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Abstract 

Evidence-based practice (EBP) has become increasingly used in public policymaking 

around the world in recent years and has been associated with improved decision-making 

as well as enhanced government transparency and accountability. Despite growing 

pressures to adopt EBP and the documented benefits of this approach, however, the 

limited available evidence suggests that, compared with the healthcare sector, 

governments generally have been very slow to adopt EBP in policy-making. In the 

Sultanate of Oman, where the development of modern democracy has been evolving only 

slowly over recent decades, it seems that current decision-making within the Oman 

Council may not be well informed by evidence, thus undermining the adoption of 

democratic processes in this country. This article presents the initial findings from a 

review of literature conducted for the purpose of developing a Model for Evidence-Based 

Strategic Decision-Making (MEBSDM) in the Council of Oman. It sets out key findings 

from the international literature about trends in EBP and the reported barriers to its use, 
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from studies relating to government decision-making and from the healthcare sector, 

where EBP has been most widely used to date. The limited body of research relating to 

the use of EBP in Oman is also discussed. In the concluding section, some implications 

for the adoption of EBP by the Council of Oman are set out, as a precursor the 

development of the proposed model.  

Keywords: Evidence- Based Decision-Making, Council of Oman 

1. INTRODUCTION  

1.1. Background 

It is well established that systematic analysis of the best available evidence can improve 

decision-making processes within organizations (Pfeffer & Sutton, n.d; Rousseau, 2006; 

Tranfield, Denyer, & Smart (2003).  Evidence-based practice (EBP) evolved in the 

healthcare sector and has gained more and more emphasis in public policymaking around 

the world in recent years (Jennings & Hall, 2012; Newman et al., 2013; Ulrich, et al., 

2008). It is especially important in supporting democratic government processes by 

ensuring that policy decisions reflect a critical evaluation of the best available research 

evidence; practitioner evidence from the local context; expertise and judgment, and the 

perspectives of those people who might be affected by the decision (Briner, Denyer & 

Rousseau, 2009). 

In the Sultanate of Oman, a democratic element to government policy-making was first 

established in the 1990s, when Sultan Qaboos implemented the Majlis Al-Shura, an 

elected consultative council (Al Shakili, 2009; Al Shamsi, 1995; Wilson, 2016). This 

replaced an earlier advisory council, and together with the appointed State Council 

(Majlis Al-Dawla) forms the main legislative body, the Oman Council. This two-chamber 

system is intended to help ensure the representation of multi-ethnic groups and balance 

government powers (Al- Busaidi, 2011). However, the development of modern 

democracy has evolved only slowly in Oman over many decades, compared with the pace 

of economic and social development in this country (Al-Yahyai, 2015; Al-Araimi, 2000; 

Katzman, 2011; Al-Shura Media Department, 2006), and the available limited evidence 

indicates that current decision-making within the Oman Council may not be well 

informed by evidence, thus undermining the democratic process in this country.  

 

1.2. Objectives of the Study 

This article has been produced as the initial stage of a study that will integrate the 

existing body of knowledge on evidence-based strategic decision-making and develop a 

Model for Evidence-Based Strategic Decision-Making (MEBSDM) in the Council of 

Oman. The specific objectives of this stage of the study are to: 
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 Identify and discuss the key findings of literature on evidence-based practice and 

evidence-based decision-making, which are relevant to the development of a 

systematic model for the Council of Oman.  

 Identify gaps in the existing body of knowledge and literature on evidence-based 

decision-making in government, where new research is required. 

 Summarize the implications of the literature review findings for the Council of 

Oman.  

 

1.3. Methodology 

The article presents the findings of a scan of published academic literature. Key search 

terms were used to locate relevant books and journal articles using online search engines 

and academic libraries. Information relevant to the objectives of the study were extracted 

from these sources and the key points are summarized by themes in the following 

sections.  

