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Introduction

In recent years, the debate on "policy mixes" (Howlett 2005; Borrás 2009; Flanagan et
al. 2011) has (re)gained momentum. Increasingly it has moved beyond a development
of instrument typologies and 'toolbox approaches' (Howlett 2011; Kroll 2016) to considerations of measures' roles in strategic frameworks and constellations of governance
(Howlett and Rayner 2007; Lanzalaco 2011; Navarro et al. 2014; Magro and Wilson
2015). Furthermore, many recent contributions place additional emphasis on path dependencies and counteracting factors (Magro und Wilson 2013; Peters et al. 2018). In
doing so, they align with existing literature on the reflexive emergence of political decisions (Edler et al. 2003; Smits et al. 2010; Edler and James 2015; Colebatch 2017;
Kingdon 1984) as well as long-established findings on the complexity of policy learning
and implementation (Lindblom 1959; Bennett and Howlett 1992; Howlett et al. 2015;
Howlett et al. 2017).
For the inevitable assessment of policies, this situation creates new challenges. Over
the years, many limits to coordinated policy design have convincingly been discussed
and demonstrated (Arnold 2004; Molas-Gallart and Davies 2006; Lascoumes and Le
Galès 2007; Howlett 2009) but at times of challenge-driven and transformation oriented
policy ambitions (Kuhlmann and Rip 2018; Schot and Kanger 2018) the incidence of
strategically coordinated attempts at policy implementation is undoubtedly increasing.
Despite a persistent and continuous flow of individual implementation decisions, more
and more political strategies have become more than passive reflections of a debate's
status quo at a certain point in time, making it problematic that a generally agreed on
approach to assess them has yet to be established (Peters et al. 2018).
So far, many evaluations of political strategies remain to some extent outcome or impact oriented, based on the (more than uncertain) premise that certain intervention
logics were consciously chosen at the outset and that agreed-upon strategies can thus,
in principle, be executed accordingly and evaluated on that basis (Kleibrink et al. 2018).
As a result, few existing evaluation studies enable us to reliably distinguish between
strategies that fail at the level of measures and those that already went astray in clarifying narratives or during instrumentation.
So far, there are few truly process-oriented analyses that acknowledge the inner workings of policy implementation which - as has long been established - follow specific
logics and dynamics of their own (Hjern and Porter 1981; Howlett 2005, 2011; Howlett
et al. 2006). Quite elaborately, prior research in political science has demonstrated that
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decisions on political strategies are not taken ad hoc, but result from a variety of discursive streams (Edler 2003; Kingdon 1984).
Less commonly, in contrast, has it been shown that this interactive, non-deterministic
nature of the "policy-dance" (Kuhlmann et al. 2010) persists once it leaves the domain
of "high-level abstraction" (Peters et al. 2018) to substantiate intentions by effective
support efforts in practice (Peters 2014). Instead of becoming mechanistic, negotiations
continue in arenas populated by different players and as games played by different
rules. Contrary to prevalent assumptions, moreover, many intervention logics are initially not clearly defined, understood or shared (Considine et al. 2009; Considine et al.
2014) and many subsequent discourses and negotiations occur in an environment
where essential cognitive and managerial capacities are lacking (Wu et al. 2010; 2015;
Rotberg 2014).
In particular, this subsequent process is relevant in the case of complex ambitions that
not only concern one decision on a specific target (i.e. to put 1 million electric cars on
the roads) but aim at broader, more generic objectives ("respond to a societal challenge", "transform a socio-technical system"). In these cases, implementation, even the
final building of narratives will in many cases evolve gradually after first strategic decisions, in a subsequent process of interpretation and negotiation, seeking to resolve and
reconcile complex challenges of policy packaging and patching (Howlett and Rayner
2013; Gunningham et al. 1998; Briassoulis 2005; Yi and Feiock 2012).
As mentioned above, such attempts at concerted policy implementation have become
more and more visible and relevant alongside the persistent stream of idiosyncratic
decisions as a results of challenge- and transformation oriented policy ambitions at
both the national and the regional level (Foray et al. 2012; Capello and Kroll 2016;
Kuhlmann and Rip 2018; Schot and Kanger 2018). Evidently, they elude a simple 'Tinbergen Rule' approach of matching problems with measures (del Rio and Howlett
2013; Briassoulis 2005) - as they require a long process of interpretation and negotiation after the first strategic decision.
Consequently, project or programme oriented evaluation approaches, even those
based on purported intervention logics, are as such unfit to capture the causes of their
effectiveness and impact. While agreeing with Aranguren et al. (2017) or Bovens et al.
(2006) that - in light of rising complexity - policy assessments should be tools of discursively guided strategic transformation rather than controlling, the authors call to mind
that, in parallel, public requests for direct accountability and documentation are rising.
Hence, future policy assessments will nonetheless need a clear reference framework to
orientate the analysis. Even more, being framed within a convincing analytical refer-
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ence system could add rigour and clout to any discursive evaluation approach in the
first place and thus help prevent its being dismissed as non-robust.
Against this background, this paper seeks to contribute to the policy design debate by
proposing a clarifying framework of analysis which enables analysing pathways of policy design from the level of general strategy down to the level of instrumentation, building and expanding on the recent path-breaking contribution of Peters et al. (2018).
Moreover, it will identify key factors that intervene into the process of "implementation"
by shaping this multi-actor, multi-motive process of translation (expanding on early notions of (expanding on early notions of Lindblom 1959; Bennett and Howlett 1992;
Howlett et al. 2017).
Subsequently, the instrumentality of the approach will be demonstrated using examples
from the arguably most comprehensive field study in bringing ill-defined political strategies from concept to practice, the European Commission's smart specialisation policy
agenda. By doing so, the paper will demonstrate how the proposed heuristic increases
our ability to trace coherence and consistency in implementation. On that basis, it will
put future research in a position not only to assess implementation processes but also
to identify bottlenecks and options to remove them.

