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Abstract. The article assumes that the search for legitimacy (politics) and the 
demand for public governance efficiency and effectiveness (policies) are closely 
intertwined and cannot be separated either structurally or substantively. The 
legitimacy of policies is not simply a consequence of the legitimacy of political 
power, but is created by bringing stakeholders together in the process of policy 
making and implementing. Therefor policy needs to be managed in order to restrict 
unpredictability when formulating and implementing collective choices. We argue 
that the policy initiator should act as policy manager binding the whole process 
from the idea to the results.

Keywords: policy process; policy process management; legitimacy and 
effectiveness binding

Policy science has become an independent discipline in order to provide grounds 
for necessary public measures and to plan their implementation (Lasswell 1970).  
These are essentially research activities, based on the assumption that the policy 
process takes place in a relatively stable environment, in which organization 
prevails over chaos. Policy-making is a kind of social engineering that takes 
into account the particularities of the spontaneous processes occurring in a given 
community of people, and corrects and changes those particularities. In this view, 
policy has nothing in common with legitimacy, which is a characteristic of political 
power. Powerful representatives have the right to formulate the collective will in 
considering the formal principles and rules. Policy consists of expertise more than 
of interests, of technique more than of ideas. Politics deals with the legitimacy, 
policies - with the effectiveness and efficiency. This largely simplistic understanding 
underlies the distinction between traditional political science and policy studies. 
And although the reciprocal relationship between politics and policies has never 
been denied, this idea remains rather marginal in scholarship.

The distinction between politics and policy gave the new research field the 
opportunity to be developed. However, the policy science challenged the politics 
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raising questions that confused classical views. Who makes policy and what the 
role of legislature and political parties in this process? Do the policy networks erode 
the democratic politics or contrary – support it? Is the implementation technical 
process and could the legislation be interpreted or even supplemented at this stage? 
Weather the policy paradigm change could start through the implementation? Is the 
expertise matter more than the political will? And how they could be act together 
without contradictions and in the same direction? All these questions answers lie in 
the intersection of politics and policies and their complex reciprocity.

The policy researches make evident the current democracy weaknesses to 
organize politically the human communities. Harold Lasswell used the same 
argument for proving the need of policy science development. He stressed out 
the fact that political interests and their representation is not relevant ground for 
rationality search in governance. At least 4 decades Lasswell’ s approach worked. 
The main raison that made the policies and policy analysis worked is the postwar 
democracy stability built on the afterwar social consensus. The politics legitimated 
the political power that gave the managerial rights to influential experts. In this 
situation the technical approach to policy became possible. The traditional political 
science stayed unchangeable although the practical inclusion of societal actors in 
the policy process. 

The actual politics, and especially the disputed legitimacy of the decisions, 
regardless of the existence of a legitimate right to adopt them, changes the theoretical 
framework described above. Currently the power legitimacy is nothing but the base 
for the policy process run. The policy effectiveness and efficiency, even proven, 
are not enough. Policy needs additional legitimization and greater efforts to reach 
agreement on the collective will. 

Policy process, generally, is largely characterized by unpredictability. This is 
true even when the policies are adequately developed using well-chosen methods, 
and are based on reliable information. The policy process takes place in time, and 
the longer the time, the smaller the probability the desired results will be achieved. 
Due to the distance in time between the decision and the planned results, there is a 
great probability the environment of the policy process will change in such a way 
as to make impossible the achievement of the collective goals for which it was 
initiated.

The professional analyses of policies entail the use of methods for identifying 
and managing risks in order to reduce the number of failures. Moreover, these 
analyses take into account the risks and propose collective choice according to 
their probability: the research goal is to make the proposed policy design stable 
over time (Howlett et al. 2018). 

However, the problem of unpredictability remains. For a number of reasons, the 
problem has even grown in the last few decades (Bentley, David 2021). The world 
pandemic in 2019 and the war in Ukraine have strengthened the feeling that the 
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world and its societies are becoming increasingly unmanageable. The attempts to 
explain this feeling in terms of deviations and violation of the principles of liberal 
democracy, market capitalism or the international order are not convincing enough. 
This is because, on the one hand, these are ideal types, which in reality appear 
in different ways. On the other hand, as real types, they are the product of a past 
historical period and their restored form (even if we knew what that should be) is 
hardly possible. Development always advances, even if we qualify it as a regress 
from a past state of social relations. 

