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There are more poor people around the world than ever before. One of the missing 

factors in efforts to address poverty and increase sustainable development is adequate 

governmental capacity development. One effective means to improve the quality of 

democratic governance is by learning from the past and from others’ experiences. The Black Box 

of Governmental Learning introduces the Learning Spiral—a new concept for organizing effective 

learning events for governments in the 21st century. It helps governments to learn from each 

other. This theory-based concept has been applied successfully over the past decade in numerous 

conferences, training, and e-learning events all over the world. The book is directed toward 

practitioners in governments, such as members of cabinets, parliaments, and courts; civil servants 

and politicians; civil society organizations; and international organizations. It will help them 

understand the challenges of learning in governments and offers a concept for organizing effective 

learning events. 

“This event [which featured the Learning Spiral] offered my delegation a golden opportunity 
to obtain answers through detailed discussions with eminent politicians, civil servants, judges 
from the state and federal level as well as scholars. … After examining the experiences of the 
judiciaries in Swiss, Brazilian, Indian, and Nigerian federations, I can say that we benefit from 
these and use some of their rules when forming the federal and regional judiciary in Iraq.”

—Medhat Al Mahmoud, Chief Justice of the Federal Supreme Court and  
President of the Higher Judicial Council of the Republic of Iraq

“The workshop was helpful in shedding light on questions of public sector reform by providing 
the opportunity to discuss experiences of other countries in Africa. … I was very much 
impressed by the management of the workshop process, where an enormous number of lessons 
and future actions were covered only within the two days. The workshop discussions and 
resulting materials will remain valuable for me and other practitioners of public sector reform 
in the Ethiopian government.”

—Ato Ahmed Mohammed Ali, Director of Planning and Programming Directorate,  
Ministry of Capacity Building, Government of Ethiopia

“It is not surprising that the [Learning Spiral] has become a useful tool for practitioners and 
academics alike to acquire a comparative view of a variety of solutions federal governments 
typically encounter. It encourages participating practitioners and scholars to use the knowledge 
they gained to inspire new solutions, thereby improving democratic governance.”

—Arnold Koller, Former President of Switzerland
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Foreword

Ten years ago, world leaders agreed on an ambitions set of development goals 

to be reached by 2015. Although progress has been made, the Millennium 

Development Goals remain elusive for many countries and their citizens. If 

more rapid progress is to be made in the future, learning from success and 

failure will be crucial for governments, international organizations, and civil 

society organizations as they try to improve the livelihoods of their citizens 

around the world. 

By making learning and accountability its two main purposes, evaluation 

tries to make a contribution to this process. Whereas accountability directs our 

attention backward, learning requires us to focus on how to improve results in 

the future. Evaluators have developed an excellent range of rigorous tools and 

methods to fi nd out what has worked and what has not, and we spend much 

of our time and resources on the process of gathering evidence and produc-

ing knowledge. However, we are far less certain that we have all the tools and 

methods to help organizations and stakeholders learn from evaluations to 

improve development results. 

Th e Learning Spiral has been developed to help fi ll the gap between the 

creation of knowledge and its application by concerned stakeholders. It com-

bines theoretical approaches with individual, organizational, and govern-

mental learning. It has a sound foundation from both a theoretical and an 

empirical perspective. Th e Learning Spiral is grounded in theories that have 

been developed and tested successfully. At its center is the recognition that 

learning is a nonlinear and highly contextual process. It requires no less eff ort 

to learn from evaluations and to apply knowledge to improve future outcomes 

than it does to conduct evaluations in the fi rst place.

At the World Bank Group’s Independent Evaluation Group, we have fur-

ther developed and applied the Learning Spiral over the past two years as a 

tool for learning from evaluations together with our stakeholders all over the 

world. Th is book enriches the theoretical basis for the Learning Spiral with 

practical experience in bringing about change based on evaluation fi ndings. 

xi



xii The Black Box of Governmental Learning

We have worked with clients to develop structured learning events that 

have taken us to Nigeria, where we focused on state-level engagement 

in federal states, as well as to Washington, DC, and Addis Ababa, where 

stakeholders from 10 African countries exchanged challenges and solu-

tions on public sector reform. As a result of applying the Learning Spiral, 

we have been able to step further in the direction of complementing our 

mandate for accountability with learning. Focusing just on the former is 

like standing on one leg —both, accountability and learning, are needed 

to run. We believe that evaluations can make a considerable diff erence in 

helping our stakeholders understand what works and what does not and 

it is for that reason that we have started dialogues on how to improve 

development results through evaluation. 

Hans-Martin Boehmer

Manager, Communication, Learning, and Strategy 

World Bank Independent Evaluation Group



Preface

Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning is an attempt to close the gap between 

practice and the theory of how to organize learning events for governments 

in the 21st century. It is the result of my personal experiences over a decade 

of organizing conferences, e-learning events, study tours, training, etc. for all 

levels of government, in numerous countries around the world, and on all 

sorts of themes related to democratic governance. 

In many ways Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning represents a 

research project in itself: In the fi rst part of the book, all major analytical and 

theoretical considerations related to the topic are enumerated; I subsequently 

review them in a qualitative content analysis. Based on this examination, I 

have developed the Learning Spiral as it presents today, a heuristic concept 

that provides a template to organize governmental learning events. In the sec-

ond part of the book, the practical relevance of this concept is verifi ed through 

descriptions of its application in fi ve selected learning activities. 

Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning could not have been written with-

out the thousands of participants who agreed to engage and share their per-

sonal experiences in such learning events. Th ey were eager to learn from each 

other to improve their knowledge of democratic governance and by doing so 

to better serve their constituents. Th ey all deserve my deepest respect and grati-

tude. I hope they will continue participating in such learning processes and 

encourage others to follow their example. I also hope they stay actively engaged 

in the many networks that were created in the aft ermath of these activities. 

Th e fact that I had the opportunity to organize learning activities in the 

fi rst place is only possible thanks to the vision of a few individuals who risked 

organizing high-level governmental learning events diff erently than had 

been done in the past. Among these individuals, I would like to point out 

Peter Habluezel, the former head of the Swiss Federal Department of Human 

Resources, who allowed me to organize the fi rst event for the top management 

of the Swiss federal civil service administration. Th e fi rst application of the 

Learning Spiral on a truly international level with high-ranking participants 

xiii



occurred at the 2002 International Conference on Federalism and was 

only feasible because of the strong support of Arnold Koller, former 

President of Switzerland, as well as other leading Swiss representatives, 

such as Canisius Braun, Walter Fust, and, in particular, Luzius Mader. 

On an institutional level these initiatives were backed up by the Swiss 

Federal Department of Foreign Aff airs and the Department of Justice and 

later on by international organizations such as the Forum of Federations, 

the World Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group (IEG), and the World 

Bank Institute. In particular, I recognize IEG’s Director-General Vinod 

Th omas, Senior Manager Ali Khadr, and managers Klaus Tilmes and his 

very engaged successor Hans-Martin Boehmer; they were all a tremen-

dous support. Th ey not only allowed me to apply the Learning Spiral in 

evaluation-based learning events, but also facilitated the publication of the 

concept and by doing so have made it available to a wider audience. 

Th e success of such learning events depends to a high degree on a 

multitude of individuals who lead and/or contribute to their realization. 

