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206 Chapter 11 / Implementation: an overview

the evaluation of policy outcomes. We should perhaps be wary when aca-
demics claim to have discovered a new topic or a ‘missing link’, as they are i
very good at dressing up old concerns in new language and thereby claiming

I originality. The absence of theory and literature on implementation before

i Pressman and Wildavsky’s seminal work (1973) on that topic has been exag-

! gerated: for example, many organisational studies are de facto concerned

: with this phenomenon. Furthermore, a concern with the relationship

| between policy making and implementation is as old as democratic politics
|

|

i

e Ll e R e

(Wilson, 1887). Nevertheless, as empirical research in political science devel- ‘
oped in the first half of the twentieth century there was perhaps a relative .
neglect of the study of the processes by which policies are translated into v
action. They were regarded as mundane and taken for granted. As Gunn :
(1978) argues, ‘academics have often seemed obsessed with policy formation i
| while leaving the “practical details” of policy implementation to adminis-
trators’ (p. 1).

The explosion of implementation studies therefore represents an impor- 3
tant advance in policy analysis. Yet, like so many paradigm shifts in the
social sciences, this new intellectual development has come to be seen to &
have its own limitations. At various places already in this book warnings
have been sounded about the stages model of the policy process. At the
end of the previous chapter problems were examined about the distinction
between policy formulation (often, indeed, called ‘making’) and implemen- :
tation, a division particularly highlighted in stagist approaches to policy
analysis.

The case for stressing the importance of implementation as distinct from
the policy formulation process, and as deserving of attention in its own
right, has tended to lead to an overemphasis on the distinctiveness of the two
processes. There has been a tendency to treat policies as clear-cut, uncontro-
versial entities whose implementation can be studied quite separately. This
has raised both methodological problems and problems about the extent to 2
which the very practical concerns of implementation studies may involve, 34
explicitly or implicitly, identification with some actors’ views of what should L
happen.

This difficulty has been compounded by the extent to which actors regard
it as important to make this distinction. We have here an argument that i
may be taken in two possible directions. One is to say that inasmuch as ;
people regard a distinction as important, then in all sorts of respects it will i
be evident in their activities, and the empirical study of their activities must
have regard to that. The other is to say that there is a need to be sceptical 1
about a distinction that is so widely used in policy rhetoric, closely linked
as it is with the notion that some actors have responsibilities to be leading
decision makers (a notion often embedded in versions of democratic theory)
whilst others have duties to carry out the policies of their ‘masters’. There
is in this latter case a situation in which there will be powerful people who
want us to believe that the reality corresponds with the rhetoric, or will want
to blame the ‘implementers’ when events do not correspond with original ‘
expectations.
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208 Chapter 11 / Implementation: an overview

there is a need to identify the variety of actors involved. Then there are
questions about whether the formulator or decision maker has more power,
orarole that is more legitimised, than the implementer. The act of formula-
tion and decision making may take place anywhere in the policy process.
There is no necessary assumption that formulators are always at the ‘top’
in a political or hierarchical sense, but there is embodied in this perspective
a view of the prior nature of the formulation process. This may be called
the ‘implementation follows formulation and decision theorem’ (Hill and Hupe, |
2009, p. 4).
The pioneering implementation studies therefore highlighted the need to [
examine the process of putting policy into action. Their concern was to chal- |
lenge those who, at that time, took it for granted that this process would be ]
smooth and straightforward. Hence Pressman and Wildavsky gave their book 11‘ 7
averylong and often quoted subtitle: ‘How Great Expectations in Washington |
are Dashed in Oakland; or Why It’s Amazing that Federal Programs Work At
All, This Being a Saga of the Economic Development Administration as told _
by Two Sympathetic Observers who Seek to Build Morals on a Foundationof  §
Ruined Hopes’. B
One senses here some of the frustration felt by many Americans about -
the failure, or limited success, of the war on poverty and the great society '
programmes of the late 1960s. Pressman and Wildavsky were not the first to |
observe this apparent gap between federal aspirations and local reality: there ;
was a similar body of literature on the limitations of Roosevelt’s reformist [
interventions in American society in the 1930s (see, in particular, Selznick,
1949). An important preoccupation in this work is clearly the concern with '
the problem of intervention from the top of a federal system; it comes l
through similarly in other analyses of American social policy which have f
less of an emphasis on implementation per se (see Marris and Rein, 1967; ! E!

