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1 Introduction 

Countries with similar levels of income and, arguably, similar problems often achieve different 
health outcomes. If countries could learn from each other’s experiences and share their successes 
and struggles it could have a positive impact worldwide. However, learning is complex and not fully 
understood, especially in low-income countries. Furthermore, the accumulation of knowledge does 
not necessarily translate into action, and thus the full potential of that knowledge can be 
diminished. Consequently, an important question emerges: how to facilitate country learning and 
increase the likelihood of that learning being translated into action? 

Learning is a natural activity that starts from the day one is born. Its value is undeniable at a 
personal, organisational, and country level. There are at least two motivations for a country to 
recognize the value of learning: the uncertainty of what governments should do; and the 
recognition of similarities in problems, policies, and programmes across countries.  

Global trends have created unprecedented opportunities for learning, as well as a pressing need to 
take advantage of those opportunities (Freeman, 1999). International examples are an 
unparalleled source of real information about what works and what does not in public policy. There 
is no need to reinvent the wheel and it should be recognised that to be able to learn from someone 
else’s mistakes is a useful luxury. Today, more than ever, the use of international examples is an 
invaluable instrument in policy design. Advances in technology and communication have 
deepened the pool of know-how available. Globalisation has facilitated the connection between 
different countries, as well as the existence of international organisations involved in the design, 
implementation, and analysis of regional and domestic policies. 

The use of knowledge and information is at the centre of policy design and policy delivery around 
the world, being more effective in some places than in others. However, the challenge remains. 
The increase in knowledge does not necessarily translate into better policy design and an 
improvement in policy delivery that has an impact on people’s lives.  

This note aims to contribute to unpacking the complexity of learning and its translation into action. 
It seeks to answer the question: ‘Under what circumstances and to what extent can a program that 
is effective in one place transfer to another?’ (Rose, 1991). Section 2 provides a review of the 
literature, focusing on the conditions required to turn lessons into action. Based on that analysis 
Section 3 proposes a strategy to create an ‘action tank’ (akin to a think tank) to facilitate learning 
across African countries.  

‘People and countries understand that their fates are linked together. What happens in one part of the 
world can affect us all. Some issues can only be tackled by acting together. Countries have resources, 
expertise or technology that, if shared, can result in mutual benefit. Working together is not just a moral 
obligation to help those less fortunate but is an investment in the long-term prosperity of all.’ 
Extracted from Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2015) 
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2 About learning 

The value of learning and its potential contribution is unquestionable. Having a deeper 
understanding of what learning is and how to use those lessons in practice is a completely different 
story. Learning is a complex phenomenon. It encompasses different elements that interact with 
each other in the political arena. Learning does not happen in a laboratory under ‘ideal conditions’: 
it happens in the real world, with all its complexities. This section summarises the key elements 
identified in the literature review, focusing particularly on actionable learning.  

2.1 Who learns? 

Defining who learns is very important, particularly when thinking about the implementation of any 
lessons. The literature refers to policymakers, decision makers, and civil servants almost without 
distinguishing between them. As Annex A details, while different authors clarify who learns, they  
do not differentiate the way they learn. Since this is a very important distinction used in the final 
recommendation, the differentiation between the levels at which learning happens is made explicit 
here.  

Policymakers refers to decision makers and civil servants, meaning that both the political and the 
technical levels are involved in making policy and learning. Decision makers is used to refer to 
ministers and politicians. Finally, civil servants is used to talk about employees in the public 
service who are not politically appointed. Different levels of policymakers learn in different ways, 
depending on their own constraints.  

2.2 Motivations for, and constraints on, learning 

Learning does not happen in isolation and it is often not spontaneous. Understanding the 
underlying motivations for learning, as well as for the implementation of policies in a particular time 
and/or place, is key in order to embrace its complexity and to facilitate its successful application. 
Likewise, while learning seems like a natural step in the policy design process, the fact that it does 
not always occur, and even less frequently is it used in policy implementation, signals that there is 
likely to be something else inhibiting that learning and its application. The biggest challenge is not 
in the learning process itself, but in the implementation of the lessons learned. Figure 1 below 
summarises some of the motivations for, and constraints on, learning.  

  Motivations 

A crisis or a rupture of the status quo is the obvious situation in which a country can be forced 
to search for lessons in places where a similar policy issue had occurred before. Experts in a 
particular area or organisations related to the specific problem in question could also be a source 
of learning. This kind of situation can occur due to (among other things): a political, economic, or 
social crisis; a natural disaster; or a disease outbreak. For example, after an earthquake, 
government officials could look for guidance and support from countries that have faced similar 
circumstances, and that have similar values as their own. 
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Figure 1: Motivations for, and constraints on, learning 

 
 
Dissatisfaction with existing policies disrupts routine and motivates a search for alternatives. 
Failure can be a trigger of innovation: governments will start looking for something that works, that 
is effective, and that has proven to be effective somewhere else. In a world where time is scarce, 
looking for information is a luxury; however, the dissatisfaction with the current situation could be 
greater than the downsides of learning, therefore opening space for new policies. 

