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1. Introduction: the ups and downs of implementation research

This paper deals with the development of implementation theory in an era of “governance” and new management ideas, often labeled New Public Managment. The aim of the paper is to give a presentation of some general concerns raised by the IMPACT program
, that is how measures aiming at sustainable solutions could be implemented within the transport sector. Implementation is in focus but is dealt with from three different aspects in the initial stages of the program. Firstly, and this is the main focus of this paper, the developments within implementation research are analyzed. What has happened since the early 1970’s in theory and practice that leads us to reconsider the ways we understand implementation in theory but also the advice we could offer to decision makers? Secondly, in another paper the special context of transport is discussed. What, if anything, is different about implementing policies etc in the transport sector? Lastly, the implications of implementation of sustainability as such are discussed in yet another paper. What special difficulties are involved if the “thing” to be implemented is such a notoriously vague concept?

We should perhaps start off by looking back at the history of the concept of implementation. Implementation is an old concept currently being “rediscovered”. Often the starting point for interest in implementation problems is portrayed as frustrated policy makers in USA in the early 1970s asking why the grand ideas of the previous decade did not succeed (social reform programs like War on poverty, Head start etc.) Academically Pressman & Wildawsky (1973) started a flood of books and articles on the topic. A number of factors were identified to explain implementation failures. Besides vagueness in the policy formulation stage also program design could have weaknesses. These included questions of feasibility, redistribution difficulties, side effects, lacking available knowledge, complexity of programs, inter-agency competition, continued struggle from opponents etc.

After the first interest in implementation research a fierce debate opened on how to best study implementation processes and the normative consequences of different approaches. The mainstream approach was labeled top-down and had as a starting point official policies trickling down in formal organizations. An alternative was the bottom-up approach, which argued that official goals were not always relevant to explain what was implemented and how. Studying conformance with policy targets often lead to disappointing results, goals were not reached. This was true even in cases where involved actors would agree that positive change actually had taken place. Therefore, it was argued, the researcher should use “backward-mapping (Elmore 1980) starting at the level of “street-level bureaucrats” (Lipsky 1980). 

Formal authority travels from top to bottom in organizations, but the informal authority that derives from expertise, skill, and proximity to the essential tasks that an organization performs travels in the opposite direction. (Elmore, 1980, p. 606)

Top-down approaches where criticized of failing to give a good description of processes, reducing complexity in favor of simple hierarchical models. Could policymakers really control the organizational, political, and technological processes that affect implementation? On the other hand the bottom-up approaches were accused of being problematic from the perspective of accountability. Could the democratic chain of command be reversed in this way without causing problems with bureaucratic autocracy?

Attempts have of course been made to synthesize the two different perspectives, because both perspectives contain important contributions in understanding implementation processes (see for example Winter 1990).

Some authors have claimed that research in implementation has declined from the mid-1980’s (Hill & Hupe 2002; Schofield & Sausman 2004). After the intense interest in implementation problems in the 1970s and 1980s implementation was strangely absent from the academic journals for a decade or two. In fact, it seems to be the case that while implementation research for a period of time went out of fashion among political scientist, implementation research were carried out within several other academic disciplines (Sætren 2005). Also the concept was replaced by other concepts like evaluation, governance etc. that in some respect included concerns that previously were labeled implementation. Often, processes have been studied under labels such as leadership and management, organizational culture or learning organizations (see chapter 10 “Leading change in organizations” in Yukl 2002). 

Lately, a revival has taken place as evident in the book Implementing Public Policy (Hill and Hupe 2002), the thematic number of Public Administration (No 2 2004), and articles like “Rediscovering Implementation” (Chalmers & Davies 2001). The conclusion of a symposium on implementing public policy a few years ago is that an interest in implementation is “alive and well” (Schofield & Sausman, 2004, p. 137).