b
it

AT

S [\

Moynihan, 1969). :

However, the focus on American federalism does not destroy the value of ] L I
this approach for the study of implementation in other societies. Indeed, ..
if analysed in this manner it raises important questions about the ways
in which policy transmission occurs, or fails to occur, through multi- 3
government systems. Certainly, a great deal of the analysis in Pressman b
and Wildavsky’s book is concerned with the extent to which successful | B
implementation depends upon linkages between different organisations ' 4

and departments at the local level. They argue that if action depends upon
a number of links in an implementation chain, then the degree of coop- j
| eration required between agencies to make those links has to be very close |
i to 100 per cent if a situation is not to occur in which a number of small R
deficits cumulatively create a large shortfall. They thus introduce the idea
of ‘implementation deficit’ and suggest that implementation may be ana-
[ lysed mathematically in this way. This is an important idea, but it is perhaps -
stated too strongly in this formulation. Bowen (1982) points out that such
a formulation disregards the extent to which the interactions between
these actors occur in contexts in which they rarely concern simply ‘one-off’
affairs; rather, these interactions are repeated and accompanied by others,
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210 Chapter 11 / Implementation: an overview

concept. It may really only emerge through an elaborate process that is likely
to include those stages that are conventionally described as implementation. ! .
The definitions of policy quoted in Chapter 1 (see pp. 14-19) referred to ;
its different characteristics. Two particularly different approaches to identi-
fying policy described there - as a general stance and a rather more concrete
formulation - both entail problems for implementation studies, however. E
These problems are, in a sense, mirror images of each other. Policies as |
defined as stances (Friend et al., 1974) may be relatively clear-cut, political |
commitments to specific action. The difficulty is that they are made much
more complex as they are translated into action. Policies as defined in more ‘
concrete terms are, as the definitions of Easton (1953) and Jenkins (1978) i
suggest, often so complex that we are unlikely to be able to identify simple 'i
goals within them. Friend’s definition is really closer to the concept of policy ‘
as used in everyday speech. It refers to the goals embodied in the ‘Queen’s
speeches’ or the President’s ‘messages to Congress’, not to the complex phe-
nomena that emerge at the end of the legislative process. Yet it is surely the E
latter with which most students of implementation work.
The argument so far has been that implementation studies face problems
in identifying what is being implemented because policies are complex
phenomena. This needs now to be taken a stage further. Perhaps policies
are quite deliberately made complex, obscure, ambiguous or even meaning-
less. In the most extreme case the policies that are the concern of politicians | '3
may be no more than symbolic, formulated without any intention to secure |
implementation (Edelman, 1971, 1977). Politicians may want to be seen to be
in favour of certain ideals or goals while actually doing nothing about them.
Any system in which policy making and implementation are clearly sepa-
rated, either by a division between legislature and executive (as in the United
States) or by a division between levels of government or ministries and imple-
menting agencies (present in most systems but most clear in federal ones),
provides opportunities for the promulgation of symbolic policies. In Britain,
for example, many regulatory policies require parliamentary enactment but
local authority implementation. Parliament may relatively easily pass laws 3
allowing the control of certain activities or the provision of certain services
whilst not providing the resources to make action possible. Relatively small
teams of local environmental health officials, for example, have to cope with
a mountain of legislation designed to protect the public from many potential
i health hazards in restaurants, shops, etc. Box 11.1 sets out an example where K
local discretion is evident, something that many will regard as desirable but
others may condemn it as involving ‘symbolic’ legislation. k-
Even when policies are not simply symbolic it is important to recognise
that the phenomena upon which action must be based are products of negoti-
ation and compromise. Hence, as Barrett and Hill (1981) argue, many policies:

S T e e T

% m represent compromises between conflicting values;

