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Doing Policy Work 
James Mayers 

International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED)1 
 

Practical guidance for understanding and improving policies and institutions 
 
 

Summary 
 
This document aims to provide some initial practical help to those working to improve the 
policies and institutions that affect the lives of poor people. It describes what can be 
involved in such work, why it is worth doing, who should get involved, and how to get 
started. 
 
 
What is this document about? 
 
People’s lives are affected by many different policies. This document is about understanding what 
is going on, and for trying to change it for the better. We have called this “policy work” – it 
involves the analysis and action needed to think about problems and opportunities, and to begin to 
address them. Firstly, we need to try and clarify a number of key concepts:  
 
 Policies - are commonly thought of as what organisations say they will do – but we are more 

interested in what they actually do because the point is not just to make good policy, but also to 
put it into practice. So we define policies as “what organisations do”. Policies are no longer just 
made by governments, it is increasingly recognised that the private sector and local 
organisations make policies too. If they do this together, the chances are improved of policies 
actually working well. Some policies are captured and made mandatory in laws.   

 
 Institutions - include organisations – but they also include other long-lived patterns of 

behaviour, usually with rules attached, like traditions and markets.  
 
 Processes – whether policies and institutions are ‘dead or alive’ depends on the state of the 

processes through which they operate and change, or fail to operate and change.  
 

 Governance – is a useful term that brings all of the others together. It refers to the quality of 
enabling policy, legal and institutional conditions. It is close to “government” but, like policy, is 
no longer a government-only business – today we get told what to do, we are “governed” by 
others too. 

 
 Power - the ability to make decisions and put them into practice - to be in control. Power is the 

vital ingredient needed to make policies and institutions work. Of course power in the wrong 
hands, or badly used, is the reason why some policies and institutions don’t work and why 
others cause increased poverty and inequality. A major goal of policy work should be to put 
power in the right hands – in those best placed to improve the lives of poor people.  

 
These notions are described further below, and some papers and websites with good practical 
material are listed at the end of this document.  
 
 

                                                           
1  Contact: james.mayers@iied.org, Director – Forestry and land use programme IIED, 4 Hanover Street, Edinburgh EH2 
2EN, UK. Tel: +44 131 624 7041, Fax: +44 131 624 7050. This document has been prepared primarily from experience 
in the forestry and land use sector. Various “power tools” for doing policy work can be downloaded from 
www.iied.org/forestry/tools  
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Why and when to do policy work 
 
Compared to ‘real life’, the world of policies and institutions seems at times irrelevant and 
meaningless. Yet local actions will have limited impact and lifespan unless wider institutional, 
political and legal constraints are tackled. At the other end of the scale, large scale programmes 
and plans often last only as long as particular supporters prop them up, and remain unfulfilled 
precisely because they are not politically engaged. Most lasting changes demand work on policies 
and institutions. And while the task may often seem too great, it is worth looking at the instances 
where power and politics have changed over time – in these instances it is ‘real people’ chipping 
away at problems who have generally brought about the change.  
 
Progress is made when policy and institutional processes start learning from local solutions. This 
can be encouraged by people coming together to tackle local problems, and by policy-makers 
giving them the chance to experiment. Support can sometimes be provided to those who are 
currently marginalised from policy and institutional processes, so that they can present their views 
and experience, and make their claims, more effectively. This requires tools to identify the 
individual and organisational choices that are the hub of local issues and problems, tracing the 
rules, structures, market and policy signals which affect them, and developing improvements. 
Policy work is also needed to stimulate and free-up some current policy-makers and institutional 
leaders to learn, and be subject to checks and balances from local levels.  
 
