DOI: 10.24193/tras.64E.4
Published First Online: 28/31/2021

A CONTENT ANALYSIS OF PUBLIC
POLICY DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION
IN SLOVENIA: WEIGHING STRATEGIC
AND NORMATIVE FACTORS

Ziga KOTNIK
Dalibor STANIMIROVIC

Ziga KOTNIK

Assistant Professor, PhD, Faculty of Public Administration,
University of Ljubljana, Ljubljana, Slovenia

E-mail: ziga.kotnik@fu.uni-lj.si

Dalibor STANIMIROVIC

Assistant Professor, PhD, Faculty of Public Administration,
University of Ljubljana, Ljubljana, Slovenia

E-mail: dalibor.stanimirovic@fu.uni-lj.si

ap

Transylvanian Review
of Administrative Sciences,
No. 64 E/2021, pp. 70-88

Abstract

Policy processes are complex systems and re-
quire an in-depth and comprehensive analysis. Espe-
cially, factors that affect public policy design and im-
plementation, as two important stages of the public
policy cycle, have not been sufficiently explored. The
aim of the paper is to analyze the relationship be-
tween two critical factors that influence the design
and implementation of public policies in the case
of Slovenia, namely strategic factors and normative
factors, and offer a basis for comparison with sim-
ilar countries.

Based on twenty-two structured interviews with
prominent public policy experts in Slovenia and
content analysis of the responses, the findings re-
veal that, although strategic factors are identified
by the interviewees as the most critical, the role of
normative factors is also important and should not
be underestimated. For various reasons, in practice,
normative factors often turn out to be crucial.

Keywords: regulation, public administration, con-
tent analysis, structured interviews.



1. Introduction

Each modern society needs to promote a strategic vision regarding its future de-
velopment (Hintea, 2008). Traditionally, public administration as such is not associ-
ated with managerial approaches or entrepreneurial spirit, but is rather characterized
as a rigid, immovable and inert system that follows a relatively conservative and le-
galistic approach. Due to great social, economic, political and technological challeng-
es, public administration has been forced to start adapting to these pressures (Pollitt
and Bouckaert, 2011). Strategic planning has become a primary obligation for public
institutions through New Public Management reforms. In this process, which started
with strategic planning, the aim is to construct a management culture that will enable
public institutions on all levels of government to be governed strategically for effi-
ciency and accountability (Demirkaya, 2015). In the last decades, strategic planning
has been criticized for being overly rational and for inhibiting strategic thinking, for
focusing too much on the degree of fit between available resources and current op-
portunities (Hill and Jones, 2011).

Nowadays, public management reforms represent a constant feature of the change
efforts undertaken by different government levels in almost all countries in the world.
Strategic planning was introduced in the public sector over thirty years ago and has
since become a core component in many New Public Management reforms (Johnsen,
2016). While strategic planning has been widely adopted in the Anglo-Saxon set-
ting, the knowledge base and its implementation remain limited, especially in the
post-communist countries, for example in Slovenia.

Strategic planning in Slovenia has become important after the democratization
during the process of transition to market economy in the early 1990s (DeZelan,
Maksuti and Ursic, 2014). Despite its post-socialist legacy from the former Yugoslavia
(1918-1991), Slovenia, as an EU member since 2004, is today well known for its legal-
istic administrative culture. This is especially evident in the country’s eagerness to
follow the OECD guidelines and best practices, which further strengthen the regula-
tory framework by de facto enabling the executive to rule by governmental decrees
and ministerial rules (Kovac and BileiSis, 2017). There has however been little research
that closely analyzes how and to what extent the national government in Slovenia has
systematically and continually attempted to design and implement public policies.

The design and implementation of public policies, programs, and projects (PPPPs)
are determined as well as framed by a variety of factors and players, where each
player has its own interests, powers, and resources. Especially, the strategic and nor-
mative factors that affect the design and implementation of PPPPs as two important
stages of the policy cycle have not been sufficiently explored (Johnsen, 2015). To date,
no empirical studies of these policy factors and their effects on PPPPs in Slovenia
have analyzed contested issues. By analyzing the strategic planning aspects with-
in the normative framework of the Slovenian public administration, the article will
examine the role and significance of strategic and normative factors for the public
policy design and implementation.
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The article addresses the above-mentioned gap and reveals the need for a compre-
hensive analysis concerning the design and implementation of public policies. The
relevance of the paper is demonstrated in the multidisciplinarity of the topic, as re-
quired by such systemic societal challenges. Until now, studies have been performed
without exception in the specific policy area(s), whereby this article offers a compre-
hensive analysis of the strategic and normative factors for design and implementa-
tion of public policy, applicable extensively for all or most policy areas. The aim of
the paper is, therefore, to analyze the case of Slovenia, define, analyze and study the
relationship between two critical factors that influence the design and implemen-
tation of public policies, namely strategic factors and normative factors, and offer a
basis for comparison with similar countries.

