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Background 
This document forms part of a larger piece of work to design a policy process for the Department of 
Rural Development and Land Reform. Phuhlisani has an open access knowledge policy and we make 
aim to make our work available wherever possible 

Introduction 
There is an enormous international literature on approaches to policy development. In the literature 
there are two broad perspectives on policy development which are relevant to the design of a policy 
process for DRDLR. 

The dominant view is rooted in the New Public Management (NPM) paradigm associated with neo-
liberal public sector restructuring in Britain in the 1980’s and 1990’s. This emphasises the planned, 
managed and modernised approaches to policy development where policy can be defined as a 
‘purposive course of action followed by an actor or set of actors’ (Anderson, 1975). This approach 
originated in “profound disillusionment in the North with the record of the state in economic and 
social life.” (Simon, 2002: 87). NPM has become closely associated with the modernising agenda of 
New Labour in Britain but has been since been exported and adapted in different national settings. 

Vusi Gumede, chief policy analyst in the Presidency's Policy Coordination and Advisory Services states 
that the South African government has selectively drawn on the New Zealand and Australian models  
of public sector reform and has elaborated on the notion of “joined-up government” as captured in the 
workings of the cluster and cabinet committee system. (Gumede, 2008) 

It can be argued (Gruening, 1998) that there are certain “unequivocal characteristics” of the NPM like 
the customer concept, competition and contracting out. All of these characteristics can be found in 
South African policy discourse. For example Batho Pele - "People First" the White Paper On 
Transforming Public Service Delivery (1997)  speaks about the need to develop of a “culture of 
customer care” and the adoption of the tools of the 'new public service management'. 

The alternative view emphasises that the “policy process is by nature complex and somewhat 
haphazard”.  As a result “any policymaking model will be simplified by default”. (Perkin & Court, 
2005: 14). It expresses deep scepticism about the adequacy of the ‘linear model’ of policy-making, 
characterised by objective analysis of options and separation of policy from implementation. (Sutton, 
1999) 

This view holds that NPM is strongly associated with more technicist approaches to policy 
development under the rubric of ‘professionalising the policy process’. Concerns have been expressed  
that technicist policy making loses sight of the fact that citizens make democracy. (Edigheji, 2005) 
Edigheji cites Boyte who warns  that  “when politics becomes the property of professional elites, 
bureaucrats and consultants, most people are marginalised in the serious work of public affairs. 
Citizens are reduced to, at most, secondary roles as demanding consumers or altruistic volunteers”. 
(Boyte, 2004: 4)  He also cites White who notes that “democratic citizenship is undermined if there is 
too great a contradiction between the egalitarian norms of a democratic polity and the inequalities of 
individuals and groups in civil society”.(White, 1998: 28) 
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This highlights the need for policy development processes which combine professional rigour, vertical 
and horizontal alignment with effective citizen and stakeholder engagement. 

Starting points 
Given the concerns highlighted above a rapid scan of the literature has attempted to identify key 
questions which illuminate the theoretical and practical dimensions of the policy development 
process. At the same time it explores how to ensure that the voices of stakeholders meaningfully 
influence policy priorities and directions and assess policy options. 

Eight key questions have been identified from the literature:  

1. How to make ‘better policy’? 
2. How to design optimal policy development processes in an uncertain and politically contested 

environment? 
3. How to meaningfully involve citizens and stakeholders in policy development and assessment of 

implementation? 
4. How to distinguish between different policy levels and design appropriate development processes 

for each level? 
5. How to make better use of evidence in the policy development process? 
6. How to overcome the limitations of traditional vertical policy making approaches which focus on 

the mandates and functions of  individual government departments and effectively address the 
crosscutting issues which demand co-ordination and alignment of government and non government 
actors? 

7. How to close the gap between policy and implementation? 
8. How best to review and evaluate policy and implementation and learn the lessons from experience 

while still on the go? 
 

1. How to make ‘better policy’? 
The word “policy” can be used to cover matters ranging from high order strategy to administrative 
detail (Government of South Australia, Undated). 

