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			Dedication

			
		
    To the architects of evidence who labor in the quiet spaces between truth and power—
To the researchers who synthesize knowledge across borders and disciplines, believing that shared understanding can transcend political division.
To the policymakers who navigate the treacherous waters between expert consensus and democratic legitimacy, seeking wisdom rather than certainty.
To the institution-builders who persist in constructing frameworks for cooperation even as populism and nationalism strain the foundations of multilateralism.
To the data scientists and information professionals who safeguard the integrity of knowledge in an age when disinformation travels faster than truth.
To the Global South scholars and practitioners who remind us that evidence ecosystems must serve all humanity, not merely those with resources to produce and access knowledge.
To the next generation of global citizens who will inherit a world fractured by information disorder but capable of being healed through the patient work of evidence architecture.
And finally, to those who understand that while evidence cannot substitute for political courage, it remains the essential foundation upon which just and effective governance must be built.
May this work contribute, however modestly, to bridging the perilous gap between what we know and what we do.
Dr. Naim Tahir Baig   December 2025

      

    



  	
        
            
            Epigraph
"In the architecture of human progress, evidence is not the blueprint alone—it is the foundation upon which we must build, the scaffolding that supports construction, and the stress test that ensures our structures can withstand the storms of reality. Yet in an age when the very notion of shared truth faces assault, when disinformation flows through digital networks at the speed of light while verification moves at the pace of human deliberation, we must ask ourselves: what use is a foundation if we lack the collective will to build upon it?
The crisis we face is not merely one of information disorder, though that challenge is formidable enough. It is a crisis of institutional architecture—the systematic failure of our global governance structures to bridge the widening chasm between what we know and what we do. We possess unprecedented capacity to synthesize knowledge across borders and disciplines, to model complex systems, to understand the consequences of our collective choices. Yet this capacity remains tragically underutilized, fragmented across silos, inaccessible to those who need it most.
This book proceeds from a conviction forged through years of studying global governance in an era of fracture: that evidence architecture—the systematic infrastructure for evidence synthesis, dissemination, and application—represents not a technocratic fantasy but an essential foundation for navigating the challenges of the 21st century. It is not a substitute for political courage, moral clarity, or democratic legitimacy. It is the informational bedrock upon which these virtues must be exercised if they are to produce outcomes other than noble failure.
The reader will find in these pages neither utopian optimism nor cynical resignation. The global governance system faces genuine crisis, but crisis also creates opportunity for reconstruction. The task before us is monumental but not impossible: to build evidence ecosystems that transcend national boundaries while respecting cultural contexts, that harness technological power while guarding against algorithmic bias, that serve democratic legitimacy rather than supplanting it.
May those who encounter this work—whether policymakers wrestling with impossible choices, researchers laboring to make knowledge actionable, or citizens seeking to understand the forces shaping our shared future—find in it both clear-eyed assessment of the challenges we face and reason for determined hope in our capacity to meet them."
 
— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig   Evidence Architecture: Bridging Global Policy Gaps in a Post-Truth Multilateral System
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By Dr. Naim Tahir Baig



In the twilight of the post-World War II multilateral order, we find ourselves confronting a paradox that would have been unthinkable to the architects of Bretton Woods: the very institutions designed to facilitate global cooperation through shared understanding are drowning in an ocean of information while starving for actionable knowledge. This is the central crisis that Evidence Architecture: Bridging Global Policy Gaps in a Post-Truth Multilateral System confronts with remarkable clarity and intellectual courage.

As someone who has spent over two decades analyzing the fault lines of global governance—from the erosion of American hegemony to the transformation of international institutions under the weight of great power competition—I recognize in this work a rare synthesis of theoretical rigor and practical urgency. Having authored more than fifty books examining the dynamics of international relations, strategic studies, and contemporary geopolitical challenges, I have witnessed firsthand how the gap between evidence production and policy utilization has widened into a chasm that threatens the very foundations of multilateral cooperation.

The timing of this book could not be more critical. We live in an era where organized social media manipulation campaigns operate in seventy countries, as documented by Bradshaw and Howard's 2019 Oxford Internet Institute report on the global disinformation order, where coordinated computational propaganda can undermine pandemic responses, and where the collapse of dispute settlement mechanisms—the WTO Appellate Body losing its quorum in December 2019—leaves nations navigating trade conflicts without agreed-upon evidentiary standards. The post-truth challenge is not merely an epistemological curiosity; it is an existential threat to the international order.

