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Abstract
The paper examines the perceived crisis in Western liberal democracies, arguing 
that the true causes extend beyond the commonly cited symptoms of political party 
representation decline, partisan hostility, and the rise of charismatic leaders. It sug-
gests that the roots lie in a deep-seated belief in traditional economic solutions such 
as promoting international trade, reducing state intervention, and encouraging com-
petition. This belief unites diverse ideological movements and has led to a policy 
environment where evidence-based policymaking prioritizes practical effectiveness 
over political and ethical considerations, resulting in the marginalization of alterna-
tive viewpoints and the narrowing of democratic discourse. The dominance of eco-
nomic liberalism and ordo-liberalism has shaped policy evaluation methodologies, 
favoring short-term effectiveness and quantitative measures while often neglecting 
broader impacts like income distribution. Additionally, the increasing use of AI in 
legislative processes may further entrench this “what works” paradigm, rendering 
traditional policy development obsolete. The paper concludes by emphasizing the 
importance of embracing diverse perspectives and fostering debate to ensure the 
vitality of liberal democracy.

Keywords  Evidence-based policymaking · Western democracies · Policy 
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1  Introduction

The widely held belief that Western democracies are in crisis, as asserted by econo-
mists, jurists, and political scientists, only scratches the surface and fails to uncover 
the true causes behind this problem. The crisis cannot be solely attributed to the 
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decline of political party representation, the increasing hostility across party lines 
that fosters a widespread sentiment of affective polarization (Dias and Lelkes 2022; 
Ignatieff 2024), and the rise of strong and charismatic leaders, as these are likely just 
symptoms. Furthermore, the crisis is not necessarily linked to the expansionism of 
authoritarian regimes in the Global South, which highlights the need for Western 
democracies to adopt a more collaborative approach in addressing the risk of losing 
their influence on the international stage. The roots of this crisis run deeper than sur-
face-level issues and stem from a fundamental belief that traditional solutions – such 
as promoting international trade, avoiding excessive government debt, and encour-
aging competition – can solve every economic problem.

In this paper, I single out some causes and possible remedies for this crisis. It 
is organized as follows: Section 2 highlights the convergence of economic policies 
in Western democracies; Section 3 underscores the risks associated with the use of 
evidence-based policymaking; Section  4 concludes by stressing the importance of 
exercising political acumen in incorporating the findings of past policy evaluations 
into the formulation of new economic policies.

2 � The convergence of economic policies and the rise of a singular 
mindset

The economic and political science of the 20th century are united by a common 
thread, emphasizing governance frameworks rooted in liberal democracy and mar-
ket-oriented policies. They combine diverse ideologies such as Milton Friedman’s 
(1962) economic liberalism, the ordo-liberalism of the Freiburg School (cf., among 
others, Eucken 1934), Samuel Huntington’s (1973) vision of a global order, sus-
tained by the dominance of a single nuclear power (the United States) as a prereq-
uisite for liberal democracies to thrive, and Francis Fukuyama’s (1992) concept of 
the ‘end of history’, where liberal democracies are seen as the ultimate culmination 
of human societal evolution. The universal applicability of the values of economic 
liberalism, a core tenet of these ideologies, has inspired trends and movements glob-
ally. Indeed, these diverse ideologies collectively underpin the vision embodied by 
the so-called Washington Consensus (Williamson 1991), which served as a prac-
tical framework for implementing market-oriented and liberal democratic policies 
worldwide.

The widespread acceptance of economic liberalism over other approaches to pol-
icy development can be attributed to the gradual shift in the dominant perspective 
on the government’s role in the economy. This shift increasingly prioritized poli-
cies focused on practical effectiveness over strict adherence to political ideology. 
The origins of such a convergence can be traced back to the policy debate follow-
ing the Great Depression of the 1930s (Bernanke 2000). However, this approach 
to policy development only achieved full acceptance in the United States in 1964, 
when President Lyndon Johnson announced his declaration of “unconditional war” 
on poverty (Zarefsky 2005). In the European Union, focus on practical effectiveness 
of public policies gained ground in the second half of the 1980s, primarily through 
the evaluation of major expenditure programs (Sanderson 2003). One such program, 
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Esprit (European Strategic Programme for Research and Development in Informa-
tion Technology), aimed to boost Europe’s competitiveness in IT by fostering col-
laboration among academia, industry, and governments (Wyatt-Walter 1995). The 
systematic evaluation of Esprit highlighted its contributions to technological innova-
tion, economic growth, and the integration of research efforts across member states.

As an evaluation of the practical effectiveness of public policies became preva-
lent, representative democracies have gradually become, paraphrasing Plato’s De 
Republica (see Griffith 2000), ‘aristocracies of the competent’ ruled by ‘philosopher 
kings’, and any political entities endeavoring to resist this totalitarian drift are alter-
natively branded as left-wing or right-wing populists, terms used pejoratively when-
ever a perspective deviates from the mainstream. It was economists who initially 
created the conditions for an effectiveness-driven shift in the formulation of public 
policies, ultimately leading to the emergence of a phenomenon of affective polariza-
tion that pits political parties embracing mainstream economic policies against all 
others.