® involve compromises with key interests within the implementation struc- _

i ti‘ ture; l’
involve compromises with key interests upon whom implementation will
have an impact;
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212 Chapter 11 / Implementation: an overview ' ‘ o

makes implementation studies even more complex is that the relationship
between resource adjustment and substantive programmes may be an indi-
rect one. This is particularly a feature of central local government relations
in Britain where, generally, central government does not explicitly fund
programmes but makes resources available to multi-purpose authorities. In
some policy fields - notably education and social care - central government
has become increasingly explicit about what it expects local governments to -
do, and has been prepared to apply sanctions to authorities considered to be E
ineffective implementers. Hence, whilst local authorities may still appear to | =
have expenditure choices, these are very constrained in practice. ‘; i
Adjustments to the context in which decisions are made do not only
come in the form of resource change, they may also come in the form of ‘
structure change. These structure changes may or may not carry implications ‘
for substantive outputs. Hence services may be transferred from one agency | 5
to another, new rules may be made on how services are to be administered, |
or new arrangements may be made for policy delivery. These changes are | 8
common top-down interventions in public policy, but the analysis of their ‘
effects must rest upon an elaborate study of the way in which the balance of | 3
power is changed within the implementation system. In purposive language
they are concerned with means, not ends, therefore explicit goals cannot be
identified, yet they may be of fundamental importance for outcomes and may | L
embody implicit goals. Developments (discussed further in Chapter 14) that | N
are transforming the way policies are delivered - replacing large, bureaucratic f
departments by hived-off agencies, units that are placed in a quasi-market E
situation, or even private organisations operating as contractors for public ;
services - must be seen not merely as restructuring the policy delivery system B
but also as often transforming the policies themselves. (See also the discussion
of health service privatisation in Chapter 7.) ;] =
The last chapter looked at the importance of the policy formulation i &
process and ended by pointing out the difficulties in determining where 3
policy formulation stops and implementation begins. That point should be 1
emphasised further:

il to say that some policies are easier to implement than others one has 1 ‘,»

to be able to identify the point at which they are packaged up ready for 3
implementation. We may be able to say some commitments in party ‘
manifestos are easier to implement than others. We may equally be able i 3
to say that some Acts of Parliament are easier to implement than others. ! ‘
But in both cases such generalisation may be heavily dependent upon the 1
extent to which aspirations have been concretised. (Hill, in Barrett and
| Fudge, 1981, p. 208)

The concretisation of policy continues way beyond the legislative process.

There is something of a seamless web here, though it may be that it is possible B
| to identify some decisions that are more fundamental for determining the ) =
| major ‘policy’ issues than others. There is, however, no reason why we should E
always expect to find such decisions, nor is it the case that these decisions, B
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214 Chapter 11 / Implementation: an overview

In respect of the use of anti-social behaviour orders, the study concluded
that there was considerable variation in local practice. It noted: ‘Anti-social
behaviour is not easily defined and it is clear that local authorities and police
forces are focusing on different phenomena when tackling it’ (p. 995).

The article stresses the ‘relatively autonomous fields’ (p. 996) in which
local actors like police forces, local authorities and magistrates operate. Then |
when ‘the problem is amorphous and there are multiple agencies involved in '
implementation, the ability to deliver can be severely compromised’.

Lane (1987) highlights some of the key points here in a paper in which,
amongst a variety of approaches to implementation, he identifies it as ‘evolu-
tion’ (p. 532; see also Majone and Wildavsky, 1978), as ‘learning’ (p. 534; see
also Browne and Wildavsky, 1984), as ‘coalition’ (p. 539, with important refer-
ences to the essentially collaborative implementation implicit in corporatist
relationships), and as ‘responsibility and trust’ (p. 541; this is a theme which
we will explore further in later chapters in relation to organisational life). All =
of these imply a system in which a close collaborative relationship character- .
ises relations within the policy system, allowing policy to emerge in action. |

The bottom-up alternative

These arguments lead us on to the view that a model of the policy imple-
mentation relationship in which the policy formulation process can be seen
as setting ‘goals’, the extent of whose realisation can be measured, provides
an insufficient foundation for studies of implementation. It is this that has
led various students of implementation to argue for a bottom-up rather than
a top-down stance for the study of implementation. Elmore has coined the
term ‘backward mapping’, which he defines as

