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Assessing Policy Success and Failure: Targets, Aims and Processes

I ntroduction

Academics, politicians and commentators have frequenplsesged concerns about the
guality of policy making and implementation by governméfttsexample, Clarke 2014)
Indeed, there has been considerable interest in thds ffigflected in ongoing debates about
the role of evidence and expertise (Davies et al. 2000; Nutkly 2007; Rutter 2012), the
ability of Parliament to scrutinise legislation effectivéBrazier et al. 2008; Fox and Korris
2010; Russell and Gover 2017), and how to assess the succestuemoffaolicies (Bovens
and "Hart 1996; McConnell 2010a; King and Crewe 2013; Raynsford 2016; Dunlop 2017).
With regards to ideas of success and failure, McConnell (20168apaade important
contributions to the debate, highlighting that at times jotggs can be rather abstract,
subjective and can vary widely across different sphergexarnment activity and across
countries. Yet ideas of policy success and policy failure pnisimgly remain ubiquitous.
Whether for policy makers, the media or peaeral public, it is very difficult to be ‘for’
policy failure and ‘against’ policy success. McConnell (2010a, 2) suggests thdthe word
‘successis pleasing to the eye and comforting to the ear. Itfieed good word that neatly
captures human beings’ desires to achieve goals and attain happirfdssvertheless, while
claims of policy success are common, as McConnell (2010ao283) as a subject ‘it IS

rarely tackled directly and systematically’.

This article argues that in some instances a cleaserrpiof what might constitute success or
failure can be developed by considering the intentions lafypmakers, an idea broadly

similar to Marsh andcConnell’s (2010, 571) concepion of ‘programmatic success’ (see



also, McConnell 2010a). Drawing on the literatures notedelband using, in particular, two
case studies from the United Kingdom Parliament, the inttauof the national minimum
wage, and the expansion of Academy schools, the artgiigits the value of using a
framework that focuses on identifying the stated aims ofiaypand whether they are met. It
suggests that in doing this, consideration be given to aetaipely broad goals), targets
(specific outcomes that might be relatively easily soead) and processes (procedures or
mechanisms intended to enable aims and targets to be achié\ele)reflecting the
challenges of identifying relatively objective measuresaed by many commentators, the
article contributes to considerations of the framewadanst which policy success and
failure can be judged, in particular in relation to an agmidy simple question: what were the

stated aims of the policies and were they met?

Theorising Policy Success and Failure

McConnell (2010a) highlights the relative paucity of acadensearch into policy success,
discussing four earlier studies that had explicitly focused, dy Kerr (1976), Ingram and
Mann (1980), Bovens et al. (2001) and Prasser (2006). In cotivarst have been many
studies that have focused on policy failure, including tihhysdBovens et al. (2001), Bovens
and ’t Hart (1996), Dunleavy (1995), King and Crewe (2013) and Moran (2001 and 2003).
However, while a fairly consistent element of studieis &area has been the recognition
that whether the aims of a policy have been met immportant aspedh judging its success

it has, perhaps surprisingly, also been fairly weak. Trosiésof the key aspects of assessing

success and failure that this article seeks to bring toadiee fore.



Policy Success

While concentrating largely on the challengéinding a workable definition of ‘policy’ and
what constitutes ‘public’, Kerr’s article, ‘The Logic of “Policy” and Successful Policies’,

argues that there are ‘formal conditions which must be considered, regardlessmext, for
any policy to be evaluated’ (Kerr 1976, 352, emphasis in original). She also suggests tha
important that the conditions @lid be general and applicable to ‘any policy’. However, the
view that ‘a policy that does not fail is successful’ (Kerr 1976, 362) is rather simplistic, and,

as discussed below, McConnell (2010a), in particular, takegdicant step forward by
proposng a spectrum from ‘complete success’ to ‘complete failure’. Nonetheless, Kerr

usefully discusses how a policy might succeed, or not fail, if it could be ‘implemented’,
‘effective’ or ‘normatively justifiable’ (Kerr 1976, 359). Indeed, she considers sdvera
theoretical examples, with success or failure in @d¢he three terms possible, so that from
her perspective, for example, a policy could be sucakgaiplemented but might still fail

to be justifiable in the eyes of the public. In terms &¢afveness, Kerr suggests that a policy
might be judged by whether or not its goal or purpose hasfbl#lad, seeing this in terms
that ‘we would consider the policy to be ineffective as an instrument for achieving the goal’

if it was not met (Kerr 1976, 360). However, as this artiobpleasises, it is important to be
able to clearly identify the goals or purpose of a policpteeit is possible to consider

whether or not they have been achieved, and this is notsabtaaghtforward.