In economics, this triumph of ‘what (according to the ‘experts’) works’ (Sander-
son 2003) on ‘what is (perceived by the citizens themselves as) right’ has initially 
been, if not made possible, at least accelerated by a methodological convergence. 
The shift of economists towards applied methodologies over theoretical pursuits has 
become palpable in their increasing preference for employing quantitative method-
ologies – propensity score matching (PSM), regression discontinuity design (RDD), 
and difference-in-differences (DID), among others – to conduct policy evaluation 
exercises.

The goal of policy evaluation is to assess the causal impact of a public policy on 
relevant outcomes. This impact is defined as the difference between the actual out-
comes for those affected by the policy and the hypothetical outcomes if the policy 
had not been implemented. The main challenge in this procedure is that it is impos-
sible to observe the same unit both with and without the policy simultaneously. To 
overcome this limitation, counterfactual analysis methodologies are used. These 
methodologies help identify an appropriate control group to determine what would 
have happened without the policy. This, in turn, allows for estimating the policy’s 
impact.

Evaluating the temporary effects of policy interventions offers a means of 
assessessing whether outcomes align with stated objectives and ultimately gauge 
their short-term effectiveness. Policy evaluation exercises, when conducted too sim-
plistically, often overlook important factors. These include variations in impacts 
across beneficiary groups, changes over time, and differing national or regional con-
texts. This can potentially make the direct translation of findings from such evalua-
tions into economic policy actions only partially reliable. Furthermore, adhering to 
this approach might lead to overlooking the necessity of evaluating policies not only 
based on their primary effectiveness in achieving the intended outcomes promptly 
but also by considering their potential secondary adverse effects, such as impacts on 
income distribution.

Consequently, evidence-based policymaking, rooted in technical rigor, risks over-
shadowing political, ethical, and value-driven considerations in public decisions.
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3 � Evidence‑based policymaking

Evidence-based policymaking is designed to ensure that public policies are 
guided by objective data and thorough analysis, ultimately leading to more effec-
tive outcomes. Politicians are, therefore, expected to rely on scientific evidence 
when developing new labor or health policies, rather than making decisions based 
on ideological beliefs. However, this approach introduces a bias in the orientation 
of both labor and health policies, as reflected in the academic literature on their 
evaluation. For instance, the recurring keywords in studies on labor policies often 
include “labor supply” (e.g., Keane 2022), while health policy evaluations fre-
quently emphasize “cost containment” (e.g., Nuscheler and Roeder 2015).

In the United States, the Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 
2018 mandates that federal agencies prioritize the use of evidence in the evalua-
tion of public policies (Burkhauser and Burkhauser 2024). As part of this process, 
to emphasize the importance of data transparency, agencies are required to create 
plans that outline how they will collect and use data for informing the develop-
ment of policies and programs. Additionally, the act directs agencies to enhance 
their capacity to manage data, ensuring that it is accessible and usable for ongo-
ing policy evaluation.

By institutionalizing evidence-based practices, the Foundations for Evidence-
Based Policymaking Act of 2018 seeks to shift federal policy development away 
from potentially partisan viewpoints toward data-driven, empirically supported 
approaches that can lead to more targeted, effective, and equitable outcomes. The 
enforcement of this act has resulted in greater involvement of statistical agencies 
in supporting data holders with information and guidance, as well as increased 
engagement of ‘key stakeholders’ throughout the process of policy assessment 
and impact evaluation (Burkhauser and Burkhauser 2024).

In the European Union, a key milestone in this development was the publica-
tion of the Better Regulation Agenda in 2015. This agenda not only reinforces 
the requirements for impact assessments of new policy initiatives but also intro-
duces mandatory stakeholder consultations as part of major evaluations for new 
proposals (Gaffey 2020; Listorti et al. 2020). However, as highlighted by Listorti 
et  al. (2020), the implementation of the Better Regulation Agenda has proven 
challenging due to the varying legislative processes across EU member states and 
the complex, multi-tier nature of EU governance. In fact, as decentralized poli-
cymaking is characteristic of some member states (e.g., Germany and Italy), the 
EU itself is not immune to the same dilemma. The implicit nature of the EU as 
a decentralized entity attempting to adopt evidence-based policymaking clashes 
with the difficulties of centralizing decision-making in such a system (Cairney 
2022).

