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• Policy Transfer and Learning

• Dodds, Chapter 11



Policy transfer: Definition

• Policy transfer can be understood as a process by which ‘knowledge about how 

policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and ideas in one political 

setting (past or present) is used in the development of policies, administrative 

arrangements, institutions and ideas in another political setting’ 

• Policy transfer studies were originally developed in the USA as a means by 

which to explain the adoption of policy throughout the federal system.



Dimensions of Policy Transfer: Place & Time

• The transfer of public policies from one country or jurisdiction to another has a 

long lineage. 

• Example: In the sixth century, representatives of the Japanese court visited China to 

examine its educational system, resulting in the establishment of the first national 

Japanese education system. 

• Policy transfer can also occur across time, whereby policies which were 

‘rejected at one period become feasible in another’.



Example: Open data portals
https://seffaf.ankara.bel.tr/



Why transfer policy?

• It is becoming increasingly untenable for policy-makers to operate 

autarkically, eschewing any ideas from outside and following a particular 

national ‘way’.

• Policy actors can draw on both positive and negative lessons from other 

jurisdictions, when it comes to the design of new policies (and the 

reform of old policies). 



Sources of policy transfer

• Policy-makers are not only looking to exploit traditional policy ‘mines’ 

(such as the USA, or the UK).

• They also examine new examples from countries which are adopting 

innovative approaches to policy problems, including non-democracies

(such as China) and rapidly developing countries (such as India). 



Example: Virtual senators in Chile



Reasons of policy transfer

1. Coercion

2. Policy learning, if there are similar problems facing policy-makers in 

different jurisdictions

• Few problems occur in one country alone. 

• Comparative analysis can provide a substitute for experimental 

approaches to policy development



Example: Coercion in policy transfer



Reasons of policy transfer

• 3. Policies need to be transferred where problems span jurisdictions and 

require a coordinated response.

• Many contemporary ‘problems of national government are intermestic, 

combining both international and domestic influences’.

• Examples: Climate change, international crime



Example: Need for coordinated action for 
common problems



Types of policy transfer

• There are two types of policy transfer: Coercive and non-coercive. 

• Coercive transfer refers to the adoption of a particular policy following financial 

pressure (either the possibility of extra funds, or the threat of removal of funds), 

or the threat of military, diplomatic or legal action.

• Examples: Imposition of policies during colonial rule or occupation, as well as 

situations where democratic nations are required to comply with the rules of 

institutions of which they are members such as the EU and the WTO.



Types of policy transfer

• Non-coercive transfer occurs where policies are introduced which are 

similar to those in other countries, but without any pressures to do so.

• This may be because of policy learning, or 

• During periods of uncertainty when policy-makers are unsure about the 

appropriate model to adopt. 

• Example: COVID policies.



Policy transfer and isomorphism (eşbiçimlilik) 



What is transferred?

• Many things: 

• Ideas

• Processes

• Laws and regulations

• Personnel systems

• Organizations/Institutions

• Particular policy model/systems



Who transfers?
• Governments

• Example: colonizer vs. colonized nations’ governments

• International/supranational organizations

• Example: Creation of a single market in the EU supporting policy transfer and 
convergence

• Think tanks

• Policy entrepreneurs

• International consultants, academics, professional groups, such as international 
lawyers or economists

• Advocacy coalitions: Policy networks or communities



Policy learning: Definition

• A relatively enduring alteration in behavior that results from experience.

• Usually this alteration is conceptualized as a change in response made in 

reaction to some perceived stimulus.

• The subspecies of policy learning include lesson-drawing, best practice 

and benchmarking.



Example: Privatization of Prisons



Lesson-drawing

• Lesson-drawing enables policy-makers to move beyond trial-and-error based 

learning developed from their own experience and conjectures about what 

‘might’ happen, towards the direct observation of programs already in practice 

in other settings.

• Lesson-drawing similar to reverse engineering.



Best practice and benchmarking

• Best practice and benchmarking depart from lesson-drawing by involving 

the measurement of different countries’ policies against each other 

(rather than ‘merely’ dissecting and then copying these policies). 

• In best practices, one specific policy approach is identified, operating in 

one particular nation, and promoted to others as the most effective. 

• Benchmarking, on the other hand, enables the comparison of different 

policy approaches with each other, without necessarily normatively 

labelling any one approach as superior to all others.



Example of benchmarking: UN E-Government 
Survey



What is learned?

• Policy means

• Policy tools, strategies, tactics, etc.

• Policy goals or ends

• Specific objectives 

• Does the learning change policy means or policy goals?



What enables learning?