Th e following list of people (in alphabetical order) represents just a small 

number of the many colleagues who played an outstanding role in the 

organization of these activities. Inside the World Bank, I would like to 

mention Konstantin Atanesyan, Mel Blunt, Gita Gopal, Moira Hart-

Poliquin, Svetlana Markova, Cia Sjetnan, and Anwar Shah. From outside 

the Bank I thank Barbara Brook, Rupak Chattopadhyay, Abigail Ostien, 

Chandra Pasma, and Cheryl Sanders (all from the Forum of Federations), 

Franz Hierlemann, Jakob Huber, Andrea Iff , and Amitabha Pande. 

Needless to say, the organization of learning events stands and falls 

with administrative support. Among the many quiet helpers in the back-

ground I would like to point out in the World Bank Princess Moore-

Lewis, Maria Padrino, and Esperanza Sadiua, as well as Rhonda Dumas 

and Nicole Pedersen from the Forum of Federations.

As the book is based on theoretical and practical refl ections, I 

depended on a great number of colleagues who represent diff erent fi elds 

in academia as well as practice, many of them covering both spheres. 

Among these individuals who off ered advice on how to develop and 

describe the concept in the book are, from the World Bank, Andreas 

Foerster, Guenter Meinert, Jan Rielaender, Bahar Salimova, Janar-

dan Prasad Singh; I also recognize academics like Matthew Andrews 

(Harvard University), Reinhart Fatke (University of Zuerich), Th omas 
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Fleiner (University of Fribourg), Nico Steytler (University of the West-

ern Cape), and Ron Watts (Queens University). 

Th e personal testimonies given by selected individuals who actively 

participated in the diff erent learning events described are of great value 

to the book. Th e authors who summarize their experiences and lessons 

learned are Robert D. Ebel, Arnold Koller, Medhat Al Mahmoud, Gov-

indan Nair, Ato Ahmed Mohammed Ali, and Bob Rae. Th e signifi cance 

of these testimonials is particularly important because they were written 

one or more years aft er each event took place; the authors have therefore 

been able to refl ect on the long-term impact of the knowledge learned. 

Th e content is the backbone of a book. However, the way knowl-

edge is transformed into words and phrases can make the diff erence if 

a book is readable or not. I am therefore deeply grateful to the IEG edi-

tor Heather Dittbrenner, who reviewed Th e Black Box of Governmental 

Learning regarding its style and language.

Writing a book has always its price, which oft en tends to be quietly 

paid by a family that stands behind an author. It is therefore very much 

in my heart to thank my wife Franziska for her continuous motivation 

to my fi nishing that book, even though I sometimes felt I could not do 

so. Let me also mention my son Olivier and daughter Sophie, who oft en 

made me laugh and sometimes frown too, when I thought I needed quiet 

time and did not realize that I had to stop working to clear my head with 

the really important things that life off ers. 

And last I would like to point out my friend and colleague Bidjan 

Nashat, who greatly contributed to Th e Black Box of Governmental Learn-

ing. He was always there when I needed him to share and develop new 

ideas. With his open-minded and unconventional thinking he helped me 

overcome many obstacles and challenges. He also made an exceptional 

contribution by writing the section of the book about Evaluation and 

Results Framework. With Bidjan I found a unique kinship; he shares my 

unshakable belief that governmental learning events can contribute to 

the performance of democratic governance and by doing so help reduce 

poverty and enhance sustainable development in governments. 

Raoul Blindenbacher

Washington, DC, April 13, 2010
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Executive Summary

Th ere are more poor people and poverty reaches further into middle-income 

countries around the world than ever before. Adequate governmental capacity 

development is considered one of the critical missing factors in current eff orts 

to reduce poverty and, by doing so, to meet the Millennium Development 

Goals. If the development of sustainable capacity is not given greater attention 

in the near future, development eff orts in the poorest countries are expected 

to fail even if they are supported with substantially increased funding. 

One eff ective way to improve the quality of democratic governments is by 

their learning from the past and from each other’s experiences. But to what 

extent are governments capable of and/or willing to learn? And if they are, 

what are they supposed to learn—and how? Is the way they learn diff erent 

from the way individuals or organizations learn? Under what conditions do 

they learn best, and to what extent can learning events enhance their capacities 

to improve the performance of their public sectors? Th ese and many related 

questions are examined in Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning.

Facing poverty and ever-increasing local and global problems such as 

fi nancial crises, climate change, and pandemics, democratic governments 

worldwide must fi nd better ways to provide public goods and services to their 

citizens—and thus reduce poverty, accelerate economic growth, and improve 

sustainable development. Th ere is a widely shared conviction among practi-

tioners and scholars alike that governments in both developed and developing 

countries do have the capacity and are willing to learn from their pasts and/or 

from other countries’ experiences. One means of doing this is in formal pre-

arranged learning events like conferences, e-learning, study tours, roundta-

bles, training, and workshops, which are an aff ordable and promising way to 

make governments more eff ective. 

However, little is known about how governments learn best or what exactly 

makes them change their behavior in a deliberate and targeted way. Govern-

ments consist of thousands of state offi  cials and numerous institutional units—

the executive branch, parliaments, the judiciary, and the civil service—which 
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function under unique political conditions and environments. Experience 

has shown that they learn diff erently than individuals and/or organizations 

do. Governmental learning goes beyond individual and organizational 

learning approaches and is considered a complex and hard-to-conceptual-

ize matter; it must address many cultural, economical, political, religious, 

and social particularities, psychological barriers, and practical constraints 

that might hinder or even prevent learning at all. 

Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning introduces the Learning Spi-

ral, a new concept for organizing effi  cient prearranged learning events 

for governments. Th e Learning Spiral—a heuristic and multidisciplinary 

concept—has been developed over the past decade for national and 

international governmental learning events. It was created through an 

ongoing dialectical process, where an original theory-based concept was 

applied in practice, reviewed, and subsequently reapplied in a forthcom-

ing event. Th is process was repeated on an ongoing basis in numerous 

events held in developed and developing countries all over the world, 

with thousands of participants from all levels of governments and non-

governmental organizations. 

Th e Learning Spiral was conceptualized in a template consisting of 

eight consecutive stages: Conceptualization, Triangulation, Accommo-

dation, Internalization, Externalization, Reconceptualization, Trans-

formation, and Confi guration. When these stages are performed, a 

didactical process is established that encourages behavioral change in 

governmental institutions, their members, and representatives from 

involved nongovernmental organizations and interest groups. Th e tem-

plate serves as a practical guideline to organize governmental learning 

events. It off ers general directions on designing a learning process and 

should therefore be applicable to any form and type of governmental 

learning activity.

Th e didactic concept of the Learning Spiral is based on an analysis of 

past and current experiences of how governments learn, the particular 

knowledge they learn, and how knowledge gets created and transferred 

to the learning actors. It further takes into account contemporary theo-

ries of political history, policy analysis, pedagogy, and sociology, as well 

as individual, organizational, and governmental learning concepts. 
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Th e practical application of the eight stages involves an elaborate 

process that includes the planning and designing of a particular learn-

ing event. Th e design is based on an analysis of the knowledge to be 

learned, usually state-of-the-art or evaluation-based knowledge regard-

ing the issue at hand. Th e design also takes into account the political 

environment where the event is taking place, and it requires a deliberate 

selection of the individual learning actors and the governmental and 

nongovernmental institutions involved. Th is approach requires close 

attention to the interrelationship between the knowledge content of a 

learning event and the design of its process. 

