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Abstract

Policy failures are often assumed to be unintentional and anomalous events
about which well-intentioned governments can learn why they occurred and
how they can be corrected. These assumptions color many of the results
from contemporary studies of policy learning which remain optimistic that
ongoing policy problems can be resolved through technical learning and
lesson drawing from comparative case studies. Government intentions may
not be solely oriented toward the creation of public value and publics may
not abide by government wishes, however, and studies of policy learning
need to take these “darksides” of policy-making more seriously if the risks
of policy failure are to be mitigated.
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Introduction: Problems in the Study of Policy
Learning as Subject and Process

As the Introduction to this special issue has highlighted, learning is a complex
metaphor for the reflective and reflexive activity carried out by policy-makers
and policy actors in interlinked policy subsystems and evolving governance
contexts, one which also serves as a framework for analyzing this very same
activity (Goyal & Howlett, 2019). As the Introduction underscores, there are
many processual aspects to this kind of policy-related activity, as different
actors evaluate policy quality through comparative synchronic and diachronic
activity and vie to define “best practices” which governments can emulate and
this activity is by no means automatic or unproblematic.

Much current work on policy learning, however, is underlain by the a
priori assumption that policy-making activity results from well-intentioned
efforts on the part of governments to address and resolve social, economic,
environmental, and other kinds of problems in the pursuit of public value
(Moore, 1994, 1995). This assumes that much policy-making, and its evalua-
tion, is undertaken in a dispassionate, technical way in order to serve the
public interest and, with respect to policy learning, that its aim is to learn the
best way to improve policy and program delivery and avoid policy failures
(Arestis & Kitromilides, 2010). Even those studies which highlight the politi-
cal and power-based nature of policy narratives and target constructions typi-
cally still hold out the hope that policy learning can contribute to the adoption
of more evidence-based policy solutions and improved outcomes emerging
from policy processes (Feldman, 2018; Oliver & Pearce, 2017).

Historically, studies of policy learning have addressed three key ques-
tions: “who learns,” “learns what,” and “with what effect” (Bennett &
Howlett, 1992). And one common way in which learning has been conceived,
for example, has been to assume that “who learns” are government decision-
makers, that “what they learn” is scientific or social scientific knowledge
relevant to the solution to policy problems, and that “the effect of this learn-
ing” is better policies, that is, ones which are better able to solve the social
problems they set out to resolve (Bennett, 1991; Rose, 1993; Schneider &
Ingram, 1988; Tenbensel, 2004). This is, for example, the “rationalist” logic
found or promoted in many studies of policy analysis and learning and of the
behavior of the many professional analysts in government ostensibly dedi-
cated to this goal (Meltsner, 1976). Most recently, for example, just such an
approach can be found in many studies urging governments to utilize more
“evidence-based” forms of policy-making in order to better design policy
content and enhance policy outcomes (Nutley et al., 2007).
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Many discussions of learning, however, by focussing exclusively on these
processual aspects of policy-making, tend to ignore or take for granted what
is the subject of learning that is, how policy success and failure are consti-
tuted and recognized. And these discussions also generally avoid the equally
important question of “why learn,” often assuming, again a priori, that this is
self-evident in a model of policy-making based on the ideas of problem-
solving and continual improvement by elimination of common causes of fail-
ure (Lasswell, 1951).

Assuming well-intentioned policy actors and the goal of policy improve-
ment, however, fails to address the possibilities that policy-makers are often
driven by malicious or venal motivations rather than socially beneficial or
disinterested ones (Feldman, 2018; Hoppe, 2018; Taylor, 2021) and that the
goals of learning may extend far beyond consideration and identification of
“best practices” (Legrand, 2018; Legrand & Jarvis, 2014). Most works on
learning, for example, do not take into account the possibility that policy
“success” in the eyes of some policy-makers or members of the public may
involve promotion of partisan or clientelistic interests (Howlett & Rayner,
2021) or other more nefarious ends, from the marginalization of ethnic groups
to corruption and the suppression of dissent. In this sense, many studies of
policy learning can be seen to join those others in the policy orientation which
focus mainly upon the “good” or ‘brightside” of policy-making, that is,
studying cases of policy successes and failures in order to better inform and
design more effective, efficient, and benevolent policies in any given prob-
lem context (Douglas et al., 2021), rather than the “darkside” of more self-
interested or malicious ends or goals (Howlett, 2021a).