2
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Fundamentally, this paper starts from the assumption that it is not only the initial political decision, but its translation into administrative acts and support measures the give
political strategies relevance and matter for their effectiveness (Peters et al. 2018). It
suggests that it is both possible and analytically productive to interface two well developed, yet insufficiently connected strands of literature, that on the evaluation and assessment of policies (Arnold 2004; Borrás and Edquist 2013) and that on the analysis
of the politics on which they are founded (Smits et al. 2010; Edler and James 2015;
Peters et al. 2018). In general terms, it puts forward the proposition that such a connection can be established by extending the analysis of processual complexity beyond the
point of initial decision making well into the political-administrative process.
In general terms, political science has often acknowledged that complications may ensue in the process of decisions becoming effective, even elaborated in details (Hjern
and Porter 1981; Howlett 2005; Peters et al. 2018; Howlett et al. 2006). However,
translation of policies into administrative action is not commonly acknowledged as fullfledged subject of analysis in itself.
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In contrast to the impact of societal problem articulation on policy making (SeymourUre 1987; Barker and Peters 1993; Kingdon 1984) policy implementation it not often
specified and analysed as a specific subsystem or 'stream' of its own. Instead, it tends
to be considered as continuous and fluid rather than orchestrated, a reflection of the
shaping and reshaping of policy streams and of fragmented decisions taken in various
windows of opportunity (Kuhlmann et al. 2010). In that sense, few studies have focused
their analysis specifically on the internal logics and rationales following the point of initial decision making when consensus is reached and a "window" is taken advantage of
(Edler 2003; Edler and James 2015; Kingdon 1984).
In consequence, political science tends to cede relevant questions of evaluation and
assessment to administrative science, business studies or economics, disciplines
which, in turn, do not commonly place much emphasis on the neither initial decision's
nor its administrative articulation's emergence. Hence, many evaluation approaches
proposed in that context take implementation decisions as given and - implicitly - coherent when seeking to 'measure' effectiveness based on outcomes (Foray et al. 2012;
Magro and Wilson 2015; Kleibrink et al. 2018). Thus, a processual policy implementation remains an analytically somewhat neglected child, a boundary object visible to and
mentioned in passing by many, but hardly considered in-depth by either discipline.
Against this background, this paper takes an interdisciplinary approach to reconcile
established findings from political science with insights on the concrete nature of implementation processes established in other fields. As it argues, this becomes more
crucial, the more often we witness strategic attempts at coordinated implementation
rather than the continuous stream of fragmented, idiosyncratic reflections of the policy
stream that may indeed have characterised the 1990s and 200s.

2.1

Concept

Necessarily, any policy implementation is a function of two-way dynamics and frictions
at the boundaries between the spheres of politics, administration and the actual socioeconomic contexts in which it becomes effective. Regardless of its original, and deep
anchoring in the political sphere, policy implementation can therefore not be sufficiently
explained by the consideration of political 'rules of the game' alone.
In principle, two fundamental points can be made to corroborate that initial policy decisions cannot and should not be equated with effective policies, but that a processual
analysis of implementation processes is needed to arrive at meaningful conclusions.
Firstly, setting them equal means assuming that the locus of initial strategic decision
making is either identical or close to that of taking corresponding legal or bureaucratic
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action. In consequence, no further processes of social and political negotiation, dilution
and reframing are opened up, once the decision is agreed upon. In specific cases such
as high-level consultation groups that speak directly to executive power within a clearly
defined remit (Edler 2003), that may be so. In today's multi-level governance systems
(Hooghe and Marks 2001), however, most decisions have to enter inter-agency consultation before they become final and be cascaded down administrative or even governmental hierarchies before they acquire legal and economic substance vis-a-vis the 'real world' by being cast into budgets and regulations (Howlett et al. 2015; Howlett et al.
2017).
Secondly, setting them equal means assuming that once a decision is taken, it can in
principle be executed directly without further interpretation. When the discussion is
about specific issues, such as the ban of single substances for a defined purpose, this
may indeed be so. More commonly, however, it is not only administratively, but also
cognitively impossible to directly cast a generic decision into legislation or action or to
'objectively' identify suitable target groups (Schneider and Ingram 1993). Much more
commonly, strategic headline decisions need to be further interpreted in a continuous
exchange with real-world stakeholders (Dunlop 2009; Foray et al. 2009) before they
become convincing narrative and before, eventually, an array of piecemeal policy actions will be taken, to develop a transformative impact on the existing policy mix (Howlett and Rayner 2013; Foray 2014a; Kroll 2017).
To assess the increasingly prevalent attempts at coordinated policy implementation
that we are witnessing, it can therefore not be sufficient to review their premise. To the
contrary, it will necessarily be required to review the extent to which their implementation still gives evidence of that premise - before any output or impact oriented evaluation is launched and interpreted.