A major characteristic of this type of learning event is its facilitation 

by a learning broker who oversees all aspects of the event organization. 

Th is includes the logistics, the content preparation, the draft ing and car-

rying through of the agenda, the moderation of the learning sessions, 

and the follow-up activities. Another important feature of the Learning 

Spiral is that there are no designated speakers. Th e distinction between 

knowledge holders and knowledge recipients becomes dispensable. 

Every participant is considered an active contributor who, whenever it 

appears appropriate, shares his or her experiences. With this kind of 

structure, every participant gets unlimited access to the collective wealth 

of the shared knowledge.

Th e eff ects of the applied Learning Spiral are threefold: Th e primary 

eff ect is that governments’ access to the latest knowledge in democratic 

governance is enhanced and can be applied in concrete, practical action. 

A second eff ect is that—because of the iterative character of the learning 

process—the knowledge to be learned is always validated and updated 

in real time to include the latest existing experiences on the subject. And 

a third eff ect is that participation in the learning process evokes a sense 

of social belonging among the learning actors, which oft en leads to the 

creation of social networks, where governments continue to share their 

latest experiences and by doing so launch the next spin of the Learning 

Spiral.

To make the concept of the Learning Spiral accessible for practical 

use, Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning presents a number of case 

studies that show how the Learning Spiral has been successfully applied. 

Th e examples range from an international conference with several hun-
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dred participants, among them numerous heads of state and govern-

ment, to a small evaluation-based workshop for African policy makers 

from 10 diff erent countries, to a multimedia training and e-learning ini-

tiative. Each case study is supplemented by a fi rst-hand account from a 

high-level participant, such as a former president, a member of parlia-

ment, or a Supreme Court chief justice.

Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning is directed toward practi-

tioners in governments, such as members of cabinets, parliaments, and 

courts; civil servants and politicians; civil society and private sector orga-

nizations; and international organizations. It provides a theory-guided 

and practice-approved comprehensive template for how to organize 

eff ective learning events for governments in the 21st century. 

Th e concept of the Learning Spiral is a work in progress, and it has 

to be adapted to changes and new fi ndings in practice and research in 

governmental learning. Th e Learning Spiral can be adapted to specifi c 

settings and government situations; it will evolve during use depend-

ing on changes and new fi ndings in practice and research, and as gov-

ernments continue to learn, it will adapt itself to those new situations. 

Practitioners and theoreticians are therefore invited to engage in the 

dialogue launched herein to further improve the learning capacities of 

governments, and by doing so, illuminate the black box of governmental 

learning.



1 Introduction

Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning is the result of an intense and cre-

ative dialogue with colleagues in and outside the World Bank about the 

need for and purpose of governments to learn and how such learning can be 

made more eff ective. Th ere was broad consensus that much more refl ection 

is required in particular about the settings in which organized learning in 

governments is taking place. Th e Learning Spiral, presented and explained in 

this book, is a concept that provides a comprehensive procedure to organize 

learning events specifi cally designed for democratic governments. Th e con-

cept is a theory-based and practice-approved contribution that can open the 

black box of complex and elusive transactions and processes that characterize 

governmental learning. 

1.1 Why Learning in Governments?

Th e World Bank’s development indicators conclude that today there are more 

poor people living on this planet than ever (World Bank 2008). It seems that 

despite all eff orts by the international community, the United Nation’s Millen-

nium Development Goals (MDGs), which aim to reduce poverty and increase 

sustainable economic growth, will not be achieved by 2015 (UN 2000a, 2000b).1 

Among the many vital factors that do have critical impact in reducing poverty 

is the quality of the public sector (IEG 2008a, 2008b). Th ere is no doubt that 

when governments perform poorly, the consequences are wasted resources; 

undelivered services; and denial of social, legal, and economic protection for 

citizens, especially the poor. Poor governance, meanwhile, is seen as the single 

most important factor in eradicating poverty and promoting development 

(Grindle 2004). Democratic governance is understood as the term that sum-

1. In 1998, the General Assembly of the United Nations (UN) decided to convene the Mil-

lennium Summit as an integral part of the Millennium Assembly of the United Nations. In 

that summit, held on September 6, 2000, the developing countries, donor nations, and the 

international fi nancial institutions agreed to the MDGs, which aim to halve extreme poverty 

from 1990 levels by 2015 (UN 2000a).

1
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marizes all managerial responsibilities of a government in delivering 

public services and goods that contribute to the safety and well-being of 

citizens under a given set of democratic principles and rules.2 

Supporting governments as they seek to improve the performance of 

their democratic governmental system has become a priority in donor 

and development policies and is seen as the most promising factor of 

intervention.3 Th e international community concludes that if the devel-

opment of sustainable capacity in governments is not given greater and 

more careful attention in the near future, development eff orts in many 

of the poorest countries will fail even if funding is substantially increased 

over time (DAC 2006). Th us, governments all over the world, with the 

support of national and multilateral development and donor organiza-

tions, have to strive for better and more effi  cient ways to improve their 

performance in democratic governance. Th is includes in particular the 

implementation of a broad range of democratic principles, the deliv-

ery of adequate services and goods, and the management of appropriate 

governmental institutions.

One eff ective means of improving the quality of democratic gov-

ernance is by learning from past practices and/or from other govern-

ments’ experiences (IEG 2008a, 2008d). Such concerted learning helps 

governments avoid repeating mistakes and encourages them to adopt 

successful practices from others. Learning in these terms means behav-

ioral change—in an intended direction—by a government on the level of 

its policy actors as well as its respective institutional bodies. But to what 

extent are governments capable of and/or willing to learn? And if they 

can/are, what do they want to learn—and how? Is the way they learn 

diff erent from the way individuals or organizations learn? Under what 

conditions do they learn best, and to what extent can learning events for 

2. Th e term democratic governance has been extensively discussed in the theoreti-

cal literature (March and Olsen 1995; Cohen and Rogers 1992; Dreze and Sen 1989). 

However, the understanding here is based on practice-oriented defi nitions given by the 

major national and international donor and development organizations (SIDA 2003; 

World Bank 1998; UNDP 1994; Punyaratabandhy 2004). For further elaborations of 

the term, see subsections 2.1.1, 3.1.1, and 3.2.2.

3. See, for example, the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Eff ectiveness, which was or-

ganized under the auspices of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) as well as the 

2008 Accra Agenda for Action.. 
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governments enhance their capacities to improve their performance in 

democratic governance? And last, what are governments? Are they the 

sum of their members’ respective policy actors, or the sum of their insti-

tutional bodies, or both together (Kemp and Weehuizen 2005)?

Th ese and many related questions are examined in Th e Black Box of 

Governmental Learning. Th is book is based on the belief that govern-

ments are willing to and convinced of the need to improve their capaci-

ties by learning in democratic governance.4 As discussed later, this 

position is based on historical, theoretical and empirical evidence. How-

ever, governmental learning does not just happen naturally (Rist 1994). 

It must be planned and carried through in a deliberate, targeted, and 

theory-based manner to have real impact on performance (IEG 2008a). 

