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Thinking Strategically
About Adoption
and Implementation

The adoption and execution of collective decisions inherently nvolve cooperation.
Collective decisions begin as proposals in political arenas and culminate in effects on
people. We can divide this process into two phases: adoption and implementation,
The adoption phase begins with the formulation of a policy proposal and ends, if
ever, with its formal acceptance as a law, regulation, administrative directive, or
other decision made according to the rules of the relevant political arena. The imple-
mentation phase begins with the adoption of the policy and continues as long as the
policy remains in effect. While policy analysts typically make their contributions by
formulating and evaluating proposals during the adoption phase, they cannot do so
effectively without anticipating the entire process from proposal to effect.

Yet the distinction between adoption and implerentation does not do justice
to the complexity that typically characterizes the policy process. Adopted policies,
especially laws, rarely specify exactly what is to be done. Instead, they may require
policy decisions to be made in other arenas. For example, a county legrslature night
adopt an ordinance that prohibits smoking in certain public places, makes viclations
punishable by fines, and delegates enforcement responsibility to the county health
department. Now the county's health department must adopt an enforcement pol-
icy. Should it simply wait for complaints about violations frorn the public, or should it
institute spot checks? Should it issue warnings, or immediately impose fines? Al-
though the head of the health department may have fegal authority to answer these
questions as he or she sees fit, those decisions probably would be influenced by the
{perhaps conflicting} advice of his or her staff. If spot checks are to be instituted,
ther the chief inspector would face the task of designing a sampling procedure
that the inspector’s deputies could and would execute. Thus, the smoking policy
thz_t the public encounters results from a series of decisions following adoption of the
ordinance.
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We naturally think of values and interests coming into play during the adoptior
phase, and we are not surprised when those who oppose pelicies attempt to bloch
their adoption. By thinking of the implernentation phase as a series of adoptions, w{
prepare ourselves for the intrusion of the values and interests of those whose coop
eration is needed (o move the adopted policy from a general statement of intent to 4
specific set of desired impacts. In other words, we begin to think strategically abou
process as well as substance: How can we take advantage of the interests and val
ues of others to further our ends?

As will be obvious by now, good policy analysis requires a great deal o
thought. But it does not always require thought that is explicitly strategic. We car
often make predictions about the consequences of adopted and fully implementec
policies without considering the responses of particular individuals. For example, dei
mand schedules usually allow us to make plausible predictions of the aggregate cony
sequences of taxing goods. When we attempt to predict the prospects for adoptior
and successful implernentation, however, we must think strategically.

Formal models of strategic behavior usually take the form of gares that unfolc
through a series of moves by players. For exarnple, imagine that you are the playe
who begins by selecting a strategy {move ). In the case of policy adoption, for in
stance, your strategy choice may be to convince your client to propose a particula
policy. Another player adopts a strategy in response to your first move (move 2), say
by opposing or supporting your client's policy proposal, or by suggesting some othel
policy. Thinking strategically requires you to anticipate the responses that each o
your possible strategy choices for move | would elicit from the other player in movd
2. When players must choose their strategies not knowing what strategies othe
players have selected, then we can display the game as a table of payoffs for the var.
ious combinations of players’ strategy choices as illustrated by the Prisoner'
Dilernma displayed in Figure 5.6, The social science literature now offers a greal
profusion of formal models for investigating specific sorts of strategic social, political
and economic interaction.' Unfortunately, the simplifications necessary for making
these formal models tractable often precludes their direct application to the sorts of
complex, fluid, and poorly defined situations in which policy analysts typicatly finc
themselves. Consequently, except for a brief treatment of social norms in the con-
text of policy design, rather then presenting formal models, we provide genera
frameworks for helping analysts think strategically. :

We beileve that our general discussion of strategic thinking in this chapter i
valuable for a number of purposes. First, as we discussed in Chapter 10, we cannof
make accurate predictions of the consequences of candidate policies without paying
careful attention to their implementation. Strategic thinking is valuable, therefore
because it enables us to understand better the implementation process.