Revealing the grounds for increasing unpredictability in policies is related to an 
assertion that is as philosophical as it is metaphorical: “We live in a quantum world, 
not a Newtonian world” (Paquet 1996). At first glance, this idea seems unrelated to 
policy-making. But in fact it is.

Since policies are a kind of engineering aimed at communities, they achieve 
their objective through changes in the behavior of individuals, and not directly, 
through legitimate decision-making. If this correlation between the measures and 
the needed changes in the behavior of independent individuals were disregarded, 
there could practically be no path to success. The exception to this rule are the 
communities that are completely subordinated to a political leader, or that have 
a high social capital, thanks to which the individual thinks and acts through the 
collective. In all other cases, a simplistic or erroneous understanding as to how 
the individuals concerned adapt to the policies, or as to the interaction between 
the stakeholders, or as to the distribution of influence and power resources in the 
community, or as to dependencies external to the internal policies, would makes 
it hard to achieve success and would greatly increase the probability of failure. 
Underlying the design of concrete policies is a certain idea as to the mediated 
connection between a series of public measures and their desired consequences.  

The greatest simplification among those that can lead any policy process to 
failure is the perception of the process as a “Newtonian world” in which the impact 
of policies automatically turns into desired changes within the community involved. 
This amounts to thinking of concrete policies as causes, and of the implementation 
results as consequences. It is not a new idea that once formulated policy would be 
implemented (Smith 1973).

The policy process – from the idea to the social changes, contains whole series 
of connections that often are disregarded. The obvious disregarded connection, 
mentioned above, is related to the transformative power of the behavior of the 
individuals. If a change of regulations on labor income leads to reduction of 
employers’ labor costs, what would be the result: increased employment, or 
technological renewal, or better working conditions, or increased consumption 
among employers? In fact, the answer to the question lies in the attitudes and 
behavior of the employers involved. Similarly, if we reduced the VAT on concrete 
services, would this lead to reduced prices or to increased profit for those offering 
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the services? There is no general answer to these questions. The answer depends on 
the concrete situation. It largely depends on the attitudes of those who’s independent 
behavior is mediating the production of policy results.  

The professional analysis of policies seems to resolve this difficulty by comparing 
alternative solutions to the problem. Such analysis forecasts or prognosticates the 
eventual consequences of some measure or other and, by identifying the degree 
of match between the consequences and the introduced indicators of achievement 
of goals, justifies the necessary and possible choice between existing alternatives 
(Patton and Sawicki 1993). In practice, policy analysis compares alternative lines 
of movement from impact to result, from policies to changes in the community. 

The policy analysis nowadays tries to deal with the uncertainty (Jensen et al. 
2016). However, the failures persist (Howlett et al. 2015).

The notion of a “quantum world” leads to a different understanding of social 
processes. The latter are seen as unpredictable due to the impossibility of determining 
the place and behavior of the participants in those processes at any moment of their 
individual development. 

Translated to policy process, the quantum view of the world entails the following 
assumptions. 

1. It is impossible to foresee the development of the position of key and non-key 
stakeholders in policy process. Even of their positions are clear at the start of the 
process, over time they may change in ways that considerably influence the policies 
and their results. 

2. Neither the interest, nor the influence of stakeholders is invariable. These 
are variables that depend on how a concrete participant in the process reflects the 
behavior of the other participants and the changes occurring in the environment. 

3. The mutual recognition between key participants, which underlies the 
formation of policy networks, is an unforeseeable process. It depends much more 
on random factors than on some kind of social engineering aimed at creating 
sufficient resource for conducting the policies. The entry of a participant lacking 
formal authority in the network of policies depends much more on chance than on 
his purposeful behavior in this respect. The same is true for participants having 
formal authority, insofar as they need to prove themselves, to disseminate and 
create public support for their policies. 

4. Public policies resemble, albeit approximately, “Schrödinger’s cat”. Whether 
they work or not, whether they achieve the aims for which they were initiated, 
can be established only by an external observer in the person of the individuals 
and groups affected. Even if the policy process achieves demonstrable results 
corresponding to the preliminary plan, the external observer might find that nothing 
has been achieved or that the thing achieved is not the right one. 

It is hard to say why the world is a quantum world or whether this is a temporary 
condition. Very probably, deterritorialization, mobility, the open society, and, 
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related to these, the breakdown of the nation state are the causes of growing chaos 
at the expense of organization and management. At the same time, a return to closed 
social systems seems not only undesirable but also impossible. The question is what 
are we to do in a situation where random, unforeseeable factors are much more 
important than the causal connections discovered on the basis of past experience. 

