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A sentence like ‘as you put pressure on your right pedal, push the bicycle to the left and transfer the 

weight of your upper body to the right in order to keep your bicycle balanced’ would hardly be 

helpful to anyone. Still, it would be a sentence arguing for the feasibility of learning to ride by reading 

text. The recommendation to do something claims the doability of what is recommended. Such a 

guideline will probably never see the light of day, and if it does it is hard to imagine that ‘reading to 

ride’ would ever be accepted as an efficient way of achieving the knowledge needed for bicycling. My 

point is that guidelines per se perform the mobile and governing ‘nature’ of knowledge: They are 

negotiators for the cause of the immanent mobility and potential governing capacity of the 

knowledge they are supposed to pass on. For instance, the type of knowledge which teachers need 

for increasing the effect of prevention in schools is pushed in the direction of a bookshelf-assembling 

type of knowledge by the Guideline. Simultaneously, the Guideline displaces the idea that the 

knowledge needed for efficient prevention in classrooms is produced through working in classrooms. 

Guidelines perform their own instructional potential and locate the expertise and the experts outside 

the practices they are made to affect.  

 

 

10.6 Third interrogation: The expediency of guidelines 

 

The ironic outcome, after more than four years of guideline production, begs the question of why 

guidelines comprise such a popular genre. Their unfashionable monologic character adds to the 

reasons for asking this question. The same applies to their suitability as conveyors of scientific 

knowledge. What, then, about their expediency? Can the successful survivability of the guideline 

genre be explained by guidelines’ efficient contribution to the achievements of the policy goals they 

are aiming at? My own research is not about measuring the intended effect of the ready-made 

‘Suggestions for Learning Activities’, and it can hardly be used to affirm the expediency of guidelines. 

But are there plausible answers hidden in implementation studies, effect measuring studies, 

evaluation studies, or within pedagogical research, for instance? Are there any randomized 

controlled trials that testify to the expediency of guidelines? If so, one might consider the extensive 

production of guidelines to be a science-based activity: Guidelines are made because science 

supports them. Such ‘evidence’ would clearly be in coherence with the privileged status granted to 

scientific knowledge by science-based guidelines themselves. If science supported the transmission 
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of science through governmental guidelines, this would provide at least some explanation for the 

popularity of the genre – they are popular because they work.  

 

Admittedly limited to the area of Norwegian welfare policy, my search for scientific support for the 

efficiency of guidelines has been rather unsuccessful. Apparently, the general confidence in the 

ability of scientific knowledge to improve practices at the professional frontline of the welfare state, 

and in guidelines as tools of mediation, is not matched by scientific ‘evidence’ of their effectiveness. 

In fact, it has hardly been possible to find any research measuring the success or failure of 

implemented governmental guidelines. One exception can be found in a report from a survey 

published by the Norwegian Department of Teacher Education and School Research (Rødnes and de 

Lange, 2012), which measures the extent to which teachers are aware of and use guidelines created 

by the Directorate of Education and Training for governing 14 different subject areas. The report 

should definitively count as an evaluation, but it hardly supports the expediency of governmental 

guidelines in its content and conclusions. About half of the 117 teachers who responded to the 

survey had never heard of the guidelines. Among those who had, only 41% responded that they had 

used them. Regarding one particular guideline, 98% responded that they had never used it.  

 

Although the limitations of my own searching capacity might be a contributing factor, I would say 

that there is a conspicuous incongruity between the abundance of governmental guidelines and the 

lack of scientific publications testifying to their efficiency. The same applies to the attention 

researchers have directed towards guidelines more generally. Of course, ordinary Google searches 

combining terms such as ‘guidelines’ with those of ‘implementation’, ‘evaluation’, or ‘effect’ 

generate a lot of hits. But, and perhaps symptomatic for their prevalence, guidelines dealing with 

how to implement, evaluate, and measure effects appear on the first page of the search results. 

Attempts to make guidelines themselves subject to such investigatory endeavours are conspicuous 

by their absence. Somehow, the practices of making guidelines seem to escape the scientific testing 

so essential to the idea of governing practice in accordance with scientific findings. While the 

standard of scientific proof is likely to be requested for any type of practice executed at the frontline 

of the welfare state, the vibrant guideline industry itself seems to be exempted.  

