias, Parkhurst (2017) still claims that evidence can be an asset
for policymaking. Good evidence for policy should meet high scientific standards as well as be appli-
cable in the given context and useful to achieve policy goals.

Uncertainties involved in linking evidence and policy

Policymaking is a complex process in which evidence is contested and may be just one of many
sources of information. The demand for evidence does not always match supply and, even if the
preferred evidence exists, it does not necessarily mean that a solution is appropriate (Cairney,
2016). From this perspective, Kunreuther et al. (2014) focus on the obstacles encountered by indi-
viduals and organizations attempting to link science with policy during this process. These obstacles
are referred to as three forms of uncertainty.1 Paradigmatic uncertainty results from the absence of a
common platform relating to the framing of problems, the methods for investigating them, and
how to combine knowledge from different academic disciplines or traditions. This aspect is
especially relevant in the case of the digitalization of education because it is studied from different
perspectives by, for example, educators, social scientists, technologists, and neurologists. In
addition, within educational research there is a divide between the dominant search for the
effects of digital learning and a more critical concern related to the broader societal or human
impact of digitalization and the values involved in this process (Biesta, 2016, 2019). Epistemic uncer-
tainty stems from insufficient information or knowledge to characterize a phenomenon. There is
limited and conflicting empirical evidence on the positive effects of using digital technologies in
education, and Norwegian authorities have already described this situation as challenging (Ministry
of Research and Education, 2017). Translational uncertainty results from scientific findings that are
incomplete or conflicting, which means they can be used to support divergent policy positions.
Because evidence holds such a strong position in policymaking (Stengers, 1999), incomplete or
conflicting evidence is likely to complicate the knowledge work of civil servants in general as
well as support critics of the ongoing process.

Overall, I believe the factors presented by Kunreuther et al. (2014) represent a useful framework
for capturing the general challenges and the political bias civil servants face when trying to link evi-
dence and policy. In addition, I believe the differentiation between technical and issue bias, as intro-
duced by Parkhurst (2017), offers a required nuance to an empirical examination of the political
bias involved in evidence for policymaking.

Case presentation

The general notion that evidence is a useful asset in policymaking has been evident in the Norwe-
gian central administration since the postwar period (Christensen et al., 2017; Tranøy et al., 2009).
In the wake of EBPM, this ideal seems to have been adjusted to a new discourse and reinforced.
Most educational policy programs are, for instance, planned according to a future evaluation
(Høydal, 2020). Civil servants spend more time and resources on organizing evaluations and
applied research, and increasingly believe their jobs have most in common with the role of a
researcher (Christensen, 2014; Tornes, 2012). The influence of EBPM has also led to a shift implying
that all work in the central administration should be substantiated by reference to research, experts,

1Cairney (2016) is also referring to the uncertainty involved in linking evidence and policy. Cairney separates uncertainty and
ambiguity, and the latter relates to the way in which the problem can be understood or framed.
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or evaluations. Within the Ministry of Education and Research there has been an explosion in the
use of references in both Green and White Papers (Steiner-Khamsi et al., 2020). Yet, in the case of
educational digitalization, the process is taking place despite limited or conflicting evidence to sup-
port it, a situation being defined as challenging by the authorities (Ministry of Education and
Research, 2017, p. 9) and a subject of criticism in the media and a couple of recent nonfiction pub-
lications. Public concern is particularly related to the lack of evidence on the consequences of swap-
ping books and pens for tablets or PCs, a project characterized as experimenting with Norwegian
children (see, e.g., Brochmann, 2020; Gabrielsen, 2020).

Norway was among the first countries in the world to include digital competence/skills as a core
element of a national curriculum, alongside reading, writing, mathematics, and oral skills (Krums-
vik, 2011). The digitalization of the Norwegian school involves aspects like SMART boards in the
classroom, digital learning resources, digital administrative systems and communication channels
between home and school, and increasing use by students of individual PCs or tablets. In 2021, 98%
of students in secondary school, 90% of students in the fifth to seventh grades, and about 80% of
students in the first to fourth grades had received their own publicly-funded PC or laptop (Norwe-
gian Directorate for Education and Training, 2022). The majority of Norwegian teachers believe the
digitalization process to be positive, and see themselves as digitally competent (Munthe et al., 2022).