Search for innovation to improve current policies leads to an exploration of different and new 
ideas in other countries, and at different levels of government within the same country. In this 
scenario, the decision to seek to learn and improve policy design and implementation is voluntary.  

Experts in the field working with the government, either directly or indirectly as external advisers, 
can influence the desire for learning about policies from different times or places. In cases like this, 
the learning will very likely be centred around the expert´s area of expertise.  

Societal pressures can also be a stimulus for learning. Demands from the population for specific 
policies can suggest, or even force, the government to apply specific policies. New policy 
implementation can motivate learning from the authorities and officials involved in those areas.   

Electoral processes can be accompanied by a change in policy orientation, which can also alter 
the goals and expected outcomes of policy and public services. The learning process can occur 
while parties formulate policies for an election, and in the exercise of governing, in case of victory.  

Political forces (interest groups) can have a decisive influence on the development of a policy. 
Decision makers can be pressured – or in an extreme case, forced – to choose a particular course 
of action, incentivising them to look for evidence of similar policies implemented elsewhere, or 
within the country at different times or at different levels of government.  

Legitimacy is another key motivator for learning. In this case, though, knowledge would be used 
selectively, in an instrumental way, to justify a specific course of action and achieve the expected 
political outcomes (Trein, 2015).  

 Constraints 

Under-supply of knowledge in certain countries can limit the use of learning for policy design and 
implementation. Accessible knowledge is not always available. There can be restricted access to 
scientific information. For example, Smith et al. (2017) analyse more than 3,000 papers in almost 
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1,000 journals related to Global Health, and conclude that only 39% of papers published in a 
journal are open access, and 42% of scholarly articles require a subscription. Likewise, a 
policymaker’s lack of access to a policy network related to the field of interest constrains the 
possibility to share information, experiences, and concerns with like-minded people. 

Time is a scarce resource in public policy. Policymakers are always thinking about action, they are 
busy with day-to-day pressures. A detailed comparative analysis of experiences requires time and 
effort that policymakers sometimes may not be willing to expend. There is not always time and 
resources to accumulate sufficient evidence as desired. ‘When attention is a scare resource, 
information may be an expensive luxury.’ (Rose, 1991).  

Cost of policy errors. Linked to the previous point, time pressure can lead to an unsuccessful 
policy transfer. The cost due to misconception of policies elsewhere will have to be assumed by 
the person(s) responsible for the policy implementation, either a decision maker (for example, a 
minister) or a civil servant (i.e. an employee in the public sector). In some cases, civil servants will 
not be willing to take the risk of making a mistake to try something new.  

The installed capacity of a country is another barrier for successful policy design and 
implementation, particularly in low-income countries. The state capability to respond to a new 
challenge might be limited, which may severely constrain the ability to design and implement a 
new policy. This constraint can relate to human talent, economic resources, or logistic capacity, 
among other things.  

Inherited policies. Policymakers are often more inheritors than choosers. One of the most 
important influences in learning is previous policies. Policy legacies are meaningful: they generate 
a path dependence which can limit the scope of action. For certain government programmes, it is 
easy to get in, but extremely difficult to get out: fuel subsidies are a very good example of this.   

Political interests. In the same way that political groups can motivate learning and the 
implementation of new policies, groups with enough veto power can inhibit the execution of a 
particular course of action if it is detrimental to their interests. In this case, the binding constraint on 
an actionable lesson lies outside the technical domain. 

2.3 Learning: Different concepts for different authors 

Learning is a concept that has been over-theorised and under-applied. Even agreeing on a unique 
definition is still an unfinished task. The understanding of learning, and of its scope, varies 
depending on the interpretation of different authors. However, there are three common elements in 
the different definitions of learning: someone must learn; there must be an object of learning 
(something which you are learning about); and there is an expected effect of learning (the impact 
learning will have in the subsequent policy change) (Bennet and Howlett, 1992).  

Table 1 summarises two learning categories. On one hand, political learning is about navigating 
in the political arena, creating a strong authorising environment, consolidating coalitions for 
change, achieving quick wins to gain legitimacy and create space for further change, managing 
communication and messaging, and getting on and staying on the political agenda. Policy 
learning, on the other hand, is about policy instruments, policy ideas, and policy goals. Each of 
these categories is associated with a type of learning, as defined by different authors. A more 
detailed explanation of the meaning and the three key elements (who learns, what is learned, and 
the effects of learning) for each learning type – social learning, political learning, government 
learning, policy-oriented learning, and lesson-drawing – is detailed in Annex A.   
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Table 1:  Types of learning 

 
 
The different concepts of learning are not necessarily mutually exclusive. The emphasis on each 
type of learning, as defined by the literature, depends on the particular interest each of the different 
authors had. Identifying the elements in each type of learning can help develop a strategy to 
facilitate learning across countries and, more importantly, translate it into action. Section 2.4 
analyses in depth the most relevant concepts of learning, with a focus on the conditions that could 
facilitate or motivate the turning of learning into action.  