An emphasis on regaising aims was evident in Ingram and Mann’s, Why Policies Succeed

or Fail, with Nagel noting in the introduction to that book:



‘There are a variety of ways of classifying post-adoppolicy failures. One
dimension is in terms of the subjective intent @ tkecision makers versus the
objective reality. In terms of intent, a policy is acess if it achieves its goals
and a failure if it does not. In terms of reality, a polewisuccess if its benesfit
minus its costs are maximised or at least positive, reggs dif whether the

benefits or costs were intended’ (Nagel 1980, 8, emphasis in original).

These are important points. However, we again encounterobém of success or failure,
with no space in between. Indeedpcus on the intent of policy makers might suggest that if
the benefit that is achieved is unintendexthe intended outcomes are not achieved,
whatever positive outcomes the policy leads to, it id latsee how it can be viewed as
‘successful’. A particularly significant contribution to understandingippbkuccess was
made by the book Success and Failure in Public Governance (Bowan2@01). It
examines case studies from six European countries acregsficy areas, tracing particular
policy tasks and challenges\d takes a more nuanced view of ‘success’, recognising that

there are a variety of factors, temporal, politispltial and cultural, that may affect
judgements, and that assessments of success may vdiffeiant people and at different
times. The more recent contributions in this area lbgbdhnell and the Institute for

Government, which to some extent builds upon his approaellisoussed below.

Policy Failure

The literature that has focused on failure is more sotigtéahan that concerned with success.

However, it has frequently been principally concerned extdimining established policy

failures and explaining them, rather than closely analysiagims of a policy and the



perceptions of failure. Bovens et al. (2001) and McConnell (2Q1i@&)ight the appeal, and
also some of the problenmsf focusing on failure, with the former noting, for examplet
‘Great planning disasters make for great reading, but they are unreliable as the sole source for
a study of the general state of contemporary governance’ (Bovens et al. 2001, 10). In one of
the best-knowiscussions of this subject, Bovens and ’t Hart analysed twenty-Six cases of
what they believed were ‘clear-cut policy fiascoes’ (Bovens and ’t Hart 1996, ii) across a
range of Western liberal democracies and a variety lafypareas. They sought to contribute
to ongoing political debates about the desirability and feagibil government action, and to
look empirically for reasons why policies might fail. Trergue that if the reasons were
more case-specific than general, then that miglpt sigbport arguments for government
action, countering neoliberal critiques of state intetieen They also argue that, over time,
more and more policies have been implemented by govetsna that, almost inevitably,
more policies have gone wrong. In addition, great expgentabf the ability of governments
to solve problems were bound to be disappointed, so‘that analysis suggests that the
alleged ubiquity of failure is as much a product of socipkeetations and political ideology

as it is due to substéine failures in public service delivery’ (Bovens and ’t Hart 1996, 154).

More recently, King and Crewe examined The Blunders of our Governments {2048)
United Kingdom over a thirty-yeaieriod. They differentiate ‘blunders’ from other forms of
policy failure, such as ‘policy disappointments’ or mistaken judgements. For them, blunders
totally fail to achieve their objectives, waste very lasgms of public money or cause
widespread human distress, are eventually abandonedeosed, and were foreseeable and
avoidable. They suggest that blunders in the UK tend to sbameon problems, occurring
for both structural reasons, such as a lack of deliberatid accountability, and behavioural

reasons, including ministerial hyper-activity, cultursicdnnect (the failure to recognise the



values and assumptions of those affected by policies), @@rdt@mnal disconnect (the failure
to take account of issues of implementation), on whicletlsealso a substantial literature

(for example, Pressman and Wildavsky 1973; Lipsky 1980; Mdth995). As with much of
the literature here, while there is a thread within theikwiat relates to the explicit aims of
policies, for the most part it is a small aspect oir twer analysis, with a blunder occurring

when a government adopts a course of action and, largeligally due to its own mistakes,

‘either fails completely to achieve those objectivesiams achieve some or all of
them but at a disproportionate cost, or else does achiewe @oall of them but
contrives at the same time to cause a significant amount of ‘collateral damage’ in

the form of unintended and undesired consequérnEasy and Crewe 2013, 4).