2. Literature review

The literature provides insight into various theories on public policy decision-mak-
ing, from rationalistic approach (Downs, 1957), in the form of the rational choice
theory (pure rational decision-making), bounded rationality (Simon, 1957) and in-
crementalist approach (Lindblom, 1959) to mix-scanning (Etzioni, 1967). In response
to criticisms of existing approaches and as a search for new ones a next generation
of theories have emerged, e.g., garbage can theory (Cohen, March and Olsen, 1972),
punctuated equilibrium (Baumgartner and Jones, 2010), advocacy coalition theory
(Sabatier, 1988) and (good) governance theory (Keping, 2018), among others. Partic-
ularly the latter, the good governance theory, is one of the key theories to analyze
modern public policy design and implementation processes (Ongaro and van Thiel,
2018). Several major international organizations (the IMF, the OECD, the UN, etc.)
concur that strategic vision (strategic factors) and the rule of law (normative fac-
tors) represent some of the most important principles of the good governance theory
(Kova¢ and Bileisis, 2017; UN, 2021). Furthermore, a recent study demonstrated that
the good governance theory is the most suitable to portray strategic and normative
factors in policy decision-making (Kotnik et al., 2020).

The World Bank identifies good governance as a capacity of governments to de-
sign, formulate, and implement policies (Weiss, 2000). Good governance means the
use of political authority and exercise of control in a society in relation to the man-
agement of its resources for social and economic development (OECD, 1995). Good
governance also represents a dynamic collaboration between the government and
citizens with a focus on establishing a public network for various public policy actors
to participate and debate within policy processes. In practice, businesses, government
bureaucracy, civil society, and interest groups are usually involved in the process
(Keping, 2018). Good governance principles rely above all on rule of law, strategic vi-
sion, transparency, effectiveness and efficiency, public participation, responsiveness,
equity, consensus orientation, and accountability (Johnston, n.d.).
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The literature defines several public policy factors (Johnsen, 2016; Mencinger et
al., 2017; Vintar, Aristovnik and Klun, 2018; Volkery and Ribeiro, 2009), namely: reg-
ulation, strategy, organizational structure, financial resources, stakeholders involve-
ment, and ICT, among others. After broadly examining all the above factors and their
context in previous research (Mencinger et al, 2017), the analysis below is focused
on two constructs, respectively, strategic vision (strategic factors) and the rule of law
(normative factors).

Strategic vision (strategic factors), one of the nine essential principles of good
governance, represents concrete instruments that steer the actions of individual play-
ers and institutions, and may aid all stakeholders to jointly work on international,
regional, national or local level and produce synergy effects between them (Council
of Europe, 2018). The results of the survey among 22 top-ranked public policy experts
in Slovenia (Mencinger et al, 2017) demonstrate that among six key public policy
factors, strategic factors were found to be the most influential public policy factors.
Similarly, an IFAC study (IFAC, 2004) provides evidence that strategic factors are
significant, but not enough within the public policy process to effectively and effi-
ciently carry out a certain policy. In this regard, the European Union adopted sever-
al important legal and strategic documents for all major policy areas (EC, 2015). In
our research, these documents are considered strategic factors, and are more or less
consistently followed at the national level (MJU, 2015). In other words, the strategic
factors are defined as the use of a strategic approach, i.e., the existence of general and
policy-specific strategies, action plans, and other long-term policy documents, both
national/international and EU-related (Kotnik et al., 2020).

The rule of law (normative factors) implies that the law is the supreme principle
in public administration and ought to be respected by all government officials and
citizens. The immediate goal of the rule of law is the management of social affairs,
the regulation of citizens’ behavior, and maintenance of the normal order in social
life. In this view, the ‘rule of law’ is an elementary prerequisite of good governance
that would not be possible without a firm legal system (Kova¢ and Bileisis, 2017).
The role of the legal factors lies in defining the relevant values and determining re-
sponsibilities in pursuing the public interest (Bennett and Howlett, 1992). Therefore,
normative factors are defined as the legal/regulatory framework available to enforce
PPPPs design (e.g., the legislative process) and implementation (Kotnik et al, 2020).
Accordingly, based on the outlined theoretical background and selected constructs
from the literature review, this paper focuses on one underlying hypothesis, namely:
‘public policymaking in Slovenia is mainly based on following rules rather than on
appropriate strategies’.
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3. Methodology
3.1. Research design

