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Abstract: In this paper, we analyze the dynamics of policy advisory systems
and the use of policy knowledge in contexts characterized by weak
institutionalization and limited influence from Anglo-American models of
policy advice, such as Brazil. We synthesize findings from a large research
project carried out between 2019 and 2024, which combined two large-N
surveys of Brazilian federal bureaucrats (conducted in 2019 and 2021) with six
case studies across diverse policy areas. We examined the selected cases -
spanning health, environment, social welfare, public security, management,
and infrastructure - through document analysis and 40 in-depth interviews
with policy advisers conducted in 2022, aiming to understand how bureaucrats
access and apply knowledge in their work. Three main findings stand out: 01.
different sources of information are relevant in the development of policy
knowledge; 02. in most cases, internal sources produced by the bureaucracy
itself are the most visible, with bureaucrats acting as translators, stabilizers and
legitimizer of knowledge within the state apparatus; and 03. oversight bodies,
such as audit offices and the judiciary, have gained growing influence by
providing analyses and issuing binding recommendations. Together, these
findings challenge conventional paradigms of policy advice.
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Debates on the complex relationship between expertise and power in policymaking -
as well as on the institutional arrangements that support decision-making through
policy advice — have long been central to policy studies (CAIRNEY, 2017; CRAFT and
HOWLETT, 2013; DELEON, 2008; FISCHER and GOTTWEIS, 2012; LEJANO, 2006;
PARKHURST, 2017; SIMON, 1956; SPINK, 2019; WEISS, 1979). Yet, there has been
relatively little exploration of the diversity of advisory sources and systems that inform
government decisions outside OECD countries, beyond Westminster traditions, and
on the ‘demand side’ of advice (HOWLETT, 2019). This gap is even more pronounced
in contexts where policy advice lacks institutionalization, a situation faced by most
countries worldwide, including Brazil.

This paper seeks to address these gaps by synthesizing empirical findings from data
collected between 2019 and 2024 on Brazil's federal bureaucracy, using both
quantitative and qualitative methods. Unlike countries with well-established advisory
systems, such as the UK (CAIRNEY and TOTH, 2023) and Canada (HOWLETT, 2009),
Brazil has relatively few formal institutional mechanisms for generating, consolidating,
and applying policy knowledge and expertise (PALOTTI et al., 2020). This does not
mean that policy analysis and advice are absent in Brazil, but rather that more
research is needed to identify and understand how these practices operate
(VAITSMAN et al., 2013).

Since 2019, Brazil has experienced significant turbulence in the relationship between
expertise and political power. Between 2019 and 2022, the Bolsonaro administration
notably employed legal and infra-legal measures to undermine federal policy
implementation across multiple public policy areas and, in some cases, to persecute
public servants (GOMIDE et al., 2023; LOTTA et al.,, 2024). Denialism and attacks on
expertise and science were used to discredit research institutions, intimidate civil
servants, discontinue information systems, and weaken advisory arrangements and
the state’s analytical capacity (ROQUE, 2023). In response, initiatives to institutionalize
policy advice in Brazil have expanded in recent years. Key dimensions critical to
establishing an evidence-informed advisory system include governance arrangements
for using evidence, established capacities, mobilized partnerships and collaborations,
and committed leadership (WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION, 2023).

In addition to representing a lesser-known case of a hybrid administrative tradition
(PETERS, 2021), the recent challenges related to policy advice make the Brazilian case
particularly relevant for study. This research therefore seeks to address two key
questions: how the Brazilian policy advisory system (PAS) functions, and which sources
of knowledge inform it. Our findings indicate that, while various sources of information
contribute to the development of policy knowledge, internal sources produced by the
bureaucracy itself are typically the most prominent, with bureaucrats serving as



translators, stabilizers, and legitimizers of knowledge within the state apparatus. We
also observe that oversight bodies, such as audit offices and the judiciary, have
gradually increased their influence in the Brazilian policy advisory system by providing
analyses and issuing binding recommendations.

Following this introduction, the paper is organized into five sections. The next section
reviews the literature on policy advice and the specific features of Brazil's
administrative and organizational landscape. The third section presents the
methodology and data sources, while the fourth and fifth sections describe our
findings and analyze the conditioning factors shaping policy advisory systems. The
final section offers concluding reflections on the contributions of the Brazilian case to
the study of policy advisory systems in other non-OECD countries.