As with Kerr’s (1976) work, this suggests that a policy could be judged as a ‘blunder’ or

failure even if its aims had actually been met, becawesedsts were high and/or not
normatively justifiable to the public. Of course, such assests are to a considerable extent
likely to be subjective and to vary over time. Therefareile King and Crewe identify
examples of egregious policy failures that clearly neea torbperly understood, there may
be significant value in an approach that focuses on whatpelicy can be understood as a
success or failure in terms of its aims and how theams compare with them. Indeed,
while there have clearly been many policy failures, and indeed ‘blunders’, by British
governments, and some definite successest policies are likely to lie somewhere between
these two extremes. Given these different treatmdriaslare (and equally, success),

Howlett has argued that ‘different aspects and types of failure are often poorlyipe@nd

incorrectly juxtaposed Howlett 2012, 545), and that this has limited theory-building in



relation to understanding the reasons for policy sucmedgailure. It is the aspects and

specification of success and failure that this artiekks to contribute to.

Policy Success and Failure: A Continuum?

As noted above, in recent years, McConnell, in partichias taken the literature on policy
success forward, most significantly in Understanding Policy Su¢gzé&fa). He argues for
three dimensions of policy success: process succesg pratess of policy formation;
programme success, with assessments judged upon outcair@sdence; and political
success, in particular, in relation to the capacity teegn These are helpful distinctions, but
are different from the approach taken here, with prograisuacess perhaps being the most
similar. Aspects of McConnell’s ‘spectrum from success to failure’ (McConnell 2010a, 55)

are also useful for thisnalysis, such as the ideas of ‘durable’ success, where policies, by and
large,‘do what they set out to do” (McConnell 2010a, 58) and are quite resiljeobnflicted’
success, Where there is a high level of contestagbmden supporters and opponents, either
because the policy departs significantly from its oripguals, or because it is intrinsically
controversial, and ‘precarious’ successwhere policies ‘operate on the edge of failure’
(McConnell2010a, 61), with ‘major shortfalls or deviations from original goals’ (2010a, 61)

and conflict over the future of the polic¥ailure’ occurs when a policy does not achieve the
goals that its proponents sought and ‘no longer receives support from them’ (McConnell

2010a, 62). McConnell also recognises that success and fdiline rocess, programme
and political dimensions of a policy may be assessediag hat different points on the
spectrum, and that there may be apparent contradictiotizatsa successful process may still

lead to a failed policy, for example (see also McCor2@&10b).



Unsurprisingly, therefore, McConnell suggests that assesstegssiand failure may be a
complex process, with judgements affected by a variety of ‘complicating factors’, such as
success for whom?, the partial achievement of a goal.emaiat consequences, success that
is greater than planned, difficulties in isolating pldicy effect, what would have happened

if the policy had not existed, dealing with hidden agendas aaxkaf evidence, short-term
versus long-term assessments, spatial contextgptawdbjectives, and contradictory
objectives (see also Marsh and McConnell (2010) on assgssiggamme, political and
process success). While all of these are clearly likelfféoteassessments of success or
failure, for this article the latter two are of greatedevance as they concern the
identification of the intentions of a policy, and, ascdssed below, even that may not be
straightforwardln 2016, McConnell produced a somewhat modified definition of ‘failure’,
intended to be able to accommodate some of the methachdloballenges and questions
discussed above, suggesting thatpolicy fails, even if it is successful in some minima
respects, if it does not fundamentally achieve the goalgptbbponents set out to achieve, and
opposition is great and/or support is virtually non-existevitConnell 2016, 671)Again,
however, such a measure reflects at least two typesigément, achievement of goals and

political acceptance.

The Institute for Government has also undertaken woodiay success (Rutter et.al
2012). Drawing to some extent on McConnell’s framework, they use a definition of success
that reflects policies achieving or exceeding their ing@dls, becoming embedded and
surviving a change of government, representing a starting foo subsequent development,
or removing an issue from the immediate policy agendasdlaoncerns, and their
application to six policies, represented another stépeirmore rigorous application of ideas

of success. There is also a substantial relatedtlieran evaluation (for example, Nutley et



al. 2007; Palfrey et al. 2012), with the approach taken hemng bedst similar to results-
based or before and after evaluation, although Pawsonikey(1997) have argued that

from a realistic perspective that evaluations shoalddncerned not simply with whether a
particular outcome has been achieved, but what workgHom in what circumstances.
However, given that this article focuses on whether legsi can be assessed as working as
governments suggest, while these broader perspectives are mbtet@gnised, they are of

