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ABSTRACT
This paper investigates the role and usability of expert-generated evidence in democratic policymaking, with spatial planning 
as a case study. Drawing on the literature on evidence-based policymaking in political science and planning, and employing 
the CRELE and ACTA frameworks with a critical realist approach, the study analyses the attributes that enhance evidence 
consideration by decision-makers and their interplay with political rationales. The research is based on a survey of municipal 
policy-makers and interviews with regional legislators and stakeholders in Lombardy, Italy. The findings indicate that compre-
hensiveness and relevance are key determinants of evidence usability, alongside source credibility and the perceived legitimacy of 
the planning process. However, while timeliness proves significant in spatial policy rulemaking, its impact is less pronounced in 
local planning itself. Crucially, policy preferences, including electoral commitments and responsiveness to stakeholder interests, 
consistently influence how decision-makers evaluate evidence. Instead of viewing evidence, political reasoning, and interest-
driven motivations as separate and competing forces, decision-makers integrate them in a pragmatic manner. Our analysis de-
tails the descriptive validity of the CRELE and ACTA frameworks in spatial planning, adding evidence for their strengthening. 
In particular, credibility and legitimacy emerge as interconnected rather than distinct dimensions, while electoral accountability 
appears as an independent driver influencing evidence utilization. These results confirm that frameworks gauging evidence usa-
bility should not overlook the political and contextual contingencies that shape decision-making. Future research should further 
investigate the balance between generalisable models and local variables that determine how evidence informs policy.

1   |   Introduction: Evidence and Policy

This paper situates itself within the enduring debate on the te-
nets governing decision-making in democratic policymaking, 
which should ideally reconcile objective and reliable evidence, 
political values and principles, and private, sectoral, or public 
interests. In institutional policy documents, evidence essentially 
refers to available empirical information on “facts, signs or ob-
jects” that can be “used to prove whether something is true or 
not” (European Parliament 2021, 1).

In the study of the politics of policymaking, there are con-
trasting views on the functions and cogency of evidence-based 

policymaking (EBP). Supporters maintain that policies derived 
from expert-produced information are more legitimate as they 
are grounded in factual data and their interpretation (Juntti 
et al. 2009; Parkhurst 2017; Bandera et al. 2024). Besides input 
legitimacy, EBP is also seen to enhance institutional legiti-
macy by potentially yielding better results, thereby augment-
ing the output-oriented legitimacy of policies (Widmer 2009). 
Alternatively, more disenchanted approaches conceptualize 
evidence by foregrounding its political dimension and view 
EBP aimed at improving policy designs and outcomes as 
naïve and overly optimistic (Head 2010), or as a modern iter-
ation of the rational model of policymaking (Cairney  2016). 
Theoretically, post-positivism suggests that evidence is seldom 
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uncontroversial and conclusive, as it is always subject to sci-
entific debate and interpretation (Popper  1959; Majone  1989; 
Faludi and Waterhout 2006), while constructivism posits that 
science itself is shaped by social and subjective understand-
ings (Haas 2004). Less radically, one mainstream argument in 
policy studies is that preferences and needs, which are at the 
base of public policy, are developed through public “probing” 
and inquiry rather than irrefutable scientific investigation and 
knowledge (Lindblom 1990).

Our research is grounded in a more moderate perspective, 
namely a critical realist approach, assuming that factual truth 
is not always seized by scientific inquiry while rejecting rela-
tivist stances that postulate the socially constructed character 
of scientific practice and, hence, of the evidence informed by 
it (Pawson and Tilley 1997; McEvoy and Richards 2003). This 
approach seems suitable for investigating the relationship be-
tween politics and policymaking since, in both fields, facts and 
concepts are “essentially contested,” i.e., they are subject to 
diverse and even conflicting interpretations (Gallie  1955). In 
fact, policy agents are typically interested not only in expert-
produced information itself but also in ideas and arguments 
(Majone 1989; Radaelli 1995; Rincón 2021), supported by data, 
that can be deployed to both address policy problems and stra-
tegically position themselves relative to other actors. Thus, the 
use of evidence is a political process (Cairney 2016) rather than 
a linear translation of science-generated knowledge into pol-
icy choices. To summarize, evidence is neither sheer data nor 
unquestionable findings from scientific inquiry since science 
“cannot always provide easily-reducible and usable answers” 
to apprehend or “resolve problems” (Tangney  2017, 149). 
Instead, it is understood as policy-relevant information func-
tional for specific purposes (Majone 1989; Davoudi 2006; Juntti 
et al. 2009; Cairney 2016).

This work aims to identify factors that either support or under-
mine the relevance of evidence in environmental policymaking. 
We do not attempt to assess the validity of the EBP paradigm. 
Instead, we focus on only one yet crucial aspect: the usability of 
evidence. To this end, we examine a policy area where evidence 
is essential: spatial planning. Our primary concern is not on the 
outcomes or impacts of evidence use, but rather how decision-
makers perceive its relevance, compared to other factors, in the 
process of policy formation.

The examination of this particular topic within spatial pol-
icy research is largely undocumented. Qualitative analysis 
has been suggested as a way to shed light on “the processes 
that characterize the ‘black boxes’ of local practices” (Berisha 
et  al.  2024, 564), which ultimately shape how policymakers 
make choices on land use and development. The connection 
between the systemic drivers of land policy and the immediate 
reasons behind specific choices is referred to as a “black box”:

because it cannot be studied at the macro-level: 
these decisions are taken in a very localized context 
according to specific (in)formal rules of the game 
and interactions by a particular constellation of 
stakeholders (Evers et al. 2024, 123–124).

Recent contributions in domains where evidence use has been 
extensively studied, including environmental management and 
health policy, point to the challenges of applying evidence hier-
archies in complex socio-spatial contexts. Scholars argue that 
while robust frameworks exist to classify the reliability of evidence 
(Littell and White  2018; Higgins et  al.  2022), their implementa-
tion in planning decisions is often hindered by institutional con-
straints, competing priorities, and a lack of professional capacity 
(Kafkalas and Pitsiava 2023). Studies on urban green space acces-
sibility further show how cultural factors, safety perceptions, and 
informal social norms shape the use of evidence and the formula-
tion of spatial policies (Beunen et al. 2017; Saurman 2016; Wendel 
et al. 2012). These findings underscore the importance of consid-
ering evidence not as a neutral input, but as something filtered 
through political, relational, and institutional dynamics (Cairney 
and Oliver 2017; Oliver and Boaz 2019).