The paper employs an exploratory content analysis research design supported by
a broad review of literature and the investigation of numerous sources containing
problem-related content. A content analysis method was applied to structured inter-
views and object-oriented discussions with prominent experts in the field. The re-
search on the role and significance of strategic and normative factors in public policy
design and implementation in Slovenia was conducted from February to September
2017. A part of the research method was adapted to the particularities of the research
problem and the implications thereof (Kotnik and Kovag¢, 2018; Yin, 2017). Since this
research is largely exploratory in nature, quantitative empirical methods could not
yield satisfactory results. Accordingly, a content analysis (a qualitative approach)
was considered the most favorable methodological approach to understanding this
complex field of research. Structured interviews were used as the main data collec-
tion technique during the formative research phase.

3.2. Sample

The selection of the potential interviewees was based primarily on their expertise
and experience in order to ensure the credibility and validity of their views and rec-
ommendations, as well as to facilitate constructive participation in the research (Yin,
2017). A non-random stratified sampling approach was used to ensure a represen-
tative sample of experts that satisfy the required conditions. The response rate was
approximately 70%; namely, out of approximately 35 invited experts, 22 responded
to the invitation and ultimately participated in the interviews. The 22 interviewees
were chosen from 15 key areas (spatial planning policy, labor and social policy, sci-
ence and research, traffic policy, migration and asylum policy, budgetary policy, en-
vironmental protection, consumer protection, administrative law and policy, educa-
tion (primary, tertiary), tax policy, local self-government, health policy, digital policy,
and cultural policy). The participating experts were typically senior officials from
different institutions: most of them from ministries (15), as well as from non-govern-
mental organizations (3), inspectorates (2), institutes (1), and agencies (1). Most of the
interviewees were directors (of directorates, agencies, and institutes), state secretar-
ies, and former ministers. Representatives of non-governmental organizations were
invited to participate in the research as part of efforts to gain the widest possible
insight into the public policymaking process, where non-governmental organizations
often participate as important agents of various social groups. Quotas of experts in
each area, totaling 22, were determined after reaching saturation point. The experts
involved in the interviews currently occupy the top positions at different levels of the
administrative-political system. The participants were aged between 39 and 70 years,
whereas the ratio between men and women was 12 to 10 (12 men or 55% of the sam-
ple and 10 women or 45% of the sample).
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3.3. Data collection

The interviews, which lasted approximately 90 to 120 minutes, were conducted
in person at the official premises of the interviewees. The purpose and objectives of
the study were explained to all participants to clarify the final details and potential
uncertainties pertaining to their assignments. All participants gave informed consent
and were assured anonymity and confidentiality of the information obtained.

The role of the participating experts within the proposed interview process was
twofold. First, they had to participate in the analysis of the policymaking process and
of the aspects of its success or failure in Slovenia. This part was used in a preliminary
paper focusing on the quantitative analysis of the outlined objectives (Mencinger et
al., 2017). Second, drawing on their own experience and knowledge of the adminis-
trative-political system, they had to provide their vision of the role and significance
of strategic and normative factors in public policy design and implementation in
Slovenia. The second part was used as the basis for this paper and the conducted
qualitative analysis.

The interviews consisted of seven sections of in-depth questions. The first section
contained general information and explored which instruments for designing pub-
lic policies were typically used in public administration in Slovenia. The remaining
sections of questions were used for the complex analysis of strategic and normative
factors and their impact on the decision-making process in the shaping of PPPPs in
Slovenia. The questions in the interviews included several different formats, namely:
close-ended questions with numerical estimates and open-ended questions’. The re-
sponses of the interviewees were voice-recorded, the answers were later converted
into transcripts and data tables, and finally the transcripts were documented and
archived. The data collected enabled the execution of quantitative analysis presented
in the preliminary study (Mencinger et al, 2017) as well as qualitative analysis pre-
sented in this paper.

3.4. Data analysis

After an extensive review of literature and primary and secondary sources con-
taining problem-related content, the empirical part of the research was carried out. In
this manner, the preliminary quantitative empirical analysis (Mencinger et al., 2017)
was extensively upgraded with new qualitative approaches. The analysis of the data
obtained and the interpretation thereof were carried out using qualitative analysis
software, i.e. Atlas.ti, which is frequently used in academia, especially for social sci-
ence research (Atlas.ti, 2021). The implementation of content analysis using Atlas.ti
is based on codifying the key concepts of each dimension explored within the textual
transcripts. To increase the objectivity and credibility of the findings obtained, a final

1 The questionnaire is available at http://atena-kronos.si/sl/2018/12/05/vabimo-vas-k-sodelovanju-
pri-raziskavi/.
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content analysis of the interview transcripts was carried out independently by sev-
eral coders (authors), whereas all identified inconsistencies were re-evaluated by the
coders in a collaborative manner.

