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Claims

� There is significant value in ‘taking a walk on the bright side’ of public policy

� Learning from failure is overworked; learning from success is underdone in the public 
sector

� We have long lacked appropriate language,tools (& rituals, incentives, authority)

� Here is a status report of recent attempts to develop language and tools 
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What we normally (say we) do:
Learning from failure

Opportunities and levers
� Rich feedback streams: Incidents and crises generate systematic ad-hoc scrutiny of systems and processes
� Momentum to avoid repetition: Temporary ‘unfreezing’ of otherwise taken for granted features of the status 

quo, pressure to demonstrate government is ‘doing something’ to improve
� Mature professionalism: in many professions/sectors (e.g. civil aviation), negative feedback is valued, even 

sought, as key to self-improvement

Challenges and blockages
� Defensive reflexes: Self-justification and self-preservation instincts rather than learning

� Aborted learning: Momentum fades once political accountabilities are settled, public spotlight shifts, and 
chief sponsors move on

� Shopping-list learning: Disjointed implementation of multi-item ‘shopping lists’ provided by inquiries

� Opportunistic learning: Cherry-picking inquiry recommendations to implement only those lessons that are 
institutionally convenient or politically palatable at the time 3



What we are shy about:
Identifying and learning from success

Opportunities and levers
� Professional pride: Mobilisation of energy to capitalize on own achievements and ‘do even better’ (for 

clients, in rankings etc.)

� Vicarious learning: Building upon from others’ achievements without the opportunity costs of getting to that 
point

� Epistemic communities: Production and propagation of positive lessons and ‘best practices’ through 
professional forums and international platforms

Challenges and constraints
� Hasty learning: Overenthusiastic ‘rolling out’ of programs and practices that have proved successful in the 

past or elsewhere

� Mindless learning: Copying of whatever is ‘hot’ among traditional reference groups (e.g. the UK civil service, 
and ‘epistemic communities’ such as OECD working groups) without due attention to context and 
conditions

� Not-invented-here syndrome: Professional jealousy or institutional rivalry preventing due consideration and 
adoption of successful practices of other units, agencies or jurisdictions 4



Lifting millions out of poverty: 
Brazil’s Bolsa Familia program
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Paul Keating’s wet dream



Researching Policy Success – A Short History

1996 present



Complexities of assessment 
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PROGRAMMATIC DIMENSION 
• Implemented as per objectives?
• Achieve intended outcomes?
• Efficient use of resources?
• Equitable benefits?

POLITICAL DIMENSION
• Politically popular?
• Help with re-election?
• Secure or boost credibility?
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PROCESS DIMENSION

• Legitimacy in the formation of choices? 
• Due process; constitutional; values of 

democracy
• Was the legislation passed with no, or few, 

amendments?
• Did the policy have the support of a 

sufficient coalition?
• Was the policy based on new ideas or 

policy instruments, or did it involve the 
adoption of policy instruments from 
elsewhere?



Programmatic, Political, Process 
and Endurance Dimensions

Programmatic: Purposeful and valued action

Political: Stakeholder and public legitimacy for 
the policy 

Process: Thoughtful and fair policymaking 
practices

Endurance: Sustained performance over time 
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Policy 
Success=

FROM: “A shadowy mix of politics, sensitivity, and good sense with a 
rather large random component having something to do with timing.” 

(Linder and Peters, 1980s)

TO: “A policy is a complete success to the extent that (a) it 
demonstrably creates widely valued social outcomes; through (b) 

design, decision-making, and delivery processes that enhance both its 
problem-solving capacity and its political legitimacy; and (c) sustains 

this performance for a considerable period of time even in the face of 
changing circumstances.”

(Luetjens et al., 2019)



Policy 
Success 

Assessment 
Map
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Beating the resource curse:  
Norway’s Petroleum Fund
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Tackling ozone depletion: 
A global policy regime
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Adapting to climate change: 
Making room for the rivers in the Dutch delta
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A ‘perfect storm’:
Australia’s great leap forward in gun control

20



Multi-dimensional, differentiated assessment
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CASE PROGRAM PROCESS POLITICAL ENDURANCE
Bolsa Familia 4 3 4 3
Singapore Healthcare 4 4 3 3
NHS Waiting Times 2 2 4 2
UK Tobacco Control 3 3 3 4
Finnish Education 4 4 3 4
Estonia e-gov 3 2 4 2
Alameda Corridor 4 3 2 3
Dutch Delta 4 4 4 4
Danish Urban Planning 4 4 4 3
Norwegian Future Fund 4 4 3 3
German Labour Market 3 4 2 3
Montreal Protocol 4 4 4 4
GI Bill 3 1 4 3
Marvellous Melbourne 3 3 3 3



Beyond dichotomous/holistic assessment 
(Mc Connell et al, 2020)

Complete success

Resilient success

Partial success

Precarious success

Failure
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Programmatic

Process

Political

Endurance

Actors: A, B, C……



Australian policy successes: federal level

• Medicare
• HECS
• HIV/aids
• National Competition Policy
• GST
• Gun Control
• Water markets
• Avoiding financial collapses in 2008
• Responding to the GFC in 2008/9
• Anti-smoking
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Findings: The ‘sine qua nons’ of policy success

• Aligning the stars: problems, programs, people, politics

• Evidence, evidence, evidence

• Civil service craftsmanship’: building ‘winning propositions’ that can work

• Driven, astute, tenacious, courageous & pragmatic leadership
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Findings: Multiple pathways to success
• Triggers: necessity/fight ====== opportunity/appetite

• Timing: reactive ====== anticipatory

• Packaging: grand designs ====== specific programs

• Pacing: great leap forward====== incrementalism

• Style: top-down ‘powering’ ====== consultative ‘puzzling’
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Findings: First results from a QCA exercise

• Inclusive design practices strong contributor to multidimensional
success

• Low-innovation policies to be driven at relatively fast pace

• For high-innovation policies, ample time must be taken to develop
them inclusively
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In sum: where have we gotten to

• From emotive/intuitive labels to systematic/intersubjective analysis 

• An argumentation map rather than an assessment tool

• Early-stage search for drivers/enablers/winning combinations

• Pedagogical, psychological and learning pay-offs

• By 2022, 4 (open access) books comprising 75 cases (incl Canada; Nordic
countries)
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What about NSW policy successes?
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Want to know more?
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