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Abstract 

 

There is no denying that policy actors matter in driving policy change. Most of the policy process 

frameworks argued for the centrality of policy actors but have similarly contended that the occurrence of 

policy change is contingent upon the dynamic interaction of policy actors, organizations and institutions. 

But the roles played by the actors in the policy process has been typically framed in terms of the technician-

politician dichotomy. The burgeoning literature on the increasing complexity of policy work, however, 

shows a spectrum of roles instead of a binary distinction. Policy work is comprised of functions within and 

outside the government that transcend the political-analytical distinction. Despite this recognition, very 

limited attention has been given towards systematically and comprehensively measuring the set of skills 

and resources necessary for policy actors to perform this various functions. This paper discusses the 

development of instrument to address this gap in public policy literature. It builds on the framework of 

policy capacity developed by Wu, Ramesh and Howlett (2015) by integrating three separately assessed 

dimensions of policy capacity (analytical, managerial and political) into one measurement instrument. In 

doing so, we hope to measure not only the levels of individual policy capacity but also the dynamic 

interactions of the policy actors with resources at the levels of the organization and policy system.  

 

Keywords: policy capacity; policy actors; measurement 
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1. Introduction 

 

For several decades now, scholars have examined how individuals can determine the extent to which policy 

change and consequently, policy success can happen. Many have argued public managers can influence 

policy outcomes as much as policy design (Hicklin and Godwin 2009, Meier and O'Toole 2002, Howlett 

2011, Howlett and Walker 2012). Others examined how political brokers and entrepreneurs take advantage 

of ‘windows of opportunities’ in setting the agenda of successfully implemented policies (Kingdon 1984, 

Mintrom 1997, Pal and Clark 2015). More recently, attention have been given to a policy actor’s ability to 

generate and use policy-relevant knowledge (Howlett 2009b, Wellstead, Stedman, and Howlett 2011). 

These streams of research represent the complexity and the multiplicity of policy work, but there has been 

little empirical work done that simultaneously analyzes the different dimensions of policy work. Most of 

the existing literature identify capacity deficits as the gap between what policy professionals actually do 

and the rational model of policy analysis. However, since actual policy work are far from the rational model, 

the assessment of capacity deficits based on the gap becomes misleading. The absence of a comprehensive 

view of a policy actor’s set of capacities constrain the proper identification of interventions to better match 

actors with jobs and to address capacity gaps of incumbents.  

  

The purpose of this research is to develop a measurement instrument for actor policy capacity. Instead of  

appraising the gap of what policy workers do with the rational model, the instrument builds on the definition 

of policy capacity as “the set of skills and resources…necessary to perform policy functions” (Wu, Ramesh, 

and Howlett 2015). As actors operate within the restrictions and enablement of organizations and policy 

systems, individual policy capacity is not only a function of the availability of organizational and systemic 

skills and resources but also how the individual interfaces with these levels. The paper is structured as 

follows. The next section discusses the rationale for adopting an expansive perspective of actor policy 

capacity based on the increasing acknowledgement of the multi-faceted nature of policy work, which not 

only involves producing economically rational analysis but also managing financial, personnel and 
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informational resources as well as political bargaining and networking. Section 3 examines existing efforts 

to measure policy capacity. From this review of literature, a resource-based definition of actor policy 

capacity is derived: policy capacity is an individual actor’s skills and resources necessary in performing 

policy-related functions and tasks. In Section 4, this definition is operationalized using different constructs 

related to the three dimensions of policy capacity (analytical, managerial and political). Some preliminary 

concluding remarks are made at the end.  

 

2. Reexamining Policy Capacity: Roles Theory and the Changing Dynamics of Policy Work 

 

Many theoretical frameworks about the policy process and policy change have persuasively argued that 

policy actors matter. In his multi-streams approach, Kingdon (1984) identified policy entrepreneurs as 

crucial in the ‘coupling’ of policy and problem streams as they find ways to sell their policy proposals 

whenever opportunities arise. Sabatier’s (1988) advocacy coalition framework argues that repeated 

interactions between different set of actors following a different set of core policy beliefs is a necessary 

condition of policy change. The advocacy coalitions are typically mediated by policy brokers who attempts 

to reach a compromise between coalitions. Although these models heavily rely on exogenous events for 

policy changes to occur as lamented by Capano (2009), policy change still occurs as a result of the dynamic 

interaction of actors with organizations and institutions. 

 

While there is recognition if a policy actor’s role in the policy process, there is a limited understanding of 

what sort of capacity an actor needs to have in order to an effective instrument for policy change. In previous 

studies that examine the nature of policy work, the focus has been given to examining the role of policy 

analysts in the bureaucracy. The seminal work of Meltsner (1976) on American policy analysts asserted the 

‘technician’ role of policy analysts, who “weaves around himself a protective cocoon of computers, models, 

and statistical regressions” (Meltsner 1976, 18). He differentiated the technician as an academic researcher 

from the politician and highlighted the politics-analysis dichotomy that emanated from the Weberian 
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concept of a professional bureaucracy (Peters and Pierre 2001). Many works since then have attempted to 

move beyond these binary roles of policy analysts. Jenkins‐Smith (1982) identified two other roles of a 

policy analyst apart from the ‘objective technician’ which include an issue advocate who pushes for policies 

based on his/her own values and goals, and the client’s advocate who generates evidence to justify policy 

decisions ex-post. Snare (1995) relabeled the technician-politician roles into expert and advocate, 

distinguished by their motivations for doing policy analysis. He also added troubleshooter who serves as a 

broker and decision-maker who evaluates the options rather than generate them. These typologies, however, 

have been criticized for its inability to recognize the increasing trend of policy analysis being located outside 

of the government (Radin 2013). This criticism echoes Fellegi’s (1996) suggestion of expanding the 

definition of policy to include not only the government but also the non-government sector and the society 

as a whole.  