2. A need for reconsideration?

Messy problems demand messy solutions. (Rhodes, 1997a, p. XV)

There seems to be an eternal interest in questions of why it is so difficult to turn intentions into action that give (intended) results. At the same time many things have changed from the societies of the 1970s. What has happened then in theory and practice that might lead us to reconsider the way we understand implementation? Problems of implementation will of course differ e.g. depending on municipal vs. state context, many vs. few stakeholders, whether the policy implemented aim to change citizens behavior or to introduce new technology, and whether the implemented policy is a law, an action plan or a vaguely formulated objective in a policy document. The structural and cultural context is important. Implementation in Scandinavian decentralized welfare states could be something very different from implementation in the federal system of the USA. Within the transport sector radical changes has taken place when it comes to ownership, procurement procedures, steering by goals, multi-level decision making etc. The specific effects of reforms have been discussed regarding for instance reliability, safety and affordability of transport services (De Bruijn & Dicke 2006). We will however keep the discussion in this paper on a fairly general level while certainly acknowledging that implementation most often could be sector specific in some respects and having transport as the main point of reference.

Possible changes then include changes in “traditional” obstacles for implementation as well as new factors previously of no or little concern for implementation activities. Barrett (2004, p. 252) presents “key factors” behind implementation failure that traditionally have been the focus of interest for researchers:

1. Lack of clear policy objectives; leaving room for differential interpretation and discretion in action;

2. Multiplicity of actors and agencies involved in implementation; problems of communication and coordination between the “links in the chain”;

3.  Inter- and intra-organizational value and interest differences between actors and agencies; problems of differing perspectives and priorities affecting policy interpretations and motivation for implementation;

4. Relative autonomies among implementing agencies; limits of administrative control.

Already from the start of implementation research this multitude of obstacles to successful implementation was addressed. Hill and Hupe (2002, p. 137) attempt to summarize the state of the art in what implementation research has highlighted recently and mention among other things:

• The importance of the “street level” in the implementation process, something that cannot simply be dissolved into a series of propositions about ways to impose stronger control;

• The continuing importance of inter-organizational relationships for implementation; and

• The importance of co-production involving clients, customers and regulates, often even where they are comparatively powerless.

One could accordingly argue that some developments have increased the complexity of implementation processes lately (cf Dunleavy et al, 2006, p. 467). External conditions are different. Especially the debate concerning globalization highlights possible constraints facing decision-makers. The sheer speed of technological advancements increases difficulties of trying to control development through long run and comprehensive policies. The hierarchical structure often presumed in early implementation research is replaced by loosely organized networks. The situation is described as a development from government to governance. A movement towards governance points to the difficulties of states to implement policies (Pierre & Peters 2000). Policies tend to be more indirect, more ad hoc and less binding.
 

The numbers of actors involved in decision processes have increased and borderlines between public and private are blurred by new ways of interacting between the public and private sectors (for instance Public – Private Partnerships). The number of jurisdictional and political levels has increased in the European context. The interrelatedness of organizations has accordingly become increasingly important as the state becomes more fragmented. 

Following from this, a number of new obstacles for swift and uniform implementation arise:  Decentralization increases the possibility of differences in local implementation of reforms. Partnerships tend to create new demands being brought on the agenda from private partners.  Accountability is said to be harder to achieve in a network society, which also might lead to implementation problems. 

Contracting out has created new challenges for government. In particular, principles such as accountability, shared goals for the agencies and actors involved, performance monitoring, the inclusion of providers in policy formulation, and coordination issues, so important to the implementation process, are difficult to secure. While implementation could once be monitored by responsible agencies, recent trends have seen implementation processes handed over to the private sector. (Chalmers & Davies, 2001, p. 75)

To what extent then will implementation need to be generally redefined in the context of a transformation from  “government” to “governance” allowing for more complex decision processes, non-hierarchical relations and decentralized authority, involving also actors and processes outside government? Some observers are confident that implementation theories must be revised.

Any future models of policy implementation will need to take account of this increasing fragmentation, not only of organizations and the public, but of the policy process itself.”(Schofield, 2001, p. 259)

The revival of implementation studies accordingly takes place in a somewhat different context: ”In short, implementing policies to solve ’wicked problems’ in the ’congested state’ is complex” (Exworthy & Powell, 2004, p. 263). Both the nature and complexity of problems and the developments in societal structures seem to have made implementation even more troublesome. This is especially true since actors outside of politics and public administration nowadays often are heavily involved in the implementation processes. 