What distinguishes this volume from countless other works lamenting the crisis of multilateralism is its refusal to accept institutional paralysis as inevitable. The concept of "evidence architecture"—systematic infrastructure for building shared data ecosystems—represents a constructive response to the information fragmentation that has paralyzed global governance. Rather than simply diagnosing the problem of disinformation and declining institutional trust, this book offers a blueprint for rebuilding the epistemic foundations upon which effective international cooperation must rest.

The book's examination of specific institutional failures is particularly valuable. The analysis of UN climate negotiations reveals how consensus-based decision-making, when combined with information asymmetries and conflicting national interests, produces outcomes that bear little resemblance to the scientific consensus. The examination of pandemic response coordination exposes tensions between national sovereignty and evidence-based public health policy, demonstrating how existing institutional frameworks can actively impede optimal outcomes even when the evidence is clear.

Yet the author does not succumb to institutional pessimism. The detailed examination of the Evidence Synthesis Infrastructure Collaborative (ESIC)—the $126 million initiative with UKRI's £11.5 million METIUS anchor investment announced in 2024—demonstrates that there are viable pathways forward. The METIUS consortium led by Queen's University Belfast, using artificial intelligence to enable "living evidence synthesis," represents exactly the kind of institutional innovation needed to bridge the gap between research production and policy application. The partnership model connecting UKRI, Wellcome Trust, and multilateral organizations suggests that evidence architecture need not wait for comprehensive reform to begin functioning.

The book's treatment of the North-South evidence divide is particularly commendable. As the WIPO 2024 report documents—analyzing nearly 40 million patent filings, over 70 million scientific papers, and economic activity worth more than $300 trillion—innovation capabilities remain highly concentrated geographically. This concentration reflects and reinforces broader inequalities in research capacity and evidence generation. The discussion of regional evidence hubs and knowledge-sharing networks demonstrates that evidence architecture must be polycentric rather than hierarchical to be legitimate and effective.

I am especially struck by the book's sophisticated handling of the democracy-expertise tension. The chapter on countering populist distrust acknowledges that the erosion of trust in expert institutions cannot be solved simply by producing "more truth." The recognition that legitimacy in democratic societies requires public participation in knowledge production, not just passive consumption of expert pronouncements, reflects a mature understanding of the relationship between evidence and democratic governance in the 21st century.

The exploration of artificial intelligence's role in evidence synthesis is appropriately nuanced. AI capabilities for conducting systematic reviews at scale and automating meta-analyses offer genuine opportunities to accelerate evidence production and synthesis. Yet the risks of algorithmic bias, the opacity of neural network decision-making, and fundamental questions about who controls these tools cannot be dismissed. The book demonstrates the methodological sophistication required to navigate these challenges while harnessing technological capabilities for evidence infrastructure.

From my vantage point as a scholar who has analyzed how geopolitical shifts reshape international institutions, I recognize that evidence architecture alone cannot solve the fundamental political conflicts that paralyze multilateral cooperation. China and the United States will not suddenly agree on development models or human rights standards simply because they have better access to evidence synthesis. Evidence architecture is not a panacea that can substitute for political will or reconcile irreconcilable interests.

However, what evidence architecture can do—and what this book demonstrates compellingly—is create conditions under which good-faith policy disagreements can be distinguished from bad-faith manipulation of information, where resource allocation decisions can be informed by systematic analysis rather than political convenience, and where policy failures can be identified and corrected based on empirical feedback rather than ideological commitment.

The book's discussion of the Global Evidence Commission's vision—developed at McMaster University and documented in their 2022 foundational report and subsequent updates through 2025—that evidence should be "at the centre of everyday life" for citizens, not just policymakers, points toward a broader democratic project. In my work examining populist movements and political disruption, I have observed that the delegitimization of expert knowledge often fills the vacuum created when citizens feel excluded from decision-making processes. Evidence architecture enabling citizen participation in knowledge creation may help rebuild social trust necessary for democratic governance.

The roadmap for multilateral reform deserves serious consideration by policymakers. The proposal for networked approaches connecting international organizations' evidence functions recognizes that comprehensive institutional redesign is politically infeasible, but that incremental functional integration could produce significant improvements. This pragmatic pathway toward more effective coordination acknowledges the constraints of the current international system while identifying concrete opportunities for progress.