  

The current literature using roles theory of policy analysis suggests that the main point of distinction 

between policy analysts, street-level bureaucrats and politicians is their motivations, goals and values 

(Moore 1983). As Meltsner recognized earlier, policy work is a confluence of individual factors such as 

professional education and training, motivations and personal goals. But a policy professional’s roles do 

not exist in a vacuum and is in fact, affected largely by contextual factors. This issue is particularly stark in 

the literature that attempts to model the dynamic relationships between the civil servants and ‘political 

bureaucrats’ (Peters and Pierre 2001, Putnam 1973, Niskanen 1975, Alesina and Tabellini 2007). For 

instance, in light of increasing tension between politicians and bureaucrats in Britain, Wilson and Barker 

(2003) observe a reduction in the demand for bureaucrats to act as a trusted advisor of politicians, or in 

other words, as a ‘guide, philosopher, and friend’. Through their interviews, the authors also find perception 

among civil servants of their roles to go beyond policy advisory to include people management, 

implementation of political decisions and negotiations with other departments (Wilson and Barker 2003). 

Bureaucrats also perceive themselves not only as a policy-maker but also as a ‘trustee of the state’ indicating 
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the blurring lines of distinction between politicians and bureaucrats, which is influenced largely by the 

political system of a country (Aberbach, Mezger, and Rockman 1991).  

  

While there has been efforts to measure policy capacity of individuals as the ability to provide policy advice, 

the significance played by contextual factors in determining policy capacity favors a more expansive 

definition of policy capacity. Specifically, the variations in their perceived roles bring to surface the false 

dichotomization of the role of policy analysts as either technicians or politicians earlier argued by Meltsner 

(1976).In fact, Mayer, van Daalen, and Bots (2004) identified six clusters of policy work that includes not 

only research, designing and recommending policies but also clarifying arguments and values, providing 

strategic advice, democratizing the policy process and mediating various competing contextual factors. This 

points to the different hats a policy actor has to wear throughout the different stages of the policy process. 

The burgeoning literature on policy analytical capacity have also started to push the discourse towards 

better characterization of the tasks of and skills used by analysts in the performance of their jobs. Looking 

at policy analysts at the federal level in Canada, Howlett and Newman (2010) found policy analysts’ tasks 

to go beyond generating evidence for policy decisions and involves networking, ministerial briefing, and 

preparing budget submissions as well as acting as a coordinator and a planner. These findings are an 

elucidation on the policy analyst’s multi-dimensional nature of work but the limited empirical evidence so 

far has concentrated on what policy analysts actually do rather than what they can do. Many factors – both 

individual and organizational – simultaneously constrain and enable the extent to which policy analysts can 

perform their jobs. Thus, what their actual responsibilities may not fully reflect the spectrum of skills they 

can do in relation to policy work. If the role of policy analysts and policy actors in general keeps on 

changing, their survival as a professional within the policy process is contingent upon their skills and 

resources that allow them to adapt to the changing environment. The discourse has to be reframed by 

examining and measuring the capacity of all actors to actively engage and influence in a highly fluid policy 

process. While Meltsner (1976) already made a distinction between a technician and politician based on 

their levels of analytical and political capacity, the managerial aspects of policy work has largely been 
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ignored (Meier 2009, Howlett 2011, Howlett and Walker 2012). For example, a policy analyst needs a 

working knowledge of economics and financial accounting to perform a cost-benefit analysis of an 

installation of a village water system. But given that project evaluations are carried out as teams, the project 

team leader will have to use his ability to mobilize the work unit, resolve personnel conflicts and monitor 

performance in order to deliver on time. Frequently, information required to make an economic analysis 

would have to be obtained from various sources from the government. Field visits must be coordinated with 

local officials and results would have to be reported and packaged according to audience. The capacity of 

individual policy actors to carry out this complex work has not been properly measured or at best has only 

been examined independently of each other.  

 

3. Conceptualizing Actor Policy Capacity 

 

The primary challenge in any effort to measure capacity is overcoming the problem of scoping and defining 

an often contentious concept. Traditionally, policy capacity has been defined at the level of institutions and 

organization, particularly the government, as the ability to make intelligent decisions (Pierre and Painter 

2005) and implement these decisions (Davis 2000). This conceptualization of policy capacity emanates 

from the discourse on state capacity (Fukuyama 2013), which bounds policy capacity as making an 

‘authoritative choice’ (Colebatch 2006b). In an attempt to move away from this limited conceptualization 

of policy capacity and the need to recognize the interactions between the government and non-state actors 

in determining and implementing policies, Parsons defined policy capacity as the ability to map and 

navigate “through the complexities of inter-connected problems, multi-level governance, multiple fault 

lines and multi-organizational settings, cross-cutting issues, policy networks, organizational inter-

dependencies and linkages” (Parsons 2004, 44). Arguably, Parsons’ definition is a more nuanced notion of 

policy capacity, incorporating the different managerial and political components of policy capacity but also 

falls short of offering a comprehensive conceptualization of policy capacity that can be applied to policy 

actors who play multiple roles and responsibilities.  
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Table 1 Policy Capacity: Skills and Resources 

Levels of Resources 

and Capabilities 

Skills and Competences  

Analytical Managerial Political 

Individual Individual Analytical 

Capacity 

Individual Managerial 

Capacity 

Individual Political 

Capacity 

Organizational Organizational 

Analytical Capacity 

Organizational 

Managerial Capacity 

Organizational 

Political Capacity 

Systemic Systemic Analytical 

Capacity 

Systemic Managerial 

Capacity 

Systemic Political 

Capacity 

Source: Wu, Ramesh, Howlett (2015) 

 

More recently, Wu, Ramesh, and Howlett (2015) offers a more integrative definition of policy capacity. 

Policy capacity is defined as the skills and resources necessary in performing policy functions. As shown 

in Table 1, this definition acknowledges the three dimensions of policy capacity that has emerged in current 

literature: analytical (assessing and making informed choices), managerial (implementing the decisions) 

and political (interacting with other policy actors). This general framework also treats policy capacity as a 

nested model of capacities involving not only a multi-level categorization of resources and capabilities – 

individual, organizational and systemic – but also a dynamic interaction of each level to another. This 

definition of Wu et al. (2015) is adopted particularly since it is general enough to be applicable to policy 

actors within and outside the government.  
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Table 2 Individual Policy Functions throughout the Policy Process 