The field of policy analysis emerged with the goal of mobilizing knowledge to support
decision-making, evolving from a technical-rational perspective to a more critical and
constructivist approach that recognizes the influence of values, interests, and
judgments in policymaking (LASSWELL and LERNER, 1951; SPINK, 2019). Initially
rooted in the Anglo-American context, the field began to challenge the separation
between technical expertise and politics, increasingly framing public problems as
social constructs (FISCHER and GOTTWEIS, 2012; STONE, 2012). The evidence-based
policymaking movement, which gained momentum in the United Kingdom during the
1990s, sought to rationalize decisions through scientifically rigorous methods but was
later criticized for overlooking contextual complexity and the role of politics (CAIRNEY,
2019; DAVIES et al., 2000; PARKHURST, 2017). The definition of ‘evidence’ itself has
been widely debated, with scholars advocating for more moderate and abductive
approaches that integrate both the assumptions of instrumental rationalism and
constructivist contributions, acknowledging multiple forms of knowledge - including
tacit and lay knowledge - as relevant to the policy formulation process (PINHEIRO,
2020; SAGUIN, 2022).

With the emergence of studies on policy advisory systems in the 1980s, scholars
began examining the roles of actors and the institutional arrangements through which
information, knowledge, and recommendations reach decision-makers within specific
sectors or jurisdictions (CRAFT and HALLIGAN, 2017; HOWLETT, 2019). The first
generation of studies focused on identifying and understanding the nature and
location of policy advice sources — whether scientific, technical, or partisan political
advisers, and whether internal to governmental organizations or external, such as
lobbyists and think tanks. More recently, Howlett (2019) has called attention to two
key gaps in this debate. The first is the scarcity of studies conducted in non-
Westminster and non-OECD countries. The second concerns the demand side of



knowledge, more specifically the actors who seek policy advice, what types of sources
they consult, and how they utilize them.

Our study seeks to contribute to both areas of inquiry. The limited scholarship on
policy advisory systems in countries with non-Anglo-American traditions makes the
Brazilian case particularly relevant. Often described as a hybrid case due to its strong
Napoleonic influence alongside significant managerial reforms in the 1990s, Brazil's
administrative system is characterized by legalism and ‘ex-ante’ control, which impose
prior prescriptions that define the locus and scope of bureaucratic action (PETERS,
2021). In general, there are few explicit guidelines regarding the functioning of policy
advice within government organizations, allowing for diverse and heterogeneous
arrangements and cultures of evidence across the state apparatus.

In Brazil, the development of the policy analysis field has not followed a systematic
path toward the institutionalization of a distinct academic discipline. This does not
mean, however, that the country has lacked analytical activity (VAITSMAN, RIBEIRO,
and LOBATO, 2013). Between the 1930s and 1980s, policy analysis largely overlapped
with the work of high-ranking bureaucrats engaged in commissions and institutions
responsible for formulating proposals to advance the national-developmentalist
project. The 1988 Federal Constitution marked a turning point by decentralizing the
policymaking process, enabling more horizontal and bottom-up forms of deliberation
and decision-making. New participatory and deliberative arenas were created, and
actors beyond the boundaries of state organizations began to both produce and
demand knowledge and analytical inputs to inform public policymaking (VAITSMAN,
RIBEIRO, and LOBATO, 2013).

At present, the advisory system at the federal level accounts for a significant portion of
the key policy decisions in the country. Brazil is a federation comprising three tiers of
government: the Union, 26 states plus the Federal District of Brasilia, and 5,570
municipalities. Each constitutes a federative entity with political, fiscal, and
administrative autonomy, although policy formulation remains largely centralized
within the Union. Federal legislation covers numerous public policies that are
uniformly regulated across the national territory, while subnational governments are
primarily responsible for implementing these policies and delivering essential public
services. In this arrangement, policy formulation is largely the responsibility of the
Union, whereas implementation falls to the states and municipalities (ARRETCHE,
2012).

The centralized nature of decision-making in Brazil underscores the importance of
understanding how the Federal Executive is influenced by different sources of
knowledge, which sources are most frequently consulted, why they are relied upon,
and which elements of the advisory system carry the greatest weight in shaping public
policy. With a legal system deeply rooted in civil law, Brazil relies extensively on written
regulations to structure its public administration. The 1988 Constitution is among the



most detailed and comprehensive in the world, encompassing fundamental rights and
guarantees as well as the structure of the state. It also contains an extensive set of
provisions related to specific policy areas, including the organization of the health
system, social security, and education (COUTO, 2024).