Better policy is often equated with ‘modernised’, ‘professionalised’  policy development capabilities 
where policy involves different actors in its formulation and is designed around agreed outcomes. 
(Bullock, Mountford, & Stanley, 2001) There remains a constant tension between:  

• inclusive  policy making processes in which citizens and interest groups are important actors,  
• policy processes which are administratively driven prioritising improved co-ordination within 

and between government departments.  
For example the Canadian Government Task Force on Horizontal  Issues argues that the effectiveness 
of policy-making is dependent upon the policy capacities of individual departments to:  

• coordinate within their departments;  
• identify issues affecting other departments and to consult with them;  
• and to examine proposals emanating from other departments. 
The Task Force encourages policy debate among departments to contribute to the development of 
more rigorous policy (Government of Canada, 1996) 

Internationally there are strong arguments for more of a project management approach to policy 
development where policy is designed to address specified outcomes and which is closely linked to 
implementation and related systems development.  In this conception the value of policy is 
determined by its success in dealing with a given problem and realising a particular outcome.   
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These outcomes driven policy approaches differ from much land and social policy development in 
South Africa which is rights based and which has been drafted to confirm or restore rights and dignity 
and effect redress through redistribution. It has been argued that this has led to a narrow focus on 
redistribution or restoration of land without sufficient attention being paid to how these rights can 
add value to the livelihoods of individuals and communities (Sustainable Development Consortium, 
2007) 

The following characterisation of ‘good policy’ are commonly identified although the emphasis varies 
between different frameworks: 

FORWARD LOOKING 
 

OUTWARD LOOKING 
 

INNOVATIVE, FLEXIBLE AND 
CREATIVE 

The policy-making process clearly 
defines outcomes that the policy is 
designed to achieve. Where 
appropriate it takes a long-term 
view based on statistical trends 
and informed predictions of social, 
political, economic and cultural 
trends to assess the likely effects 
and impacts of the policy. 

The policy-making process takes 
account of influencing factors in the 
provincial, national, regional and 
international situation.  It draws on 
experience in other countries. It 
actively considers how policy will be 
effectively communicated with the 
public. 
 

The policy-making process is 
flexible and innovative. It questions 
established ways of seeing and 
understanding, encourages new 
and creative ideas; and where 
appropriate, reviews established 
ways of doing things to make them 
work better.  
 

EVIDENCE-BASED 
 

INCLUSIVE 
 

JOINED UP 
 

The advice and decisions of policy 
makers are based upon the best 
available evidence from a 
wide range of sources. 
All relevant evidence, including that 
from specialists, is available in an 
accessible and meaningful form to 
policy makers. 
 

The policy-making process takes 
account of the impact on and/or 
meets the needs of all people 
directly or indirectly affected by the 
policy. It involves key stakeholders 
directly. 

The process takes a holistic view; 
looking beyond the institutional 
boundaries of the department to 
government's strategic objectives. It 
considers the appropriate 
management and organisational 
structures needed to deliver cross-
cutting objectives and their cost and 
capacity implications. It defines joint 
working arrangements with other 
departments clearly and develops 
strategies to overcome barriers to 
effective joined up programmes. 
Implementation considered as an 
integral part of the policy making 
process 
 

 

REVIEW 
 

EVALUATION LEARNS LESSONS 

Existing/established policy is 
constantly reviewed to ensure it is 
really dealing with problems it was 
designed to solve. There is an 
active ongoing assessment of 
unintended consequences 
 

Systematic evaluation of the 
effectiveness of policy is built into 
the policy making process. 
 

There is an active learning process 
approach to identify and 
communicate the lessons of what 
works and what does not.  

Adapted from (Bullock et al., 2001) 
 

Other sources provide more practical guidelines for the structuring of policy documents 
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Policy documents should be brief, written in plain English and include the following core elements: 
• Purpose/intention - a brief, clear and direct explanation of what the policy is intended to achieve and to whom it is 

intended to apply 
• Legislative base - a reference to the legislation that provides the authority for the policy statement 
• Scope - to whom and to what the policy applies, where the policy will have effect and the public value it will add 
• Context - a brief description of the context within which the policy will operate, including connections with government 

directions  
• Principles - a description of the principles that have shaped the development of the policy and their effect on the way in 

which it should be applied 
• Responsibility - Identification of those responsible for implementing the policy and what is expected of them 
• Policy statement - the policy itself 
• Evaluation process - a description of the way in which the impact of the policy will be assessed and a timeline for this 
• Review date - a date for review of the policy 
• Document and version control - the document and author name, version, sign off and publication date 
• Contacts, supporting tools and resources people - as a minimum, a contact person who can assist with inquiries about 

the policy and any other tools or supporting materials that will help the policy to be understood and successfully 
implemented.  