The book's engagement with the scholarly literature on evidence-based policymaking, post-truth politics, and global governance is admirable. The synthesis demonstrates deep engagement with current debates while ensuring that the analysis is grounded in the practical realities of institutional reform efforts. The integration of academic research with policy documents from organizations like OECD, WIPO, and others strengthens the work's utility for both scholars and practitioners.

As someone who has devoted considerable intellectual energy to understanding how declining American hegemony reshapes global power structures, I recognize that evidence architecture will need to function in a multipolar world where no single power can impose epistemic standards. The book's emphasis on pluralistic evidence ecosystems—rather than seeking to establish a single authoritative "truth" source—is essential for building systems that can function across ideological and civilizational divides.

The question of how evidence architecture intersects with great power competition deserves further exploration. China's investments in AI research and data infrastructure, America's traditional dominance in scientific publication and peer review, and Europe's regulatory leadership in data governance all suggest that evidence architecture will become a domain of strategic competition. Understanding how regional initiatives can interface with global systems remains an important challenge for future work.

To graduate students, policymakers, international organization staff, and think tank researchers who will read this book: you are engaging with ideas that will shape the institutional landscape for decades to come. The evidence infrastructure we build—or fail to build—in the 2020s will determine whether the complex global challenges of climate change, pandemic prevention, financial stability, and technological governance can be addressed through multilateral cooperation or will further fragment into uncoordinated national responses.

In my examination of multiple crises facing the multilateral system, I have often found myself confronting the question of whether international institutions retain sufficient legitimacy and functionality to address 21st-century challenges. This book does not offer false optimism, but it does provide something more valuable: a concrete vision of how institutional capacity can be rebuilt through systematic investment in the infrastructure of knowledge.

The emphasis on evidence architecture as physical and institutional infrastructure—not merely as abstract commitment to "evidence-based policy"—reflects a materialist understanding of how institutions actually function. Data spaces require servers and protocols. Evidence synthesis requires trained personnel and computational resources. Policy uptake requires intermediary organizations that can translate research findings into actionable recommendations. Building this infrastructure will require sustained investment and political commitment across electoral cycles and leadership changes.

For scholars working on these issues, this book provides an invaluable framework for situating specific research questions within the broader challenge of global evidence architecture. Whether your work focuses on climate science communication, health systems research, trade policy analysis, or any other domain where evidence must inform collective action, understanding how evidence architecture shapes the translation of knowledge into policy will enhance both the rigor and relevance of your contributions.

For practitioners in international organizations, national governments, and civil society, the book offers both inspiration and practical guidance. Recent analysis by the UK Government Office for Science showing that 81% of departmental evidence priorities could be addressed through existing UKRI research demonstrates that significant capacity already exists—the challenge is building the architecture to mobilize it effectively. The barriers identified—capacity constraints, political resistance, funding gaps—are real, but they are not insurmountable.

The book's interdisciplinary scope, spanning international relations, public policy, science and technology studies, information science, and global governance, reflects the reality that evidence architecture cannot be built within traditional disciplinary silos. The methodological note acknowledging that this work synthesizes existing research rather than conducting original empirical studies is honest and appropriate. What is needed at this juncture is precisely this kind of synthesis—connecting insights across domains to build a coherent vision of systemic reform.

In conclusion, Evidence Architecture: Bridging Global Policy Gaps in a Post-Truth Multilateral System makes an essential contribution to our understanding of how international cooperation can be sustained and strengthened in an era of information abundance and epistemic crisis. The concept of evidence architecture provides both analytical clarity and practical direction for the immense task of rebuilding trust in institutions and evidence-based governance.

The book does not claim that technical solutions to evidence infrastructure can resolve fundamentally political conflicts, but it demonstrates convincingly that the absence of such infrastructure guarantees that even potentially resolvable problems will remain unsolved. In a world where climate change, pandemic risks, financial contagion, and technological disruption require coordinated responses based on shared understanding of complex realities, evidence architecture is not optional—it is foundational.

As we navigate the turbulent transition from a unipolar world order dominated by Western institutions to a multipolar system whose contours remain uncertain, the infrastructure for generating, synthesizing, and applying evidence across national and civilizational boundaries may prove more important than any particular institutional configuration. This book provides the intellectual foundation for building that infrastructure.