The most recent element of the digitalization process has been guided by the White Paper
Future, renewal and digitization: Digitalization Strategy for Primary and Secondary Education
2017–2021 (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017).2 The main goals of the strategy are to pro-
vide students with digital skills and to ensure that, “ICT is well utilized in the organization and the
implementation of training increases students’ learning outcomes” (p. 12).3 However, the strategy
does not suggest how the process of digitalization should take place. It is therefore down to local
authorities to prioritize the introduction of individual PCs/tablets and specific digital learning
tools, and the head of each school has the power to decide whether to introduce such technology.
Hence, there has been significant variation across the country regarding digitalization levels.

Data and methods

The data consist of semi-structured interviews with ten senior civil servants from the Norwegian
Ministry of Education and Research, and the Norwegian Directorate of Education and Training.
The relationship between the directorate (agency) and ministry demonstrates the balance between
the professional autonomy of the agencies with the more political agenda of the ministries.
Although the two organizations differ, they are both influenced by the ideal of EBPM and depen-
dent on a continuous supply of new evidence to perform their work (Høydal, 2020). The informants
have either been directly involved in the strategic work leading to the current digitalization policy or
they are involved in planning the future process – or both. The interviews are referred to as elite
interviews, a term describing interviews with people who have a closer relationship to power or par-
ticular professional expertise (Morris, 2009). The informants in this study are considered to have
both particular professional expertise and a close relationship to power in the case of digitalization.
As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, nine out of ten interviews were conducted online using
Zoom, a cloud-based video-conferencing service. All interviews were recorded. As the interviews
took place during May–September 2020, the informants were already familiar with online meetings.

Before recruiting the informants, they had to be identified. The aim of this study was to talk to
civil servants who had been central to the formulation of the current digitalization policy and had
in-depth experience of this process, i.e., a strategic sample (Thagaard, 2004). While the internet is
believed to ease the search for elite informants (Marland & Esselment, 2019), bureaucrats are an
exception. While other organizations present their staff online, sorted in accordance with their

2The title of the strategy and quotes have been translated from Norwegian by the author of this article.
3The strategy period has been expanded to 2022.
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roles or responsibilities, the duties and achievements of civil servants remain obscured, continuing
to reflect the Weberian ideal of a faceless bureaucracy. The informants were therefore recruited
through snowballing, starting off with two of the author’s contacts, one in each organization.
These contacts provided the names of civil servants involved in the digitalization of education
and new names were added to the list during subsequent interviews. When performing the last
few interviews, the new informants suggested people with whom the author was already familiar,
and it was therefore concluded that there was a good pool of potentially relevant informants.
The process resulted in a list of 21 names and these people received an email inviting them to
take part in the study. Ten informants accepted the invitation. One of the informants (Informant
4) no longer worked as a civil servant but was very familiar with the process based on their previous
experience. All informants possessed in-depth knowledge of the national digitalization process.
Their experiences include procurement and assessment of scientific research, contact with digital
pioneers in the school sector and those involved in ICT, and producing evidence-informed policy
briefs and other documents.

The interviews were semi-structured, and an open-ended interview guide was developed to
ensure that the conversation touched upon several predefined topics. This included questions
about (1) the informant’s educational and professional background as well as their job assignments
regarding the digitalization process; (2) their perception of the digitalization process; (3) their
thoughts regarding the available academic research on digitalization; (4) the challenges arising
from the apparent lack of relevant academic evidence; and (5) alternative sources of knowledge
about/solutions to challenges concerning this lack of evidence. Terms such as EBPM were specifi-
cally avoided to allow for the informant’s own perceptions of the relationship between evidence and
policymaking. In the interviews, the process of digitalization of the school sector was not defined to
include or exclude certain elements by the interviewee. This openness was applied to gain insight
into which elements of this complex process were considered important by the informants. The
interviews lasted between 60 and 80 minutes. Notes were taken during the interviews and elabo-
rated on immediately after each session. The subsequent analysis was based on these immediate
reflections and the recordings.

Lancaster (2017) is rightly concerned about challenges relating to anonymity when interviewing
small elite groups. During the initial recruitment process and in the invitation email, potential inter-
viewees were firmly assured that their confidentiality would be safeguarded. The study was
approved by the Norwegian Social Science Data Service (NSD; ref. 502635). To ensure anonymity,
no details about any of the informants are revealed, and they are referred to by number (1–10)
rather than name or organization. The informants have higher education qualifications, including
PhDs, and act as senior advisors or higher within the bureaucratic hierarchy. Several have long
experience of working within the digitalization process in education and some have a background
in the IT sector and a personal engagement with digitalization.