• Good policy has an end in mind. The direction to be set, or the problem to be fixed by policy change, must be clear from 
the outset. Good policy making considers both the immediate short term and longer term systems impact. 
(Government of South Australia, Undated) 

 
 

2. How to design optimal policy development processes in an uncertain and 
contested environment? 

Analysts  warn that real world policy making is  a complex and contested process and a far cry from 
the professionally facilitated and analytically rational ideal. 
 
 “Policies are not made in a vacuum. Rather, they typically emerge from a maelstrom of political 
energy, vested interests and lobbying”. (Banks, 2009: 5) 

Real policy making is characterized by complexity and often confusion. We do not live in a textbook 
world in which Ministers have fully articulated objectives and officials always prepare rigorous 
analyses of costs and benefits of alternatives. While this is an ideal to strive for, a great deal of 
policy making must be done on short notice, with limited information. (Government of Canada, 
1996: 6) 

There are strong critiques of the “rationalist model of a …linear policy development sequence” which  
is characterised as “simplistic and reductionist”. (Dhunpath & Paterson, 2004: 126) They argue that 
“increasingly, there is acceptance that the positivist view of the policy process as rational, balanced, 
value-neutral and analytical cannot survive empirical scrutiny” . The policy process has also been 
memorably described as a “a chaos of purposes and accidents.”(Clay & Shaffer, 1984). At the same 
time rationalist model tends to depoliticise the issues which are the focus of policy through the use of 
neutral scientific language. ‘This masking of the political under the cloak of neutrality is a key feature 
of modern power’ (Shore and Wright, 1997 in Sutton, 1999). 

Despite the limitations of real world policy processes there remain important process issues impacting 
on policy outcomes. One is the important distinction is between policy dialogue and policy debate. The 
concept of dialogue with its emphasis on conversation and listening, contrasts sharply with that of 
debate where parties come with predetermined positions and attempt to win recognition in the policy 
space1. In South Africa the approach to policy making in the land sector has increasingly been 
characterised by acrimonious debate between parties, gathered at large summits which are 
unintentionally structured in ways which contribute to polarisation and mistrust. 

                                                             
1 See also the discussion on ‘deliberative democracy’ in the section below 
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In this respect the interdisciplinary nature of policy dialogue has the potential to provide a bridge 
between theory and practice, between public service management and academia, and between 
political and civil structures of society.(Hoppers, 1997). The distinction between these approaches 
needs to be factored in the policy making process in order to promote genuine dialogue and mutual 
listening. This is more likely to result in policy which addresses real needs and concerns. 

Such a dialogue needs to recognise the difference between society centred and state centred interests 
and how these are mediated by those in the inner circles of the policy community 

 

(Keeley 1997 adapted from Meier 1991, in Sutton,1999) 

The balancing act that often has to be struck between these different interests can result in policy 
outcomes which are difficult to implement as the interests of  individual stakeholders can be obscured 
in the politics of  negotiation and compromise. 

3. How to meaningfully involve citizens and stakeholders in policy development 
and assessment of implementation? 

This remains a central question in the policy making arena. In South Africa the Constitution 
guarantees citizen’s rights to participate policy and decision making which impacts on their lives. 
Participation in the policy and governance process are cornerstones of South African democracy.  

The importance of public participation is echoed by the Economic Commission for Africa  which notes 
that while the involvement of the private sector and civil society organizations (CSOs and NGOs, etc.) 
in public sector management is now recognized worldwide there is still a long way to go before this is 
meaningly realised in much of the African continent. It advocates that African governments should 
“improve their relationships with these organizations, and use them as partners in development rather 
than adversaries…To this effect, mechanisms for regular consultation and participation in policy 
formulation and decision-making should be established”. (Economic Commission for Africa, 2003: 
54) 

However international reviews and critiques (Cooke & Kathari, 2001; Nicholson, 2005) have 
highlighted that the concept of “public  participation” is ambiguous and means “many different things 
to many different people”. There has been increasing questioning of the effectiveness of what passes 
for public participation processes and concerns that these are degenerating into increasingly stage 
managed consultations which have little influence on the direction of policy and planning in the end.  
At the same time there is a growing cynicism about the professionalisation of politics and technocratic 
approaches within public administration which alienate citizens and engender mistrust of 
government. (Sirianni & Friedland, Undated)  
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In South Africa the Department of  Provincial and Local Government produced a draft Policy 
guideline on Public participation in 2005. This  defines public participation as “an open, accountable 
process through which individuals and groups within selected communities can exchange views and 
influence decision-making”.  It notes that there are four main reasons to encourage public 
participation: 

• because it is a constitutional requirement;  
• in order to make development plans and services more relevant to local needs and conditions;  
• to hand over responsibility for services and promote community action; 
• to empower local communities to have control over their own lives and livelihoods. 