Stages Analytical Managerial Political 

Agenda setting  Define the problem 

 Collect supporting 

information from 

primary or secondary 

sources 

 Prioritize policy 

issues 

 Negotiate translation 

of political agenda 

into policy priorities 

 Generate interest in 

resolving the policy 

problem 

Formulation of 

alternatives and 

policy decision 

 Project possible 

outcomes/scenarios 

 Propose solutions 

 Select solutions 

based on a set of 

criteria 

 Link the problem to 

the solution 

 Engage stakeholders 

for policy inputs 

 Create a mandate for 

policy decision 

Policy 

Implementation 

 Develop a scheme to 

monitor 

implementation 

 Prepare reports about 

patterns and trends 

from monitoring data 

 Plan and organize  

 Mobilize financial, 

personnel and other 

resources 

 Track resource 

utilization vis-à-vis 

targets 

 Maintain 

communication 

 Troubleshoot 

potential fall-outs 

 Maintain 

communication with 

the external 

environment 

 Coordinate 

collaboration with 

other organizations 
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Stages Analytical Managerial Political 

within the policy 

work unit 

 Resolve operational 

bottlenecks 

 Coordinate internal 

collaboration with 

other units 

 Adjust to 

contingencies 

Policy Evaluation  Assess impact 

attributable to the 

policy through 

quantitative and 

qualitative analyses 

 Generate policy 

implications based on 

impact 

 Document 

accomplishments, 

lessons learned and 

policy implications   

 Review 

accomplishment of 

goals 

 Debrief and identify 

lessons learned 

 Report 

accomplishments and 

impact 

 

 Engage stakeholders 

to generate feedback 

about the policy 

 

If this definition is adopted, enumerating the functions of a policy professional becomes a crucial analytical 

step. Table 2 is an illustration of what a ‘typical’ policy actor is expected to perform throughout the policy 
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cycle. It does not intend to be an exhaustive list but it is presented to demonstrate that policy capacity 

involves not only ‘making intelligent choices’ or implementing such choices but also encompasses steering 

and weaving together the policy process as Parsons contended. We do not see one dimension to be 

exclusively performed by one dedicated staff nor do we anticipate all functions to be performed by one 

staff. Depending on the policy sub-system, each actor may only be involved in one aspect or phase of the 

policy process. Many permutations exist but the truth remains that performing a policy function or a 

combination of functions may entail differing levels of capacity. For example, it is a misperception that 

analytical capacity is only relevant to analysts working at lower echelons of government. In fact, they are 

even more relevant at the higher echelons because policy issues are even more complex when viewed from 

a broader perspective. Even when the policy analysis, design and evaluation is done at the lower levels, it 

is essential for senior managers to be intelligent consumers of analytical products. Without such capacity, 

policy-makers may either dismiss the value of analytical work altogether, or be misguided by them due to 

a lack of understanding of the limitations of such work. 

 

We adhere to Colebatch’s assertions about the existence of a variety of ‘maps’ of policy work, which is 

comprised of “overlapping accounts, ambiguity, and the construction and maintenance of shared meaning” 

as a result of repeated interaction between policy actors (Colebatch 2006b, 318, 2006a). We advance this 

argument further by suggesting that how this interaction is governed and facilitated by policy actors depends 

immensely on an actor’s analytical, managerial and political skills.  

 

Analytical capacity 

 

Analytical tasks pertain to the responsibilities of what Meltsner (1976) would refer to as the technician. The 

ability to perform these kinds of functions is contingent upon analytical capacity. The analytical skills of 

individuals involved in policy tasks such as diagnosing policy problems and their root causes, designing 

and comparing solutions to problems, formulating sensible plans for policy implementation, and conducting 
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rigorous policy evaluation – is a crucial determinant of policy effectiveness. In fact, what an organization 

does, indeed can do, and the likelihood its success depend critically on the analytical capacity of its 

employees in diagnosing problems and developing appropriate strategies for addressing them. Policy 

professionals’ skills in conducting such tasks are keys to their agencies’ analytical capacity. The increasing 

complexity of policy problems demands the use of analytical tools such as cost-benefit analysis and systems 

modeling that are often in short supply in governments.  

 

Policy analytical capacity is defined as the ability to acquire and utilize policy-relevant knowledge (Howlett 

2009b). It essentially pertains to basic skills of identifying and collecting appropriate data, applying 

statistical methods, communicating relevant policy-messages to specific audiences, and integrating 

evidence into policy learning (Howlett and Joshi-Koop 2011). In existing literature, the dominant way of 

measuring policy analytical capacity has been assessing formal education and training of a policy 

professional, work experience (Elgin and Weible 2013, Howlett 2009a, Howlett and Newman 2010, 

Wellstead, Stedman, and Howlett 2011). In a review of policy-related job posts, Radin (2013) noted 

employers’ preference for specialized knowledge in a specific policy sector as reflected by a candidate’s 

field of study. Age and tenure in a policy-related work is indicative of institutional memory, which is critical 

in fostering collective learning (Wellstead, Stedman, and Lindquist 2009). These studies also examine the 

types of work analysts perform on a regular basis, and techniques employed, which feeds back to their 

educational background. It is an indirect but objective way of determining whether one has the adequate 

skills to perform policy analysis.  

 

In assessing analytical capacity, however, it becomes critical to examine the resources at the disposal of the 

policy actor. The availability of personnel and informational resources can either constrain or enable an 

effective conduct of policy functions. Existence of a policy shop signals an organizational commitment to 

policy analysis as it creates policy communities and an accessible knowledge pool (Bhatta 2002). Time as 

a resource seems to also feed into the capacity of policy professionals. In the analysis of federal and national 
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policy analysts, Wellstead, Stedman, and Howlett (2011) examined the temporal dimension of policy work, 

whether policy analysts engage in ‘fire-fighting’ or long-term analysis. Their analysis offers a glimpse at 

the requirement for policy analysts to be flexible and adaptable to a changing work environment. Whereas 

time can be considered as a valuable resource of policy analysis, the nature of work does not allow analysts 

to have this luxury, requiring analyst to be quick on their feet in generating or integrating evidence on a 

day-to-day basis. Instead of achieving an economically rational analysis, policy actors who face constraints 

in time and information, typically follow ‘rules of thumb’ and ‘good enough’ methods, which is captured 

best by the concept of bounded rationality in policy analysis (Dunn 2015, Jones 2003).  