The analyses have been thematically guided and structured by the three forms of uncertainty
outlined by Kunreuther et al. (2014). The categories are closely interlinked and overlap to some
extent and one statement could touch upon several forms of uncertainty. This is particularly rel-
evant regarding the two categories of epistemic uncertainty (a lack of knowledge that results in
an inability to characterize a phenomenon) and translational uncertainty (resulting from scientific
findings that are incomplete or conflicting). In the analyses, a lack of what civil servants believe to be
the right evidence is categorized as epistemic uncertainty. This category also includes strategies to
handle such situations. Translational uncertainty includes statements related to situations in
which incomplete or conflicting research is influencing political as well as public debates on digi-
talization. The broader practical challenges the unclear evidence situation creates for civil servants
in a system supposed to make evidence-based decisions are also included.

The findings presented highlight common themes raised in the interviews and indicate the
diversity of opinions that exist. Some informants are better represented in the analysis, in
the form of longer quotes, than others. This is because they represent specific in-depth knowledge
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about a certain interesting factor or because their statements are the clearest version of several
similar statements.

Findings

Paradigmatic uncertainty

Paradigmatic uncertainty results from the absence of a common platform as regards the framing of
problems, how to investigate them, and how to combine different forms of academic knowledge
(Kunreuther et al., 2014). Issues like educational digitalization can be viewed from several perspec-
tives and the preferred perspective will influence further thinking about the issue and opinions con-
cerning how this issue should be treated (Van Hulst & Yanow, 2016). All but one of the informants
viewed an overarching understanding of the digitalization process as a necessary improvement in
students’ skills and a way to prepare them for the future. This view reflects the national digitalization
strategy as well as the dominant international discourse on educational digitalization (Biesta, 2016,
2019). From this perspective, there is limited need for evidence informing authorities on whether to
digitalize schools because digitalization is smart or even necessary per se. As such, several informants
signaled that the digitalization of education was in fact too important to wait for evidence:

Due to the speed of the technological development, there is a lack of research. Because of this we must base our
decisions on tryout rather than evidence from effect studies. (Informant 2)

Despite this indication that the decision to digitalize a school can hardly be described as evi-
dence-based, the informants were nonetheless concerned about what they described as working
in an evidence-based manner. This meant that their own work, such as policy briefs, plans, and rec-
ommendations, was supposed to be evidence-based. Evidence was considered particularly useful in
relation to (the positive) effects of digitalization on children’s learning outcomes, i.e., whether the
digital school is more effective for students’ learning outcomes than the analogous school. As
such, the findings echo the mantra of the evidence movement: “Does it work?” (Kisby, 2011).

The one informant who did not share the majority’s perception of digitalization as a necessary
improvement project believed it instead to be a national prestige project and an experiment driven
by international tech companies. This informant also emphasized the political bias involved when
the bureaucracy was searching for evidence and expertise:

It was only the people who believe that this [digitalization of the school] is the most important thing to make
happen who were invited to meetings. There was no room for nuances or critical voices…When I called for
critical experts to take part in meetings and so on, I was always told that these persons were hard to get hold of
… . However, I have observed these kinds of processes over the years… . I know the real reason…which was
to make the current digitalization process take place. (Informant 8)

If this characterization is right, or even partly right, the ideal of EBPM seems to have limited prac-
tical impact. The statement indicates that evidence mainly plays a symbolic role in supporting
decisions already taken and curbing criticism. This informant accuses the system of not taking
research and the views of critical experts into account because doing so may hinder the ongoing
process. Interviews with the pro-digitalization majority seemingly confirmed the political bias
involved in their valuing of expert competence and evidence:

I think it’s funny. The whole debate about technology or ICT in schools is very ideological. XX [name of
national researcher] spends a lot of time and effort conducting research about people reading better on
paper than on a screen. It’s like pushing at an open door! What should rather be looked at is how text
could be better structured on screen to improve online reading. (Informant 6)

Instead of comparing two forms of reading, the interviewee believed that researchers should stop
being ideological, i.e., questioning the very act of online reading. They should instead perform useful
research according to the current framing of education and reading as a digital activity. Along the
same lines, several informants were critical of national academic expertise regarding education:
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I wonder whether the [Norwegian education] researchers have the right technological competence? Do they
see the possibilities in the technology? Are the educators the right group to perform this kind of research? It is
about competence but also about attitude… are they techno-optimists? I don’t want to say that Norwegian
researchers are techno-pessimists, I haven’t got evidence to support that… but I doubt they see the possibi-
lities in ten years’ time. That’s the kind of perspective you need. (Informant 10)

The focus on attitude or perspective illustrates the political bias in evidence used for policymaking.
The informant signals that research on the digitalization of education should be performed by aca-
demics who see digitalization as a possibility rather than a problem. The digital future is used as an
argument for researchers to take a positive attitude, reflecting how the focus on what works is often
based on what will happen in the future (Boswell, 2018) – a factor that increases the scientific uncer-
tainty of the process.