2.4 Learning into action 

As mentioned before, learning is a complex phenomenon. Different authors have emphasised 
different areas of learning, contributing to a better understanding of the concept. However, learning 
is not an end in itself. Learning is an instrument, a means to a more tangible end. The real 
objective is the improvement of people’s quality of life, through the implementation of more 
effective and efficient public policies.  

Therefore, the first step that must be taken for actionable learning to occur is really understanding 
the issue – in other words, the problem to be solved. To clearly define a problem requires the 
ability to grasp what is really happening, to understand what is driving the current situation. Only 
when the objective is clear is it possible to think about potential alternatives to solve the issue of 
interest, and to learn from previous actions or from different countries. In those cases, identifying 
the type of learning that will be more compatible with those particular needs is key. For example, 
are we interested in learning about different instruments used to eradicate child malnutrition; or are 
we focused on setting the goals in early childhood development programmes, since the identified 
problem for a country is a lack of clarity in policies for young children? Identifying who is learning, 
what is learned, and the effect of learning is key.  

The focus of this section is to connect the conceptualisation of learning from the literature to its 
application in practice. A special emphasis is given to the enablers of implemented lessons and an 
understanding of the context and the political economy under which that learning occurs. Sub-
sections 2.4.2 to 2.4.7 present different tools one can consider when thinking about facilitating 
learning for action. It might be that one approach is more suitable in a particular situation, but 
totally impractical in another. The aim is to have different alternatives to first understanding the 
type of learning that is required, depending on the issue to be solved. Using the strategic triangle 
framework facilitates the selection of an appropriate policy case study from which context-
compatible lessons can be drawn, which increases the likelihood of these lessons being applied. 
Finally, sub-section 2.4.8 discusses the space where learning for action can be facilitated for 
policymakers.   
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 The strategic triangle 

Policy design often starts with the definition of the objective to be achieved, followed by the search 
for the most accurate, technically correct solution. However, policies are not just a technical 
challenge. People tend to believe that there is a broken system that needs to be fixed. However, 
this broken system is a myth. In reality, many systems are not broken but in fact are perfectly 
aligned to deliver the results they currently achieve (Heifetz, 2009). In practice, this means that the 
objectives of the system are different to those which the observer thinks are (or should be) the 
objectives of the system. Consequently, the system is not broken, it is simply functioning to 
achieve a different set of outcomes.  

The art of policy implementation lies in the capacity to portray what is worth doing and how the 
particular policy to be implemented might be achieved in the particular context it confronts (Moore, 
2004). The strategic triangle approach simultaneously considers three elements for the 
implementation of a policy to occur: it has to be simultaneously valuable, doable, and supportable. 
These three elements are summarised in the strategic triangle (Figure 2). Learning is an 
instrument to improve policy design and implementation. Therefore, turning lessons into action will 
also require the simultaneous existence of these three elements.  

Valuable 

The aim is to identify the public value the organisation 
is going to produce: in other words, the expected 
outcome after the policy is implemented.  

This first dimension assesses if the proposed solution 
is technically capable of achieving the desired 
outcome, given the available inputs and processes. In 
other words, it is the theory of change. There must be 
a correct causal chain that demonstrates that it is 
theoretically plausible to achieve A by using B and 
doing C. It is important to establish and validate the 
assumptions made for the theory of change to apply. 
Likewise, it is important to analyse if the proposed 
solution is effective and cost-efficient.  

Doable 

Once the value chain is defined and a technically correct solution is identified, it must be 
considered if the means and the capacity to implement the proposed solution exist. In other words, 
is this project doable? Or, to put it another way, is there the capacity to implement the solution? 
This is an assessment of the resources required in the organisation – financial, human, 
administrative, logistic, etc. – for the project to be executed. All the operational capabilities 
(investments, innovations, alliances, resources) the organisation would need to rely on, to deliver 
the desired results, must be considered.  

Supportable 

Policy effectiveness depends not only on what policies are chosen, but also on how they are 
chosen and implemented. Policymaking and policy implementation both involve bargaining among 
different actors, and require political support (World Bank, 2017). In that sense, we have to analyse 
what sources of legitimacy and support would be relied upon to authorise the organisation to take 

Figure 2:  The strategic triangle 
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action and provide the resources necessary to sustain the effort to create value. The authorising 
environment plays a key role at this stage (Moore, 2004).  

Finding a solution that satisfies the strategic triangle 

Even if the physical, financial, and administrative capacities exist, policies may still be ineffective if 
groups with enough bargaining power have no incentive to follow through with the implementation 
(World Bank, 2017). A political economy analysis is necessary to identify those groups that can 
influence, or have the authority (formal and informal) to impact, the project. There is a need to 
identify the direction and magnitude of the interests and capacities of those actors who control key 
assets, operational capacity, etc. There is also the possibility that the proposed idea will be 
undermined or blocked by opposing politicians, interest groups, the media, and, of course, citizens 
(in their roles as voters, taxpayers, and clients of public services). The cultural norms and values of 
the society where the project is going to be implemented will also be a determinant of the policies 
that can be politically supported (see Annex B for more information on carrying out a stakeholder 
analysis). 