 

This brief overview of the guideline genre might be summed up in the following way: Considering 

their ubiquity in almost all fields of welfare policy, guidelines seem to play a vital role in the 

governance of professional practitioners at the frontline of the welfare state. However, the viability 

of guidelines as a genre of governing devices is by no means self-evident. They are basically 
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monologues in a time that breathes dialogue and participation by the governed, and as such they 

would seem to be a rather unfashionable and inappropriate type of tool. The suitability of guidelines 

as knowledge-transmitting infrastructures should not be taken for granted, and neither should their 

potential capacities of forging a change in the ways practitioners work towards their different target 

groups. Despite the questionable appropriateness, suitability, and expediency of guidelines, the 

genre still appears rather successful, at least in terms of the number of guidelines produced annually. 

Hence, guidelines somehow appear as successful, yet without any obvious reasons. This is, 

nevertheless, only if one takes the policy prescription of science-based practice as the frame of 

reference: Given the chain of change in which guidelines are set to bring about specific changes in 

ways professionals accomplish their daily work, the ubiquity of the genre is not matched by ‘scientific 

evidence’ of its successful viability.  

 

 

10.7 The policy of science-based practice as a domino theory 

 

I have argued that the Guideline’s appropriateness as a monologic governing device, its suitability as 

a science-shipping device, and its expediency as a change making tool should not be understood as 

the reasons why it was made, because it scores poorly on all three counts. Rather, the failure of 

these criteria could be expected to cause the death of the Guideline before it was completed, or 

even as reasons to abandon the very idea of making the document. However, that did not happen. 

Although it ended up quite far from the Guideline as it was commissioned, the final document made 

it through several threatening trials and finally ended up as yet another policy document in the field 

of prevention of alcohol and drugs. It survived harsh objections in the external hearing process, and 

like a phoenix it rose from the ashes, even at the stage of dismissal when the document appeared to 

be an orphan without any allies. This tenacity of life begs the question of why it was made. My search 

for answers has so far been attempted within the logic of science-based practice as the frame of 

reference. I have discussed possible reasons for its conception with reference to the unidirectional 

chain of change within which the Guideline is a crucial link:   

 

1. Scientific knowledge is supposed be assembled in the Guideline’s textual content,  

2. The Guideline’s textual content is supposed to bring about specific changes in the way 

teachers work, 
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different types of effects from the Guideline’s emergence provides plausible explanations for its 

survival. The argument requires detachment from what Ian Hacking (1983) refers to as causal realism 

– a type of realism in which ‘the theoretical terms of the theory denote theoretical entities which are 

causal responsible for the observable phenomena’ (p. 28). Within this logic of strong causality, the 

hunt for answers to why preordains the phenomenon subject to explanation (the explanandum) as 

connected to their causes (the explanans) by a unidirectional productive alignment.44 The causes are 

responsible for, and therewith ordered prior in time to, the emerging phenomenon subject to 

explanation. Explaining the emergence of the Guideline by evoking the causal alignment in which it is 

set to take part as a frame of reference presupposes a division of phenomena into two different 

classes: those that explain (for instance, the Guideline’s appropriateness, suitability, and expediency), 

and those that are explained (the ready-made document). My further interrogation of the 

Guideline’s mystery implies detachment from such a division between causes and effects. Instead I 

will argue that one needs to take the Guideline’s productive capacities – that is, those other than 

supposedly being able to produce a change in what teachers do in their classrooms – into account in 

efforts to explain its successful tenacity of life. The notion of performativity (Callon, 2007; Mol, 2002) 

is essential for my exploration of such ‘side-effects’.  

 

 

10.8 The Guideline’s play in ten acts 

 

Explored within the conceptual framework of performativity, the Guideline is no longer conceived of 

as a result of some underlying causes responsible for its making. Rather, a performative approach 

allows for bringing the document itself into the explanation of its own tenacity of life. A performative 

approach enables the document to be examined as an actor in the play of governance within which it 

is allotted a science-shipping and governing part. What, then, is the order performed by the 

Guideline? What is the document doing in the staged play of governance in which it is offered a part? 

And how does its performance relate to the reasons why it was made?  