 

2. FINDINGS 

2.1. Trends in the Use of Evidence Based Practice  

In the present decade, there has been an increasing focus around the world on the 

importance of using research evidence in policy-making and practice (Association for 

Public Policy and Management, 2015; Crowley, Scott & Fishbein, 2018; Fishbein, 

Ridenour, Stahl & Sussman, 2016; Foa, Gillihan, & Bryant, 2013; Haskins & Margolis 

2015; Meyer 2010; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2016; 

Oliver, Lorenc & Innvaer, 2014b). The use of EBP involves focusing on the area of 

interest by asking a question, collecting and analyzing relevant evidence, and coming to a 

decision about whether to implement or change a policy or practice based on the 

outcomes (Taylor, Lillis, Lynn & LeMone, 2015). The use of evidence-based practice 

began mainly in the healthcare sector, from which the majority of available studies, 

theories and decision-making models have been generated (Cook, Greengold, Ellrodt, & 

Weingarten, 1997; Cook, Mulrow & Haynes, 1997; Wolf, Shea & Albanese, 2001; 

Tranfield et al., 2003). Within this sector, EBP has been associated with improved patient 

care and greater accountability, along with other benefits (Gray, Webb & Plath, 2009; 

Melnyk et al., 2004). 

 

In the government and parliamentary contexts, pressures as well as opportunities to adopt 

EBP are largely being driven by the growing availability and use of new information 

technologies and devices, such as the Internet, wireless access, mobile devices and apps. 

These have brought about dramatic changes in terms of the availability of vast amounts 

of information and the related challenges involved in searching, analyzing and using this 
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information to inform policymaking (Baxter & Glendinning, 2011; Horita, de 

Albuquerque, Marchezini & Mendiondo, 2017; Yu, Lin & Liao, 2017). In this context, 

governments inevitably come under pressure from citizens who also have access to 

growing amounts of online information, and expect their governments to utilize this in 

the public interest (Ali,1994; Davies & Nolan 2003; Moser, Van Der Weijden, Tange & 

Korstjens, 2010b; Nieboer, Cramm, Meij & Huijsman, 2011; Palsbo & Kroll, 2007; 

Power, 2012). For governments that are inherently vulnerable to public image and 

satisfaction, evidence-based policy-making is therefore not just a means of making more 

well-informed policies but of satisfying citizen demands (Bernardes &  Bandeira, 2016; 

Global Center for ICT in Parliament, 2012; UN General Assembly Economic and Social 

Council, 2013; Olasina & Mutulab, 2015). It also has important financial implications, 

helping to reduce the wasted resources that result from poor quality policies and 

decisions (Zonnenshain et al., 1998). Accordingly, parliaments and governments around 

the world have in recent years been under pressure to introduce more transparency of 

decision-making, and to demonstrate the use of information and evidence-based research, 

in order to build public trust and to make most effective use of limited resources (Krolak, 

2006; Jain & Nfila, 2011; Al-Kubaisi, 2010; Garbuio;, Lovallo & Sibony, 2015; 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010; Marusich et al., 2016; Seppanen & Virrantaus, 

2015). 

 

As Jones (2016) points out, decision-making is at the heart of parliamentary practice and 

is a comprehensive process that should not be confused with decision-taking at the 

moment a choice is made (Jones, 2016).  The process of constructing a case and coming 

to a decision involves a complete course of action or procedure (Marcella et al., 1999). 

However, parliamentary decision-making is influenced by many actors, including as 

members of parliament, speakers and leaders, parties and political groups, secretaries, 

clerks and administrators. As in the case of any complex institution, therefore, it is 

important to utilize information in a systemic way (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2012). 

Decisions should be based on sound evidence in addition to systematic collaboration 

between government and parliament (Jans & Piedrafita, 2009). Saraiva (2018) 

recommends evidence-based practice as an effective and systematic tool for use in 

understanding the root causes of an issue and improving the quality of parliamentary 

debates and discussions. Professional analysis of relevant information, he argued, has 

been shown to improve discussions and decision-making within parliaments in the United 

Kingdom, Germany, Israel, Switzerland and other countries (Saraiva, 2018).  

 

2.2. Barriers to the Use of EBP in the Parliamentary Context  

Despite growing pressures to adopt EBP and the documented benefits of this approach, 

the limited available evidence suggests that, compared with the healthcare sector, 
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parliaments have been very slow to adopt EBP in policy-making. Studies indicate that the 

use of research evidence often comes only at the end of the decision-making process and 

is not seen as a priority. Many factors compete with the use of research evidence, 

including political expediency, perceived effectiveness, time and resource constraints, 

political factors, and inputs from stakeholders including partisan experts and think-tanks 

as well as opinion formers, lobbyists and so on (Cartwright & Hardie, 2012; Davies, 

2005). Time pressures have also been identified as a barrier to the use of research 

evidence in policy-making (Haynes & Haines, 1998).  