Working under the assumption of well-intentioned governments desiring
to “do better” in addressing ongoing social and other problems is a noble
ambition but presents a benevolent picture of policy-making that not only
ignores issues around policy content, but also says little about other kinds of
common policy-making behavior such as, for example, “sweeping problems
under the rug,” doing nothing or addressing serious issues in a purely sym-
bolic or performative way (McConnell, 2018, 2020; McConnell & t‘Hart,
2019). Studies of policy learning also generally ignore the lessons of the large
literature on knowledge utilization in government which generally down-
plays the impact of scientific and social science research on government
decision-makers and decision-making, making the assumption of the simple
adoption of “best practices” highly problematic (Landry et al., 2003; Oh &
Rich, 1996; Radaelli, 1995; Rich, 1981, 1997; Shulock, 1999; Weiss, 1977,
1992; Weiss & Bucuvalas, 1980).

This is not to say that studies of policy learning only study policy
successes, since many studies do address failures, and perhaps overly so
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(Compton et al., 2019). However, it is the case that these studies tend to
address failures in a way which still often underestimates the potential for
malevolent intentions, suggesting that whatever learning is being identified
in such works is of a very limited type (Caplan, 1976; Feldman, 1989;
Whiteman, 1985). That is, despite the plethora of work on policy learning in
the policy studies field over the last several decades, both the independent
variables—what factors drive or contribute to learning and non-learning pro-
cesses—and the dependent variable itself—what constitutes learning and
how it can be discerned—remain unclear and often mis- or under-specified in
many studies on the subject (Goyal & Howlett, 2019; Radaelli, 2009).

As aresult, despite a large literature on the subject, why learning is under-
taken, what is learned and what kinds of learning contribute to enhanced
policy outcomes or “policy success” and under what circumstances remain
murky. This has led to some confusion and especially some difficulties in
compiling the results of various studies of policy learning into a coherent and
consistent set of principles that can be applied to specific problem areas in
order to develop better policies or at least better understand the risks involved
with certain policy designs over others (Goyal & Howlett, 2019; Moyson
etal.,, 2017).

Re-evaluating the existing literature on these two subjects—policy learn-
ing and policy success and failure—thus promises to help move the discus-
sion of both subjects forward by re-examining and clarifying the logic and
rationales behind each and in this way better aid the process of risk mitigation
in policy-making and policy designs.

(Re)Thinking the Role(s) of Policy Success and
Failure in Policy Learning

Policy success and failure are subjects which have pre-occupied both policy
scholars and practitioners for decades (Kerr, 1976; McConnell, 2020). These
studies, unfortunately, have suffered from a wealth of incompatible terms and
concepts used to ascertain success or failure, from attainment of original gov-
ernment objectives to normative arguments, to a focus on results or an
emphasis on continued support by key policy actors and stakeholders, which
has greatly diminished their cumulative impact.

McConnell (2010b), for example, usefully listed nine commonly-used cri-
teria for defining and assessing success and failure found in the policy litera-
ture (see Table 1).

Although disparate, in each of the nine approaches success and failure can
be seen to be viewed as mutually exclusive and zero sum. That is, for
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Table 1. Criteria for Policy Success and Failure (after McConnell).