I commend this work to all who recognize that the crisis of multilateralism is fundamentally a crisis of shared knowledge, and that rebuilding the capacity for collective action requires systematic investment in the architecture that enables evidence to inform policy, learning to shape institutions, and truth—however contested and provisional—to constrain power.



Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Author of over 100 internationally published books including International Relations from a Pakistani Perspective, The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can The US Escape Declinism from Hegemonic Triumphalism, Geopolitical Realignments and U.S. Decline, and The Changing Security Dynamics Shaped The Power Imbalance Between India and Pakistan in the Post-Cold War Era
Ph.D. in International Relations
Political Analyst, Geopolitical Strategist, and Scholar
December 2025
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction

The Crisis of Evidence in Global Governance
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In September 2024, world leaders gathered at the United Nations headquarters in New York for the Summit of the Future, a landmark event designed to reimagine multilateral cooperation and address the defining challenges of the twenty-first century. Among the key outcomes was the adoption of the Global Digital Compact, a comprehensive framework aimed at ensuring digital technologies benefit all of humanity while combating misinformation and strengthening evidence-based decision-making.¹ Yet even as delegates celebrated this historic agreement, the profound irony was inescapable: the very institutions tasked with solving global crises—from climate change to pandemic response—continue to struggle with a fundamental problem that predates the digital age. They cannot effectively translate the vast quantities of available research evidence into actionable policy.

This book examines what I term "evidence architecture"—the systematic infrastructure required to build shared data ecosystems that inform policymaking in an era characterized by widespread disinformation, declining institutional trust, and the erosion of epistemic authority. Evidence architecture encompasses far more than databases or digital platforms. It represents the structured systems, governance mechanisms, and institutional arrangements necessary for evidence synthesis, dissemination, and application in policy contexts across national and international boundaries. At a time when technological capacity for data generation and analysis has never been greater, the global governance system paradoxically faces its most severe crisis of evidence utilization in modern history.

The Post-Truth Challenge to Multilateralism

The contemporary crisis of evidence in global governance is inseparable from the broader phenomenon of post-truth politics and the systematic undermining of factual discourse in public life. In 2019, researchers at the Oxford Internet Institute documented organized social media manipulation campaigns in seventy countries, more than double the twenty-eight countries identified just two years earlier.² These campaigns, employing what scholars term "computational propaganda"—the use of algorithms, automation, and big data to shape public attitudes—represent a qualitative shift in how information flows through democratic societies. Social media platforms, once heralded as democratizing forces, have become vectors for disinformation that corrodes trust in the very institutions responsible for producing and disseminating evidence.

Gabriele Cosentino argues that post-truth is not merely a Western phenomenon but "a problematic political and cultural condition with global ramifications."³ By analyzing cases ranging from Russian influence operations in the 2016 U.S. presidential election to Facebook's role in facilitating violence against Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar, Cosentino demonstrates that the post-truth world order transcends national boundaries and political systems. This global diffusion of disinformation creates what Johan Farkas and Jannick Schou identify as a fundamental tension between truth claims and democratic governance, where calls to combat "fake news" often mask technocratic impulses that would curtail civic participation in the name of epistemic certainty.⁴

For multilateral institutions, the implications are profound. The World Health Organization's credibility was severely tested during the COVID-19 pandemic, as the organization faced challenges in declaring a public health emergency and combating widespread health misinformation.⁵ Climate negotiations at United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change conferences struggle to incorporate scientific consensus documented by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, as political considerations regularly overshadow evidence-based policymaking.⁶ The World Trade Organization's dispute settlement system—long considered a model for evidence-based adjudication of trade conflicts—has been effectively paralyzed since 2019, when the United States blocked appointments to the Appellate Body, leaving unresolved cases involving fundamental questions about legitimate evidence in economic disputes.⁷

The Gap Between Evidence Production and Policy Utilization

A striking paradox defines contemporary governance: we live in an age of unprecedented evidence production yet persistent evidence scarcity where it matters most. The Global Evidence Commission, a grassroots initiative convened by McMaster University that concluded its work in March 2025, identified the core problem as structural rather than informational. As the Commission's final update noted, "the common approach to societal challenges and ways to address them frequently relies on learning in ad hoc ways and over long periods of time. But the world must transition to a new approach that involves using evidence systematically and transparently to rapidly learn and improve."⁸