This work seeks to tackle the lack of theorization of spatial pol-
icy decisions by focusing on one of its fundamental dimensions, 
namely the rationale of decision-makers. It aims to determine 
which factors encourage the use of evidence in planning decisions, 
as opposed to political goals and interest demands. To this pur-
pose, drawing from environmental science, the study employs the 
frameworks of CRELE (Cash et al. 2002; Sarkki et al. 2014)—i.e., 
credibility, relevance, and legitimacy—and ACTA (Dunn and 
Laing  2017)—i.e., applicability, comprehensiveness, timing, 
and accessibility—which, after gaining momentum in the 2000s 
and 2010s, have seen increased use in environmental research 
(Greenhalgh et al. 2022) and in planning studies (Decoville and 
Feltgen 2025). Though not directly using the scientific evidence 
for which these approaches were developed, we adapt them to 
the evidence gathered and disseminated by planning technicians 
and experts. Our analysis particularly considers data and infor-
mation prepared by Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) 
practitioners, which is conveyed to policymakers who may use 
it to evaluate draft plans, as well as planning documents them-
selves, developed by professional planners, rather than the pro-
cess of creating them, in which local assemblymen and women 
are seldom involved. Statutorily, they do not participate in SEA 
exercises.

Our research questions are both descriptive and exploratory. In 
spatial planning, is it possible to highlight the presence and ap-
plicability of the factors deemed relevant to the use of evidence 
in policymaking, as established in the existing literature? Which 
is the prevailing type of rationality that governs public choices in 
this field? What is its influence on actual choices? Consequently, 
are the CRELE and ACTA frameworks adequately strong to define 
the attributes that evidence should possess to be considered in the 
judgment of planning policy options by decision-makers?

The analysis is based on a survey of municipal decision-makers 
and interviews with regional lawmakers and stakeholders in 
Lombardy, Italy's largest region. Its government has compe-
tence in spatial planning, the policy area examined by this 
analysis. While this is a specific policy field, it nonetheless has 
significant importance. This is a vital domain of sub-national 
policymaking. In democratic states, local land-use planning 
is a widespread task of local authorities (Ladner et  al.  2016; 
OECD 2017). Approving local and meso-level plans is also a 
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typical competence of regions with legislative powers, decen-
tralized regional governments, and regions with other kinds 
of governance structures (OECD 2022). Italy is a case in point, 
given that planning is a municipal competence under national 
and regional legislation, yet the actual choices are left to re-
gional and local policymakers, since the central government 
does not prepare plans or planning strategies. Hence, grasping 
the mechanisms of evidence use here, where the policymak-
ers we have surveyed are the protagonists, might offer hints 
for investigating other policy sectors in different governance 
systems.

In fact, the study aims to contribute to a better understanding 
of the motivations and challenges surrounding the use of tech-
nical evidence in policy decisions. The work can also provide 
empirical insights into the importance of the dimensions em-
phasized by the CRELE and ACTA frameworks and, hence, into 
the strengths and weaknesses of these models.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the litera-
ture on the factors influencing the use of evidence in policymak-
ing, focusing specifically on spatial planning. Section 3 outlines 
the methodological design, detailing the data sources, analytical 
dimensions, and limitations of the study.

Section 4 presents the findings, examining the reasoning behind 
decision-making, the interplay between evidence characteristics 
and political considerations, and the role of evidence in regional 
spatial policymaking. Section  5 discusses the implications of 
these findings, particularly in relation to existing theoretical 
frameworks. Finally, Section 6 concludes the paper by reflecting 
on the broader significance of the results and outlining potential 
paths for future research.

2   |   Literature Review: Factors Affecting the Use of 
Evidence

In recent decades, a substantial body of literature has bur-
geoned on EBP (Cairney  2016; Parkhurst  2017) branching out 
into evidence-based planning (Faludi and Waterhout 2006), es-
pecially thanks to analytic techniques (such as georeferencing 
and spatial optimization) and the accessibility of big data and 
open data (Cao et  al.  2020; Boeing et  al.  2022). Governments 
have adopted EBP as a guiding framework (UK Government, 
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills  2010), while 
international organizations issued guidelines (OECD  2015; 
European Parliament  2021), especially in  situations where fi-
nancial constraints necessitated policy evaluation for value for 
money. Furthermore, interest in evidence-based policy surged 
during the Covid-19 pandemic (OECD  2020; Christensen and 
Lægreid 2022).

Despite its presence, EBP has faced considerable scrutiny 
and critique within existing literature. Numerous shortcom-
ings have been identified on both theoretical and empirical 
grounds (March 1994; Clarence 2002; Davoudi 2006; Faludi and 
Waterhout 2006; Krizek et al. 2009; Head 2010; Cairney 2016; 
Parkhurst  2017; Rincón  2021; Langer and Weyrauch  2021). 
Politicians exhibit diverse preferences regarding information 
sources and varying degrees of confidence in science. Consistent 

with Herbert Simon's concept of “bounded rationality,” policy-
makers often operate with limited means and unclear objectives 
that available evidence can hardly address. Moreover, readily 
accessible, conclusive, unambiguous, and uncontested evidence 
remains scarce on many issues. Evidence is furthermore suscep-
tible to misinterpretation and neglect. A common misconnect 
exists between available knowledge and the needs of policy-
makers. Evidence-informed initiatives do not automatically 
lead to better socioeconomic outcomes. Finally, many evidence-
gathering and evidence-generating endeavors demonstrate lim-
ited cost-effectiveness.

Consequently, few contemporary analysts endorse such a perspec-
tive, often characterized as excessively rationalistic (Head 2010). 
Critics of EBP condemn it as technocratic (Clarence 2002) or “post-
political” decision-making (Wilson and Swyngedouw 2014), which 
elevates science above the characteristics of policy arenas, namely, 
the interplay of competing interests, contestation of divisive polit-
ical values, and contrasting ultimate objectives. However, the po-
liticization of spatial policy remains a debated subject (Shepherd 
et al. 2020). We concur with Cairney (2016) in positing that most 
politicians exhibit bounded rationality, given their limited exper-
tise in planning. Furthermore, as Stringer and Dougill (2013) point 
out, “in relation to land management, there is often a lack of pol-
icy relevance in academic research”, and scientists are reluctant to 
create “networks” or “opportunities for timely engagement” with 
policymakers, nor do they “frame evidence in terms” of the latter's 
objectives (Cairney 2016, 89).

While it would be pretentious to try to validate the EBP para-
digm, the significance of evidence as an informative basis for 
policy decisions cannot be understated (Evers et  al.  2024, vii, 
ch. 5). At times, decision-makers use technical or even scientific 
knowledge to make choices, implement decisions, develop stan-
dard operating procedures, learn, justify decisions, evaluate pol-
icies, find, and define problems.

Scholars explain the concept of evidence utilization in vari-
ous ways (Radaelli 1995). Weiss (1979) identifies different sce-
narios where information produced by scientific research is 
requested—and received—by decision-makers following the 
use they have in mind: in some situations, specific actions are 
taken based on evidence (instrumental use); in others, there is 
a more diffuse and indirect form of utilization (conceptual use). 
Similarly, Hertin et al. (2009) summarize three main purposes. 
Conceptual learning occurs when science enlightens policymak-
ers by slowly feeding new information, ideas, and perspectives 
into the policy system, challenging existing beliefs and opening 
up new opportunities for policy change. Instrumental learning 
takes place when scientific research directly informs concrete 
decisions by providing specific information on the design of pol-
icies; for instance, “by expanding alternatives” (McNie 2007, 20). 
Finally, the political or “symbolic” (Langer and Weyrauch 2021) 
use of evidence is when it is used to achieve political objectives, 
like justifying decisions already taken, disarming opponents, or 
delaying a decision.