 

My answer is that the Guideline reproduces the reasons for its own production. It is not merely a 

product of the policy of science-based practice; the Guideline is producing the image of science-

based practice as a chain of change leading to solutions for alcohol- and drug-related problems. 
                                                           
44 The terms explanandum and explanans derive from Carl Hempel and Paul Oppenheim (1948). See also David 

Hess (1997, p. 33). 
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Perceived through the lenses of recursivity (Law, 1994, p. 14) the Guideline takes the form of a self-

generating governing device that maintains and fortifies the idea of science-based practice as a 

solution to alcohol- and drug-related problems. It is within this configuration that the making of the 

Guideline becomes an appropriate, suitable, and expedient ‘domino’ in the problem-solving chain of 

change. In the same way as a bicycling guideline would perform the possibility of conveying bicycling 

skills through guidelines, the Guideline too performs the possibility and the necessity of governing 

teachers towards science-based practice. Appropriateness, suitability, and expediency would in both 

cases be capacities performed by the documents themselves. In that respect, guidelines do politics, 

even if they are seemingly non-political.  

 

The claim that the Guideline performs and thereby reproduces the imagined reality, in which its 

viability makes sense, can be substantiated by a closer look at the very performance of the 

document. What are the features of the ‘reality’ performed? The following list is not exhaustive, but 

it contains the crucial elements that fortify and maintain the appropriateness, suitability, and 

expediency of the Guideline as a governing and science-shipping technology within the policy of 

science-based practice. This is the Guideline’s play in ten acts:  

 

1. The Guideline performs the insufficiency of contemporary practice at the frontline of 

the welfare state. Hence, the Guideline enacts an improvement potential in teachers’ 

practice. Perceived antithetically, there would be no point in making the Guideline if 

teachers’ practice was considered as flawless or without improvement potential. 

 

2. The Guideline performs the achievement of the improvement potential by governing 

teachers through the supply of scientific knowledge and science-based advice. 

Perceived antithetically, there would be no point in making the Guideline if scientific 

knowledge was considered as a resource irrelevant for achieving improvement 

potential. 

 

3. The Guideline performs the epistemological superiority of the knowledge produced by 

scientists. Perceived antithetically, there would be no point in making the Guideline if 

teachers, through their daily work, were considered to be the producers of the 

expertise relevant to their own practice. 

 
4. The Guideline performs the feasibility of producing potentially problem-solving 

science. Perceived antithetically, there would be no point in making the Guideline if 
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scientific knowledge was considered as epistemologically uncertain and lacking in 

truth value.  

 
5. The Guideline performs the mobility of scientific knowledge. Perceived antithetically, 

there would be no point in making the Guideline if scientific knowledge was 

considered to be non-transportable or non-convertible into problem-solving action.  

 

6. The Guideline performs the need for brokers bridging the gap between the scientific 

communities and practice communities. Perceived antithetically, there would be no 

point in making the Guideline if teachers were considered to make efficient choices 

without governance by external experts. 

 
7. The Guideline performs the suitability of guidelines as a science-shipping alternative. 

Perceived antithetically, there would be no point in making the Guideline if it was 

considered unsuitable as a device for conveying scientific knowledge and science-

based recommendations to teachers.   

 
8. The Guideline performs the success of its own distribution. Perceived antithetically, 

there would be no point in making the Guideline if it was considered likely to become 

a document unable to reach its target group. 

 
9. The Guideline performs the governing potential of reading guidelines. Perceived 

antithetically, there would be no point in making the Guideline if status quo was 

considered to be the result of reading it. 

 
10. The Guideline performs the reduction of alcohol- and drug-related problems through 

teachers’ changed practice. Perceived antithetically, there would be no point in 

making the Guideline if it was considered to be ineffective regarding the policy goals 

at which it is aiming.   
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10.9 The envelope of science-based practice as a recursive structure 

 