At least two factors create uncertainty and randomness of policies in nation 
states: the limited political stability and the lack of social capital that (based on 
values, beliefs and ideas) unites the communities of citizens.  

Whatever meaning we attach to political stability, whatever the indicators we 
use to identify it, this stability is rather lacking in the modern democratic world. 
The traditional parties are losing their influence and cannot find a new face for 
themselves. The new parties are mainly connected to past nationalism and, as 
they are unable to respond to topical problems, their behavior is in most cases 
unsystematic. Especially in the new democracies, nearly every political choice 
gives birth to a new political party, which occupies a newly opened electoral 
niche without creating conditions for effective public management. However, a 
constant problem accompanying the current development of democracies is the 
disputed legitimacy of political power and the inability of electoral procedures to 
guarantee that legitimacy. This problem has long ceased to be associated with the 
concrete political entity assuming power. It is a structural problem arising from 
the impossibility of attaining the kind of social consensus that enables a legitimate 
power to act – to formulate, express and realize the collective will.    

The social capital and legitimacy of a political power are reciprocally connected. 
Each is the precondition of the other. Similarly, the lack of either one is a precondition 
for the lack of the other. At state level, the exhaustion of the uniting force of the 
national ideal is a great challenge. But this is not coincidental: the social, cultural 
and territorial differences and identifications within nations are far stronger than 
the feeling of national affiliation. That is why there is no obvious national ideal. 
The formulating of the ideal passes through the everyday course of public policies 
and collective choices made in dealing with concrete problems. Major topics that 
subsume and determine all other decisions rarely appear. Thus, every collective 
choice becomes questionable even when generally shared principles exist.    

This does not imply that public governance is impossible. On the contrary, it 
becomes increasingly important because it can partially compensate for the lack of 
political stability or social capital. It may even create preconditions for regaining 
them.

Policy process management 
Policy process is neither something obvious nor spontaneous. It is not obvious 

because it involves many actors with various social roles and various ideas about the 
development of the community. The process brings to the fore one of the competing 
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ideas and makes it legitimate. The application of this idea eventually leads to the 
desired social change. 

Nor is the process spontaneous, because different configurations of actors 
participate at its various stages, and the conclusion of one stage does not 
automatically mean that the next stage will run its course in the expected way. 
Even some incentive – internal or external to the social organization – stimulates 
the policy process, that incentive may be interrupted at many points of its course, 
thereby failing to provoke the desired social change. At first glance the possibility 
of interruption refers to a specific stage of the policy process – the so-called 
implementation (DeLeon and DeLeon 2002). But in fact it pertains to the whole 
process. The policy incentive might not lead to putting the respective problem on 
the agenda of the public authorities. Even if the authorities commit to its solution, 
the formulation of socially acceptable goals might not occur. And even if they were 
eventually formulated, this does not necessarily mean the desired results will be 
achieved. And finally, achieving the results does not necessarily mean they will be 
assessed as favorable. 

On the one hand, interruptions of the policy process, rather than being an 
exception, happen as a rule. Every stage of the policy cycle creates an intermediate 
result: a problem, a goal, a decision about the goal, instruments, results and 
assessment of results. The process advances when these intermediate results of 
the policy process become acceptable to the public, i.e., when the stakeholders 
accept them and adapt to them; hence the possibility of interruption necessarily 
accompanies the process. The development of the process in time and the inevitable 
changes taking place in the social environment additionally increase this possibility.  

Thus, it is not enough to know what must be done. It is not enough that the 
stakeholders are convinced of the necessity of the measures propose. These are 
necessary but not sufficient conditions for a successful policy process. The process 
must be managed in such a way that the result – the desired social changes – be 
achieved. This means solving multiple problems that might arise in the course of 
the process. 

The management of the policy process – as any other management – involves 
mostly making situational decisions for adaptation to newly arising problems 
so that the organizational goal remains achievable. At the same time, the policy 
process has obvious bottlenecks at which what was achieved in the previous stage 
either cannot be carried on to the following stage or must be reformulated in an 
unexpected direction. 