Second, clients often want their analysts to consider the political feasibility «l
policy alternatives. Sometimes political feasibility is explicitly treated as one goal in @

'For an introduction to the use of formal games in econormics, see Robert Cibbans, Gume Theons
for Applied Economists (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 19923, For an introduction to their
use in political science, see James D. Morrow, Game Theory for Political Scientists (Princeton, ™N.J.
Princeton University Press, [994),
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multigoal policy anglysis. Other times clients ask analysts to prepare confidential
analyses of‘ the political feasibility of particular policy alternatives. In eith S
z00d analysis requires strategic thinking. e e
mres’l‘hlr(i,t as we discussed in Chapter 10, d_esigr?ing effective policy alternatives re-
3 ) a certain amount of creativity. Strategic thinking helps us to be more creative
O>; rz;wnr;]g our attention to ways of taking advantage of the self-interested behav-
s of others. 'Slrr}llar]y, it helps us to be more perceptive about potential probl
ind opportunities in designing implementation plans. proveems
. tF%L:J{th, analyst; themsglyes o&en participate in adoption and implementation
iorts. Clients sometimes solicit advice from analysts about day-to-day mane
1g in political arenas, invite them to participate as “technical experts')', in ne Uc:;?:
1or;]s, or send thgm as representatives to meetings where issues are discussecgi and
erhaps even decided. Analysts are sometimes called upon to advise, direct, oversee

r even manage implementations. These sort iviti i
ge imple . s of hands-on activitie
o put strategic thinking into practice. s requre analysts
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gl]iltt'lcall ;cxe%§i§ts Zoﬁer surprisingly little advice about how to predict and influence
ol ;c;ao n:laile l; lttl)oz Recdent Zyorkl appl]ying expected utility theory to the study of in-
2rm ns and national coalitions offe i i
onintuitive predictions.? In practice, however e;lﬁygamgzeaizrbrzglsgf accuraﬁe an
it ct , , smen who de-
f[e pohttlcal predxctxons usua_lly turn to area experts, people who are familiar with the
: te\éan ?]ctors in local, national, or regional settings. For example, someone inter-
?oi ; rlgs'; ?A\ pl;ospects f%r passage of U.S. legislation on trade may hire an expert on
y . A firm considering capital investments in some ¢
irm con ountry may consult
«pert on the institutions of that count f o
in ry about the prospects f litical ili
)f course, politicians usuall ' i iy
. , y consider themselves to be experts on th i
ical arenas in which they operate. Poli ; it piing
. Policy analysts who have long t. in insti
onal settings likewise tend to develo St 18 useful im pro
: in . p contextual knowle i i
cting polmcal feasibility. e that i usehd in pre-
artinf;rl;cim% ;he so;t' of inforlm'ation that an area expert provides is a reasonable
int for predicting political feasibility. But this infc i i i
arting ‘ . ormation by itself is oft
:scriptive and dated. To put it to effecti Y cople
. ive use, we need a theory about how peop!
3 i i i .
Jl;cac\)/ﬁ1 so thatdwg can develop strategies for improving the chances of obtainiig t?]e
es we desire. Hence, after reviewing the sorts of information that are rele-

int to understanding the political envi
. V i
ol s p ironment, we turn to the basic elements of po-

2 .
On the paucity of scholarly work on political feasibility, see David J. Webber, “Analyzing Political

asibility: Political Scientists’ Uni ibuti : cm g
"4 1986, oo 545-53€‘n ists” Unique Contribution to Policy Analysis,” Policy Studies Journal, Vol. 14,

3For a summary of T
ry of the expected utility approach, see Bruce Bueno d i i
: . . . le Mesquita, D
i‘ AI\{m Rabushka, Forecasting Political Events: The Future of Hong Kong (Nevs(jull—la anONewman,
iversity Press, 1985), pp. 11-54. aven, Conn.: Yale
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Assessing and Influencing Political Feasibility

One of the few political scientists to speak directly to the question of how pol-
icy analysts can predict and influence the political feasibility of policy proposals is
Arnold Meltsner.* He provides a checklist of the information needed to assess politi-
cal feasibility: Who are the relevant actors? What are their motivations and beliefs?
What are their political resources? In which political arenas will the relevant deci-
sions be made? Although we discuss these questions sequentially, in practice we an-
swer them iteratively, moving among them as we learn more about the political envi-

ronment.