Government bureaucracy is a key factor in understanding Brazil's policy advisory
system. Bureaucrats are responsible for implementing most public policies defined by
the President and the National Congress. Over the last four decades, public
administration has been restructured around a career-based system in which
recruitment occurs through public examinations, particularly at the federal level,
generally requiring at least a higher education degree. A small number of positions
are reserved for leaders and advisers recruited from outside the public service,
allowing for politically appointed posts with considerable discretion, similar to the U.S.
model. Despite advances in professionalization since the 1988 Constitution, the
Brazilian federal administration still displays substantial internal asymmetries, with
islands of excellence’ coexisting alongside agencies staffed by poorly qualified
personnel, often with unstable employment ties and subject to political bargaining by
the political parties that form the governing coalition. Thus, closely examining the
context of policy implementation is particularly important for understanding how the
advisory system functions.

Despite the managerial reform initiatives of the 1990s and various experiences with
agencification, Brazilian public organizations still retain a strong legalistic character.
This feature sets Brazil apart from the Westminster policy advisory system, where
efficiency takes precedence over legalism, and aligns it more closely with the French
administrative tradition, in which legal formalism plays a central role (PETERS, 2021).
The law clearly defines the role of the public administrator, whose primary function is
to apply general provisions to individual cases. In other words, the actions of decision-
makers and the bureaucrats who advise them are constrained by normative
frameworks.

The legalistic character of Brazil's public administration permeates all levels of
government, extending beyond the federal sphere to guide state and municipal
authorities in their policy formulation responsibilities. Given this solid legalistic
orientation, control tends to be exercised through ex-ante measures, as the actions of
public entities require prior authorization to prevent illegal or extra-legal activities.
Horizontal accountability focuses on individual public servants and organizations,
fostering endogeneity and discouraging risk-taking or innovative behavior (PETERS,
20217). Although oversight bodies in Brazil have recently sought to adopt a more
consultative and collaborative approach with managers, their activities remain largely
driven by compliance and fiscal considerations. Judicialization has become a common
practice, particularly in more complex and uncertain decision-making contexts
(FILGUEIRAS, 2018).



Given the systemic context described above, in this article we synthesize the findings
of a broad empirical research effort conducted between 2019 and 2024, comprising
two large-N surveys of federal bureaucrats and six case studies designed to examine
how knowledge is absorbed and how the policy advisory system operates in Brazil.

Two thousand one hundred and eighty (2.180) civil servants from all ministries of the
Brazilian federal government answered the first survey conducted in 2019,
representing approximately 11% of the target population. The survey included
questions designed to map the various sources of information and the ways evidence
is used across government sectors, as well as to capture respondents’ perceptions of
the attributes of scientific evidence. The second survey, conducted in 2021, included
942 senior civil servants from ministries and agencies responsible for advising on and
implementing federal policies, corresponding to about 15% of the target population.
This second round replicated several questions from the 2019 survey, with a
particular focus on the types of information most frequently used by respondents.

Between the second half of 2021 and the first half of 2022 we conducted the
qualitative stage of the research, consisting of six within-case analyses across six
different policy domains. The cases were selected based on the premise that varying
contextual frameworks shape the use of evidence in distinct ways, influencing how
public problems are framed, which policy options are considered for government
intervention, and which epistemic communities engage with each policy area. In total,
we conducted approximately 40 interviews with public policy analysts, including
specialists, technical staff, and managers within the Brazilian federal government.

The survey results indicate that civil servants across different ministries, as well as
senior officials throughout the entire Brazilian Federal Administration, draw on diverse
sources of knowledge in the policymaking process. Descriptive analyses reveal a
predominant reliance on internal and experiential sources of knowledge, with external
sources playing a comparatively smaller role. These findings are summarized in Chart
01For the monarchical period, as there was no expected tenure for the head of
government, values will be estimated using the average based on the time to the end
of the term of the legislature and the head of state (emperor or regent). Again, the
time since inauguration will be used to discount the expected tenure for the years

'As this article synthesizes findings from several studies, certain limitations should be acknowledged, such as
the limited detail provided on the methods employed and the cases analyzed. Moreover, the period during which
data were collected coincided with a context of systemic turbulence, which affects the characterization of
behavioral patterns and perceptions. Nonetheless, we hope this work offers valuable contributions, drawing on
extensive empirical material, to the critical examination of policy advice in a context of weak institutionalization.



following entry. The discount will be applied to the average of length of tenure of the
legislature and the head of state.

