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Policy Design Starts with Operational Capacity 

Sir Jonathan Ive, the head of de-
sign for Apple, obviously thinks seri-
ously and analytically about design.
In February, in a long profile of Ive in
The New Yorker, Ian Parker observed
that Ive thought “bad industrial de-
sign often starts in ignorance of what
a material can and cannot do.”

Clearly there are things that an
industrial material—be it steel, sili-
cone, or styrofoam—can do. But there
are also things that each of these
materials cannot do. To be effective, a
designer, as Ive emphasizes, needs to
understand such differences.

The same might be said of the
challenges of designing any public
policy: “Bad policy design often starts
in ignorance of what an organization
can and cannot do.”

Too often, the policy wonks, legis-
lative analysts, and elected officials
who design policy are ignorant of
what an organization can and—even
more importantly—cannot do. Before
public officials ask an organization to
do something, they need to ask them-
selves two key design questions:

(1) Can the organizations to
which we plan to assign this
responsibility do this?

(2) What additional operational
capacity do these organiza-
tions need so that they can
actually do what we ask?

After all, as the policy is initially de-
signed, there might be no organiza-
tion that can do what is asked.

Certainly the designers of public
policy have a diversity of alternatives.
As Lester Salamon of Johns Hopkins
University has emphasized, in addi-
tion to direct government, there exist
a variety of “tools” with which to ac-
complish public purposes. Govern-
ment can contract out, regulate the
private sector (for either economic or
social purposes), purchase services
from non-governmental organizations,
and offer tax breaks, grants, or loans.

Will, however, the assigned organi-
zations have the operational capacity
to achieve the purpose behind any of

these designs? Even if government is
creating incentives for others to im-
plement the policy, it is relying on
people—be they in a corporation or a
family—to have the competences
necessary to convert the policy into a
results-producing reality.

Maybe, despite a policy’s explicit
incentives, the people in the organi-
zation—be it large or small—are sim-
ply uninterested. After all, the re-
quired tasks might not mesh with
what Morton Halperin, now of the
Open Society Foundation, once called
their “organizational essense.” This is
“the view held by the dominant group
in the organization of what the mis-
sions and capabilities should be.” If
not, the organization won’t really try.

Or maybe these organizations are
not capable of doing what is required.
They may simply not have people with
the required operational capacity.

Or maybe the policy is a product of
“disjointed incrementalism” with dif-
ferent features of the policy added
sequentially by different designers.
The disjointedness of such “incremen-
talism” might take place over years,
as different policy designers contrib-
ute their own pet accessory. (Think
Apple does it this way?)

Or maybe the policy was designed
in such a way that no normal human
organization could implement it suc-
cessfully. It might be so rigidly speci-
fied to conform to some cherished
theory or to satisfy a key stakeholder,
that the assigned organizations will
be unable to experiment, learn, adapt,
and then learn some more.

Or maybe the definition of success
was left so vague—even contradictory
—that it is impossible to motivate
individuals and teams to focus on
accomplishing anything specific.

Or maybe the organizational ar-
rangements are so complex—designed
perhaps to give a number of favored
organizations their own desired role—
that too many people have the ability
to veto any activity.

Or maybe the policy design diffused
responsibility for success so broadly
that collaboration is impossible.

Or maybe an overhead agency has
the ability to overrule details that are
necessary for implementation.

Or maybe no available organization
has the necessary operational capac-
ity. Nevertheless, the policy design
does not include the resources neces-
sary to create these competences.

Those who design public policies are
rarely the ones charged with imple-
menting it. The designers know how
to maneuver their ideas through the
policy-making sausage machine. They
understand how to negotiate the inev-
itable compromises. After that, imple-
mentation is someone else’s problem.

Yet, general ignorance of what orga-
nizations can and cannot do is often
the cause of bad policy. And specific
ignorance of what the assigned organ-
ization can and cannot do is simply a
specific case of the same rule.

Only if policy designers develop the
knowledge about what different orga-
nizations can and cannot do, can they
wisely design any policy.

“Bad administration can destroy
good policy,” observed Adali Steven-
son, “but good administration can
never save bad policy.”  d
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Bad policy design often starts in
ignorance of what an organiza-
tion can and cannot do. Only
once policy designers develop the
knowledge about how different
organizations really work—how
they produce results—can they
wisely design public policies.
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