 

Managerial capacity 

 

As argued earlier, the variations in the kind of work of policy actors reflect the expectation for them to carry 

out managerial functions as well. Policy managers are tasked to ‘get it done’, which often requires leading 

a team and mobilizing resources usually typified as administrative tasks. But Howlett (2011) finds that 

policy managers also engage in analytical activities on top of planning and networking for which he 

concluded that “[p]olicy managers are not simply administrators… [and] the analysis …suggests that the 

policy roles played by policy managers are significant and in most respects very similar to those played by 

nonmanagerial policy analysts” (Howlett 2011, 258). Managerial policy capacity can thus be defined based 

on Gleeson’s notion of ‘policy leadership’, which involves “the ability to build policy through local-level 

judgment, mentorship, initiative and responsibility and through mobilizing organizational resources” 

(Gleeson 2009, 367). But leadership is a difficult skill to specify and yet harder to measure. It is more 

practical and useful to break down the nebulous concept of leadership into key functions that policy 

managers perform: planning, staffing, budgeting, delegating, and directing, and coordination. The presence 

of ample officials with skills in managing human, financial, and infrastructure resources and coordinating 

their use within and outside organizations is critical for making and implementing good policies (Hicklin 

and Godwin 2009). High level of inter-personal skills is essential, though hard to measure, because the 
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complexity of contemporary policy challenges require close collaboration among a large number of policy 

professionals within and across organizations. 

 

Although the study of bureaucrat-politician dynamics have been thriving, the extent to which public 

managers can interact effectively with other actors throughout policy process remains largely unattended 

(Meier 2009, Hicklin and Godwin 2009). The limited existing literature on measurements of ‘good 

management’ have tended to treat management either the residual of management or specific aspects of 

management. For instance,  Meier and O'Toole (2002) measured ‘managerial quality’ of superintendents as 

a function of performance-based salary set by school boards, which accounts for 5 percent of the variation 

in school district performance. Subsequent research using the residual measure of managerial quality 

corroborated the assertion that managerial quality partly determines organizational performance (O'Toole 

and Meier 2003). Although application of this measure of managerial quality implies generalizability 

(Meier 2009), it is hardly operational where variables such as salary are not performance-based, which 

limits the replicability of the measurement to other areas. More importantly, quality indicators measures 

what has been done already instead of what the managers can actually do. Other scholars have used 

attitudinal measures to construct a model of managerial quality. For Vigoda-Gadot and Yuval (2003), 

managerial quality includes human quality, transparency and accountability, morality and ethics, and 

innovation and creativity. The authors established that managerial quality is precondition not only of 

organizational performance but also of political legitimacy and trust in the government.  

 

Operational capacity is relevant not only to policy implementation, as commonly believed, but to all policy 

processes. The lack of operational capacity among experts and analysts may result in policy 

recommendations and eventually decisions that may be sound in theory or principle, but fall apart in practice 

because the issues with regard to resources allocation and coordination were not taken into consideration 

at the policy formulation stage. In addition, specific tasks at other stages in policy process, such as 

evaluation, may involve the mobilization and deployment of resources requiring operational capacity. 
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Political capacity 

 

Policy capacity at the systemic level involves the policy professionals’ ability to take the political aspects 

of policy tasks into consideration and to enhance political support for the tasks they perform. First of all, 

knowledge about policy processes, especially about how different players interact with each other in 

different stages of the policy process, helps individual actors to appreciate the linkages between their work 

and the politics of the policy process. Engagement of stakeholders including engaging expert groups to 

provide definitive policy advice has been identified as a core function of policy professionals (Page 2010). 

This is corroborated by research done by Howlett and Walker (2012) where they find policy analysts to be 

engaged in stakeholder consultations and engagement or process management (coordinator-planner). Policy 

acumen, consisting of insights about positions, interests, resources and strategies of key players in the policy 

process, and the practical implications of policy actions (Wu et al. 2010, Rhodes 2014, Tiernan 2015), 

forms the basis for actors to make sound judgment on the desirability and feasibility of different policies. 

Third, skills in communication, negotiation and consensus building can be critical for individual actors 

working closely with stakeholders outside their organizations, such as other government agencies, political 

parties, NGOs, the media, and the general public because policy process involve the interactions of many 

different stakeholders with their own interests and imperatives (Zhang et al. 2012). 

 

Drawing from management studies, political capacity here is defined as the ability to effectively understand 

stakeholders and others at work, and to use such knowledge to mobilize others towards achieving a desired 

policy outcome (Ferris et al. 2005). It allows policy actors to navigate through organizations and political 

systems to steer policies both in the context of ‘normal’ policy-making and implementation of policy 

changes or reforms (Pal and Clark 2015). This is particularly important because political skills have 

transformed to be a fundamental skill requirement for policy analysts since they have become the “first line 

conduit for policy bargaining” (Radin 2013, 207). Contrary to what is commonly believed, political capacity 

is not an essential trait only of senior policy-makers and officials, a perception deeply rooted in the 



16 

separation of public administration and politics, with the latter belonging exclusively to political executive. 

Without adequate political capacity, policy analysts and experts may make policy recommendations that 

overlook resistance of key players in the policy process, and public sector managers may underestimate the 

level of opposition to policies or programs implemented. Both can lead to disastrous consequences. 

 

This aspect of policy capacity has long been recognized as a driver of policy innovation and change but has 

been largely applied to the concepts of policy entrepreneurs and policy brokers (Stone 1989, Mintrom and 

Vergari 1996, Mintrom 1997, Stone 2001, Weissert 1991). Although distinguishing between the two have 

been the subject of much research, they share an astute ability to take advantage of the political environment 

to push for their own agenda. To some extent, political capacity also feeds into technical capacity as it 

relates to one’s ability to tap into the resources available within and outside the organization. Mintrom calls 

this ability as people skills: “[o]ther things being equal, policy analysts with excellent people skills are 

better able than their counterparts with less keenly developed interpersonal skills to make effective use of 

their technical skills” (Mintrom 2003, 8). Another aspect of political skills is management networking.  