less direct relevance than in some policy evaluations

M ethodology

This article seeks to build upon ideas from the existiegdlitire, as discussed above, but to
contribute to the consideration of success and failufedusing explicitly on how they

might be judged in the policies’ own terms (in this case two pieces of legislation) rather than
making broader or more abstract judgements of succestuoe.f&uch an approach, which
is close to Bovens and ’t Hart’s (1996) ‘programmatic’ evaluation, may help avoid, or at least
reduce, the significance of some oé@Gbnnell’s (2010a) ‘complicating factors’, such as
guestions about success for whom? and issues of countes:dlaalso helps highlight
further the challenges associated with identifying the ainp®licies, as discussed in greater
depth below. While it does not necessarily negate the politinensions of evaluation (see

for example, Bovens and ’t Hart 2016), it may help reduce them in at least soses.

Clearly, one of the first questions that any projectceoned with policy success or failure
mustconsider is what exactly is meant by ‘policy’? An extensive literature has developed
that addresses such issues (e.g. Hogwood and Gunn 1984; Birklan&@6&pfel et al

2011), but even in much of the literature addressed ab®ygérhaps understandably, not



entirely clear what is being considered. Here, in orderdwuige a basic platform upon which
to develop ideas of success or failure, the focus is ooypadi legislation. While this clearly
does not encompass the variety of meanings that haveabesgibed to policy, it does help to
reduce the challenges associated with determining whetimett something is or is not a
policy, or, for that matter, win ‘the policy’ is. Given that Parliament is the principal arena in
which government proposals, in bill form, are subject to scrudéing, in turn, receive
legitimacy, there can be far less doubt that what istedahere, as opposed to what may

emerge from many other fora, is official ‘policy’.

A second challenge, closely related to the first, is asspsvhat the aims of a policy are.
While this might appear straightforward, even with legisiatas discussed in relation to the
case studies below, this is not necessarilyas reflects McConnell’s (2010a) identification
of issues such as multiple and even contradictory obgsctif a policy. A third issue that
requires consideration is what exactly is meant by ‘success’ or ‘failure’. As discussed here,

the concern is much less with broad, external judgesrefnwhether a measure has
‘succeeded’ or ‘failed’, and instead with the narrower and more precise examination of
success and failure as they might be assessed agaiashshef and claims by the

government as legislation proceeds through Parliament.

The empirical analysis that underpins this article wflsenced by the approach taken in
Law in the Making, which tracked five pieces of legislationhey proceeded through
Parliament (Brazier et al., 2008), albeit in greaterildétan is possible here. There are also
some similaritiesvith the approach taken by the Institute for Government in their ‘policy
success reunions’, which drew extensively on input from those involved in six policy areas

(Rutter et al., 2012). This article uses two significant @edfdegislation as case studies

10



against which to test the proposed framework: the Nationahiim Wage Act 1998 and

the Academies Act 2010. These were flagship policies of newdteelggovernments

intended to have significant impacts on key domestic paliegs, and represent different
types of legislation and different periods of politicahtrol. Each also reflected considerable
preparatory work done by the parties, including when in Oppostiod each was
foreshadowed in a general election manifesto. Although natyorfeal significance for the
arguments in this article, in terms of the general thsbabout policy success and failure
outlined above, at the time of writing, the National MinlmMVage Act has been widely seen
as a ‘success’ (for example, Rutter et al., 2012), while judgements about the Academies Act
might be vieweds being more affected by McConnell’s (2010a) ‘complicating factors’, and

might therefore more frequently be placed in his category of ‘conflicted success’.

There were three broad aspects to this researchirghevio of which form the basis of this
article. First, the aims, claims and predictions oeptéal policy outcomes prior to and
during the passage of each bill through Parliament were figeinin the bill itself, any
amended versions, and the final act of Parliament; paehéary debates during the passage
of the bill, as captured in Hansard; and through in-depthvietes with those involved in

the passage of the legislation, including politicians, igpadvisors, civil servants and others
(nine for the Academies Act, eleven for the National MummWage Ac}. Second, a
framework was developed to allow the recording of predictecbmés against actual
outcomes to provide a basis for its application to otherl&gis, and potentially other forms
of ‘policy’. Finally, consideration was directed to how the aims and predictions might be
compared with the evidence available on outcomes fraangerof sources including official
statistics, evaluations by government departments, ansisassets by academics and outside

organisations; other official scrutiny, such as selentroittee hearings and questions and

11



answers in Parliament; and the detailed interviews wibelinvolved in the passage of the

legislation, outlined above.