 When “policy work” is needed - for understanding and improving policies and 

institutions – some examples: 
 

Understanding Improving 
• Identifying room for manoeuvre in policies 

and institutions and connecting to political 
opportunities 

• Re-thinking institutional systems and 
structures 

• Identifying links with the wider environment 
within which a project or initiative operates 

• Understanding why decisions have been 
unfavourable and why power relations are 
loaded against certain decisions and actions 

• Working out how to scale up and spread 
successful initiatives 

• Building constituencies around new ideas 
and people 

• Monitoring projects, initiatives and the 
health of policy and institutions 

• Optimising the potential influence of 
information and findings  

• Preparing a clear position and agenda with 
respect to other stakeholders and 
institutions 

• Drawing policy makers into the development 
and operation of projects and initiatives 

• Negotiating roles and functions within and 
between institutions 

• Fostering collaboration, vision and 
momentum for change within or between 
organisations 

• Designing or developing a strategy, plan or 
project 

• Re-building motivation after key changes in 
personnel, structures, location etc  

• Developing training initiatives involving 
policy and institutional issues 

• Responding to direct requests to develop 
policies and institutional systems  

 
Who should do policy work? 
 
Those who are in the best position to make policies and institutions really work for improving poor 
people’s livelihoods – by ensuring they reflect local conditions whilst also being able to integrate 
local, national and possibly global needs – often do not consider it worthwhile to tackle policy and 
institutional issues. This document aims to help demystify policy and institutions - for those 
affected by them, but not currently engaged with them, to show how to engage and begin to make 
changes for the better. We should all aspire to be “policy makers”. Policy work can be done by:  
 
• Local groups with a proposal to make or a problem to tackle concerning policies and 

institutions for service delivery, market operation or wider political structures 
• Workers on aid projects concerned with understanding the wider context and constraints, and 

with spreading local project success 
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• Advisers on governance, livelihoods and various sectors who want to ensure that project 
initiatives and technical assistance are focused on achieving long term impact 

• Government service delivery staff who want to work out how change in their own agencies 
might improve service delivery to local people 

• Government agency leaders who want to re-think their roles, links with wider political structures 
and internal processes in the face of trade and information liberalisation, privatisation, 
decentralisation and other changes   

• Pro-active company managers who see their long term interests as relying on environmental 
care, good stakeholder relations and socially responsible investment 

• Policy makers and programme/strategy developers who want to ensure that objectives are 
linked to on-the-ground practice so that both are continuously improved 

• Advocacy groups and lobbyists, when representative of relevant constituencies, who can 
convert good understanding into agenda-grabbing actions and catalyse positive social and 
environmental effects    

• Analysts and academics who may be held in positions of considerable trust by other 
stakeholders and may thus play key roles in forming opinion, clarifying positions and 
developing options for change 

 
Safety warning! Of course, any or all of these groups may not have the positive intentions noted 
above. Some may seek to ensure maintenance of the status quo, to stifle debate or to ensure that 
self-serving but destructive policy and institutions prevail. Some may be capable only of over-
simplification or confusing everybody. But this is no argument for discouraging more people to 
undertake work on policy and institutions. With more tool users, we may indeed see some poor 
quality or harmful work done, but we should also see more groups being clear about their own 
positions and priorities. This will enable groups to learn more about each other, see who the 
current policy/institutional winners and losers are, and increase the momentum and organisation 
for positive change.  
 
How to get started  
 
This section offers a quick introduction - a general sequence of steps – which should enable a start 
to be made on policy and institutional issues. By going through these steps it will become apparent 
what further help and range of tools may be needed for the particular situation at hand.  
 
1. Identify the issues - the problems and the opportunities 
 
Clarity on the reason for working on policies and institutions is the first step. Usually the issue at 
hand is a problem or an opportunity; sometimes the issue relates to recognition of a policy or 
institutional failure or success and the need to develop and spread the lessons from it. In any case, 
a preliminary definition of the issue is needed. 
 
An initial assessment is also needed on whether the issue can be tackled, whether there might be 
‘room for manoeuvre’ on it - i.e. whether working on policies and institutions is worthwhile. For 
example, a problem may be too big, unmanageable, complex, expensive or dangerous to be worth 
tackling. Or it may simply be the wrong moment to deal with the issue, or there may be others in a 
better position to work on it. This initial assessment may also provide pointers to how to proceed. 
For example, information might best be gathered from key informants in an informal way rather 
than throwing the whole thing open to deep consultation at an early stage.  
 