(Meier and O’Toole 2001) 

 

However, the measurement of political capacity has been largely done through external validation of the 

political skills. For example, efforts to identify policy entrepreneurs rely on the success of an individual in 

pushing for certain agenda as perceived by their peers or based on their associational linkages. In identifying 

legislative entrepreneurs, Weissert (1991) considered sponsors or co-sponsors of bills during the ‘policy 

window’ who were previously associated to the issue as policy entrepreneurs while those without prior 

association to the issue are identified as policy opportunists. In a survey about the role of individual in 

driving state-level higher education reforms, McLendon and Ness (2003) identified the following as 

qualities of effective policy entrepreneurship: an appreciation of timing and contingency, an ability to 

mobilize coalitions of like-minded interest, and skill (perhaps technical as well as political) at formulating 

specific reform proposals. 
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Building on the argument that organizations are political arenas (Mintzberg 1985), Ferris et al. (2005) 

devised a political skill inventory as comprised of networking ability, apparent sincerity, social astuteness 

and interpersonal influence based on attitudinal ratings. Using these constructs, political skills of a leader 

have been associated with improved team performance (Ahearn et al. 2004), higher levels of individual job 

performance (Semadar, Robins, and Ferris 2006), impression management effectiveness (Harris et al. 

2007). Related studies on public policy equally acknowledged the importance of these constructs 

particularly, networking (Meier and O'Toole 2003, Mintrom 2003) and pragmatism (Snare 1995). 

 

4. Development of an Actor Policy Capacity Survey 

 

Based on the literature reviewed, the development of an instrument that can sufficiently capture actor policy 

capacity requires several criteria to be met. First, it must equally be applicable to policy actors outside the 

government, particularly those working for non-government organizations influencing policy issues, as 

well as those working at different levels of the government – national, local or regional government. 

Inevitably, the instrument will tend to lose nuance as it becomes more comprehensive but the fact that the 

policy process is not a monopoly of a single actor should be increasingly acknowledge in efforts to 

empirically measure policy capacity. Second, it must be able to measure the ability of policy actors to 

navigate through and interact with organizations and institutions in the daily course of their work. The 

novelty of the general framework of policy capacity proposed by Wu, Ramesh, and Howlett (2015) is 

recognition of the nested nature of policy capacity – not only do policy capacity exists at different levels 

but these levels interact with each other. Third, the instrument must be able to appraise the multi-

dimensionality of policy capacity. Policy actors are not just contained in a cocoon of regression analysis 

but are equally involved in engaging with stakeholders, drawing up support for the policy process while 

managing resources at their disposal.  
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Another integral part of the operationalization problem of capacity is to decide on the object of measurement 

of policy capacity. Recent literature about state capacity have asserted the use of process indicators rather 

than outcome or output indicators to measure capacity (Fukuyama 2013, Holt and Manning 2014). 

Advocates for using process indicators chiefly argue that outcome indicators suffer from the problem of 

isolating other confounding factors that led to the outcome/output. The outcomes approach on the other 

hand identify specific types of capacity that link to a spectrum of desired outcomes from meritocracy in the 

bureaucracy to economic development (Savoia and Sen 2012). However, these approaches overlook the 

necessary pre-condition of the existence of inputs and implicitly argues that inputs exist if a process is 

already in place or if a certain outcome has been achieved. While there is a powerful logic behind this 

assumption, it limits the understanding of policy capacity to what whether the policy process is performing 

or to what it has achieved. As Howlett and Ramesh (2015) have argued, such processes and outcomes rely 

on access to resources that can be used for such purposes. Resource-based theory to assess capacity has 

been applied to organizational capacities (Andrews, Beynon, and McDermott 2015, Bryson, Ackermann, 

and Eden 2007, Piening 2013, Gleeson et al. 2011) and individual policy capacity (Gleeson 2009, Gleeson 

et al. 2009). By putting back resources and inputs into the measurement of policy capacity, efforts to address 

capacity deficits will not just concentrate on policy performance but also in ensuring policy work is 

adequately resourced.  

 

Taking these criteria into consideration, the instrument we developed to measure actor policy capacity 

follows a resource-based approach (see Appendix A for the questionnaire). There are six modules to the 

questionnaire: About Your Work (QA1-QA11), About Your Training and Education (QB1), Self-

Assessment of Skills and Resources (QC1-QC11), Assessment of Organizational Procedures and Resources 

(QD1-QD7), Assessment of the External Environment (QE1-QE2), and Barriers to Effectiveness at Work 

(QF1-QF9). It primarily integrates several existing instruments that measure the different dimensions of 

policy capacity. Considering the replicability criteria, the instrument is self-administered.  
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The questions about policy analytical capacity and characterization of policy work were mainly derived 

from instrument developed by Howlett (2009a, b). As earlier defined, policy analytical capacity pertains to 

relevant skills and resources that allow policy professionals to acquire and utilize policy-relevant 

knowledge. Related to this, the survey specifically asks the respondents to characterize his or her policy 

work in terms of the main responsibilities in the job (QA1), policy-related tasks performed (QA2), policy 

analysis techniques used (QA3), policy-related information used (QA5), time orientation of work (QA7) 

and association with a dedicated policy work unit (QA8-10). Such characterization is crucial in 

understanding the nature of policy work policy professionals are assigned to. Educational background and 

formal training are also assessed to provide an indication of the stock of knowledge the policy professional 

has that is policy-related. Attitudinal measures are indirectly measured using a self-assessment of training 

needs (QA6).  

 

The survey includes questions to measure managerial capacity based largely on management studies 

literature (QC1-7). It measures different constructs such as creativity and innovation (i.e. ‘I like to 

experiment with new approaches to work.’), leadership (i.e. ‘I am able to motivate others to care about 

work we need to accomplish.’), results orientation (i.e. ‘I have an understanding of how things really get 

done at my work.’) and integrative conflict management (i.e. ‘I try to work with others to find solutions to 

a problem which satisfy our expectations.’) (Rahim 1983, Harris et al. 2007). Self-assessment of one’s own 

skills in planning, resource management and performance management is also included in this module. 

These constructs are linked to the policy leadership competencies identified by Hughes (2014, 230) that 

includes the ability to manage people, ability to initiate and manage effectively, strong interpersonal and 

communication skills as well as strong analytical and critical appraisal skills and a range of personal 

attributes like acumen, decisive, agile, resilient and flexible. 