2.2

Critique of Existing Approaches

With a view to the conception of the implementation process, much of the recent literature (cf. Magro et al. 2014; Howlett et al. 2015; Flanagan and Uyarra 2016) agrees that,
where they exist, concerted processes of implementation are "complex" and involve
recursive discussions among multiple stakeholder groups. It acknowledges that policy
mixes may indeed have a life and traditions of their own (Magro and Wilson 2015;
Howlett et al. 2017).
In light of the above said, processes of policy implementation must be conceived as
processes of ideation, negotiation and decision-making that are driven and governed
by multiple actors. They occur at the boundaries of politics, administration, economy
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and society, producing cross-fertilisation and friction. As each of these spheres contributes own motivations, incentive systems and motivations, all actors involved become
entangled in a constant process of recursive translation that gives rise to conflicts, contestation and, eventually, new arrangements. Eventually, all changes to the prevalent
practices of implementation substantiate through their translation into action by administrative, business and societal stakeholders.
Hence, the actor level is the most suitable level to analyse and frame the process of
translating political strategies into practice. So far, however, a conceptual heuristic or
approach grounded in this acknowledgement remains missing from the literature, despite significant contributions with respect to its composite elements (Peters et al.
2018). Instead, many guidelines for strategy implementation (Foray et al. 2012) continue to take recourse to the notion of a sequential "policy cycle" that is at odds with current debates on policy design from various perspectives (Peters et al. 2018).
First, it inappropriately conflates different attempts at coordinated policy implementation
at various echelons of policy making into the common denominator of "political strategy". However, strategies can differ substantially not only in terms of thematic and geographical scope but also with a view to the degree of concertedness of their ambition
(Laranja et al. 2008; Borrás 2009).
Second, it attempts to describe a continuous multi-level, multi-actor process of negotiation between political actors and 'real world' interest groups (Ansell and Gash 2008;
Howlett et al. 2015; Kuhlmann 2001; Rogge and Reichardt 2016) in terms of simple,
functional steps. It does not say anything about the substantial deviations and disruptions that can result from the intrinsically dynamic nature of not only the initial agreement on objectives (Edler and James 2015) but also the ensuing steps of implementation that depend on further necessary conditions such as the availability of concrete
ideas on "how to" achieve the desired objectives (Peters et al. 2018).
Third, it does not sufficiently acknowledge that policy implementation does in reality not
occur independently in a "cycle", logically building one novel consideration on another.
Even if consistent in themselves, strategy efforts meet with diverse path dependencies,
dominant narratives and internal dynamics at different levels in an existing system that
cannot easily be modified or broken by single actors' strategic thought (Flanagan et al.
2011; Landabaso et al. 2014; Valdaliso Gago et al. 2014; Peters et al. 2018).
Fourth, the idea of a policy cycle remains largely indifferent to the internal dynamics of
administration including fights for remit and and principal-agent issues (Jensen and
Meckling 1976; Bergman and Lane 2016; Braun and Guston 2003) that are a constitutive element of all administrative processes. While the executive arm of governments
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may be the central mediator between political decisions and implementation, moreover,
it does not always dispose of the required capacities (Considine et al. 2014; Wu et al.
2015; Capello and Kroll 2016). Disregarding this aspect implies missing out on a, if not
the, central element in the process of translating policy decisions into effective practice
(Hjern and Porter 1981; Christensen and Lægreid 2002; Howlett 2005; Howlett et al.
2006).
Instead of trying to conceive of concerted attempts at policy design in a "policy cycle"
framework, therefore, the authors maintain that it can be instructive to frame them as
an attempt to couple the known streams of politics and policy with an independent,
loosely coupled line of practices in implementation. In effect, these practices determine
which changes policy decision can actually effect in the socioeconomic world but - for
the reasons outlined above - are not automatically responsive to new political impulses,
even if cast in a strategic framework.
As earlier studies emphasised, some change in implementation practice is indeed continuously effected by a perpetual stream of idiosyncratic impulses that emerge from the
political discourse that are in a largely uncoordinated manner absorbed into practice.
More recently, however, challenge- and transformation-driven innovation strategies
have increased the incidence of concerted efforts to change implementation practices
in a coordinated manner and to create structures and processes to organise and coordinate the otherwise sometimes overly loose coupling between acclamation and action.
In the following, this paper will focus on those incidents of strategic attempts at coordinated policy implementation - and the challenges that arise in this process.
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Figure 1:

Connecting Streams of Policy Debate and Practices of Implementation

Source: Own figure

With a view to concept, it will put forward the proposition that a structured analysis and
neutral assessment of implementation processes is possible if the criteria of analysis
are adequately specified at a sufficient level of generality and in keeping with the
abovementioned notion of implementation as a reflexive, actor-driven process (Howlett
et al. 2017; Rogge and Reichardt 2016). With a view to practice, it suggests that abandoning and foregoing the attempt to develop new heuristics may increase the influence
of inaccurate or unfit approaches to evaluation and policy development – which has
detrimental effects on the due acknowledgement of potential and actual results of challenge-driven and transformation-oriented strategies in innovation policy and beyond.

3

Towards a Heuristic for Policy Implementation

3.1

Central Proposition

In essence, this paper suggests that the process of the translation of political strategies
into policy implementation can be conceptualised as the introduction of a new, highlevel impulse into an existing path-dependent system of narratives and policy practice.
An impulse, that will to different degrees result in gradual adaptations, depending on
the situation - quite in line with established notions of policy patching and packing
(Howlett and Rayner 2013; Rayner et al. 2013).
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Thus, strategy implementation is as much about building on and changing cognitive
frames, established habits and recalibrating interest coalitions (Schneider and Ingram
1993; Christensen and Lægreid 2002; Dunlop 2009; Meuleman 2009) as it is about the
identification of technically appropriate instruments to reach out to suitable target
groups (Kleibrink et al. 2018).
In the case of political strategies that are broad-based, addressing a range of topics
and a number of different target groups it is instrumental to distinguish the following
three levels at which a prior equilibrium of practice is changed and will have to be renegotiated to effect any change.
 first the level of strategic agenda setting on the basis of shared frames and narratives.
This level is anchored in the sphere of politics and political discourses and involves
the political administration for the purpose of take-up;
 second the level of thematic orientation and the effective constitution of directionality.
This level its anchored at the level of the political administration and involves purely
executive functions for the purpose of take-up;
 third
the
level
of
actual
implementation
and
instrumentation.
This level is anchored largely at the purely executive level of the administration that
in turn interacts strongly with real-world beneficiaries.
By definition, strategic impulses at the level of challenge driven innovation policy
change the established set-up of this system first at the highest level to then be translated down to the level of actual instrumentation step-by-step.
In the simplified world of the policy cycle, this process is displayed as sequential and
hierarchical, with design situated purely at the policy level, implementation as a purely
executive function and both forming a functional whole of "policy design and implementation". In the real world, however, the described levels are co-existing functional arenas of discussion involving overlapping groups of actors including policy makers and
"real world" actors. In reality, some overlaps between exchanges on the different conceptual levels will inevitably result (Howlett 2009; Considine et al. 2014; Howlett 2014;
Navarro et al. 2014; Magro et al. 2014). Nonetheless, their distinction is analytically
fundamental as it enables the differentiation between distinct internal logics, different
path-dependencies und different intervening factors (Howlett et al. 2015; Howlett et al.
2017; Peters et al. 2018). This, in turn, allows us to structure the analysis as a basis for
later assessment.
In general terms, the proposed approach can be considered in line with Peters et al.
(2018) suggestion of a differentiation between "high-level abstraction", "operationalisation", "on-the-ground specification", with the slight yet important difference that the au-
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thors would hesitate to illustrate the "operationalisation" level with the notion of policy
programmes - which in our view comes overly close to an "on-the-ground specification"
already.
In summary, the central message of conceiving the process of policy implementation is
the implication that deviations from an ideal state of consistency can occur both during
early stages of the policy process and during the process of theme definition and implementation. Not only can the strategy as such be inconsistent, but also can the resulting support portfolio involve duplications, overlaps and redundancies (Hou and
Brewer 2010; Swanson et al. 2010). As Peters et al. (2018) point out, "effectiveness of
design and effectiveness of policy are autonomous questions", implying that there is merit in analysing the consistency of measures as such (Howlett and Rayner 2007) rather
than to assess their outcome directly against purported premises of the initial strategy.
Figure 2:

Three functional levels of policy implementation

Source: Own figure

As a result of this acknowledgement, the above heuristic allows us to move beyond a
generic, outcome-oriented assessment comparing objectives and results directly
(Kleibrink et al. 2018) to one of multi-level processual consistency and coherence
(Rogge and Reichardt 2016). As it acknowledges the diverse interim steps that,
in practice, have to be taken to achieve any result (Peters et al. 2018), the proposed
heuristic can to some degree be considered a "design model of decision making" in the
sense of Considine (2012).
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Levels and Logics of Negotiation

With a view to internal logics, negotiations and decision making at the level of strategic
agenda setting are primarily driven and motivated by issues of legitimacy, the representation of discourses and (within multi-level systems) compliance with higher-level
decisions. At this level, policy has to demonstrate that all relevant actor groups are given a voice and that the specific strategy is in line with the overarching national or supranational policy framework (Kuhlmann et al. 2010; Skodvin et al. 2010; Kroll 2017;
Kingdon 1984). Often, this will provoke a contestation of existing narratives. At the level
of thematic orientation, in contrast, the prevailing logic is one of representation of concrete interests and negotiations for resource distribution. At this level, policy makers
have to assign the pursuit of generic objectives to specific stakeholder groups, taking
into account established claims (Iacobucci 2014; Boschma 2014; Kroll 2017). Necessarily, this will provoke substantial competition for resources. At the level of instrumentation, finally, discussions are to a strong extent dominated by administrative logics and
cognitive challenges as implementation is reaching a level of granularity where policy
makers will find it difficult to understand and respond to concrete needs and challenges
in specific 'real world' implementation contexts (Braathen 2007; Considine et al. 2014;
Kroll 2015).
As mentioned above, the functional levels are conceptual constructs defined with the
ambition to constitute a heuristic. In practice, they may overlap substantially, depending
on local governance setting and the concrete constellation of actors involved in the
process. As the following section will outline, however, they provide a useful framework
of thought when it comes to defining cornerstones of desirable outcomes in the process
of translating strategies into practice. Moreover, they will be instrumental in qualifying
deviations from ideal-typical situations into those that are functionally expectable and
inevitable and those that are entirely actor-driven and avoidable.

4

Assessment Criteria & Intervening Factors

4.1

Assessment Criteria

Based on the heuristic outlined above, is it possible to derive two main assessment
criteria for the process of implementing political strategies. Overall, this paper maintains that any broad-based strategy process can be assessed as successful or less
successful based on these two main criteria which at the same time allow the external
observer to identify and specify concrete shortcomings that could in the following be
addressed.
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First, the consistency of statements at one specific functional level, concerning e.g. the
question whether the high-level strategic narrative was consistent in the first place.
Such intra-level consistency denotes the logical homogeneity and freedom of contradiction of the overall results of target setting, commitments, and decisions within one
particular sphere. Second, the coherence between higher-level impulses or narratives
and their translation to lower levels, e.g. concerning the question of whether the strategy's high-level ambitions are adequately reflected at lower levels. Hence, such inter-level coherence indicates whether agreements and propositions at higher-levels
have been consequentially translated to lower ones so that strategic ambitions can
materialise in practice.
In detail, key determinants of intra-level consistence can be outlined as follows: At the
level of strategic agenda setting, it refers to the question whether the overall narrative
is consistent or whether its composite parts substantially contradict each other. At the
level of theme setting, it denotes whether the themes are defined at a conceptually
similar level, with similar breadth and scope and whether they positively relate to each
other. At the level of instrumentation, it refers to the question whether the selected instruments interfere with each other in technical terms.
With a view to inter-level coherence, key elements of coherence between strategic
agenda setting and theme setting include whether the selected thematic areas of action
follow from a clear intervention logic to achieve change and whether they correspond to
a well-founded understanding of the overall ambition. Between strategic theme setting
and instrumentation, they refer to whether the concrete set of instruments suitably corresponds to the selected themes in that they address relevant target groups and that
they do so in a way that is likely to prompt actual change.
Importantly, these assessment criteria pertain predominantly to the strategy (process)
itself, rather than to its match with the actual socio-economic situation in the constituency that it is meant to affect. As outlined in the introduction, an assessment along the
proposed criteria aims to differentiate between situations in which a lack of effectiveness results from a simple mismatch between strategy and reality ('poor strategy') and
such in which the strategy is well-oriented but disabled by inconsistent and incoherent
implementation ('poor policy'). Although the actual socio-economic situation will at
times inevitably play a role in the analysis of consistency, this must be seen as distinct
from dedicated ambition-reality checks - which would be a separate task at all three
levels.