There are many situations where work on policies and institutions may be inappropriate. Before 
launching into such work it is worth considering whether the situation meets the following 
necessary conditions, and if not, how these conditions could be put in place: 
 
1. Reason - clarity on the need and purpose of the work - identifying the real issues 
2. Timeliness - key people must already feel some need for change 
3. Capability – sufficient skills and enthusiasm to make a start 
4. Location - an independent but influential institutional location for coordination can be helpful 
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5. Trust and commitment - of those who will be expected to take part 
6. High-level support – sufficient interest and ‘open doors’ provided by at least some key 

institutional leaders 
7. Space – sufficient room and flexibility in participants’ workloads to take this work on board 
8. Tactics – a reasonable idea of how to influence those who need to agree changes 
9. Expectation of reward – reasonable hope that the work will lead to significant beneficial 

changes for participants 
10.Learning mechanisms – to make the most of the consequences, whether they be success or 

failure  
 
Once it is established that an issue can be worked on, through this informed ‘gut feeling’, it is 
useful to capture it in a clear written description. Such a description should aim to define the issue, 
its possible cause or chain of causes, the people involved, the values they hold and the 
assumptions made. Further work reviewing existing information and the range of opinions about 
the issue will allow the related policy and institutional factors to be identified. These factors may be 
influences on the issue, or policy and institutions influenced by the issue.  
 
2. Develop initial understanding of: policy context, actors, process, instruments and 
impacts 
 
Understanding why and how particular policy and institutional influences are ‘shaped’, and how 
they change (or stay the same), requires consideration of many factors. These factors can be 
divided into five main groups: context, actors, processes, contents and impacts. It is usually 
important to make explicit investigation of each of these groups and the links and interplay 
between them. 

A  f r a m e w o r k  f o r  a n a l y s i n g  c h a n g e  i n  p o l i c i e s  a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n s
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• Context. Policies and institutions are conditioned and shaped by a wide range of contextual 

factors relating to the physical, cultural, political, technological and economic environment, and 
to decisions made in the past. These factors include: 
 Pressures from stakeholders and society at large 
 History of past policies and institutions 
 Capacity to drive and implement  
 Tenure systems and patterns of ownership  
 Economic and market conditions  
 Natural resource conditions 

 
• Actors. In any one context, various people will have a bearing on policy and institutions. These 

actors and the power structures involved in decision-making need to be identified. The actors 
involved in policies and institutions typically play a ‘cast of characters’. Familiar characters in 
any policy/institutional play include: the crafty coordinator, the wise old-timer, the 
spark/enthusiast, the godparent, the donor, the faithful team worker, the maverick, the political 
obstacle and the saboteur. Once actors have been identified, the range of influences on them 
can begin to be unpacked. These influences include: 
 Group/organisational factors, such as mandates, rules, norms, functions and institutional 

culture 
 Individual motivation factors, such as ideological predispositions, pursuit of political 

objectives, position and control of resources, professional expertise and experience, 
institutional loyalties, enhancing the standing of own agencies, and personal attributes and 
goals, such as seeking money-making opportunities. 

 
• Process. Here we are interested in identifying the way in which agendas translate into practice 

– the dynamics and interactions which bring about change by, and within, policies and 
institutions. An important first step is to develop a conception of the processes that make sense 
in a particular context. 
 
Such processes, and the ‘signs of life’ to look for in them, include:  
 Planning and management – efficiency and effectiveness 
 Participation – representation and responsiveness 
 Money and information handling – transparency and accountability 
 Skills and capability – learning and motivation 

Work on policy and institutions needs to understand these processes in particular places, and 
to recognise that they are usually tied to other processes elsewhere. It needs to combine work 
at local community level with work in more distant offices and corridors where influential 
decisions get made. This makes it possible to look at the interactions between the different 
levels and at the connections between these levels and everyday life – to see what is really 
going on.  
 