 

In measuring political capacity, we draw upon the instrument developed by Ferris et al. (2005) on political 

skills in organization (QC8-11). This survey module is a self-assessment of personality traits and general 
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attitudes towards the political aspects of policy work, which  have been argued before as important to 

maximizing the impact of a policy actor’s role (Snare 1995, Bozeman 1986). The constructs of networking 

ability (i.e. ‘I spend a lot of time and effort at work networking with others.’) and interpersonal influence 

(i.e. ‘It is easy for me to develop good rapport with most people.’) were specifically used as they have been 

shown to be particularly important in the policy context (Mintrom 2003, Meier and O'Toole 2003, Meltsner 

1976). Some aspect of political skills is also evaluated in terms of the nature of their work of interacting 

with other stakeholders (QA6). These self-assessed levels of analytical, managerial, and political capacity 

can be juxtaposed with self-reported importance of sucks skills and resources to their work (QF2). 

 

Respondents are also asked of their own assessment of the resources and procedures of their organizations 

that impinge on their policy capacity (QD1-7). Specifically, perception about systems related to individual 

performance management (e.g.  ‘I receive regular feedback about my individual performance.’ ‘My 

individual goals are linked to my organization's goals.’) and inter-unit collaboration within the organization 

(i.e. ‘Units and offices within my organization always collaborate with each other’). These are 

organizational dimensions that have argued as critical in facilitating or limiting the extent to which policy 

work is performed (Hughes et al. 2015). Given that policy actors are affected by the resources accorded by 

the political and policy systems, respondents are also asked to rate their level of agreement to statements 

about political legitimacy (QE1-8). The measure of political legitimacy is based on the instrument 

developed by Weatherford (1992) on political legitimacy orientations. It includes statements about trust 

(i.e. ‘The government can be trusted to make the right decision.’), government competence (i.e. 

‘Government is capable of implementing policies effectively.’) and subjective political competence (i.e. 

‘Election results reflect the policy preferences of the population.’).  

 

Respondents will be asked to identify barriers that influence their effectiveness at work (QF1). The question 

derived from Howlett (2009a, b) identifies key individual and organizational factors that can affect the 

extent to which a policy professional can contribute towards an agency’s policy performance, which 
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includes authority, expertise, training, appreciation of policy work, workload, among others. Questions 

about organizational resources (QF3) and commitment (QF4). Lastly, the respondents are asked to provide 

an over-all assessment of his own individual policy skills (QF5), organization’s policy skills (QF6) and 

effectiveness of performing policy function of the external environment (QF7). 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 

The aim of this paper is to discuss the development of an instrument to measure individual-level policy 

capacity. The task of developing a means to operationalize a highly contested concept necessitated a 

resource-based approach to capacity. This article adopts the definition of policy capacity as one’s set of 

skills and resources that are important to perform policy-related functions and tasks. However, such an 

instrument needs to consider several important criteria: applicability to the entire gamut of policy work 

including not-for-profit and advocacy work, interaction of the individual policy actor with organizational 

resources and procedures, and the external environment; and the multi-dimensionality of policy work to 

include analytical, managerial and political components. By meeting all these criteria, the Actor Policy 

Capacity Survey hopes to adequately capture the policy capacity’s complex nature and the factors that shape 

it. Capacity development interventions for policy analysts and policy professionals can better be guided in 

how to properly address critical capacity deficits.  

 

The development of the survey instrument is an essential first step in a wider effort to move towards to a 

more rigorous and comprehensive measurement of policy capacity. A validation of the instrument’s validity 

and reliability must be undertaken to ensure that policy capacity is assessed credibly and adequately. Not 

only does the questionnaire need to be tested among policy analysts and professionals from the different 

levels of government but also among non-governmental workers and government affairs officers from the 

private sector. It is hoped that the Actor Policy Capacity Survey will allow for future comparative research 

of the capacities of policy actors across different sectors, contexts and countries.   
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Appendix: Actor Policy Capacity Survey Instrument 

 
BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

The research project seeks to assess policy capacity at different levels - individual, organizational and 
systemic. 
 
You are invited to kindly complete this questionnaire because of your current or most recent position in 
public policy. Your participation is voluntary. If you do decide to participate in this survey, you may 
withdraw at any time.  
 
In this survey, you will be asked information about yourself, your work and, your education and training. 
The survey also involves a self-assessment of policy-related competencies. Answering the survey will 
take approximately 10 to 20 minutes.  
 
We assure you that your participation in the survey and your individual responses will be strictly 
confidential to the research team and will not be divulged to any outside party, including other 
respondents. The results of the survey will be used for scholarly purposes only and might be shared in 
the form of an academic paper or conference presentation.  
 
By checking the box next to "agree" below: 
• you have read the above information; and, 
• you voluntarily agree to participate 

         Agree                   Disagree 

Date: 

// 
          dd       mm         year 

Start Time: : 
am/pm 

End : : am/pm 

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE (Circle the number that corresponds to your answer.) 

Gender:  
1 – Male 
2 – Female 

Age (in years): 
____________ 
 

Highest educational 
attainment: 
1 – Secondary 
2 – Completed College 
3 – Completed Master  
4 – Completed PhD 

Field(s) of study (Encircle all that 
applies): 
1  – Humanities (e.g. History, 

Philosophy) 
2  – Social Sciences (e.g. Anthropology, 

Political Science, Economics) 
3  – Natural Sciences (e.g. Biology, 

Chemistry, Earth sciences) 
4  – Formal Sciences (e.g. Mathematics, 

Statistics) 
5  – Applied Sciences (e.g. Engineering, 

Environmental studies, Agriculture) 
6  – Professions (e.g. Medicine, 

Architecture, Business, Education) 
7  – Public Administration, Public Policy 

or Public Affairs 
8  – Other, please specify: 

_______________ 
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Country of 
your 
employment: 
 
____________ 

How many 
policy-related 
positions have 
you held in the 
past 5 years? 
 