Despite supporting the dominant perception of the digitalization process, some informants sig-
naled a possible paradigmatic shift:

We have been very concerned about effects; does this work or not? We don’t know. This process of digitaliza-
tion will in any case lead to severe changes in the school. This field is so complex that we could stop being
concerned about effects.… effects might not be that interesting any longer. Anyhow, the educational system
must take digitalization seriously. Digitalization is no longer about reading or writing, it concerns how young-
sters live their lives, how they develop their identity… and this is an important aspect of the school’s purpose
in society… to be able to understand and handle such aspects. (Informant 3)

This quote illustrates how school and society are intertwined and how general digitalization of
society might lead to a new political framing of the digitalization of education in the years to come.

Epistemic uncertainty

Epistemic uncertainty is a lack of information or knowledge that results in an inability to charac-
terize a phenomenon (Kunreuther et al., 2014). Although the body of research on digitalization in
education is growing rapidly, Norwegian authorities still believe that the lack of relevant research
poses a challenge (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017). This standpoint was echoed in the
interviews:

There is quite good evidence regarding what can be achieved with digital tools under ideal conditions, situ-
ations where you have a good scheme, a digital tool that the teachers involved are very familiar with, and
where the tool is well-integrated pedagogically. In such cases, we know that digital tools can provide good
benefits to both academically strong and weak students. However, there is a great distance between these con-
trolled experiments representing a collaboration between top researchers, the industry, and selected students
and teachers, in the U.S. and the Norwegian reality. (Informant 7)

The quote reflects a critical attitude to existing research, even when it could have been used to sup-
port current policy. In general, the civil servants seemingly combined (a) a genuine interest in
acquiring new knowledge about what works with (b) the attitude that legitimate evidence should
be of high academic quality and relevant to the Norwegian context. Concerns regarding methodo-
logical quality were also evident when informants questioned effect studies per se, due to the com-
plexity of contextual factors in a classroom setting – even though the same informants were eager to
identify studies reporting positive effects. Regarding the available evidence, the speed of technologi-
cal development was considered a complicating factor because effect studies on specific digital tools
quickly become outdated. Whether civil servants are competent to make an academic assessment of
the research available is questionable. However, due to their educational background, experience,
and continuous contact with external researchers and experts, for instance those engaged in per-
forming systematic research reviews, civil servants’ competence is not deemed to be problematic.

While the ideal of EBPM seems to maintain a strong position among civil servants, the political-
administrative system looks for alternatives outside the evidence hierarchy when the preferred
effect studies are missing. In the ongoing digitalization process, the school sector has been an
important source of knowledge:

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 7



The development of the modern school has to a large degree been driven by innovative teachers and school
heads. Teachers who have been technological enthusiasts have played an important role in the digitalization
process. They provide knowledge, but they also play a role in legitimizing digitalization in their organization
because of their cred among colleagues. (Informant 3)

As a result of being exposed to the positive experiences of fellow teachers or enthusiastic leaders, new
schools or local administrators might be more convinced that digitalization is worth trying than if
they had been informed by public authorities. In a process whereby local authorities and school
heads have been given great autonomy, the (positive) experience of those in the sectormight represent
an important push in the digital direction. Some informants nonetheless signaled a certain level of
ambiguity regarding the coproduction of knowledge with the school sector:

Through the school, we document practices, views, and attitudes. This is knowledge at a lower level of evi-
dence. The knowledge often comes from self-proclaimed pioneers among teachers, municipalities, and
schools, who like to advertise their success. That’s good. This contributes not only knowledge to us, but
also a form of horizontal sharing of experiences between the schools, and that’s very useful. But this represents
a form of self-selection based on mastery and success. We could risk that the dark numbers are high. It is not
the schools that have failed that stand out. (Informant 7)

This quote reflects the influence of EBPM, whereby practical experience is placed at a lower level
of the evidence hierarchy and is seen as less reliable. This informant is critical of the tendency to
self-selection by actors who have succeeded, although acknowledging the value of the horizontal
sharing of experience within the sector.

