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Leadership Across the Policy Cycle: Navigating Power, Process, and Public Purpose 

 

Introduction 

 

Public policy does not emerge spontaneously from bureaucratic machinery or legislative 

chambers. Rather, policy development and implementation constitute dynamic, contested 

processes requiring intentional leadership, strategic coordination, and continuous adaptation to 

changing social, economic, and political contexts (Sabatier & Weible, 2014). Ahmat et al. (2022) 

highlight the significance of leadership in the strategic planning for health workforce policies in 

the African context. Similarly, Li et al. (2021) emphasize that urban governance, facilitated by 

effective leadership, plays a crucial role in managing public health emergencies. Chimkono and 

Deya (2019) emphasize that leadership is pivotal in advancing strategic initiatives within 

national governments, positing that the ability to communicate policy goals effectively can 

significantly influence implementation outcomes. This assertion is echoed by Adwi et al. (2024), 

who explore leadership strategies for managing organizational change in local government 

settings and emphasize the need for adaptable leadership to navigate complex social dynamics.  

 

From healthcare reform to environmental regulation, from educational innovation to social 

welfare provision, successful policy outcomes depend fundamentally on leaders who can 

navigate complexity, broker competing interests, mobilize resources, and sustain commitment 

through iterative processes of learning and adaptation (Aridi, 2025; Law, 2023; Dajani, 2022).  

 

The policy cycle framework provides a useful heuristic for understanding policy processes as 

iterative, interconnected stages rather than linear, one-directional progressions from problem to 

solution (Howlett et al., 2009). While scholars debate the precise demarcation and sequencing of 

stages, most policy cycle models identify five core phases: (1) planning and agenda-setting, 

where issues are identified and prioritized for policy attention; (2) policy development and 

formulation, where potential solutions are designed and articulated; (3) legitimation, where 

proposed policies gain institutional approval and public acceptance; (4) implementation, where 

policies are operationalized and enacted; and (5) evaluation, where policy impacts are assessed 

and lessons inform subsequent cycles (Anderson, 2014; Birkland, 2015). 

 

Leadership operates critically at each stage of this cycle, yet the specific leadership functions, 

challenges, and competencies required vary substantially across phases. During planning, leaders 

must exercise diagnostic capabilities to recognize emerging problems, frame issues 

compellingly, and build coalitions around shared definitions of policy challenges (Stone, 2012). 

During policy development, leaders facilitate collaborative processes that balance technical 

expertise with political feasibility, translating broad aspirations into actionable proposals 

(Howlett & Mukherjee, 2017). During legitimation, leaders navigate institutional approval 

processes while managing stakeholder concerns and building public support (May & Jochim, 

2013). During implementation, leaders orchestrate complex operational systems, allocate 

resources strategically, and adapt policies to ground-level realities (Hill & Hupe, 2014). During 
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evaluation, leaders promote reflexive assessment practices that generate learning and inform 

continuous improvement (Patton, 2008). 

 

Despite leadership's centrality to policy processes, the policy studies literature has paid 

insufficient attention to the specific mechanisms by which leaders shape policy outcomes 

throughout the full policy cycle. Much existing scholarship examines leadership at single stages, 

particularly agenda-setting or implementation, without tracing how leadership functions evolve 

and interconnect across the complete policy trajectory (Crosby & Bryson, 2018). Moreover, 

policy leadership research often remains siloed within specific policy domains (health, 

education, environment) without sufficient cross-sectoral synthesis identifying common 

leadership principles and domain-specific variations (Grint, 2005). 

 

This article addresses these gaps by systematically examining leadership roles, functions, and 

challenges across all five stages of the policy cycle, drawing on interdisciplinary theoretical 

frameworks and comparative case analysis across multiple policy domains. The analysis 

integrates insights from organizational theory (Mintzberg, 1973), educational sociology 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), critical policy studies (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017), and public 

administration scholarship to illuminate how effective policy leadership mediates between 

technical rationality and political reality, between institutional constraints and innovative 

possibility, and between diverse stakeholder interests and collective public purposes. 

 

The article proceeds in six sections. Section II establishes the conceptual framework, defining 

the policy cycle stages and identifying relevant leadership theories. Section III provides the 

article's analytical core, examining leadership roles at each policy cycle stage through illustrative 

case examples spanning health policy (U.S. childhood obesity initiatives), environmental 

regulation (Canadian carbon pricing; California cap-and-trade), social policy (New Zealand 

marriage equality), and educational reform (Finnish education system). Section IV offers cross-

sectoral analysis identifying common themes and domain-specific variations in policy 

leadership. Section V discusses implications for policy leadership practice and development. 

Section VI concludes with recommendations for research and practice. 

Conceptual Framework 

Defining the Policy Cycle 

The policy cycle framework conceptualizes policymaking as a staged, iterative process rather 

than a singular decision event (Jann & Wegrich, 2007). While early formulations portrayed 

policy stages as discrete, sequential phases, contemporary understandings recognize substantial 

overlap, recursion, and simultaneity across stages (Sabatier, 2007). Issues may cycle through 

agenda-setting multiple times before achieving policy status; implementation often reveals 

design flaws requiring reformulation; evaluation feeds back into planning for subsequent policy 

iterations (Sidney, 2007). 
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Despite these complexities, the stage model remains valuable for analytical purposes, providing 

conceptual scaffolding for examining how policy processes unfold over time and identifying the 

distinctive challenges, actors, and activities characteristic of different phases (Howlett et al., 2009). 

For this analysis, we employ a five-stage model. 

 

Figure 1 illustrates the five-stage policy cycle framework employed in this analysis. As the 

diagram demonstrates, the policy process operates as an iterative, continuous cycle rather than a 

linear progression from problem to solution. Each stage, planning and agenda-setting, policy 

development and formulation, legitimation, implementation, and evaluation, connects to the next 

in a dynamic sequence, with evaluation feeding back into planning to inform subsequent policy 

iterations. The circular arrangement emphasizes that policy processes are ongoing and recursive, 

with policies frequently cycling through multiple rounds of refinement as implementation reveals 

design flaws, evaluation generates new evidence, or changing contexts create emergent challenges 

requiring renewed attention. This cyclical understanding acknowledges that effective 

policymaking requires sustained leadership across all stages, not merely at initial adoption, and 

that learning from implementation and evaluation proves essential for continuous policy 

improvement. 

 

 

 
 

1. Planning and Agenda-Setting: The process through which social conditions are recognized 

and defined as public problems warranting governmental attention, and through which these 

problems achieve priority status on institutional agendas (Kingdon, 2011). This stage involves 

problem identification, issue framing, and coalition-building around shared definitions of the 

problem. 



 

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue                                  6 

 

2. Policy Development and Formulation: The process of designing potential policy responses to 

identified problems, including goal articulation, option identification, alternative comparison, and 

proposal drafting (Howlett, 2014). This stage involves technical analysis, stakeholder consultation, 

and translating broad objectives into specific policy instruments. 

3. Policy Legitimation: The process through which proposed policies gain official authorization 

and public acceptance through legislative approval, executive endorsement, judicial validation, or 

bureaucratic adoption (May & Jochim, 2013). This stage involves navigating institutional approval 

processes, building coalitions, managing opposition, and securing resources. 

4. Policy Implementation: The process of translating adopted policies into operational reality 

through rulemaking, resource allocation, organizational coordination, and service delivery (Hill & 

Hupe, 2014). This stage involves creating implementation infrastructures, training personnel, 

monitoring compliance, and adapting policies to field conditions. 

5. Policy Evaluation: The systematic assessment of policy processes, outputs, outcomes, and 

impacts using quantitative and qualitative methods to determine effectiveness, efficiency, equity, 

and sustainability (Vedung, 2017). This stage involves measurement, data analysis, stakeholder 

feedback collection, and the generation of lessons for policy revision or termination. 

 

Leadership operates critically across all five stages, though the specific leadership functions and 

requisite competencies vary substantially by phase, as detailed in subsequent sections. 

 

Leadership Theories Relevant to Policymaking 

 

Understanding leadership's role in policy processes requires drawing on multiple theoretical 

traditions that illuminate different dimensions of leadership practice. This analysis integrates four 

complementary theoretical frameworks. 