Assessment Criteria & Intervening Factors

Figure 3:
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Assessment Criteria based on the Three-Level Heuristic

Source: Own figure

4.2

Intervening Factors

As already highlighted above, two different types of intervening factors should be distinguished in the analysis of information failures, coordination failures and conflicts that
cause deviations from the ideal of intra-level consistency and inter-level coherence.
First, frictions and inconsistency can result from processes - such as competition for
resources - which are as such perfectly legitimate, but insufficiently contained and
moderated. Deficiencies in this regard can in general be resolved and amended
through improved mediation and management while maintaining the group of actors
involved. As these result from expectable processes in a certain systemic environment,
they will be referred to as functional challenges.
Second, frictions and inconsistency can result from actions and character traits immediately pertinent to certain actors or actor groups, such as overt self-display, irrational
actions or persistent cognitive barriers. Such deficiencies can typically only be overcome through the reconfiguration of the affected arenas of discussion or - worst case the removal of certain stakeholders or stakeholder groups from the process. These will
be referred to as actor-based challenges.
That said, it remains difficult to categorically assign specific, characteristic challenges
to distinct levels in the implementation process. In particular actor-based challenges
can occur at any level, be it in the form of disputes between ministers or the refusal of
implementation agencies to proactively put in place novel programmes where this appears inconvenient. With a view to functional challenges, however, a certain, tentative
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attribution can be attempted - as specific logics of negotiation tend to give rise to specific issues which are less commonly seen in other contexts.
At the level of strategic agenda setting, commonly encountered issues include (overt)
concerns for societal acceptance, amenability to trends and policy fashions and, at the
same time, hesitation to put in place strategic agendas that may indeed effect transformative change with unknown consequences (Kuhlmann et al. 2010). Moreover,
high-level decision-making processes may suffer from a lack of information on existing
evidence on actual challenges.
At the level of thematic orientation, discussions on remit on the side of the administration and conflicts between interest groups at the stakeholder side occupy centre stage.
Furthermore, a lack of access to field specific knowledge and information about available capacities triggers classical coordination challenges as the position of a neutral yet
qualified moderator remains difficult to assume against well-prepared interest groups
(Iacobucci 2014; Kroll 2017).
At the level of instrumentation, classic principle-agent situations prevail. Policy makers
meet cognitive limits when it comes to assessing the potential efficacy of field specific
funding approaches, options to address and involve relevant target groups and possible ways to initiate concrete projects (Considine et al. 2014; Yi and Feiock 2012). This
puts the agents in the sphere of applicants and project management authorities in a
good position to modify and interpret given frameworks according to their own needs
and preferences.
Put more generally, there are substantial interdependencies in the system at multiple
levels that will - for different reasons - alter the initial thrust of the new strategic narrative on its way down to implementation (Hood 2007, 2002; Meseguer 2016; Capano
and Woo 2017; Peters et al. 2018). At the level of strategic agenda setting, new
thoughts become amalgamated with existing discourses and narratives out of political
opportunity. At the level of thematic priority setting, questions of established remit and
pre-existing budgetary allocations to certain fields determine whether new emphasis
can at all be set and how comprehensive a strategy can technically become. This does
not only refer to the obvious point that new impulses set by one ministry cannot easily
affect the spending of others, but also to the fact new support programmes are not introduced on a political 'greenfield' but interact and interfere with an existing support
landscape. Finally, there are a number of long established practices at the level of instrumentation that are - for one or the other reason - considered 'good practice' and
concrete 'success stories' (Howlett and Rayner 2013). As these are governed by expert
personnel at the level of project management agencies with close 'real world' connec-
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tions, it can at times be rather difficult to effectively change them on the basis of an
abstract strategy that does not directly relate to real world needs. Moreover, legal and
technical limitations can prevent the translation of well meant ambitions into effective
support practice.
As can be seen from the above, the proposed heuristic thus emphasises the 'human
component' in the translation of political strategies into practice which must be considered a reflexive, actor-based process in which, following an 'external shock' diverse
aspects of change are negotiated and renegotiated until a new equilibrium is established (cf. Peters et al. 2018). Typically, such a process of reconfiguration will take
several months or years and several of the abovementioned intervening factors will in
one or the other way come to play. Accordingly, the implementation of many
broad-based, transformation oriented political strategies will in practice be both inconsistent and incoherent to a certain degree. As such, this is in their nature. For relevant
future analysis, however, it remains necessary to understand where the main deficits
lie and why. Moreover, possible remedies can only be proposed if the origin of the perceived failure is known.

5
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The authors of this study work in policy analysis and evaluation for more than a decade. Many of the above assumptions are thus not only derived from scientific literature
but also based on manifold impressions from formal and informal interviews with policy
makers and funding agencies affected by various strategy processes. Unfortunately,
many of these processes are not easily accessible to rigorous empirical study as they
are, by their very nature, internal and confidential.
In recent years, however, the European Commission's regional policy agenda for smart
specialisation (Foray et al. 2009; Capello and Kroll 2016) provided a large scale real
world experiment in which the implementation of strategies that were only fully developed in the course of their translation into practice could be studied in various contexts.
Moreover, the European Commission's stipulations required not only a documentation
of the process per se but also the set-up of formal governance mechanisms (Foray et
al. 2012; European Union 2013) - thus creating an unusually broad basis of study material and various opportunities for interviews at different stages during the course of
the conception, interpretation and translation of the strategies.
By definition the ambition of "smart specialisation strategies for regional economic
transformation" is very broad, leaving substantial room for further interpretation. Moreover, no specific guidance on how to do so was provided at the outset, so that the rele-
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vant policy makers had a great degree of liberty to design and enact programmes for
action as they saw fit (Kroll 2015). Moreover, the usual distance between the circles of
decision makers (initially often the units responsible for European structural funding)
and executing actors is both rather large and not necessarily characterised by clear,
hierarchical relations (Kroll 2017). Finally, the European Commission's stipulations explicitly barred swift, top-down decision processes to ascertain the involvement of 'realworld' beneficiaries who would be eventually concerned (Foray et al. 2009; European
Union 2013; Foray 2014b, 2015).
In the following, a concrete case study will be developed to corroborate and illustrate
the pertinence of the assumptions and the proposed heuristic against this particular
background. It will compile evidence of both the process of translating strategic ambitions into concrete support measures as such and the negotiation logics and intervening factors which could be observed at different levels. Thus, it will underline that our
understanding of policy implementation can indeed be furthered by the proposed approach and heuristic – and what the concrete benefits of the approach may be.
More precisely, the object of study is the 2014 "Innovation Strategy of the German Free
State of Thuringia" that was developed in response to European Commission's robust,
conditional call for the development of innovation strategies for smart specialisation in
2012-2013. Beyond document analysis, several semi-structured interviews were conducted with officials in the administration and relevant agencies in the course of the
conception and implementation of the strategy. Thus, the analysis below is based not
only on desk research but also on repeated formal and informal discussions in the
course of the past three to four years. Necessarily, the interpretation of what the authors believe to have heard is subject to the author's own perception and cognitive biases and may thus deviate from individual governmental actors' own or official assessment.