Basis of claim Claim of success Claim of failure
Original objectives Achieved Not achieved
Target group Impact Positive impact Negative impact
Results Problem improvement Problem worsening
Significance Important to act Failing to Act
Source of support/ Key groups support Key groups oppose
opposition
Jurisdictional comparisons Best practice or superior Someone is doing this
performance better elsewhere
Balance sheet High benefits High costs
Level of innovation New changes Old response
Normative stance Right thing to do Wrong thing to do

Source. Adapted from McConnell (2010b): 106, 108).

example, to the extent that the original objectives of a policy are achieved, a
policy may be termed a success. However, to the extent that they are not, it is
a failure. Such approaches, then, suggest that the lessons of policy success
and those of failure are reciprocals, and that learning about either activity can
contribute to the common goal of improving a policy, either by enhancing
success or limiting failure.

These approaches, however, are not very helpful when it comes to helping
determine what should be done in order to bolster the odds of success, or shed
any light at all on why a government would want to do so or if, in the larger
scheme of things, from an ethical or philosophical position a success is desir-
able. And the notion of mutual exclusivity and the reciprocal nature of suc-
cess and failure, while logical, is only one way these relationships can be
conceived.

Re-thinking the nature of policy success. Success in this latter sense, for exam-
ple, is a very problematic concept and judgment if it involves malign intent.
Can a well-executed policy of side-lining or eliminating political dissent, for
example, be considered a “success”? Or a well-run genocidal campaign?
What lessons are to be derived from such experiences? Would deriving les-
sons from failed genocidal campaigns which improve future ones be consid-
ered “learning”?

And the general problem of poor or self-interested behavior interfering or
undermining efforts to promote the public good (or “maliciousness”), of
course, is one of the oldest in political study (Saxonhouse, 2015). It has
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several aspects which are relevant to policy learning but often ignored or
downplayed in thinking and writing about policy success and failure
(McConnell et al., 2020). Examples of malicious policies are legion and
range from the use of public authority to promote the interests of ethnic, reli-
gious, and other favored groups or specific sets of “clients” (Gans-Morse
et al., 2014; Marie Goetz, 2007) or penalize or punish others (Howlett et al.,
2017), its (mis)use to enrich or otherwise benefit policy-makers and adminis-
trators (Uribe, 2014), and its use to manipulate a variety of activities of target
groups through, for example, vote-buying or other forms of electoral pander-
ing (Brancati, 2014; Manor, 2013).

Although omnipresent in popular accounts and traditional and social
media visions of policy-making, these activities are generally absent from
standard textbooks and other works on policy learning (Anderson, 1975;
Howlett et al., 2020; Weimer & Vining, 1989). The idea that policy-makers
are often driven by these kind of malicious or venal motivations rather than
socially beneficial or disinterested ones and that policy targets have proclivi-
ties toward activities such as gaming, free-ridership, and rent-seeking rather
than simply and obediently complying with government intentions is well
established in the field of policy studies and in other disciplines, but not in
those around learning (Cappella & Jamieson, 1996; Dahlstrom et al., 2013;
Howlett, 2020; Legrand & Jarvis, 2014; Taylor, 2021).

But eliminating or managing such activities should be a subject of learn-
ing even if this is only defined narrowly to mean learning how to advance
public welfare, as it is currently. Studies of learning should not ignore ques-
tions around these kinds of behaviors and how to manage or mitigate them,
but should address them head-on.

And there is an ample literature in other fields, such as public management
and risk analysis, which can be used for this purpose. Some of the better-
known policy tools that can help offset or manage risk and volatility dis-
cussed in this literature are set out in Table 2 below. Better management of
policy processes along these lines to avoid or restrain malevolent behaviors
and results is key if these problems are to be avoided. As such, learning stud-
ies should focus on them just as much as on the kinds of “second-degree”
lessons about tweaking policy instruments and programs in order to learn
from “mistakes” which are often derived by the learning literature from stud-
ies of program failures.

That is, better appreciation of the entire range of diverse possible policy
goals is needed here, to accompany the precise analysis of program attributes
or outcomes. In other words, improving policies requires the accumulation of
“deeper” policy learning linked to a more profound understanding of the
institutional and policy processes which lead to self-interested policies and
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Table 2. Sources of Policy Malignancy and Design Alternatives.