Identifying the Relevant Actors. Which individuals and groups are likely
to voice an opinion on an issue? Two, usually overlapping, sets of actors need to be
identified: those with a substantive interest in the issue and those with official stand-
ing in the decision arena. For example, imagine a proposal before a city council that
would prohibit firms within the city from subjecting their employees to random tests
for detecting the use of illegal drugs. We expect unions to support the measure and
business groups to oppose it. Further, we expect unions and business groups that
have been politically active in the past to be the ones most likely to become active on
this issue—say, the Labor Council and the Chamber of Commerce as shown in
Table 13.1. At the same time, we identify the members of the city council as actors
by virtue of their rights to vote on legislation and the mayor by virtue of her veto
power.
We expect union and business leaders to be active because their direct inter-
ests are at stake. Civil libertarians might become involved because values they per-
ceive as important are at issue. (Some may see the ordinance as necessary to protect
the right of workers to privacy; others may view it as an unwarranted interference in
the decisions of firms.) Perhaps certain community groups such as the Urban League
will become active either because they have a direct interest or because they usually
ally themselves with one of the interested parties.

Other public figures besides the members of the city council may also be rele-
vant. For example, although the city attorney does not have a vote on the council,
his opinion on the legality of the proposal may carry considerable weight with council
members. The opinion of the director of public health on the accuracy of testing may
also be influential. The editor of the local newspaper has no official standing what-
ever, yet may be an important participant by virtue of the editorials he writes and the
influence he exerts over the coverage of the news.

How should analysts compile lists of potential actors? Obviously, assume that
anyone with a strong interest, whether economic, partisan, ideological, or professional,
will become an actor. Also, include those in official positions. If you are new to the
issue or arena, then try to find an experienced person to be your informant. Use
newspapers or other written accounts to discover who participated in public debates
on similar issues in the past. Finally, contact potential actors directly to question

4 Political Feasibility and Policy Analysis,” Public Administration Review, Vol. 32, no. 6, 1972, pp.
859-67.
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'1ble 13.1 A Political Analysis Worksheet: Feasibility of a Ban on Random
orkplace Drug Testing

Actors Motivations Beliefs Resources

nterest groups:
ab i

or Council Protect workers from Testing would be used Large membership;

harassment unfairly ties to Democrat
Party

hamber of Protect firms’ rights to Testing mat
b y be Influential
-ommerce weed out dangerous necessary fo detect membership; ties to

and unproductiive
workers

and deter employee
drug use

Republican Party

Ivil Liberties Union

Protect rights of
individuals

Testing infringes on right
o privacy

Articulate
spokesperson

Ibertarian Party

Protect right of contract

Testing limits should be
a matter of negotiation
between labor and

Vocal membership

management
Jiban League Protect minority Testing Can claim to speak
employees disproportionately hurts for minority interests
minorities

Jaily Newspaper

Support business
environment

Testing ban not
appropriate at city
level

Editorials

Inelected officials:

ity Attomey Support mayor and Ban i
probably legal Profi
o oyer @ y leg rofessional opinion
lawsuit
:lre%or, Public Fight drug abuse Testing probably Professional opinion;
ea desirable if not punitive evidence on effec-
tiveness of tests
dected officials:
~ouncil Member A Support labor Bai i
Domoenah n desirable Vote
>ouncil Member B Support labor B i
Do an probably desirable Vote
>ouncil Member C Support communi Ban prol i ;
Flreing i S i ty probably desirable Vote; agenda control
f Council
>ouncil Member D Support business Ban probabl
Vot
Republican) undesirable Y oe
~ouncil Member E Support business
o bleo Ban undesirable Vote
Aayor (Democrat) Maintain good relations | Ban probably Veto power; media

with labor and business

undesirable

attention
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them about their views and to assess the likelihood that they will become active par-
ticipants when doing so will not adversely affect your client or the future prospects
for your proposal.