6

Case Study: Regional Innovation Strategies for
Smart Specialisation

Following German reunification, the Free State of Thuringia has developed a strategic
approach to innovation policy for more than 20 years. Until 2010, however, strategic
policy making was implicit in governmental discourses and seldom formalized. Following the paradigm of the time, moreover, most general support programmes were technologically open and not grounded in any sort of overarching strategic policy framework. By and large, the policy paradigm could be characterised as incrementalist (Peters et al. 2018). If at all, emphasis was placed on specific initiatives and large-scale
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projects to strengthen lead industries in the region. For the past two decades, however,
Thuringia received substantial amounts of structural funding from the European Union
so that regional policy makers commanded in fact quite substantial resources that they
could distribute through strategic agenda setting and for which local stakeholders vigorously competed. Against this background, the regional government's factual strategic
capacities, interests and inclination towards proactive design of innovation policy were
in some respects more developed than formally recognisable.
With a view to the conceptual headings of the proposed heuristics, the findings of the
abovementioned interview and desk research-based analysis can be subsumed as
follows.

6.1

Consistency of Strategic Agenda Setting

In the abovementioned implicit sense, the Free State of Thuringia pursues broad-based
strategies to further economic development and trigger change since the mid-1990s.
Based on the combination of European, Federal and Regional funds, the regional government supported the build-up of local clusters of excellence most prominently in the
field of optics and lighting, but also in the health sector and other industrially relevant
fields such as the area of automation.
Against this background a first formal innovation strategy - the "Trend Atlas 2020" was commissioned by the regional government in 2010. For that strategy, Roland Berger Strategy Consultants analysed 300 publications and conducted more than 100 interviews to perform a bottom-up analysis of the Thuringian innovation system and
translate its findings into a SWOT analysis. In the end, this study resulted in the identification of numerous "fields of action" as well as 16 general and 147 detailed recommendations. In general, however, the process remained external to the regional government, involved a fairly limited number of stakeholders in genuine feedback loops
and by and large developed limited ownership in the regional administration.
As the existing efforts thus lacked a truly inclusive character, a permanent governance
framework and any type of monitoring system, the European Commission considered
them as inadequate under the ex-ante conditionality for structural funding (European
Union 2013). Consequently, the regional government had to relaunch the strategy process in 2013, this time based on a more broad-based and intensive involvement of
actual stakeholders, orchestrated from within the administration at "Thuringia ClusterManagement" a management authority subordinate to the responsible ministry.
Still, its overarching objective remains as such not very compelling being limited to the
statement that based on "the new Thuringian Innovation Strategy, [the region will bun-
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dle its] strengths while focusing on [its] biggest competence: close, networked collaboration among [.] scientific institutions, [.] business community, and [.] policymakers […]
to quickly turn promising ideas into the reality of innovative products and services" –
accompanied by piecemeal ambitions such as to "by 2020 further improve the region's
position within the group of European leaders" (of which it is arguably not really a part)
and to take different measures to "strengthen the involvement of SMEs into the innovation process at large". On the downside, this overall objective quite obviously lacks a
clear statement or narrative of intended transformation while, on the upside, it cannot
really be considered as contradictory either.
With a view to the reference system established in this paper, this lack of consistency
and clear narrative can be attributed of the initial absence of a triggering or precedent
discourse at the local level and in consequence a lack of ownership on the side of the
regional government. Initially, the drafting of a "regional innovation strategy for smart
specialisation" was an act of compliance vis-a-vis the European Commission. At the
same time, it would govern a quite substantive budget under ERDF, so that it raised
real issues of legitimacy and representation in the constituency. While, in principle, the
regional government would have had the option of focusing on a specific narrative of
e.g. industrial modernization, agricultural transformation or other, sector specific issues
it was in practical terms obvious that, from a political perspective, such an approach
was out of the question on the highest level. As a result, the strategy's formally stated
high-level ambition refers to a smallest common denominator to which everyone could
agree without becoming overly specific.

6.2

Consistency of Thematic Orientation

Despite that initial decision taken, the European Commission's stipulations still required
a definition of certain priority domains for support which had to become part of the substance of the eventual strategy (Foray et al. 2012; European Union 2013). During
summer 2013, therefore, several working groups were set up to develop first proposals
starting from seven initial themes which were in the following consolidated into four
vertical fields of action:
 Industrial production and systems
 Sustainable and smart mobility & logistics
 Healthy living and the healthcare sector
 Sustainable energy supply and resource management
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as well as "ICT, innovative and production-related services" as a cross cutting activity
with relevance for all economic sectors. An overview of these fields is illustrated in Figure 4 below.
Figure 4:

The five Thuringian Fields of Innovation

Source: Thuringian State Government

Overall, the process of strategy consolidation took about one year including different
methodologies like expert consultations, round tables, public communication, interministry coordination and a number of larger-scale communication meetings. Overall,
the consultation involved more than 500 stakeholders and lasted from mid-2013 until
mid-2014. Next to everyone with a specific interest or claim, be it administrative or
funding related was given the opportunity to contribute to the process and voice his or
her preferences and concerns.
Evidently, the outcome is very encompassing on the one hand and less than optimally
structured on the other. With a view to the criteria for intra-level consistency mentioned
above, it is obvious that fields are not defined at the same level (cross-cutting versus
vertical) and of very different breath and scope (industrial production at large versus
the rather specific area of healthcare).
With a view to the reference system established in this paper, document analysis and
impressions from various interviews clearly underline that, indeed, discussions on remit
and competition between interest groups have caused both the broad coverage and a
semantic of focus areas that, from a pure conceptual point of view might have been
chosen otherwise. Other than at the level of high-level strategy, taking some sort of
position could at this level no longer be avoided, in particular as the European Commission put this as a basic condition for approval. Different from the high-level decision,
moreover, the process had to be opened up to a larger circle of stakeholders. In consequence, it is not difficult to see how the 'fields of innovation' reflect the articulation
and negotiation of interests of local associations, key stakeholders and other interest
groups.
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Moreover, our field research confirms that not only rent seeking as such, but also coordination and information challenges made it discursively difficult to take "tough" and
exclusive choices guided by a strict intervention logic for the next seven years (as the
European Commission encouraged and pushed region's to do). This supports earlier
findings that if no consistent and compulsory high-level guidance is given initially, conflicts of remit and competition for resources are very likely to negatively affect the logical consistency of the thematic portfolio.