Recent analysis commissioned by the UK Economic and Social Research Council and the Government Office for Science revealed that existing research funded by UK Research and Innovation could address eighty-one percent of priority evidence gaps identified by government departments.⁹ The problem is not a lack of evidence but the absence of infrastructure to synthesize, translate, and deliver that evidence to decision-makers when policy windows open. These windows often remain open for mere days or weeks, yet traditional systematic reviews—the gold standard for evidence synthesis in fields from medicine to education—can take years to complete.¹⁰

This temporal mismatch between evidence production and policy need creates what might be termed an "evidence utilization crisis." Policymakers confronting urgent challenges—whether pandemic response, climate adaptation, or economic recovery—cannot wait for lengthy academic review processes. They make decisions based on whatever information is readily available, which increasingly means relying on think tank briefs of variable quality, media reports, or simply past practice and political intuition. The result is a systematic underutilization of the global research enterprise, representing both a profound waste of public investment and a missed opportunity to improve governance outcomes.

The consequences extend beyond inefficiency. When evidence-informed policy becomes the exception rather than the norm, it creates space for ideological capture of policy processes, allows vested interests to fill evidentiary vacuums with self-serving claims, and ultimately erodes public confidence in institutions that appear to make decisions based on factors other than the best available knowledge. In this environment, populist movements that explicitly reject expert authority find fertile ground, further accelerating the cycle of institutional delegitimization and evidence disregard.

The Emergence of Evidence Architecture as Response

Recognition of this crisis has catalyzed what may prove to be the most significant institutional innovation in evidence synthesis since the founding of the Cochrane Collaboration in 1993. In September 2024, concurrent with the UN Summit of the Future, the UK Research and Innovation agency announced the Mobilising Evidence Through AI and User-informed Synthesis (METIUS) project, an £11.5 million initiative led by Queen's University Belfast to revolutionize how scientific evidence is synthesized and delivered to policymakers.¹¹ METIUS represents the anchor investment in the Evidence Synthesis Infrastructure Collaborative (ESIC), a global alliance that brings together governments, research funders, and evidence producers from more than fifty multilateral organizations.

The scale of commitment to ESIC is remarkable. By December 2024, the total pledged funding reached $126 million, with contributions from the Wellcome Trust (£45 million over five years), UK Research and Innovation, the Health Research Board Ireland, the Jacobs Foundation, and the National Institute for Health and Care Research.¹² This level of investment reflects growing consensus that evidence synthesis infrastructure represents critical global public goods comparable to physical infrastructure like transportation networks or digital infrastructure like internet protocols.

The ESIC vision centers on "living evidence synthesis"—real-time aggregation and updating of research findings as new studies emerge and contexts evolve. Powered by artificial intelligence capabilities that can rapidly scan and categorize vast research literatures, combined with human expertise to ensure quality and contextual appropriateness, living evidence synthesis promises to close the temporal gap between evidence production and policy application. As Andrea Cook, Executive Director of the UN Sustainable Development Group System-wide Evaluation Office, observed, "Access to high-quality, timely evidence is essential for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals."¹³

But technology alone cannot solve the evidence architecture problem. The ESIC roadmap, developed through a six-month Global South-led planning process involving more than two hundred contributors and formalized in the Cape Town Consensus Charter, recognizes that evidence infrastructure must address equity concerns alongside efficiency gains.¹⁴ Current patterns of research production reflect profound global inequalities: the World Intellectual Property Organization's 2024 analysis of forty million patent filings, seventy million scientific papers, and over three hundred trillion dollars in economic activity revealed that innovation capabilities remain highly concentrated, with China increasing its technological specialization from sixteen percent to ninety-four percent of capabilities over two decades while most developing countries lag far behind.¹⁵ An evidence architecture that merely accelerates synthesis of existing research risks amplifying these inequalities, delivering evidence relevant to high-income country contexts while neglecting the priorities and realities of the Global South.

Effective evidence architecture must therefore incorporate multiple components beyond technological capacity: sectoral hubs focused on specific sustainable development goal areas; regional hubs that enhance impact at country and local levels; open data systems enabling sharing and reuse of synthesis data; and monitoring, evaluation, and learning infrastructure to track progress and drive continuous improvement.¹⁶ It must also navigate complex governance questions about who controls evidence synthesis tools, how competing evidence claims are adjudicated, and how to balance standardization with contextual adaptation.