Also, governmental learning can take place in many ways. One impor-

tant mode is formal and prearranged activities, such as conferences, 

roundtables, study tours, training, workshops, and—increasingly—

e-learning activities. 

1.2 A Concept to Organize Learning in Governments

To date, little is known about the complex combinations between who 

in a government has to learn what knowledge in which kind of didactical 

procedures (Kemp and Weehuizen 2005). Oft en referred to as a black 

box, learning in governments is considered hard to operationalize and 

conceptualize. An eff ective learning concept must address all individual 

and institutional aspects of a governmental system, which are related to 

the given knowledge to be learned. Such a system includes the executive 

branch, the civil service, political parties, formal oversight institutions 

such as parliaments and the judiciary, as well as a broad range of civil 

society and private sector organizations like the media, business associa-

tions, and so forth.

All these governmental and nongovernmental bodies function under 

unique political conditions and environments. A comprehensive concept 

of governmental learning must therefore also consider cultural, politi-

cal, religious, and social particularities, as well as psychological barriers 

4. Other authors who support this thesis are, for example, Kemp and Weehuizen 

(2005), Cowan et al. (2000), and Rist (1994). 
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and practical constraints that might hinder or even prevent learning at 

all. Th e Learning Spiral presented in this book is a practical concept that 

is designed to take up many of these issues by off ering a template that, 

when applied, allows the organization of eff ective governmental learn-

ing events.

Th e Learning Spiral—a heuristic and multidisciplinary concept—has 

been developed for national and international governmental learning 

activities over the past decade. It was created through an ongoing dia-

lectical process, where an original theory-based concept was applied in 

practice, reviewed, and reapplied in a subsequent event. Th is process was 

repeated in numerous events held in developed and developing coun-

tries all over the world, with thousands of participants from all levels of 

government and nongovernmental organizations. 

Th e Learning Spiral template consists of eight consecutive stages: 

Conceptualization, Triangulation, Accommodation, Internalization, 

Externalization, Reconceptualization, Transformation, and Confi gura-

tion. Th rough the performance of these stages, all necessary require-

ments are set in place to encourage intended behavioral change in a 

governmental system. Th e template serves as a practical guideline to 

organize governmental learning events. It submits general directions on 

how to design a learning process and is therefore applicable to any type 

of governmental learning event.

Th e didactic concept of the Learning Spiral is based on an analysis of 

experiences of how governments learn, the particular knowledge they 

learn, and how knowledge gets created and transferred to the learn-

ing actors. It further takes into account particularities of diff erent gov-

ernmental models; contemporary theories of policy analysis, political 

history, and pedagogy; as well as individual, organizational, and govern-

mental learning concepts. Th e practical application of the eight stages 

involves an elaborate process that includes the planning, design, and fol-

low-up activities of a particular learning event. Th e Learning Spiral also 

takes into account the political environment where the event is taking 

place, and it requires a deliberate selection of individual learning actors 

and the governmental and nongovernmental institutions involved. 

In summary, the concept of the Learning Spiral focuses not only on 

the content to be learned but—equally important—also on the process 

of how it has to be learned. It provides a theory-guided and practice-
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approved comprehensive template for how to organize the operations 

and procedures of eff ective learning events for governments in the 21st 

century.

1.3 Outline of the Book

Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning is structured to address a broad 

range of interest groups. It is divided into two basic parts: Part I, which 

consists of chapters 2–4, is directed to an audience that is interested in 

the analytical and theoretical considerations as well as the methodologi-

cal development of the Learning Spiral template. Part II is composed of 

chapters 5–9; it addresses practitioners who want to know how the tem-

plate is practically applied in diff erent types of governmental learning 

events. Th e book concludes with a fi nal chapter, which critically validates 

and discusses the Learning Spiral in regard to its future development.

Chapter 2: Th ere is no comprehensive description of how govern-

ments have learned over time. To address this, chapter 2 gives a short 

overview of how the principles, tasks, and responsibilities of democratic 

governments evolved. It also presents a narrative of the various learn-

ing approaches that mirror the diff erent historical eras since the begin-

ning of the modern state. Th is review includes a critical analysis of these 

approaches from today’s perspective, as well as their further develop-

ments to meet future requirements. 

Besides these historical considerations, the practice of contemporary 

learning events is examined in regard to design, content, selection of 

participants, and forms of communication. Based on these critical ele-

ments, a selection of worldwide well-known governmental events such 

as the early G-6—today known as the G-8—conferences, the Mont Fleur 

Scenario Project in South Africa, and the World Bank’s Communities 

of Practice networks are analyzed to draw on a set of particularities and 

lessons to be learned.

Chapter 3: Besides the analytical considerations, the concept of the 

Learning Spiral must further refl ect the existing theories related to learn-

ing in governments. Th is chapter starts with a theory-based description 

of the basic terms of democratic government (learning actor), democratic 

governance (learning content), and governmental learning (learning 

activity). Th e Black Box of Governmental Learning considers knowledge 
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in democratic governance as the content governments are expected to 

learn. Because of its elusive and fast-changing nature, this type of knowl-

edge is carefully analyzed in this chapter regarding its impact on the 

learning procedure, which is no longer a one-time activity but requires 

an ongoing process. To further determine the operations and procedures 

of the learning concept from a didactical and pedagogical perspective 

also requires the consideration and integration of the major existing indi-

vidual and organizational learning theories. 

Chapter 4: In this chapter, governmental leaning is described as a 

comprehensive system and the concept of the Learning Spiral is set 

out as the process that enhances the practical implementation of the 

knowledge to be learned in a particular political environment. To con-

ceptualize that learning process, the fi rst two chapters are systematically 

reviewed in regard to concrete subject matter that feeds into the learning 

process, which is composed of eight stages. To make the learning con-

cept operational, these stages are organized in a template that is appli-

cable to any type of governmental learning event. To ensure the further 

improvement of the Learning Spiral, a results framework is developed 

for the Learning Spiral that is designed to measure the overall impact of 

the application of the learning process.

Chapters 5–9: Th e Learning Spiral is a generic template that is applied 

case by case to the circumstances of a specifi c governmental learning 

setting. To illustrate how the Learning Spiral can be practically imple-

mented, each of the fi ve chapters in the second part of the book presents 

a case study representing a diff erent type of event. 

Th ese activities are as follows: 

1. Th e 2002 International Conference on Federalism, organized by the 

Swiss federal and cantonal governments and the International Stu-

dents Committee, with 600 participants from 60 countries

2. Th e Global Dialogue Roundtables, a global multiyear program on 

learning about federal governance, organized by the International 

Association of Centers of Federal Studies and the Forum of Federa-

tions, starting in 2003, with 100 national and international round-

tables and more than 2,000 participants from 20 countries
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3. A one-week study tour, organized in 2008, on second chamber and 

judiciary systems from eight countries, with the participation of 20 

high-level Iraqi offi  cials representing a post-confl ict government

4. A 2008 evaluation-based workshop on public sector reform and 

decentralization, organized under the lead of the World Bank’s Inde-

pendent Evaluation Group, with 70 participants from 10 African 

countries

5. A global multimedia training and e-learning initiative about private-

public partnerships in infrastructure, spearheaded by the Asian Devel-

opment Bank Institute, the World Bank Institute, and the Multilateral 

Investment Fund of the Inter-American Development Bank. 