In addition to the focus on the positive effects of digitalization, civil servants were concerned
about the challenges brought about by an insufficient overview of the process at the national
level. This aspect was believed to be especially relevant given local autonomy in the ongoing process:

One of the challenges in this process has been the enormous variation in the level of digitalization between
classes, schools, and geographical districts. Our mandate as an agency is to inform the ministry about the sta-
tus quo and lacking an overview of the situation has made this problematic. (Informant 9)

Several informants pinpointed the role of evidence as fundamental to future political action. In line
with the ideal of EBPM, “How can we know what to do if we don’t have evidence?” seems to be the
credo. Hence, epistemic uncertainty seems to be related to (a) a lack of descriptive data at the national
level and (b) a lack of high-quality studies framing the effects of digitalization in the right way.

Translational uncertainty

Translational uncertainty results from scientific findings that are incomplete or conflicting, which
means they can be used to support divergent policy (Kunreuther et al., 2014). Translational uncer-
tainties lead to what informants tended to describe as an unnuanced debate, a polarized field
influenced by speculations or ideology, and worried parents:

This is a very polarized field. There are strong public opinions regarding the digitalization of the school. The
lack of clear evidence opens for speculation about the situation and that leads to continuous polarization.
There are many different groups who are eager to define the field, and the lack of knowledge is a problem
because it opens up endless speculation. (Informant 1)

Public critics of current policyhave indeedused the lackof evidence in support of digitalization forwhat
it is worth, for instance by referring to the process as an experiment (see, for instance, Brochmann,
2020). As such, the principles of EBPMhave backfired. Rather than signaling public control and ration-
ality, it is used by opponents to question the rationality of the process, as observed by Boswell (2018).

Incomplete findings also represent practical challenges for civil servants working in a system
supposed to be evidence-based. It is their responsibility to provide evidence for decision-making,
as well as arguments to inform political and public debate:

Those who decide, those who are democratically elected, never like it when we tell them that we don’t know. In
this situation, I feel lucky as a civil servant. It is much more difficult for politicians not to know than for us. They
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are the ones responsible…who must answer difficult questions, for instance from journalists. It’s easier for pro-
fessionals to say that more research is needed than for politicians.…We give them what [the evidence] we have.
With reservations, for instance regarding the relevance of international research in the Norwegian context. As
civil servants, it is also our duty to say when we don’t know. So that’s what we often do. (Informant 7)

First, this quote illustrates the central position of evidence-based arguments in public debate, and hence
challenges related to translational uncertainties. The lack of clear evidence in support of digitalization
could explain why Norwegian politicians, according to critics, have been absent from public debate
(Ravatn, 2020) – a debate, according to the informants, dominated byworried parents. Second, the trans-
lational uncertainties seem to complicate thework of civil servants. Instead of referring to a few reports, a
group of experts or a defined body of research, theymust takewhat they have, and puzzle this together, in
line with what Freeman (2007) describes as an epistemological bricolage. If not, theymust admit that they
do not know, which is likely to be challenging in the current system. Third, the quote illustrates how the
use of evidencemust be understood in relation to the user.While the findings indicate that civil servants
use evidence in what could be described as an enlightening way – to learn more about the current situ-
ation, to give grounds for their strategies, or to inform the political level, politicians seemingly use evi-
dence more symbolically – to advocate for current priorities or counter criticism.

However, translational as well as epistemic uncertainties are also obstacles in relation to future
policymaking:

The lack of research makes it more difficult to stake out a course, as well as to take more specific action… . I
mean, what do we need and what should we do? In budget negotiations, it gets complicated if the opposition
asks questions. If we’re supposed to spend billions on something…we should know more. (Informant 9)

This quote illustrates that, despite the overall political decision to digitalize the school, the opera-
tionalization of this vision is meant to be informed by evidence. This is the only legitimate way to
counter criticism, as well as to plan for the digital future.

Limitations

As with any qualitative study, sample size adequacy is shaped by the richness or information power
of the data. According to Malterud et al. (2016), information power depends on the aim of the
study, sample specificity, the use of established theory, quality of dialogue, and analysis strategy
(case or cross-case study). The higher the value of each dimension, the larger information power
the sample holds and the lower is the N is needed. Given the relatively broad aim of this study,
more informants could have added new and relevant perspectives, for instance in relation to the
critique of current policy. As in all interview studies based on self-recruitment and voluntary par-
ticipation, there is a risk of bias. It could be the case that the proportion of critics among the popu-
lation might in fact be higher than represented in this sample. The quality of the interviews is
nonetheless considered to be strong. The participants possessed very specific expertise and willingly
shared their knowledge, perspectives, support, and critiques, and the present study represents valu-
able perspectives concerning civil servants’ efforts to link evidence and policy.