‘backward reasoning’ from the individual and organisational choices that
are the hub of the problem to which policy is addressed, to the rules, proce-
dures and structures that have the closest proximity to those choices, to the
policy instruments available to affect those things, and hence to feasible
policy objectives. (Elmore, 1981, p. 1; see also Elmore, 1980)

Focussing on individual actions as a starting point enables actions to be seen
as responses to problems or issues in the form of choices between alternatives. i
One of Elmore’s justifications for this approach derives not so much from
the concern explored here about the difficulty in separating policy formula- ~ f
| tion and implementation, as from a recognition that in many policy areas in |
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216 Chapter 11 / Implementation: an overview

confusion in the implementation literature between ‘implementation and |
successful implementation as an outcome, and the implementation process | 8
or how implementation comes about’ (Lane, 1987, p. 528). The classical top- E
down studies are principally concerned with explaining why an expected |
outcome does or does not occur, and to do this they need clear goal state- B

ments to work with. These may be supplied by the policy makers or imputed i
by the researchers. Without such yardsticks we may still study processes, but | &
our activity is rather different. Sabatier, in an attempt to fuse the best ideas | =

from both top-down and bottom-up processes, rightly suggests that the pres- E
ence or absence of a ‘dominant piece of legislation structuring the situation’ |
(1986, p. 37) may help to determine which approach is appropriate. However, | &
that may involve starting with a question begging the assumption that this B
structuring has in fact occurred. One can obviously treat a piece of legisla- E
tion as dominant, but if one does so the problems for explanation, in cases of ;
implementation failure, tend to be either what others have done to subvert
it, or what is wrong with it. As the arguments above suggest, both of these
may be oversimplified questions about both policy and its implementation
context, and particularly about the relationship between the two.

Beyond the top-down/bottom-up debate

The methodological argument that surfaces in the discussion above can be
i resolved relatively simply. It may be possible to examine an implementation
process in terms of what happens to goals proclaimed early in the policy process
{ (or even in terms of imputed goals) and then look at what happened. It may
i ! also be possible to start at the output end and engage in ‘backward mapping’.
|
|
\

Both approaches will have strengths and weaknesses; both may be biased by
the prejudices of the actors, the researchers or the research funders; and choices i

L between them need to be determined by empirical factors and contingencies. b
Mixed approaches, with triangulation between them, may be desirable.

Winter, in two reviews of this topic, has adopted a pragmatic response to 1
; J the theoretical debate as far as implementation research is concerned (2003, 4
‘ 2006). He argues that ‘looking for the overall and one for all implementation
theory’ is a ‘utopian’ objective which is not feasible, and may even inhibit the
creativity that comes from diversity (ibid., p. 158). He argues that we should
look for partial rather than general implementation theories.

From that point of view Winter sees implementation research as able to
address concrete issues, of a kind that an obsession with all-encompassing
theories will tend to inhibit. He argues that there needs to be an emphasis on 2
exploring the determinants of policy outputs: i

- . . I suggest that we look for behavioural output variables to characterize
the performance of implementers. . . . The first aim of implementation
research then should be to explain variation in such performance. (ibid.)
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Figure 11.1 Matland’s analysis of the impact of conflict and ambiguity upon implementation, illustrated |
with examples i
|

Low conflict High conflict

:3‘
AX
;

I

Low ambiguity . 3

Example: a social benefit like ’child benefit’ Example: privatisation of health and 2
where there is general acceptance of the case | social care services where, in the face of i '»
for it and the qualification test is simple (in | resistance, government can nevertheless g
the UK responsibility for a child with a right | still drive through change. |
of residence in the country).

High ambiguity | 2 4 j :
Example: localised measures to try to Example: equal pay legislation where g

i

combat health inequalities where there is definitions are based on complex b

general acceptance of the case for action but comparisons of activities and are often
uncertainty about what is effective (Matland | contested.
calls this ’experimental implementation’).

Source: Adapted from Matland (1995), p- 160, Table 4.1. By permission of Oxford University Press.

@ the importance of variations in the administrative framework within
which the process occurs.

In the terms of the cooking analogy in Box 10.7, the issues can be said to be
about the extent to which there is a cookbook containing clear prescriptions,
and about the relational frameworks in which that will be used (not just two
persons in a household but something much more complex).