4. Results

The preliminary study (Mencinger et al., 2017) explored the key factors of public
policy decision-making in Slovenia and evaluated their importance in shaping PPPPs
on a scale from 0 — not important at all, to 4 — very important/crucial. The interview-
ees ranked the six interrelated factors in terms of their average importance in the fol-
lowing order: strategic (average 3.4), normative (average 3.25), organizational/human
resources/ICT support (average 3.0), economic/financial (average 2.9), institutional
(average 2.81), methodological/procedural (average 2.8). The main task discussed in
the previously mentioned study was to determine which factors had a significant
impact on the decision-making process in the shaping of PPPPs in Slovenian public
administration. Hence, according to the results obtained from the 22 top-ranked ex-
perts participating in the study, strategic and normative factors were identified as the
most crucial factors in shaping PPPPs (Mencinger et al., 2017). In this qualitative anal-
ysis, we have built to some extent on data from the preliminary quantitative study,
while focusing exclusively on strategic and normative factors. A qualitative analysis
was performed and four claims were developed. Based on these criteria, the impact
of strategic vs. normative factors was determined. To test the hypothesis outlined in
the literature review (stating that “public policymaking in Slovenia is mainly based on
following rules rather than on appropriate strategies’) four claims were formulated
and tested, namely:

— C,: The European Union contributes to the design, execution and assessment of
PPPPs;

- C,: Action planning and execution of PPPPs transfers from politics to bureaucra-
cy, when formal strategy does not exist;

— C,: Public policies are mainly implemented through changes in regulation rather
than adopted strategies;

— C4: The level of involvement of the professional and general public in the process
of preparation of strategic documents is low.

All four claims were tested with contradictory claims, but none proved to be con-
firmed. Each network, more precisely its central node, corresponds to a tested claim.
The central node is then connected to neighboring nodes (called ‘codes’ in Atlas.ti).
Each code summarizes a group of substantially similar quotations from the inter-
views. The importance of each code is evaluated by the number of supporting quo-
tations. The verifications of all four claims are shown in Figures 1 (C)), 2 (C,), 3 (C)),
and 4 (C)).

The network representation in Figure 1 indicates five main grounds (codes) that
support claim 1: “The European Union contributes to the design, execution and as-
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the main aim of

literal implementation of . .
development following regulations

the EU acquis
4 quotations 10 quotations

v

The European Union contributes to the
design, execution and assessment of
PPPPs.

7 quotations

density =5

obtaining EU funds respecting guidelines

5 quotations 8 quotations

Figure 1 (C,): ‘The European Union contributes to the design, execution and assessment of PPPPs’

Source: The authors

sessment of PPPPs’. Moreover, Figure 1 points out that ‘following regulations’ and
‘respecting guidelines’ have the strongest impact. Namely, the codes ‘“following reg-
ulations’ and ‘respecting guidelines’ have most corresponding quotations (supported
by ten and eight quotations). For illustration, we selected two direct quotations from
the interviews: ‘EU policies are the main directions of development and we primarily
follow the regulations. Adopting legislation at the EU level imposes a high degree of
unification of different policies’. The second quotation mentions that ‘in the field of
labor, family, and social affairs, the EU rules are fully implemented in practice’. The
code ‘literal implementation of the EU acquis’ is supported by seven quotations. For
example, one of the interviewees stated: ‘in general, when adopting EU directives, we
are quite literally sticking to the implementation of rules in our system and overlook-
ing possible exceptions. The problem is the lack of national long-term planning’. This
claim is also supported by the following codes: ‘in the adoption process, we often
forget to see a broader picture and related implications and we are usually not able to
enforce national specifics’, or: ‘the problem is the overly consistent transposition of
EU directives into the national legal framework’.