This also highlights the importance of distinguishing between 
the usefulness and usability of evidence. In this study, we de-
fine usefulness as the value a knowledge system or model of-
fers in addressing specific policy goals, whereas usability refers 
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to the extent to which that system can be effectively accessed, 
understood, and applied by decision-makers in real contexts 
(Serrao-Neumann et al. 2020). Even highly useful evidence may 
be underutilized if it is not user-friendly, timely, or aligned with 
institutional routines and stakeholder expectations (Cradock-
Henry and Frame 2021). This conceptual distinction has been 
widely recognized, from early works on policy-relevant knowl-
edge (Weiss and Bucuvalas  1980) to more recent frameworks 
that emphasize both dimensions as conditions for evidence 
uptake (Cash et  al.  2002; Mukherjee et  al.  2021; Tang and 
Dessai 2012). Moreover, political dynamics often influence both 
perceived usefulness and actual usability, adding further com-
plexity to the integration of knowledge into policymaking pro-
cesses (Dunn and Laing 2017; Kano and Hayashi 2021).

Whatever the purposes of the use of evidence, the overarching 
analytical question remains what favors it being sought and re-
ceived, processed, and employed. Fruitful insights are provided 
by the literature on science-policy interfaces (Heink et al. 2015) 
with the aim to “improve the quality of the dialogue between sci-
entists and policymakers” (Decoville and Feltgen 2025, 5). This 
has produced a considerable amount of research, mainly based 
on qualitative assessments through interviews and surveys of 
policymakers. Two frameworks stand out: CRELE and ACTA.

The former highlights three main enablers of evidence use in pol-
icy decisions: credibility, relevance, and legitimacy. Credibility 
“refers to the perception that the information is scientifically 
adequate and the sources are authoritative and trustworthy” 
(Dunn and Laing 2017, 147). In turn, the credibility of evidence-
generating research is due to its “technical quality” (Dunn 2018, 
393) and to the degree of trust that policymakers place in ex-
perts (McNie  2007; OECD  2020; Goldman and Pabari  2021; 
Greenhalgh et al. 2022; Gardiner et al. 2025). The relevance of 
evidence for crafting policy solutions is also regarded as a sig-
nificant factor in facilitating its actual use (Fernández  2016; 
Goldman and Pabari 2021; Haselswerdt and Rigby 2021; Langer 
and Weyrauch  2021). It refers to its “usability” which implies 
that it matches the pending “policy and societal needs” (Sarkki 
et al. 2015, 507) and conforms to users' expectations and needs, 
“particularly in terms of geographic and scalar context and 
timeliness” (Dunn and Laing 2017, 147). Thus, to be perceived 
as salient, evidence “must be context-sensitive” (McNie  2007, 
19). As underlined above, evidence is searched and mobilized by 
actors, especially if it addresses existing salient policy concerns 
(Cash et al. 2002) and it is deemed appropriate and suitable to 
meet, if not serve, their goals in a given policy context (Goldman 
and Pabari  2021; Langer and Weyrauch  2021). Therefore, to 
be used for policy purposes, evidence must have some degree 
of political suitability and “appropriateness” for the policy con-
text in which it could be applied (Parkhurst 2017). For example, 
when it matches the electoral and policy program of politicians, 
it enables them “to achieve their desired outcomes” by provid-
ing “answers” to problems (McNie 2007, 20, 24) and solid bases 
for action. Finally, the legitimacy of evidence does not equate 
to its impartiality (McNie 2007; Haselswerdt and Rigby 2021), 
but to “the (perceived) fairness and balance” of the process of 
its production (Sarkki et al. 2015, 507). Legitimacy thereby re-
fers “to the information development process, which should be 
unbiased and respectful of divergent stakeholder beliefs and 
values” (Dunn and Laing 2017, 147), emerging from transparent 

and “balanced participation, and broad and fair treatment of 
diverging values, concerns and beliefs of various stakeholders 
and knowledge holders” (Sarkki et al. 2015, 507). In other words, 
legitimacy requires evidence production to be “neutral,” i.e., 
free from the influence of non-scientific and political interests 
(Juntti et al. 2009).

The ACTA framework sustains that “applicability, compre-
hensiveness, timing and accessibility” are “the most import-
ant aspects of scientific research when it comes to influencing 
decision-making” (Dunn and Laing  2017, 146). Accessibility 
concerns the actual availability of scientific sources (online 
resources, libraries, open data, etc.). Applicability refers to ev-
idence usability (Krizek et  al.  2009; Greenhalgh et  al.  2022). 
Comprehensiveness and timing have to do with decision-
makers' requirements for broad “interdisciplinary perspectives 
of issues (rather than narrow and highly-specialised)” and for 
timely solutions (Dunn and Laing 2017, 149).

Clearly, these models are ideal types. At the epistemological 
level, they have been criticized for being ambiguous about their 
ultimate purpose, since they conflate descriptive, as well as eval-
uative and prescriptive abilities (Tangney 2017). At the concep-
tual level, it could be argued that the attributes they emphasize 
show “potential trade-offs and synergies” (Sarkki et  al.  2014, 
195) or, more critically, overlap. This concerns credibility and le-
gitimacy, which especially appear difficult to distinguish (Heink 
et  al.  2015), as well as relevance and applicability. At the em-
pirical level, these models exhibit weaknesses in operationali-
sation, since it is acknowledged that “threshold levels for each 
attribute” of evidence “vary from issue to issue” and depend 
“upon the perceptions of the various actors involved” (Dunn 
and Laing 2017, 147). Furthermore, while such variables may be 
significant in ordinary decision-making processes, emergency 
situations, which necessitate swift governmental action, pre-
clude the commissioning of in-depth research (Fernández 2016) 
or the analysis of extensive evidence. Incremental and garbage-
can models of decision-making have sufficiently underlined the 
shortcomings of a comprehensive synoptic analysis of all avail-
able options.

