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‘What Works’? Towards 
evidence-based government 
David Halpern

CEO of BIT and National Advisor on What Works

How we got here…

1

2



11-05-22

2

Spot the 
odd one 

out…

In the footsteps of Archie Cochrane…

Courtesy of 
Jonathan Shepherd
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The Behavioural Insights Team 

…With a little help 
from our friends!

Experimenting with experiments

Nine out of ten people pay their tax on time.
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33.6% 35.1% 35.9% 37.2% 39.0%

Control (8,558) UK Norm (8,300) Local Norm (8,403) Debt Norm (8,779) Local + Debt Norm
(8,643)

Tax payment rates within 23 days

Helping Moldovan jobseekers plan ahead
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Impact on file closure within 5 months

We found a 5.5 percentage 
point increase in the 
likelihood of a jobseeker’s 
file being closed within 5 
months of entering the trial. 

The Behavioural Insights Team 

Nudging employers to advertise jobs as flexible 
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The Behavioural Insights Team 

34.5%
41.5%**

23

30*

** p < .01
* p < .05
+ p < .1

N = 220, 282

Impact on job adverts offering flexible working

Increased jobs offering flexible working... … and these jobs attracted more applicants

The What Works approach

Translate

Adopt

Generate
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Relative efficacy – 100x average differences
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Toby Ord, 2013
The Moral Imperative toward Cost –Effectiveness in Global Health

The growing ‘What Works’ network in the UK
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Producing summaries for practitioners

ImpactCost

Confidence

Built on a growing evidence base…
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Changing how we do policy

But still…

8 %
…of >£400bn of new programs were evaluated… (2020, CO-HMT analysis) 
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What next? 10 challenges
From guerrilla action to mainstream…
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Summary: 10 point plan…

1. Map the gaps

1. Build the skills

1. Expand the pipeline

1. Build data architecture

1. Mine the variance

6. Replicate

7. Increase the hit rate

8. Translate and adopt (EB profs)

9.  Nurture public demand

10. Go global

1. Map the gaps – what don’t we know?

…the bravery and humility to be open about questions we don’t have the answers to (inc update ARIs…) 
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4. Build the data architecture

…rapid ability to assess multiple group aggregate outcomes – and data architecture & APIs to deliver  

5. Mine the variance

…mine the variance in public services – regression, ML, and deep dives – to identify promising interventions

23

24



11-05-22

13

9. Bring the public with us

● Asking ‘why do you think that?’
● From worrying about experiments, to demanding them!
● Nurturing the skill of bullshit detection (Uganda trial)

…nurture a nation of ‘bullshit detectors’ – who ask ‘why do you think that’s the best thing to do?’ 

10. Go global

…turn What Works into a global public good – through shared commissioning, G20, UN, and FCDO
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Conclusion: the unfinished 
Enlightenment?

Let’s make more winners…through 
marginal and radical innovation
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BIT approach has spread well beyond UK - but 
What Works?

A common foundation is addressing weak 
evaluation and methods

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Policy%20making%20in%20the%20real%20world.pdf

1984 2011
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R&D fit for a government department?

https://www.statista.com/statistics/26564
5/ranking-of-the-20-companies-with-the-
highest-spending-on-research-and-
development/

Humility is the cornerstone 

Cantino planisphere (1502)
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Thank you
Get in touch
David Halpern, david.halpern@bi.team

Appendix
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2. Build the skills

● Eg core evaluation approaches, to build into policy design…
● RCTs…but also basic (before-after, diff-in-diff…) quasi-experimental

…it will be hard to get into a senior civil service position without knowing how to evaluate

3. Expand the pipeline

…innovation funds with robust evaluation; evaluation by default; and protocol publication (a key early KPI!) 

TARGET EXPLORE SOLUTION TRIAL SCALE
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6. Replicate Each dot represents a single primary study.

…’measure twice, cut once’ – replicate, iterate, improve – check implementation, but don’t fossilize    

Better than BAU…

● 1 in 50 - Commercial A/B

● 1 in 5 – education 

● 1 in 3 - BIT

7. Increase the hit rate

…prototype and look out for transferable solutions, techniques or insights  

Lots of ideas Scaling
Testing and 
replication

11,000 plus 
relevant 
papers

185 trials with over 
1 million children 1 in 4
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8. Translate and adopt

…plug the gaps in the What Works landscape – and nurture evidence-curious professionals 
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