After this general introduction we could now turn to a more detailed discussion focusing different aspects of increased complexity.
3. Increased complexity in setting goals?

Although implementation is usually seen as a phase in a policy cycle beginning after the (political) decision, implementation research should include in the analysis the policy formation process and the policy design. That is important because “some policies are impossible to implement from the outset” (Winter, 1990, p. 23). 

During the last 20 years the public sector has experienced reforms that probably affect policy design. Reform themes have been disaggregation, splitting up of large public sector hierarchies, competition, allowing multiple providers, and incentivization, using pecuniary-based performance incentives (Dunleavy et al, 2006, p. 470). The so-called arms-length principle has dominated the sector, meaning that political bodies should be at some distance from the executing bodies, and not make detailed instructions about how to carry out a policy. The inspiration to the arms length principle stems from management theory and institutional economic theory often expressed in the slogan “let the managers manage” (Greve 2002; Hood 1991; Ravlum 2003). The arms length-principle is expressed for example in reforms changing state agencies into private or public corporations with an independent board, attributing public agencies with more independency, purchaser-provider models and management by objectives and results.

A logical consequence of the arms length principle is policy designs with clear objectives but where the means and the implementation structure are not designed. Rather, it is the task of executing agencies to invent adequate means and an adequate implementation structure to achieve the objectives. Hence, unclear means and an unclear implementation structure might to an increasing extent be experienced in political decisions. That might not be a problem for implementation though, since the idea is that those people knowing best the problems and the context are the ones responsible for inventing means and implementation structure. 

Whether clear objectives always are possible to formulate is debated. Clear objectives could perhaps translate into objectives that are simple and easy to measure. If steering towards goals means that authorities pick easily measured goals this might make implementation easier as well. But could we be sure that decision makers pick easy goals? Perhaps the contrary is true?

(P)olicy makers are often more interested in making decisions on means or instruments than goals, goals are often invented after decisions on the means have been made in order to legitimize the means adopted, and goals are not always expected or even intended to be  achieved. (Winter, 2003, p. 218)

There are some evidence that for instance transport plans are more about visions than specified goals (Ravlum & Hedegaard Sørensen, 2005, p. 17).

We could also argue that ambiguity in goals has increased. To give two up to date examples of popular goals to strive for we could mention sustainability and diversity. With notoriously vague concepts like this it is no wonder that implementing administrators simply do not understand what is expected from them. Also a number of public programs are crafted to embrace multiple values at the same time (O’Toole, 2003, p. 236).

A word of caution should however be introduced. Everything was not simple, unambiguous and easy in the “good old times”.  Our analysis might have a “temporal bias” leaving out also the question whether politics have become more complicated. The increased use of contracts leads to much energy being spent on actually thinking about goals in a much more focused way than before. This might imply that goals are actually better crafted today than before and accordingly easier to implement.
4. A multiplicity of actors

Many policy problems are persistent despite considerable efforts to solve them. This is due to uncertainty of different kinds (van Bueren et al 2003). A cognitive uncertainty resulting from lack of knowledge. A strategic uncertainty because of many actors being involved. And, finally an institutional uncertainty because decisions are made in different places, in different policy arenas.

A prerequisite for implementation of many policies are coordination among several stakeholders. Hence coordination across EU-, national, regional and municipal levels, across policy sectors (transport, environment, etc) and across public and private organizations. 

Multi-agency partnerships arise from the search by public bodies for integration within an increasingly fragmented organizational landscape. Local authorities, for example, are now commonly composed of a federation of different units – purchasers and providers, devolved budget centers, localized service outlets and other structures – all with varying degrees of autonomy from the centre of the organization which was, in the earlier era of large public bureaucracies, the locus of power and authority. Simultaneously, the range of different agencies involved in shaping and delivering public policy has increased dramatically. Non-elected governmental bodies, private firms and voluntary and community organizations all have new roles in the fragmented and quasi-market environment arising from the new public management. Yet unlike the simple ideal-type market, these actors are necessarily connected through a complex web of interdependencies in which collaboration is required to achieve singular and common purposes. (Lowndes & Skelcher, 2001, p. 315)

The problem of coordination is not a new one. As Peters states:

From the time at which governing structures began to be differentiated into departments and ministries there have been complaints that one organization does not know what another is doing, and that their programmes were contradictory, redundant, or both. (Peters, 1998, p. 295)

Nevertheless, the problem of coordination might have increased in recent years. Furthermore, issues are becoming increasingly cross-cutting, and do not fit traditional sector-boxes, and thus, involve ministries and agencies from several sectors, e.g. expressed in the principle of integrating environmental concerns into sector policies (O’Toole, 2003, p. 236; Peters, 1998, p. 296). And finally, previously public organizations have been disaggregated into multiple agencies, which in many cases have been corporatised or privatized (Peters, 1998, p. 296; Rhodes 1997b; Tranøy & Østerud 2001).

NPM’s focus on disaggregation and competition automatically increased the numbers of administrative units and created more complex and dynamic interrelationships among them … (Dunleavy et al, 2006, p. 476)

Hence, researchers in implementation have emphasized the increased problems for coordination. An important aspect if coordination should be possible is that communication between units work properly.

Increased structural complexity can lead to an increase in difficulties with communication, exacerbate existing differences in policy comprehension and understanding between agencies and sectors. (Schofield & Sausman, 2004, p. 242)

O’Toole mentions “a considerably more complicated networked institutional form”, and stress that “differing routines and specialized languages, not to mention distinct ways of seeing the world, mean that inter-organizational implementation poses particularly daunting challenges” (O’Toole, 2003, p. 235f.). 

While coordination by hierarchy is usually seen as the traditional form of coordination in particular within the public sector, the organizational reforms in the sector often has had the aim to introduce more market-like coordination mechanisms. Some authors within organizational and political science have stressed that the complexity and fragmentation which can be seen as consequences of these reforms as well as other trends in society rather result in increased coordination through network, often characterized as a development from government (hierarchy) to governance (network) (Hansen 2001; Rhodes 1997b; Rhodes 2000). These trends make implementation a more difficult task. Johan P. Olsen (2005, p. 13) condensates the views of some researchers:

The increasing number and importance of multi-centered networks bring about a loss of central authority and political steering, elected officials and administrative leaders have limited capacity to deliberately design and reform public administration.

However, the extent to which coordination takes place through network should not be exaggerated. In many cases it is probably relevant to talk about network coordination going on “in the shadow of hierarchy”, which underlines that the hierarchical relations still are alive, and can intervene in situations like negotiations (Scharpf 1994). 

Public administration is organized on the basis of authority as well as competition and cooperation. Several organizational forms coexist, but the mix changes over time. (Olsen, 2005, p. 18)

Networks are not always self-organizing. On the contrary, they are created for certain purposes, participants selected by an authority and hierarchies often built into the network. Ideas like “joined-up government” have become popular to increase coordination (Bogdanor 2005). So, by and large, structures still have hierarchical elements that do not completely rule out previous ways of addressing implementation problems. The models of implementation need amendment but not total substitution by something else.

It has become commonplace to associate the emergence of governance – as distinct from, say, Westminster models of government and of political accountability – with a contemporary scene of social fragmentation and diversity and an increasingly differentiated polity in which the state/civil society distinction has become increasingly blurred, if not effaced. Sometimes, however, in their enthusiasm for proclaiming the virtues of non-hierarchical network interaction and the undesirability of having a “central steerer”, governance theorists exaggerate the extent and pace of social-political change. (Sibeon, 2000, p. 304)

5. Limits of administrative control 

There is a different set of logics between professionals and politicians that presents problems, especially in communicating. Political concerns for re-election, popular consent and open procedures are counterbalanced by professional concern for long term thinking, expertise and avoiding logrolling. But, on the other hand, fight over administrative jurisdiction might influence the actions of professionals, thus counteracting political decisions based on more holistic perspectives.  

Winter talks about the importance of selecting “implementing institutions supportive of the new program or, alternatively, to create a whole new agency” (Winter, 1990, p. 30). Thus, he stresses that administrative bodies and other implementing institutions might oppose a new policy. Public organizations are not merely tools that coordinate and systematize activities with reference to a certain purpose. Public organizations as well as private organizations are also collections of routines, procedures and understandings. Organizations embody specific practices and understandings. To some extent they are autonomous and have their own life (March & Olsen 1989).