 

Mintzberg's Managerial Roles Framework 

Henry Mintzberg's (1973) seminal taxonomy of managerial roles provides valuable insight into 

the diverse functions policy leaders must perform. Mintzberg identified ten managerial roles 

clustered into three categories: interpersonal roles (figurehead, leader, liaison), informational roles 

(monitor, disseminator, spokesperson), and decisional roles (entrepreneur, disturbance handler, 

resource allocator, negotiator). Policy leaders must adeptly navigate all three role categories: 

building relationships and coalitions (interpersonal), processing and communicating information 

across organizational boundaries (informational), and making strategic choices under uncertainty 

(decisional). During agenda-setting, leaders predominantly perform interpersonal and 

informational roles, building networks and framing issues. During implementation, decisional 

roles become paramount as leaders allocate resources and negotiate competing demands. This 

framework highlights the multifaceted nature of leadership across policy stages. 

 

Bourdieu's Cultural Capital and Field Theory 

Pierre Bourdieu's concepts of cultural capital and field dynamics illuminate how policy leaders 

leverage symbolic resources and navigate institutional power structures (Bourdieu, 1986). Policy 

domains constitute "fields" characterized by particular rules, dominant actors, and valued forms of 
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capital, economic, social, cultural, and symbolic. Effective policy leaders possess or cultivate 

relevant forms of capital: technical expertise conferring legitimacy, professional networks 

providing access, and symbolic authority enabling persuasion. Bourdieu and Passeron's (1977) 

analysis of educational reproduction demonstrates how institutional structures embed and 

reproduce power inequalities through seemingly neutral mechanisms, insights directly applicable 

to policy processes that may inadvertently perpetuate systemic inequities despite egalitarian 

intentions. This theoretical lens sensitizes analysis to how policy leadership operates within and 

potentially transforms existing power relations. 

 

Critical Race Theory and Equity-Oriented Leadership 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) provides essential frameworks for analyzing how race, racism, and 

intersecting systems of oppression shape policy processes and outcomes (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2017). CRT scholarship demonstrates that seemingly race-neutral policies often produce racially 

stratified outcomes because they fail to account for historical inequities, structural racism, and 

differential impacts across racialized groups (Bell, 1980; Crenshaw, 1991). Equity-oriented policy 

leadership requires explicit attention to distributional consequences, meaningful engagement with 

marginalized communities, and a willingness to challenge dominant narratives that obscure 

structural inequalities (Gooden & Berry, 2019). Critical policy analysis examines whose interests 

are served and whose are marginalized in problem definition, policy design, and implementation—

questions central to democratic legitimacy. 

 

Adaptive and Collaborative Leadership 

Contemporary governance challenges characterized by complexity, uncertainty, and cross-sectoral 

interdependence require adaptive and collaborative leadership approaches (Heifetz et al., 2009). 

Adaptive leadership emphasizes diagnosing systemic challenges, mobilizing diverse stakeholders, 

and facilitating collective learning rather than imposing top-down solutions (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 

2018). Collaborative leadership focuses on building partnerships across organizational and 

sectoral boundaries, leveraging distributed expertise, and co-creating solutions through 

participatory processes (Ansell & Gash, 2008). These approaches prove particularly relevant for 

contemporary policy challenges, climate change, public health crises, and educational equity that 

exceed any single institution's capacity and require coordinated action across multiple actors and 

levels of governance. 

 

Interdisciplinary Integration 

This analysis draws on interdisciplinary scholarship spanning public policy, public administration, 

organizational studies, educational sociology, and critical theory. Public policy scholarship 

provides frameworks for understanding policy processes, instruments, and outcomes (Howlett et 

al., 2009; Sabatier & Weible, 2014). Public administration research illuminates implementation 

challenges and bureaucratic politics (Lipsky, 2010; Hill & Hupe, 2014). Organizational theory 

offers insights into leadership functions, decision-making processes, and institutional change 

(Mintzberg, 1973; March & Olsen, 1989). Educational sociology contributes critical perspectives 

on power, reproduction, and inequality (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Apple, 2013). Critical theory 
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provides analytical tools for examining how policies may perpetuate or challenge systemic 

inequities (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Fraser, 1995). 

 

This interdisciplinary integration generates a richer understanding than any single disciplinary lens 

could provide, revealing how policy leadership operates simultaneously as managerial practice, 

political negotiation, cultural production, and a potential site of social transformation. 

 

Figure 2 

 
 

 

Figure 2 presents the integrated conceptual framework guiding this analysis. The policy cycle—

comprising planning, policy development, legitimation, implementation, and evaluation—forms 

the core iterative process through which policies unfold. The four theoretical frameworks operate 

dynamically across all stages of this cycle. Mintzberg's managerial roles illuminate the diverse 

interpersonal, informational, and decisional functions leaders perform as they navigate policy 

processes. Bourdieu's concepts of cultural and symbolic capital reveal how leaders leverage 

various forms of power and legitimacy within policy fields. Critical Race Theory provides 

analytical tools for examining how policies may reproduce or challenge structural inequities. 

Adaptive and collaborative leadership frameworks emphasize stakeholder engagement and 

systems-level thinking, which are necessary for addressing complex governance challenges. 

Together, these theoretical lenses provide a multidimensional understanding of policy leadership 

that transcends any single disciplinary perspective. 
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Leader's Role in the Policy Cycle 

 

1. Planning Phase: Context and Issue Identification 

The planning phase constitutes the critical foundation of policy processes, encompassing problem 

identification, issue framing, and agenda-setting activities that determine which social conditions 

receive policy attention and how those conditions are understood (Kingdon, 2011). Leadership 

during this phase requires diagnostic acuity to recognize emerging problems, rhetorical skill to 

frame issues compellingly, and political capacity to mobilize support around problem definitions 

(Stone, 2012). 

 

Understanding Complex Policy Contexts 

Effective planning begins with a sophisticated understanding of the contexts generating policy 

problems. Leaders must analyze multiple intersecting dimensions: the objective conditions 

creating challenges (epidemiological trends, environmental indicators, economic data); the 

subjective experiences and interpretations of affected populations; the historical trajectories and 

path dependencies shaping current situations; the institutional landscapes and governance 

structures within which policies must operate; and the political climates determining what 

solutions are feasible (Fischer, 2003). 

 

This contextual analysis proves particularly crucial because policy problems are not objective 

phenomena waiting to be discovered but rather social constructions shaped by analytical 

frameworks, values, and interests (Bacchi, 2009). Different stakeholders perceive and define 

problems differently based on their positions, experiences, and values. Homelessness can be 

framed as individual pathology requiring treatment, economic inequality requiring redistribution, 

or housing market failure requiring regulation; each framing implies radically different policy 

responses (Schneider & Ingram, 1993). Policy leaders must navigate these competing definitions 

while recognizing that framing choices profoundly shape subsequent policy development. 

 

Engaging Diverse Stakeholders 

Planning leadership requires meaningful engagement with diverse stakeholders who possess 

different forms of expertise, experience different dimensions of the problem, and advocate 

different solutions (Head & Alford, 2015). Stakeholder categories typically include policy target 

populations directly affected by problems and policies; service delivery professionals with 

implementation experience; technical experts possessing specialized knowledge; advocacy 

organizations representing interests; governmental officials across agencies and jurisdictions; and 

members of the general public as citizens and taxpayers (Bryson, 2004). 

 

Effective stakeholder engagement during planning serves multiple critical functions. First, it 

generates a more accurate understanding of the problem by incorporating diverse perspectives and 

local knowledge that are often invisible to distant policymakers (Fischer, 2000). Second, it 

enhances the legitimacy of problem framing by ensuring that definitions reflect affected 

communities' experiences rather than elite perspectives alone (Fung & Wright, 2003). Third, it 

builds coalitions and political support, which are essential for subsequent legitimation and 
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implementation (Sabatier, 1988). Fourth, it promotes democratic values by giving voice to those 

most impacted by policy decisions (Fung, 2006). 

 

However, stakeholder engagement also presents significant challenges. Different stakeholders 

possess vastly unequal resources, access, and influence, risking "participatory capture," in which 

well-resourced interest groups dominate while marginalized communities remain excluded (Cooke 

& Kothari, 2001). Leaders must proactively seek out marginalized voices, create inclusive 

participation structures, and ensure engagement genuinely influences decisions rather than 

providing symbolic legitimation for predetermined conclusions (Arnstein, 1969). Additionally, 

stakeholder engagement can slow decision-making and surface irreconcilable value conflicts 

requiring political resolution rather than technical consensus (Innes & Booher, 2010). 