 

Furthermore, policymakers tend to rely on their existing beliefs and personal experience, 

as well as familiar sources of information, and often fail to consider all relevant evidence 

or seek advice from others when dealing with policy problems (Alter & Oppenheimer, 

2009; Banisar, 2002; Choo, 2009; Haidt, 2001; Kahneman, 2012; Lomas & Brown, 2009; 

Power, 2012; Radecki & Jaccard, 1995; Schneider, Ingram & deLeon 2014; Cairney & 

Oliver, 2017). Similarly, such individuals may use their own definition of information 

quality to support decision making when they have inadequate information seeking skills 

or difficulties in interpreting the information provided (Allen, 2011; Castle & Castle, 

2003, Davies & Nolan, 2003). 

 

As in other settings, the use of EBP also depends on organizational culture and the extent 

to which scientific knowledge and information are valued within this (Jennings & Hall, 

2012). For example, a survey of more than 2,000 Australian government employees 

found that individual and organizational factors make the public service structurally 

unprepared to share various forms of evidence, including academic research (Newman, 

Cherney, & Head, 2013). Within African countries including Nigeria, Ghana, Sierra 

Leone, Uganda, and Zambia, previous studies have found weaknesses in the adoption of 

EBP by parliaments and have attributed these mainly to a lack of research and analytical 

skills on the part of both executive and parliamentary staff members (Appiah & Ansaaku, 

2016; Newman et al., 2013; United National Economic Commission for Africa, 2005, 

2016). Studies have also shown that the factors hindering the adoption of EBP are not all 

government-related. Among researchers, there have often been only limited efforts to 

transform research into practice, to gain understanding of the legislative process or to 

cultivate relationships with legislative offices (Crowley & Jones 2015; Crowley, Scott 

&Fishbein, 2018; Foa, Gillihan, & Bryant, 2013; Meyer, 2010; National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016)  

 

A number of empirical studies of information-seeking among members of parliament 

from a range of countries provide evidence of the lack of skills and expertise in this area, 

which are likely to undermine the process of adopting EPB.  For example, Mansour & 
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Alkhurainej (2011) conducted a questionnaire survey of the information seeking behavior 

of Members of the Kuwaiti Parliament (MKPs). Forty-two percent (n=21) of respondents 

reported that they encounter significant problems when searching for information, 

including issues relating to the accuracy of information, the limited nature of the library’s 

role to deliver information, and difficulties in the use of technology.  Similarly, Mostert 

& Ocholla (2005) examined the information seeking behavior of members of the South 

African Parliament and concluded that 23% (n=167) of their sample were not making 

adequate use of parliamentary libraries. In addition, a pilot study by Thapisa (1996) 

which examined the information needs of the Botswana Parliament found that that more 

than a quarter of the MPs surveyed preferred to obtain their information through 

government departments, personal contacts and fellow parliamentarians rather than the 

parliamentary library.  

 

2.3. Barriers to the Use of EBP – Findings from the Healthcare Sector 

Further evidence on barriers to the use of EBP can be drawn from studies conducted in 

the healthcare sector. For example, a systematic review of 126 studies published from 

2000 to 2012 on health policy in the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, 

Australia and New Zealand identified a number of barriers to the use of evidence-based 

decision-making. These included a lack of resources, support, time and incentives for 

scientists to participate in policy-making; a lack of the research skills among 

policymakers that are needed to understand scientific evidence; cultural differences 

between the policy and research communities and the inability of scientists to adequately 

anticipate and meet the demands for timely information for problem-solving (Oliver et 

al., 2014; Oliver, Lorenc & Innvaer, 2014; Cairney, 2016; Cairney, Oliver & Wellstead, 

2016; Cairney & Oliver, 2017). 