It could be debated whether or not recent trends in public organizations have provided new conditions for organizations to oppose a certain policy. 
Placing responsibility with external contractors creates a risk that governments, now at arm’s length, lose some control over implementation” (Chalmers & Davis 2001:78).   

A consequence of the arms length principle is that organizations, which were previously instructed and ruled through a hierarchy, now to an increasing extent have to rule themselves and are more independent from the political bodies. Hence, they might, on the one hand, see themselves as less obligated to implement political objectives, a so-called public service ethos might disappear (Dalsgaard & Jørgensen, 1994, p. 36f.; Stoker, 2003, p. 9f.; Sørensen, 2005, p. 166ff.). On the other hand, reforms often strengthen the incentive structures which should make public organizations obey public policy, hence, the reforms besides the slogan, “let the managers manage”, also include the slogan, “make the managers manage” (Ravlum, 2003, p. 3). Therefore, performance management, management contracts and wage depending on performance can reduce opposition from implementing organizations.

Within other fields of policy we also experience user councils, e.g. parents’ boards at schools, kindergartens, etc. Schofield and Sausman stress that a consequence might be “unpredictability” of the policy outcome downstream, as well as unpredictability of the pressure that may be exerted to design or modify a policy (Schofield & Sausman, 2004, p. 244).  On the other hand it could be argued that involvement in the decision making process could reduce the risk of implementation resistance.

If the relevant and affected actors are involved in the decision making process they will tend to develop a sense of joint responsibility and ownership for the decisions and this will oblige them to support, rather than hamper, the implementation process. (Sørensen & Torfing, 2006, p. 13)

6.Target group behavior

The idea of street level bureaucratic or frontline staff behavior is more than any introduced into implementation literature by Michael Lipsky (1980). Lipsky’s idea was that laws and policies are nothing but statements and have no social existence until they are translated into action aimed at delivering services to or regulating the behavior of citizens or firms. Street-level bureaucrats are public officials who in their job interact directly with members of the target group and who often enjoy considerable discretionary powers. In implementing policies they employ a number of conscious or subconscious so-called coping strategies, and by that they might change or twist the policies from the intentions. 

Have recent trends changed the role of street level bureaucrats? Lipsky’s theory was written by taking point of departure in hierarchical government relations. In a situation with hierarchical relations and instructions to some extent – and at least in the shadow of hierarchy – replaced by governance network and the arms length principle, street level bureaucrats might increase their discretionary power (Schofield & Sausman, 2004, p. 243). Hence, the relevance of Lipsky’s theory can increase. Other instruments however, are introduced to influence the behavior of public employees, including street level bureaucrats. On the one hand management by values and by forming the organizational culture, and on the other hand and in particular by increased control mechanisms and through so-called balanced scorecards used as an instrument within managing by objectives and results. The question is how such instruments function, and how they guide and influence the street-level bureaucrats and their discretionary power. It might be, as Hill and Hupe suggest, that the importance of the street level is too complicated to simply be dissolved into ways of imposing stronger control (Hill & Hupe, 2002, p. 137). Another problem, which might increase, is the problem of feedback mechanisms. If we confront a system characterized by networks and loosely coupled organizations the feedback and thus learning from street-level bureaucrats to the policy elites probably is more difficult.

Moreover, most implementation research has paid quite little attention to the question of how target groups behavior impact on implementation. Hence, implementation research often ends the analysis by the output, and does not analyze outcome. But the fact that most policies attempt to solve problems in society by changing behavior of citizens and firms render it probable that implementation is very much affected by the way in which the target group respond to policy. Also, when analyzing the behavior of bureaucrats and other decision makers on the one hand and target groups on the other, new concerns have arisen replacing a previously diminutive concern for gender issues, questions of multiculturalism etc. 

Recent trends in society might have changed the target group’s impact on implementation outcome. While the people surrounding public organisations previously were looked upon as citizens they are now to an increasing extent characterised as customers. This is a feature evident in for instance the Swedish National Road Administration. Although, this is just a change of a word, it might represent a different attitude from the Road Administration. Hence, while citizens are partners and participants in a democratic process, customers are somebody you ought to satisfy, regardless of their wishes. If concern for sustainable mobility also means implementing unpopular policies, the customer approach can reduce the ability to do so. 