 

Case Example: U.S. Childhood Obesity and Health Policy Framing 

 

The evolution of childhood obesity as a U.S. health policy priority illustrates the dynamics of 

leadership in the planning phase. Throughout the 1990s, epidemiological data documented rising 

childhood obesity rates, yet the issue remained largely absent from national policy agendas (Kersh, 

2009). Multiple factors contributed to this non-decision: cultural reluctance to regulate food 

choices viewed as private matters; robust food industry lobbying against regulation; absence of 

consensus regarding responsibility (individual, family, industry, government); and competing 

health priorities (infectious diseases, healthcare access) commanding attention and resources 

(Nestle, 2002). 

 

The emergence of the issue required entrepreneurial leadership from multiple actors who reframed 

childhood obesity from an individual problem to a public health crisis, warranting governmental 

intervention (Kersh & Morone, 2002). Public health advocates emphasized epidemic language, 

highlighting the problem's magnitude and urgency. They connected childhood obesity to future 

healthcare costs, military readiness concerns, and economic competitiveness arguments resonating 

with diverse political constituencies (Gollust et al., 2013). The "Let's Move!" campaign, led by 

First Lady Michelle Obama and beginning in 2010, represented high-profile political leadership 

that elevated issue visibility and catalyzed multisectoral action encompassing school nutrition 

standards, food labeling requirements, and physical activity initiatives (Woo Baidal & Taveras, 

2014). 

 

This case demonstrates several leadership principles in the planning phase. First, effective leaders 

recognized that scientific evidence alone was insufficient for agenda-setting; strategic framing that 

connected obesity to the values and interests of key constituencies proved essential (Stone, 2012). 

Second, leadership required coalition-building across diverse actors, public health professionals, 

educators, parents, athletes, and healthcare providers who approached the issue from different 

angles but shared concern about child wellbeing (Sabatier, 1988). Third, political timing and 

windows of opportunity mattered; leadership capitalized on growing public awareness and media 

attention to push for policy action (Kingdon, 2011). Fourth, initial framing choices profoundly 

shaped subsequent policy development, with emphasis on individual behavior change and school-
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based interventions while avoiding more politically contentious regulatory approaches targeting 

food industry practices (Nixon et al., 2015). 

 

However, this case also reveals limitations in the planning phase and equity concerns. Despite 

rhetoric about child health, policy development disproportionately emphasized individual and 

family behavior change while underemphasizing structural determinants like food deserts, income 

inequality, and aggressive marketing targeting children of color (Guthman, 2013). Framing 

childhood obesity as "epidemic" potentially stigmatizes overweight children and families while 

obscuring how weight correlates with social inequalities rather than individual failures (Saguy, 

2013). More equitable leadership would have centered the voices of affected communities, 

particularly low-income families and communities of color experiencing the highest obesity rates, 

in problem definition and solution design (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 

 

2. Policy Development Phase: Formulation and Collaboration 

Following agenda-setting, the policy development phase involves translating broad problem 

definitions into specific policy proposals specifying goals, instruments, and implementation 

mechanisms (Howlett, 2014). This phase demands leadership that balances technical expertise 

with political feasibility, facilitates collaborative design processes, and articulates compelling 

visions that sustain commitment through subsequent implementation challenges. 

 

Articulating Clear Policy Goals and Objectives 

Effective policy development begins with a clear articulation of goals and objectives that provide 

direction, enable evaluation, and build stakeholder alignment (Bardach & Patashnik, 2019). Goals 

represent broad policy aspirations (reduce greenhouse gas emissions, improve educational equity, 

enhance public health), while objectives specify measurable targets (reduce emissions 40% below 

1990 levels by 2030; close racial achievement gaps by 50% within five years; increase childhood 

vaccination rates to 95%). 

 

Leadership during goal articulation involves several critical functions. First, leaders must translate 

diverse stakeholder interests into coherent goal statements that accommodate multiple values while 

maintaining focus (Bryson & Roering, 1987). Climate policy must balance environmental 

protection, economic development, and social equity, goals that are potentially in tension and 

require careful balancing (Newell & Mulvaney, 2013). Second, leaders must specify goals with 

sufficient clarity to guide implementation while maintaining flexibility for ground-level adaptation 

(Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984). Overly rigid specifications may prove impractical; excessive 

vagueness invites implementation drift. Third, leaders must secure stakeholder commitment to 

goals through participatory processes that build ownership and legitimacy (Innes & Booher, 2010). 

 

Balancing Practicality with Innovation 

Policy development leadership requires navigating tensions between incremental, politically 

feasible approaches and transformative innovations that address the root causes of problems 

(Lindblom, 1959). Incremental approaches build on existing policies and institutions, making 

implementation more straightforward and politically palatable, but they risk an insufficient 
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response to systemic challenges (Lindblom, 1979). Transformative approaches promise 

comprehensive solutions but face greater political resistance, implementation complexity, and 

uncertainty about outcomes (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). 

 

Leaders must assess when incremental approaches suffice and when fundamental transformation 

proves necessary. Climate change arguably requires transformative action given the scale and 

urgency of the challenge, yet political realities may necessitate incremental approaches that build 

constituencies and generate learning supporting subsequent transformation (Bernstein & 

Hoffmann, 2018). Healthcare reform efforts often confront this tension: Should reformers pursue 

incremental coverage expansions that build on existing insurance markets, or pursue fundamental 

restructuring toward single-payer systems (Oberlander, 2010)? 

 

Effective leaders often pursue "transformative incrementalism"—sequenced policy reforms that 

individually appear incremental but cumulatively produce systemic change (Streeck & Thelen, 

2005). This approach recognizes that transformation need not occur through singular dramatic 

reforms but can emerge through sustained sequences of reinforcing changes that gradually shift 

institutional arrangements and power relations (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). 

 

Case Example: Canadian Carbon Pricing Policy Development 

 

Canada's development of carbon pricing policies illustrates leadership in policy formulation across 

multiple jurisdictions. Following the 2015 Paris Agreement, Canadian Prime Minister Justin 

Trudeau announced a pan-Canadian carbon pricing framework requiring all provinces and 

territories to implement carbon pricing systems meeting minimum national standards (Government 

of Canada, 2016). This initiative represented ambitious climate leadership attempting to balance 

environmental effectiveness, economic efficiency, and political feasibility across Canada's diverse 

provincial contexts. 

 

The policy development process demonstrated several leadership strategies. First, the federal 

government articulated clear objectives reducing emissions in line with Paris commitments while 

minimizing economic disruption alongside core design principles, including broad coverage, price 

predictability, and revenue recycling to support households and businesses (Harrison, 2020). 

Second, federal leadership balanced national standards with provincial flexibility, allowing 

provinces to choose between explicit carbon taxes or cap-and-trade systems provided they met 

federal stringency benchmarks (Rabe, 2018). This federalist approach accommodated diverse 

provincial preferences while ensuring a minimum of national ambition. 

 

Third, policy development involved extensive stakeholder consultation spanning environmental 

organizations advocating strong pricing, industry groups emphasizing competitiveness concerns, 

Indigenous communities highlighting sovereignty and environmental justice issues, and provincial 

governments asserting jurisdiction (MacNeil & Paterson, 2020). Leaders navigated these 

competing pressures through design compromises, including industrial exemptions and transition 

assistance cushioning economic impacts while maintaining environmental integrity. 
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Fourth, policy design incorporated evidence from jurisdictions with carbon-pricing experience 

(British Columbia, Quebec, the European Union) on effective design features and implementation 

challenges (Murray & Rivers, 2015). This evidence-informed approach enhanced policy 

credibility and technical quality while recognizing that policy transfer requires contextual 

adaptation rather than wholesale copying (Dolowitz & Marsh, 2000). 

 

However, the development of carbon pricing also revealed formulation challenges. Revenue 

recycling decisions, whether to return revenues to households through rebates or invest in green 

infrastructure, involved value tradeoffs between equity and environmental effectiveness that 

technical analysis alone could not resolve (Beck et al., 2015). Indigenous communities argued that 

federal imposition of carbon pricing without meaningful consultation violated sovereignty and 

failed to address how climate policies might perpetuate colonial relations and environmental 

injustices (Chiblow, 2019). These tensions highlight how, despite extensive consultation, policy 

development may fail to adequately address structural inequities and power imbalances (Delgado 

& Stefancic, 2017). 

 

3. Policy Legitimation Phase: Institutional Approval and Feedback 

Policy legitimation encompasses the political processes through which proposed policies gain 

official authorization, institutional endorsement, and public acceptance (May & Jochim, 2013). 

This phase involves navigating legislative approval processes, building coalitions, managing 

opposition, and securing resources necessary for implementation. Leadership during legitimation 

requires political acumen, coalition-building skills, and the capacity to frame policies in terms that 

resonate with diverse constituencies. 