_____________ 
 

Sector(s) of 
professional policy-
related work experience 
(Encircle all that 
applies) 
1  – Federal or national 

government 
2  – Local government  
3  – Private sector  
4  – Not-for-profit sector 
5  – International 

organizations 
6  – Academia  
7  – Other, please 

specify: 
_________________ 

 

Policy areas of your work (Encircle 
all that applies) 
1  – Economic Affairs (e.g. Industry, Tra

de, Labor, Transport, and 
Communication) 

2  – Social and Welfare Services (e.g. H
ealth, Education, Housing) 

3  – Environment and Natural Resource
s (e.g. Waste Management, 
Environmental Protection) 

4  – Justice, Public Order and Safety (e.
g. 
Police, Corrections, Judicial, Defen
se) 

5  – General Public Services (e.g. 
Foreign Affairs, Government 
Financial and Fiscal Affairs, 
Legislative) 

6  – Other, please specify: 
______________ 
 

Years of 
career 
experience in 
policy-related 
work (in 
years) 
 
____________ 

A. ABOUT YOUR WORK (Circle the number that corresponds to your answer.) 

QA1 
What best describes your current 
position? (Choose only one) 

1  – Analyst/Researcher 
2  – Evaluation/Monitoring/Assessment 
3  – Management  
4  – Planning and Development 
5  – Public Participation/Stakeholder Engagement/  
6  – Internal or External Communications/Liaison 
7  – Frontline Service Delivery 
8  – Other, please specify:_____________ 

QA2 

How often do you perform the following 
in your current position? (Circle the 
number that best corresponds to your 
answer.) 

Never Rarely 
Sometime

s 
Often Always 

1  – Collect policy-related data or 
information 

1 2 3 4 5 

2  – Identify and appraise policy 
options/solutions 

1 2 3 4 5 

3  – Evaluate policy processes, results 
and outcomes 

1 2 3 4 5 

4  – Prioritize policy tasks 1 2 3 4 5 

5  – Manage implementation or delivery 
of programs 

1 2 3 4 5 

6  – Brief policy managers and decision-
makers (e.g. cabinet ministers, 
senior managers) 

1 2 3 4 5 

7  – Negotiate with stakeholders on 
policy matters  

1 2 3 4 5 

8  – Consult with the public on policy 
matters 

1 2 3 4 5 

9  – Other, please specify: 
____________ 

 
1 2 3 4 5 
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QA3 

How often do you employ the following 
techniques in your job? (Circle the 
number that best corresponds to your 
answer.) 

Never Rarely 
Sometime

s 
Often Always 

1  – Consultations (e.g. focus groups) 1 2 3 4 5 

2  – Expert judgments and elicitation 1 2 3 4 5 

3  – Statistical analysis  1 2 3 4 5 

4  – Modelling techniques 1 2 3 4 5 

5  – Social network and media 
analysis 

1 2 3 4 5 

6  – Scenario analysis and planning, 
and risk analysis 

1 2 3 4 5 

7  – Economic analysis (e.g. Cost-
benefit analysis) 

1 2 3 4 5 

8  – Impact assessment (e.g. 
environment, social, financial, 
political) 

1 2 3 4 5 

9  – Survey design and administration 1 2 3 4 5 

10  – Literature reviews 1 2 3 4 5 

11  – Other, please specify 
_______________ 

1 2 3 4 5 

QA4 
 

How much would you benefit from a 
training program or university course on 
any of the following topics? (Circle the 
number that best corresponds to your 
answer.) 

Not at all 
beneficia

l 
 

Moderate
ly not 

beneficial 
 

Neutral 
 

Moderatel
y 

beneficial 
 

Very 
benefici

al 
 

1  – Identifying data and 
information relevant for 
policy analysis  

1 2 3 4 5 

2  – Designing and 
administering surveys 

1 2 3 4 5 

3  – Collecting valid and reliable 
qualitative data 

1 2 3 4 5 

4  – Integrating existing 
research evidence with policy-
related tasks 

1 2 3 4 5 

5  – Conducting statistical 
analysis and other 
quantitative techniques 

1 2 3 4 5 

6  – Conducting qualitative analysis 1 2 3 4 5 

7  – Managing an office including the 
budget and other resources 

1 2 3 4 5 

8  – Leading a team 1 2 3 4 5 

9  –  Understanding and influencing 
organizational culture 

1 2 3 4 5 

10  – Establishing networks outside the 
organization 

1 2 3 4 5 
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QA5 

How often do you use the following 
sources of information in your work? 
(Circle the number that best 
corresponds to your answer.) 

Never Rarely 
Sometime

s 
Often Always 

1  – Survey and statistical data 1 2 3 4 5 

2  – Operations and monitoring data (e.g. 
program expenditure) 

1 2 3 4 5 

3  – Program evaluation results (e.g. 
physical accomplishments, impact)  

1 2 3 4 5 

4  – Expert opinion (academic, think 
tanks and consultants) 

1 2 3 4 5 

5  – Government documents (e.g. white 
papers, task force reports) 

1 2 3 4 5 

6  – Personal experience or opinion 1 2 3 4 5 

7  – Interest groups-provided information 
(e.g. industry, non-governmental 
organizations 

1 2 3 4 5 

8  – Legal opinions 1 2 3 4 5 

9  – Social media 1 2 3 4 5 

10  – Traditional media (e.g. news 
reports) 

1 2 3 4 5 

11  – Other: ____________________ 
 

1 2 3 4 5 

QA6 
 

How often do you interact with the 
following organizations? (Circle the 
number that best corresponds to your 
answer.) 

Never Rarely 
Sometime

s 
Often Always 

1  – Other ministries within your 
government 

1 2 3 4 5 

2  – The federal or national government 1 2 3 4 5 

3  – Local governments 1 2 3 4 5 

4  – Other national governments 1 2 3 4 5 

5  – Private sector 1 2 3 4 5 

6  – International organizations 1 2 3 4 5 

7  – Not-for-profit sector 1 2 3 4 5 

8  – Academia 1 2 3 4 5 

9  – Other, please specify: 
_______________ 

1 2 3 4 5 

QA7 

To what extent do you agree on the 
following statements? (Circle the 
number that best corresponds to your 
answer.) 

Strongly 
disagre

e 
(1) 

 
 

(2) 

 
 

(3) 

 
 

(4) 

Strongly 
agree 

(5) 

1  – I mostly work on short-term 
assignments.  

1 2 3 4 5 

2  – I mostly work on long-term 
assignments. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QA8 
Do you belong to a work unit officially 
assigned to accomplish policy-related 

1 – Yes Go to QA9 

2 – No Skip to Section B 
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tasks (e.g. policy analysis, policy 
evaluation, environmental scanning)? 

QA9 
How many full-time equivalent (regular) 
employees are in your unit? 

Number of employees: ____________ 
 

QA10 
How many of these employees work on 
policy-related tasks? 