Optimal policies from a strictly technical or economic point of view (first-best policies), may not be 
the optimal policies in terms of implementation (second-best but feasible). And even if 
implementable, the policy could be politically unsupportable, which could lead to a worse outcome, 
where no programme is implemented (World Bank, 2017). An adequate analysis of a solution that 
is simultaneously valuable, doable, and supportable is, therefore, crucial. As was once said, 
‘Politics is the art of the possible, the attainable ... the art of the next best.’1. 

 Social learning 

Learning occurs when individuals assimilate new information, including that based on past 
experience, and apply it to their subsequent actions. ‘Social learning is a deliberate attempt to 
adjust the goals or techniques of policy in response to new experience or new information.’ (Hall, 
1993). The aim of learning is to help governments achieve their goals. Learning involves three 
central variables: (i) goals that guide policies in a particular field; (ii) the techniques or policy 
instruments used to attain those goals; and (iii) the precise setting of those instruments. 

According to Hall (1993), there are three degrees of change in a policy process. Normal 
policymaking occurs when there are changes within the current system. First and second order 
changes happen in this setting. Under time pressure, the natural response is to start the search for 
alternatives based on what is immediately available. First order change refers to the adaptation of 
existing instruments after new knowledge has been obtained. In other words, incremental changes 
to the existing system. Second order change relates to the adaptation of new instruments based 
on experience, but following the same policy direction. On the other hand, when there is a change 
of system we talk about a paradigm shift. In this scenario, a political decision is almost always 
required. Due to the magnitude of change, issues of authority are likely to emerge. This third 
order change, also known as social learning, involves a change in policy paradigm – that is, in the 
dominant set of policy ideas. It involves simultaneous changes in the three aspects of policy: 
instruments settings, the instruments themselves, and the hierarchy of goals that determine policy.  

 Lessons-drawing 

Given that there are similar problems across states and across countries, policymakers could learn 
from how their counterparts elsewhere have responded. This type of lesson-drawing from the past 
                                                
1 Prince Otto von Bismarck, in the St. Petersburgische Zeitung, 11 August 1867. Reprinted in Fürst Bismarck: neue 
Tischgespräche und Interviews, Vol. 1, p. 248, (1895). 
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or from others’ experience occurs both through deliberate investigation and through unconscious 
internalisation from what is heard, read, and experienced (including ‘rules-of-thumb’ and 
generalisations).  

According to Rose (1991), lessons are an action-oriented conclusion about a programme or 
programmes in operation elsewhere or at another time. It is not only an evaluation of the 
programme, it is also a judgement about doing the same elsewhere. There are three alternatives 
for drawing lessons: turn to the country´s own past, speculate about the future, or seek lessons 
from current experiences in other places.  

Framework for drawing a lesson 

Rose (1991) proposed a framework to facilitate the search for lessons, which is summarised in the 
following five steps (Figure 3): 

Figure 3:  Drawing a lesson 

  
 

1. Scanning programmes of public agencies elsewhere that have solved a similar problem.  

2. Produce a conceptual model of the programme. Identify how the programme works, identify 
what is the cause and effect relationship between its components, and identify clearly the 
expected outputs. 

3. Compare the models of foreign practice with a model of a programme that is causing 
dissatisfaction at home.  

4. Formulate a new programme. There are five types of lessons-drawing:  

- copying: assumes that different institutional and contextual variables remain constant;  
- emulation: a particular programme elsewhere is the best standard for designing one at 

home, requiring adaptation to take national circumstances into account; 
- hybridisation: combines elements of programmes from two different places; 
- synthesis: combines familiar elements from programmes in three or more places; 
- inspiration: programmes elsewhere are used only as an intellectual stimulus for 

developing a novel programme without an analogue elsewhere.  
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5. Evaluate its likely success. A retrospective evaluation has the problem of providing too much 
(or too little) knowledge too late. The objective is to anticipate, in a prospective evaluation, the 
chances of success of the policy before proceeding with the implementation.   

This framework recognises that the implementation of a lesson is a political process and that there 
is no assurance that a lesson drawn will be both desirable (politically supportable) and practical 
(valuable and doable under the strategic triangle framework).  

An ideal programme is both highly desirable and very practical. Figure 4 sketches the possible 
outcomes of transferring a programme under these two conditions.  

Figure 4:  Desirability and practicality in transferring programmes 

 

 Policy transfer 

‘Policy Transfer is a process in which knowledge about policies, administrative arrangement and 
institutions in one time and/or place is used to develop policies, administrative arrangement and 
institutions in another time and/or place.’ (Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996). Unlike lesson-drawing, 
where the process is voluntary, policy transfer can be voluntary or coercive. The policy transfer 
framework is organised around six questions, as summarised in Figure 5 (Dolowitz and Marsh, 
1996; 2000).  

Who are the key actors involved in the policy transfer process? 