Procedural Tools

Tool type Flaw Examples Solutions
Organization  Agency failure or Corruption Accountability/
co-optation Contracting and transparency rules
procurement Anti-corruption
Issues bureaus
Perverse co- Blockchain bidding
production/ and procurement/
clientelism contracting records
Fraud squads
Authority Corruption, Capture and venue- Whistleblower laws
favoritism, and shopping Sunset laws
gaming Bribes and kick- Merit appointments
backs Conflict of interest laws
Extortion
Treasure Fraud and gaming Misrepresentation =~ Complete contracts,
False claims Careful subsidy/tax
Swindles design
Cheating Monitoring
verification/
enforcement/
inspections
Nodality Biased information  Propaganda More carefully targeted
Slander messages

Improper secrecy

Truth in advertising
laws

Libel and slander laws

Access to information
laws

their mitigation strategies, rather than only “shallow” program-oriented
learning focusing on the technical program characteristics of a policy, per se,
which may have contributed to its success or failure (Banks, 1995).

Re-thinking the nature of policy failure. As pointed out above, programmatic
failures, like successes, are also common sources of studies of policy learning
and lesson -drawing. While attention has been paid in the literature to such
failures, however, it has not been uniform and, as with policy success, requires
more nuance in their study and in the kinds of lessons which can be drawn
from failures than is typically the case.
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Table 3. Six Dimensions of Policy Failures.

Attribute Range

Extent (size) From large (regime) to small (event)
Avoidability From low to high

Visibility From low to high

Intentionality From low to high

Duration From long to short

Intensity From low to high

Source. Howlett (2012).

Table 4. Principal Types of Policy Failures by Magnitude and Salience.

Magnitude (extent and duration)

High Low
Salience (intensity Type I: Major Type Il: Focused
and visibility) failure failure
e.g., Climate change e.g., Sports crowd
High (international treaty)  control (riots) policy
policy failure failure
Low Type llI: Diffuse Type IV: Minor
failure failure
e.g. Anti-poverty e.g., Charities (fraud)
policy failure policy

Source. Howlett (2012).

Of course, to begin with, program failures are only one kind of policy
failure which, as McConnell (2010a and 2015) has noted, may also fail on the
political front or simply fail to resolve a problem. An exclusive focus on pro-
gram elements or components further reinforces the tendency in the literature
to highlight technical issue and “shallow” learning.

Further, like success, failures also differ significantly in extent and magni-
tude. They can be large or small, long-term or short-term, for example, and
some may be highly visible while others may be discernible only to experts.
The kinds of lessons which might be drawn from one type of failure may not
be the same as from another kind and the learning literature needs to take this
into account.

The central characteristics of any such failures are set out in Table 3
(Howlett, 2012). As the table shows, failures vary along several key
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Table 5. Policy Failures by Stage of the Policy Cycle.

Policy stage Example of Source of Policy Failure

Agenda-setting Over-reaching governments establishing or agreeing
to establish over-burdened or unattainable policy
agendas.

Policy formulation Attempting to deal with problems without

investigating or researching problem causes
and identifying the probable effects of policy
alternatives.

Decision-making Failing to decide on a policy within a reasonable
period of time or distorting its intent through
bargaining and log-rolling.

Policy implementation Failing to deal with implementation problems
including lack of resources, principle-agent
problems, oversight failures, and others.

Policy evaluation Lack of learning due to lack of, ineffective or
inappropriate policy monitoring and/or feedback
processes and structures.

dimensions, from extent to visibility, duration, and intensity but also in terms
of intentionality or avoidability.

Combining several of these elements together, and focussing on their
magnitude and salience, it is possible to arrive at concise taxonomy of failure
types (see Table 4) which allows distinctions to be made between major and
minor failures, and focussed and diffuse ones, clarifying the dependent vari-
able in studies of both failures and considerations of the kinds of learning
which might emerge from or around them.

This is important because examining and learning from high magnitude/
high salience failures, for example, is likely to involve different lessons from
ones which have limited extent, duration, intensity and visibility.