Nevertheless, we consider these frameworks as valuable at-
tempts to systematize the features of evidence in decision-
making contexts. At a minimum, they can be replicated for 
descriptive purposes, as a necessary preliminary step for their 
interpretive use, in highlighting the attributes of evidence 
that make it worth considering in decision-makers' eyes. We 
also acknowledge that, ultimately, the attributes of evidence 
must be weighed against the interests and objectives of actors 
(Lindblom  1959), alongside the uncertainties, constraints, 
and technical procedures characteristic of actual policymak-
ing, as the above-mentioned literature itself acknowledges. In 
brief, knowledge attributes are not absolute and context-free. 
They are actor-dependent, as across stakeholders there exists 
“a range of different perceptions of what makes information 
salient, credible and legitimate” (Cash et al. 2002, 10). Indeed, 
scholarly work identifies numerous variables that can neg-
atively impact the use of evidence in policy, these being re-
lated to features of the political and human (decision-makers') 
context, as well as the nature of evidence itself and the policy 
problems under consideration.
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First, politics overshadows the impact of evidence (Weiss 1979; 
Juntti et  al.  2009; Haselswerdt and Rigby  2021; Gardiner 
et  al.  2025). Decision-makers' mindsets and influences from 
vested interests can induce a selective cherry-picking of data and 
theory to support preferred options, a search for easy solutions, 
or the justification of already made decisions. As stated above, 
evidence can be used to strategically or symbolically legitimize 
policy solutions shaped by politics-related purposes.

Second, poor technical literacy of decision-makers to use ev-
idence effectively can hinder it significantly (Head  2010; 
Greenhalgh et al. 2022).

Third, in their quest for information and evidence, policymak-
ers can either turn to professional expertise and scientific re-
search, or local and personal experience (Krizek et al. 2009; 
Head 2010), seeking out the “deep knowledge…of place-based 
specificities embodied in municipal bureaucrats” (Shelton 
et al. 2015, 17), residents, and stakeholders, all of whom pos-
sess tacit policy-relevant knowledge (Raymond et  al.  2010; 
Fernández  2016). Alternatively, all such kinds of sources 
may be equally valued, and hybrid forms of knowledge might 
emerge from integrating technical information with lay in-
quiry (Lindblom  1990) and experiential information, each 
characterized by distinct methods, approaches, paradigms, 
and sources. This consideration is prevalent in planning sci-
ence (Faludi and Waterhout 2006), given that policy decisions 
are inherently linked to spatially defined relationships, needs, 
opportunities, and the expectations and demands of local 
communities. Krizek et al. (2009) and Lord and Hincks (2010) 
identify potential evidence sources for planning: anecdotes 
and personal experience; empirical knowledge held by stake-
holders and neighboring authorities; interdepartmental gov-
ernmental collaboration; professional experience; focused 
case studies and precedents; peer-reviewed empirical studies 
and theoretical analyses (formal research); systematic reviews 
of existing evidence from research institutions and policy 
agencies; and community consultation. Participatory pro-
cesses involving users, stakeholders, interests, and citizens 
are, in fact, widespread in urban planning.

Fourth, highly complex policy problems, especially if large-scale 
and wicked, may necessitate a significantly greater volume of 
evidence, theoretical frameworks, and, consequently, time than 
is typically feasible (Gardiner et al. 2025).

3   |   Methodology

Building upon this foundation, we aim to detect strengths 
and limitations of evidence-based planning, i.e., how relevant 
technical information is perceived to be, as compared to polit-
ical interests and objectives, in spatial policy decisions. To this 
purpose, we will investigate the descriptive and exploratory 
research questions outlined in the introduction. The indicators 
employed are presented in Section 3.2.

We propose a study design that aligns with a critical realist 
research approach, recognizing the significance of human 
experiences and perceptions (Fryer  2022). This perspective 

postulates that qualitative and quantitative data analysis can 
enhance one another by exploring a phenomenon from dif-
ferent angles and mapping its varied aspects (McEvoy and 
Richards  2003). Therefore, we followed a pragmatic mixed 
methods design by integrating contextual insights gained 
from interviews at the regional level with bivariate analyses of 
data collected through a survey of municipal councilors. The 
quantitative and qualitative data were gathered and then ex-
amined independently, followed by an assessment of findings 
to control whether both sets of evidence aligned or opposed 
(Paulson and Büchs 2022).

3.1   |   Data and Analytical Dimensions

The study employed purposive sampling to interview policy 
actors, selecting those with the most relevant expertise to pro-
vide insights into the regional planning and law-making pro-
cesses related to spatial policy. This involved interviewing four 
representatives from stakeholder organizations in the building 
industry (the director of the regional trade association) and en-
vironmental organizations (the WWF, the federation of natural 
areas and parks, and the Italian National Trust), as well as eight 
Lombardy regional councilors serving on the planning commit-
tee of the regional assembly. Since information gathered from 
interviews can be subjective or politically biased, we selected 
lawmakers representing majority (3 interviewees) and minority 
parties (5) and both genders (4 interviewees each), in order to 
highlight as much diversity in viewpoints as possible. Interviews 
were conducted in May and June 2024 following a standard 
questionnaire, displayed in Appendix S2, with questions aimed 
at assessing participants' opinions on how expert-created infor-
mation is collected and shared. Specifically for politicians, ad-
ditional questions explored the characteristics of information to 
be trusted and used in spatial planning policymaking. This was 
compared to political considerations, for example, requests and 
expectations of the territories or stakeholders, along with their 
knowledge and expertise. Triangulation of interview data with 
secondary sources was not possible because of the absence of 
academic or non-scientific investigations on this subject in the 
case study.

The questionnaire relating to local councilor opinions tar-
geted executive and assembly members of Lombardy munic-
ipalities that either adopted a new town plan or revised the 
existing master plan within the past 5 years. In Lombardy, the 
urban plan is statutorily composed of three components. First, 
a strategic master plan establishes demographic and land-use 
forecasts, the urban limit, and new development areas beyond 
this boundary, which may be transformed from farmland 
or greenfield. This plan is subject to a mandatory Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEA) and must be modified or re-
newed every 5 years. Second, a public service plan delineates 
the location and purposes of all publicly owned infrastruc-
ture and assets (such as parks, roads, schools, etc.) as well 
as privately owned areas and facilities designated for public 
use, including private schools and hospitals. Third, a zoning 
plan, whose provisions are mandatory, specifies the permitted 
uses and building parameters for all land parcels within the 
municipality.
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While the survey comprised multiple sections, this paper presents 
only a subset of questions relevant to the research focus. Other sur-
veyed items concerned the knowledge and opinions on land take 
and urban regeneration, with specific reference to the regional leg-
islation and local plans. The survey was built and administered 
through Qualtrics.XM. The questionnaire was pilot-tested with 
four mayors and councilors to ensure clarity and comprehension 
of the questions. The survey was active from 14 February to 3 April 
2024, spanning a period of 7 weeks. Questions that are relevant 
for the present study, with the respective labels used in the next 
section, are illustrated in Appendix S1. They were administered 
to respondents who gave a positive answer to the query: “In your 
current term, have you ever voted for a new urban plan or a general 
variation of the existing plan?”

The quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statis-
tics and bivariate analysis. To explore the relationship between 
respondents' decision-making rationales and their evaluation 
of evidence-related or political factors, we conducted mean 
comparison tests (independent-sample t-tests). Correlation 
matrices (Pearson's r) were also calculated to assess the inter-
nal consistency and interconnections between items grouped 
under the dimensions of credibility, legitimacy, and politi-
cal influence. All statistical analyses were performed using 
Qualtrics' built-in analytics. Given the non-representative 
nature of the sample, the analysis is exploratory and aims to 
identify plausible patterns rather than establish generalisable 
findings.