Countries can be either borrowers or lenders. The authors group political actors in nine categories: 
elected officials, political parties, bureaucrats or civil servants, pressure groups, transnational 
corporations, think tanks, policy entrepreneurs and experts, consultants, and international 
organisations.  

What is transferred? 

The object of learning is classified under eight categories: policy goals, policy content, policy 
instruments, policy programmes, institutions, ideologies, ideas and attitudes, and negative lessons. 
There is a distinction between programmes and policies. Programmes refers to a specific course of 
action, whereas policy refers to statements of intention (an action you want to take).  

From where are lessons drawn? 

Building on Rose´s previous work, Dolowitz and Marsh highlight three main sources of lessons, as 
follows: 
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• Past experiences: either the country´s past experiences of someone else´s. One can learn 
what has worked and what has not in order to avoid the same mistakes.  

• Within a nation: one can draw lessons from the same organisation. For example, different 
branches and divisions can provide opportunities for transferring administrative techniques and 
procedures. Also, subnational units of government can contribute interesting ideas or solutions 
to similar problems.  

• Cross-national experiences: countries can learn from each other, and regions can even 
emulate their counterparts.  

What are the different degrees of transfer? 

There are four degrees of transfer, derived from Rose´s work:  

• copying: having a direct and complete transfer; 
• emulation: transfer the ideas behind the policy or programme but adapt it to the national 

context; 
• combination: a mixture of several programmes to create a new one; and 
• inspiration: in some cases, actions in other countries are simply a source for new ideas to 

innovate and create a programme or a policy that is adapted to our needs.  

What restricts or facilitate the policy transfer process? 

Policy transfer is presented as a continuum between completely voluntary and coercive transfer. 
The idea of a continuum acknowledges that policy transfer is not a black and white solution, it can 
in fact have both elements.  

At one extreme of Rose’s lesson-drawing spectrum is learning that is completely voluntary. This 
shows that there is a rational motivation to learn when one’s motivation is to change the status 
quo. It could also be that a policy transfer is voluntary but is driven by a perceived need for 
international acceptance. This indicates that there is some level of pressure to enact change. 
Loans and grants from international financial institutions and bilateral donors (such as the 
International Monetary Fund, World Bank and US Agency for International Development) that 
include ‘prior actions’ (conditionalities) are examples of a degree of coercive transfer. However, 
after the loan is signed, maintaining the policy is arguably voluntary. The extreme opposite end is 
coercive transfer, which refers to the imposition on a country of a particular policy. This could be 
due to the affiliation to a supranational entity, for example the European Union (EU). The policies 
imposed by the EU are accepted by a country when they join the union; once a member, the 
conditions are mandatory. 

As important as it is to understand what transfer is, it is equally important to comprehend the 
motivations involved in the transfer. Different actors may have different motivations. Likewise, 
there might be constraints affecting policy transfer, like past policies, institutional constraints, or 
installed capacity (as discussed in Section 2.1). 
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Figure 5:  Policy transfer 
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How is the policy transfer related to policy success or policy failure? 
Not all policy transfers are successful. A lack of understanding of the determinants that make a 
programme work, and the particular context in which it occurs, can lead to an oversimplification of 
the policy, leading to failure. There are at least three reasons for this: 

• uninformed transfer: this occurs when there is not enough information of the programme to 
be emulated; 

• incomplete transfer: when key elements of the transfer are not present, inhibiting its success; 
and  

• inappropriate transfer: this occurs when there is no acknowledgement of the differences in 
the social, economic, political, and ideological contexts between the country of transfer and 
home. 

 Policy comparison 

This section summarises the policy comparison framework, which has more of a practical view 
than a theoretical one. It was designed as a workbook, with questions along the way to help 
policymakers pay attention to the key aspects of policy transfer. It recognises the complexity of 
learning from abroad and the ease with which one can oversimplify the context and remove 
elements that are critical for a successful policy transfer. Figure 6 shows the steps proposed in two 
phases: the first phase, Learning about other countries, which aims to explore the different 
alternatives there are related to the policy of interest; and the second phase, Learning from other 
countries, which focus on understanding in depth the successful policy of interest.  

Figure 6:  Policy comparison framework 
 

 

Learning ABOUT other countries 
1. Scanning: Search abroad for interesting ideas and approaches related to the topic of interest 
before deciding it is worth going into more detail. Networks of personal and professional contacts, 
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if available, might be useful to start. Have in mind the pressures of time that policymakers are 
dealing with and the implications this has for extended comparative work. 

2. Selecting: After scanning, select one or more promising comparators for closer investigation: it 
could be a country at the vanguard in the area of interest, a country with a similar environment, or 
various countries in search of new ideas. Lessons can be drawn from successes, but also from 
failures. To increase the likelihood that an implemented lesson can be supported, analyse the 
models that would be acceptable to learn from. Consider if the comparator could be controversial 
or if it is incompatible with the political views, ideology, or cultural norms and values at home.  