The PPPPs are either a part of the implementation of the EU regulations or a part
of the EU or international development policies. EU regulations are therefore one of
the key instruments in planning, executing, and evaluating public policies. In this
respect, results demonstrate that EU actors play a very important role in the design,
execution and evaluation process in Slovenia. However, processes are, in most cases,
focused primarily on direct transposition of the EU acquis into the national legal
framework, without much consideration of the strategic national goals. Hence, we
can confirm that due to the impact of European Union on the design, execution and
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assessment of public policies, public policymaking in Slovenia is mainly based on
following rules rather than on appropriate strategies.

inactivity of political subordination of professional Th‘_f role of .
decision-makers services to politics professional services
7 quotations 3 quotation 8 quotations
Action planning and execution of PPPPs
transfers from politics to bureaucracy,
when formal strategy does not exist.
density =6
adjustment of legislation the 'Elp ortance of support of the role of political
is very important the current minister/ actors and ad-hoc groups
government , )
3 quotations 2 quotations

12 quotations

Figure 2 (C,): ‘Action planning and execution of PPPPs transfers
from politics to bureaucracy, when formal strategy does not exist’

Source: The authors

Figure 2 identifies six situations where action planning and execution of PPPPs
transfers from politics to bureaucracy, when formal strategy does not exist. Although
such decision-making can be controversial in many respects, it often gets support
from the current minister (or even the whole government). Based on the interviews,
this situation is the most common (highest number of supporting quotations, i.e. 12).
One of the interviewees illustrated: ‘the directorate’s professional services prepare
a document and the minister adopts it, based on their recommendations. Although
the minister is the one who says yes or no, the role of professional services could
be decisive in these specific situations and conditions’. Such professional services
often substitute for inactive political decision-makers. The codes ‘inactivity of polit-
ical decision-makers’ and ‘the role of professional services’ (indicated in seven and
eight quotations, respectively) also confirm this claim. For instance, explicit quota-
tions from the interviews state: ‘sometimes the ministers fail to do their job or the
guidelines from the government are not clear. In this case, the competent profession-
al services take the highest responsibility’. And: ‘due to the absence of a strategy,
professional services very often prepare solutions which the minister approves, but it
should be the other way around. The weakness of coalition treaties and the absence
of strategic planning is evident in these situations’.

These views and opinions illustrate the important role of public administration
(bureaucracy) in the process of policymaking. Although public administration should
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be politically independent in policy implementation, strong connections, interdepen-
dences, and even conflicts still exist. C, demonstrates that public administration in
Slovenia frequently takes over from the political level a significant share of activities
concerning the preparation and execution of PPPPs. In doing so, it relies typically
on the existing legal framework and rarely on strategy, as the latter is often not
considered or does not even exist. In this respect, we could confirm the hypothesis
that advocates the prevalence of legal over strategic framework in PPPPs design and
implementation.

strong role of
regulation in
decision-making and
implementation
process

the role of regulation .
. : too much regulation
is over-emphasised

. 8 quotations
6 quotations a

15 quotations

Public policies are mainly implemented
through changes in regulation rather than
adopted strategies.

density =6
T

changes of government

lack of staff and
professionalism

law as a strategic
document

7 quotations .
. a 4 quotations
6 quotations

Figure 3 (C,): ‘Public policies are mainly implemented through changes in regulation rather than adopted strategies’

Source: The authors

Figure 3 displays the perception and argumentations of the interviewees concern-
ing the claim that public policies are mainly implemented through changes in regu-
lation rather than adopted strategies. There are six codes supporting this claim. The
code supported by most quotations (15) is ‘strong role of regulation in decision-mak-
ing and implementation process’, which clearly indicates the dominant role of reg-
ulation over the role of strategy in PPPPs in Slovenia. Illustrative examples of such
quotations are: ‘decision-making and especially implementation of PPPPs is based
primarily on the alignment of sectoral legislation rather than strategy based’. And:
‘strategy has no real connection with the legal framework that defines the imple-
mentation activities’. Codes like ‘role of regulation is over-emphasized’ or ‘too much
regulation’ suggest that Slovenia is saturated with regulations and over-formalized
in most sectors, e.g. health, education, construction, taxation, environment. The code
‘lack of staff and professionalism’ also speaks in favor of C,. For example, one of the
interviewees indicated: ‘Slovenia implements an extremely large amount of norma-
tive acts. However, we do not have suitable professional teams to strategically assess
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the documents’. In the last decade, there were four parliamentary elections in Slo-
venia. The changes of government were therefore frequent, which resulted (accord-
ing to code ‘changes of government’) in an unstable environment, change of focus,
and backlog of work. This code is supported by seven quotations, for instance: ‘we
had several organizational restructurations due to change of government in the last
five, six years’. Another problem when government changes is reflected in quotations
such as: ‘change in government announces a change in tax legislation (the impact of
politics on the structure of the institution itself)’ and ‘with each new government, a
new strategy is actually being launched’.