 

Interestingly the framework is largely silent on the  role of public participation in policy making. 
Hartslief has argued that the Presidential imbizo system is a way of engaging ordinary citizens in 
policy and development implementation processes. However at the same time she  identifies a 
continuing “strong and unmet need …to holistically integrate the citizenry's views in all stages of 
policy, but specifically on progress with implementation and evaluating impact …(as) …local 
knowledge often holds the key to solving the problems experienced with implementation”. (Hartslief, 
2005: 13) 

The approach taken to public participation is a reflection of broader conceptualisations of the nature 
of democratic practice. Globally there is an increasing acknowledgement of the limitations of  
representative democracy where citizens exercise their rights through a vote every five years. This has 
given rise to notions of so called deliberative democracy that increases the opportunities for citizens to 
deliberate on key issues and reach decisions on a basis of dialogue. 

Deliberative democracy rests on the core notion of citizens and their representatives deliberating 
about public problems and solutions under conditions that are conducive to reasoned reflection and 
refined public judgment; a mutual willingness to understand the values, perspectives, and interests 
of others; and the possibility of reframing their interests and perspectives in light of a joint search 
for common interests and mutually acceptable solutions… It promises to cultivate a responsible 
citizen voice capable of appreciating complexity, recognizing the legitimate interests of other groups 
(including traditional adversaries), generating a sense of common ownership and action, and 
appreciating the need for difficult trade-offs. (Sirianni & Friedland, Undated) 

A wide variety of  methods have been developed for civic participation in policy are in use worldwide: 

• Bilateral stakeholder dialogue to identify and map positions of different actors; 
• Deliberative forums and network engagement– face to face and online to facilitate policy 

dialogue 
• Foresighting – developing desired future scenarios as a basis for policy and planning 
• Citizen’s panels to enable review of policy proposals 
• Imbizo to engage with political leadership to review policy and implementation in practice 
• Focus groups to gain group perspectives on particular issues 
• Mediated consensus conferences to develop mutual understanding and agreement between 

parties with strongly differing positions, needs and perspectives 
 

 However the selection of these approaches “does not appear to be grounded in empirical evidence of 
what works and why”. (Nicholson, 2005: 48) Public participation can also be expensive and there are 
concerns that some processes do not provide value for money. Furthermore  evaluating the relative 
success and impact of different approaches is notoriously difficult to determine. 
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So while there is agreement about the need for meaningful public involvement in policy making there 
is still little consensus about the best way to do this. There are also major concerns about what passes 
for public participation which many argue have degenerated into consultation mechanisms to 
manufacture consent or to enable governments deflect responsibility when policy does not achieve the 
intended results. 

Warburton et al (2007) warn that if public participation it is not done well, it can damage the 
reputation not only of the specific policy initiative but of the organisations developing the policy. They 
also caution that there are situations  when public engagement should not be undertaken. These 
include: 

• if a decision has already effectively been made, and there is no room for change 
• as a tick-box exercise, because it is required, and there is no intention of taking any notice of 

what comes out of the engagement process 
• as a delaying tactic, because it is too difficult to make a decision immediately. 

They provide a guide for public engagement at the various stages in the policy cycle. 

(Warburton, Wilson, & Elspeth, 2007) 

4. How to distinguish between different policy levels and design effective 
development process for each level? 

There is often an assumption that the answer to the question “What is policy?’ will be self evident. In 
practice however this often not the case. Much of the literature on policy making glosses over the 
different levels of the policy process. Understanding of the different policy levels and functions 
coupled with agreement about the actors and process associated with each is essential for the 
development of mutually supporting policies which  

• provide consensus on overall direction,  
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• define strategy to get there 
• develop operational policies and procedures to complete the journey. 