 

Other barriers to evidence-based practice (EBP), especially in relation to nursing, have 

been shown to include negative attitudes, restricted access to rigorous evidence, lack of 

access to information technology, and limited authority to change practices that have 

remained relatively unchanged for decades (Feldman & Levin, 2006; Jordan, Bowers & 

Morton, 2016; Melnyk et al., 2004; Melnyk, Fineout-Overholt, Gallagher-Ford & Kaplan, 

2012; Pravikoff, Tanner, & Pierce, 2005; Thomas, Saroyan, & Dauphinee, 2011; 

Williams, Perillo & Brown, 2015). Majid et al. (2011) argued that the top three barriers to 

adopting EBP in healthcare were lack of time, inability to understand statistical terms, 

and inadequate understanding of research terminology. Similarly, Sadeghi-Bazargani et 

al. (2014) argued that the most common barriers to the implementation and use of 

evidence-based practice (EBP) in primary healthcare include lack of time, lack of 

knowledge, inadequate skills, inadequate access to evidence, and a lack of financial 

resources. Agarwal, Kalita & Misra, (2008) highlighted similar factors in South Asian 
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countries including a lack of resources, inadequate skills and knowledge and financial 

barriers. Furthermore, Albarrak, Abbdulrahim  & Mohammed (2014) found that the main 

barriers to the implementation of evidence-based medicine in primary healthcare centers 

(PHC) in Dubai included a lack of encouragement for staff to attend EBM training, a 

resistance to the adoption of EBM by senior physicians, time constraints, and an 

insufficient dissemination process for implementing clinical guidelines.  

 

These findings demonstrate that a combination of organizational and individual-level 

factors often act as barriers to the adoption of evidence-based practice, both in healthcare 

and in government and parliamentary decision-making. Organizational constraints such 

as limited time and resources, as well as cultural factors and a lack of supportive leaders 

frequently hinder the use of information and research. Other significant barriers include 

inadequate understanding on the part of individuals involved in the decision-making 

process about how to locate and use relevant evidence, or the perception that this is 

unnecessary and that a reliance on existing beliefs and experience is sufficient (Melnyk et 

al., 2004; Thiel & Ghosh 2008; Waters, Crisp, Rychetnik & Barratt, 2009).  

 

Effective EBP can also be hindered by a lack of adequate research skills, which can result 

in the omission of crucial information or alternatively result in information overload and 

difficulties in identifying the most important evidence (Agyei, Kofi, Osman & Fiankor, 

2015).  The World Health Organization (WHO) has developed an instrument providing 

explicit criteria for rating the quality of public health evidence, including study design, 

risk of bias, imprecision, inconsistency, indirectness, and magnitude of effect (Guyatt et 

al., 2011; Knight et al., 2016). Though the lack of similar measures in other sectors has 

been identified as a barrier to the adoption of EBP (Shaneyfelt et al., 2006), future 

developments in this area may help facilitate its uptake by governments by providing 

greater guidance how to evaluate and use research effectively.  

 

2.4. Studies of EBP in Oman 

No published research was identified that has examined the use of EBP by the Oman 

Council, though a handful of studies have generated findings that potentially support the 

argument for its adoption in this setting. 

For example, Saeid (2013) argued that government processes in Oman are far from 

transparent or democratic, since Oman Council's role remain purely advisory and non-

binding, and since citizens remained isolated from the decision-making process. Al-

Rayamiyah (2015) expressed the view that the accountability of the Council of Ministers 

to his Majesty the Sultan and not to the Oman Council is a barrier to democratic practice 

in Oman. He also highlighted the limitation of the Council’s authority since article 52 and 

article 58 of the Basic Law of the State specifies that the Oman Council only give 
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recommendations rather than following up on their implementation. Alhaj (2000) 

described Oman as an autocracy and claimed that the elite in Oman have a strong 

influence on policy-making, while Al Saadi, (2013) argued that Omani society remains 

dominated by a traditional tribal mentality which continues to influence the political 

arena. In light of these arguments, the adoption of EBP by the Council might help 

demonstrate the use of democratic principles in government processes, as well as 

strengthening these processes and providing a stronger foundation for decision-making.  