3. Understanding: This refers to a systematic understanding of how the comparator works in 
practice. For example, consider: (i) how the policy or programme in question came about; (ii) what 
were the motivations to implement it in the first place; (iii) what the programme is intended to 
achieve; (iv) how it has been implemented in the emulating country; and (v) what factors have 
shaped and influenced it.  

Learning FROM other countries 
4. Assessing: Once a suitable example is found, think carefully about how the findings compare to 
what is known or can be found out about the policy environment at home. Consider the significant 
elements that made the programme successful and assess if there are similar conditions at home, 
and the impact of any differences in the potential operation and outcomes.  

5. Recommending: This is the final step in the policy comparison framework. It involves selecting 
an appropriate course of action to recommend, considering the particular context of the home 
country. Be sure that any modification does not damage the original concept and that the 
determinants of success of the programme have not been removed.  

 Getting beyond ‘context matters’ 

In the field of international development, ‘context’ is mentioned so frequently that saying ‘context 
matters’ has become a cliché. Applying this concept is a completely different story, however. It is 
challenging, and requires humility, to admit that as externals we do not know it all. In fact, many 
times we can get it wrong. Applying the lessons acquired elsewhere in the design and future 
implementation of a policy requires an understanding of the particular context in which the 
emulated programme occurred; and an assessment of whether similar constraints and conditions 
for success exist in the place where the new policy will be adopted.   

For example, implementing a standard vaccination programme in Colombia can be relatively 
simple, while implementing a similar programme in Nigeria can be extremely challenging. The 
experience of the Global Polio Eradication Initiative (GPIE) provides an illustrative example. In 
2003, the GPIE launched what was hoped to be the final campaign to achieve full polio 
immunisation in northern Nigeria. However, three states boycotted the campaign, with political and 
religious leaders claiming that the vaccine had been designed to cause infertility and AIDS in the 
majority Muslim population, as an act of revenge against the Muslim world following the September 
11 attacks in the US. Local leaders drew parallels with the US-led war in Iraq, claiming that if the 
US was fighting people in the Middle East, they were also fighting Muslims. These views were 
given credence by the discovery that, in 1996, 11 children died in northern Nigeria during a clinical 
trial conducted by the US drug giant Pfizer, without the informed consent of the children’s parents. 
This caused a strong backlash against Western medicine, including vaccinations. Without context, 
the same solution in two different countries could cause results diametrically opposed (Oxford 
Policy Management (OPM), upcoming). 
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When dealing with projects in a different context it could be that what we see is not all there is. In 
fact, it could be only a small part of the story. Our understanding of the policy implementation could 
be only superficial, ignoring the norms and values that are implicit in a culture, like the beliefs 
about vaccination in Nigeria. ‘Policies do not occur in a vacuum, they take place in complex 
political and social settings, in which groups with different bargaining power interact within 
changing rules as they pursue conflict of interests.’ (World Bank, 2007). Both the setting in the 
emulated country and the setting in the imitator country need to be studied for policy learning to be 
successfully translated into action.  

 Political learning 

Policy learning is concerned with lessons about policy content (problems, goals, instruments, 
implementation designs). However, the implementation of public policies does not depend only on 
valuable and doable proposals, it also requires ideas that have the political support to become a 
reality. There is a clear difference between knowing what to do, which depends on the 
accumulation and assimilation of information, and knowing how to do it, which generally comes 
through practice (Rose, 1991).  

Political learning focuses on the political feasibility of policies and on the understanding of the 
political environment. It is focused on policy processes. This type of learning refers to the 
navigation of the political arena. This includes lessons on: (i) how to advocate policy ideas; (ii) how 
to draw attention to the problems of interest to enhance the political feasibility of a policy response; 
(iii) probabilities of successful policy enactment; (iv) the constraints upon policy action; and (v) the 
political price and opportunity costs associated with pushing a given proposal or problem (May, 
1992). 

Political learning leads to alterations in behaviour due to experience. This type of learning 
generally takes place within an advocacy coalition, leading to more sophisticated advocacy of 
particular proposals or problems. Within these groups, one learns to challenge the validity of data 
used by opponents, to counter opponents’ causal arguments, to mobilise political opposition to 
opponents’ proposals, or to increase support for a particular policy of interest. Effective learning 
can help to build awareness of the political consequences of adopted policies, and judgement 
about whether a policy is adequate or not. Such lessons can help decision makers identify when a 
change of the political strategy may be required (Sabatier, in May P., 1992).  

 Policy networks 

Networks are a structural framework that can facilitate policy-oriented learning regarding a 
common problem. They are a source of ideas, information, analytical resources, and experience 
sharing. Policy networks offer an opportunity to interact with relevant stakeholders or experts in a 
particular field for information or advice. This is a natural space in which to spread ideas; judge, 
synthesise and evaluate research; and create awareness of new policy ideas or other existing 
networks. These groups could help to reinforce credibility and legitimacy (Stone, 2001). The 
process of learning is facilitated by the existence of a professional forum in which members of 
different coalitions may exchange views and interpretations of both problems and solutions 
(Sabatier, in Freeman, 2006).  