According to the guidelines outlined both in the Foundations for Evidence-
Based Policymaking Act and in the Better Regulation Agenda, the core principle 
of evidence-based policy and practice is that policy decisions should be impartial 
and driven by the actual needs of the community or country rather than by a 
desire to garner voter support. However, a reductionist perspective on the role of 
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public policies and the state in the economy has emerged following the adoption 
of this approach, curiously aligning closely with the tenets of economic liberal-
ism. This perspective has permeated the economic discourse, exerting a narrow-
ing influence on political discussions and policymaking processes. As a result, 
alternative viewpoints have been largely sidelined, and dismissed as inconsist-
ent and unrealistic. The lack of space for dissenting voices stifles robust debate 
regarding the potential for reconfiguring public intervention priorities, thereby 
eroding the foundations of democratic discourse and perpetuating entrenched 
power structures. Those who adhere to the dominant approach are favored, while 
dissenting voices are marginalized, perpetuating a cycle of exclusion on the one 
hand and reinforcing the status quo on the other, thus hindering the exploration of 
possible alternative forms of economic governance and new modes of construct-
ing a just and inclusive society. In essence, the exclusion of alternative viewpoints 
has reduced the capacity for genuine legal innovation and societal progress. Given 
the premises – namely, the adoption of a ‘scientific’ approach to political deci-
sion-making aimed at finally doing ‘what works’ – and the results, which include 
the dominance of economic policy recommendations perfectly aligned with eco-
nomic liberalism, one cannot help but recall Schumpeter’s (1954) idea that eve-
rything pertaining to the social sciences is dominated by the pre-analytical vision 
of the researcher. In his own words (p. 42): “Analytic work begins with material 
provided by our vision of things, and this vision is ideological almost by defini-
tion. It embodies the picture of things as we see them, and wherever there is any 
possible motive for wishing to see them in a given rather than another light, the 
way in which we see things can hardly be distinguished from the way in which we 
wish to see them.” Consistent with this analysis, evidence-based policymaking, 
by its very nature, cannot be immune to the pre-analytical vision of independent 
experts and institutions responsible for advising the current politician on the most 
effective policies.

4 � Possible remedies and suggestions for a diverse approach 
to policymaking

Embracing a more inclusive and diverse approach to policymaking is essential to 
address the complex challenges facing modern societies and ensure the vitality 
of democratic governance. Indeed, it is not by chance, but rather due to the lack 
of confidence in the possibility of changing the status quo, that citizens in most 
Western countries are becoming increasingly hesitant to participate in national 
and local elections. These elections have transformed into a sort of beauty contest 
for choosing and appointing heads of government, ministers, and mayors. Moreo-
ver, in certain countries, the appointment of substantially technocratic govern-
ments has become the new normal, wherein both the prime minister and key min-
isters are unelected professionals chosen for their expertise. Hence, citizens have 
increasingly become accustomed to the ‘normality’ of technocratic governments, 
which prioritize implementing economic policies geared towards achieving 
‘what works’ rather than focusing on ‘what is right’. This often entails adopting 
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government policies aimed at reducing budget deficits and national debt levels 
through measures such as spending cuts, tax increases, or both. Moreover, gov-
ernments continue to do so even in the face of their substantial failure to restore 
financial stability (Stiglitz 2024) and meet targets set by fiscal rules such as those 
of the Stability and Growth Pact in the European Union.

Similarly, a still limited yet growing number of parliamentary assemblies 
– such as those in Japan, the Netherlands, and the USA, among others – are 
beginning to utilize or already employ artificial intelligence (AI) to support leg-
islative activities. This not only facilitates evidence-based bill processing but 
also aids in drafting the laws themselves. Consequently, it is foreseeable that in 
a short span of time, AI-supported legislative activity will yield norms and laws 
already arranged to smoothly and successfully navigate the ex-post evaluation 
procedure, thereby pushing the entire legislative system further towards the ‘what 
works’ paradigm. This effectively renders the procedures for developing political 
policy guidelines, which have long characterized Western democracies, de facto 
obsolete.

It is not suggested here to advocate for putting a brake on institutional innova-
tion or technological advancement. However, it should be acknowledged that even a 
policy considered successful can be effectively supplanted by an alternative policy. 
While both may achieve the same primary objective, an alternative policy could 
yield different secondary effects more aligned with different political visions and 
ethical principles. Underestimating this aspect raises the possibility of a lock-in 
effect, wherein the positive evaluation of a policy action leads to its repetition in dif-
ferent contexts and subsequent periods. Finally, someone might argue, that econo-
mists speak with one voice! Ironically, US President Harry Truman once lamented 
about economists presenting him with at least two ways to approach and solve a 
problem, pleading: “Give me a one-handed economist. All my economists say ‘on 
the one hand...’, then ‘but on the other...’”. Truman’s era, however, represented a 
time of greater democratic robustness and great hopes, both in America and beyond. 
Democratically elected governments possessed the autonomy to pursue policies 
deemed morally and ethically right by themselves and their constituents, striving 
to adopt measures capable of accompanying the transformations of a new world 
emerging from the ruins left by the two world wars.

It is imperative for advocates of democracy to recognize that true freedom 
encompasses the right to uphold diverse preferences and values. They should also 
bear in mind that the key ‘stakeholders’ whose views and positions are considered 
during a policy evaluation process may not necessarily represent the perspectives of 
the majority of citizens and communities. Such perspectives are more correctly cap-
tured through the political process, in which political parties play an essential role. 
Freedom should not be equated with blind adherence to effectiveness principles, 
which are invariably shaped by historical contingencies that render them not neces-
sarily valid in every time and place. Instead, democracy flourishes when it embraces 
pluralism and accommodates a spectrum of perspectives, fostering an environment 
where debate and dissent thrive. In essence, the vitality of Western democracies 
hinges upon their ability to preserve this fundamental freedom of choice, even in the 
face of pressures for uniformity.
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