Understanding the Motivations and Beliefs of Actors. The motiva-
tions and beliefs of organized interest groups will often be apparent. When they are
not, you can usually make a reasonable guess about how they will view particular
proposals by comparing the costs and benefits that the leaders of the groups are
likely to perceive. If their perceptions are based on what you think are incorrect be-
liefs, then you may be able to influence their positions by providing information.® For
example, the president of the local Urban League chapter may support a ban on ran-
dom drug testing because he believes that the ban would protect minority workers,
one of his constituencies. He might decide to oppose the ban, however, if he comes
to believe that the ban will result in a net loss in minority jobs because some firms
will leave the city to avoid its restrictions.

[t may be more difficult to determine the relevant motivations and beliefs of
those in official positions. Elected officials, political appointees, and members of the
civil service all have a variety of motivations. As we discussed in Chapter 8, elected
officials are likely to be concerned with reelection or election to higher office as well
as with representing the interests of their constituencies and promoting the social
good. Political appointees may be motivated by their substantive values as well as by
their loyalties to their political sponsors, by their desire to maintain their effectiveness
in their current positions, and by their interest in opportunities for future employ-
ment. In addition to substantive values, civil servants are often motivated by their
sense of professionalism and by their desire to secure resources for their organiza-
tional units.

it should not be surprising that it is often difficult to predict which motivations
will dominate. Indeed, such conflicting motivations can lead the officials themselves‘
to the sort of personal ethical dilemmas that we described in Chapter 3. How cani
we understand the relative importance of officials’ various motivations concerning a
particular issue? We can begin by heeding the insight in the aphorism: where you,
stand depends on where you sit.% In other words, put yourself in the position of the rel-
evant officials. What would you want if you were in their place? What actions
would you be willing to take to get what you want?

5 their “The Dynamics of Policy-Oriented Learning,” Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier identify thre
important areas in which actors experience policy-oriented learning: “Improving One's Understanding of
the Status of Goals and Other Variables Identified as Important by One’s Belief System . .. Refining
One's Understanding of Logical and Causal Relationships Internal to Belief Systems . . . Identifying and
Responding to Challenges to One's Belief System” (pp. 42—43). Paul A. Sabatier and Hank Jenkins-
Smith, eds., Policy Change and Learning: An Advocacy Codlition Approach (San Francisco: Westview
Press, 1993), pp. 41-56. ‘

Some view this aphorism as the central element of effective strategic thinking. For example, se
Donald E. Stokes, “Political and Organizational Analysis in the Policy Curriculum,” Journal of Po/icj
Analysis and Management, Vol. 6, no. 1, 1986, pp. 45-55, at p. 52. The aphorism itself is attributed td
Rufus E. Miles, Jr., “The Origin and Meaning of Miles' Law,” Public Administration Review, Vol. 38, no.
5, 1978, pp. 399-403. ‘
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Obviously, the more you know about particular officials, the better you will be
able to answer these questions. If an official holds a strong substantive value relevant
to the issue, for instance, then he or she may be willing to act against even vocal
constituent interests. On the other hand, officials may be willing to go against their
own substantive values if the issue is of fundamental concern to one of their impor-
tant constituencies. Of course, such factors as the safety of an official's district and
the nearness to an election can also affect the position that the official takes on the
issue.

Assessing the Resources of Actors. Actors have a variety of political re-
sources. Interest groups can claim to speak for a constituency. They may have fi-
nancial resources that can be used to pay for lobbying, analysis, publicity, and cam-
paign contributions. Their leaders may have ongoing relationships with relevant
officials. By virtue of their memberships, analytical capacity, or track record, the in-
formation they provide may command attention or carry weight. All these resources
can be thought of as potentially relevant. Whether they actually come into play de-
pends on the motivations of the groups and their leaders.

Officials have resources based on their positions and relationships. Legislators
can vote, hold hearings, and influence the agenda; elected executives like mayors
usually have veto power as well as considerable discretion in interpreting laws that
are adopted; unelected executives often have influence by virtue of their professional
status, programmatic knowledge, and ties to clientele groups. Any of these actors
may be able to influence others through personal relationships based on trust, loy-
alty, fear, or reciprocity.