Networks are often built around specific institutions whose organisational objective is to promote 
knowledge sharing. The following are common examples of these types of ‘knowledge 
organisations’: 
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• Think tanks undertake lesson-drawing and cross-national comparison. They act as a 
`knowledge bank´ and are generally at the frontier of new ideas for a particular topic. They also 
play a role in ‘translating’ academic pieces into a format that is more conducive to policy use.  

• Foundations are involved in the transnational spread of programmes in a particular area. They 
provide key financial resources for think tanks and universities to conduct research and 
investigate the viability of transmitting policies developed elsewhere. 

• Universities: Education, research, and skills acquisition are major elements of policy 
transmission across borders. Transfer can take place through academics that are directly 
involved, foreign students sharing ideas in their home countries, or informal networks.  

The exchange of stories, ideas, theories, and experiences are a valuable part of learning. We learn 
with others as much as we learn from others. Networks of practice can be an opportunity to share 
not only specialist knowledge, but also government experience. Policy advice combines technical 
knowledge with political judgement. The professional interest in, or the focus on, a particular topic 
can bring together experts working in different institutions. These are groups of people that are 
linked together by what they do and their interest, but that do not necessarily know each other.  
(Rose, 1991; Brown and Duguid, 2000).  
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3 Recommendations 

3.1 Combining the theory with the practice 

Learning is inherent to human nature. Consciously or unconsciously, we are always learning, from 
ourselves and from each other. For countries, learning is just as natural: there is no doubt of its 
value. The literature and experience demonstrate that learning is possible and desirable, however 
it is not always practical. Learning is complex and a deep understanding of how it occurs is 
required, in order for it to be successful. Comprehending the motivations and constraints that 
underlie learning are key for its success. Nevertheless, learning is a means, not an end in itself. 
Learning is an instrument to improve the implementation of public policies through which we 
expect to achieve our objective: improving people’s quality of life. The focus of our attention is 
precisely on actionable learning.  

If unpacking and understanding learning is challenging, effecting change is even harder. Many 
aspects converge to determine the viability of a policy. Some are more evident than others. What 
is clear is that policy success does not depend only on a technically correct solution; administrative 
capacity and political support are also crucial determinant in the implementation of a programme. 
The strategic triangle framework proposes that for a lesson to be implemented – in other words, for 
a policy to occur – it needs to be valuable, but also doable (administratively feasible), and 
politically supportable. There is a difference between knowing what to do, and knowing how to do 
it.  

Learning can be about policy instruments, goals, and ideas, but it is also about politics – such as 
policy processes, and knowing how to navigate the political arena. One very important distinction 
that is not highlighted clearly enough in the literature is that what is learned, and the process of 
learning, depends on who is doing the learning. In this respect, there are two general groups that 
must be considered: the first are decision makers (ministers, politicians, CEOs of state-owned 
enterprises and institutes, etc.); the second, are civil servants (employees of the public sector). 
How each of these groups learn is very different, and embracing that distinction is key in order to 
facilitate policy learning and political learning, depending on what is needed. Table 2 below 
expands on some of the differences between these two groups.  

Table 2:  Difference between decision makers and civil servants 

 Decision makers Civil servants 

Main constraints Time, permanent pressure to deliver 
results fast. 

Authority, to put the topics of interest in 
the agenda. 

Time in office Short. Temporary appointment. 
Long. Generally part of the career in 
the public service. 
(Institutional memory).  

Scope of interest 
Broad. Generally responsible for 
overseeing the performance of the 
entire institution. 

Limited. Generally responsible of a 
particular area.  

Main interest How to do it. What to do. 

Associated type of 
learning 

1. Political learning.  
2. Policy learning (punctual needs). 

1. Policy learning (policy instruments, 
goals and ideas). 
2. Political learning (not common). 

Elaboration: The author 

 
Lessons can be drawn from the past, within a nation, or across organisations. However, learning 
does not occur in isolation. There is a context within which policies in the emulated country 
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occurred, factors that made it successful, and conditions that enabled its execution. Understanding 
that particular context, and comparing it to the one at home to assess the likelihood of success of 
the policy, is fundamental. When considering the feasibility of a specific lesson, an important but 
often overlooked element is to consider whether the models and systems of the emulated country 
are acceptable in the home country. For example, a right-wing government may reject lessons 
garnered from a left-wing government. Finally, networks can be a space in which to facilitate 
learning and ease some of the existing challenges.  

3.2 Proposal 

Drawing on the literature review and previous experiences, a new manner of facilitating the 
translation of action into learning is proposed.  

In the same way that a think tank is created to generate knowledge, generally at the frontier of new 
ideas, an action tank could be designed with the objective of translating existing knowledge into 
practice. The literature suggests that a policy network could be a space to share information, 
ideas, and experiences. It is also where ideas are contested and contrasted. There are a few 
aspects that should characterise this action tank: 

• It has a focus on both policy learning and political learning. 
• Learning occurs at two levels – decision makers and civil servants – requiring different types of 

knowledge and support. Decision makers are perhaps more interested in learning from 
someone with experience (someone who has done it before) how to act in a particular 
circumstance to push a reform. Their interest may be in regard to very specific questions, and 
they are likely to be subject strict time constraints. Civil servants, on the other hand, will be 
thinking about both the short term and the long term. Their main focus of interest will generally 
be policy learning. They are likely to have more time to consider alternatives, conduct analysis, 
and to generate recommendations.  

