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• Can we help prevent it?



Failure overstated?

• Negativity bias

• What is failure?

• Who dares wins



Negativity bias

Stewart Soroka Journal of Politics 2000
– Economic conditions, news stories and

public opinion 1986-2000
– News stories disproportionately reflected

bad news
– Judgments of government performance

more strongly affected by bad news than
good



What is failure?
• Failure as “not doing what it says on the tin”

versus “Satisficing” (Herbert Simon)

• Failure as blame: public attitudes and failure.
“Teflon” versus “scapegoats” (Hood).

• But what if a policy is all about something
else? Political support as prime candidate
(McConnell)



Who dares wins?

Not “blunders” but judgments

Judgments can also lead to “good” policies (e.g
Brown and the Euro)

Judgment and risk are hallmark of a democratic
society

See Alan Johnson MP’s New Statesman review of Blunders book, September 2013



What explains failure:
1. The “British government is
rubbish” argument
a) Lack of constraints on executive

(Lijphart on “majoritarian” v
“consensual” democracies)

b) Conceptions of political success
c) Inexpert and supine civil service

All very well but no hard evidence Britain
is worse



What explains failure:
2. The comparative “policy
disasters” approach

Problem
solving

Competing
values

Institutional
Interaction

Structural
constraints

Belgian criminal justice system ** ***
Dutch IRT ***
BSE * *** **
Southern Italy *** ** *
German monetary union ** *** *
Arms to Iraq * ** ***
Sweden's monetary crisis ** ***
Common Fisheries Policy *** **
Foreign and Refugee Policy for Yugoslavia *** **



What explains failure:
3. The public policy approach
a) “multi-organizational suboptimization”

(too many cooks)
b) Implementation problems (Pressman

and Wildavsky)
c) Problems of implementation as

problems of design



Can we fix it?