To determine whether policy-makers prioritized EBP or instead 
held exclusively political decision-making attitudes, the first 
section included questions designed to elicit local officials' gen-
eral attitudes towards planning policy. Therefore, administra-
tors were asked to clarify the purpose of planning decisions by 
selecting up to three of the characteristics from Table  1. This 
represents different rationalities and provides a framework for 
their classification.

The second and third sections of the survey focus on the rea-
sons for the use of technical information and data employed 
when voting on the town plan. At a conceptual level, the 
questions (responses on a 5-point Likert scale) indicate likely 
factors that the literature suggests may encourage the use of 

evidence or exogenous politics-related variables that may dis-
courage its use.

The second set of questions elicits views on the social and envi-
ronmental evidence gathered as the outcome of the SEA, which 
is a legal requirement to which urban masterplans are subject 
and is carried out by independent practitioners.

The third section, focusing on officers' voting choices regard-
ing the complete urban plan, explores the crucial precondi-
tions for evidence utilization. This evidence is presented 
to decision-makers in both SEA reports and the urban plan 
drafts submitted for voting considerations. They concern: the 
perceived credibility of the plan proposals (gauged through 
trust in planners and assessments of the plan by authori-
ties); the legitimacy of the plan based on external judgments; 
its perceived comprehensiveness; local knowledge (as ex-
pressed in residents' and stakeholders' opinions), and political 
considerations.

Similarly, in question 4 we asked respondents to rate the de-
gree to which these factors were present in the overall vot-
ing attitude of the municipal assembly. Some entries were 
included in either question 3 or 4 only, as they were deemed 
unsuitable for the other one. It should be emphasized that the 
purpose of these questions was to measure the importance 
of various factors in the choices made by political decision-
makers, rather than to determine the direction of their influ-
ence, which could manifest as either approval or rejection of 
the proposed urban plan.

3.2   |   Limitations

This research design presents some shortcomings. The ques-
tionnaire data are not statistically representative of the uni-
verse, as 193 (with 157 valid responses) persons returned the 
questionnaire out of the maximum number of 4379 potential 
respondents. This limitation restricts the extent to which the 
data can be generalized. We assume that this response rate is 
not high because many assemblymen and assemblywomen, 
especially in smaller municipalities, do not possess an official 
email address. We sent our survey to these latter as well as all 

TABLE 1    |    Preferred decision-making rationality—Question 1: What is important for spatial planning decisions?

Evidence-based Politics-based Interest-based Problem-solving

Input-oriented 1.  to be based on an 
objective analysis of 
the situation

to be consistent 
with the electoral 

programme presented 
to citizens

1.  to be consistent with 
stakeholders' requests;

1.  to be consistent with 
citizens' requests

Output-oriented 2.  to be made at the 
right time

2.  to balance advantages 
for private actors and 
for the community

Outcome-oriented 2.  to produce concrete 
results;

3.  to solve the main 
problems of the 
municipal territory
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private email addresses that we could gather from the munic-
ipalities' webpages. This amounted to 677 personal addresses. 
Where the latter were not available, we had to rely on the local 
authority's secretariat to forward our request to fill in the ques-
tionnaire. We suspect this was not always the case, despite 
sending reminders.

Table 2 shows the profile of respondents who completed the sur-
vey. Age and gender data only show marginal differences from 
the universe. Yet the self-selected sample under-represents offi-
cers from small municipalities and, conversely, over-represents 
those from large ones.

Furthermore, we did not explore all the dimensions of the 
CRELE and ACTA frameworks. We did not assess the rele-
vance of the evidence, as the information provided by experts 
and practitioners for both the SEA and the plan itself is deemed 
pertinent. Superfluous or tangential information is typically ex-
cluded to avoid distracting lay politicians; perhaps most impor-
tantly, gathering such information consumes valuable time and 
resources, which are always limited in local public policy pro-
cesses. Moreover, accessibility is not an issue, as all documents 
must be submitted to decision-makers prior to the official com-
mittee and assembly meetings where the plan's vote is sched-
uled. At the municipal level, statutes and assembly regulations 
empower councilors to access administrative services, gray doc-
umentation, and drafts prepared before council deliberations. 
Similarly, at the regional level, councilors possess the same au-
thority and the financial resources to commission independent 
research, as several interviewees did.

4   |   Findings

4.1   |   Policy-Making Rationalities

Figure 1 illustrates respondents' preferred decision-making ratio-
nalities. Evidence-based and problem-solving rationalities are the 
most prevalent attitudes, along with a tendency towards politically 
balanced decisions, which is typically a major challenge in land 
use policy (Hengstermann et al. 2023). Conversely, the timeliness 
of the plans and their alignment with the interests of stakeholder 
groups appears to be the least important considerations.

To determine whether such attitudes influence voting consid-
erations, we conducted a series of tests to measure the statisti-
cal significance of the differences in mean responses regarding 
the subjective components of the vote (question 3), with the null 
hypothesis stating that there is no difference in means. We ob-
tained only a limited number of statistically significant results, 
which are presented in Table 3.

While we were unable to establish statistically significant con-
nections between decision-making rationalities and the sig-
nificance of most components influencing respondents' votes, 
a few reliable findings highlight the importance of evidence. 
Specifically, respondents with an EB approach to policymak-
ing place greater value on SEA results (by external experts) 
compared to those without this approach. Additionally, respon-
dents who prioritize aligning planning decisions with citizens' 
wishes are more inclined to value citizens' opinions during the 
voting process on the plan, compared to those who do not.

TABLE 2    |    Profile of survey respondents and universe (%).

Population of the municipality

Female Under 35-year-old N< 5000 5000–50,000 > 50,000

Respondents 25.5 50.3 24.2 32.3 12.3 157

Universe 48.2 43.7 8.1 36.7 15.2 4379

Note: Data for the universe are drawn from the Interior Ministry dataset of regional and local elected officers available at https://​dait.​inter​no.​gov.​it/​elezi​oni/​open-​data/​
ammin​istra​tori-​local​i-​e-​regio​nali-​in-​carica (accessed May 31, 2024).

FIGURE 1    |    How planning decisions should be shaped (question 1). The black bars represent the percentage of respondents who selected each 
option at least once, while the gray bars indicate the percentage of total selections made.
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Furthermore, respondents who believe that plans should align 
with the electoral programme of the winning party also find the 
coherence (or lack thereof) of the plan with their own party's 
manifesto more influential in shaping their vote preference, 
in contrast to those who do not prioritize this aspect. Overall, 
despite the sporadic nature of our findings, they demonstrate 
a coherent relationship between decision-making rationalities 
and the elements that decision-makers perceive as affecting 
their votes.