 

A scan of different government approaches to policy making  reveals a  range of approaches and a 
confusing array of terminologies. One of the clearest approaches identified in the literature scan has 
been developed by the Department of Education and Children’s Services of the Government of South 
Australia.  Their policy development framework makes useful distinctions between: 

• Directional policy 
• Strategic policy  
• Operational policy 

According to DECS directional policies signal the major intentions and priorities of the 
department. They are fewest in number and broad in scope. Strategic policies describe the 
actions to take in pursuit of agreed policy directions.  

“This intermediate level of policy making provides clarity and detail about how our organisation 
will implement our major directions. Strategic policies provide a more detailed picture of how we 
are making change and accounting for our progress. They emphasise specific targets, outputs and 
milestones.” (Government of South Australia, Undated) 

By contrast operational policies “are the most specific and are often narrowly scoped. They 
enable the department to fulfil its day to day responsibilities. They are collected in manuals, 
handbooks and other resources. They can include guidelines for decision makers and procedures 
that set out a prescribed course of action for specific circumstances”. (Ibid) 

5. How to make better use of evidence in the policy development process? 
 
There is an enormous literature on evidence- based policy making.  At first glance the logic of basing 
policy on a review of the best available evidence on the nature of problems, the assessment of 
alternatives and the feasibility of proposed solutions seems inescapable. Putting this into practice 
however is another matter.  

An evidence-based approach requires a policy-making process that is receptive to evidence; a process 
that begins with a question rather than an answer, and that has institutions to support such inquiry. 
(Banks, 2009) 

As the Sustainable Development Consortium highlighted (2007) international experience shows there 
is no neat connection between the evidence generated by research and reflexive practice on the one 
hand and the development of policy, strategy and its implementation on the other.  

Evidence-based approaches are mediated by other factors in their bid to influence policy and bring 
about changes in practice. These include: 

1. The political context which determines the receptivity of government to the research findings 
and to changes in its way of working. 

2. The quality of the research, its topical relevance, the extent to which it proposes solutions to 
current problems and the way in which the problem analysis and the proposed solutions are 
communicated. 

3. The existence of networks, linkages and policy dialogue practitioners to translate research 
findings and enable the migration of strategic approaches across disciplinary and institutional 
boundaries. 
(Crewe & Young, 2002) 
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Evidence-based methodologies can help illuminate broad cost-benefit or cost effectiveness 
implications of selected policy options. However they have to be linked to a systematic process of 
generating relevant data to enable government to evaluate its programmes (Banks, 2009). 

 Overall the literature tends to assume that evidence based approaches will be used in the 
development of new policy. However the role of research and evidence in policy review is perhaps of 
greater importance. Here the evidence may not necessarily come from commissioned research, but 
from practitioner reviews and in house monitoring and evaluation findings. 

The incorporation of evidence into the policy development and review cycle requires a learning 
orientation within the institution. Korten’s argument made almost 30 years ago that learning 
organisation were those with “a capacity for embracing error, learning with the people, and building 
new knowledge and institutional capacity through action” remains current today. His model of a 
learning process approach which combined learning to be effective, learning to be efficient, and 
learning to expand remains central to effective policy development and implementation practice. 
(Korten, 1980) 

6. How to overcome the limitations of traditional vertical policy making 
approaches and effectively address the horizontal issues which demand consistent 
co-ordination and alignment of government and non government actors? 
 

The literature highlights a number of common challenges faced by governments to break out of the 
dominant mode of working in silos or ‘stovepipes’ and to move from policy making to effective 
implementation. Policies developed in house and introduced to partners late in the day have little 
chance of practical success. 

Vertical policy development combined with the notion that policy making takes place ‘at a high level’, 
well away from the complex realities of day to day implementation, traps many policies in a rhetorical 
limbo. The inability to implement, or the unexplained abandonment of  policies launched with great 
public fanfare, erodes citizen confidence in government and undermines willingness to participate in 
the policy development process. Governments need to find mechanisms to manage more effectively in 
the horizontal as well as the vertical direction.(Peters, 2005) 

“Too little effort has gone into making sure that policies are devised and delivered in a consistent 
and effective way across institutional boundaries  for example between different government 
Departments, and between central and local government... An increasing separation between policy 
and delivery has acted as a barrier to involving in policy making those people who are responsible 
for delivering results in the front line… Too often, the work of Departments, their agencies and other 
bodies has been fragmented and the focus of scrutiny has been on their individual achievements 
rather than on their contribution to the Government's overall strategic purpose. (Government of the 
United Kingdom, 1999) 