Table 13.1, which presents a simple worksheet that identifies the actors who
may be relevant in predicting the political feasibility of a city ordinance to ban ran-
dom drug testing of employees, also notes their likely motivations, beliefs, and re-
sources. Many of the entries may be little more than guesses. The entries in the
worksheet should be updated as more information becomes available. For example,
the actors” actual responses to the proposal once they learn about it may very well
change your assessment of their beliefs and their willingness to use resources.

Choosing the Arena. Each political arena has its own set of rules about
how decisions are made. The basic rules are generally written—Ilegislatures have
“rules of order” and agencies have administrative procedures. But unwritten tradi-
tions and standard practices may be just as relevant to understanding how decisions
are typically reached. Becoming familiar with these rules, both formal and informal,
is important for political prediction and strategy.

To use the information in Table 13.1 to make a prediction about the likelihood
of adoption of the testing ban, we must first determine the arenas in which the pro-
posal will be considered. As suggested by the entries under “elected officials,” we
expect that the city council will be the primary arena. Assuming that the council
members vote according to their constituencies” apparent interests, the ban would
pass on a party-line vote of three to two. The mayor would then be in a difficult situ-
ation. If she vetos the ordinance, then she may alienate her fellow Democrats. If she
does not veto it, then she will alienate business interests.

The mayor might be able to get out of this difficult political position by trying
to change the arena. She might argue that, although restrictions on testing are desir-
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able, they are more appropriately imposed at the state level. If she can find a state as-
semblyman or senator to propose the ban in the state legislature, then she could
argue that a vote by the city council should be delayed until the prospects for state
action become clear. Perhaps she would ask the council to pass a resolution urging
state action. If the council agrees, then she will have been successful in changing
arenas.

More generally, we should expect that actors who lose, or anticipate losing, in
one arena will try to move the issue to another. As illustrated by the mayor's ma-
neuver, unfavorable outcomes at one level of government can sometimes be avoided
by shifting the issue to another level. For example, one reason why labor unions
pushed for the federal legislation that became the Occupational Safety and Health
Act of 1970 was their dissatisfaction with their ability to influence the setting and
enforcement of health standards at the state level.” The arena can also shift from
one branch of government to another. For instance, when the Food and Drug Ad-
ministration published a proposed rule that would prohibit the use of saccharin as a
food additive, opponents succeeded in getting Congress to pass a moratorium on fi-
nalization of the rule.® Often those who lose in the legislative and executive
branches try to shift the arena to the courts. For instance, during the 1970s, advo-
cates of busing to reduce racial segregation in schools caused by housing patterns
routinely achieved their objectives through the courts. Regulatory agencies that fail |
to establish strong cases for rule making invite court challenges by those who oppose
the rules. Of course, the ability to make a credible threat to move the issue to an-
other arena can itself be a political resource. |

Political Strategies within Arenas

Trying to shift issues to more favorable arenas is not the only political strategy |
that can be used to achieve policy outcomes. We can often use one or more of four
other general strategies: co-optation, compromise, heresthetics, and rhetoric. We |
briefly consider each of these in turn.

|

Co-optation. People, especially the types with strong egos who typically
hold public office (and teach at universities), tend to take pride in authorship. Indeed,
we are sometimes reluctant to admit the weaknesses in what we perceive to be our |
ideas. Getting others to believe that your proposal is at least partly their idea is per-|
haps one of the most common political strategies.” In legislative settings it often

\
"John Mendeloff, Regulating Safety: An Economic and Political Analysis of Occupational Safety and”
Health Policy (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1979), pp. 15-16.
8Richard A. Merrill, “Saccharin: A Regulator's View,” in Robert W. Crandall and Lester B. Lave,
eds., The Scientific Basis of Health and Safety Regulation (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution, 1981),
pp. 153-70.
9More generally, it may be that radical policy change is possible only when elites from the major |
political cultures perceive the change as consistent with their fundamental values. For a discussion of such
non-incremental change, see Dennis Coyle and Aaron Wildavsky, “Requisites of Radical Reform: Income ;
Maintenance Versus Tax Preferences,” Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, Vol. 7, no. 1, 1987, |

pp. I-16.