In terms of problem-solving, one result defied expectations: in-
dividuals who argued that planning decisions should address 
the main issues of their area rated the comprehensiveness of the 
plan lower when voting on it, compared to those who did not 
prioritize this concern.

4.2   |   Evidence, Credibility, Legitimacy, 
Comprehensiveness, and Politics

We investigated the impact of evidence characteristics versus po-
litical influences on officeholders' decisions in two phases. First, 

we correlated (Table  4) the perception of the evidence-related 
factors in SEA documents with their influence on administra-
tors' voting behavior regarding the plan (D_EV).

Decision-makers demonstrated that higher credibility and 
comprehensiveness in the SEA documents significantly influ-
enced their importance in voting decisions on the town plan. 
In contrast, timely environmental information appeared to have 
little impact, and the perceived legitimacy of the SEA was also 
deemed not important.

The subsequent phase was to examine the weight of different 
considerations in local officials' voting behavior regarding the 
urban plan (questions 3 and 4) (Figures 2 and 3).

The respondents' aggregate assessment of the perceived rel-
evance of the measured items (Figure 2) shows little variance 
when compared to their views on their colleagues' behavior 
(Figure  3). Comprehensiveness (D_CO) and the credibility of 
planners (D_CR1) emerge as the most important elements. With 
respect to political drivers, respondents manifestly distinguish 
between those concerned with political identity, allegiance, and 
stances (D_POL5, 6, and 7), which are highly valued, and those 
stemming from external demands and pressures (D_POL1, 2, 
and 4). Corporate interests (D_POL3) and party politics (D_
POL8, 9, and 10) rank among the least significant factors. The 
opinions of both internal (D_LE3) and external professionals 
(D_LE2) are widely valued, while those from people lacking 
technical expertise (D_LE1) are not. The credibility of plans as-
sessed by governmental agencies is considered of average impor-
tance (D_CR4).

Most items in the credibility dimension, legitimacy elements, 
and many of the items related to politics are correlated, some-
times strongly, with the other variables in the same dimension 
(Tables 5 and 6). This indicates that municipal decision-makers 
perceive a sense of coherence among similar dimensions. This 
is not surprising, as it reflects an intuitive perception of coher-
ence between institutional or sectoral actors with their roles. For 
instance, the strong connection between government agencies 
(local health agency, environmental protection agency) with 
regional government suggests perceived coherence among pub-
lic actors and could indicate a collective trust in formal evalu-
ation processes. However, it should not be assumed that these 

TABLE 3    |    Results of statistical tests on subjective components in 
the vote.

Policy-
making 
rationality

Factors in voting 
(question 3)

T-test 
(Cohen's d) N

D_EV

Mean SD

R_EV1 
selected

3.18 0.97 0.625** 89

R_EV1 not 
selected

2.58 0.93 24

D_POL5 (electoral 
programme)

R_POL 
selected

3.65 0.75 0.386* 26

R_POL not 
selected.

3.28 1.04 94

D_POL1 (citizens' 
opinions)

R_PS1 
selected

3.13 0.96 0.555* 16

R_PS1 not 
selected

2.56 1.04 102

D_CO

R_PS3 
selected

3.52 0.98 0.361* 75

R_PS3 not 
selected

3.85 0.83 47

Note: Mean values on a scale from 1 (completely disagrees) to 5 (completely 
agrees).
*p < 0.05. 
**p = 0.01.

TABLE 4    |    Correlation (Pearson's r) between perceived credibility, 
legitimacy, comprehensiveness, and timing of SEA documents and their 
relevance in voting choices. N: 106–107.

SEA attributes (Question 2) D_EV (question 3)

SEA_CR 0.254**

SEA_LE 0.0141

SEA_CO1 0.248*

SEA_CO2 0.228*

SEA_TI −0.0499

Note: Other values: p > 0.05.
*p < 0.05. 
**p < 0.01.
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interconnected circles of mutual validation among the analyzed 
factors necessarily indicate a robust perception of well-founded 
town plans.

Significant positive correlations exist between elements across 
different dimensions. First, environmental evidence from 
the SEA (D_EV) is related to comprehensiveness (D_CO). 
Credibility items are correlated with comprehensiveness as well 
as with the legitimacy conferred to the plan by both external 
professionals (D_LE2) and the municipality's technicians (D_
LE3). This indicates that the opinions on the plan from agents 
both outside and inside the municipal institution are perceived 
as tightly connected. In contrast, only D_POL1, D_POL5-POL8, 
D_POL9, and D_POL10 show (weak to moderately strong) cor-
relations with legitimacy variables. The independence from 
these political factors of most credibility aspects, as well as of 
D_LE2 and D_LE3, highlights the perceived autonomy of tech-
nical expertise from partisan politics. In contrast, D_POL2 and 
D_POL3 in Table 5, and D_POL4 in both Tables 5 and 6 show 
correlations with D_EV and credibility (excluding D_CR1). This 
again suggests that the judgments of SEA practitioners and ex-
ternal agencies are perceived by officeholders as aligned with 
the opinions of additional external actors, namely local stake-
holders, all of which are considered independent from the less 
relevant political actors and processes (D_POL5 to 10).

4.3   |   The Use of Evidence in the Regional Spatial 
Policy Process

The interviews with regional lawmakers provide interesting 
insights. First, three of the eight interviewees expressed that 
they find local knowledge, derived by professionals, local of-
ficers, and interest associations, equally or more trustworthy 
than expert knowledge. While the latter is acknowledged 
and always considered, it is also “mediated” and “reconciled” 
with local requests and needs. An opposition legislator as-
serts that local knowledge is even more reliable than scientific 
knowledge:

we contacted a few academics, let's say for specific 
cases, occasionally on the spot. However, it is easier, 
so to speak, to maintain lasting relationships with 
those who know the subject very well because they 
have experienced it professionally, but they are not in 
academia.

On the other hand, credibility is the most frequently cited factor 
in the use of expert-produced evidence, and the extent to which 
lawmakers trust their information sources is considerably con-
tingent on their reputation. For some lawmakers, the reliability of 

FIGURE 2    |    Influence of factors in personal voting decisions (mean value on a scale of 1–5). (N: 119–123).

FIGURE 3    |    Perceived factors influencing votes in the municipal assembly (N: 112–117).
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information and evidence constitutes a crucial perceived feature of 
experts and academia. For others, their trust in knowledge produc-
ers derives from either personal acquaintance or esteem. The neu-
trality of experts is an additional source of credibility, appearing to 
be secured by their independence from the government, as partic-
ularly evident in academics and nongovernmental research cen-
ters. Lastly, the uniformity of requests and positions presented by 
different actors is also recognized as an element of the credibility 
of their claims and proposals. As one lawmaker stated, evidence is 
reliable when information provided by different sources “aligns”.

Second, timeliness is a significant attribute that informa-
tion must possess, largely due to the time constraints faced by 
decision-makers. As one majority councilor articulated: “often” 
the use of evidence “is also a matter of timing, meaning that 
there isn't much time or many days available, but one needs to 
be a bit faster”.