Diversity and variation of knowledge sources

Article

Koga et al.,
2021

Palotti et al,,
2022

Sources: Elaborated by the authors based on Koga et al., 2021 and Palotti et al., 2022.

Analysis

Survey analysis from the
research project ‘What
Does Inform Policy in
Brazil’, conducted with
civil servants from all
ministries of the
Brazilian federal
government.

Survey analysis from the
research project ‘What
Does Inform Policy in
Brazil, conducted with
senior civil servants
from ministries and
agencies responsible for
implementing federal
policies.

Key Finding

Laws and norms are the most
commonly used sources of
knowledge, followed by
colleagues’ advice, and personal
experience.

Similar results, except that the
third most used source among
senior civil servants was
technical notes produced by
federal government agencies,
followed by personal
experience.

Main takeaway

Both survey results
suggest that the main
sources of knowledge in
the federal public
administration are laws
and norms, coupled with
accumulated experience
(personal and from
peers).

Scientific sources ranked
only 8"in frequency of
use among sources of
knowledge.

In both studies, we applied factor analysis to the variable ‘type of information’ to
identify potential correlations and typical profiles of knowledge sources. In the larger
first survey, the resulting profiles cumulatively explained 63% of the variance, while in
the second survey, which included only senior civil servants, they accounted for
approximately 60% of the variance. The main takeaway from both surveys is that in
general, Brazilian federal civil servants - including senior professionals — generally rely
on four main types of information: 01. internal government information, 02. non-
academic external information, 03. information derived from civil servants' own
experiences (experiential), and 04. academic information. Chart 02 presents the
typical profiles of knowledge sources used by civil servants in the Brazilian federal
government, along with the corresponding types of information for each profile, based
on the factor analysis results.
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Chart 02. Typical profiles of knowledge sources used in the Brazilian Federal

Government

Internal sources of
information used by
federal civil servants

Diverse pool of sources
stemming from
stakeholders, states and
municipalities,
beneficiaries' opinions, and
grey literature

Information produced

by academia

Related to
knowledge
accumulated by
civil servants and
advice from peers

Types of information included in the profile

-Laws and regulations
Technical notes
produced by federal
agencies

-Formal legal opinions
and court decisions
Recommendations from
oversight bodies
-Information systems
and government
databases

-Good practices and
initiatives produced by
states or municipalities
-Recommendations from
participatory instances and
citizens' juries
-Beneficiaries’ opinions and
experiences

-Information produced by
stakeholders (e.g. NGOs)
-Recommendations from
international organizations
-Media/News coverage

-Research articles,
chapters, and books
-Scientific reports

-Personal
experience
-Consultation with
peers

Sources: Elaborated by the authors based on Koga et al.,, 20271 and Palotti et al., 2022.

Explaining variation through contextual factors that

influence Brazilian policy advisory systems

As noted in the previous section, the sources of knowledge used in policymaking vary
depending on who is using them and in what context. Koga et al. (2022) examined the
relationship between the types of knowledge sources and several factors, including

the nature of policy work, individual analytical capacity, organizational analytical

capacity, the policy domain, and other individual characteristics. Chart 03 summarizes

these findings, which are further discussed in the following three sub-sections,

focusing on organizational-, relational-, and individual-level conditions shaping policy

advice.

e0005 | p. 8



Variation in the use of sources of information

Individual's
analytical
capacity

Other
individual
characteristics

Public Policy
Work?

Public Policy
Domain

Agency's
Analytical
Capacity

Who is using the information?

Higher levels of education are associated with greater use of academic, grey
external, and experiential information.
Bureaucrats proficient in data processing tools and technologies make greater use
of academic and grey external sources of information.
Bureaucrats with more years of experience show only a weak association with
greater use of experiential information.
Mid-level bureaucrats show a weak but positive association with the use of internal
and experiential information.
Top-mid level and senior bureaucrats show a positive association with the use of
internal, experiential, but also non-academic external information.
Bureaucrats based in the Federal District show a positive association with the use of
internal, non-academic external, and experiential information.
Age shows significant, but mixed associations: negative for internal, academic, and
experimental sources, and positive for external information.
Male bureaucrats show a weak but significant negative association with the use of
grey external sources.