The nature of the policy rule framework E

Much attention was given in Chapter 10 to the ways in which details are for- ;
mulated which will govern policy implementation. At the same time it was 1
acknowledged that there will be differences in the extent to which this takes 4
place, from policy to policy or policy system to policy system. Crucial then for
the examination of implementation is the extent to which this concretisation | &
of policy has occurred. Whilst some policies pass out of the legislative stages
with very clear rule structures, enabling implementation deficits to be easily
identified, others are much less fully formed.

It can generally be argued that, in modern taxation, initiatives will reach
the implementation stage with comparatively clear rule structures. Those 4
rules may be hard to implement and may be the subject of formal disputes in E
the courts, hence implementation deficit may be analysed, but political and
social forces have taken taxation a long way from the vague ‘tax farming’ that
characterised such policies in early mediaeval societies when implementers
were charged to bring in money - to profit if they were good at it and to be
punished if they were not - by rulers who cared little about how it was done.
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Trial and error implementation: general practice fundholding in the UK

Glennerster et al. (1994) studied the early history of a health policy initiative
designed to enable primary health care doctors to secure hospital services
for their own patients by entering into contracts without reference to health
authorities. These ‘general practitioner fundholders’ were allocated budgets
based upon the size of their lists and past referral practices. The initial setting
of those budgets was very much a matter of ‘trial and error’. Similarly the
establishment of rules to regulate this activity - to prevent possible abuses
of autonomy and to cope with unexpected problems - was an evolutionary
process, involving collaboration between the health authorities, the national
Department of Health and the ‘fundholders’ themselves. Glennerster and his
colleagues describe this as ‘Lewis and Clark planning’ (adapting an idea from
Schultze, 1968). They say:

The American explorers, Lewis and Clark, were merely told to find a route
to the Pacific. They did so by finding the watershed, following the rivers to
the sea using their wits as they went.

The implementation of fundholding can be seen as a Lewis and Clark
adventure - but in this instance there was telephonic contact between the
field explorers and the equivalent of Washington and regular flights back
to discuss progress with other explorers. (Glennerster et al., 1994, p- 30)

These are other areas of policy where there is a complex and dynamic
relationship between rule structures and their interpretation. Two British
examples, both involving what have been regarded as controversial policy
changes driven by political commitments, illustrate this. They are set out in
Boxes 11.4 and 11.5.

The two examples set out in Boxes 11.4 and 11.5 were selected because in
both cases the authors were using new ways to try to capture the complexity
of the policy/implementation relationship. Many others could have been
chosen from areas where policy implementation involves complex service
activities. In both cases issues about the way policy was realised during imple-
mentation are emphasised.

Similar issues arise in many areas of regulatory policy. In this area of 1
policy, alongside the problems of complexity, there may be other features | .
which complicate implementation: in particular, the fact that the regulatee | b
often understands the process better than the regulators, that there are dif- F =
ficult trade-off judgements to be made about the costs of compliance and :
that the ability of the regulatee to evade control puts willing compliance ata |
premium. This has led Hanf to see much regulatory activity as involving ‘co-
production’ between regulator and regulatee (Hanf, 1993).

! I At its extreme - and this probably characterised much British pollution §
| control until very recently - policy is essentially no more than the terms that j' &
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222 Chapter 11 / Implementation: an overview

provision and regulation. Oddly, these do not seem to have been given much
attention in the implementation literature, perhaps because they concern
issues at the very centre of national politics - economic and foreign policy.
These issues were also discussed in Chapter 7.

If your primary aim is to understand the implementation process, a great
deal is going to depend upon the activity in which you are interested. If
you are looking at one in which there is a quite explicit ‘top’-initiated, goal-
directed activity, it may be justifiable to use a ‘top-down’ methodology and
work with a notion such as ‘implementation deficit’. This may be particularly
the case where a quantifiable output is available and explicit inputs can be
il measured. Yet many other events in the policy process do not involve such
clarity. Examples can be taken of complex and confusing cases where central
goals were not nearly so clear, or where central goal statements should be |
received with great scepticism - in fields like community care, employment ,
policy, urban renewal or the prevention of crime, for example. Furthermore, .
as suggested above, concern may be with an ongoing process where explicit
change is not initiated from above, or where there are grounds for scepti-
cism about whether efforts to bring about change will carry through to the
‘bottom’.

