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Contextualization

“Fake news” is a frequently used phrase by Donald Trump, accompanied by terms 
such as “alternative facts” (Kellyanne Conway, the former Counselor to the President), 
lies, and conspiracy theories. All of these are indicators of the post-truth age, high-
lighting subtle ways to undermine facts and evidence. But what happens to processes 
that are supposed to provide information and evidence in societies that are partially 
abandoning the consensus that discussions, debates, and deliberations must be based 
on valid arguments and facts? This is precisely the topic of the book edited by Mita 
Marra, Karol Olejniczak, and Arne Paulson, titled Evaluation in the Post-Truth World.

The book appeals to evaluators, policy makers or scientists and contributes to the 
growing debates about the role of misinformation in modern societies. It offers inter-
esting perspectives to the existing literature by considering the role of evaluation un-
der conditions where fake news and misinformation are increasing. Accordingly, the 
book addresses questions about the relevance of evaluation in “a post-truth world” 
(Brousselle, 2024; Picciotto, 2019). In contrast to the literature on fake news and eval-
uation, most current studies focus on the evaluation of information in order to detect 
fake news (see, for example, Allen et al., 2020; Leeder, 2019). Hence, evaluation in 
post-truth societies currently seems to belong to the “future prospects and challenges” 
(Patton, 2023, p. 26) of evaluation research.

The editors describe the book’s aim as follows: “This book reflexively reconstructs 
the socio-political climate that contradictorily characterizes our epoch.” The book

“witness[es] the underlying tensions between the open discrediting of science 
and expertise on the one hand and the pressure for evidence-based policymak-
ing (EBPM) on the other. Polarization of politics, old and new media dynam-
ics, lack of trust in science, and the ever-rising complexity of policy issues are 
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some features and trends that influence the environment where evaluators work 
(across different levels and jurisdictions) to design and improve specific policies 
and public interventions” (p. 3).

Content

From a content perspective, the book offers a multi-faceted view of evaluation in a 
post-truth environment. According to the editors, “the book explores the relationship 
between the nature of evaluative knowledge, its increasing demand in decision-mak-
ing, and the post-truth phenomena of anti-science sentiments combined with the il-
liberal tendencies of our times” (p. 4). The title of the book suggests that all essays deal 
with policy and evaluation in the context of post-truth society. However, the authors 
address this theme to varying degrees. In some chapters, evaluation, policy, and post-
truth are central themes (e.g., Chapters 7, 8, 9), while in others, evaluation plays only 
a minor role (e.g., Chapter 4, 5 or 6).

The structure of the book includes an introductory and a summarizing chapter, 
framing ten independent chapters referred to by the editors as “essays” (p.  4). How-
ever, not all chapters could be characterized as essays. At least three of them are bet-
ter regarded as research papers, while the others resemble descriptive reports. Beyond 
that, the chapters differ significantly in length (e.g., from eight to 21 pages), structure, 
and methodology. 

In the introductory chapter, the editors present three guiding questions for the 
book, namely: 

“(1) How are policy problems conceptualized in the current political climate? (2) 
What is the relationship between expertise and decision-making in today’s politi-
cal circumstances? (3) How complex has evaluation become as a social practice?” 
(p. 4).

Considering that the essays explore a variety of topics and often reveal additional re-
search questions not directly connected to the guiding questions of the introduction 
(e.g., see Chapter 1, p.  11 or Chapter 6, p.  89), these questions appear to serve as a 
minimal common denominator rather than providing a cohesive framework for the 
book’s essays. This is a common challenge in academic compilations: the broader the 
topic, the harder it becomes to establish a unifying framework for diverse approaches 
and methods.

In the first chapter, Mita Marra examines the role of evaluation in policymaking 
with a focus on challenges. R. Pablo Guerrero O. explores a specific policy field (trade 
policy) and how evaluation may contribute to it (Chapter 2). In Chapter 3, Richard 
Boyle and Sean Redmond investigate the interconnections between evaluation and its 
influence on policies in post-truth societies. Lies in political processes are the main 
topic of Chapter 4, authored by Steve Jacob and Jeanne Milot-Poulin. Additionally, 
Jakub Krawiec and Paweł Śliwowski address biases of policymakers and strategies to 
deal with them (Chapter 5). Karol Olejniczak and Marin Jacoby provide historical in-
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sights into communication from pre-imperial China (Chapter 6). Referencing Wil-
davsky’s Speaking Truth to Power (Wildavsky, 1979), in Chapter 7, Pirmin Bundi and 
Valèrie Pattyn pose the question, whether actors want to hear the truth, focusing on 
citizens and their attitudes toward evidence-informed policymaking. Nicholas Hart 
and Kathryn Newcomer continue this theme in Chapter 8 by describing the process-
es and challenges of evidence-based policymaking in the US. Chapter 9, authored by 
Yaerin Park, analyzes the connection between evaluation and participatory budgeting 
in different institutional contexts (e.g., regarding local settings, the role of social me-
dia etc.), addressing challenges and potential outcomes. Finally, in Chapter 10, Steffen 
Bohni Nielsen and Sebastian Lemire highlight the necessity of managing interactions 
with various stakeholders to navigate paradoxes and increasing complexity.

Despite the challenges of combining such diverse topics, the thematic variety is 
also one of the book’s strengths. The chapters draw on various concepts, introducing 
numerous definitions of terms associated with the post-truth society, such as “truth” 
(pp.  29, 65), “wicked problem” (p.  39), “lies,” “deception,” “spinning,” “concealment,” 
“fake news,” and “misinformation” (see Table 4.1, p.  65), “cognitive constraints” (Ta-
ble 5.1, p. 81), “evidence” (p. 135), “participatory budgeting” (p. 151), and “post-truth” 
(p. 155). The inclusion of an index listing relevant terms, individuals, and concepts is 
particularly helpful, as it allows readers to identify and focus on areas of interest.

Critical Reflection and Appreciation

Although the editors explain the structure of the book, the order of the chapters is 
neither intuitive nor clear. Thus, the rationale behind the compilation of essays re-
mains opaque. Further structuring of the essays could have helped convey the broader 
messages of the book more effectively. For example, the editors could have grouped 
the chapters by methodological approaches (empirical vs. prescriptive/normative) or 
by themes such as processes, actors, policy fields, or contexts/circumstances.

While some essays focus on specific processes (e.g., participatory budgeting, co-
creation, in Chapters 1 and 9), others emphasize actors (e.g., evaluators, policymakers, 
citizens, in Chapters 5, 7 or 10), policy fields (e.g., free trade; Chapter 2), or contexts 
(e.g., lies and politics, heuristics and biases, evidence in a post-truth world, in Chap-
ters 3, 4, 5, 8 or 10). A more thematic organization could have provided a clearer ori-
entation for readers.

In summary, while the book offers valuable insights into evaluation in a post-truth 
world, its lack of structure and uneven quality of contributions reduce its overall im-
pact. However, this seems to be the usual challenge in all edited volumes. Despite this, 
the book makes a meaningful contribution to clarifying current challenges in evalu-
ation and raises critical questions about its role in a post-truth world. This is a wide 
topic that needs further research.
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