While this approach enabled a more focused, limited and dirasg=ssment of policy aims,
and thus conceptions of success and failure, than hasatlepted in much previous
research, it nevertheless faced some of the sameruiped outlined earlier in the article. For
example, short-term judgements about a policy may diffen longer-term assessments,
while policy outcomes may have an uneven geographic impad. dileen the generally
partisan nature of politics in the United Kingdom, it wouldsbeprising if judgements of
success and failure were not affected by political and igexdbpositions. Furthermore,
correlation, of course, does not equal causation, andigually difficult to trace particular
outcomes back to a specific piece of legislation. Rmalhile this framework may help us
more in understanding whether or not an aim was successfet|/\like others, it tells us

little or nothing about why this might be the case. Howevanyof these problems are most
likely to be associated with the third aspect of the rekearhich falls beyond the coverage

of the bulk of this article.

Assessing Success and Failure

The discussion that follows makes clear that even wharlg at something as clearly
appropriately defined dpolicy’ as legislation, and even ‘flagship’ legislation — which has
been subject to considerable forward planning and highlightedateation manifesto, in
addition to being interrogated during its passage throudiafant— attempting to be
specific in identifying the aims of a policy in order toeatpt to judge whether or not they

have been successfully met, is not always straightfakv@&@ome bills may lack clearly

12



defined aims altogether; others may have a wide ranglaiafs made in relation to them that
are difficult to pin down; and some may reflect a varidtgtifierent aims on the part of those
responsible for producing them. Indeed, some legislatignbeainderpinned by aims that go
unstated in public and only emerge later on, if at all. TUrelbrer of categories that such
claims could fit into is great. For example, relevamints might include whether the claim is
implicit or explicit, specific or non-specific, meashi@or general. Nonetheless, if the claims
of governments can be identified, it may be useful to differentiate between ‘targets’ and

‘aims’, with the latter category containing a subset that might be termed ‘processes’ because

of their nature. These are discussed below.

Targets

In some respects, targets are perhaps the most stoavgétdl features to identify, and might
include some of the following qualities: specific outcomestimaed by ministers or in
official documents; having one or both of two clear eletsie measures and timeframes; it
being possible to judge reasonably objectively whether or agthithive been met; and the
potential for the extent of achievement to be measuredll®cted data on outcomes and
comparing it with intended measures or timeframes. Istieggdy, in the two Acts examined
here, despite the considerable work that had been dohe pwtties prior to introducing the
legislation, it is difficult to identify any particulataims that might fit into this category.
Nevertheless, the category should not be dismissetisgsossible to identify ministers
making firmer assertions in some areas. For exarimeClimate Change Act 2008 placed a
duty on the Secretary of State to ensure that the UK’s emissions of greenhouse gases for the
year 2050 are at least 80 per cent lower than in 1990, while #tird reading of the

Welfare Reform Bill in 2012, the then Secretary of Stiaie, Duncan Smith, stated that:

13



‘Some 2.7 million households will be better off as a result of the universal credit and almost
85% of the gains...will go ultimately to the bottom 40% of people in the income distribution’

(HC Hansard, 15 June 2011).

Aims

While targets are relatively specific, aims would be likelqdwe some of the following
characteristics: more general claims made by ministarsadficial documents; not having
particular measures or timeframes specified; normaltygoexplicit, but where evidence is
strong, they might be viewed as implicit; being measurablieast to a degree, by collecting
data on outcomes and comparing it to a reasonable measimeame, although that may
not always be straightforward or even possible; and with juégés about whether or not
they have been successfully met likely to be more subgetttan for targets. In the case of
the pieces of legislation examined here, while targetsbaagcarce, the identification of
such aims is relatively straightforward. For exampdenated below, during the passage of
the Academies Bill ministers claimed that standards woudd(alshough were not explicit
enough about what was meant by this for them to be deemayjats), that schools and
teachers would gain greater freedom, and that new providerd Wweuwlble to run state
schools. Similarly, during the passage of the National MininWwage Bill, ministers
asserted that it would tackle poverty pay, that cortigetiess would not be harmed, and that
unemployment would not increase. There is also a thirdsamewhat different but
important category, which might be seen as a subsé&nesf which we have termed

‘processes’.

