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This brief summarizes the main findings of the 
POLNET (Policy Knowledge and Lesson Drawing 
in Nordic School Reform in an Era of International 
Comparison) research project. The target audience 
for this brief are decision makers, policy analysts, 
educational researchers and other experts that are 
interested to understand

• How the use of evidence in policy reviews and 
policy decisions has changed over time 

• Who uses what sources of information as 
evidence

• Which features of the evidence-based policy 
process in Norway are similar, or different, 
respectively as compared with the other four 
Nordic countries Denmark, Finland, Iceland, 
and Sweden

The POLNET database includes bibliometric 
information (references to texts) of three school 
reforms in Norway as well as the most recent 
school reforms of the four other Nordic countries. 

Two types of documents were analyzed: school 
reform-related documents published by the 
Ministry of Education and Research in each country  
(so-called White Papers) and school reform-related 
documents published by the expert panels in each 
country (so-called Green Papers).

The three reforms analyzed for Norway were put in 
effect in 1997, 2006, and 2020

The Use of Evidence and Expertise in Norwegian 
School Reform: Key Findings 

Evidence is  
assertion backed  
by information

Paul Cairney, 2016
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Making references to studies, reviews, evaluations 
and other policy-relevant documents has become a 
standard practice in the Norwegian policy process.

When compared over two school reform periods 
(2006, 2020), the average number of references 
listed in the reports of the Advisory Expert Panels 
NOUs [Norges offentlige utredninger] more than 
doubled (increased by 207%) over the period 2006 
– 2020.

The Advisory Expert Panels are not the only ones 
that make extensive use of information to back 
up their assertions. The Ministry of Education and 
Research of Norway scaled up considerably its use 
of evidence to justify and explain reforms. In fact, it 
tripled its number of references to studies, reports, 
research, and other texts in the first two decades of 
the new millennium. For example:

a. The White Paper for the 2006 reform [St.meld. 
nr. 30 (2003-2004): Kultur for læring] had 66 
references in the 142-page long document.

b. The White Paper for the 2020 reform [Meld. 
St. 28 (2015–2016) Fag - Fordypning - 
Forståelse - En fornyelse av Kunnskapsløftet] 
had 122 references in the 85-page long 
document.

The importance of evidence is also discernible 
visually. In the first school reform of 1997, references 
to other studies, reports, or research were sparse 
and rendered invisible. Nowadays, the use of 
evidence is clearly displayed and made visible in the 
long list of references at the end of a NOU document 
or a White Paper of the Ministry of Education and 
Research in Norway. 

From casual mentions to footnotes to long lists  
with references

White Paper of the 1997 reform 

 
References are sparse and embedded in 
the text.

 
White Paper of the 2020 reform

80 Meld. St. 28 2015–2016 
Fag – Fordypning – Forståelse 
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References are numerous and rendered 
visible.
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For the 2020 reform, five texts were the most cited 
by the White Papers and the NOU reports. Two 
White Papers (Culture for learning and …and no 
one is left behind) and a NOU report (In the first 
row) prepared for the 2006 reform were central in 
formulating the 2020 reform. In addition, a technical 
report published by the Danish Clearing-house as 
well as Hattie’s Visible Learning contributed to the 
“solution-producing” discourse of the incremental, 
2020 reform.

OECD is the favored international organization 
for authorizing policy decisions. This applies, 
especially for the school reforms of 2006 and 2020. 
On average, the White Papers for the 2006 reform 
made 54 times references to OECD and the White 
Papers for the 2020 reform made 45 times references 
to OECD. Additionally, one of the NOU papers  
(In the first row) that were influential for both 2006 
and 2020 reforms was a national adaptation of 
OECD education policies. The OECD cites studies 
from international large-scale studies and reports 
focusing on best practices.

Nordenbo, S. E., Søgaard, 
M. L., Ttiftikci, N., Wendt, R. 
E., & Østgaard, S. (2008). 

The Royal Ministry of Education 
and Research. (2006) ...and no one 
is left behind. Early Intervention for 
Lifelong Learning.

Official Norwegian Reports [Norges 
Offentlige Utredninger NOU] 
2003:16 (2003) In the First Row.
Increased quality within a basic 
education system for everyone.