Third, concerning political influence, a prevailing belief (6 
out of 8 interviewees), spanning both right-wing and left-wing 
politicians, is that political parties have virtually uninflu-
ential sway over regional policy decisions. As established in 
studies of party politics, elected officials constitute the party 
“in public office” (Katz and Mair 2002) and dictate party pol-
icy positions. Far more crucial are the power imbalances be-
tween the executive and assembly members, with the former 
playing a decisive role in directing policy and facilitating its 
adoption by the council.

From the perspective of evidence providers, stakeholders iden-
tify the relevance of evidence as a factor influencing its use 
by decision-makers. Three out of four interviewees state that 
salience is vital for the information they provide to gain public 
attention, which in turn prompts its use by politicians. In the 
absence of salience, policy-makers exhibit a lack of interest, 
leading to the disregard of information. One interviewee ac-
knowledges that research results and data may occasionally 
be too narrowly focused on specific issues to achieve a broader 
impact.

Moreover, credibility is crucial. All but one stakeholder inter-
viewed possessed a significant regional notoriety. This goes 
hand in hand with their credibility, which, according to two 
interviewees, stems from the seriousness of their inquiry and 
of the information produced, a key factor in earning decision-
makers' respect. Consequently, stakeholders tend to engage with 
institutions (the executive and the council) rather than individ-
ual political parties or politicians, due to concerns about being 
instrumentalized by them; in other words, they are concerned 
about risking their credibility. Conversely, one lawmaker explic-
itly declares that they view professional stakeholders as credible 
but also as partisan and biased. The representatives from the 
construction association admit that the knowledge they pro-
duce, despite being reliable and objective, is used instrumentally 
to amplify their lobbying efforts.

Finally, decision-makers' literacy is crucial, as all interviewed 
stakeholder representatives lament the insufficient competence 
of lawmakers, including those in the executive branch, in envi-
ronmental matters. This knowledge gap hinders the impact of 
the evidence that experts generate and relay to politicians.

5   |   Discussion

Following the CRELE and ACTA frameworks, the analysis 
yielded several key insights regarding the attributes of evidence 
deemed significant for its use in policymaking.

5.1   |   Evidence-Based Policymaking

Among municipal decision-makers, evidence-based and 
outcome-based rationalities prevail over accommodating inter-
ests and adopting timely decisions. The correlation among var-
ious types of decision-making rationalities suggests that there 
is no conflict between promoting EBP and the belief that policy 
should also reflect decision-makers' values and goals (as articu-
lated in their electoral platforms) while also complying with the 
public's appreciation of urban plans.

5.2   |   Comprehensiveness and Relevance

Comprehensiveness appears to be highly valued, as both re-
gional and municipal SEA and planning documents are legally 
mandated to encompass the entire territory, including its envi-
ronmental, landscape, demographic, social, transport, and eco-
nomic dimensions.

Our evaluation of evidence salience, conducted solely through 
interviews, revealed that it is significant to legislators and espe-
cially to stakeholders seeking to impact their decisions.

5.3   |   Credibility and Legitimacy

Credibility is crucial at both the local and the regional levels. 
At the regional level, credibility derives from the trust placed 
in evidence suppliers and their neutrality; locally, as measured 
through the judgments on town plans by technical bodies (e.g., 
government agencies), it is correlated with the relevance of eval-
uations by other experts: the municipality (D_LE3) and private 
professionals (D_LE2), as well as stakeholders (D_PO2-PO4).

The legitimacy of the planning process, as endorsed by exter-
nal professionals, is enhanced by the coherence of the electoral 
program. The legitimacy attributed by nonexpert opinions posi-
tively correlates with the political influence of citizens and with 
external professionals.

There are no identified issues regarding the legitimacy of SEA 
documentation related to potential executive-led guidance; 
however, legislators and stakeholders emphasized the impor-
tance of independence from government and political neutrality. 
Therefore, as argued by CRELE, the legitimacy of evidence is 
crucial for it to be fully considered.

The identified links between credibility and legitimacy might sug-
gest that decision-makers view external players as figures who le-
gitimize the technical processes through an outside perspective. 
This finding challenges the notion that trust in technical evidence 
serves as a substitute for other legitimizing sources (local knowl-
edge), as also emerges from legislators. The openness to diverse 
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opinions may be argued to indicate an integrative approach by 
decision-makers, while still upholding an implicit hierarchical 
relationship between credibility sources and political influence. 
These positive correlations indicate that, contrary to expectations, 
trust in planners enhances, rather than isolates, the perception 
of other sources of judgment. However, it is also possible that 
decision-makers may view the opinions of technical agencies and 
stakeholders as potential obstacles if they contradict their prefer-
ences, rather than as tools for political legitimation.

5.4   |   Timing

The timeliness of the evidence gathered for spatial policy ap-
pears to be an important factor influencing its application in 
regional legislative activities; however, local representatives do 
not regard it as essential in their planning efforts. This obser-
vation may reflect a distinctive aspect of the planning function, 
where, unlike the law-making process, decisions pertaining to 
local land use often require considerable time before yielding 
tangible changes. If this interpretation holds true, it would indi-
cate a level of maturity among administrators who understand 
that town plans may not produce immediate effects in the “con-
formative” Italian planning system, where institutions “assign 
spatial development rights through generalized prescriptive 
zoning,” allowing market forces to determine when and how to 
transform the territory while complying with established regu-
lations (Berisha et al. 2024, 564).

5.5   |   Politics

Local decision-makers place considerable importance on vari-
ous political factors, namely the weight of their electoral com-
mitments and personal beliefs. While sectoral interests (i.e., the 
opinions of trade associations) are somewhat less influential, 
they remain closely interconnected, suggesting an important 
area for mediation by decision-makers. The same applies also to 
the alignment of one's assembly group. Interviewed stakehold-
ers identify the limited literacy of policymakers as a significant 
barrier, not only to the acceptance of evidence by politicians, but 
even to their receptiveness to it.

The lack of notable correlations with other political play-
ers, especially party organizations, reflects the long-debated 
issue of the diminished relevance of political parties in Italy 
(Newell 2000; De Luca 2018) and other European democracies 
(van Biezen et al. 2012; Poguntke et al. 2024). It could be seen as 
an opportunity to enhance the role of technical knowledge and 
experts in the planning process. This notion is further supported 
by lawmakers' assertions of the minimal impact of regional-level 
party policy formation. Nonetheless, this does not imply a de-
politicisation of policy, as electoral obligations continue to hold 
significant importance for representatives.

Following the critical realist conception of the interdependence 
of contextual structure and human agency (Lewis 2000; McEvoy 
and Richards  2003), we interpret the resulting picture as an 
outcome of decision-makers' need to create appropriate spatial 
plans that are both coherent with their electoral promises and re-
sponsive to the priorities and perspectives of local stakeholders. 