The Architecture Concept: Beyond Metaphor

The concept of "architecture" applied to evidence infrastructure is more than metaphorical. Just as Lawrence Lessig identified four modalities of regulation in cyberspace—architecture (code), law, markets, and norms—evidence architecture represents the structural constraints and affordances that shape how knowledge flows through governance systems.¹⁷ Physical architecture determines possible movements through space; evidence architecture determines possible movements of information from producers to users.

This framing draws inspiration from the European Union's Common European Data Spaces initiative, which seeks to create sector-specific ecosystems enabling secure and sovereign data sharing while respecting European values and legal frameworks.¹⁸ Such infrastructure initiatives provide models for trustworthy data exchange across organizational and national boundaries.¹⁹ Evidence architecture requires similar attention to technical standards, governance frameworks, and trust mechanisms.

Three core principles from data governance literature apply directly to evidence architecture. First, FAIR principles—making data Findable, Accessible, Interoperable, and Reusable—establish baseline requirements for evidence systems.²⁰ Second, the distinction between open data (freely available without restrictions), data commons (shared resources under collective governance), and evidence synthesis platforms (curated and quality-assured repositories) helps clarify different architectural models and their appropriate applications.²¹ Third, recognition that data and evidence constitute public goods requiring collective stewardship challenges market-based models of knowledge production and dissemination.²²

Applying these principles to global evidence architecture reveals fundamental design choices. Should evidence synthesis infrastructure be centralized or distributed? Owned by multilateral institutions, national governments, or independent foundations? Governed through intergovernmental processes or multi-stakeholder mechanisms? Funded through mandatory contributions, voluntary pledges, or user fees? Each choice carries implications for equity, legitimacy, sustainability, and ultimately effectiveness.

Structure and Scope of This Volume

This book develops the evidence architecture concept through four interconnected parts. Part I establishes theoretical foundations by tracing the evolution of evidence-based policymaking from its origins in medicine, examining how post-truth politics undermines epistemic authority, and defining evidence architecture through comparison with digital infrastructure initiatives. Part II analyzes three critical domains of multilateral governance failure—United Nations climate and health responses, World Trade Organization dispute settlement, and intellectual property regimes—to identify common patterns of evidence dysfunction.

Part III examines emerging solutions, including detailed analysis of the ESIC initiative, the transformative potential and risks of artificial intelligence in evidence synthesis, and the emergence of regional evidence hubs enabling South-South cooperation. Part IV addresses implementation challenges, offering guidance on designing national evidence-support systems and proposing concrete reforms to multilateral institutions to better incorporate evidence into decision-making processes.

The book's core argument is that effective global governance in the twenty-first century requires treating evidence infrastructure as foundational public goods meriting systematic investment and governance innovation. Neither technical solutions (AI-powered synthesis tools) nor purely institutional reforms (new international organizations) will suffice in isolation. What is needed is comprehensive evidence architecture that combines technological capability, institutional coordination, equitable access, and democratic legitimacy.

Several boundary conditions delimit the analysis. This is not a book about how to conduct original research or evaluate specific policy interventions. Rather, it examines the infrastructure needed to make existing research accessible and actionable. It focuses on institutional design, information architecture, and governance mechanisms rather than substantive policy domains. The methodological approach combines documentary analysis, case study methodology, and synthesis of empirical research across multiple disciplines—international relations, public policy, science and technology studies, and information science.

Evidence Architecture as Essential Infrastructure

The Global Evidence Commission concluded its final update with a simple yet profound observation: we must put evidence "at the centre of everyday life."²³ This vision extends beyond technocratic dreams of perfect information guiding policy decisions. It recognizes that evidence architecture, properly conceived, can strengthen democratic governance by making knowledge more accessible to citizens, civil society organizations, and community leaders, not just elite policymakers.

The UN Summit of the Future and the emergence of initiatives like ESIC represent potential inflection points. For the first time, there is international recognition that evidence synthesis infrastructure requires coordinated investment and governance at a scale comparable to physical or digital infrastructure. The $126 million committed to ESIC, while modest compared to infrastructure budgets, signals that evidence architecture is moving from aspiration to implementation.

