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Unit Four: Assignment 9: Evidence-Based Decision-
Making in Politics 
 

Introduction: When Science Meets Politics 

Imagine if politicians decided traffic laws based on opinion polls rather than accident 
statistics. Imagine if doctors prescribed medication based on what patients wanted to hear 
rather than medical research. Imagine if engineers built bridges based on public sentiment 
rather than physics and engineering principles. These scenarios sound absurd—yet when it 
comes to many political decisions, governments often ignore scientific evidence in favor of 
political considerations, public opinion, or economic interests. 

This wasn't always the case. In 1987, when scientists discovered that human-made 
chemicals were creating a hole in the ozone layer, world leaders acted swiftly on the 
evidence. The Montreal Protocol became one of the most successful environmental 
agreements in history, proving that science-based policy can solve global problems. Yet 
when faced with climate change—arguably a more urgent threat—political action has been 
slow, inconsistent, and often ineffective despite overwhelming scientific consensus. 

The difference between these two responses reveals a fundamental challenge in modern 
democracy: how do we ensure that important decisions are based on the best available 
evidence rather than politics, emotions, or special interests? As Canada faces complex 
challenges from pandemics to climate change to digital warfare, the ability to make 
evidence-based decisions may determine whether democratic societies can effectively 
address 21st-century problems. 

 

Background: The Science-Policy Success Story 
 
The Montreal Protocol: When Evidence Led to Action 
In the 1970s, scientists studying the atmosphere made a disturbing discovery. Chemicals 
called chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs)—commonly used in refrigerators, air conditioners, and 
aerosol sprays—were destroying the ozone layer that protects Earth from harmful 
ultraviolet radiation. The evidence was clear and frightening: without the ozone layer, rates 
of skin cancer would skyrocket, crops would fail, and marine ecosystems would collapse. 

What happened next demonstrates how effective science-based policy can be. Scientists 
presented their findings to government officials, who took the threat seriously despite 
significant economic interests opposing action. The chemicals industry initially resisted, 
arguing that the science was uncertain and that banning CFCs would cost jobs and harm the 
economy. However, the scientific evidence was overwhelming, and the potential 
consequences of inaction were catastrophic. 
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In 1987, representatives from around the world gathered in Montreal to negotiate what 
became known as the Montreal Protocol. The agreement committed industrialized nations 
to phase out ozone-depleting substances according to a specific timeline. Developing 
countries were given additional time and financial assistance to make the transition. The 
protocol was based entirely on scientific evidence about ozone depletion, not on political 
considerations or economic convenience. 

The results speak for themselves. The ozone layer is now recovering and is expected to 
return to 1980 levels by around 2050. The Montreal Protocol prevented an estimated 2 
million skin cancer cases annually and protected countless ecosystems from UV damage. 
Scientists estimate that without the protocol, two-thirds of the ozone layer would have been 
destroyed by 2065, creating a global environmental catastrophe. 

Importantly, the economic fears proved largely unfounded. The chemical industry 
developed safer alternatives to CFCs, creating new markets and jobs. Innovation replaced 
regulation as the driving force, showing that environmental protection and economic 
growth can coexist when policy is based on sound evidence rather than short-term political 
considerations. 

Why the Montreal Protocol Worked 
Several factors explain the Montreal Protocol's success. First, the science was clear and 
unambiguous—CFCs caused ozone depletion, and the consequences of inaction were well-
understood. Second, the problem had identifiable causes and practical solutions—specific 
chemicals needed to be replaced with safer alternatives. Third, the costs of action were 
manageable compared to the costs of inaction. Finally, there was strong international 
cooperation based on shared scientific understanding rather than competing political 
ideologies. 

Most importantly, political leaders trusted scientific expertise and were willing to act on 
evidence even when it required difficult economic transitions. The protocol succeeded 
because science, not politics, drove the decision-making process. 

 
The Challenge of Climate Policy 
 
From Success to Struggle 
The success of the Montreal Protocol makes the struggles with climate policy all the more 
puzzling. Climate science today is as robust as ozone science was in the 1980s. Scientists 
have established with extremely high confidence that human activities—primarily burning 
fossil fuels—are warming the planet at an unprecedented rate. The evidence includes rising 
global temperatures, melting ice sheets, changing precipitation patterns, and more frequent 
extreme weather events. 