All these elements might be perceived as self-celebrating acts performed by the Guideline in the 

staged play of governance within the policy field of prevention of alcohol- and drug-related 

problems. They are self-celebrating in the sense that the document, by its own performance, 

maintains and fortifies an ecology of expertise (Ong, 2010) within which it fits comfortably. In a 

recursive manner, the Guideline reproduces the ‘reality’ convenient for its own emergence. This 

recursive structure constitutes its own logic and frame of reference, within which the Guideline 

appears as appropriate, suitable, and expedient. Within a different frame of reference such 

capacities become rather questionable. Hence, the question of whether the monologic format is 

appropriate must be answered with a double answer, both ‘yes’ and ‘no’: ‘yes’ within the recursive 

structure of policy making and with reference to its constitutive logic, and ‘no’ with reference to 

contemporary dialogic and participatory ideals of governance. The question of whether a guideline is 

a suitable transmission device must also be answered in the same way: ‘yes’ with reference to the 

logic of the world imagined in and performed by the policy documents, and ‘no’ with reference to 

what happened throughout the Guideline’s genesis. Finally, the question of whether the Guideline is 

an expedient governing device must be answered with a ‘yes’ within the frame of a self-sustaining 

policy world. With reference to the ready-made document’s timid script and limited exposure to its 

target audience, the answer is ‘no’.  

 

I choose the word envelope as a metaphor in order to grasp this recursive structure that supports, 

and simultaneously is supported by, the Guideline’s genesis – namely ‘the science-based practice 

envelope’ (SBP envelope). As a recursive, self-reproducing structure the SBP envelope entertains an 

image of a mechanistic causal realism for its own operation. The envelope term reifies the ‘reality’ of 

science-based practice; it brings to the fore the materiality of the envelope’s content: the networks 

of documents, the institutional arrangements, and the heterogeneous practices shaped by and 

shaping the policy of science-based practice. It also brings to the fore the boundaries between what 

is inside and outside the envelope, the membrane that encapsulates the self-generating process of 

science-based practice. Moreover, the verb to envelop emphasizes the ongoing work within the SBP 

envelope that recursively reinforces the ‘reality’ on which the practices of science-based practice are 

based.  

 

Given this image of an encapsulated, internally coherent, and self-generating ‘reality’, the Guideline’s 

genesis might be perceived as an SBP-enveloping activity accomplished within the SBP envelope. 
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Hence, I suggest that explanations of the Guideline’s tenacity of life need to consider that the SBP 

envelope gave birth to and sheltered the Guideline’s genesis, and that its production as well as the 

ready-made document reinforced the sheltering capacity of the SBP envelope as an effect. The 

document was made within a self-sustaining sphere that preserved its conception. Notwithstanding 

that it once appeared as an orphan, the document ended up as a legitimate child of the wedlock 

between policy and science, and by the same token it reinforced the wedlock itself.  

 

Arguing that the Guideline was made because it was the making of an SBP-enveloping policy 

document within the SBP envelope could easily be conceived of as a deterministic explanation – as if 

it was meant to be by shear dint of fitting smoothly into the self-generating logic of science-based 

practice. A few important clarifications are needed for moderating the possible impression of such a 

strong causality. First, I do not claim that the document was meant to be. It could definitively have 

been a document with a different textual content. The authorship could also have ceased without 

any publishing at all. The external hearing (Chapter 7) and the stage of dismissal (Chapter 8) were 

phases in the history of the Guideline that could have led to different outcomes. Second, the SBP 

envelope as the prevailing frame of reference for the document’s appropriateness, suitability, and 

expediency could have been challenged. For instance, a request for scientific evidence that testifies 

in favour of any guideline’s capability of propelling science-based practice could have jeopardized or 

impeded the authorship. I do not consider the membrane of the SBP envelope as impermeable. 

Third, I do not perceive the SBP envelope as some perpetuum mobile, a machinery independent of 

the input of energy. In the same manner as the success of the diesel engine depends on continuous 

work, for instance the addition of diesel oil (Latour ,1987, p. 133), the (relative) success of the policy 

of science-based practice depends on persistent SBP-enveloping efforts and work. It is not unlikely 

that the contemporary successful logic of governing professional practitioners towards science-based 

practice in the future will be challenged, impaired, or replaced by different responses to alcohol- and 

drug-related problems. But for the time being the SBP envelope, as well as SBP-enveloping practices, 

for instance those leading to new governing technologies, appear to be a solid recursive structure. 

 

10.10 Exposure management 

 

The history of the Guideline’s genesis could have been different or even non-existent. The same 

applies to the idea of scientific knowledge as a remedy for alcohol- and drug-related problems, or the 
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idea of responding to these problems by producing a guideline aimed at governing teachers in 

schools. Nevertheless, ‘Supportive Materials: Substance Abuse Prevention in School – Suggestions for 

Learning Activities’ was launched on the Internet on the 4th of July 2012. As argued, its successful 

completion must be understood in relation to it being enclosed within and protected by the SBP 

envelope. How, then, did the document manage to avoid devastating allegations that could have led 

to the closing of the tool factory without any final product? How did it manage to navigate through 

such treacherous seas for more than four years?  