 

Navigating Bureaucratic, Legislative, and Public Endorsement 

Policies must clear multiple legitimation hurdles depending on governance structures and policy 

types (Anderson, 2014). Legislative authorization typically requires building majority coalitions 

in parliamentary or congressional bodies where parties, committees, and individual legislators may 

support or oppose proposals based on ideological commitments, constituency interests, and 

strategic calculations (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). Executive approval involves securing support 

from presidents, prime ministers, governors, or agency heads, who may champion or obstruct 

policies. Bureaucratic adoption requires convincing implementing agencies to prioritize new 

policies despite competing demands and resource constraints. Judicial validation may be necessary 

if policies face legal challenges based on constitutional, statutory, or regulatory grounds (Melnick, 

2018). 

 

Public acceptance, while not always legally required, proves crucial for sustained political support 

and voluntary compliance (May & Jochim, 2013). Public opinion shapes elected officials' policy 

positions, influences the effectiveness of implementation through voluntary cooperation or 

resistance, and affects policy durability, as subsequent elections may empower opponents seeking 

to repeal it (Burstein, 2003). 

 



 

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue                                  14 

 

Policy leaders must simultaneously navigate these multiple legitimation arenas, each with distinct 

actors, logics, and approval mechanisms. Strategies effective in one arena may prove 

counterproductive in others: Technical policy details that are compelling to bureaucratic experts 

may confuse or alienate the public; symbolic appeals that mobilize public support may lack the 

specificity legislators demand; compromises necessary for coalition-building may alienate base 

supporters (Stone, 2012). 

 

Incorporating Stakeholder Critique and Consensus-Building 

Legitimation processes inevitably surface opposition from stakeholders who oppose policies on 

substantive grounds (policy goals or means), procedural grounds (exclusion from development 

processes), or strategic grounds (protecting vested interests threatened by change) (Sabatier & 

Weible, 2014). Leaders must assess the nature of the opposition and decide when accommodation, 

persuasion, or confrontation is appropriate. 

 

Substantive opposition may signal genuine flaws in policy design that require revision. If educators 

oppose testing-based accountability policies because tests inadequately measure meaningful 

learning, leaders might revise assessment approaches rather than dismissing resistance as self-

interested opposition to accountability (Koretz, 2017). Alternatively, opposition may reflect 

irreconcilable value differences requiring political resolution. Conflicts over abortion policy or 

climate change denial stem from fundamental disagreements over values that are unlikely to yield 

to evidence or deliberation, requiring democratic political processes to adjudicate them (Fischer, 

2003). 

 

Procedural opposition may reflect inadequate stakeholder engagement during policy development. 

When affected communities object that policies affecting them were developed without their 

meaningful participation, leaders should recognize legitimate procedural concerns and create 

opportunities for input, even if this delays approval (Arnstein, 1969). Strategic opposition from 

vested interests threatened by change requires different responses; leaders must assess whether 

accommodation serves public purposes or represents regulatory capture, privileging narrow 

interests over collective welfare (Carpenter & Moss, 2013). 

 

Consensus-building strategies include revising proposals to address legitimate concerns; providing 

transition assistance cushioning adjustment costs; sequencing implementation to allow gradual 

adaptation; communicating policy rationales compellingly; and building broad coalitions that 

isolate intransigent opponents (Ansell & Gash, 2008). However, consensus may prove impossible 

or undesirable if it requires abandoning core policy objectives or excluding marginalized voices 

(Mouffe, 1999). 

Case Example: New Zealand Marriage Equality Act (2013) 

 

New Zealand's path to marriage equality legislation illustrates the dynamics of legitimation. 

Following years of advocacy by LGBTQ+ rights organizations, Labour MP Louisa Wall 

introduced the Marriage (Definition of Marriage) Amendment Bill as a member's bill in 2012, 
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proposing to extend marriage rights to same-sex couples (Neilson, 2014). The bill's journey to 

passage demonstrated various legitimation strategies. 

 

First, parliamentary leadership provided crucial institutional support. Despite mixed public 

opinion, parliamentary leaders from multiple parties agreed to conscience votes, allowing 

members to vote according to their personal convictions rather than party lines, thereby broadening 

potential support beyond left-leaning parties (Curtin & Monastiriotis, 2016). Second, proponents 

built diverse coalitions that spanned LGBTQ+ activists, human rights organizations, progressive 

faith communities, business groups, and celebrities, who framed marriage equality as consistent 

with New Zealand's egalitarian national identity (Brickell, 2012). 

 

Third, leaders employed sophisticated communications strategies emphasizing fairness, equality, 

and love while countering opponents' arguments about religious freedom and child welfare with 

evidence from jurisdictions with marriage equality showing no harm to heterosexual marriages or 

children (Johnson & Roberts, 2013). Parliamentary debates featured powerful personal testimony 

from LGBTQ+ New Zealanders about discrimination experienced under unequal marriage laws, 

humanizing abstract policy debates (Human Rights Commission, 2011). 

 

Fourth, the legislative process included substantial public consultation through select committee 

hearings, receiving over 21,000 submissions, the most in New Zealand parliamentary history, 

demonstrating both policy salience and democratic engagement (Neilson, 2014). Leaders 

acknowledged opposing views respectfully while maintaining a commitment to principles of 

equality, with Parliament ultimately passing the bill 77-44 in April 2013 (New Zealand Parliament, 

2013). This case demonstrates legitimation leadership principles, including building cross-party 

coalitions around shared values despite ideological differences; employing moral and empirical 

arguments that appeal to diverse constituencies; facilitating democratic participation through 

public consultation; and combining principled commitment with strategic pragmatism. The 

policy's overwhelming public support following its implementation, despite initial ambivalence, 

illustrates how leadership can shift public opinion through moral persuasion and evidence of policy 

benefits (Greaves et al., 2017). 

 

However, this case also reveals legitimation challenges. While Māori members of Parliament 

largely supported marriage equality, some Māori communities raised concerns about how 

legislation intersected with tikanga Māori (Māori customary values) and Treaty of Waitangi 

obligations, highlighting tensions between liberal individual rights frameworks and Indigenous 

collective rights and sovereignty (Pihama et al., 2015). More culturally responsive leadership 

would have engaged these concerns more substantively rather than treating them as obstacles to 

overcome. 

 

4. Implementation Phase: Operationalization and Resource Management 

Policy implementation—translating adopted policies into operational reality—may be the most 

complex and consequential stage of the policy cycle (Hill & Hupe, 2014). Implementation failures 

prove distressingly common, with policies that appeared well-designed on paper producing 
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disappointing results due to inadequate resources, poor coordination, bureaucratic resistance, or 

misalignment between policy assumptions and ground-level realities (Pressman & Wildavsky, 

1984). Implementation leadership requires operational expertise, adaptive management capacity, 

and the ability to coordinate complex, multi-organizational systems. 

 

Creating Actionable Rollout Plans 

Implementation begins with developing detailed operational plans translating policy goals into 

specific activities, timelines, responsibilities, and resource allocations (Bardach & Patashnik, 

2019). Effective plans specify organizational structures and reporting relationships; personnel 

needs, including hiring, training, and professional development; budgets and resource allocation 

mechanisms; procedures and protocols for service delivery; information systems for tracking 

progress and outcomes; communication strategies for informing target populations and 

stakeholders; and monitoring and accountability mechanisms (Pires, 2011). 

 

Implementation planning must address three fundamental questions. First, what organizational 

capacities does implementation require, and do implementing organizations possess these 

capacities or must they be developed (Poister, 2003)? Implementing complex healthcare reforms 

requires information technology systems, trained personnel, and organizational cultures that 

support change capacity, which is often underdeveloped in legacy institutions. Second, how will 

policy resources: funding, personnel, authority, be distributed across implementing organizations 

and geographic jurisdictions (Lipsky, 2010)? Unequal resource distribution may produce 

geographic inequities in policy access and quality. Third, how will implementation be monitored 

and adjusted in light of emerging evidence (Patton, 2008)? Static implementation plans rarely 

survive contact with field realities; adaptive management requires feedback loops enabling course 

correction. 

 

Leaders must balance comprehensiveness with flexibility in implementation planning. Excessive 

top-down control through detailed prescriptions may ignore local context variations and alienate 

frontline implementers whose discretion and creativity prove essential for navigating ground-level 

complexity (Lipsky, 2010). Conversely, excessive decentralization without adequate guidance 

may lead to wide variation in quality and implementation drift as local actors interpret policies 

differently (McLaughlin, 1987). 