The importance of variations in the administrative system

The discussion in the last section has drawn distinctions between situations in

which rules for implementation are very much in evidence, situations in which i
implementation is very much a process of developing and elaborating initial
policy frameworks and situations in which either we need to say that the imple-
mentation process is the policy-making process or to regard this distinction as
meaningless. This variation may, of course, be influenced by the characteristics
of governmental systems and by political or administrative culture.

It is perhaps not surprising that issues about the capacity of policy makers to
influence implementation have been given particular attention in the United
States, because of the ways in which federalism, the division of executive, leg- 3
islative and judicial powers and the written constitution complicate executive §
action. As suggested above, ever since the New Deal in the 1930s the explora-
tion of ways to increase Washington’s influence in Oakland, or wherever, has
been a key preoccupation of those Americans who regard active federal gov-
ernment as important for their society. In the 1960s the struggle against racial
segregation in the Deep South and the efforts to develop new initiatives in
welfare policy and in urban policy offered particularly salient examples.

A major factor contributing to that complexity is the fact that often
intervening levels, as layers in the political-administrative system, have a _
legitimate claim to engage in policy formulation and decision making: where i
does ‘policy formation’ end and ‘implementation’ begin? It is in recognition
of this that Goggin et al. (1990) refer to federal ‘messages’ to states rather
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Theoretically it should be possible to try to sort out the respective impacts
of these elements using, as an independent variable, policy outputs.
Box 11.6 works through an example where this approach is feasible. In prac- B
tice the feasibility of this depends upon a number of things. First, the extent | 8
to which distinct outputs can be identified. It is important here to bear in .
mind Winter’s distinction between outputs and goals (see pp. 216-7). There E
has been a tendency for implementation studies to use goal statements made
by actors with a distinct, but contestable, view on what they think should 1
be achieved. Second, a policy may have various outputs (the complexity
of policy hardly needs emphasising at this stage in the book). Third, policy
‘ outputs may be hard to identify let alone quantify. Fourth, an approach of
this kind depends upon being able to separate implementers (different parts
of a department or different local authorities for example) in order to tease
out differences; this will often not be feasible.

Studying implementation: an example involving comparison :7
of the responses of English local authorities to a central government 4
policy initiative E

In England there is a central government policy concerned with facilitating b
arrangements in which individuals in need of social care can be given direct k.
payments of cash to purchase services for themselves instead of being pro- §
vided with services commissioned by local authorities. Whilst some local
authorities had been pioneers of this approach, central government adopted
the policy and is putting increasing pressure on local governments to imple-
ment it. However, local authorities vary significantly in their enthusiasm for
the policy. Hence there was thus a relatively straightforward ‘dependent vari-
able’ published in official statistics: numbers of payments made by each local
authority over a period corrected to take into account variations in overall
population size. 4
It is then possible to identify factors affecting implementation: :
Policy characteristics - features of the policy which affect implementation
(such as rules about preventing the misuse of direct payments). ]
= Layers in the policy transfer process - the mechanisms that govern central/
local government relationships (inspection, the collection of performance
indictors etc.).
= Horizontal inter-organisation relationships - social care direct payments
may require liaison between local authorities and the health service and
these vary from place to place.
m Factors affecting responses by implementing agencies - the enthusiasm of

|
} politicians and senior officials, whether there is a ‘champion’ who pushes the
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study of implementation, and the recognition of the overwhelming importance

of the negotiation and bargaining that occur throughout the policy process.
We argue: ;

many so-called implementation problems arise precisely because there
is a tension between the normative assumptions of government — what
ought to be done and how it should happen — and the struggle and conflict
between interests — the need to bargain and compromise — that represent
the reality of the process by which power/influence is gained and held in
order to pursue ideological goals. (Barrett and Hill, 1981, p. 145)

This general exploration of implementation — with its emphasis upon the
significance of organisational complexity and upon the sources of variation in
discretion in the implementation process — is now followed by chapters which
look at some of these issues more fully.
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