 

I have argued that exposure to the ‘world’ outside the SBP envelope would imply the risk of 

undermining the rationale for the document’s making. Within a different frame of reference, its 

appropriateness, suitability, and expediency become questionable and potentially fatal for the 

document’s continued existence. Hence, its making relied on keeping distance from frames of 

reference that were potentially threatening. Given the production process I have described, I suggest 

that the document’s successful escape from a fatal outcome depended on its limited exposure to 

those it is supposed to govern. Paradoxically, keeping a distance from its target group appears to 

have been an important prerequisite for this governing tool to be made. Such distancing manoeuvres 

are evident in the production as well as in the publishing of ‘Suggestions for Learning Activities’: 

 

1. The idea of making the guideline came from within the SBP envelope. No teachers or 

teachers’ associations were involved to confirm that it was wanted or needed in 

schools.  

 

2. No teachers or teachers’ associations were involved in the authorship. The only 

teacher present in the writing process was the one configured by the authors. 

 

3. No teachers’ associations were consulted as the hearing draft was distributed to 74 

different consultative bodies. 

 

4. Instead of publishing in the format of a booklet distributed to all Norwegian schools, 

the ready-made document was published on a governmental website where it 

rapidly became displaced by newer items, dropping off the computer screen and 

becoming increasingly hard to find.  
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5. A conspicuous shrinking pattern manifested itself throughout the genesis of the 

document, resulting in a timid script without demanding textual content. 

 

6. The governmental guideline format was replaced by a document titled ‘Supportive 

Materials: Substance Abuse Prevention in School – Suggestions for Learning 

Activities’.  

 

All these features of the authorship might be perceived as aspects of exposure management. They 

protected the document against potentially fatal attacks by reducing the likelihood of being exposed 

to those who were supposed to be governed by it (1–4), or, in case of exposure, by making it into a 

non-demanding document that could easily be ignored (5–6). Hence, both the document itself and 

the way it was published reduced the likelihood for potential fatal allegations from outside the SBP 

envelope.  

 

I started out by suggesting the possibility of concluding that the rather counter-intuitive execution of 

governing power I have attended basically was four years of production of a non-political political 

device, and that governing power might well imply abstention from governance. Throughout this 

final chapter I have suggested that there is politics in the making of a seemingly non-political device 

after all. Perceived through the lenses of performativity and recursivity, the Guideline does politics: It 

is an actor in an ongoing play of governance that unfolds within the policy field of the prevention of 

alcohol- and drug-related problems. As much as the document depends on the privileged status of 

the policy of science-based practice, the policy also depends on documents and practices that 

reinforce its privileged status. In that respect, the document does politics. Whether it is effective in 

terms of governing teachers in Norwegian schools towards science-based practice is highly 

questionable. But, and this is my point, its success as a reproducer of the policy it is part of does not 

depend on its effects according to its proclaimed impact. It is a governing device that could be made 

independent of its ability to accomplish the job it is set to do. Moreover, it appears that deviation 

from the Guideline as it was commissioned simultaneously increased the likelihood of the 

document’s survival; careful exposure management allowed for the document to take part in the 

staged play of governance.  

 

In conclusion, the Guideline was made because its timid script and low-key launch afforded the 

avoidance of potentially fatal obstacles. Given such an explanation, the shrinking pattern that 

occurred throughout the genesis of the Guideline appears not as a disarming of the document, but as 
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arming it for a different task, namely successfully playing a part in the policy of science-based 

practice and thereby maintaining and reproducing the SBP envelope. The Guideline’s shrinking 

pattern was a productive transformation, an adaption that allowed for its casting in the staged play 

of governance unfolding on the policy field of the prevention of alcohol- and drug-related problems. 

Perceived performatively, the Guideline appears as an artefact that does a type of politics, although 

one other than its proclaimed impact.  