 

Monitoring Execution and Adapting to Realities 

Implementation rarely proceeds according to plan. Unexpected challenges emerge, initial 

assumptions prove incorrect, political contexts shift, and resources prove inadequate (Pressman & 

Wildavsky, 1984). Effective implementation leadership requires continuous monitoring of policy 

execution, alongside adaptive management that adjusts implementation strategies in response to 

emerging evidence and changing circumstances. 

 

Monitoring systems track implementation inputs (resources invested), processes (activities 

conducted), outputs (services delivered), and outcomes (results achieved) using quantitative 

indicators and qualitative assessments (Hatry, 2006). Leaders must ensure monitoring systems 
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generate timely, accurate, actionable data while avoiding excessive bureaucratization that diverts 

resources from service delivery to reporting (Heinrich, 2002). Monitoring should identify both 

problems requiring correction and successes worth celebrating and replicating. 

 

Adaptive management treats implementation as experimentation and learning rather than 

mechanical execution of fixed plans (Patton, 2008). This approach involves: establishing baseline 

conditions and expected outcomes; implementing policies as planned initially while monitoring 

results; analyzing emerging data to identify what works, what doesn't, and why; adjusting 

implementation strategies based on evidence; and iterating through successive improvement cycles 

(Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009). Adaptive management requires organizational cultures supporting 

learning, permission to acknowledge failures without blame, and leadership commitment to 

evidence-informed adjustment rather than defensive justification of initial choices (Bryk et al., 

2015). 

 

Case Example: California Cap-and-Trade Program 

 

California's implementation of the greenhouse gas cap-and-trade regulation illustrates leadership 

in the implementation phase, addressing complex operational challenges. Following legislative 

authorization through the Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006 (AB 32), the California Air 

Resources Board (CARB) spent several years developing detailed regulatory frameworks before 

launching cap-and-trade operations in 2013 (Cullenward & Victor, 2020). 

 

Implementation leadership involved multiple critical functions. First, CARB developed a 

comprehensive operational infrastructure, including emissions monitoring and reporting systems; 

mechanisms to determine which emission sources received free allowances and which had to 

purchase them; auction platforms for allowance trading; compliance-tracking systems; and 

enforcement mechanisms for violations (Schatzki & Stavins, 2018). This infrastructure 

development required substantial technical expertise, significant investment in information 

technology, and organizational capacity-building. 

 

Second, implementation involved extensive stakeholder engagement with regulated industries to 

ensure compliance systems proved feasible while maintaining environmental integrity. CARB 

conducted technical workshops, provided compliance assistance, and adjusted implementation 

timelines, allowing industries time to develop necessary systems (Borenstein et al., 2019). This 

collaborative approach balanced regulatory authority with practical accommodation. 

 

Third, CARB implemented adaptive management in response to emerging challenges. When initial 

allowance auctions failed to sell out, signaling excess supply and weak price signals, regulators 

adjusted auction reserve prices and future supply to strengthen carbon pricing (Cullenward et al., 

2019). When concerns emerged about emissions leakage, industries relocating to unregulated 

jurisdictions, CARB modified allowance allocation, providing additional support for trade-

exposed industries (Fowlie & Reguant, 2018). 
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Fourth, implementation addressed environmental justice concerns about co-pollutant hotspots in 

disadvantaged communities. While cap-and-trade reduces overall emissions, it allows continued 

emissions at specific facilities that purchase allowances, potentially perpetuating localized 

pollution burdens. Environmental justice advocates argued this violated California's environmental 

justice policies (Cushing et al., 2018). In response, CARB strengthened monitoring of local 

pollution levels and directed cap-and-trade revenues toward investments benefiting disadvantaged 

communities, though critics argued these measures were insufficient (Hernandez, 2022). 

 

This case demonstrates implementation of leadership principles, including investing in necessary 

operational infrastructure before launch; engaging stakeholders to ensure practical feasibility; 

monitoring outcomes and adapting strategies based on evidence; and addressing equity concerns 

raised by affected communities. However, it also reveals persistent implementation challenges, 

including technical complexity creating barriers to public understanding and participation; 

tensions between economic efficiency goals and environmental justice principles; and difficulties 

measuring policy impacts given multiple simultaneous climate policies (renewable energy 

mandates, vehicle standards), making attribution challenging (Borenstein et al., 2019). 

 

5. Evaluation Phase: Impact Assessment and Continuous Improvement 

Policy evaluation, the systematic assessment of policy processes, outputs, outcomes, and impacts, 

serves multiple critical functions: measuring success against stated objectives; identifying 

unintended consequences requiring mitigation; generating lessons about what works and why; 

demonstrating accountability to funders and publics; and informing decisions about policy 

continuation, modification, or termination (Vedung, 2017). Leadership during evaluation involves 

commissioning rigorous assessments, interpreting findings honestly, and translating evaluation 

insights into policy improvements. 

 

Measuring Success Against Policy Objectives 

Evaluation begins with clearly defined questions about what policy aims to accomplish and how 

success should be measured (Rossi et al., 2018). Process evaluations assess whether policies are 

implemented as intended, examining fidelity to original designs, resource adequacy, stakeholder 

satisfaction, and implementation barriers (Patton, 2008). Outcome evaluations measure whether 

policies achieve intended results. Did educational reforms improve student achievement? Did 

healthcare policies expand coverage? Did environmental regulations reduce pollution (Weiss, 

1998)? Impact evaluations employ rigorous designs (randomized controlled trials, quasi-

experiments) isolating policy effects from confounding factors to establish causal relationships 

(Gertler et al., 2016). 

 

Evaluation design involves methodological choices with significant implications. Quantitative 

evaluations employing statistical methods can measure outcomes for large populations and 

establish causal relationships but may miss important contextual nuances and unintended 

consequences (Shadish et al., 2002). Qualitative evaluations using interviews, observations, and 

case studies generate a rich understanding of implementation processes and participant experiences 

but face questions about generalizability (Patton, 2002). Mixed-methods evaluations combining 
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quantitative and qualitative approaches offer a comprehensive understanding but require greater 

resources and expertise (Creswell & Clark, 2017). 

 

Leaders must ensure evaluations ask important questions rather than only easily measurable ones, 

a persistent challenge given the "streetlight effect," in which evaluators focus on what's readily 

quantifiable rather than what's truly significant (Pawson, 2013). Educational evaluations that 

emphasize standardized test scores may neglect equally important outcomes, such as critical 

thinking, creativity, or civic engagement, which are difficult to measure (Koretz, 2017). Healthcare 

evaluations focusing on cost containment may underemphasize quality of life or patient 

satisfaction. 

 

Revising Based on Feedback and Changing Circumstances 

Evaluation's ultimate purpose lies not in documentation but in improvement (Patton, 2008). 

Developmental evaluation, an approach emphasizing real-time learning and adaptation rather than 

summative judgment, treats evaluation as ongoing feedback that informs continuous improvement, 

rather than as an endpoint assessment that determines success or failure (Patton, 2010). This 

approach aligns with the iterative nature of policy cycles, in which evaluation insights feed back 

into planning for policy revisions or subsequent iterations. 

 

Leaders must create organizational conditions supporting evaluation utilization: building cultures 

that view evidence-based adjustment as a strength rather than admission of failure; allocating 

resources for evaluation and implementation modification; establishing feedback loops connecting 

evaluation findings to decision-making; and protecting evaluation independence to ensure honest 

assessment rather than politically motivated justification (Nutley et al., 2007). 

 

However, the utilization of evaluation faces persistent barriers. Evaluations often conclude long 

after key decisions are made, limiting their influence. Findings may prove politically inconvenient, 

prompting leaders to ignore or suppress unfavorable evidence. Evaluation recommendations may 

require resources or political capital that leaders lack. Multiple stakeholders may interpret findings 

differently based on their interests and values (Weiss, 1998). Overcoming these barriers requires 

leadership commitment to evidence-informed decision-making even when findings prove 

uncomfortable. 