How and where do they use the information?
Analytical work shows a positive association with the use of internal, academic, and
experiential information.
Relational work shows a positive association with academic and non-academic
external information, but a negative association with internal information.
Regulatory work shows a positive association with internal information (e.g., internal
regulations and guidelines) but a negative association with external information
(both academic and non-academic).
Administrative work shows a weak positive association with internal, non-academic
external, and experiential information.
The social domain shows a positive association with internal and experiential
information.
The economic domain shows a positive association only with internal information.
The infrastructure domain shows no significant association with any type of
information.
The environment domain shows a positive association with non-academic external
information.
The accountability domain shows a strong positive association with internal
information and a moderate positive association with non-academic external
information.
Having sufficient resources shows a slight positive association with experiential and
both academic and non-academic external information.
Being in a specialized unit shows a mild negative association with internal
information and a weak positive association with academic information.

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on Koga et al., 2022.

2As explained by Koga et al. (2022), the types of policy work included in the analysis are administrative,
analytical, regulatory, and relational.



One of our first key findings was that organizations with specialized units dedicated
to mobilizing scientific knowledge tend to increase the demand for academic
evidence while reducing reliance on internal government sources. We observed a
strong positive association between working in governmental departments that
provide resources and opportunities for civil servants to access academic
information and their use of external academic, non-academic, and experiential
sources. Moreover, the presence of a specialized unit that actively engages with
academic research show a positive association with the use of academic
information and a negative association with the use of internal government sources
(KOGA et al,, 2022).

For instance, in the public health sector, within the urgent and complex context of
the COVID-19 pandemic, the combination of strong state analytical capacity, the
presence of an evidence-assessment unit, and the support of a robust epistemic
community proved crucial for mobilizing scientific evidence. To inform
recommendations on drugs and treatments for respiratory infections, despite
government efforts to discredit the scientific expertise guiding the national
pandemic response (KOGA et al., 2024b, 2023). The existence of a state body such
as the National Commission for the Incorporation of Technologies in the Unified
Health System (CONITEC) - with its operational dynamics, institutionalized arenas
for action, and established credibility within the epistemic community of health
technology assessment — was essential in resisting the denialist and anti-scientific
attacks of the Jair Bolsonaro administration during the pandemic.

We also find a greater reliance on government sources of information within the
economic, social policy, and oversight sectors, with the strongest association
observed in the latter. The close relationship between analytical and oversight work
and the use of internal government sources is particularly evident in the oversight
sector. As Oliveira and Menke (2020) demonstrate in their study on the preferences
of internal auditors at the Federal Comptroller General (CGU), there is a clear
predominance of government sources such as norms and assessments produced
by the CGU itself. Nonetheless, auditing activities also exhibit a positive association
with the use of external non-academic information sources. Similarly, the
environmental policy sector also shows a strong positive association with external
sources of information. As noted in previous studies (ABERS, 2016; MACEDO et al.,
2019), this pattern reflects the sector's extensive engagement with international
and non-governmental organizations, as well as its longstanding exposure to
international regulations, external evaluation, and financing standards.

Previous studies (CHERNEY et al., 2015; HOWLETT, 2015; PATTYN and BRANS,
2015) have shown that the establishment of policy units, the availability of
resources to access academic sources, and the presence of organizational



incentives for their use all contribute to enabling bureaucracies to make more
informed use of evidence in their practices. Our findings on organizational-level
conditions corroborate these studies, aligning both with the literature on state
capacities — which emphasizes the relationship between individual and
organizational analytical capacities - and with research on the mechanisms and
strategies that promote the use of academic evidence by bureaucrats.