 

 

10.11 A final reflexive consideration  

 

As outlined in the introduction chapter, this thesis is an interrogation of the policy of science-based 

practice, largely inspired and informed by works within the academic field of Science and Technology 

Studies (STS), particularly works that elaborate on the concepts of materiality, performativity, and 

recursivity. These are contributions I consider helpful in accommodating documents in the analysis, 

not primarily as representations of human intentions but as performing language materials that 

partake in the practices of science-based practice. My analysis is empirically based on the practice of 

making a governmental guideline. However, the theoretical resources applied in this study 

mercilessly reflect back on the epistemological status of my own text. One of the hallmarks of STS is 

the denial of scientific knowledge production as a neutral activity of uncovering realities. Within STS, 

research is conceived of fundamentally as a contingent practice. As John Law (1994) puts it, 

 

[…] there is no reason to suppose that we [researchers] are different from those whom we study. 

[Scientific practice] has nothing to do with immaculate conception, or any other form of privilege. 

(p. 16)  

 

What, then, are the implications for my own account? How do I consider the epistemological status 

of this thesis? What would be the appropriate moment to back down in the epistemological ‘Game of 

Chicken’ (Collins and Yearley, 1992, p. 301)? Wiebe Bijker (1993) addresses this apparently 

paradoxical problem of reflexivity in the following terms:  

 

Modern students of science deconstruct the special character of scientific knowledge. To do so, 
they need to maintain a privileged stance for the knowledge that their own studies produce, and 
hence they refute their basic claim. They saw off the branch on which they sit, and they saw it off 
between their seat and the tree. (1993, p. 116)  
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In a defence against this self-imposed attack on the epistemological status of my own thesis, I settle 

for the following final remarks. I do not want to claim a privileged stance for my own text in the 

sense that it is the ‘true’ version of how the policy of science-based practice is done within the field 

of alcohol and drugs prevention. Although I consider it to be a plausible version based on what I saw, 

heard, and read throughout the Guideline’s genesis, this thesis is basically a contingent scientific 

product. My version could have been a different one, and at least one such alternative version exists. 

That is the version of the policy of science-based practice embedded in the documents that I made 

the subject of my analysis in this thesis. What I do want to maintain is that my account makes sense 

and runs counter to the versions performed by the policy documents performing optimistic 

prophecies of what scientific knowledge potentially can mend. In refusing to take for granted the 

presuppositions embedded in these documents – an interrogatory approach made feasible by the 

assistance of work within the field of STS – the celebrated policy of science-based practice becomes 

amenable to criticism.   

 

So what, then? What are the purposes of an account that runs counter to the optimistic image of the 

problem-solving potential of science? My answer is that it facilitates further heuristic questions that 

might deserve attention, reflection, and debate from researchers as well as from those playing their 

different parts in the practices of science-based practice and in society in general: 

 

� Is the priority granted to science as a problem-solving resource displacing the need for 

different resources at the frontline of the welfare state – for instance, the need for an 

increased workforce, more functional buildings, or a supply of tools other than 

guidelines, protocols, and manuals? 

 

� Does the priority of knowledge produced by science imply a transformation of political 

or ethical questions into questions of what science recommends? 

 

� How does the configured ecology of expertise embedded in the policy of science-

based practice privilege and disregard specific institutions, interests and practices? 

Who benefits? 

 

� Does the policy of science-based practice imply the delegation of the responsibility for 

fulfilling welfare promises, from the elites of politics and science to the frontline of the 
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welfare state? Who is to be blamed in case of failure? Practitioners for failing to apply 

the tools given to them? 

 

� Is the policy of science-based practice a problem-solving project that legitimizes and 

protects the inter-institutional making and circulation of documents without having to 

provide ‘evidence’ for their effectiveness? 

 

� How do the practices of creating governing and science-transmitting devices escape 

the request for science-approved effects?  

 

These are questions that cannot be answered on the sole basis of the bureaucratic authorship I have 

accounted for. The Guideline’s genesis is one singular process within a myriad of policy fields, 

institutions, practices, and documents comprised by the policy of science-based practice. Each and 

every production process is a potential research project of its own, which could of course lead to 

versions quite different from mine. However, even if I refrain from making any general statements, I 

do claim that the more general questions above can plausibly be raised on the basis of what I have 

observed and described in this thesis. Answers will require more research, and moreover, that 

researchers take more interest in the interrogation of the recursive effects of the policy of science-

based practice.  

 

  