The findings of our qualitative analysis are in accordance with the results of the
preliminary quantitative analysis concerning these issues (Mencinger et al., 2017).
Namely, 70% of the interviewees report that changes of government — especially
from the left to the right-wing or vice versa — have a significant impact on the im-
plementation of PPPPs in Slovenia. This percentage would probably be even high-
er if all policies followed a strategic plan. Two of the interviewees realistically de-
scribed the situation: ‘we have no strategy, therefore the change of government has
no influence’. And: ‘a change in government is immediately followed by changes in
legislation’. These quotations speak in favor of the hypothesis and emphasize the
urgent need to adopt sectoral strategies. In view of that, claim C, clearly supports the
hypothesis that public policymaking in Slovenia is mainly based on following rules
rather than on appropriate strategies.

underestimated role of no systematic and deliberate
the professional and consistent involvement of non-involvement of the
general public the public in policy stages public
7 quotations 9 quotations 10 quotations

'

The level of involvement of the professional
and general public in the process of
preparation of strategic documents is low.

density =6
T

inactive public

partial interests of the
professional public

dominance of politics
over the professional
. ublic

. 7 quotations P
4 quotations

5 quotations

Figure 4 (C,): ‘The level of involvement of the professional and general public
in the process of preparation of strategic documents is low’

Source: The authors

80



Figure 4 demonstrates that the level of involvement of the professional and gen-
eral public in the process of preparation of strategic documents is low. There are
six codes supporting this claim. The strongest reason is the impact of ‘deliberate
non-involvement of the public’ (supported by 10 quotations) and ‘no systematic and
consistent involvement of the public in policy stages’ (supported by 9 quotations).
This clearly indicates that professional and general public is calculatedly not included
in the process. Illustrative examples of such quotations (for the first code) are: ‘the
public is intentionally not invited to participate in the preparation of strategic or
other plans’ or ‘the point is that the public should be involved in strategic planning
and co-decisions in public affairs from the very beginning. But this is not the case’.
For illustration (for the second code), quotations from the interview state: ‘there is no
involvement of the professional and general public in the various stages of the policy
cycle’ and ‘if academic experts propose strategic solutions, they are neither systemat-
ically nor consistently addressed, regardless of the policy stage’.

Additional reasons might be related to the ‘underestimated role of the professional
and general public’ and ‘inactive public’ (each supported by 7 quotations). For illus-
tration, we provide two quotations related to the underestimated role of the public:
‘consultation with the public is not sincere. This is not an actual partnership or work-
ing relationship, it is a pro-forma consultation’, and ‘the role of the public is underes-
timated and the public is being consciously manipulated when it comes to strategic
matters’, and one example for ‘inactive public’: ‘inactive public is merely a reflection
of the poor performance of the government’.

The ‘dominance of politics over the professional public’ shows strong influence
of politics, which asserts its interest at the expense of repressed expert opinions. It is
supported by seven quotations, for instance: ‘political objectives are very often not in
line with those of the professional public. The opinion of the public is therefore often
ignored’. These views and opinions illustrate an unjustified supremacy of the poli-
tics in the process of policy-making when preparing strategic documents. Moreover,
although the professional public should be somewhat independent from politics, the
analysis shows a moderate influence of ‘partial interests of the professional public’
(supported by four quotations). In this light, one of the interviewees’ statements is
particularly concerning: ‘the least consideration is given to the needs of the people,
partial professional interests often prevail’.

5. Discussion

Considering the outlined research hypothesis, we can firmly establish that there
are several different factors leading to the fact that public policies are rather designed
and implemented by adopting legislation instead of following a strategic framework.
This implies that, if no comprehensive long-term national strategy exists (see in de-
tail particularly subsections on verification of claims 2, 3 and 4, which support the
hypothesis), it is irrelevant how many copious and effective resources the country
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has. If the main strategic goals are not set and clearly defined, it is, in theory, not
possible to implement all public policy cycle stages and, consequently, improve the
quality of PPPPs (Keping, 2018). This demonstrates that effective public policymak-
ing on the national level is not possible without a balanced and well-thought-out
strategic framework (Novak and Lajh, 2018). These results show that even though
strategic factors were identified by the interviewees as the most critical of all factors
(Mencinger et al, 2017), normative factors have an unprecedented role due to the
deeper socio-political national context. For various reasons and on different levels,
normative factors have proven to be crucial in public policymaking in Slovenia. Over-
all, research findings suggest that only a system-supported mechanism including a
balanced combination and application of strategic, normative, methodological/proce-
dural, institutional, economic/financial, and organizational/HR/ICT factors may lead
to a sufficient realization of PPPPs.