14



Processes

Processes are seen here differently from McConnell’s (2010a) view, which entailed a much
broader interpretation of ‘process’, including, for example, constitutional legitimacy and
coalition-building (which Bovens and ’t Hart 2016) suggest comes close to political
assessment). For present purposes, processes can béowad@sgprocedures or mechanisms
that enable targets and aims to be achieved. They cafditeebe seen as an integral
component of success and failure in facilitating thelfofint of aims and targets. This
category would reflect features such as: important presgpsocedures or changes to them,
introduced or encouraged by the bill; it might be possibjedge fairly objectively whether
the process has been successful; a potential measurefstatne may or may not be
specified; and change could be measured by collecting datatoomes and comparing it to
a reasonable measure or timeframe. For examplehddiational Minimum Wage Act, a key
process would be the establishment of enforcement mechamibitesfor the Academies

Act they would include the new set of arrangements introdwtéch were intended to make

it easier for schools to convert to academies.

Policy as Legidation: Targets, Aims and Processes

Individual bills, as with other types of policy, are liketyhave different characteristics, and
it should be possible to identify targets, aims and psesefor each, which would be likely
to vary significantly across measures. For example XAwight have four targets, one aim
and four processes (perhaps being quite prescriptive abouthamgecwill be achieved),
while Act Y might have three broad aims and one proceskgpge being more permissive

about how change will be achieved). Categorisation metlherms might potentially be quite

15



subjective. As Bovens et al. have describetAitstudy of success and failure in governance
is inevitably also a study of politics’ (Bovens et al2001, 10), and judgements are likely to be
affected accordingly. There could, for example, begileament about whether certain
claims by governments are aims or targets, while our cadestshow that there are also
likely to be some issues that cannot be captured cleaally abt least because they may be
addressed in general terms, or because they may invbleepmilicies and policy areas, such
as the relationship between capital for school buildimgisthe establishment of free schools,
or between approaches to employment and unemployment dnthbatational minimum
wage and levels of benefit payments. In addition, biits ather policies, as with those
considered here, are frequently described by ministersras et of a package of
measures, and therefore attributing aims and targets tontlagmot be straightforward.

There will alsobe considerable variation within the individual categorasbetween claims
that are more or less specific or general, those wilainkeasily be measured and those which
cannot, and those that are explicit or implicit. Howege®en the act of considering these
issues can help in identifying the anticipated outcomeswdasure, and consequently how

and to what extent it may be judged as successful.

Having identified the targets, aims and processes assowitkea policy, it should be
possible to take each individually and assess the extent tb tihieig have been met, adding a
further degree of nuance to assessments of successlarel fadeed, for many policies, and
perhaps for much legislation in particular, as withAlses considered here, there is likely to
be some freely available information on which to base guddgements. Clearly, as
highlighted in the discussions of policy success and failboees some subtlety and

flexibility is likely to be required in making such judgementsf{ifst glance, a simple

pass/fail judgement might appear appropriate where a goverhaerstablished a specific

16



target to be met within a particular timescale, as with Labour’s aspiration announced in 2001
to halve child poverty by 2010 and to eradicate it by 2020. Howevenergnent might
come very close to meetingaget but fall just short, in which case ‘failure” might not be the
most appropriate judgement. Even with a measure sucle astibnal minimum wage,
which requires employers to pay it, the chances of gaetbngplete compliance by all
employers may be slim, so that achieving 100 per cent susoasikely, and again a
judgement of failure may not be entirely justified. As Bovens and ’t Hart have suggested,
treating all instances other than ‘delivery-and-result@asplanned’ as failures ‘seems overly
harsh and hardly helpful’ (Bovens and ’t Hart 2016, 654). Equally, if some of the problems
associated with low pay were to remain as a result of ceanganployment practices, a
judgement would have to be made about the extent of suceesap® even more
problematically for assessments of success or faitwes) for policy as legislation, specific
ends may not be spelled out. It makes sense, therefarse tme sort of scale for judging

success, and McConnell’s (2010a) continuum provides a potential starting point:

Success- Durable success Conflicted success Precarious succesdailure

However, while useful in many respects, as discussed dartt@s article, this continuum

can be seen as actually measuring somewhat differertotbastics, so that a policy that
could be seen as wholly successful in achieving its stategven unstated) aims, could still
be identified as having conflicted success, as it does nohiwegenerally accepted; indeed,
there are many policies that have persisted for comaditbeperiods of time, including
nationalisations, privatisations and the abolition efdeath penalty, that have arguably

never been completely accepted. As a result, while not dismissing McConnell’s scale,
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another, with a somewhat different emphasis, and slightly different points along the

spectrum, might be useful, for exampl

Complete successHigh success Moderate successLow success NoO success

Assessments of each target, aim and process couldeheade against such categories, as
we indicate below. Although the approach set out hergasded to be indicative, and the
examples provided are necessarily limited, it does illustra ways in which such evidence
could be applied to assessments of the success or failangolicy, perhaps alongside the
other associated judgements identified in the work of asthich as Kerr and McConnell,

including high costs and political acceptance (or conies)at

The Case Studies

As outlined above, the two pieces of legislation weratstsed for evidence of any
statements or claims. This section therefore brieflyiras the legislation and the aims,
claims or predictions made by those responsible for gsguge through Parliament (see Table
1), although, as the analysis shows, in both casesfidegtany relatively precise measures
against which judgements might be made is far from straighéird Given this framework,
and despite the uncertainties associated with much pobéyng (see Nair and Howlett

2017), it would then be possible to come to some judgemerlisisamted below.

Table 1 about here

18



The Academies Act 2010

The Academies Bill, a much shorter and less detailed metmuréhe minimum wage
legislation, was introduced in May 2010 and had a swift passaggying royal assent at the
end of July. It was seen as an important piece of lepisl#tat would help define what the
new Coalition government wanted to do and reflected a nuafl@@mmitments in its
Programme for Government (HM Government 2010). The Bill sought tdesal

maintained schools to become academies, and to allow fopdreng of more free schools,
largely by removing the requirement to consult with locdharities. In general terms, its
aims, as expressed by ministers, were that standardisdnls would rise (ministers

observed that England’s position in international league tables of academic performance
needed to improve, and that the attainment gap between dgioan was unacceptable); and
that it would give teachers ‘greater freedom over the curriculum and allow new providers to
run state schools’ (Queen’s Speech 2010). The government also presented arguments about

the importance of professional autonomy for teachersaads, with the associated claim

that the Bill would contribute to improving standards.

It may be too soon to pass definitive judgement on the Acadéuiesiowever given the
significant increase in the number of academy schools,axithind 6,700 operating in
September 2017, and of new providers (gov.uk 2017a), it mighidmested that aim C and
process Acould be described as having ‘high success’, although during the passage of the
Bill ministers emphasised the permissive nature of tiisl&ion, and declined to put
forward target numbers, while the more mixed picture of tbevtyr of free schools, with 470
in operation in September 2017 (process B) (gov.uk 2017b)choals’ andteachers’

freedom (aim B) (for example, Lupton et al. 2016; Mansell 2@1jic Accounts
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Committee 201p might be seen as ‘moderate success’, and the lack of evidence on the
educational performance of academies compared with otheolsdicducation Committee

2015; Ofsted 2016; Worth 2014) mightlicate ‘low success’ for aim A.

A key point for aim A, and one which all interviewees g@ted, was that no measurable
definition of ‘rising standards’ had been established in the first place. Ministers argued during
the passage of the Act that it was only one part of agp#ltie conditions for educational
improvement, and other reforms did followat kit was not spelled out which ‘standards’

would rise nor how that might be measured, let alone ahetiges would lead to particular
improvements. Possibilities might include examination results, England’s position in
international league tables such as PISA (Programmiatiernational Student Assessment)
and TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics anei8m Study), pupil behaviour,
parental demand for new schools, reduced youth employmeénhamumber of children
receiving free school meals who go on to Oxford and Camiaridigo, as one critical
interviewee noted, it would have to be demonstrated thajsinad changed because of
improvements in the new academies, and not just acrasshalbls, and it may not be easy to
disaggregate the two. Another, more sympathetic, respbatéenacknowledged that while it
might be possible to tell if the system improves ovetathay not be possible to know for
certain that it was these changes that led to the weprents. In the case of the Academies
Act, the specific kind of success looked for in this &tin the sense of the original aims
being realised, may therefore be difficult to find due to Ibleéhlack of specific aims from

the government at the time and the challenges of estiablishuse and effect relationships.
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The National Minimum Wage Act 1998

The National Minimum Wage Bill was published in November 1997 archesbthe statute
book eight months later. It sought to introduce a nationalmum wage in the United
Kingdom for the first time, and to give a statutory basihéoLow Pay Commission. These
were clearly overall goals. In addition, as it progreshealigh Parliament, ministers argued
that the proposal was essentially right and just, aret iéisthe correct level, the minimum
wage would bring real economic benefits, could reduce theatst public purse of benefit
payments, and could improve levels of productivity and investn@ur analysis shows that
there were no specific targets set out, but that there theee more abstract aims or claims
associated with it. These were: ‘tackling poverty pay’, which was at the centre of the
government’s thinking; in addition, the government asserted that the introduction of a

national minimum wage would not lead to a rise in unemploynaet that competitiveness
would not be harmed. Interestingly, these arguments highhghthe aim of a policy can be

that something might not happen, rather than only somethangvith occur as a result of a

policy.