7. Beyond formal policies

In several situations it would be wrong to take a formal policy as a starting point for the analysis (Brodkin, 1990, p. 108):

1. When lower-level discretion is intrinsic to implementation.

2. When policy lacks fixed meaning due to vague or internally inconsistent legislation.

3. When legislation is mainly symbolic. Failure does not come as a surprise when politics is reduced to symbolic gestures.

Also, taking environment as an example, it is sometimes difficult to identify specific policies resulting in change taking place. The notion of sustainability has been a big success if we think of attention, increased awareness etc. At the same time documents produced by international summit meetings are not often possible to, or even intended to, use as a yardstick to measure success.

Do changes even have to be intentional? Certainly, talking about policies implies intentions and purposes, but purposes and intensions might be open to adjustments in later stages of the process.

While policy refers to a purposive course of actions, this does not exclude the possibility that purposes may be defined retrospectively. (Hill & Hupe, 2002, p. 4)

We could also question the view that decision makers are able to control the implementation process. Are their intentions and directions decisive for what is happening? Is it a myth that more precise instructions, responsibilities and goals improve implementation? Steps towards problem solving could be taken without following goals. Also goals could be followed without solving the problem in focus. Problems could sometimes even be solved without any political initiatives ever taken.

If we loosen up the notion of control, policy ambiguity and policy irresolution would not necessarily be regarded as policy “failure” (Schofield, 2001, p. 257).  This is not to give up on the idea of a democratic chain of command as an ideal but rather to accept that the ideal situation is not always at hand. A conclusion would be that formal policies indeed are a natural starting point, not least from the point of democratic legitimacy, but that we allow for different origins of change. The formal policy could then be one policy or several, linked, policies. The commensurability of the different policies and their implications could then be questioned (cf. Tenbensel 2004).

Also the perspective is based on a view of the policy process as messy, complex, ambiguous and contradictory (cf. Schofield, 2001, p. 251). Steering by goals and results demands that you know whether the result actually corresponds with the intentions of the decision maker. If goals are notoriously vague and ambiguous this presents a problem. Matland (1995) consequently identifies a policy’s ambiguity and conflict level as crucial to the implementation process.
We could also try to develop our understanding of implementation in non-hierarchical and seemingly “unintended” ways, focusing on problem solving rather than goal achievement. Change could be the effect of explicit policies addressing certain problems. They could also come about as a side effect of policies intending to solve completely different problems. In some cases of course “package  deals” could merge decision processes. 

Putting many issues into play simultaneously generates possibilities for tradeoffs. And merging decisions into a more comprehensive set of negotiations reduces the number of separate hurdles. (O’Toole, 2003, p. 238)

Our concern here is with les obvious methods. Decision makers could be unaware of side effects, or just not concerned, but in some cases it might be smart to bring about unpopular changes in more covert ways. The intended result of reforms is not very often undisputed; it has to overcome a popular dissent (see Council of European Municipalities and Regions 2003). Decision makers have to induce “reluctant partners” to collaborate (Stoker 1991). 

To link changes to other programs that are more popular could be one way. Strategies could include ’sweetening the pill’ of potentially unpopular measures. “(Transport) policy goals need to be met through the sympathetic introduction of other ostensibly unrelated policies – surely the purest manifestation of joined up thinking” (Enoch & Wixey 2003). One such approach is “policy hitch hiking” (Flyvbjerg et. al. 2003), for instance environmental benefits through speed limits primarily intended to increase road safety. In Flyvbjerg et al’s case the problem was that reduction of carbon dioxide emissions had low priority on the political agenda. To link the question to other policy areas with higher priority, still with emission reduction as a goal, was presented as a possible way forward. Another illustration of the possibilities is for instance social and environmental clauses in contracts. While using methods concentrated on achieving efficient use of funds through market like mechanisms, a better environment is introduced as a component in the fight for contracts. (Using contracts could of course also mean introducing new kinds of implementation difficulties as pointed out by Chalmers & Davis 2001).