Similarly, these kinds of failures may originate in different kinds of govern-
ment activity, as McConnell (2010a and 2010b) noted. Searching for the causes
of these different kinds of failures should note not just their politics, process
and problem orientation but also that these kinds of problems may originate at
different points in the policy process (see Table 5). That is some failures origi-
nate immediately in the agenda-setting process while others emerge later due to
problems encountered in formulation or decision-making, while others are
linked to implementation or evaluation (Howlett et al., 2020) (See Table 5).

As Table 5 shows, this means some policies can fail “early on” in the
policy process if and when governments “bite off more than they can chew”
or take on too many issues beyond their capacity to deal with (Howlett et al.,
2017). Others emerge later, including the failure to draw any or appropriate
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lessons from policy evaluations. More clearly distinguishing different levels
or gradations of failure and locating their likely origins is crucial to under-
standing the role learning can play in helping avoid or mitigating many com-
mon sources of policy failure, again something which is typically not done in
contemporary studies of policy learning.

The Need to Learn More about Policy Volatility:
Dealing With the Inherent Vices of Public Policies

Both these problematic aspects of the depictions of policy success and fail-
ures used in the contemporary literature on policy learning point to the need
to re-conceive the fundamental nature of the problems governments encoun-
ter in formulating and implementing policies, and of observers to evaluate
them, in order that simplistic conceptions of the lessons which can be drawn
about how to improve policies can be avoided and a deeper level of knowl-
edge and insight developed in this field.

Learning in this sense is better conceived as focussing on what Ching and
Howlett (2021b) have defined as “policy volatility” and the factors which
condition the propensity of policies to go astray either right at the start in
terms of the orientation of governments toward themselves and their publics,
or in terms of their capability and capacity to (Wu et al., 2015) to grasp and
incorporate into their policy-making deliberations and designs the “inherent
vices” of policy-making which can affect even the most well-intentioned
government effort (Howlett & Leong, 2022).

These “vices” are aspects of the fundamental nature of policy-making
which are “inherent” or built into policies, programs and processes which
governments must, but often do not, adequately address in policy designs and
deliberations. They include “unpreparedness,” a policy vice or common
problem which events such as the 2020 to 2022 coronavirus has underscored
(Capano et al., 2020). That is, as t’Hart et al. (2001) noted, variations in the
timing and nature of governments interventions in crises vary according to
the nature of the crisis: rapid and severe crises demand more from leaders and
systems than their “slow onset” counterparts and highlight the need for pre-
crisis planning and preparations in the way the latter do not (Kehinde, 2014;
Staupe-Delgado, 2019).

Preparedness, of course, is often linked to previous experience with a
problem but unpreparedness can also occur even when this previous experi-
ence exists. In the case of the responses to the COVID-19 crisis, for example,
the key determinants of government’ initial responses to the pandemic typi-
cally related to their existing capabilities, which in turn were related to their
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preparation and planning for such pandemics and the managerial and organi-
zational resources they had at their disposal when first encountering the virus
(Capano et al., 2020; see also McConnell & Drennan, 2006). But even some
countries with previous experience with diseases like MERS or SARS were
caught unprepared for the Coronavirus.

That is, while there is no doubt that learning from past experiences can
play a key role here in overcoming this source of failure, it does not guarantee
success. Governments which were prepared for pandemics and had recent
similar past experience, such as those in Asia which had dealt with SARS-
CoV-1, HIN1, and MERS, for example, were quite likely to have been pru-
dent and have a realistic level of confidence in the relative capability of their
existing public health and financial systems to handle new communicable
diseases. They were well-informed about their actual capabilities and also of
the potentially very dangerous nature of the disease. This led them to be wary
of the disease and, ceteris paribus, pushed them toward relatively early, slow
but steady and strong responses in terms of rolling out elements of the stan-
dard portfolio of policy tools listed above. Countries which were both unpre-
pared and had no recent relevant past experience were often complacent
initially and then shocked as the true nature of the pandemic and their lack of
preparedness was revealed. But important exceptions to this general situation
in countries such as the US or Brazil highlight the important role played by
other factors than experience and capacity in these responses, from poor lead-
ership to recalcitrant and vaxxine averse populations, which also affected
state responses and outcomes (Howlett, 2021b).