 

Case Example: Finland's Continuous Evaluation of Educational Reforms 

 

Finland's education system, frequently cited as exemplifying high performance and equity, 

demonstrates sustained commitment to evaluation-informed continuous improvement (Sahlberg, 

2015). Rather than periodic high-stakes assessments, Finnish education policy emphasizes 

ongoing evaluation through multiple mechanisms: sample-based national assessments, monitoring 

system performance,, teacher-led formative assessments informing instruction; school self-

evaluation processes promoting institutional learning, and periodic comprehensive reviews of 

educational outcomes, including equity analyses across socioeconomic and linguistic groups 

(Simola, 2005). 
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Finnish leadership approaches evaluation as a developmental tool that supports improvement 

rather than as an accountability mechanism that enforces compliance (Hargreaves & Shirley, 

2009). Evaluation findings inform professional development priorities, curriculum revisions, and 

resource allocation decisions. When evaluations revealed concerns about student well-being and 

mental health despite strong academic performance, policymakers adjusted curricula, reducing 

academic pressure while strengthening social-emotional learning and student support services 

(Sulkunen et al., 2020). When international assessments showed declining performance in some 

subjects, education leaders convened expert committees to examine the causes and recommend 

instructional improvements (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2020). 

 

This sustained commitment to evaluation reflects several leadership principles. First, Finnish 

leaders treat education as a long-term investment that requires patience and continuous 

improvement, rather than expecting quick fixes for complex challenges (Sahlberg, 2015). Second, 

evaluation systems balance national monitoring with local autonomy, using evaluation to support 

professional learning rather than impose top-down control (Simola, 2005). Third, leaders 

emphasize equity evaluation, regularly assessing whether policies benefit all students or perpetuate 

advantages for privileged groups (Berisha & Seppänen, 2017). 

 

Fourth, evaluation processes engage educators as partners rather than subjects, recognizing 

teachers' professional expertise in interpreting data and designing improvements (Hargreaves & 

Fullan, 2012). This collaborative approach builds educator ownership of evaluation findings and 

implementation of improvements. Fifth, leaders maintain political insulation, protecting 

educational policy from short-term political pressures, allowing sustained focus on evidence-based 

improvement (Sahlberg, 2007). 

 

However, even Finland's lauded system faces challenges. Recent evaluations document growing 

inequities as school choice policies enable advantaged families to concentrate in preferred schools, 

creating segregation by socioeconomic status and immigrant background (Berisha & Seppänen, 

2017). Critics argue that consensus-oriented political culture may inhibit necessary debates about 

addressing structural inequalities perpetuated through seemingly neutral policies (Simola, 2015). 

These tensions illustrate how even systems with strong evaluation traditions must continually 

examine whether policies adequately address structural inequities or inadvertently reproduce them 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). 

 

Cross-Sectoral Comparisons and Themes 

 

Examining leadership across the policy cycle in diverse domains, health, environment, social 

policy, and education, reveals both common themes transcending sectors and domain-specific 

variations reflecting particular policy characteristics and governance contexts. 
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Common Themes in Policy Leadership 

 

Theme 1: The Centrality of Stakeholder Engagement 

Across all sectors and policy cycle stages, effective leadership involves meaningful engagement 

with diverse stakeholders who possess different forms of expertise, experience different policy 

impacts, and advocate different interests (Bryson, 2004). During planning, stakeholder 

engagement improves the definition of the problem. During development, it enhances the quality 

of policy design and political feasibility. During legitimation, it builds coalitions and public 

support. During implementation, it facilitates cooperation and identifies operational challenges. 

During evaluation, it ensures assessments address meaningful questions and findings are 

interpretable and actionable (Fung, 2006). 

 

However, stakeholder engagement presents persistent challenges across sectors. Power 

asymmetries mean well-resourced interests dominate while marginalized voices remain excluded 

(Cooke & Kothari, 2001). Engagement processes consume substantial time and resources. 

Stakeholders may advance irreconcilable positions requiring political resolution rather than 

consensus. These challenges demand leadership strategies that proactively include marginalized 

voices, allocate adequate resources for meaningful participation, and balance deliberation with 

decisiveness. 

 

Theme 2: Policy-Practice Gaps and Implementation Challenges 

Policy failures frequently stem from implementation breakdowns rather than flawed designs 

(Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984). Across sectors, common implementation challenges include 

inadequate resources relative to policy ambitions; poor coordination among implementing 

organizations; resistance from frontline implementers who disagree with policies or lack capacity; 

misalignment between policy assumptions and ground-level realities; and insufficient monitoring, 

which enables drift from intended designs (Hill & Hupe, 2014). 

 

These implementation challenges elevate the importance of leadership during this often-neglected 

phase. Leaders must invest in operational infrastructure, build implementing organizations’ 

capacities, maintain political support through inevitable difficulties, and employ adaptive 

management in response to emerging evidence (Lipsky, 2010). Implementation leadership is 

particularly crucial for equity outcomes, as marginalized communities often experience the 

greatest impacts of implementation failures (Gooden & Berry, 2019). 

 

Theme 3: Iterative and Non-Linear Policy Processes 

While the policy cycle framework presents stages sequentially, actual policy processes are 

iterative, non-linear, and characterized by feedback loops that connect later stages back to earlier 

ones (Sabatier, 2007). Implementation reveals design flaws requiring reformulation. Evaluation 

findings prompt renewed agenda-setting. Legitimation failures force a return to development. 

Effective leadership recognizes this iterative reality, treating policy development as ongoing 

learning rather than a one-time design challenge (Patton, 2008). 
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This iterative understanding has methodological implications: policies should not be evaluated 

prematurely before implementation stabilizes, but neither should evaluation wait so long that 

course corrections become impossible (Rossi et al., 2018). It has resource implications: 

implementation and evaluation require sustained funding rather than one-time appropriations. It 

has political implications: leaders must maintain coalitions through multiple policy cycles rather 

than assuming initial authorization ensures sustained support (Sabatier & Weible, 2014). 

 

Theme 4: Equity as Cross-Cutting Concern 

Across all sectors and stages, critical questions about equity and social justice arise: Whose 

problems receive policy attention and whose remain marginalized? Whose knowledge and 

preferences shape policy design? Who benefits and who bears costs from policy implementation? 

Whose outcomes are evaluated, and how are disparate impacts assessed (Gooden & Berry, 2019)? 

These equity concerns demand leadership attuned to structural inequalities and power dynamics 

that neutral-appearing policies may perpetuate. 

 

Critical Race Theory provides analytical tools for examining how policies may reproduce racial 

stratification despite egalitarian intentions (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Bourdieu's work 

illuminates how ostensibly meritocratic policies may favor those possessing cultural capital 

aligned with dominant norms (Bourdieu, 1986). Feminist policy analysis reveals how gender-

neutral policies often embed masculine norms, disadvantaging women (Mazur, 2002). Equity-

oriented leadership requires explicit attention to distributional consequences and meaningful 

inclusion of marginalized communities in policy processes (Fung & Wright, 2003). 

 

Domain-Specific Variations 

 

Despite common themes, essential variations across policy sectors reflect differences in policy 

characteristics, governance structures, and stakeholder configurations. 

 

Health Policy Complexity and Expert Authority 

Health policy exhibits particularly high technical complexity, requiring specialized expertise in 

medical, epidemiological, and health services research (Oliver, 2006). This expertise concentration 

creates tensions between technocratic decision-making, which emphasizes scientific evidence, and 

democratic participation, which values lived experience and community voice (Fischer, 2000). 

Health policy leaders must balance expert authority with democratic accountability, ensuring 

technical considerations inform decisions without excluding affected communities from 

meaningful participation (Abelson et al., 2003). 

 

Health policy also features uniquely powerful industry stakeholders, such as pharmaceutical 

companies, insurance corporations, and healthcare provider organizations, whose economic 

interests profoundly shape policy processes (Carpenter & Moss, 2013). Leaders must manage these 

concentrated interests while protecting public health goals and preventing regulatory capture. 
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Environmental Policy's Long Time Horizons and Uncertainty 

Environmental policy, particularly climate change mitigation, involves unusually long-time 

horizons between policy implementation and outcome realization, creating political challenges 

because costs are concentrated in the present while benefits are dispersed across future generations 

(Jacobs, 2011). Leaders must sustain political commitment despite delayed benefits and motivated 

opposition from those who bear the immediate costs. 

 

Environmental policy also confronts substantial scientific uncertainty about future scenarios, 

appropriate response magnitudes, and policy effectiveness (Sarewitz, 2004). Leaders must make 

consequential decisions under uncertainty while avoiding paralysis or recklessness. Adaptive 

management approaches treating policy as experimentation prove particularly valuable in this 

context (Folke et al., 2005). 

 

Education Policy's Multiple Governance Levels and Professional Authority 

Education policy in federal systems involves complex intergovernmental relations spanning 

national, state, and local authorities with overlapping jurisdictions and sometimes conflicting 

priorities (McDonnell & Weatherford, 2013). Educational leadership requires coordination across 

these levels while respecting legitimate local autonomy. Additionally, education features strong 

professional communities that claim expertise in effective pedagogies, creating productive 

tensions between democratic accountability and professional authority (Mehta & Fine, 2019). 