The European Union has an important steering policy function and offers Member
States political, legal and strategic support in terms of consulting, legal documenta-
tion and development materials (EC, 2015). The EU legislation may serve as a stra-
tegic basis as long as it is satisfactorily flexible and allows countries, regardless of
the size, to apply their own national specifics when designing the rules for different
policies (Pollitt and Bouckaert, 2011). Thus, reliable normative and procedural frame-
works of rule-making ought to be the first stage in building upon strategic public
policymaking processes and sound governance in small countries such as Slovenia.
Simultaneously, Slovenia must establish and actively develop its integral national
development strategy and sector strategies. In the case of Slovenia, empirical find-
ings demonstrate that EU players have a substantial impact on the country’s design,
execution and assessment of PPPPs. Due to the weak strategic framework, Slovenia
has rather neglected the aspect of design and implementation of the respected pol-
icies (Vintar, Aristovnik and Klun, 2018). This means that pressure from different
EU institutions (in various forms) tends to replace national strategies to some extent
(Boyne and Walker, 2004). EU Member States are bound to comply with the acquis
communautaire because EU legislation prevails over national law, especially when EU
policies steer the national ministries. Thus, it is possible to anticipate a much more
comprehensive and effective design and implementation of policies and the eventual
outcomes. However, EU policies are generally proposed by the large EU countries
(Lehne, 2012), which can potentially lead to noncompliance with the national prior-
ities and objectives of smaller EU countries. In addition, well-intentioned, positive
impacts of EU policy players may present a significant problem, because EU strategic
documents do not reflect the strategic long-term goals of Slovenia, which is seen in
the insufficient enforcement of national needs in the European and international doc-
uments. Lack of public funds, lack of (appropriately trained) personnel, mismatch of
strategic objectives at the highest political level, political instability and other reasons
have led to a situation where Slovenia mostly just blindly follows EU recommenda-
tions and requirements, rather than giving self-initiative proposals (M]JU, 2015).
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Slovenia and similar small-sized countries have relatively weak economic and po-
litical power, are burdened with the communist past, and have great difficulties in
asserting their own interests (Kova¢ and Bileisis, 2017). With rapid changes of gov-
ernment in Slovenia, the frequency of policy changes is relatively high and there is
no comprehensive overview of the past actions, current state, and clear future goals
(Makarovi¢ et al., 2016). The lack of general focus, clear top-down goals, consistent
and persistent coordination and cooperation at the highest strategic level of govern-
ment, competences, financial, HR, and other relevant resources further complicate
the realization of national needs (Aristovnik et al, 2016; Vintar, Aristovnik and Klun,
2018). By frequent changes in power, the transfer of power from a political to an ad-
ministrative level is a very common phenomenon, which has adverse effects on the
design and implementation of PPPPs.

The Slovene public administration reforms were conceived rather legalistically
and that led to an overdetermined legal framework (Stanojevi¢ and Mrcela, 2016;
Vintar et al., 2013). Interviewees stated that over-reliance on the legal framework
rather than on strategy is due to the absence of a specialized unit known as ‘policy
unit’. This is assumed to be one of the greatest deficiencies in most public organiza-
tions accountable for the formulation and implementation of PPPPs. The significance
and role of the policy unit ought to be primarily concerned with monitoring, formu-
lation and implementation of PPPPs, and long-term strategic public policy planning
(Mencinger et al., 2017). Due to the non-existence of such units, decision-making
is left to ad-hoc groups (Timofejevs Henriksson, 2015) and improvisations that are
subject to the interests and needs of the current government coalitions, which prefer
their political objectives over national ones. This process is often accompanied by
inactive and often ignored general public, partial interests of the professional public,
and misuse of political power over expert strategic proposals (Novak and Fink-Hafner,
2019). The lack of involvement of the professional and general public in the process
of preparation of strategic documents is based on the inertia of the past decades and
is, among other things, a direct consequence of the socio-political culture originating
from the former political system (Adam, Kristan and Tomsi¢, 2009). The professional
and general public often start to deal with the topics when it is already too late or
deal with marginal aspects of public policies, while there is no professional or polit-
ical debate on the more important issues addressed by these public policies. Thus,
we get a seemingly inclusive and functional public policymaking process, which of-
fers many opportunities for the assertion of partial professional or other interests of
stronger social groups and the abuse of political power (Zajc, 2010). In these cases, it
is much easier for administration to resort to simple and strict compliance with the
legal framework than to focus efforts on complex strategic issues that require a lot
of resources, coordination, political skills, and a commitment to common goals. It
is evident that some balance between legalism and managerialism should be found
through participative governance and inclusion of civil society (Vintar et al, 2013).
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The consequences of such shortcomings are public dissatisfaction, incomplete and
temporary public policy solutions, deficiently shaped and targeted policies and con-
sequently unsatisfactory outcomes thereof, search for public policy shortcuts (which
are often incorrect), public policy without clear arguments and national consensus,
and excessive reliance on the legal framework in the formulation and implementation
of public policies (Adam, Kristan and Tomsi¢, 2009; Zajc, 2010).