A second inherent vice, which manifests itself most clearly at the formula-
tion stage of policy-making is “uncertainty.” Policy-makers face many differ-
ent kinds of uncertainties (Nair & Howlett, 2017). Uncertainties surround the
choice of policy options, their consequences, confidence in available infor-
mation and the uncertain values of multiple stakeholders including decision-
makers. When these are not well understood this leads to a great deal of
ambiguity concerning what might be the correct action to follow in many
cases, allowing plentiful opportunities for self-interested interventions and
poorly designed interventions and making the derivation of what lessons to
follow or can be drawn from such circumstances highly problematic (Knight,
1921; Ove Hansson, 1996; van der Sluijs, 2005). The types of uncertainty
common in policy-making include:

1. Substantive uncertainty that relates to lack of relevant information
related to the nature of the complex problem, and the different inter-
pretations of information arising from different “frames of reference”
of the social actors;
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Table 6. The Inherent Vices of Public Policy.

Policy stage/task Central policy risk Cause/source
Sources Agenda-setting Unpreparedness Lack of attention
of policy (surprise)
volatility Policy Uncertainty Lack of knowledge
formulation (wickedness)
Decision-making  Maliciousness (poor Self-interestedness
decisions)
Policy Non-compliance Unknown behavioral
implementation  (misaligned target mechanisms
behavior)
Policy evaluation Non-learning (poor Unknown intervention
learning) effects

2. Strategic uncertainty that arises due to unpredictability of strategies
deployed by different actors based on their perception of the problem
and strategies likely to be deployed by other actors, and

3. Institutional uncertainty that arises owing to the complexity of inter-
action of different actors guided by institutional frameworks i.e. rules
and procedures of the organizations they represent (Koppenjan &
Klijn, 2004).

Uncertainty has been widely studied in diverse disciplines from psychol-
ogy to organization theory and studies in these fields have had some impact
on policy analysis and policy-making but very little on policy learning
(Manski, 2011; Morgan & Henrion, 1990). In the policy world, much of this
discussion has centered on the nature of what Simon (1973) termed “ill-struc-
tured problems” or ones in which the nature of policy problems and solutions
are unknown, poorly defined or contested. The concepts of “wicked” and
“tame” problems, which for decades have dominated thinking around uncer-
tainty in the policy sciences are examples of this distinction (Alford & Head,
2017; Churchman, 1967; Levin et al., 2012; Rittel & Webber, 1973) and the
lessons that can be drawn about these kinds of problems are not clear, nor
have they been a major subject of interest in the field.

“Maliciousness” has already been described above and is a vice which
affects decision-making when the criteria undergirding policy choice are not
benevolent and public-spirited. Studies of policy learning have not yet dealt
with it in any serious kind of way.

“Non-Compliance” is a fourth ‘vice’ which affects implementation in par-
ticular. Implementation is by no means straightforward and involves a
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plethora of problems related to administrative behavior and issues linked to
problems such as the complex principle-agent chains policies often involved
in translating policy intentions into action (Ellig & Lavoie, 1995). These
compliance problems are fundamental in implementation and need to be
incorporated into learning studies but are not yet a major subject of concern.
Policy “takers” or targets, for example, often fail to comply with government
wishes, even when these are expressed or enacted with the best of intentions.
While such behavior is an essential component of studies in cognate fields
such as law and accounting (Doig et al., 2001; Howlett, 2020 and 2021a,
2021b; Kuhn & Siciliani, 2013), it is glossed over almost completely in stud-
ies of public policy. Yet this is a key question related to better understanding
the conditions of policy success and failure and the kinds of designs and
activities more likely to attain success with minimal effort and expenditure
(Feeley, 1970; Mulford, 1978; Schneider & Ingram, 1990a, 1990b)

The fifth vice, “Non-Learning” is the subject of this essay. It is an outcome
of policy appraisals, studies, and evaluations which either do not accurately
derive appropriate lessons or which “learn the wrong lessons” (Dunlop,
2017a, 2017b; Dunlop & Radaelli, 2018a, 2018b). It too needs to be more
seriously addressed by studies of learning.