6.3

Consistency of Actual Implementation

As in many other regions, the implementation of the Thuringian Innovation Strategy is
focused on the funds allocated under the ERDF Priority Axis 1 (see also below) for
which a total of 416.25 m €1 are foreseen of which about half will be allocated under
the Directive for the support of Research, Technology and Innovation (161,7 m € ERDF
funding, i.e. more than 200 m € in total)2, much of which under competitive procedures
in line with the selected fields. Overall, the strategy's effect is thus largely one of patching, while substantial other areas remained technologically open or only formally subject to checks whether they are "in line with the innovation strategy". Even though
some competitive support procedures were launched under the different innovation
fields' headlines and these are clearly delimited, there are substantial remaining overlaps between beneficiaries of traditional funding measures and such developed based
on the innovation strategy.
Furthermore, there are a number of offers under the remit of other ministries and from
the federal level that cannot at all be traced back to a common source of strategic considerations. Hence, there are broad-based options for potential beneficiaries to source
funding for different aspects of any planned initiative from multiple providers without
that being intended or coordinated at a higher political level. In this regard, Thuringia
profits from the fact that while there may be various principals, there are by and large
two central agents of implementation, the State Development Corporation of Thuringia
(LEG) that helps to develop and prepare initiatives that are later supported and the
public Thüringer Aufbaubank (Thuringia Bank for Reconstruction, TAB) that formally
administers the majority of all funding.
With a view to the reference system established in this paper, there is thus indeed evidence of principle-agent issues that prevent consistent alignment. Also, we find specific

1

https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/programmes/2014DE16RFOP015

2

https://www.thueringen.de/th6/tmwwdg/technologie/technologiefoerderung/index.aspx
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administrative logics at work of substantial impact on how strategic ambitions materialise without being part of the strategy itself. On the upside, most interviews neither suggested substantial resistance to change at the technical implementation level nor were
the implementation agents known to develop an undue 'life of their own'. Instead, officials considered them as benevolent, capable and much needed translators and intermediaries between policy and practice. In their view, they had mitigated possible inconsistencies by embedding and interfacing new funding approaches into the diversity
of already existing ones through processes of consultation with potential beneficiaries.

6.4

Coherence between Strategy and Thematic Orientation

For all its breadth and partial inconsistency, the selection of themes is credibly built on
the ambition to concentrate future support in those areas where relevant change can
be found to develop the Thuringian economy and boost SME performance in the manner intended. While conflicts about remit and competition for resources may have affected consistency, they have not broken the overall logic of translation in a sense that
a purportedly change-oriented strategy had defined fields of intervention markedly unfit
for this purpose. Evidently, the articulation of claims and personal interest has been
contained in a process that was effective in establishing consensus on joint areas of
action. Indeed, it reflects the ambition to support specific areas of strength while at the
same time aiming to involve SME in the innovation process in a broader manner than
today (through the broad industrial and the cross-cutting ICT field).
Overall, this productive spirit of first to second level translation was enabled and furthered by support from the highest political level, constructive participation of stakeholders that limited individual, actor-level conflicts and a well-defined and coordinated
process for which a specific governance framework was created. Building on existing
capacities, the main office for the coordination of the translation process was set up at
the State Development Corporation of Thuringia, the abovementioned versatile intermediary and match-making agency with a broad basis of professional competence in
the organization and moderation of consultation processes. Moreover, the specific
working groups are governed at the ministerial level, which is not usual and – as mentioned above – allows for decisive final decision making in case of conflict.
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Sequence of Steps in the Process of Strategy Definition

Source: Thuringian State Government

Consequently, the process of theme selection was conducted in a deliberate sequence
of steps that logically build upon each other, allowing for recursive steps, that promoted
a coordinated and subject-driven, rather than chaotic and interest-driven articulation of
interests that could in the following more easily be managed. While the figure below
gives vivid testimony of the interactive nature of the process, it at the same time
demonstrates that such flexibility does not necessarily imply an absence of structure,
coordination and guided discourse.
With a view to the reference system established in this paper, these findings suggest
that even during the early stages of strategy definition and translation into concrete
fields of activity, coherence cannot be established easily - as it meets with the abovementioned counter-consistency forces at the next lower level. However, it equally underlines that inter-ministerial disputes as well as potential or manifest conflict between
stakeholders can be accommodated by structured discourses with hierarchical backing.
What is needed to contain centrifugal forces is robust governance to frame those, anchored in high-level politics and at the same time grounded in the work of experienced
and capable intermediary organisations.

6.5

Coherence between Thematic Orientation and Implementation

Once the different thematic fields were approved by cabinet, the State Development
Corporation moved the process further into the direction of elaborating concrete ideas
for funding. To that end, working groups were established within each thematic area to
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refine "key objectives" (Leitziele). Guided by these key objectives, the discussion was
branched out further into thematically already very specific "open fora" (Offene Foren)
of experts. These fora were given the task of formulating concrete "proposals for action" (Maßnahmenvorschläge) to be submitted back up to the working groups. Importantly, these proposals could be of a general nature, proposing ideas in substance
rather than already responding to a call for funding. In the end, the working groups decide at their regular meetings which of the proposals go ahead for funding, which are
rejected and which are placed on hold for later consideration.
While the groups were expressly encouraged to think broad, unhampered by concrete
funding programmes, the regional Ministry for the Economy did launch a specific, competitive funding programme with notable resources (currently about € 40 m p.a., more
than € 200 m in total) to which proposals pertaining to the more general "proposals for
action" could be submitted. Not surprisingly, this provided a substantial incentive to
trigger productive considerations in the first place, although, as mentioned above large
segments of the Free State's budget for research and technology policy remain allocated under other headings. These include funding for technology transfer infrastructures and projects closer to research (covering a similar budget like the above programme). Based on the convening function of the fora, however, some of these formally non-directed funding opportunities are effectively inbuilt as composite parts of funding proposals.
With a view to the reference system established in this paper, these findings suggest
that the chosen structure has quite successfully accommodated potential issues resulting from cognitive barriers and principle agent problems. Due to their high degree of
specificity, the fora enabled discussions among experts, avoiding the need of any 'principle' to understand them in detail, before concrete proposals can take shape. In fact,
the fora were set up for the precise purpose of bringing experts together to jointly translate their ideas into plans understandable by non-expert principals. At the same time,
the need to refer proposals back up to the working groups and eventually the cluster
board limits and contains the risk of 'capture by experts' by differentiating the position
of the principle, making it more difficult for the agent to steer the process in a coherence-damaging direction.
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Figure 6:

Summary

Open Fora to Discuss Proposals for Action

Source: Thuringian State Government

What this concrete process displayed less, in contrast, was administrative resistance to
a take up of new funding programmes in particular fields. If at all, certain fields displayed less activities with regard to the constitution of ideas so that the desired effects
could not be achieved. This, however, was already due to frictions with reality. In a final
implementation step, the Thuringian Reconstruction Bank launched adequate competitive calls to which organized stakeholders could respond, so that the strategy's translation can be considered completed. Moreover, the abovementioned process of discussion in the working groups informed the process of designing new competitive calls.
Without this expert input, coordinated by the State Development Corporation and aggregated by the regional Ministry for the Economy, the autonomous design for this new
type of support programme might indeed have been a challenge for a purely executiveoriented agency like the Thuringian Reconstruction Bank, and hence met resistance.
As it was, clear specifications were given to those capable of executing them legally
and very limited friction was encountered.

7

Summary

In summary, the case study provides concrete evidence in what sense the process of
policy implementation is indeed a continuous multi-level, multi-actor process of negotiation between political actors, political administration and 'real world' interest groups.
The case of the Thuringian innovation strategy demonstrates that pre-existing governance discourses of practice play a central role for the process of strategy implementa-
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tion. In a negative sense, this refers to the fact that while a compelling new storyline
remained missing, existing claims were defended and large sections of the support
landscape remained formally unaffected in the end. In a positive sense, it refers to the
fact that well-developed capacities to moderate processes of negotiation, high interpretative capabilities and limited cognitive distances between different instances of governance (Ministry, State Development Corporation, Reconstruction Bank) enabled an
improvement of the initially weak narrative swift and effective interpretation of decisions
and their translation into administrative action. Moreover, all key intervening factors that
the heuristic suggests could be identified at the corresponding levels: issues of framing
and legitimacy in high-level strategy definition, conflicts about resources and remit at
the level of theme setting as well as principal-agent and cognitive barrier issues at the
implementation level. However, some of them have in the Thuringian case been contained from the outset.
By and large, the consistency of agreements and actions at each individual level leaves
room for improvement. At the same time, the degree of coherence between the different levels is rather high and supported by robust processes that moderate possible
tensions. While the strategy as such may not be astonishing, the process of building it
and governing its implementation deserves substantial credit. By drawing on the existing experience of established intermediaries, processes and instruments have been
developed that allow for the translation of strategic impulses into concrete and wellcrafted policy measures. Not least by identifying this crucial difference between formal
consistency and processual coherence, the case study illustrates how the proposed
heuristic can be instrumental for future analyses. In particular, this is true in the following three respects.
First, it differentiates between intra-level consistency and level coherence. As the example demonstrates, consistency will close to inevitably be compromised while coherence may remain high – a marked distinction that is relevant to acknowledge. As the
case study illustrates, this distinction can prevent the dismissal of a strategy due to
deficits in consistency while it has substantial merits with a view to coherence.
Second, it structures the analysis of identified deficits, by attributing them to certain
levels of the process and the intervening factors like issues of legitimacy, conflicts or
principle agent issues that originally caused them. If a support action turns out ineffective, this attribution helps to understand if the issue is really at the level of instrumentation or finds its roots already in a weak overall narrative or an ill-designed focus at the
level of theme setting.
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Third, it identifies those elements that have in the Thuringian case prevented the occurrence of expectable deficits in the implementation process by accommodating and containing those frictions that could, in principle, have occurred at a certain stage. If it is
known where and how frictions can be contained or prevented, the role of different actors in the implementation process can be understood better and, if necessary, improved.

8

Conclusion

Concluding, this paper has illustrated to what extent the process of translating political
decisions into effective measures and actions is – more often than not – a complex,
multi-actor process of negotiation and interpretation on its own that deserves to be analysed with the conceptual tools of governance and policy analysis.
However, political sciences' classical perspectives of analysis (legitimacy, power and
representation) do not suffice to understand this process in its entirety. In practice, it is
equally determined by administrative logics (remit, principle agent constellations, cognitive barriers) as well as 'real world' interests of potential beneficiaries (resources, political attention, eligibility).
The presented case study has illustrated that, in practice, many intuitive solutions are
found or have grown over time that help to moderate and contain the substantial centrifugal forces that occur during the reflexive process of translating political decisions
into support measures and actions.
Analytically, however, our understanding of why and how they work and where others
fail needs to be improved. Against this background, it cannot convince to intentionally
forfeit our capacity to do so with reference to complexity and overlaps. Necessarily,
there is a lot of complexity in multi-level, multi-actor policy making. As with all complex
problems, however, the key to pertinent analysis and meaningful findings lies in the
reduction of this complexity.
As the simplest possible finding, therefore, the authors would like to highlight this papers core message that a mere lack in consistency should not be mistaken for a lack of
effectiveness. Inevitably, there are a lot of legitimate, counteracting forces to 'rational'
consistency while it is the presence of accommodating processes and a resulting coherence in policy translation that makes strategy processes truly effective.
That said, the proposed heuristic is a first step into so far relatively uncharted analytical
territory. Very likely, subsequent research will prove it defective in one or several of its
premises or, in itself, based on assumptions that do not equally hold for all types of
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strategy processes. Nonetheless, the authors believe that it could provide a robust, first
foundation for future research that helps us to understand better what happens to policies once they are, in a first formal act, agreed upon.
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