We associate this with the notion of policy acceptability, upon 
which the preferability of policy solutions is contingent accord-
ing to seminal studies on policy planning (Lindblom 1977) and 
instrument choice (Salamon 2002; Landry and Varone 2005). In 
turn, the political and social acceptability of policies is related to 
contextual circumstances and constraints, including consensus 
among citizens and stakeholders (Dunn  2018). This argument 
has been extensively emphasized in the context of environmen-
tal policies, where effective implementation and sustainable, 
accepted outcomes (Dreyer and Walker 2013) can be enhanced 
through formulation processes that are open to stakeholder par-
ticipation (de Vente et al. 2016; Rust et al. 2022) and align with 
the beliefs of the target population (Ejelöv and Nilsson  2020). 
Acceptability also appears to be especially critical for regulatory 
policies, such as spatial planning (Decoville and Feltgen 2025).

In conclusion, decision-makers leverage evidence to enhance 
the legitimacy of their choices, positioning evidence as a form of 
technical information that bolsters and improves policy prefer-
ences rooted in political objectives (Majone 1989). Our findings 
suggest a connection between the concepts of acceptability of 
policy measures and appropriateness of evidence as articulated 
in the EBP literature (Parkhurst  2017), where appropriateness 
involves taking local knowledge into account. Although some-
times local knowledge is treated as superfluous, especially by 
top-down technological solutions and technocratic discourses of 
urban planning (Söderström et al. 2014; Shelton et al. 2015), our 
findings show it is deemed essential for place-based planning, 
complementing expertise of a technical nature.

6   |   Conclusions

This paper has focused on the characteristics that evidence and 
information, curated by experts and conveyed to lay decision-
makers, must possess in order to be considered for policy deci-
sions. Spatial planning has been deemed a privileged field for 
exploring this topic, not least because the concepts and methods 
underpinning our work are predominantly derived from envi-
ronmental sciences. The research objective was to determine 
whether the CRELE and ACTA frameworks are sufficiently 
robust to articulate the qualities that evidence must exhibit 
to be included in the evaluation of planning policy choices by 
decision-makers. Accordingly, we operationalized the features 
highlighted by these models that are most relevant to planning 
policy in our case study, namely local and regional decision-
making in the Italian region of Lombardy. To achieve this, we 
distributed a questionnaire to municipal policymakers and 
conducted interviews with regional-scale policymakers and 
stakeholders, aimed at elucidating which attributes are most sig-
nificant, for what purposes, and how they interrelate.

The findings of our analysis provide novel empirical insights into 
how evidence is used and interpreted in local spatial planning, 
a domain where theoretical guidance is still underdeveloped. 
Evidence, political beliefs and rationales, and the influence of 
sectional interests are not mutually exclusive: decision-makers 
do not necessarily regard them as isolated elements. Rather, they 
appear to integrate these dimensions pragmatically. Therefore, 
it would be futile to conceptually oppose EBP to politics-based 
and interest-based logics.
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We found that the comprehensiveness and relevance of evi-
dence are widely regarded as significant factors in predicting 
its usability, alongside the credibility of its sources and the ac-
knowledged legitimacy of the environmental assessment and 
planning processes. Conversely, while the timeliness of expert 
information appears to be salient in spatial policy rulemaking, it 
is less impactful in planning itself. Nevertheless, the policy pref-
erences of decision-makers consistently represent a considerable 
metric against which evidence is evaluated. This is particularly 
pertinent to the accountability and responsiveness of decision-
makers and their inclination to deliver visible outcomes.

Our study partially challenges the idea, advanced by Dunn 
and Laing  (2017), that deficiencies in single CRELE/ACTA 
attributes necessarily reduce evidence usability. In our case, 
decision-makers appear to weigh and reconcile different attri-
butes flexibly, especially under political and contextual pres-
sures. It has also been claimed that CRELE “criteria fail to fully 
account for external political forces upon knowledge systems” 
(Tangney  2017, 148). Our findings offer empirical support for 
this critique, while also identifying a specific political driver—
alignment of policy decisions with electoral programs—that is 
both independent of the CRELE-ACTA variables (Tables 5 and 
6) and moderately significant in shaping decision-makers' per-
spectives (Figures  2 and 3). Consistent with major theoretical 
accounts of contemporary democracy, electoral accountabil-
ity emerges as a vital principle of decision-making in a politi-
cal system where representatives face electoral vulnerability 
(Bartolini 2002) and must therefore be responsive (Dahl 1971) 
to contextual expectations and demands. Thus, for instance, 
the legitimacy of evidence considered in decision-making does 
not appear as the mere “conformity to recognized principles or 
accepted rules and standards” (Heink et al. 2015, 677), i.e., pro-
cedural legitimacy (Lindblom 1990), nor just the perceived “fair-
ness” (Cash et al. 2002, 5) of the evidence-assembling process. 
Legitimacy emerges as encompassing political legitimacy pro-
vided by stakeholders' appreciation and the electoral mandate 
afforded by voters.

These insights strengthen the argument that political logics, 
such as responsiveness to voters, play a constitutive role in shap-
ing how evidence is used: not merely as external constraints, 
but as endogenous drivers that co-determine its perceived value. 
Thus, our findings illustrate the interplay between the useful-
ness and usability of evidence: information considered useful 
because it is aligned with political goals or electoral programs 
does not automatically become usable unless it fits institutional 
routines, timing, and stakeholder expectations.

To conclude, our results contribute to current debates on the scope 
and limitations of existing heuristic models. Rather than rejecting 
the CRELE and ACTA frameworks, we suggest that they require 
contextual adaptation when applied to spatial planning. We have 
presented new insights that nuance and extend the heuristic value 
of these frameworks. While they provide helpful analytical guid-
ance, our results show that, in the context of local planning, cer-
tain assumptions—such as the separation between credibility and 
legitimacy—are more blurred than previously acknowledged. As 
advanced by critical realist theory (Pawson and Tilley 1997), it is 
the interplay between causal variables—such as, in our study, the 
CRELE or ACTA features of evidence—and place-based context 

that generates outcomes—in our case, the use of evidence for pol-
icy decisions. Therefore, we suggest that future research should 
acknowledge that the “key determinants” of the meaningful use of 
evidence for policy decisions “depend on the many context-specific 
exogenous and endogenous factors within which knowledge ex-
change practices”—including both the supply and reception of 
evidence—“are situated” in a given political context, since “every 
governance arena will possess its own unique enablers and bar-
riers to knowledge exchange success” (Gardiner et  al.  2025, 
363). However, akin to planning policy strategies (Decoville and 
Feltgen 2025), goals, and instruments (Hengstermann et al. 2023), 
it would be unwise to concentrate solely on local practices to un-
derstand broader patterns and factors related to evidence use. 
Thus, when applying interpretive frameworks, a crucial precau-
tion—though not novel in social research—is to balance the gener-
alization of inferences from case studies with the situational local 
variables that are indispensable in spatial planning.
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