For further illustration, each of these case studies is supplemented 

by a fi rst-hand account from a participant. Th ese testimonials include 

statements from the former Premier of Ontario, who is now a current 

member of the Parliament of Canada; the Deputy Chief Financial Offi  cer 

and Chief Economist of the Washington, DC, government, the former 

president of Switzerland; the Chief Justice of the Iraqi Supreme Court; 

the Head of the Planning and Programming Department of the Ethio-

pian Ministry of Capacity Building; and the Lead Economist on Public-

Private Partnerships from the World Bank Institute. 

Chapter 10: Th e concept of the Learning Spiral is a work in progress. 

It has to be continuously reviewed and adapted to changes in the practice 

of learning in democratic governance and new fi ndings in evaluations 

and research about learning in governments. Th e fi nal chapter therefore 

summarizes and reviews the Learning Spiral regarding potential further 

developments that make it responsive to future global trends and chal-

lenges in governmental learning.





The Learning Spiral emerged out of a dynamic devel-

opment, which was based on analytical and theoreti-

cal concepts as well as their practical application over 

the last decade. Whenever the review of the practical 

use of the Learning Spiral detected insuffi  ciencies or 

requested improvements, it was further developed 

based on the latest available theories; it was then 

reapplied in a subsequent governmental learning 

event. Thus, many diff erent analytical and theoretical 

concepts were considered and built into the Learning 

Spiral over the years. Part I describes fi rst the analyti-

cal concepts (chapter 2) and second the theoretical 

concepts (chapter 3) that were used to develop this 

new process for governmental learning as it exists to 

date (chapter 4).

Part
I

Analytical and Theoretical 
Considerations





2 Analytical Concepts of 
Governmental Learning

Governmental learning is a multidimensional and complex subject that needs 

to be carefully analyzed and reviewed in regard to its past (see section 2.1) 

and current experiences (see section 2.2). Such an analysis will allow a better 

understanding of the diff erent approaches and particularities of governmen-

tal learning in today’s practice and may explain and/or contradict the wide-

spread impression that democratic governments do not learn (see section 2.3). 

Th is examination will demonstrate that learning in governments represents 

a unique and distinctive understanding that goes beyond conventional indi-

vidual and/or organizational learning.

2.1 Historical Analysis 

In the history of the modern state, as of today no comprehensive description 

exists of how governments in either developed or developing countries have 

learned. Despite this lack of empirical evidence, there is a common belief that 

governments evolved over time and therefore consciously or unconsciously 

were in a state of learning, to improve their capacity to stay in power and/or 

to improve public services and public goods delivered to people (Kemp and 

Weehuizen 2005). 

Important insights can be gained from analyzing developments in gov-

ernance over time if historical contexts are included in the analysis (Herbst 

2000; Batterbury and Fernando 2006). To derive a proximate overview of the 

practices of governmental learning1 over time, a brief analysis will present a set 

of diff erent approaches that mirror the various historical eras of learning in 

governments since the beginning of the modern state. 

1. Th e term governmental learning was initially introduced in the scientifi c literature by Ether-

edge (1981) and will be further elaborated in subsection 3.1.2. 

11
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2.1.1 Origins 

Th e earliest forms of government, which go back to ancient Greece, 

the Roman Republic, and other previous empires, emerged when it 

became possible to centralize power in a sustainable way.2 Th is implies 

that a government concentrates power in a single head or center, and 

the government itself can be controlled and its environment managed. 

Where people did not fi t into that set-up, the government tried to force 

them into it, or they were simply expelled or displaced outside the state 

boundaries. Governments in these early times were mostly monarchies 

or oligarchies led by an individual or a few who were backed by a ruling 

class. Th e oft en-impoverished population did not have any political say 

and had little means to infl uence governments or to pressure them for 

change. As a consequence, government leaders had no real incentives to 

review or change the function of the state. Learning in this context was 

basically reduced to improving strategies that would ensure the survival 

of the existing political system (Finer 1997).

With the discovery of the New World in the 15th century, the inad-

equacies of the monarchal government model began to be clear, and 

aft er a series of modern revolutions in Europe and its colonies—in par-

ticular in the British colonies and France—new liberal and democratic 

principles emerged.3 Th ey were based on the understanding that all men 

are created equal and that certain inalienable rights such as life, liberty, 

and the pursuit of happiness endow them. It became citizens’ expecta-

tion that governments would secure these rights, as they derived their 

powers from the consent of the governed.4 

Th is consent of the governed became the key to governmental legiti-

macy. According to Max Weber’s infl uential defi nition, governments 

came to be seen as the political institution that had a monopoly on the 

legitimate use of physical and legal power within a given territory. Th ese 

powers include the armed forces, civil service or state bureaucracy, 

2. For today’s understanding of the term government, see subsection 3.1.1, which de-

scribes contemporary concepts of governments in the era of the modern state.

3. Th ese modern revolutions were based on and expressed by liberal thinkers such as 

Hobbes, Spinoza, Locke, and Rousseau.

4. See, for example, the U.S. Declaration of Independence.
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courts, and the police. In return, the government is expected to take care 

of its citizens in matters of social and political services (Weber 1921).

Th ese early assignments of government responsibility in the modern 

state developed slowly and haltingly over time toward a broad politi-

cal agenda of fully institutionalized democracies, professional bureau-

cracies, rules for corporate governance, modern fi nancial institutions, 

extensive social welfare services, and so on. Th e content of this emerging 

and continuously growing agenda of governmental institutions and lia-

bilities, today called principles of democratic governance, was the result 

of experience and the advocacy of committed citizens, interest groups, 

scholars, and so forth, which were dedicated to further a new under-

standing of the fundamentals in the modern state (Grindle 2004). 

Th e formation and incorporation of these aspects of democratic gov-

ernance in today’s developed countries took centuries, and this process 

is still not fully accomplished (Grindle 2004). Th is may be even more the 

case for developing countries, in which the process of state building and 

democratization began aft er they gained independence in the middle of 

the 20th century. In many cases these countries copied the models from 

the previous colonizing states, which most oft en proved unsuitable for the 

needs of newly created states. Th e apparent gulf between the developed 

and developing countries, as well as the inadequacy of the aspects of 

democratic governance they applied, made the developing states appear 

slow and far behind in the process of becoming full-fl edged democratic 

countries.5

Th is trend of slow implementation of principles of democratic gov-

ernance has not changed much over the last decade despite the growing 

impact of globalization. Th is development emerged with the fall of the 

Iron Curtain in Europe in the late 1980s and was accelerated with infor-

mation technology in the last 20 years.6 With globalization, the ideological 

bias between the communist system in the East and the capitalist system 

5. For a comparison of states in regard to the quality of their democratic governance 

system over time, see Daniel Kaufmann et al. (2009). 

6. Others consider the breakup of the Soviet Union as the decisive historical event that 

marked the change from a bipolar to a unipolar world and triggered the process of 

globalization (Raskin et al. 2002; World Bank 2008).



14 The Black Box of Governmental Learning

in the West lost its infl uence7 and was replaced by the concept of the free 

global market, enhanced by easier access to digitalized information.8 

One of the political results of this enormous macroeconomical shift  

was growing expectations of citizens and societal interest groups for 

more political freedom, participatory and sustainable development, and 

universal human rights. Th is fundamental political change resulted in 

an overwhelming increase of the quantity, diff erentiation, and complex-

ity of the diff erent aspects of democratic governance (Hubbard 1999; 

Punyaratabandhy 2004). Th e 1997 World Development Report sets the 

number of aspects of democratic governance at 45 (World Bank 1997). 