High importance of normative factors in Slovenia and, consequently, the existence
of hyper-regulated normative environment are the outcomes of current and past gov-
ernments that have mainly focused on the preparation of new legislation rather than
long term strategic planning and measures (Kova¢ and Bileisis, 2017; Stanimirovi¢
and Vintar, 2014). High frequency of legislative changes de facto disables comprehen-
sive and regular monitoring and evaluations of expected outputs and outcomes.

The evidence presented here provides a useful insight into the background of pol-
icymaking processes in Slovenia and implies that the country is somehow trapped in
a vicious circle of past political arrangements, current socio-political culture, and the
malfunctioning of the state apparatus in public policymaking. Surpassing these prob-
lems will require bold and visionary steps from the next governments, and, above all,
active and constructive public involvement in all public policy issues. The selected
claims (C,C,, C,, and C,) in this respect undoubtedly confirm the basic hypothesis
through the opinions, statements and assertions of the interviewees.

6. Conclusion

The presented study provides some initial empirical evidence of the role and sig-
nificance of strategic and normative factors within the public policy making cycle.
Research findings confirm that normative factors in practice prevail over strategic
factors in public policymaking in Slovenia. This research demonstrates that PPPPs
have a greater chance of being designed and implemented if they are rationally and
consistently based on the complete public policy making cycle. The results display
that the European Union contributes significantly to the preparation of legally bind-
ing national documents in Slovenia that provide the basic framework for the design
and implementation of PPPPs. National legislation in Slovenia is largely a replication
of the EU guidelines and recommendations, which can be a very arguable position for
a sovereign state. This in fact implies that Slovenia insufficiently enforces its national
specifics within the EU and international documents, without considering national
long-term policy strategic objectives. This is reflected also in the existence of a hy-
per-regulated normative environment in Slovenia. In addition, results demonstrate
that when formal strategy does not exist, action planning and execution of PPPPs
shifts from politics to bureaucracy. Due to inactive political decision-makers, the bu-
reaucracy often takes over the burden of public policy design and implementation
and hence runs the whole public policy process. In the course of action, bureaucracy
relies almost entirely on the legal framework without much consideration of strategic
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goals and long-term implications. From this point of view, it is necessary to stress the
importance of collaboration and search for consensus between administrative and
political leadership on the national level to properly design and implement PPPPs.

Considering the general and methodological limitations of the presented study,
some issues need to be pointed out. Since our key claims used for the verification
of the outlined hypothesis were rather arbitrarily selected and pre-determined in a
theory-based manner, the results and conclusions derived from the interviews can be
interpreted and argued to some extent in different ways. We verified the relevance of
the key factors through interviews, which did not allow us to consider all potential
restrictions, i.e., the conditions that occur in the real environment. Another limitation
is related to the representation of the results. When striving to represent empirical
findings in a clear and reasonable way, we faced certain methodological dilemmas.
For instance, we grouped quotations from the interviews into ‘codes’, where each
code corresponded to a set of substantially similar and analogous quotations. Deter-
mining the similarities and analogies between two quotations as well as the naming
of the codes may have been, however, subjectively biased. Our decisions were based
on the intention to represent the expressed opinions of the interviewees and to derive
research results in the most transparent and understandable manner possible.

We believe that further research should focus primarily on deepening the knowl-
edge and understanding of public policy making. This includes identification and
analysis of the key factors in the real environment and their verification in actual
situations concerning the process of design and implementation of public policies.
The analysis identified a few interesting starting points for future research work and
investigation. Firstly, how to develop effective and practical strategic planning mech-
anisms, which could assist the national government in conducting efficient public
policy design and implementation. Secondly, how to consolidate and simplify the
normative framework and ensure the development and adoption of better quality,
functional and flexible legislation. Thirdly, the role of strategic and normative fac-
tors in the process of administrative modernization and innovation should be further
scrutinized.

To conclude, evidence suggests the establishment of specialized sectoral poli-
cy units, adequate procedures and cross-sectoral mechanisms, which could ensure
consistent, inclusive, and evidence-based execution of public policy making cycles
in Slovenia. This initiative should encompass methodical and painstaking strategic
and regulatory impact assessments (ex-ante and ex-post) with the involvement of
field experts and the general public. The ultimate goal is to introduce an effective,
well-structured, and evidence-based public policymaking cycle and to equip political
decision-makers with the appropriate instruments and knowledge, which could en-
sure the design and implementation of effective PPPPs focused on overall socio-polit-
ical progress, economic growth, and general development of all national sub-systems.
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