Yet unlike the swift action on ozone depletion, climate policy has been marked by decades 
of delay, political controversy, and insufficient action. Canada's experience illustrates this 
pattern clearly. Despite signing international agreements like the Kyoto Protocol (1997) and 
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Paris Agreement (2015), Canada has consistently failed to meet its emission reduction 
targets. 

The pattern is frustratingly familiar: governments make ambitious climate commitments, 
then fail to implement the policies necessary to achieve them. Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper withdrew Canada from the Kyoto Protocol in 2011, arguing that meeting the targets 
would require "engineering a recession." Prime Minister Justin Trudeau introduced a 
carbon tax to meet Paris Agreement commitments, but the policy proved politically 
unpopular and economically ineffective—Canada's emissions remained essentially 
unchanged. 

Why Climate Action Struggles 
Several factors explain why climate policy has been less successful than ozone protection. 
First, the problem is more complex—climate change affects virtually every aspect of 
modern life, from energy systems to transportation to agriculture. Second, the solutions 
require fundamental changes to economic systems built on fossil fuels, not just substituting 
one chemical for another. Third, the costs are immediate and visible (higher energy prices, 
job losses in fossil fuel industries) while the benefits are long-term and diffuse. 

But perhaps most importantly, climate science has become politicized in ways that ozone 
science never was. Climate action threatens powerful economic interests—oil companies, 
coal producers, and energy-intensive industries—that have invested heavily in creating 
doubt about climate science and opposing policy action. These groups have successfully 
framed climate action as an economic threat rather than a response to scientific evidence. 

 
The Role of Motivated Reasoning 
Motivated reasoning helps explain why scientific evidence often fails to guide policy 
decisions. This psychological phenomenon occurs when people process information in ways 
that support their pre-existing beliefs or desired conclusions rather than objectively 
evaluating evidence. Politicians, business leaders, and ordinary citizens all engage in 
motivated reasoning when scientific findings conflict with their political ideology, economic 
interests, or personal preferences. 

For example, someone who works in the oil industry might scrutinize climate studies for 
any uncertainty while accepting studies that downplay climate risks with little critical 
examination. A politician from an oil-producing region might focus on the economic costs of 
climate action while ignoring the economic costs of climate change. This isn't necessarily 
conscious deception—people genuinely convince themselves that the evidence supports 
their preferred conclusion. 

Motivated reasoning is particularly problematic in democracies because politicians respond 
to public opinion, and public opinion is often shaped more by emotion, identity, and 
economic interest than by scientific evidence. When voters don't want to believe 
inconvenient scientific findings, politicians have little incentive to base policies on those 
findings. 
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Current Challenges in Science-Based Policy 
 
The COVID-19 Example 
The COVID-19 pandemic provided a real-time test of evidence-based decision-making under 
pressure. Initially, public health officials and politicians generally followed scientific 
guidance, implementing lockdowns, mask requirements, and vaccine development 
programs based on epidemiological evidence. Canada's response—including travel 
restrictions, economic support programs, and vaccine procurement—largely reflected 
scientific consensus about how to control the pandemic. 

However, as the pandemic dragged on, science-policy alignment became more difficult. The 
Freedom Convoy protests reflected growing public fatigue with restrictions and skepticism 
about government authority, even when policies were based on clear health evidence. Some 
protesters rejected vaccine science entirely, while others accepted the science but opposed 
mandates as government overreach. 

The pandemic revealed both the potential and the limits of evidence-based policy. When 
facing immediate, visible threats, governments and citizens can act quickly on scientific 
evidence. But when policies require sustained sacrifice over long periods—as with climate 
change—maintaining science-based approaches becomes much more challenging. 

Other Science-Policy Conflicts 
Many other policy areas struggle with the gap between scientific evidence and political 
action. Drug policy provides a clear example: decades of research show that treating 
addiction as a health issue rather than a criminal justice problem produces better outcomes, 
yet most jurisdictions continue prohibition-based approaches that contradict the evidence. 

Similarly, economic research consistently shows that carbon pricing is the most cost-
effective way to reduce emissions, yet carbon taxes remain politically unpopular despite 
their scientific backing. Education research demonstrates the importance of early childhood 
education for long-term outcomes, yet governments often underfund these programs in 
favor of more politically visible spending. 