By 2002 the list had grown to 116 items (Grindle 2004). 

As a consequence, the democratic governance agenda evolved into 

a life-spanning concept of governmental activities, which was becom-

ing hard to oversee. An analysis of this growth of principles, tasks, and 

responsibilities shows that the term of democratic governance to date 

has no standard meaning; no doubt new elements will be added and pos-

sibly old ones will be dropped in the future (Doornbos 2003). 

However, without being exhaustive a broad understanding of demo-

cratic governance embraces basically the following elements:9 democratic 

governance consists of the distribution of power among institutions of 

government. It includes the legitimacy and authority of state institutions; 

rules and norms that determine who holds power and how decisions 

are made about the exercise of authority; relationships of accountability 

among state offi  cials and between these offi  cials and citizens; the ability 

to make policy, manage the administrative and fi scal aff airs of the state, 

and deliver public services and public goods that match citizens’ prefer-

ences and needs; and the impact of institutions and policies on public 

welfare and human rights. 

7. Th is distinction between colonizing and colonized excludes the so-called group of 

block-free states, which during the Cold War tried to develop a unique and indepen-

dent type of governance. Overall, these attempts had limited impact and will therefore 

not be further discussed.

8. At this time, economists and business thinkers were describing the birth of a global 

economy, where knowledge was outstripping material resources and capital as a source 

of wealth (Willke 1993).

9. For a comprehensive theoretical defi nition of the term democratic governance, see 

subsection 3.1.1.
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Because of the overwhelming and overarching number and com-

plexity of the given agenda of democratic governance, governments 

were increasingly faced with crucial decisions about setting priorities 

in regard to which elements of that agenda should be applied fi rst and 

which should follow, what is essential and what is not, what could be 

achieved in the short term and what over the longer term, as well as what 

is feasible and what is not (Grindle 2004). 

Th e challenges for developing countries in learning how to answer 

these questions became even stronger with the Washington Consensus 

and the good governance agenda.10 Th is agreement, introduced by the 

international donor and development community in the early 1980s, 

demanded that developing countries comply with all major principles 

of democratic governance at once without considering their particular 

cultural, economical, political, or social circumstances. If the developing 

countries failed to comply, the conditions for getting loans and credits 

became restricted or denied. 

Tackling these enormous external pressures and simultaneously 

moving ahead in the democratization process required an enormous 

eff ort to build and leverage learning capacities in democratic gover-

nance. Developing countries had not only to learn how to incorporate 

basic democratic principles but to do so in the shortest possible time and 

by setting the right priorities and determining which principles, tasks, 

and responsibilities to consider fi rst and which ones later on (Graham 

et al. 2003). 

It is therefore safe to say that in the era of globalization, in the last two 

decades, the ability of governments to learn has become the most critical 

factor in successfully implementing the democratic governance agenda. 

To develop, absorb, and implement the latest and adequate experiences 

and knowledge in democratic governance was recognized as the best 

way to improve governmental capacities to match citizens’ expectations; 

for developing countries, this was also the way to reduce poverty and 

achieve sustainable growth (World Bank 2008). 

10. Th e term Washington Consensus was initially introduced 1989 by John Williamson 

to describe a set of 10 specifi c economic policy prescriptions that he considered should 

constitute the standard reform package promoted for crisis-wracked developing coun-

tries by Washington, DC-based institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, 

the World Bank, and the US Treasury Department (see Williamson 1989).
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2.1.2 Learning Approaches

In one way or another, democratic governments have been learn-

ing for centuries. However, over time they adopted diff erent learning 

approaches with diff erent purposes, depending on the circumstances 

they faced. With the beginning of the modern state, today’s developed 

countries adopted, altered, and replaced their principles, tasks, and 

responsibilities of democratic governance in an ongoing struggle, in 

which they wrestled over the right number, the right sequence, the right 

mix, and the right content of the elements of such a comprehensive gov-

ernance agenda. From a learning perspective, this struggle over time can 

be labeled learning by doing or learning by using (Kemp and Weehui-

zen 2005; see also Table 1). According to this approach, governments 

selected and applied measures to improve their democratic governance 

model and—depending their success or failure—revised or changed 

them for new and more promising interventions. 

Th is established more or less successful learning-by-doing approach 

stands in sharp contrast to the governmental learning concepts observed 

since the middle of the 20th century in many of today’s developing coun-

tries. In the course of decolonization, emerging states in Africa and Asia 

were expected to develop their governmental models from scratch and 

overnight. To be able to do this, they were expected to copy and learn 

  Table 1  Historic Approaches to Learning in 

Democratic Governments

Developed  Developing Globalized

countries countries world 

French and American  Decolonization in Asia Fall of Iron Curtain in

Revolution, since late  and Africa, since Europe, since end of

18th Century mid-20th Century 20th Century

  

Development of  Application of a norm- Situational application of

principles of democratic  ative set of principles selected principles of

governance of democratic democratic governance

 governance 

Over time On time Sequencing

Learning by doing Learning from others Learning from each other
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from the experiences of developed countries. Th is so-called North-South 

learning took place regardless of any cultural, economic, historical, geo-

graphic, and social diff erences (Blunt 1995). 

Th e underlying perspective of this learning approach can be called 

learning from others or in slightly less provocative terms learning by 

observing (Kemp and Weehuizen 2005; see also Table 1). Based on this 

approach, countries were expected to adopt a democratic governance 

model from other countries in a one-time move, regardless of their dif-

ferent situational and contextual factors. 

Th is approach of learning from others was mainly applied by develop-

ing countries. However, an overview of measurements of how govern-

ments of these countries performed during the last decade shows little 

evidence that this learning approach considerably improved the quality 

of democratic governance (Santiso 2001).11 Th e following three argu-

ments underline this perception (Grindle 2004; Andrews 2008a, 2010): 

1. Developed countries evolved inconsistently and heterogeneously. 

History has shown that regarding the implementation of principles, 

tasks, and responsibilities of democratic governance, there is no one-

size-fi ts-all approach. Depending on the circumstances in a particular 

country or region, there are diff erent ways that these principles might 

work. Th us, in the rationale of the cultural relativism 12 concept, what 

is working well in one country might not necessarily be successful 

in another, and what might be right in a certain period might not be 

right in another. 

11. For more detailed information about the measurement of democratic governance, 

see the World Bank Institute’s governance performance indicators (Kaufmann et 

al. 2009). Other selected measurements come to similar conclusions: Assessment 

Methodology for Public Procurements Systems of the OECD, the Country Policy and 

Institutional Assessment, the Development Program’s Human Development Index of 

the UN, the Global Integrity Index, the Millennium Challenge Account of the U.S. 

government, the Public Expenditure and Financial Accountability Assessment, the 

Open Budget Index, the Transparency International ranking system, as well as the 

World Development Indicators of the World Bank. For a critical overview of such 

measurements and country rankings, see Rotberg (2004/05).