• Proximity

• Transfer is more likely to occur, and to be successful, when countries are 

proximate, either ‘geographically, ideologically or culturally/ language-wise

• Power 

• There may be little choice involved in the process of policy learning, if it is 

difficult to maintain an alternative system to a large or powerful neighbor.

• Competition

• A desire to ‘catch up’ with the state being copied



Barriers to policy learning

1. Nature of the policy:

• Example: Policies that involve a high degree of redistribution of resources

or policies that involve large-scale changes in policymakers’ belief 

systems are seldom transplanted between jurisdictions.

2. Institutional Resistance

• Policy transfer is unlikely to occur when existing institutional structures 

resist against it.



Barriers to policy learning

3. Too many existing commitments

• The «wicked context» problem.

4. Financial constraints

5. Cultural and language differences

• This may inhibit the discovery of possible lessons but also lead to the 

inappropriate transfer of policies.

6.  Lack of time and effort of the policy-makers



Partial/incomplete policy transfer and learning

• Hybrid transfers are more likely than pure transplants. 

• Under democratic conditions, a variety of domestic political, interest and 
bureaucratic groups try to alter any proposed policy before it is implemented.

• Only certain aspects of a policy (in particular, those most easily explained, or the 
most high-profile) may be transferred, missing out, potentially, on some of the 
conditions necessary for its operation. 

• Learning can therefore be ‘shallow’ or ‘tactical’, instead of a ‘deeper’ approach 
required for successful policy change.



Policy learning and belief systems 
(Sabatier, 1987) 

• The process of policy-making can be understood as a competition between 
coalitions of causes, each one being constituted of actors coming from a 
multitude of institutions (leaders of interest groups, administrative official 
agencies, legislators, researchers, and journalists) which share a system of 
beliefs linked to public action and who engage in a concerted effort to translate 
the elements of their system of beliefs into a public policy.

• Sabatier’s pluralist approach suggests that different groups will share differing 
belief systems, and that the results of competition between them will affect 
policy change.



Policy learning and belief systems

Perceived cause–effect relationship between different concepts

• Deep core beliefs (critical normative beliefs)

• Example: All people are equal.

• Policy core beliefs (fundamental glue of coalitions)

• Example: Man-dominated institutions don’t treat man & woman as 

equals.

• Secondary beliefs 

• Equal pay for equal work between man and woman



Example: Gun Control Beliefs

• Deep core beliefs (critical normative beliefs)

• Freedom of choice

• Policy core beliefs (fundamental glue of coalitions)

• Freedom to own a gun

• Secondary beliefs 

• Guns ensure personal and societal safety



Multiplicity of terms in policy transfer 

Policy learning Lesson-drawing Best-practices

Benchmarking Policy diffusion
Policy 
convergence



Policy learning vs. Policy transfer

Policy learning is 
analytically separate 
from policy transfer. 

Not all policy transfer 
need involve learning

Not all learning need 
involve policy transfer. 

This is for two reasons: 



Reasons of policy learning ≠ policy transfer

1. Policy transfer can be coercive, involving the imposition of different policy 

models on governments by other governments or international organizations. 

• As a result, it appears rather strange to describe clearly coerced policy transfer 

(such as the imposition of the Westminster model on British colonies) as a type of 

policy ‘learning’.

• Policy ‘learning’ is uncoerced adoption (or non-adoption) of policy. 

• At the same time, however, it should be acknowledged that policy learning can 

be subject to many of the power imbalances that affect coercive policy 

• Policy examples tend to be ‘taught’ by well-resourced actors, and ‘learned’ by the 

less powerful – despite the potential for learning in a variety of directions.



Reasons of policy learning ≠ policy transfer

2. Policy learning can involve decisions not to adopt particular policies, as 

well as to adopt them. 

• This is because ‘negative lessons’ can be discovered through learning, 

which lead to the abandonment of previous plans.

• It would be difficult to conceive of such ‘non-adoption’ as a type of ‘policy 

transfer’. 



Policy diffusion

• Both policy learning and transfer can be viewed as examples of ‘diffusion’.

• Policy diffusion encompasses any following of or reaction to another 

country’s policy resulting from coercion, competition, learning or 

emulation.

• Studies of diffusion may differentiate between ‘early’ and ‘late’ adopters.



Policy diffusion and convergence

• Diffusion may lead to convergence but, equally, different countries’ 

policies may converge in the absence of cross-national processes.

• Convergence can be separated into ‘weak’ convergence, where one 

country adopts the policy of another country, or ‘strong’ convergence, 

when two countries move towards a third policy model.
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