The policy process has a vertical dimension going from principles and general 
lines to instruments and concrete practices (Page 2006). The process, however, 
cannot be interpreted and hence can be neither studied nor planned as a whole. This 
vertical dimension is provided through the structure of the public authorities and 
through the fact that the result achieved at the top level (public goals set down in the 
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normative document or the strategy) is realized at the following level through the 
formulation of more concrete goals. This is the logic of the shift from strategic to 
operative level in the structure of public management (Танев 2013). Following the 
structural approach, this vertical process is often explained in terms of the hierarchy 
where the direction is top-bottom and every consecutive level is due to implement 
the decision taken above. Having in mind the seminal literature on implementation 
starting with Pressman and Wildavsky (Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973) every level 
independently of its place in the hierarchical structure develops the decision that 
implement and search the effective tools for results achievement. This horizontal 
policy process is at least so important as the vertical shift from principals to concrete 
practices.

The vertical policy process goes on for a long time and its management is, 
as a whole, not possible. The translation of the principles and general lines into 
instruments and concrete practices transform the big intentions in small, seemingly 
insignificant, social changes: the goal of improving the quality of life turns into 
laying several kilometers of asphalt or changing the windows of several schools, or 
reducing – imperceptibly to people – the air’s dust content. The connection between 
the initial goal and the final result is not made obvious.   

The vertical policy process actually consists of horizontal policy cycles 
connected through the structure. Precisely these are the managed elements. This 
is feasible at the separate level of public governance thanks to the easily traceable 
goal and result of the policy process. The separate level of public governance can be 
compared far more to an organization that can be managed – albeit with difficulty 
because of strong dependence on external factors. 

The policy process manager
Despite the obvious need to travel the path from idea to social change, no one 

in fact manages the policy process. Everywhere in the democratic world, the very 
structure of public governance does not permit that the policy process be managed. 
The decision to do something is made in one place, the plan is designed in another, 
activities are conducted in yet another, and the results are accepted or rejected at still 
another. Thus, the different parts of the policy cycle are implemented by different 
people and structures. However, the process is a whole (Kingdon 1984; Howlett et 
al. 2009). The idea is meaningful if the decision to realize it is made; the decision is 
realized through certain activities that additionally shape it; the social change occurs 
only if individuals adapt their behavior to the new rules or services. Ultimately, 
what eventuates corresponds only relatively to the initial idea. That is because 
many individuals, with various interests, values and beliefs, participate in the idea’s 
implementation in practice, especially since these people change over time.

But nevertheless, the process is not unmanageable. The problem is that it is not 
clear who should be managing it. 



371

Managing the Policy Process: From Legitimacy to Effectiveness...

Such a management role exists both in Paul Sabatier’s advocacy coalition 
(Sabatier 1987) and in John Kingdon’s multiple streams (Kingdon 1984). 
According to Kingdon, the management function is carried out by the policy 
entrepreneur, who unites the three streams that, together and simultaneously, make 
policies possible. According to Sabatier, the person managing is the policy broker, 
who actively disseminates ideas on social development. In fact, this is one and 
the same role, although the concrete activities of those assuming it are different 
in the two theoretical frameworks. The role is the same because both Kingdom’s 
entrepreneur and Sabatier’s broker actively manage the policy process in order for 
it to take place and achieve the desired results. However, in the process, the broker 
and entrepreneur manage the bottelnecks, which is identified differently by the two 
theoretical frameworks.  

Process management is necessary because the process cannot occur by itself. 
The main task of the process is to connect the independent sub-processes, which 
might be mutually discrepant and thus harm the process as a whole. As every sub-
process is unique, a universal bottleneck cannot be identified for all. Identifying 
the bottleneck is one of the first tasks that the policy process management should 
perform. Both Kingdon’s entrepreneur and Sabatier’s broker have precisely defined 
functions, which are only part of the management process. Only the initiator of the 
policy (whoever he/she may be) is connected with the whole process, ranging from 
the idea through the idea’s implementation and to the desired result. The reason 
why the initiator is connected with the process is not at all important – he/she may 
be positively connected with the result, or may simply share certain values and 
ideas, or may have a mission. If his/her idea travels the whole path and leads to 
social change, that means the community of citizens concerned has united around 
that idea and has chosen a certain course of development. 

We thus come to a significant contradiction in modern practices. We are used 
to thinking that the representative power, or possibly the public administration, are 
at the start of the policy process. According to the classical Weberian logic, these 
representatives make polices thanks to the public position they have received. And 
while the non-governmental organizations, in putting pressure on the people in 
power, are forced to seek the consensus of the state and of society, the representative 
power and the public administration act by virtue of their own authority. Under 
such an interpretation, the success of the policy depends on the will, motivation, 
knowledge and skills of the elected representatives and the appointed state experts. 
But there is something more to be said. 