Such vices—“unpreparedness,” “uncertainty,” “maliciousness,” “non-
compliance,” and “non-learning”—can also usefully be organized according
to the stage of policy-making they most affect (Howlett, 2000; Lang, 2019)
(see Table 6). Each is an potentially important source of policy failure which
injects volatility into policy-making and, as such, each should properly be
well within the purview of studies of policy learning (Howlett & Mukherjee,
2019 and 2017).

As noted above, other fields have also encountered these problems and
developed ideas and mechanisms expected to be able to identfy these risks
and mitigate or otherwise deal with them. This work has shown that each of
these risks can be mitigated or managed through a variety of means—from
institutionalizing foresight agencies to deal with the risk of surprises affect-
ing government agendas, to evaluation and measurement activities to reduce
the risk of poor or non-learning in policy evaluation—if not always com-
pletely eliminated (see Table 7)

Strategies for better policy-making need to better understand all of these
kinds risks, and policy designs need to be prepared to deal with them. And a
key role in ensuring this happens should, but does not yet, fall to studies of
policy learning.

Thus, for example, accounts of the actions of bureaucrats and other imple-
menters in dealing with non-compliance are often noted in the policy litera-
ture, but the lessons drawn from much research in this area, for example, is
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often just to “suggest that the only real issue in policy compliance is one of
correctly calibrating incentives and disincentives” (Howlett, 2020). However,
as Howlett (2020) has argued, “this not only ignores aspects involved in the
social and political construction of targets (Schneider & Ingram, 1990a,
1990b), but also minimizes the complex behaviors which go into compliance
— from levels of trust to other social and individual behavioral characteristics
including the operation of a wide variety of descriptive and injunctive social
norms (Bamberg & Mdser, 2007; Howlett, 2019; Thomas et al., 2016).” Even
the most basic activities of governing such as collecting taxes and ensuring
laws and rules are obeyed involves considerations on the part of targets and
the public of issues such as the legality and normative “appropriateness” of
government’s levying and collecting such taxes or passing and enforcing
such rules and learning studies should address these issues around “appropri-
ateness” at least as much as they address those related to calculations of ‘con-
sequence’ (March & Olsen, 2004).

Similarly, policy-takers are often viewed as targets who do not attempt, or
at least do not attempt very hard, to evade policies or, in some cases, try to
profit from them (Braithwaite, 2003; Howlett, 2019; Marion & Muechlegger,
2007). Such activities on the part of policy takers, however, as Howlett (2020)
has argued “are key in determining the success of various government initia-
tives ranging from tobacco control to bus fare evasion” (Delbosc & Currie,
2016; Kulick et al., 2016). Such behaviors need to be “designed for” in the
sense that determined non-compliance and gaming should be taken into
account in designing policies, along with many other such behaviors, such as
free-ridership, fraud, and misrepresentation (Harring, 2016), and studies of
policy learning need to address this gap and help in the design of risk mitiga-
tion strategies towards them or at least be able to better specify when such
risks are higher or lower.

Conclusion: Learning about the Better
Management of Policy Risks

As this discussion has noted, learning to properly diagnose policy risks and
the volatility they bring to policy-making and policy outcomes is crucial to
understanding policy success and faillure and drawing meaningful lessons
about effective policy and program risks, design and operation.