Other methods could be to introduce an alternative solution that is even more unpopular, that is to present the preferred solution as the lesser of two evils (Enoch & Wixey 2003).

Methods of this kind could overcome popular resistance and lead to unpopular ideas being put into action, but also raises ethical questions of whether this can be regarded as manipulation of the public, rather than as legitimate negotiation between political interests. If we have the possibility of sending in a Trojan horse, should we always do this? Also indirect methods make accountability fuzzier. From a democratic point of view the popular will should be a guide to proper action. 

However, the main question here is whether traditional implementation research has too much focus on formal policies to be able to catch all interesting dimensions in processes of organizational change.

8. Conclusions

Surely, the need for implementation research seems bigger than ever. Recent trends in society and public administration seem to have increased the challenges for effective implementation of public policy. Many arguments could be raised in favor of viewing implementation as increasingly difficult. Hence, we expect the means and implementation structure included in policy designs to be more blurred. We should then perhaps focus not only on formal policies but more on results, irrespective of the origin of ideas. Methodologically developments would speak in favor of the use of bottom-up approaches. We expect increased opposition from implementing organizations if a concern is not at the core of the organization. Increased structural complexity probably has increased the coordination burden in implementation processes. We must study the interplay between different policies, and between policies at different political/organizational levels. The focus on control in dealing with street level bureaucrats probably is insufficient, and feedback mechanisms from the street level to the policy elite are threatened. The customer approach in public policy might not facilitate the implementation of unpopular policies, consequences of interaction with the target group might result in more unpredictable behavior, and the public policy focus on output rather than outcome does not increase the ability of the system to solve problems. The “audit society” might make feedback mechanisms easier but information could be of doubtful relevance to decision makers or lead to information overload.

(P)olitical decision makers gather information and do not use it; ask for more information and ignore it; make decisions first and look for relevant information afterwards; and, collect and process a great deal of information that has little or no direct relevance to decisions. (Sager & Ravlum, 2005, p. 33)

If we try to sum up the reasoning we have mainly argued that implementation has become harder to achieve as a consequence of, among other things, new organizational ideas emanating from the private sector. But the picture is not totally clear. Some developments actually have the potentiality of enabling implementation. Market solutions do not inevitably lead to implementation problems. 

In the case of poor performance by the private producer, contracting out offers a degree of reversibility not available with other forms of privatization (Johnston & Seidenstadt 2007, p. 235).

Contracts could be a strong instrument to introduce environmental concerns, a loss of control and fragmentation is not a necessary result. The introduction of market solutions might in it self be of little importance, implementation problems are found everywhere.

(P)ublic sector contracting fails if the challenges of implementation are not addressed explicitly, since service delivery through the private sector can falter for exactly the same reasons as traditional public bureaucracies. (Chalmers & Davis, 2001, p. 74)

Empirical studies have to decide what the balance looks like. Among factors in favor of implementation being easier to achieve we could mention:

· Decision makers are forced to think through goals and expected results in a system of contracts.

· Evaluations and quality assurance systems provide decision makers with better information about output and outcomes. Thereby correction measures could be set in at an earlier stage and with more precise targeting.
· Competition could lead to increased focus on actually achieving goals in order to secure future contracts.
Factors in favor of implementation being harder could include:

· Increased complexity.

· Increased difficulties to have overview of many, independent actors.

· Loss of public ethos.
· Decision makers actually do not use information.

All in all, we could expect implementation failures also in the future even if bring bureaucracy back in. A diminished confidence in social engineering means that implementation today is thought of as being less instrumental than it used to be, but re-interpretations do not guarantee success any more than before. To end up in something else than “misery research” we might need to focus more on success stories though. Especially if we are interested in giving advice on good practice a next step would be to identify possible ways of avoiding the new pitfalls that have turned up lately.
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� The paper is produced within IMPACT (IMplementation Paths for ACTion towards sustainable mobility), a research program sponsored by the Swedish Foundation for Strategic Environmental Research (Mistra), studying how measures aiming at sustainable solutions could be implemented within the transport sector.


� Maybe there are exceptions to this tendency for instance the European emissions trading scheme.
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