As previously indicated, another limitation could be the lack of differentiation between knowl-
edge work in the agency and the ministry. However, as a group the majority expressed common
attitudes and opinions regarding the overarching research questions of this study. Another limit-
ation could be the fact that digitalization is a broad and complex process, and the informants
have knowledge of different aspects of this complexity. In this article I present data related to
the general process of digitalization and more specific information is contextualized.

Discussion

This article examines the knowledge work of civil servants and how political bias influences it in the
case of educational digitalization. The foundation of this study is the apparent mismatch between
the ideal of EBPM, on the one hand, and the ongoing digitalization of education despite the
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apparent lack of evidence, on the other. By looking through the lens of the paradigmatic, the epis-
temic, and the translational uncertainties civil servants encounter when seeking to link evidence
and policy, I find a political-administrative system clearly influenced by the objective and instru-
mental ideal of EBPM. However, the practical reality seems to be civil servants using their pro-
fessional judgement when seeking to combine current political interests and high-quality
evidence – described as working in an evidence-based manner, a phenomenon I believe reflects
the ever-present dilemma of the bureaucracy: the relationship between the professional role of
civil servants and the political interests they are supposed to serve.

When examining epistemic uncertainties, the findings underscore how evidence used for policy-
making must be relevant in relation to the digitalization policy of the current regime, or the
phenomenon Parkhurst (2017) refers to as issue bias. Research studying digitalization from other
perspectives is even criticized for being guided by the wrong attitudes. In this way, issue bias reduces
the number of studies considered relevant to inform the process as it unfolds. However, studies
framed in line with current digitalization policy are also questioned on the basis of their methodo-
logical qualities or their lack of contextual relevance. Together with the political framing of digita-
lization, this leads to what is seen as a challenging sample of relevant studies and the phenomenon
of epistemic uncertainty, which seemingly complicates the ambition to work in an evidence-based
manner.

The findings suggests that technical bias generally is less accepted by civil servants than issue bias.
According to Meier et al. (2019), bureaucracy must respond within the interests and values of the
political regime, the legitimate functions of other actors, and in a manner consistent with its own
professional values. While issue bias may reflect the values of the regime, technical bias might rep-
resent a chance for civil servants to uphold what could be regarded as their own independent, pro-
fessional standards or values. Regarding stakeholders, these include parents and the school sector –
among others. While civil servants have seemingly written off parents as potential collaborators,
digital enthusiasts from the school sector are important partners. Through coproduction of knowl-
edge with schools and teachers, the bureaucracy gains insight into the practical experience of digi-
talization, which also contributes to legitimizing digitalization within the sector.

By defining the right way to study or understand digitalization in education, the political-admin-
istrative system downplays the ambiguity evident in the research field. In this way, political bias
might backfire and lead to more polarized public debate and a situation in which conflicting or
incomplete findings are used increasingly by critics of the current policy. In this way, translational
uncertainty could become an even more challenging factor in the knowledge work of civil servants –
and for those politicians who are responsible for the ongoing digitalization.

I believe Parkhurst (2017) is right when claiming that issue bias is an unavoidable aspect of using
evidence to achieve policy goals. To be useful in plans, budgets or policy briefs, such evidence can-
not be in direct conflict with the world view of the current regime. Still, I find the degree of issue bias
to be problematically high in the case of the digitalization of the Norwegian school system, and
whether current practice reflects good evidence for policy (Parkhurst, 2017) is questionable. The
findings indicate that issue bias prevents relevant research from informing the digitalization process
and thus curbs learning and evidence-informed critique of current policy and its potential conse-
quences. For instance, why should screens replace books if they don’t work? Such practice seems
ideological rather than evidence based. However, in the interviews critics of the digitalization policy
were those described as ideological or worried, i.e., irrational, while the policy was rational, i.e., evi-
dence based.

Concluding remarks

The study identified the central role of civil servants in the process of linking evidence and policy
and their loyalty to current policy through their acceptance of the phenomenon of issue bias. The
findings reveal the complexity of the knowledge work of civil servants and how the different aspects
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of this work are linked together and interplay with the overall political decision to digitalize the
Norwegian school. While issue bias might be an unavoidable part of using evidence in policymak-
ing, I believe future research should look for ways in which to ensure a better balance between the
constructive use of alternative or critical evidence and evidence framed in line with existing political
ideas.
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