A number of studies were located relating to the use of EBP within public healthcare in 

Oman, the findings of which might be taken into account by the Council of Oman in 

developing effective EBP processes to inform decision-making.  For example, Al-

Wahaibi et al. (2014) identified time constraints and lack of relevant skills to be the two 

major barriers to the adoption of Evidence-Based Medicine by Oman Medical Specialty 

Board (OMSB) Residents. Another study, conducted in four governmental hospitals in 

Muscat by Ammouri, et al. (2014), found that nurses in Oman view evidence-based 

practice (EBP) positively, especially those with more years of experience. The authors 

recommended increasing the use of EBP within nursing in Oman by providing continuing 

education for nurses, and by minimizing barriers identified in the study such as 

insufficient time for research and constraints on resources for the purpose of changing 

practices. Other studies reflect a positive trend towards evidence-based practice within 

healthcare in Oman and have highlighted a belief at least among some medical specialists 

that EBP is strongly related to effective healthcare (Al Awaid, 2010); Bhargava, Al-

Lawatia, Al-Abri & Bhargava, 2012).  

 

2.5. Information and Knowledge Gaps 

Many studies of information-seeking which might be used to inform the development of 

EBP have been conducted in Western countries and are largely grounded on theories 

dating back decades (Al-Suqri, 2007). Moreover, the majority of studies on the use of 

EBP have been conducted in the healthcare sector. It is difficult to generalize the findings 

of these to different political and socio-cultural environments (Bawden & Robinson, 

2013; Julien, Pecoskie & Reed, 2011; Mishra, Allen & Pearman, 2015; Wilson, 2008). 

The use of research-based evidence alone to support policy can be problematic if the 

social and political context is not taken into account properly in interpreting this evidence 

and translating its relevance to the local setting (Jack et al., 2011; Tranfield et al., 2003; 

Davies, 2005). Available studies into the use of information in parliamentary decision-

making are still limited, particularly in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries 

(Mansour & Alkhurainej, 2011). There is a need for further investigation into the use of 

quality information and strategic analysis by government that takes into account a 

country’s history, culture and level of technology adoption (Moser, Korstjens, van der 
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Weijden & Tange, 2010a; Nakata & Sivakumar, 1996; Power, 2012; Turnpenny & 

Beadle-Brown 2015).  

 

3. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

The use of information and evidence in a systematic way can improve parliamentary 

decision-making, hold governments more accountable to their citizens and ensure there is 

more meaningful scrutiny and control over the executive branch. However, little previous 

research in this area has been conducted in Oman, and the results of studies carried out in 

other countries are not necessarily applicable to this setting due to the differing social, 

political and ideological contexts. Nonetheless, the findings of numerous studies 

conducted internationally, as well as some carried out within Oman’s healthcare sector, 

have generated consistent or similar findings regarding the most prominent barriers to the 

use of EBP. These include, for example, time constraints and a lack of adequate skills in 

the use of research and information to inform decision-making.  

Oman is an example of a non-Western country where studies regarding information-

seeking behavior and evidence-based practice (EBP) within parliament are very limited. 

The researcher did not locate any published studies at national level concerning 

information-seeking or evidence-based strategic decision making within the Oman 

Council. There appears to be a lack of familiarity on the part of the Council with EBP and 

the potential effectiveness of this approach in improving policy-making as well as 

enhancing the transparency and accountability of government. Previous studies indicate 

that evidence-based practice is viewed positively in Oman at least in healthcare services; 

however, as in the case of other studies conducted internationally, time constraints and 

skill limitations appear to be the two most prominent barriers against the use of evidence-

based practice in this setting.  

 

Based on the findings of previous studies as discussed in this article, the Oman Council 

would be advised to promote a culture of enquiry and not make decisions based on a 

partial or inadequate understanding of the evidence. Council members must also be 

provided with the time and skills needed to collect and evaluate relevant research and 

information and use this in the development of evidence-based policies and practices. It is 

important to build EBP competencies through a comprehensive training strategy and the 

development of a more effective role of Council libraries in enabling members to obtain 

information literacy and search skills.  

 

Oman Council members must therefore be prepared for a more systematic approach to 

effective decision-making based on evidence, in order to provide a stronger foundation 

for the evolution of democratic politics in Oman and to address many critical national 

issues. At the same time, there is a pressing need to investigate further how the adoption 
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of evidence-based strategic decision-making would ensure consistency with the public 

interest. This is expected to be important in generating the necessary support of the 

Sultan, parliament and the citizens of Oman for the resources necessary to underpin this 

development.  
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