Our qualitative case studies show that the degree of interaction between a policy
area’s political actors and its epistemic community is a key factor conditioning
knowledge absorption, which in turn influences policymakers’ preferences for
different sources of information in Brazil (KOGA et al., 2024a). Beyond the case of
CONITEC, other qualitative studies point to the role of knowledge brokerage,
performed not only by bureaucratic policy analysts but also by a range of actors,
including oversight entities, schools of government, research institutes, and
participatory bodies (COUTO et al,, 2024b; KOGA et al.,, 20244, 2024b; SOARES FILHO
and GARCIA, 2024). The prominence of this interactional phenomenon - which has
been widely discussed in the specialized literature (KISLOV, WILSON, and BOADEN,
2017; MACKILLOP, QUARMBY, and DOWNE, 2020; MEYER, 2010) — underscores the
importance of examining the relationships established between users, producers, and
intermediaries of knowledge to understand why certain types of evidence are favored
in some policy fields over others. In short, interactions facilitate access to knowledge
sources, whereas the absence of exchanges can hinder their use. Having
intermediaries focused on identifying gaps and fostering collaboration can therefore
strengthen a policy area’s evidence ecosystem.

In the Ministry of Environment, where a plurality of actors, interests, and knowledge
sources coexist and permanently vie for a larger role in decision-making processes,
Couto, Palotti, and Soares Filho (2024b) emphasize the critical role of environmental
analysts and participatory bodies as knowledge brokers. These actors have proven
essential in enabling all stages of knowledge uptake, performing functions that extend
beyond traditional policy analysis, such as surveying, synthesizing, mediating,
translating, and articulating knowledge. Another illustrative case of knowledge
brokerage in Brazilian policymaking is the support provided by the National School of
Public Administration (ENAP) to the Ministry of Regional Development (MDR) in
designing the water infrastructure component of the National Water Security Policy.
ENAP's extensive experience in collaborative government advisory processes was
pivotal for jointly building analytical capacity among all stakeholders and fostering
policy buy-in. Besides running collaborative workshops to map key stakeholders,
outline contextual factors, and define water infrastructure challenges, ENAP facilitated
a series of ‘reality immersions’ for MDR participants, including interviews with strategic
actors in the Brazilian water security sector, helping participants gain a deeper



understanding of the potential obstacles facing the national policy (SOARES FILHO and
GARCIA, 2024).

Our results reveal significant associations between the types of knowledge sources
used and individual-level variables, particularly the type of work performed,
educational attainment, and hierarchical position of bureaucrats. Regarding individual
analytical capacity, we find a positive correlation between educational level and the
use of external sources (both academic and non-academic), as well as experiential
sources of information. Across hierarchical levels, we find that both lower- and upper-
mid-level bureaucrats rely primarily on internal governmental and experiential
sources of knowledge, whereas upper mid-level bureaucrats show a stronger
association with external non-academic sources. These data indicate greater
permeability of external sources within the Brazilian PAS through these bureaucratic
profiles.

Another key factor in understanding how the Brazilian PAS functions is the type of
work performed by public servants. Following the programmatic approach proposed
by Parkhurst et al. (2020), the use of evidence should be understood in relation to the
specific tasks and activities effectively performed by public servants. In their study of
National Malaria Control Programmes (NMCPs) in malaria-affected countries,
Parkhurst et al. (2020) found that the nature of bureaucratic tasks is central to
understanding how evidence is effectively used. Evidence use, therefore, depends on
activities such as requesting budgetary resources, developing regulations, national
planning, and identifying information gaps. In line with this framework, the type of
work performed by public servants in Brazil serves as a key indicator of which sources
of evidence, are accessed and utilized within the policy advisory system.

We identify four main types of policy work - analytical, administrative, regulatory, and
relational - each associated with distinct sources of evidence. Regarding analytical
work, that is, policy advice in the strict sense, we find it is positively associated with
internal, external academic, and experiential sources, but not with external non-
academic sources. Among these, federal bureaucrats rely on internal governmental
sources at least twice as often as academic and experiential ones, with analytical
functions strongly linked to the use of government information such as regulations,
technical notes, and legal opinions. The observed association between analytical work
and activities related to responding to oversight demands - such as those from the
Court of Accounts and the Office of the Comptroller General - echoes findings from
previous studies on Brazilian federal bureaucrats (MACEDO et al., 2019; SAGUIN and
PALOTTI, 2020). And, raises important questions about the influence of oversight
agents on policy advice in Brazil.