Every policy initiator, even if he/she has political power and expertise, needs 
sufficient state and public support for his/her policy. Even if they know what to do, they 
might not succeed in doing it. And if the decision-making process depends on certain 
regulated majorities, the public attitudes and moods, the behavior of stakeholders, 
trust in power, and external factors do not depend on the policy initiator; what is 
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more, they do not even follow the established rules and laws. How can “organized 
chaos” (Kingdon 2001) be managed? And especially Who could do this?

There is an irreconcilable contradiction between the Weberian structure of 
the state and the need to achieve policy results effectively. The problem is not so 
much in formulating goals and making decisions, where entrepreneurs (according 
to Kingdon) and brokers (according to Sabatier) appear. The problem is mostly in 
the implementation and creation of desired results, where traditional administration, 
even professional, even non-corrupt, performs instead of achieving goals. And a 
change in the professional behavior and attitudes of the administration is not enough. 
The creation of flexible and independent administrative structures, whose work is 
evaluated by the results achieved and not by the fulfillment of the tasks set, is what 
can bring about lasting change. However, this suggests that we also recognize the 
fallacy of the last 3-4 decades that this change is possible through the transfer of 
public functions to private commercial companies. The administration must act as 
an entrepreneur, because the private enterpreneur does not serve the common goals, 
nor is it accountable to the community. We need to bind legitimacy and effectiveness 
simply because they are bound in the minds and attitudes of citizens. 

REFERENCES
TANEV, T., 2013. Dŭrzhavnichestvoto, Sofia: Sv. Kl. Okhridski.
BENTLEY, M., M. DAVID, 2012. Unpredictability as doctrine: 

Reconceptualising foreign policy strategy in the Trump era. Cambridge 
Review of International Affairs, 34(3), 383 – 406.

DELEON, P., L. DELEON, 2002. What ever happened to policy 
implementation? An alternative approach. Journal of public 
administration research and theory, 12(4), 467 – 492.

HOWLETT, Michael, Michael RAMESH, and XUN WU, 2015. Understanding 
the persistence of policy failures: The role of politics, governance and 
uncertainty. Public Policy and Administration 30. 3 – 4, 209 – 220.

HOWLETT, Michael, Giliberto CAPANO, and Mishra RAMESH. 2018. 
Designing for robustness: Surprise, agility and improvisation in policy 
design. Policy and Society 37.4, 405 – 421.

JENSEN, Olivia, and XUN WU, 2016. Embracing uncertainty in policy-
making: The case of the water sector, Policy and Society 35.2, 115 – 123.

HOWLETT, Michael, Michael RAMESH, and Anthony PERL, 2009. 
Studying public policy: Policy cycles and policy subsystems. Vol. 3. 
Oxford: Oxford university press.

KINGDON, John W., 2001. Speech delivered at the Second Annual Quello 
Telecommunications Policy and Law Symposium. Michigan State 
University. Washington D.C.



373

Managing the Policy Process: From Legitimacy to Effectiveness...

KINGDON, John W., and Eric STANO, 1984. Agendas, alternatives, and 
public policies. Vol. 45. Boston: Little, Brown.

LASSWELL, Harold D., 1970. The emerging conception of the policy 
sciences, Policy sciences 1.1, 3 – 14.

PAQUET, Gilles, 1997. States, communities and markets: The distributed 
governance scenario. Faculty of Administration, University of Ottawa.

PAGE, Edward, 2006. Тhe origin of policy. In: MORAN, M.; M. REIN; 
R. E. GOODIN, (eds.). The Oxford handbook of public policy. Oxford 
University Press, 207 – 227.

PATTON, C. V., D. S. SAWICKI, D. S.,1993. Basic methods of policy 
analysis and planning, 3rd ed., Routledge.

PRESSMAN, J. L., A. Wildavsky, A., 1973. Implementation, Berkeley, 
University of California Press.

SABATIER, Paul A., 1987. Knowledge, policy-oriented learning, and policy 
change: An advocacy coalition framework, Knowledge 8.4, 649 – 692.

SMITH, T. B., 1973. The policy implementation process. Policy sciences, 
4(2), 197 – 209.

 Prof. Tatiana Tomova, DSc.
Sofia University 

Sofia, Bulgaria
E-mail: t.tomova@phls.uni-sofia.bg