A British review of policy (Bullock et al., 2001) has observed co-ordinated horizontal policy 
development takes more time than traditional vertical methods and make much heavier demands 
upon resources  

Peach argues that new models of policy-making are required to achieve the goal of addressing multi-
faceted social problems effectively. “This actually entails three separate tasks: improving the 
coordination of government policies across government departments, improving the coordination of 
different levels of government and bringing government and citizens together in policy 
development, through deliberation, and policy implementation” (Peach, 2004: 2). 
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Peach further observes that to  join up government effectively requires policy-makers to confront “a 
bureaucratic culture which puts a premium on the creation of expertise within a series of 
departments or agencies that divide the task of governing into specialized functions that reflect 
particular professional disciplines. In this traditional model, management and accountability 
functions are arranged vertically within departments. There is little room in this model for inter-
agency collaboration in defining social problems and making policies to address them, let alone for 
the involvement of citizens in policy deliberation. (Ibid) 

He argues that “horizontal policy processes can provide public managers with access to increased 
resources through the pooling of budgets, improve their understanding of the multi-dimensional 
nature of clients' problems, increase trust between agencies by identifying common interests.” 

Political leadership at the highest level has to drive the culture shift, and insist on horizontal policy 
development and the design of joint programmes. In 2006 the then Minister of Public Service noted 
that “joint or crosscutting programmes are a crucial test of integrated and co-operative governance. 
A framework for managing joint programmes in government has been approved by Cabinet. It is 
aimed at addressing the weaknesses in the current procedures and processes of planning, budgeting 
and implementation that are hampered by weak capability to deliver”. (Ministry of Public Service 
and Administration, 2006) 

7. How to connect policy and implementation? 
A key component in the policy development process is an assessment of how a policy is likely to work 
in practice. “How a policy is to be implemented should be an integral part of policy design”.  
(Government of United Kingdom, 2001) 

This may involve piloting the policy in a small area of the country to:   

• identify practical constraints which need to be overcome if the policy is to be successful 
estimates;  

• assist with estimating the likely cost and impacts of the policy; 
• highlight risks and unintended consequences; 
•  indicate whether the policy is likely to be good value for money;  
• assesses whether it can be sustainably implemented in the future. 

(Ibid) 

There is consistently a gap between policy and implementation which contributes the conventional 
wisdom that South Africa has good policies but lacks delivery capability.  Clay and Shaffer (1984) refer 
to the dichotomy between policy and implementation as an ‘escape hatch’ which allows policy makers 
to avoid responsibility for the policies they make. 

“Policy makers who see implementation as a separate process to policy-making, may blame a poor 
policy outcome on inadequate political will or lack of sufficient resources in the implementation 
phase, rather than poor policy-making”. (Sutton, 1999) 

Policy makers often assert the policy making is a political process while implementation is largely an 
administrative function.  However ‘Implementation always makes or changes policy to some degree’, 
(Lindblom, 1980 in Sutton 1999). This requires us to recognise implementers as an integral part of the 
policy process rather than as officials simply implementing a programme. 

In part this gap also reflects the failure of the policy process to effectively link policies at the 
directional, strategic and operational levels.  The gap can also be widened by a lack of structured 
implementation research, monitoring and evaluation. Implementation research is  “research to see if 
what was intended to be done – was done – as intended”(Graham, 2008).  
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Policy implementation requires “careful consideration of the resources needed, the time period over 
which the policy is to be delivered and how the quality of the desired outcomes is to be achieved and 
maintained”.  (Government of United Kingdom, 2001) At the same time the skills of staff who must 
implement the policy must be systematically developed and information technology systems adapted 
to support effective implementation. 

Overall there are strong arguments for collapsing the distinction between policy and implementation 
through the development of a more interactive policy process (Grindle and Thomas, 1991 in Sutton, 
1999)  particularly as piloting can significantly reshape policy and implementation should 
automatically trigger policy review. 

8. How best to review and evaluate policy and implementation and learn the 
lessons from experience while still on the go? 
There is an exhaustive literature on evaluation of which a relatively small component focuses on the 
evaluation of policy per se. Sabatier (1986) in Sanderson (2000) has identified the problem of 
‘premature assessment’ of the effects of policies and programmes, a problem which besets evaluation 
in many policy fields. He argues that a timeframe of 10–15 years is needed in order to identify how 
policies and programmes are working as a basis for learning. If this is to be accepted then we have to 
question the role of evaluation in the policy process – particularly in a context characterised by 
significant complexity where policies and programmes change rapidly and are overlaid by multiple 
intersections with one another.  

