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ONE - Policy Content and Context
in Implementation

MERILEE S. GRINDLE

THE politics of policy implementation has recently emerged as a
topic of interest for students of politics in both industrial and
Third World countries. Implementation has captured their atten-
tion because it is evident that a wide variety of factors—from the
availability .of sufficient resources to the structure of intergovern-
mental relations, from the commitment of lower level officials to
reporting mechanisms within the bureaucracy, from the political
leverage of opponents of the policy to accidents of timing, luck,
and seemingly unrelated events—can and do frequently intervene
between the statement of policy goals and their actual achievement
in«the-society. Such factors can account for the “often imperfect
correspondence between policies adopted and services actually de-
livered.”* Attempts to explain this divergence have led to the
realization that implementation, even when successful, involves
far more than a mechanical translation of goals into routine pro-
cedures; it involves fundamental questions about conflict, decision
making, and “who gets what” in a society.?

It was during the late 1960s and early 1970s that a series of
useful and provocative books and articles appeared in the United
States dealing explicitly with the problems of implementation.
Many of these were stimulated by the desire to explain why the
programs of the Great Society of the Johnson Administration had

Note: 1 am indebted to Norman Uphoff of the Center for International
Studies, Cornell University, for invaluable comments, suggestions, and in-
sights into the problems of implementation in the Third World.

1 D. Van Meter and C. Van Horn, “The Policy Implementation Process:
A Conceptual Framework,” Administration and Society, 6, No. 4 (February
1975), 446.

2 The phrase is Harold Lasswell’s. See his Politics: Who Gets What, When,
How (New York: Meridian, 1958).
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ONE - Grindle

not achieved the results they predicted.® Each of these studies con-
sidered how the policy or program itself—its goals, implementing
design, and availability of resources—helped shape the observed
outcomes. In addition, however, the studies revealed other ex-
planatory variables in the division of political power in the society
and in the conflict and influences brought to bear on implementing
decisions, factors that focused attention on the broader environ-
ment in which the programs were pursued. More recently, there
have appeared several studies that have attempted to define the
parameters of a general process of implementation by cataloguing
the range of variables that intervene in it and by specifying some
of the relationships among such variables.*

Explicit considerations of the frequent disparity between goals
and outcomes in the implementation of public policy in the Third
World, however, have tended to focus more narrowly on the ad-
ministrative apparatus and procedures of implementing bureaucra-
cies or on the characteristics of bureaucratic officials.® Until now,

3 See, for examples of case studies of policy delivery, M. Derthick, New
Towns In-Town: Why a Federal Program Failed (Washington, D.C.: The
Urban Institute, 1972); M. Derthick, Uncontrollable Spending for Social
Services Grants (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 1975);
A. Heidenheimer and M. Parkinson, “Equalizing Educational Opportunity
in Britain and the United States: The Politics of Implementation,” in
W. Gwyn and G. Edwards, III, eds., Perspectives on Public Policymaking,
15 (New Orleans, La.: Tulane Studies in Political Science, 1975); P. Ler-
mack, “Hookers, Judges, and Bail Forfeitures: The Importance of Internally
Generated Demands on Policy Implementing Institutions,” Administration
and Society, 8, No. 4 (February 1977); J. Murphy, “The Education Bu-
reaucracies Implement Novel Policy: The Politics of Title 1 of ESEA, 1965-
1972,” in A. P. Sindler, ed., Policy and Politics in America: Six Case Stud-
ies (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1973); G. Orfield, The Reconstruction of
Southern Education (New York: John Wiley, 1969); J. Pressman and
A. Wildavsky, Implementation (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1973).

4 See E. Bardach, The Implementation Game (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1977); E. Hargrove, The Missing Link: The Study of the Implemen-
tation of Social Policy (Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute, 1975);
T. B. Smith, “The Policy Implementation Process,” Policy Sciences, 4, No. 2
(June 1973); Van Meter and Van Horn, “Policy Implementation Process”;
D. Van Meter and C. Van Horn, “The Implementation of Intergovern-
mental Policy,” in C. Jones and R. Thomas, eds., Public Policy Making in
a Federal System (Beverly Hills, Calif.: Sage Publications, 1976); W. Wil-
liams, “Implementation Analysis and Assessment,” Policy Analysis (Sum-
mer 1975).

5 See R. Gurevich, “Teachers, Rural Development, and the Civil Service
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ONE - Policy Content and Context

there has been little attention given to linking characteristics of
policies and programs to their subsequent implementation, to re-
lating implementation problems to characteristics of the political
regimes in which they are pursued, or to exploring the general na-
ture of implementation in the Third World.® These are the interests
that have stimulated the editing of this volume.

More specifically, this book is the result of a conviction held by
its contributors that the implementation process is especially cen-
tral to politics in the countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America
and is thus worthy of investigation and analysis. The chapters in
this collection are addressed to two broad questions about im-
plementation in general that are related by the authors to the
specific conditions surrounding the execution of public programs
in the Third World. First, the authors are concerned with the im-
pact of content: What effect does the content of public policy have
on its implementation? A second question, about context, is of
equal concern to them: How does the political context of admin-
istrative action affect policy implementation? Such questions are
of interest to these scholars because they share a common per-
spective about implementation itself. For them, it is an ongoing
process of decision making by a variety of actors, the ultimate out-
come of which is determined by the content of the program being
pursued and by the interaction of the decision makers within a

in Thailand,” Asian Survey, 15, No. 10 (October 1975); H. Hart, “The Vil-
lage and Development Administration,” in J. Heaphey, ed., Spatial Dimen-
sions of Development Administration (Durham, N.C.: Duke University
Press, 1971); S. Heginbotham, Cultures in Conflict: The Four Faces of In-
dian Bureaucracy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1975); J. Honey,
Toward Strategies for Public Administration Development in Latin America
(Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 1968); M. Kriesberg, Public
Administration in Developing Countries (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings
Institution, 1965); A. Raper, Rural Development in Action: The Compre-
hensive Experiment at Comilla, East Pakistan (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1970); S. Wallman, Take Out Hunger: Two Case Studies of
Rural Development in Basutoland (London: Athlone, 1970).

6 Exceptions to this statement can be found in P. Cleaves, Bureaucratic
Politics and Administration in Chile (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1974); R. Daland, Brazilian Planning: Development Politics and Ad-
ministration (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University of North Carolina Press, 1967);
L. Graham, Civil Service Reform in Brazil (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1968); M. Grindle, Bureaucrats, Politicians, and Peasants in Mexico:
A Case Study in Public Policy (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1977); F. Riggs, Administration in Developing Countries: The Theory of
Prismatic Society (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1964).
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