The Royal Ministry of 
Education and Research. 
(2004) Culture for Learning.

Hattie (2009)

Someone’s evidence is someone else’s irrelevant  
piece of paper

(Baek et al., 2018)

4 5

 = Norwegian   = International   = Regional  

Reference network of texts cited more than one policy document
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NOUs (Advisory Expert Panel)White Papers (Ministry of Education and Research)

 = policy research   = academic research   = other

For the preparation of the 2020 reform, the Ministry 
of Education and Research and the NOUs use 
different kind of information to back up their 
assertions. The Ministry significantly relies on 
policy research includes commissioned research 
produced by the institute sector as well as the 
reports published by international organizations 
(e.g., OECD). By contrast, the NOUs draws more 
from academic research.

 
The strong science – politics nexus in Norway

6

Type of knowledge sources in White Papers and Green Papers
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In our project, Baek (2020) finds the significant 
representation of academic researchers (39%) 
in the NOUs for the 2020 school reform. Figure 
below shows the proportion of different experts 
participated in the policy process. This confirms 
the “academization” of NOU observed in previous 
literature (e.g., Christiansen & Hesstvedt, 2019) that 
the participation of academic researchers in NOUs 
has increased at the expense of interest group 
representatives over 1972-2016.

OECD has gradually become one of the largest analytical environments with subject 
specific expertise for education in the world. Through their research, comparative 
analysis, and indicator developments, OECD receives great attention in the national 
education policy debates. The PISA surveys, which tested 15-year-olds in a number of 
OECD countries, have weighed heavily in the ongoing education debate in Germany 
and Norway, for example.

OECD also conducts a number of qualitative studies, which also include Norwegian 
cases. In What Works in Innovation in Education – Motivating students for lifelong 
learning (2000), OECD highlights Kjelle upper secondary school, Nesodden upper 
secondary school (both in Akershus) and Sandefjord upper secondary school (in 
Vestfold) as good examples of schools that have been particularly good at increasing 
the level of student motivation. Eight countries participated in this study. 

Example of how OECD is referenced to authorize school development and reform  
(NOU 2003:16 In the first row)

39 % 
Academic Researchers

25 % 
Interest Groups

22 % 
Civil Servants & Political Actors

14 % 
Other

7

39 % 
Academic Researchers

25 % 
Interest Groups

22 % 
Civil Servants & Political Actors

14 % 
Other

Composition of the NOUs for the 
2020 school reform
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Compared to the other four Nordic countries, 
Norway’s policy makers use a greater number 
of technical reports (sector research) to back up 
their decisions. As seen in the figure, one-third of 
all references made in Norwegian White and Green 
papers constitute references to technical reports 
or commissioned sector research. Finland is at 
the opposite end in terms of using evidence from 
sector research publications. The figure shows that 

government-issued documents are also frequently 
referenced in school-reform related documents: 
Sweden takes the lead (61% of all references in 
Swedish White and Green Papers are references 
to own government-issued publications). In 
comparison, the NOUs and the Ministry of Education 
and Research are less self-referential; only roughly 
one-quarter of the references (26%) are references 
to government-issued publications.

Learning from the Neighbors  
Learning beyond the Nordic Region

8

Type of knowledge sources 
in the Nordic countries
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Denmark 

36 %

Norway 

26 %

Iceland 

23 %
Finland 

22 %

Sweden 

19 %

9 Among the Nordic countries, Norway is the second-
most international in orientation when it comes 
to the use of evidence (after Denmark). Overall, 
there was lack of explicit references to knowledge 
produced in other Nordic countries. 

Percentages of 
international references
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Both the Ministry of Education and Research and 
the NOUs produce in-depth reports and include 
many references to back up their review and 
recommendations (NOUs) or their policy decisions 
(Ministry of Education and Research), respectively. 
With the exception of a few references that constitute 
“shared knowledge” (mostly documents listed in 
OECD reports), the two entities use entirely different 
sources of information to back up their assertions. 
Figure shows the small percentage of shared 
knowledge between the NOUs and the Ministry for 
the 2020 school reform. 
This is not to say that NOUs do futile work. In 
fact, the NOUs analyzed in the study are the ones 
explicitly mentioned in the White Paper. This means, 
the NOUs have been influential in one or the other. 
However, the sources of evidence amassed by the 
NOUs are typically not used at the higher policy 
level. The Ministry tends to produce its own reports 
with its own sources of information. 