Yet formidable challenges remain. Geopolitical tensions complicate international cooperation on data governance and evidence sharing. The same digital technologies that enable rapid evidence synthesis also facilitate sophisticated disinformation campaigns. Resource constraints limit what low- and middle-income countries can invest in evidence systems. Most fundamentally, political incentives often favor selective use of evidence to justify predetermined positions rather than genuine evidence-informed deliberation.

This book contends that these challenges, while real, are not insurmountable. The evidence architecture concept offers a framework for thinking systematically about how knowledge flows through governance systems and how those flows can be redesigned to better serve collective problem-solving. In an era of polycrisis—simultaneous, interacting challenges spanning climate, health, economic, and security domains—the capacity to rapidly synthesize and apply evidence may prove as crucial to human flourishing as any technological breakthrough.

The stakes could hardly be higher. As the world confronts existential challenges from climate change, a pandemic-prone global health system, persistent poverty and inequality, and the risks of emerging technologies like artificial intelligence, governance decisions made in the next decade will shape human prospects for generations. Those decisions will be better—more effective, more equitable, more legitimate—if they rest on solid evidence architecture rather than the ad hoc arrangements that currently prevail. Building that architecture is among the most important institutional challenges of our time.
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PART I

FOUNDATIONS OF EVIDENCE ARCHITECTURE 
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Chapter 1

The Evolution of Evidence-Based Policymaking
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In the autumn of 1941, amid the grim realities of a World War II prisoner-of-war camp in Salonica, Greece, a young Scottish physician named Archibald Cochrane faced an ethical and empirical crisis that would reshape modern medicine. As the camp's medical officer, Cochrane watched fellow prisoners suffering from tuberculosis and edema with growing unease. Despite his medical training, he realized with uncomfortable clarity that most of his interventions lacked rigorous evidence of effectiveness. In a bold experiment that epitomized scientific humility, he conducted one of the first randomized controlled trials under wartime conditions, randomly assigning prisoners with edema to receive either vitamin C or yeast supplements.¹ Years later, reflecting on this experience and his treatment of tuberculosis patients, Cochrane would confess: "I knew that there was no real evidence that anything we had to offer had any effect on tuberculosis, and I was afraid that I shortened the lives of some of my friends by unnecessary intervention."²

This wartime revelation catalyzed a career dedicated to demanding rigorous evidence for medical practice. Three decades after his prisoner-of-war experience, Cochrane published his landmark 1972 monograph, Effectiveness and Efficiency: Random Reflections on Health Services, which delivered a scathing critique of medicine's reliance on tradition and authority rather than empirical validation. The book's central argument was deceptively simple yet revolutionary: healthcare interventions should be rigorously tested through randomized controlled trials before being widely adopted. Cochrane's famous dictum—"randomize till it hurts"—captured both the method's power and the discomfort it caused practitioners accustomed to relying on clinical experience and professional judgment.³ His advocacy would ultimately spawn the Cochrane Collaboration in 1993, five years after his death. Founded at the first Cochrane Colloquium in Oxford by Iain Chalmers and an initial group of 77 people from nine countries, the organization has since grown into an international network with over 37,000 contributors.⁴ Between 1998 and 2024, Cochrane published 12,150 systematic review articles, representing the institutionalization of evidence-based medicine as the dominant paradigm in clinical practice.⁵

Yet the migration of evidence-based thinking from medicine to public policy has proven far more contested and complex than its founders anticipated. While randomized controlled trials achieved near-canonical status in healthcare during the late twentieth century, their extension to social interventions in education, criminal justice, international development, and economic policy has generated sustained methodological, philosophical, and political controversy. The fundamental challenge lies in the nature of social causation itself: while pharmaceuticals operate through relatively stable biochemical mechanisms, social programs work by altering meanings, relationships, and institutional contexts that vary dramatically across settings. What "works" in reducing recidivism in California prisons may fail utterly in Norway's rehabilitative system; an educational intervention successful in urban American schools may produce null effects in rural Kenya.