12. Th e concept of cultural relativism is documented by empirical research that has 

proven that perceptions of what constitutes the principle of political participation, as 

well as views concerning its desirability, attitudes toward authority, uncertainty, group 

versus individual loyalties, varies between diff erent cultures (Blunt 1995).
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2. Developed countries incorporated diff erent principles in diff erent 

stages over time. Th us it is not reasonable to expect that emerging 

states can implement the whole agenda of governmental principles, 

tasks, and responsibilities at once or in a short period. Th e controver-

sial issue is therefore less whether developing countries shall or shall 

not implement these principles, tasks, and responsibilities than it is 

in what time frame they shall be applied and how. 

3.  Th e process of introducing a democratic governmental model 

became more diffi  cult with the growing number of principles, tasks, 

and responsibilities resulting from the growing impact of globaliza-

tion. Th e pressure to incorporate these new and equally important 

elements of a comprehensive governance agenda forced governments 

to make choices between the essential and the desirable and between 

changes that can be instrumented in the short term and those that 

take longer to emerge and produce benefi ts. 

Considering these arguments, the implementation of appropriate 

principles, tasks, and responsibilities in a governmental model depends 

on diff erent factors, such as the circumstances a country is facing, the 

timing in which these elements of a comprehensive governance agenda 

have to be implemented, and what a government’s priorities are. Th ese 

variables point out that there is no reliable normative knowledge to 

guarantees the successful development of a democratic government.13 

Despite this conclusion, the democratization agenda continued to grow 

in size and complexity, and so did the pressure on developing countries 

to incorporate these principles, tasks, and responsibilities without any 

consideration of context, timing, or prioritization. 

Faced with that dilemma, developing countries are beginning to look 

for alternative approaches that would allow them to become indepen-

dent from the extant models of developed countries and instead give 

them the freedom to turn to each other’s experiences. In this so-called 

South-South learning concept, governments are developing their policy 

actions relying on the successes and failures of other developing coun-

tries that have a comparable degree of development and that are dealing 

13. Batterbury and Fernando (2006) arrive at the same conclusion. Th ey introduce a 

collection of papers that provides empirical studies of the impacts of changes in estab-

lished modes of governance.
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with similar problems and conditions. Th is approach can be described 

as learning from each other or learning by interacting (Kemp and Wee-

huizen 2005; see also Table 1). It is based on the assumption that govern-

ments are prepared to share each other’s experiences and act as equal 

partners in an open and transparent manner. Th e approach only works, 

however, when all parties are ready to follow these rules without any 

preconditions or hidden agendas.

Th ere is good reason to believe that this approach of learning from 

each other is not limited to developing countries alone but could be eas-

ily expanded to developed countries, for instance, in the global fi nancial 

crisis, which to diff erent degrees has reached almost every country in the 

last two years. Th ere are no solutions yet to solve this crisis eff ectively. 

Th us, it appears reasonable and obvious that all aff ected countries could 

agree to share their experiences to fi nd common solutions, which sub-

sequently will be applied according to each country’s individual needs. 

Following this north-east-south-west learning concept, there are no lim-

its in regard to potential sources of knowledge, regardless of whether 

they are coming from developed or developing countries. Such universal 

and unlimited knowledge exchanges allow the comparison of best prac-

tices and experiences, which may lead to new and unknown solutions. 

Table 1 shows an overview of the three distinctive governmental 

learning approaches that emerged over time. Th eir fi rst appearance 

always occurred with an historical event, which forced governments to 

develop new ways of learning. Th ey emerged in the past and still have 

relevance in today’s governmental learning. However, it is expected that 

with the emergence of future historical challenges and incidents, new 

approaches will appear and may replace or further develop the existing 

models of learning in democratic governments. 

2.2 Today’s Practices 

Today, learning in governments has expanded to a broad and fast-

growing industry. However, its current approaches and methods are 

still heavily rooted in past experiences and, as will be shown, the actual 

practices of governmental learning allow the derivation of a wide range 

of lessons to be learned, which may lead—if taken seriously—to a signifi -

cant increase in the quality of democratic governance.
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2.2.1 Learning Approaches Today

Today all three approaches of governmental learning are common. 

However, they have diff erent appearances and frequencies and have 

developed and improved to meet the challenges of today’s domestic and 

global problems. Th e most frequently used approaches are still learning 

by doing and learning from others, but increasingly learning from each 

other can be seen. It is used particularly in cases where governments are 

forced to deal with cross-border challenges like the fi nancial crisis, pan-

demics, climate change, and so forth, and therefore rely on international 

comparative experiences. 

Learning by doing is perhaps still the most prevalent governmen-

tal learning approach in developed countries. Despite the drawbacks 

related to this costly trial-and-error approach, the majority of today’s 

developed countries continuously increased their overall governmen-

tal performance over time (Kaufmann et al. 2009). One explanation for 

this paradox is that since the late 1960s developed countries introduced 

elaborate evidence-based evaluation concepts that allowed them to sig-

nifi cantly improve the quality of their decisions about democratic gov-

ernance.14

Th e increasingly sophisticated and refi ned instruments of perfor-

mance measurement and evaluation allow a systematic and targeted 

review of past accomplishments in democratic governance. By using 

performance measurement and evaluation, governments are able to 

develop and improve their decisions about future democratic gover-

nance strategies by avoiding past failures and mistakes. A major side 

eff ect of these evaluations is that they also serve as accountability mea-

sures, so the public can learn about the performance of governments in a 

relatively independent manner. Th e better the public is informed about 

past practices, the more citizens have a chance to get actively involved 

in the governmental decision-making process.15

14. Under the pressure of continuous public concerns about governments perform-

ing their duties and responsibilities, governments in developed countries established 

and incorporated a variety of diff erent kinds of internal and external evaluation units. 

Among them were auditor offi  ces, internal and external evaluation, monitoring and 

controlling units, and so forth (Rist 1994).

15. See in this context also the concept of the policy cycle, according to which govern-
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In developed countries the introduction of evidence-based evalua-

tions in the political decision-making process certainly helped straighten 

out the most evident disadvantages of the learning-by-doing approach. 

It also appears that, as a consequence of this, learning by doing became 

more attractive in developing countries, too. Many of them are currently 

in the process of building up their evidence-based evaluation capaci-

ties. Th ey are getting strong support from international development 

organizations, in particular the World Bank. Th ese organizations are 

introducing broad monitoring and evaluation programs in their client 

countries with the goal of improving the overall democratic governance 

performance.16 

Nonetheless, today’s practices show that the international donor 

community still expects governments from developing countries to 

follow the learning-from-others approach. Th e fundamentals of this 

approach are based in the belief that there is an objective and empirically 

proven set of normative knowledge, essentially generated in developed 

countries, that determines how to develop and maintain an effi  cient 

and eff ective democratic governance model. Th at community assumes 

that this knowledge can be transmitted in a one-time or at least short 

eff ort from the ones that know it to the ones that do not. Th e pressure in 

developing countries is therefore high to incorporate the full agenda of 

principles of democratic governance at once and in the shortest possible 

timeframe (Hoebink 2006).

From this perspective, the democratic governance model is seen 

merely as a condition instead of a process toward a successfully func-

tioning democratic governance setting. To reinforce this approach 

international and regional development banks introduced the concept 

of conditionalities as structural adjustment programs following the debt 

ments adapt their policies to past experiences and expected future challenges in a 

structured way of policy formulation, implementation, and accountability (see Leeuw 

and Sonnichsen 1994). 