 

Social Policy's Value Pluralism 

Social policies addressing issues such as marriage equality, reproductive rights, and immigration 

involve particularly intense value conflicts that reflect fundamental disagreements about human 

dignity, family, citizenship, and morality (Fischer, 2003). Unlike technical policy domains, where 

evidence might adjudicate disputes, social policy conflicts often stem from irreconcilable value 

differences that require political resolution through democratic processes (Mouffe, 1999). Leaders 

must navigate these value conflicts while defending principles of equality and human rights against 

majoritarian prejudices (Crenshaw, 1991). 

 

Implications for Policy Leadership 

The analysis of leadership roles across the policy cycle yields important implications for 

developing policy leadership capacity, understanding ethical dimensions of policy influence, and 

addressing persistent challenges in evidence-informed decision-making. 

 

Strategic Competencies for Policy Leaders 

Effective policy leadership requires a broad portfolio of competencies spanning technical, 

interpersonal, political, and ethical domains. Based on the cross-stage analysis, several 

competency clusters prove consistently important. 

 

Analytical and Diagnostic Capabilities 

Policy leaders must diagnose complex problems, analyze causal relationships, interpret technical 

evidence, assess policy alternatives, and anticipate implementation challenges (Fischer, 2003). 
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These analytical capabilities enable leaders to understand policy contexts in depth, design 

responses that address root causes rather than symptoms, and make evidence-informed decisions 

when facing trade-offs. Developing these capabilities requires substantive policy domain 

knowledge alongside methodological competencies in policy analysis, program evaluation, and 

systems thinking (Bardach & Patashnik, 2019). 

 

Interpersonal and Collaborative Skills 

Given the centrality of stakeholder engagement and coalition-building throughout the policy cycle, 

leaders require sophisticated interpersonal competencies, including active listening, cultural 

competence enabling work across differences, conflict resolution, facilitation of productive 

deliberation, negotiation and compromise when appropriate, and network building and 

maintenance (Bryson, 2004; Head & Alford, 2015). These competencies enable leaders to engage 

diverse stakeholders effectively, build coalitions across differences, and facilitate collaborative 

problem-solving. 

 

Political and Strategic Acumen 

Policy leadership operates fundamentally as a political practice requiring an understanding of 

power dynamics, institutional rules and norms, coalition structures, and strategic timing (Stone, 

2012). Leaders must assess political feasibility, build strategic alliances, navigate institutional 

approval processes, manage opposition, and maintain support through implementation challenges 

(Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). Developing political acumen requires understanding formal 

governance structures alongside informal power dynamics, studying successful and failed policy 

campaigns, and cultivating political judgment about when to compromise and when to stand firm. 

 

Communication and Framing Capabilities 

Policy leaders must communicate effectively with diverse audiences using different rhetorical 

modes: technical communication for policy experts; political communication for elected officials; 

narrative communication for the general public (Stone, 2012). Leaders must frame issues 

compellingly, translate technical complexity into accessible language, craft persuasive arguments, 

and employ strategic storytelling that connects policies to values and experiences (Entman, 1993). 

These communication capabilities prove crucial for agenda-setting, legitimation, and building 

sustained public support. 

 

Adaptive and Reflexive Practice 

Given the iterative nature of policy implementation and its inherent uncertainty, leaders require 

adaptive capabilities, including learning from experience; monitoring and interpreting feedback; 

adjusting strategies based on evidence; acknowledging mistakes without defensiveness; and 

treating implementation as ongoing learning rather than a one-time design challenge (Patton, 

2008). Adaptive leadership also involves reflexivity, critical self-examination of one's 

assumptions, biases, and positionality, particularly regarding how one's privilege or 

marginalization shapes perceptions and decisions (Heifetz et al., 2009). 
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Ethical Grounding and Commitment to Equity 

Finally, policy leaders require strong ethical foundations, including a commitment to democratic 

values and inclusive participation; attention to equity and distributional justice; a willingness to 

challenge structural inequalities; resistance to regulatory capture by powerful interests; and the 

courage to defend principles despite political costs (Gooden & Berry, 2019). These ethical 

competencies ensure that leadership serves public purposes rather than narrow interests, and that 

policy processes and outcomes advance justice rather than perpetuate marginalization. 

 

Ethical Dimensions of Policy Influence and Leadership 

Policy leadership inherently involves exercising power and influence to shape collective decisions 

affecting millions of people's lives, well-being, and opportunities. This influence carries profound 

ethical responsibilities that leaders must navigate thoughtfully (Cooper, 2012). 

 

Democratic Accountability and Participation 

Leaders must balance their expertise and positional authority with democratic values requiring 

meaningful citizen participation in consequential decisions (Fischer, 2000). Overreliance on 

expert-driven decision-making risks technocratic elitism that excludes affected communities and 

democratic accountability (Fung, 2006). However, excessive deference to public opinion risks 

populist policies that scapegoat marginalized groups or ignore long-term consequences, favoring 

short-term gratification (Jacobs, 2011). Leaders must navigate this tension by facilitating informed 

democratic deliberation while exercising leadership responsibility to advocate for evidence-

informed policies even when politically unpopular. 

 

Distributional Justice and Equity 

Every policy decision involves distributional consequences, who benefits, who bears costs, which 

needs are prioritized, and which communities are centered or marginalized (Stone, 2012). Leaders 

face ethical obligations to explicitly examine distributional impacts, prioritize meeting the needs 

of the most vulnerable populations, mitigate policies that exacerbate existing inequalities, and 

ensure that policy processes include, rather than exclude, marginalized voices (Gooden & Berry, 

2019). Critical policy analysis demands asking: How do race, class, gender, and other systems of 

power shape who benefits and who is burdened by this policy (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017)? 

 

Transparency and Honesty 

Leaders must communicate honestly about policy trade-offs, implementation challenges, and 

outcome uncertainties rather than overpromising or concealing difficulties (Cooper, 2012). While 

political realities may create pressures to oversimplify or exaggerate policy benefits, honest 

communication builds trust, manages expectations realistically, and enables democratic publics to 

make informed judgments about policy priorities and trade-offs (Stone, 2012). 

 

Conflicts of Interest and Regulatory Capture 

Leaders must vigilantly guard against conflicts of interest and regulatory capture, in which policy 

processes serve narrow private interests rather than broad public purposes (Carpenter & Moss, 
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2013). This requires transparent disclosure of financial relationships; recusal from decisions 

involving conflicts of interest; prioritization of the public interest over political donors or career 

prospects; and institutional safeguards to protect policy integrity. Regulatory capture proves 

particularly insidious because it may occur gradually through normalized relationships between 

regulators and regulated industries rather than explicit corruption (Laffont & Tirole, 1991). 

 

Intergenerational Responsibility 

Many policy domains, particularly environmental and fiscal policy, involve intergenerational 

trade-offs in which present costs or benefits differ substantially from future impacts. Leaders bear 

ethical responsibilities to future generations who cannot participate in current policy decisions but 

will inherit their consequences (Jacobs, 2011). These demands resist short-term political pressures 

that favor present benefits at future expense and make the case for long-term investments despite 

deferred returns. 

 

Challenges in Evidence-Informed Decision-Making 

Policy leaders increasingly face expectations to base decisions on rigorous evidence rather than 

ideology, intuition, or political expedience (Head, 2008). However, evidence utilization in policy 

contexts proves substantially more complex than rational models suggest, involving persistent 

challenges leaders must navigate. 

 

Multiple Valid Forms of Evidence 

"Evidence" encompasses diverse forms of knowledge beyond peer-reviewed research: 

practitioners' professional knowledge; affected communities' experiential knowledge; evaluation 

findings; administrative data; implementation pilots; and policy experiments (Nutley et al., 2007). 

Leaders must integrate multiple forms of evidence rather than privileging academic research while 

dismissing other valid knowledge sources. This is particularly important for equity, as 

communities experiencing marginalization possess crucial knowledge of systemic barriers that 

academic research may overlook (Collins, 2000). 

 

Evidence, Uncertainty, and Inconclusiveness 

Research rarely provides definitive answers to complex policy questions. Evidence may be 

contested, incomplete, contradictory, or subject to multiple interpretations (Cairney, 2016). 