The case studies show that bureaucrats’ individual efforts play a fundamental role in
raising awareness of the importance of using evidence and in establishing routines,
instruments, and processes to support it. A consistent pattern of significant
bureaucratic autonomy in developing the federal government'’s analytical capacity
emerges across most cases. However, these institutionalization efforts require
sustained commitments and initiatives at both organizational and political levels. The
alignment of bureaucratic analytical capacity with autonomy proved crucial in the
rapid and successful implementation of the Emergency Aid Program, designed to
identify and protect the most vulnerable Brazilian families during the COVID-19
pandemic (COUTO, 2024). The program’s success hinged on both individual and
organizational analytical capacities: the high analytical competence of individual
bureaucrats involved in the program was reinforced by the advanced development of
routines and the technological and informational infrastructure of the then Ministry of
Citizenship. Bureaucrats also benefited from the autonomy to exercise their technical
expertise in operationalizing a complex program informed by earlier successful social
assistance initiatives. This case demonstrates that the strong commitment of civil
servants to mitigating the hardship of the most vulnerable was decisive in mobilizing
existing institutional capacities within the ministry and ensuring the program'’s
successful implementation.

Our findings across multiple studies reveal the diversity of knowledge sources within
the Brazilian policy advisory system (PAS), although their use depends on a
combination of contextual factors. A consistent feature across most policy areas
examined is the incremental and interactional nature of knowledge uptake, which
generally occurs through gradual processes rather than disruptive events or major
initiatives. The development of databases, administrative records, and accumulation of
analytical capacities occurs primarily at the technical level of bureaucrats.

Historically, bureaucrats have enjoyed relative autonomy in interacting with policy
stakeholders and external knowledge producers, acting - intentionally or not - as
intermediaries in the uptake of knowledge. Whether selecting, translating, or
channeling knowledge into the state apparatus, or opening and closing channels of
dialogue with knowledge producers, these bureaucrats are central agents in shaping
the critical mass of knowledge around the policies they engage with. Despite the
variety of sources identified, a striking pattern emerges: internal governmental
sources of knowledge show a strong association with most contextual factors. Three
main explanations may account for this pattern: the high visibility of internal sources,
reflecting the incremental process of accessing knowledge that typically begins within
the bureaucracy; Brazil's civil law administrative tradition; and the ongoing



hypertrophy of the role of oversight entities in policymaking. We expand each of these
reasons in the following paragraphs.

First, the high visibility of internal sources may be related to the incremental process
of knowledge access and use that begins within the bureaucracy. Since bureaucrats
are typically the first knowledge seekers and brokers, it is reasonable to assume that
they naturally produce internal sources to translate and internalize what they deem
valuable from their searches. This underscores the importance of training and
capacity-building initiatives, as well as structural reforms, to support a more
systematic organizational use of knowledge.

Second, in a civil law system such as the Brazilian administration, internally generated
sources of information are particularly important. This dominance of internal
government sources is especially evident among bureaucrats performing analytical
tasks and those in higher positions. Brazil's civil law system may require that any
information originating outside the government undergo a process of internalization
before it is recognized as legitimate within the state’s policy advisory system. In other
words, in countries with an administrative tradition emphasizing legalistic processes,
like Brazil, a phase of knowledge accreditation through internalization may be
necessary for policy advice to function effectively.

Palotti and Soares Filho (2024) examined how evidence was used to design a policy
reorganizing functions and high-ranking positions within federal public management,
highlighting the central role of internally generated knowledge maintained by the
bureaucracy in producing inputs and improving solutions throughout the incremental
transformation of the federal administration. They found not only that regulatory acts
serve as central internal sources of knowledge, defining the boundaries of change
processes in personnel management, but also that enhancing internally produced
knowledge enabled the development of studies and research through interactions
between bureaucrats and other actors in the scientific and international communities,
of which the bureaucrats themselves became part. In the case of COVID-related
emergency aid, internal sources proved reliable and more readily accessible given the
urgency of information needs (Couto, 2024). Similarly, the case study on water
infrastructure illustrates the absorption of various informational sources (experts,
managers, and laypeople) to formulate an internal source (law) that effectively
translates policy into practice in the field (SOARES FILHO and GARCIA, 2024).