The passage of time perhaps makes it easier to make judgeabent the National

Minimum Wage Act. It has long been seen as one of tha gignificant achievements of the
1997-2010 Labour governments (for example, Rutter et al., 28li&)ugh growing
awareness of the emergence of the ‘gig” economy and the use of zero-hours contracts might
be seen as having reduced its impact in the medium torlterge. Interviewees for this
project, from across the political spectrum, almoshimausly agreed that it had been very
successful. In large part this success was viewed in pbtigicas: the minimum wage was

now accepted by all of the main parties (reinforced byrtfneduction of the national living
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wage followingthe Conservative’s 2015 budget) and appears unlikely to be reversed in the
foreseeable future. From other perspectives, although ‘low’ pay has not disappeared, the
minimum wage did significantly reduce ‘extremely low’ pay, and it did not cause
unemployment or inflation in the way that critics had sutgge# might. Some interviewees
felt that this was because it was (deliberately) satratatively low rate initially, while others
felt that the true effects could not be known until theimum wage had been operating for
some time. A small number noted that increasing casuahisand thegrowth of the ‘gig’
economy were having a negative impact on some low paid wotkeshich might be added
the growth of zero-hours contracts, and these couldapsibe seen as having reduced the
impact of the Act in the medium to longer term. Thdgyolvas also presented as a good
example of how to instigate meaningful change: by working &gt wide a group of people
and interests as possible, involving them, and taking oarthenents of those you disagree
with but investigating important points, while maintaining pnieciple of what you are
seeking to achieve. There was significant praise for le@dvitney, in particular, the Minister
responsible for introducing the measure, Margaret BedketSecretary of State for Trade
and Industry, and the Low Pay Commission and its chaiG&rge Bain, who were seen as
contributing by smoothing the passage of the Act and egs&gnificantly in its

implementation. Overall, this would suggest something akMdConnell’s durable success.

However, with regards to the focus of this article, thedussstion, as discussed further
below, is: to what extent does this perceived success teltdte original aims of the
introduction of the Act? Certainly, up to 2010, wage inequaliiuced, with the biggest
improvements beingn the lowest-wage segments of the labour market, densiwith an
impact of the NMW’ (Butcher et al. 2012, 21), so that aim A could be seen as having had

‘high success’, while similar judgements could be made about competitiveness (aim B) (Low
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Pay Commission 2009) and the impact on unemployment (Departor Business,
Innovation and Skills 2010a), while the ongoing failure of sompleyers to pay the
national minimum wage and the needthe introduction of a ‘tougher enforcement regime’
(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 2010b), might suggest that ‘moderate

success’ would be appropriate for process A.

Conclusion

While a considerable literature on policy ‘failure’ has developed over time, more recent
work, particularly by McConnell, has helped to provide a speotbasis for the assessment of
both failure and success. HowevarMarsh and McConnell (2010, 581) note, ‘whatever
dimensions of policy are being considered, there are signifcomplexities involved in
assessing success’, and there remains considerable scope for the furtheragemeht of ideas
in this area. This article has used legislation agra &f policy to develop a clearer picture of
how the extent of success (or failure) might be meadwyegplying the ideas ofargets’,
‘aims’ and ‘processes’ to a policy, rather than more general assessments of achievements. In
addition to legislation, such an approach may be péatigiapplicable to some other forms
and areas of policy, as with public health, where govertsmaay be more likely to establish
more specific outcomes (Baggott 2012). As noted earlier, ddspislation being a fairly
clear indicator of policy, and despite the considerablkwadertaken by the parties prior to
these measures being introduced to Parliament, the cassstisti help highlight some of
the challenges involved in identifying particular aims, tez@eéd processes. Nevertheless,
the approach set out inigtarticle suggests that it is possible to further refiressments of
the relative success of a policy, and that this framkweerefore has considerable potential

utility. Indeed, the application to the two case studies sugjtjest these ideas can help
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produce a more nuanced understanding of how and in whatpebg®s have been

successful, or otherwise.
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