According to Sanderson, “The role of evaluation is to provide feedback to guide our quest to change 
social systems for the better and achieve agreed ends. The problem is that it has not been very 
successful in this role.” (Sanderson, 2000: 441)  

He cites Weiss (1995), Cook (1985), Patton (1986), Pawson and Tilley (1997) to conclude that 
evaluation research in particular, has “failed to live up to its promise of contributing to the 
development of more effective public policies to address our economic and social problems and 
improve our quality of life”. In this context Saunderson  goes on to argue that “evaluation must 
become a more ‘exploratory’ and ‘explanatory’ enterprise in order to provide the capacity for learning 
in complex policy systems.” 

This approach conceptualises evaluation as providing  the basis for structuring an ongoing 
conversation about policy relevance, performance and implementation. Saunderson also cites 
Kaufmann (1986:224)  who argues that “it is more important to make learning processes possible than 
to make the best decision in advance”. This  requires an investment in building the capacity for policy 
learning and adaptation based upon evaluation which stimulates reflexive practice. 

The concept of adaptive management which originated in conservation ecology has now started to 
influence policy and programme design in an increasingly complex and uncertain world. Gunderson’s 
characterisation of its key features seems particularly apposite for those tasking with managing rural 
development and land reform. 

Adaptive management has been promulgated as an integrated, multidisciplinary approach for 
confronting uncertainty … It is adaptive because it acknowledges that managed resources will 
always change as a result of human intervention, that surprises are inevitable, and that new 
uncertainties will emerge. Active learning is the way in which the uncertainty is winnowed. 
Adaptive management acknowledges that policies must satisfy social objectives, but also must be 
continually modified and flexible for adaptation to these surprises. Adaptive management therefore 
views policy as hypotheses; that is, most policies are really questions masquerading as answers. 
(Gunderson, 1999 : 2) 

Conclusions 
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This brief review of the policy development literature highlights the need to understand the complex, 
multi-level, messy and often contested nature of the policy development process.  While there are 
moves to ‘professionalise’ and ‘modernise’ the policy process and make use of project management 
methodologies to analyse problems, assess evidence, formulate alternatives and consult with key 
actors and stakeholders, this approach is shadowed by concerns that responsibilities for policy making 
and implementation are being conceptualised within a narrow and increasingly technicist policy 
community.  

The distinctions between directional policy, strategic policy and operational policy are crucial for the 
overall framing and shaping of the policy process. They also help to clarify internal roles and 
responsibilities for different aspects of the policy process. 

The review highlights the artificial distinction between policy formulation and implementation. It 
argues that policy and implementation form part of an integral process and that policy is often 
adapted and changed by those charged with putting it into practice. Practitioners can and should be 
encouraged to contribute to processes of policy evaluation and review.  

The review  also distinguishes between vertical policy management processes, where policy is largely 
developed within a particular institutional setting,  and horizontal policy development and 
implementation processes where the policy outputs cut across different departmental functions and 
spheres of government and interfaces with private sector agencies and NGOs. The emphasis on joined 
up governance and joint programmes of government to deliver on the rural development and land 
reform mandates of the department implies an increased level of complexity in formulating and 
implementing policy. This calls for co-construction of policy frameworks, improved mechanisms for 
institutional alignment and a very strong communication component. 

Policies in the rural development and land reform sector can have huge cost and capacity 
implications. At the same time within the system of government as a whole there is an increasing 
emphasis on policies which provide value for money. Policy approval inevitably involves Treasury 
assessment. Policy formulation which clearly identifies costs and capacity requirements and engages 
with Treasury early on appears to have greater chance of adoption. 

The literature highlights that there is a need for a systematic learning process coupled with ongoing 
policy dialogue and adaptive management to review policy and engage with the nuts and bolts of 
administration and implementation . Where these learning processes are successful policies are more 
likely to mould with diverse provincial and district realties and remain in tune with changing 
circumstances on the ground. 

Overall “there is an absolute need for self-awareness and self-criticism in policy-making processes .... 
all is to be questioned. Nothing is to be taken for granted. Nothing is innocuous.” (Clay and Schaffer 
1984) 
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