• The support that is offered is aligned with the time constraints faced by decision makers and 
civil servants.  

• The aim of the action tank is to offer practical support when required. One way to achieve a 
fast response is by creating a two-track policy network that is able to supply advice on policy 
knowledge and experience.  

Track 1: Policy and political learning for decision makers 

This first track will comprise a group of former decision makers that current decision makers can 
gain access to on request to seek punctual, discreet advice from a trusted, respected source in a 
safe environment. In this way, the network of former decision makers can share their personal 
experiences and lessons learned regarding policy success and failure, navigating the political 
arena, etc. Interactions could be arranged by Skype or phone, and could be complemented by an 
on-site visit if required.  

Track 2: Policy learning for civil servants 

This track will comprise staff/researchers that can provide a suite of services to partner 
governments. First, staff can help civil servants to translate academic knowledge into actionable 
lessons. For example, instead of just knowing that bed nets have a positive impact, this group 
would focus on understanding why bed nets had a positive impact. They could help to investigate 
what were the key elements of success in other countries, or the key challenges that needed to be 
overcome to achieve the desired results. Second, the staff could support the Track 1 services, by 
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providing time-sensitive analysis to assist the former decision makers in their engagement with the 
current decision makers. Third, the action tank could serve as a host organisation where civil 
servants from partner governments could complete a short-term secondment. The objective of 
these secondments would be to: (i) improve staff technical and research skills; (ii) expose 
technical-level civil servants to cross-country practices and lessons from around the region; and 
(iii) strengthen networks at the technical level between civil servants across the region.    
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Annex B Stakeholder analysis 

The objective of the stakeholder analysis is to identify those that are interested in the policy from 
the private sector, public sector, civil society, donors, and international organisations. The idea is 
to anticipate the kind of influence they could have, either positive or negative, and to develop 
strategies to get the most effective support possible and reduce any obstacles to successful 
implementation.  

Stakeholders can be classified as:  

• primary stakeholders: those directly affected by the project; 
• secondary stakeholders: actors whose involvement is only indirect or temporary;  
• key stakeholders: actors that are able to use their voice, skills, knowledge, or position of power 

to significantly exercise influence over a reform; and 
• veto power: those key stakeholders without whose support and participation the desired results 

cannot be achieved.  

Guidelines for a stakeholder analysis 

1. Define the scope of the mapping: Identify clearly the issue at stake. Define a suitable time to 
do the mapping and the conditions under which an update will be required. Policies and 
projects are dynamic, as are the people involved in reforms. Once the project starts 
implementation the initial assumptions will very likely need to be tested and the stakeholder 
analysis updated.  

The team that will be involved in the process is equally important. They could contribute new 
perspectives and a better understanding of the context.  

2. Identify the list of all the potential stakeholders. Consider, for example: direct beneficiaries, 
people with an interest in the project, and people possibly affected by the reform.  

3. Map the stakeholders. You could use a matrix similar to the one in Figure 7. For each of them 
identify: 

- their interest in the reform, on a scale from 1 to 10 (use the X axis). This can be 
associated with the likelihood of being affected by the policy or project; and 

- their power to affect the reform, on a scale from 1 to 10 (use the Y axis). Measures the 
influence they have over the project or policy, and to what degree they can help 
achieve, or block, the desired change. 

Stakeholders with: 

- high power and a strong degree of interest in the project are the people or 
organisations it is important to fully engage and bring on board; 

- low power but high interest are the group that need to be kept informed. They have 
the potential, if organised, to form the basis of an interest group or coalition that can 
lobby for change; 

- high power but low interest should be kept satisfied and ideally brought around as 
supporters for the proposed policy change (Overseas Development Institute, 2009); and  

- low power and low interest are the group to be monitored. As the dynamics of the 
relation changes and the project evolves, this group could gain relevance for the 
project.  
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Figure 7:  Matrix for stakeholders mapping 

 
 

4. Identify key stakeholders and assess the importance of these stakeholders for the 
reform or project to be implemented. To expand on the analysis made in Step 3 you could 
identify how relevant certain actors are to the project. Graphically, this can be measured by the 
size of the circle in Figure 8. Their position towards the issue could be identified by colours:  
green if they are supporters of the policy, yellow if their position is neutral, and red if they are 
against the project.    

 
Figure 8: Example of the matrix for stakeholders mapping  

 
5. Design strategies to engage and influence stakeholders. Once the key stakeholders have been 

defined, there is an opportunity to maximise the impact of the project. Framing key messages 
about the policy or project to be implemented can facilitate communication of its relevance. 
Anticipating responses for the position of key actors smooths the discussion and ease the 
search of an agreement.  