However, as the discussion above has also shown, there are many problems
in policy-making that affect policy outcomes which should serve as subjects
of studies of policy learning but currently do not (McConnell, 2010b). Studies
of policy-learning to date have focused almost exclusively on activities which
take place under assumptions of the “right” design conditions in which policy
makers and policy takers are expected to act in good faith in the pursuit of the
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public interest. Or, put another way, most studies try to draw lessons for pol-
icy-making about only the programmatic aspects of policies under the assump-
tion that “positive” policy spaces allow policy processes to be driven by
knowledge and good intentions, and where high levels of government legiti-
macy mean a high likelihood that the resulting policies will be obeyed by their
targets among the population (Howlett, 2021a; Howlett & Mukherjee, 2017).
In such situations of “optimal” design spaces (Chindarkar et al., 2017), policy
learning is indeed all about ensuring best knowledge or present-day evidence
is marshaled toward developing programs with a high level of confidence that
these will “work”: that is, that they will be effective in altering target behavior
in a manner which complies with government wishes and that these expecta-
tions will be reached in the manner anticipated (Peters et al., 2018). This kind
of technical learning and programs and policy solutions is useful but needs to
be supplemented with higher level learning about the politics of policy-mak-
ing and the nature of the problems with which policy-making is faced if policy
success and failure are to be fully understood along with their policy conse-
quences (McConnell, 2010a and 2010b).

All of the policy-making vices listed above need to be studies more
intently and not ignored or assumed away. They can be thought of as “policy
risks” affecting the program, political and problem dimensions of policy-
making, ranging from unpreparedness in agenda-setting to non-learning in
policy evaluation, and include poor decision-making, policy implementation
as well as problems in policy formulation (Howlett, 2012) and all are prop-
erly subjects of studies of policy learning. Better understanding these risks,
which are the sources of failure, and also often serve as barriers to policy
success, is important to learning useful lessons from policy studies and evalu-
ations. Incorporating studies of these phenomena into policy learning is cru-
cial to the development of measures to correct, offset, or at least mitigate,
such risks. Here it is important to note that policy success and failure are
Sfundamentally different and not simply the reciprocals of each other. Thus the
conditions of policy success and failure should be categories of interest in
learning scholarship in themselces and not subsumed under eachother.

This is not to say that studies of policy learning have not dealt with aspects
of this issue in the past. Dunlop, for example, has very usefully distinguished
between non-learning—the failure to learn anything—or negative learning—
learning the wrong lessons (Dunlop, 2017a, 2017b), which can impact on the
likely success or failure of policy-making, be it programmatic, political, or
problem-related. But most studies of learning have not done so and, in gen-
eral, have failed to take into account the nature of the many ‘inherent vices”
of policy-making which introduce volatility into policy-making. This makes
understanding and deriving lessons from policy success inherently
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more difficult than often considered and calls for more nuanced and detailed
understandings of it and its relationship to the sources of policy failure and
the means to overcome them (Howlett & Leong, 2022).

As this article has argue, moving in this direction requires re-visiting the
existent literature on policy failures and successes and their relationship
together. Students of policy learning need to take observations and concerns
about the “darksides” of policy-making more seriously if they are to help
develop thinking and practices which help offset or control it (Howlett,
2021a; McConnell, 2018 and 2020). And recent efforts to more systemati-
cally describe and analyze the self-interested and strategic use of knowledge
and its deployment in the pursuit of other ends than public value (Moore,
1994, 1995), for example, provide insight into how this can be done.

The development of a new terminology around such concepts as “malign”
or self-interested public policy (Legrand & Jarvis, 2014), to give only one
example, has gone some distance in this regard. Borrowing concepts from
other industries and social activities, such as the insurance industry, in con-
ceiving of activities such as policy-taker non-compliance and policy-maker
maliciousness as the “inherent vices” of policy-making (Ching & Howlett,
2021), such studies argue that those aspects of policy-making which lead to
policy failures should be the subject of closer and better analysis and inquiry,
just as much as instances where government and policy actor motivations
may be more benign (Ching & Howlett, 2021; Howlett, 2020, 2021a).

Incorporating such considerations into policy-making, policy manage-
ment and policy designs promises to advance the study of policy-making,
and the role of policy learning within it, by better clarifying how lessons
from both failures and successes can be made more relevant and practical
to policy-makers.
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