• Instruments and structures. Here we are interested in the instruments or mechanisms of 
policy and the arrangements of institutions. The contents of policy are generally the central 
focus in the above processes. Policy contents are highly specific to particular cases. Typically 
there may be instruments and mechanisms involved which are of one or more of the following 
types: regulatory, economic/ market, informational, institutional, contracts/ agreements. It is 
useful to ascertain whether there is general agreement over the contents and, even if there is 
agreement, what is the level of ‘policy inflation’ in relation to actual capacity to implement real 
policy. The arrangements of institutions refer to the institutional architecture – the various 
agencies involved and their relationships - and the organisational structures and mechanisms 
within those agencies.  
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Example: The range of types of policy instruments influencing forests and livelihoods 

 
• Impacts. Processes, instruments and structures vary greatly in their impact, from dramatic to 

inconsequential, on poverty reduction and other aspects of people’s lives. Impacts may be the 
expected ones, or they may be quite unexpected. They may be seen quickly or only be 
revealed in the long term - hence the importance of reviewing impact regularly and building up 
a picture over time. Often the link between policies, institutions and impact is very hard to 
ascertain. The work of tracing causes from effects, and effects from causes is a key challenge. 
These impacts may be assessed at three levels: immediate outputs of action; the effects of 
those outputs; and the long-term outcomes of those effects. Impacts are likely to shape, or 
become part of, the context for any future change in policies and institutions.  

 
Recognising that change in policies and institutions comes from the interplay of context, actors, 
process, instruments and impacts, the above information can then be assessed and integrated into 
a basic framework which describes the links between the factors and shows the respective parts 
they play in the problem or opportunity.  
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3. Identify type of influence desired - and plan a strategy for achieving it 
 
If any good is going to come from working on policies and institutions, a clear focus on the type of 
influence desired is needed from the start. There is a wide range of possible objectives here, 
ranging from just hoping that someone will listen, to working with a policy-maker for a particular 
policy decision, to trying to build long-term consensus among groups that might one day influence 
policies and institutions. The work may help to think about issues and define problems, rather than 
to seize on solutions. Clear identification of the scope and possible tactics for using the planned 
work, i.e. some form of ‘dissemination and influence strategy’, will ensure that resources, expertise 
and specific objectives are well focused.  
 
4. Match scope of work to available time and resources 
 
Short, sharp pieces of work have the advantages of timeliness in relation to key events, good 
political momentum, and the ability to exploit a state of urgency. But they can be too quick for 
some people to be involved, they may produce results that are insufficiently well informed, and 
they are unlikely to be well coordinated with other initiatives. Larger, longer approaches give time 
to explore issues, time to bring in the right actors and for reactionary actors to see the need for 
change. But they run into trouble if the money dries up, people lose interest, protagonists change, 
policy issues are no longer pertinent, and policy makers can’t digest the results. Perhaps the best 
compromise is a permanent forum or learning group (see below) to keep an eye on policies and 
institutions, and the ability to call in short studies as and when needed. 
 
5. Select working mechanisms 
 
The team and working mechanisms are obviously rather dependent on the issues and scope of the 
process. But, in general four types of mechanisms may be needed: 
 
• Convenor. A respected lead institution or figurehead, the secretariat and ‘face’ for the work 
• Steering group. A multi-agency body - comprising a mix of those connected to policies and 

institutions, and those affected by them - which steers and keeps the work on track   
• Working, or learning, group. Conducts the analysis and develops proposed options  
• Key informants. These are the ‘policy-affected’ people, and those with diverse and useful 

perspectives, such as writers and the media. Key informants may be involved through e.g. 
local surveys, interviews, participatory appraisals and small working groups 

 
6. Formulate specific objectives and methods 
 
The foregoing preliminary work - on identifying issues, understanding the context, and building a 
big picture of how the issues fit in this context, needs to be discussed amongst team members and 
other involved actors with a view to: 
 
• Select priority aspects of the problem/issue/opportunity. Priorities might be assessed by 

reference to criteria for human and ecosystem well-being and practicality, e.g.: 
 central to poor people’s livelihoods or key economic sectors 
 possibility to act without extra finance 
 key environmental hazards 
 presents major learning opportunity 
 visible to the public/ multiplier effect 
 high priority amongst key actors 
 timeliness in relation to a pending decision 
 linked to current work and skills, and makes use of comparative advantage 

• Formulate objectives and questions. Things cannot be left as ’issues’, as this does not help to 
provide direction to analysis or developing solutions. For example, ‘watershed degradation’ is 
less useful a formulation than ‘what incentives have encouraged watershed conservation? And 
how can we remove perverse incentives to deforest key watersheds?’  
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• Agree the outputs and who will get them - it is important that this should not be a surprise once 
it has been produced, and so actors’ expectations and political/legal procedures and 
implications need to be discussed beforehand.  