In-depth work of NOUs ...  
but lost in political translation

96% of the references 
collected by the NOUs 
were not shared by the 

White Papers

10
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Implication 1: Invest in communicating research to 
the general public and policy makers 

Even though the stipulation of open access 
publication has improved the dissemination of 
educational research, there is a need to diversity 
the media of research communication in order 
to reach a broader audience. The figure from the 
Urban Institute demonstrates the broad range of 
communication products; some geared towards 
a narrow academic audience and others tailed to 
reach a broader audience (Schwabish, 2020, p.6). 

Practical Implication: Communication of Research

The POLNET study has 
found a communication 
gap between the 
NOUs and the Ministry 
of Education and 
Researchs. There are 
three implications that 
may be considered for 
future discussion.

AUDIENCECOMPLEXITY MEDIUM 

Practical Implication: Communication of Research

Social Media

Media interviews

Blogs, web features, data visualizations

Op-eds and commentaries 

Exchange with advocates and practitioners

Roundtables and policy convenings

Policy briefs and fact sheets

Congressional testimony

Peer-reviewed journal articles

Technical reports with 
methodological details

(Urban Institute)
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The figure below shows the three-pillar model 
in the policy process. With the surplus of data, 
information, and research, there is not only a need 
to communicate research more effectively (see 
implication 1) but it is also necessary to promote 
analytical work that bridges knowledge production 
(research, right pillar) and knowledge utilization 
(politics, left pillar). This analytical work may be 
synthesis of research, meaning-making meetings 
with policy makers, public policy forums, etc. 

 

Implication 2: Strengthen knowledge brokerage  
to facilitate the translation of research into  
politics 

FAST LANE MIDDLE LANE SLOW LANE

Proximate Decision 
Makers
• Law & regulations
• Have the authority 

to make decisions
• Come across as 

facts

Intermediaries/
Brokers
• Regulatory science
• Reframe data as 

evidence and trans-
late research into 
policy

Knowledge 
Producers
• Pure science, 

academia, statistical 
agencies, sector 
research, etc.

• Produce en masse 
without having to 
make a decision on 
how to act

The three pillars or lanes of knowledge-based governance

(Discussion: Eyal, 2019)
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Similar to sector research, the field of policy studies 
is applied, empirical and solutions oriented. In 
addition, however, comparison with other countries, 
both within the Nordic as well as outside the 
Nordic region, is actively pursued. Much can be 
learned from how other countries deal with similar 
global reforms and challenges, such as, the move 
towards competency-based curriculum, the rise of 
standardized student assessment, or school-based 
management. The researchers in comparative policy 
studies actively engage policy analysts and policy 

actors in the knowledge production process, from 
the beginning to the end of a research endeavor. 
This will ensure that the research project is policy 
relevant and is impactful. It helps to narrow the gap 
between knowledge producers and knowledge 
users, also depicted in the earlier figure (see three 
pillar model). In the literature, the second type of 
research (policy-relevant research), is referred to as 
mode 2 research (as opposed to mode 1 research 
that is foundational research). 

Implication 3: Establish comparative policy studies 
in education as a field of academic research and 
graduate-level teaching in Departments of Education

Mode 1 – Linear Research

Researchers

Stakeholders

Frame 
Research
'question'

Data 
Collection

RecommendationsFindingsAnalysis 'Uptake' and 
'dissemination'

Time

Mode 2 – Policy Relevant Research 

Stakeholders

Researchers

Time

Frame 

Research
'question'

Data 
Collection

Recommendations

Findings

Analysis

'Uptake' and 
'dissemination'

Mode 1 – Linear Research

Mode 2 – Policy Relevant Research 

Mode 1 – Linear Research

Researchers

Stakeholders

Frame 
Research
'question'

Data 
Collection

RecommendationsFindingsAnalysis 'Uptake' and 
'dissemination'

Time

Mode 2 – Policy Relevant Research 

Stakeholders

Researchers

Time

Frame 

Research
'question'

Data 
Collection

Recommendations

Findings

Analysis

'Uptake' and 
'dissemination'

(Discussion: Nowotny et al., 2003)
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