In each case, the scientific evidence is clear, but political considerations—public opinion, 
special interests, ideological beliefs—prevent evidence-based policy implementation. 

 

Building Better Science-Policy Connections 
 
Lessons from Success 
The Montreal Protocol and other successful science-policy examples suggest several 
principles for improving evidence-based decision-making. First, scientific findings must be 
communicated clearly and accessibly to both policymakers and the public. Technical 
complexity often provides cover for motivated reasoning—if people don't understand the 
science, they can more easily dismiss it. 
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Second, scientists and policymakers need ongoing dialogue throughout the policy 
development process, not just at the beginning. The Montreal Protocol succeeded partly 
because scientists remained engaged as the agreement was negotiated and implemented, 
helping adjust policies based on new evidence. 

Third, policy solutions should be designed with political and economic realities in mind. The 
most scientifically sound policy will fail if it's politically impossible to implement. Effective 
science-based policy requires understanding not just what the evidence says, but how to 
translate that evidence into politically feasible action. 

Institutional Reforms 
Some institutional changes could improve evidence-based decision-making. Independent 
scientific advisory bodies—insulated from political pressure—can provide objective 
analysis of complex issues. Canada's Chief Science Advisor, created in 2017, represents one 
attempt to strengthen science-policy connections at the federal level. 

Parliamentary systems could require "evidence impact assessments" for major policy 
proposals, similar to environmental impact assessments. These would force policymakers 
to explicitly consider scientific evidence and explain any decisions that contradict expert 
recommendations. 

Educational reforms could also help by improving scientific literacy among both politicians 
and citizens. When voters understand how scientific evidence is generated and evaluated, 
they're better equipped to evaluate policy claims and hold politicians accountable for 
ignoring evidence. 

The Role of Democratic Culture 
Ultimately, evidence-based decision-making requires a democratic culture that values 
expertise, tolerates uncertainty, and prioritizes long-term thinking over short-term political 
gain. This means citizens must be willing to support politicians who make difficult decisions 
based on evidence, even when those decisions are personally inconvenient. 

It also means politicians must be willing to lead rather than simply follow public opinion 
when the evidence clearly points in a particular direction. Democratic leaders have a 
responsibility to educate voters about complex issues and to make the case for evidence-
based policies, even when doing so is politically risky. 

The Montreal Protocol succeeded because political leaders were willing to act on scientific 
evidence despite economic opposition and public uncertainty. Today's challenges—from 
climate change to digital privacy to biotechnology—require the same kind of evidence-
based leadership, applied to problems that are often more complex and politically 
contentious than ozone depletion ever was. 
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Questions to Think About 
For all the questions, you must use the introduce, illustrate and conclude approach. Each question 
has a specific word count range. Work within that range if you want to earn full marks for the 
assignment. 

1. Why was the Montreal Protocol successful in getting countries to act on scientific evidence, 
while climate action has struggled despite equally strong scientific consensus? What does this 
comparison teach about the relationship between science and politics? (150-250 words) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
2. How does "motivated reasoning" affect the way politicians and citizens respond to scientific 
evidence? (50-100 words) 
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Final Task 
Research one current issue where politics conflicts with evidence—either in Canada or 
internationally. This could be related to health policy (e.g. vaccines, drug policy, mental health), 
environmental policy (e.g. climate change, pollution, conservation), technology policy (e.g. 
artificial intelligence, social media regulation, privacy), or any other area where scientific 
research provides clear guidance but political action lags behind or contradicts the evidence. 

For your chosen case, provide the following information: 
 
1. What do researchers and experts agree on? What does the evidence clearly show? 
2. How have governments actually responded? What policies exist or don't exist? 
3. Why does political action contradict or ignore the scientific evidence? What factors 
explain the disconnect? 
4. What are the real-world costs of ignoring or rejecting the scientific evidence? 
5. What would need to change to improve evidence-based decision-making on this issue? 
What lessons from successful examples like the Montreal Protocol could apply? 
 
Your response should follow the introduce, illustrate and conclude format and be in the 400 
to 600 word range. Please include the URL(s) where you found your information. Approach 
this research with respect and sensitivity. Focus on issues where there is genuine scientific 
consensus, not controversial areas were experts themselves are still in disagreement. Do 
not use AI for any part of this assignment. 

 

 