Number of employees: ____________ 
 

B. ABOUT YOUR TRAINING AND EDUCATION 

QB1 

If you have attended any of the following 
training or university course, what was 
the setting of this training/course? 
(Circle all that applies) 

Not 
applicable 

External to my 
organization 

(e.g. third-party 
or external 

training firms or 
university) 

Internal to my 
organization (e.g. 

training institutes or 
units within my 
organization) 

1  – Formal policy analysis or evaluation 
(e.g. cost benefit analysis) 

1 2 3 

2  – Leadership, management or 
supervision 

1 2 3 

3  – Political analysis and networking 1 2 3 

4  – Budgeting and staff management 1 2 3 

5  – Law or constitution  1 2 3 

C. SELF-ASSESSMENT OF SKILLS AND 
RESOURCES 

To what extent do you agree with the following 
statements? Circle the number that corresponds to 
your answer.  

Strongly 
disagree 

(1) 

 
 

(2) 

 
 

(3) 

 
 

(4) 

Strongl
y agree 

(5) 

QC1 
I am able to motivate others to care about 
work we need to accomplish.  

1 2 3 4 5 

QC2 
I like to experiment with new approaches 
to work. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QC3 
I have an understanding of how things 
really get done at my work. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QC4 
I try to work with others to find solutions 
to a problem which satisfy our 
expectations. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QC5 
I can translate mental plans into written 
targets, goals, strategies and actions.  

1 2 3 4 5 

QC6 
I have the necessary skills for budgeting 
and expenditure monitoring.  

1 2 3 4 5 

QC7 
I have the skills to assess and promote 
the performance of my team members.  

1 2 3 4 5 

QC8 
I am able to communicate easily and 
effectively with others. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QC9 
It is easy for me to develop good rapport 
with most people. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QC10 
I spend a lot of time and effort at work 
networking with others. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QC11 
I have developed a large network at work 
who I can call on for support when I really 
need to get things done. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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D. ASSESSMENT OF ORGANIZATIONAL 
PROCEDURES AND RESOURCES 

 
In the context of your current position, to what 
extent do you agree with the following statements? 
Circle the number that corresponds to your answer. 
 

Strongl
y 

disagre
e 

(1) 

 
 

(2) 

 
 

(3) 

 
 

(4) 

Strongl
y agree 

(5) 

QD1 
People like me have a say in what my 
organization does. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QD2 
Units and offices in my organization 
always collaborate with each other. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QD3 
My organization considers stakeholders' 
inputs when necessary. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QD4 
Most of the people running my 
organization usually know what they are 
doing. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QD5 
I receive regular feedback about my 
individual performance. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QD6 
My individual goals are linked to my 
organization's goals. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QD7 
I have access to policy-makers outside 
my organization.  

1 2 3 4 5 

E. ASSESSMENT OF THE EXTERNAL 
ENVIRONMENT 
 

To what extent do you agree with the following 
statements? Circle the number that corresponds to 
your answer.  
 

Strongl
y 

disagre
e 

(1) 

 
 

(2) 

 
 

(3) 

 
 

(4) 

Strongl
y agree 

(5) 

QE1 
Election results reflect the policy 
preferences of the population 

1 2 3 4 5 

QE2 
The government can be trusted to make 
the right decision. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QE3 
Government is capable of implementing 
policies effectively.  

1 2 3 4 5 

QE4 The population is well-enough educated 
to make informed decisions.  

1 2 3 4 5 

QE5 
Government agencies are working with 
each other. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QE6 
Government decisions are based on 
evidence. 

1 2 3 4 5 

QE7 
The public understands the challenges 
and constraints that confront the 
government.  

1 2 3 4 5 

QE8 
People like me have access to necessary 
information about government's services 
to assess its performance. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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F. BARRIERS TO EFFECTIVENESS AT WORK 

QF1 

 
In your opinion, what are the main 
barriers to your effective involvement in 
your department or agency's policy 
performance? (Encircle all that applies.) 

1  – My superiors do not value my work. 
2  – I am not given the necessary authority. 
3  – I do not have the expertise to carry out my job. 
4  – I have insufficient training opportunities. 
5  – My colleagues do not value my work. 
6  – I do not have enough resources (e.g. financial, 

personnel, etc.) to do my job. 
7  – I have too many urgent tasks to do. 
8  – There is no demand for rigorous policy work 

within my organization. 
9  – I do not have access to relevant information or 

data. 
10  – I do not have access to the 'right people' in 

my organization 
11  – Other, please specify: 

_____________________ 
 

QF2 

How important are the following in 
your work? 
(Circle the number that 
corresponds to your answer.) 

Very 
unimporta

nt 
 

Somewha
t 

unimporta
nt 

 

Neither 
Important 

nor 
unimporta

nt 
 

Somewha
t 

Important 
 

Very 
important 

1  –  Analytical skills and resources 
(e.g. being able to obtain and 
utilize policy-relevant 
knowledge) 

1 2 3 4 5 

2  –  Managerial skills and 
resources (e.g. leadership and 
effectively using resources to 
achieve a goal) 

1 2 3 4 5 

3  –  Political skills and resources 
(e.g. creating political support for 
policy work) 

1 2 3 4 5 

QF3 

On the following question, encircle the number corresponding to your answer that best 
completes the statement. The numbers do not have any value. 

Over the past 5 years, have your 
department’s budget, information 
and personnel resources for policy-
related work (e.g. policy 
analysis/evaluation): 

Greatly 
decrease

d 
 

Moderatel
y 

decrease
d 

No 
change 

Moderatel
y 

increased 

Greatly 
increased 

1 2 3 4 5 

QF4 
Based on your experience, how 
committed is your department or 
agency to improving policy skills? 

Very 
committed 

Moderatel
y 

committed 

Slightly 
committed 

Not very 
committed 

Not at all 
committe

d 

1 2 3 4 5 

QF5 
Overall, how would you rate your 
individual policy skills? 

Very low Low Moderate High  
Very 
High 

1 2 3 4 5 
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QF6 
Overall, how would you rate your 
organization’s policy skills? 

Very low Low Moderate High  
Very 
High 

1 2 3 4 5 

QF7 
Overall, how would you rate the 
external environment for 
performing policy functions?  

Very low Low Moderate High  
Very 
High 

1 2 3 4 5 

QF8 

Any final thoughts you wish to add? 
 
 
 
 

QF9 

How would you improve this survey? 
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