Leaders must make decisions despite evidence uncertainty rather than awaiting impossible 

certainty. This requires distinguishing between questions where evidence provides clear direction; 

questions where evidence suggests probable outcomes while acknowledging uncertainty; and 

questions involving primarily value judgments where evidence informs but cannot determine 

decisions (Fischer, 2003). 

 

Political Constraints on Evidence Utilization 

Even compelling evidence may prove insufficient to change policy when political contexts resist 

findings or when powerful interests oppose evidence-based reforms (Weiss, 1998). Leaders must 

navigate political realities while maintaining commitment to evidence-informed practice. 

Strategies include building coalitions to support evidence-based reform; framing evidence in ways 
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that resonate with diverse values; identifying politically feasible, incremental steps toward 

evidence-based goals; and, sometimes, exercising political leadership to challenge popular 

misconceptions despite costs (Cairney, 2016). 

 

Evidence Implementation Gaps 

Knowing what works (evidence) differs substantially from making it work in specific contexts 

(implementation) (Fixsen et al., 2005). Research demonstrating policy effectiveness under optimal 

conditions may not predict outcomes under real-world implementation with resource constraints, 

staff turnover, and political opposition. Leaders must attend not only to evidence about policy 

designs but also to evidence about implementation factors that enable the translation of evidence 

into practice (Hill & Hupe, 2014). 

 

Conclusion 

 

This article has examined leadership roles, functions, and challenges across the five stages of the 

policy cycle: planning, development, legitimation, implementation, and evaluation, demonstrating 

that effective policy outcomes depend critically on leaders who can navigate complexity, engage 

diverse stakeholders, mobilize resources, and sustain commitment through iterative processes of 

learning and adaptation. Drawing on interdisciplinary theoretical frameworks and comparative 

case analysis spanning health, environmental, social, and education policy, several key findings 

emerge. 

 

First, leadership is essential at every stage of the policy cycle, though specific leadership functions 

and requisite competencies vary substantially across stages. Planning requires diagnostic acuity 

and coalition-building around shared problem definitions. Development demands technical 

expertise balanced with political feasibility assessment. Legitimation involves sophisticated 

political negotiation and persuasive communication. Implementation requires operational 

excellence and adaptive management. Evaluation necessitates commitment to evidence-informed 

learning and honest assessment even when findings prove uncomfortable. 

 

Second, effective policy leadership transcends technical policy analysis to encompass political 

navigation, ethical judgment, and sustained attention to equity and social justice. Leaders must 

recognize that policy processes inherently involve power dynamics in which some voices and 

interests are systematically privileged while others are marginalized. Equity-oriented leadership 

requires intentional efforts to include marginalized voices, examine distributional consequences, 

and challenge structural inequalities that neutral-appearing policies may perpetuate. 

 

Third, policy processes are fundamentally iterative rather than linear, with implementation 

revealing design flaws, evaluation generating insights that prompt reformulation, and legitimation 

failures requiring renewed development. This iterative reality demands leadership approaches that 

emphasize continuous learning, adaptive management, and sustained engagement across multiple 

policy cycles, rather than treating policy development as discrete, one-time exercises. 
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Fourth, while common leadership themes transcend policy sectors, important domain-specific 

variations reflect particular policy characteristics and governance contexts. Health policy's 

technical complexity elevates expert authority while heightening tensions over democratic 

accountability. Environmental policy's long-time horizons and scientific uncertainty demand 

particular attention to intergenerational responsibility and adaptive management. Education 

policy's multiple governance levels and professional communities require coordination and respect 

for legitimate local autonomy and professional expertise. Social policy's value pluralism 

necessitates navigation of intense moral conflicts. 

 

Fifth, successful policy leadership requires broad competency portfolios spanning analytical 

capabilities, interpersonal and collaborative skills, political and strategic acumen, communication 

and framing abilities, adaptive and reflexive practice, and ethical grounding. Developing these 

competencies requires intentional investment in leadership development, including formal 

education, mentorship, experiential learning, and reflexive practice. 

 

Implications for Research 

 

This analysis suggests several productive directions for future research. First, policy leadership 

scholarship would benefit from more longitudinal research that traces how leadership evolves 

through complete policy cycles rather than examining single stages in isolation. Such research 

could illuminate how leadership strategies and challenges in earlier stages shape possibilities and 

constraints in subsequent stages, and how leaders maintain coalitions and political support through 

extended timeframes. 

 

Second, comparative research examining leadership across policy sectors could more 

systematically identify both universal leadership principles and domain-specific variations, 

generating both general theory and context-sensitive insights. Such research should span diverse 

governance contexts, countries, government levels, and institutional structures to understand how 

institutional contexts shape leadership possibilities. 

 

Third, equity-focused research should examine how leadership either challenges or perpetuates 

structural inequalities throughout policy processes. Critical policy analysis could document whose 

interests are centered and whose are marginalized in agenda-setting, whose knowledge shapes 

design, who benefits from implementation, and whose outcomes are evaluated. Such research 

should center the voices and experiences of marginalized communities rather than studying them 

as policy objects. 

 

Fourth, implementation research should focus specifically on leadership functions during this 

complex and consequential yet understudied phase. What leadership strategies enable adaptive 

management? How do leaders balance fidelity to original policy designs with necessary adaptation 

to local contexts? What organizational conditions support implementation leadership? 
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Fifth, research on evidence utilization could illuminate how leaders navigate tensions among 

evidence-based rationality, political reality, expert authority, democratic participation, and 

academic research and experiential knowledge. How do effective leaders integrate multiple valid 

knowledge forms? When should leaders champion evidence-based policies despite political 

opposition, and when do political constraints necessitate compromise? 

 

Implications for Practice 

 

For policy practitioners and institutional leaders, this analysis yields several practical implications. 

First, institutions should invest substantially in developing policy leadership capacity through 

formal education programs, executive development initiatives, mentoring systems, and 

experiential learning opportunities. Leadership development should emphasize the broad 

competency portfolios required for effective policy leadership rather than narrow technical skills. 

 

Second, organizations should create structures and cultures supporting iterative policy processes 

characterized by stakeholder engagement, adaptive management, and evidence-informed learning. 

This requires allocating resources for meaningful stakeholder participation throughout policy 

cycles; establishing feedback loops that connect evaluation findings to policy revisions; protecting 

evaluation independence; and building organizational cultures that treat adaptation as a strength 

rather than an admission of failure. 

 

Third, leaders should prioritize equity explicitly throughout policy processes by: engaging 

marginalized communities meaningfully in problem definition and solution design; examining 

distributional impacts across race, class, gender, and other dimensions; implementing equity-

focused monitoring to identify disparate impacts; and allocating resources to mitigate policies that 

exacerbate existing inequalities. Equity requires intentional attention, not neutral processes 

assumed to produce fair outcomes. 

 

Fourth, implementation should receive resources and attention commensurate with its importance. 

Organizations should invest in implementation infrastructure, build implementing organizations’ 

capacities, maintain political support through implementation challenges, and employ adaptive 

management in response to emerging evidence. Implementation plans should balance guidance 

with local flexibility, recognizing that frontline implementers require discretion to navigate 

ground-level complexity. 

 

Fifth, leaders should cultivate and demonstrate ethical commitments, including: honest 

communication about policy trade-offs and uncertainties; transparency regarding conflicts of 

interest; resistance to regulatory capture by powerful interests; democratic accountability balanced 

with evidence-informed decision-making; and political courage to defend principles despite costs. 
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Closing Reflection 

 

Public policy fundamentally concerns collective decisions about how societies organize resources, 

responsibilities, and opportunities to promote human flourishing and address shared challenges. In 

democratic societies, these consequential decisions rightly require broad participation, ensuring 

that diverse voices, experiences, and values shape collective choices. However, meaningful 

participation requires leadership, leadership that diagnoses complex problems compellingly, 

facilitates inclusive deliberation, brokers competing interests, translates aspirations into actionable 

plans, mobilizes resources for implementation, and sustains commitment through the difficult 

work of transformation. 

 

The policy cycle framework reminds us that policy development is an ongoing, iterative process 

rather than a one-time design challenge. Effective policies emerge through sustained sequences of 

planning, development, legitimation, implementation, and evaluation, with each stage informing 

subsequent iterations. Leadership across this full cycle requires technical competence, political 

skill, ethical grounding, and profound commitment to both democratic participation and evidence-

informed practice. As societies confront intensifying challenges, climate change, persistent 

inequalities, public health threats, and democratic erosion, the quality of policy leadership will 

prove increasingly consequential for collective well-being and the possibility of just, sustainable, 

flourishing societies. 
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