• Select methods and plan the sequence of activities. Many effective methods for work on policies 
and institutions require actors to be prepared in advance. For example, considerable trust and 
confidence need to be built before government agency officers will be critical rather than ‘toeing 
the party line’. 

 
7. Analyse potential impact of findings, and revise 
 
Once some work on policies and institutions has been carried out, and tentative findings have 
been produced and synthesised, actor positions and institutional factors may need to be revisited 
and re-analysed to predict the consequences and probability of the findings having impact. Often it 
may be necessary to revise the tentative findings in the light of this re-analysis. For example, if the 
impact desired is a particular policy decision, the power of actors and institutions in relation to that 
targeted decision needs to be assessed. The probability of implementation of the decision can then 
be estimated. If the probability is low, options include: 
• Accept the low probability 
• Change the scope or depth of the recommendations, e.g. from fundamental to incremental 

change or vice versa; from a desire to change to a desire to obtain agreement on future 
change 

• Modify the recommendations, e.g. repackage using more appealing terms; modify and work 
with actors to create ownership and support; redirect to provoke controversy, deepen public 
concern and build strong support for meaningful actions 

 
8. Produce outputs – and use them  
 
Findings and recommendations need to be driven by the right ‘vehicle’ to stand a chance of 
changing policies and institutions for the better. Packaging and presentation are all-important. If 
communication throughout the study with different potential study ‘users’ has been good, the 
ground will be well prepared. But it is important that recommendations are seen to be ‘owned’ by 
the broad group of key actors, not just the author of any analysis. Briefing, debate, and decisions 
need to take place in the highest relevant forum. Informal briefings with such decision makers 
throughout the process can be helpful, and ‘bouncing’ analysis and ideas in stages with their 
advisors is crucial. At these high levels, oral communication is generally the most effective - any 
written briefings will have to be very short. 
 
In using the findings from work on policies and institutions there are some key lessons from 
experience of how effective change processes are kept alive: 
 
• Recognise multiple valid perspectives and the political nature of the game. Promote recognition 

of different conceptions of what the problems and priorities are. People’s priorities should be 
judged not on whether they are ‘true’ or ‘rational’, but on the level and degree of social 
commitment which underlies them - who ‘subscribes’ to them, and what impacts that has.  

 
• Get people to the negotiating table. Each group of actors needs to present their priorities in 

ways which they can ‘sell’ to others. Current inequities, resource degradation or 
communication stalemate may persist because of poor knowledge amongst actors of each 
others’ perspectives, powers and tactics, and the potential for change in these.  

 
• Make space to disagree and experiment. Where policies and institutions involve people with 

completely different levels of power and resources, with a history of disagreement, consensus 
can be illusory, disabling or merely a mask for fundamental differences which will later flare up. 
Non-consensus-based approaches are often needed, which can accept dissenting views. Such 
approaches may temporarily manage conflicts, but they seldom permanently resolve them.  
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• Learn from experience and get organised. Good policies and institutions help ‘learners’ from 
different groups to come together, to pose questions, solve problems and evaluate information 
for themselves. It allows local experimentation and initiative to thrive and aggregate at national 
and international levels. Experiments with different pilot projects and trials of tools for policy 
work are vital for actors to explore each others’ claims, make mistakes, learn, and make 
changes for themselves.  

 
Experience also suggests the elements of an effective policy process. The following diagram 
highlights these elements in an example. 
 
Example: Elements of an effective policy process – for a national forest programme (nfp) 
 

 
 
 
 
Links and sources of further information 
 
A very useful range of relevant material is available on the www.livelihoods.org website. The 
following references are given because they not only develop ideas and present useful experience 
themselves – but also provide useful listings of further material.  
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