Third, the high visibility of internal sources may be linked to the ongoing hypertrophy
of the role of oversight entities in policymaking (CAVALCANTE and SILVA, 2020). This
development is tied to a crisis of representativeness in Brazilian political institutions,
which has positioned oversight entities as defenders of public interest, granting them
authority to interpret norms and oversee decision-making processes with punitive
powers (FILGUEIRAS, 2018). This phenomenon, combined with the growing
asymmetry between the capacities of control bureaucrats and those of policy



implementers and producers, has placed regulatory entities in influential positions not
only within policy advice but, in some cases, in shaping policy itself (CAVALCANTE and
SILVA, 2020; MEDEIROS et al., 2023). Drawing from in-depth interview data with
bureaucrats, Koga, Goellner, and Medeiros (2024) sought to understand the role of
oversight agencies in knowledge uptake across six different policy contexts. They
identified significant knowledge-brokering activities by the Office of the Comptroller
General (CGU) and the Federal Court of Accounts (TCU), while also documenting the
difficulties reported by these agencies, such as excessive demands, rework,
uncertainties, and informational instabilities. Conversely, interviewees also noted that
auditing activities can facilitate access to data, lend legitimacy to bureaucrats’
proposals for change with policymakers, and support the enhancement of analytical
capacities across agencies. This underscores the need to examine how the growing
presence of oversight shapes the production of policy advice in Brazilian public
policies.

The recent political attempts to dismantle and discredit the Brazilian policy advisory
system pose substantial challenges for public policymaking. Recent studies identify
three factors that condition the resilience of bureaucratic expertise in this context: the
nature of the attack®; the cohesion of the knowledge base and epistemic community?;
and the level of institutionalization of experts' autonomy and responsibility as policy
advisers (KOGA et al., 2023). Efforts to improve conditions in these three contextual
dimensions are crucial for restoring the pre-existing policy advisory system and
ensuring that valid and reliable sources of knowledge are recognized as legitimate
within the country’s decision-making process.

In this article, we synthesized findings from a research agenda conducted from 2019
until 2024 to understand the functioning of the Brazilian federal advice system. The
Brazilian case is particularly relevant insofar as it reflects a context of limited
institutionalization of policy advice, which, while arguably the most widespread
scenario globally, remains the least documented in international scholarship.

Brazilian federal organizations display varying levels of maturity in the
institutionalization of policy advice. In some areas, specialized units possess well-
established capacities and normative provisions for providing technical-scientific
advice within the decision-making process. In other areas, however, advisory functions
rely heavily on the willingness and demand of political actors, resulting in sporadic or
loosely structured practices. This renders analytical activity fragile and highly
dependent on policymakers. Institutionalizing the use of evidence through norms,

SThese factors can vary in scope from localized to extensive, and influence how experts respond.
“Relying on scientific evidence from a well-defined disciplinary field, supported by a solid and cohesive
epistemic community, better shields bureaucratic expertise from attacks.



routines, and formal instruments is crucial for creating the structural conditions
necessary for these activities. Equally important are partnerships and collaborations
among knowledge producers, users, and intermediaries, which help bridge the gap
between policy stakeholders and epistemic communities, fostering legitimacy and
support for evidence-informed policymaking.

Our work examines the possible contextual conditions shaping the Brazilian policy
advisory system across three levels. At the individual level, we highlight the extensive
engagement of bureaucrats in valuing, acquiring, and using diverse sources of
knowledge, as well as the significant influence of their work type, educational
background, and official function on their preferences for specific sources. We find
that organizational capacity and the presence of units dedicated to knowledge
absorption have acted as key catalysts and coordinators of the individual capacities
developed by bureaucrats in several cases. At the relational level, the existence of
cohesive epistemic communities and the presence of knowledge brokers emerged as
important factors in determining which sources of knowledge gain influence in
different policymaking contexts. Furthermore, both organizational and relational
factors also serve as sources of resilience when accumulated analytical capacities are
threatened by attempts to dismantle or discredit the policy advisory system.

From a broader perspective, we conclude that the weak institutionalization of policy
advice, combined with Brazil's legalistic political-institutional framework, poses
significant challenges to understanding and improving how knowledge is accessed
and used in the country's policy advisory processes.

We find several particularities in the Brazilian case that both challenge prevailing
debates on policy advice in the international literature but also suggest new avenues
for research. These include the need for additional stages of translation and
accreditation of external sources through internal channels. The implications of the
growing involvement of oversight bodies in advisory processes, the incremental efforts
of the bureaucracy to incorporate external knowledge - scientific or otherwise - into
the policy advisory system, and the resilience of bureaucrats in preserving expertise
within the PAS amid contexts of polarization and policy dismantling.
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