This chapter traces the evolution of evidence-based policymaking from its medical origins through its contentious expansion into the social sciences, examining both the promises and limitations of transferring clinical trial methodologies to the messy realities of social intervention. In doing so, it illuminates a fundamental tension that persists at the heart of contemporary governance: between the quest for rigorous, replicable evidence and the recognition that social phenomena operate through mechanisms fundamentally different from those governing human physiology. Understanding this tension—and the methodological, institutional, and political responses it has provoked—is essential for grasping the challenges facing global evidence architecture in the twenty-first century.

The Medical Foundations: From Cochrane to Sackett

The intellectual architecture of evidence-based medicine emerged gradually through the mid-to-late twentieth century, but achieved its definitive formulation in the 1990s through the work of David Sackett and colleagues at McMaster University in Ontario, Canada. Sackett, a clinical epidemiologist who founded the first academic department devoted to the field, had been wrestling with how to bridge the gap between research findings and clinical practice. In 1996, writing in the British Medical Journal, he and his colleagues offered what would become the canonical definition of evidence-based medicine: "the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of current best evidence in making decisions about the care of individual patients." Crucially, Sackett clarified that this meant "integrating individual clinical expertise with the best available external clinical evidence from systematic research."⁶

This formulation embodied a careful balance that distinguished evidence-based medicine from both unfettered empiricism and hidebound traditionalism. Evidence-based medicine was explicitly not a replacement for clinical judgment; rather, it demanded that judgment be informed by the best available research evidence. Sackett emphasized that "evidence based medicine is not 'cookbook' medicine." Without clinical expertise, he warned, practice "risks becoming tyrannized by external evidence, for even excellent external evidence may be inapplicable to or inappropriate for an individual patient." Conversely, without current best evidence, practice "risks becoming rapidly out of date, to the detriment of patients."⁷ This synthesis represented something of a compromise between the traditional authority-based medicine that Cochrane had critiqued and a rigid, mechanistic application of research findings that might ignore patient-specific factors.

The practice of evidence-based medicine, as Sackett described it, involved a multi-step process of lifelong, self-directed learning. Clinicians converted information needs arising from patient care into answerable questions, tracked down the best evidence, critically appraised that evidence for validity and clinical applicability, integrated this appraisal with their clinical expertise, and evaluated their performance.⁸ This cycle of question-formulation, evidence-seeking, critical appraisal, application, and evaluation became the template for evidence-based practice more broadly.

Central to the evidence-based medicine paradigm was the concept of an evidence hierarchy, which ranked research designs by their presumed reliability in establishing causal relationships. At the apex of this hierarchy stood systematic reviews and meta-analyses of multiple randomized controlled trials, followed by individual well-designed RCTs. Below these came quasi-experimental designs with non-random assignment, observational cohort and case-control studies, case series and case reports, and finally expert opinion. This pyramidal structure reflected assumptions about the relative threats to internal validity—the confidence that an observed association reflects genuine causation rather than confounding or bias—posed by different study designs.

The randomized controlled trial achieved its elevated status because randomization theoretically equalized both observed and unobserved confounding variables between treatment and control groups, thereby isolating the causal effect of an intervention. RCTs represented what many considered "level I clinical evidence"—the highest tier available to guide medical decision-making.⁹ This gold standard status rested on several key assumptions: that participants could be randomly allocated to treatment and control conditions; that the intervention could be standardized across participants; that outcomes could be objectively measured; and that compliance with assigned treatments could be monitored and maintained. These conditions, while often achievable in pharmaceutical trials, would prove far more challenging in social policy contexts.

Yet even within medicine, the evidence hierarchy was never without critics. Observational studies, derided by some as inherently inferior to RCTs, had produced crucial insights that experiments could not: the link between smoking and lung cancer, the protective effect of aspirin against cardiovascular disease, and countless other associations first identified through careful observation. Moreover, the hierarchy prioritized internal validity at the potential expense of external validity—the generalizability of findings to populations and settings beyond those studied. An RCT conducted on middle-aged white men might generate highly internally valid estimates of a drug's efficacy for that demographic while providing limited guidance for treating elderly women or racial minorities. These tensions within medical evidence-based practice foreshadowed the more intense debates that would accompany its extension to social policy.

The Extension to Social Policy: Promise and Peril

The late 1990s and early 2000s witnessed an aggressive push to extend evidence-based methodologies beyond healthcare into education, social welfare, criminal justice, and international development. This movement, particularly strong in the United Kingdom and United States, was driven by a coalition of actors with overlapping but distinct motivations. Policymakers
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