16. See, for example, the Regional Centers for Learning on Evaluation and Results 

(CLEAR), launched by the World Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group. Th e pro-

gram is a collaborative eff ort among donors and partner countries to strengthen the 

monitoring and evaluation capacity of partner countries (see http://www.worldbank.

org/ieg/clear/).
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crisis of the 1980s.17 According to this approach, client countries were 

required to fulfi ll the criteria of democratic governance before they 

would become eligible for loans, debt relief, and/or fi nancial aid (Koe-

berle et al. 2005).

Despite these reinforcing measures, learning from others does not 

appear to fully meet the expectations set in this approach so far. Th e 

sole focus on the given normative agenda leads to governmental behav-

ior that ignores situational and country specifi c criteria (see subsection 

2.1.2). In practice, governments tend to be overwhelmed by the magni-

tude of expected governmental action. Confronted with the reality that 

not all measures can be implemented at once, and under the pressure 

of the concept of conditionality, governments are inclined to concen-

trate primarily on observable and preferred (by the donor community) 

governmental outcomes and neglect tacit and hard-to-measure tasks. 

Furthermore, the lack of ownership in regard to the imposed measures 

lowers the motivation and undermines the confi dence that the given 

normative political actions are the right and only ones that will improve 

government performance.

To balance the negative interference of the learning-from-others 

approach, governments—in particular from middle-income coun-

tries—are becoming more cautious about which principles, tasks, and 

responsibilities of democratic governance they want to implement and 

in what order. Th ey are beginning on a case-by-case process to split up 

the given normative model into its respective parts and to transform 

them so they appear to best serve their specifi c situation. Experiences 

so far demonstrated that in general, such prioritized items showed vis-

ible improvements, whereas those that were not prioritized ended up, 

at least temporarily, to be neglected. Practice in the future will show if 

these deferred items will be pursued with the same engagement once the 

previous ones are successfully implemented. 

Finally, learning from each other appears to be the least frequently 

used approach. Practice shows that governments of developed and 

17. See Review of World Bank Conditionality (World Bank 2005). In general terms this 

concept is based on the framework of the Rational Choice Th eory, according to which 

individuals tend to choose the best action to stable preference functions and con-

straints that are facing them (Dunleavy 1991). 
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developing countries tend to be hesitant about sharing their practices 

with each other. Among the reasons is the disbelief that other govern-

ment experiences could be a valuable source of knowledge in solving 

their specifi c domestic problems. Another reason lies in the ongoing 

competition between countries. Th ey do not want to give up potential 

competitive advantages and therefore hold back their valuable experi-

ences. And last, some governments may hide their past practices in order 

to not openly admit potentially unsuccessful political actions. 

To make learning from each other more attractive for today’s govern-

ments, some clarifi cations need therefore to be understood: 

1. Participation in such an approach is voluntary. Diff erent experiences 

have to be understood as a source of inspiration for alternative prob-

lem solving. Governments are free to decide whether and in what 

form these new insights could be used in their practical governmental 

activities. Th ere is no assumption or expectation that they will be rel-

evant on an operational level. 

2. At fi rst glance, learning from each other does not work in a competitive 

environment. Th e approach requires that all governments that want 

to be involved in this learning process be committed to sharing their 

experiences in partnership and among equals. Only if they do so col-

lectively will they in return get to know others’ experiences and possibly 

learn how to improve their own model. In this sense, governments that 

are involved in such a learning approach will almost certainly enhance 

their performance in democratic governance. 

3. In view of the complexity and universality of global problems and 

the diffi  culty of hiding their diffi  culties in dealing with them, govern-

ments must overcome their reservations toward the mutual learning 

process. Contributions about failed policies in governmental learning 

are just as valuable as successful experiences are. “We can learn not 

only from the successes but also from the failures of states and of the 

mechanisms and processes they have employed to deal with prob-

lems” (Watts 2008).18 

18. Watts (2008) makes this conclusion in reference to federal states. However, it is the 

opinion of the author that this statement is perfectly applicable for other governmental 

models, too. 
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4. As much as the principles, tasks, and responsibilities in democratic 

governance are changing, expanding, and becoming more complex, 

learning from each other has to be seen as a never-ending process, 

too. Th is learning approach is an iterative process that is continually 

repeated. 

To make learning from each other an attractive approach for govern-

ments, the practical learning methodology has to address the problems 

and concerns elaborated here. Its practical application has to establish a 

knowledge-sharing dynamic, which is based on confi dentiality, mutu-

ality, noncompetitiveness, inclusiveness, partnership, truthfulness, and 

willingness. Governments have to be fully aware of these obligations as 

well as the advantages and disadvantages of the potential gains of the 

process (Blindenbacher and Saunders 2005). 

2.2.2 Practical Application 

Th e practical application of the three learning approaches can take place 

in all kinds of formal as well as informal settings. Th e latter may be the 

rule and the former the exception. Governments—in particular those 

in developed countries—that primarily followed the learning-by-doing 

approach in the past appeared to learn outside established and targeted 

learning events. Learning in these cases seemed to be coincidental and 

unpredictable. It is diffi  cult to get an overview of these informal learn-

ing activities, and they are not much refl ected in the contemporary lit-

erature. Unlike with informal learning, there is growing attention on 

formal and prearranged learning in governments (see subsection 3.1.2). 

Th is may be in large part related to the historical developments since 

the middle of the last century, where learning from others became the 

leading learning approach in many developing countries and evoked a 

strong interest for conscious and well-structured learning concepts. 

Most of these kinds of formal governmental learning take place at 

events like conferences, e-learning activities, roundtables, study tours, 

training sessions, or workshops. Th ese prearranged activities, which 

usually follow a formal agenda and are set up to give participants the 

opportunity to exchange their views about matters of common concern, 

exist in all shapes and sizes. Participants number from a few individuals 

to several thousand participants. Th e existing designs of these events 



25Analytical Concepts of Governmental Learning

vary a lot, too; however, the predominant event type is shaped by one-

way communication with typically four diff erent kinds of role takers:19 

fi rst, the event organizer, who is responsible for the logistics and selects 

the event topic;20 second, the moderator, who facilitates the event ses-

sions and assures the compliance of the agenda; third, the speakers, the 

so-called knowledge holders or transmitters; and fourth, the audience, 

the knowledge seekers or recipients. 

Th ese types of learning events are based on the assumption that there 

is information or knowledge that is relevant to a particular subject and 

therefore attracts an audience that is either self-selected or chosen by 

the organizer.21 Usually the speaker is known as an expert on the subject 

and represents the major single perspective on the issue at stake and has 

the capacity to present it in a comprehensive and conclusive manner. To 

make the event more lively and therefore more attractive, the organiz-

ers oft en invite two or more speakers with opposite points of view to 

provoke controversy and by doing so launch a debate. By listening to 

the discussions, the participants get the opportunity either to take sides 

or to search for common ground between the presented positions. In 

any case, this event model is based on the assumption that there exists 

a collective interest of an audience that wants to listen to the diff erent 

perspectives of one or more experts on the given subject. 

In the learning events described above, it is common to have little 

time reserved for the audience to get involved and to share refl ections 

or give feedback that allows any further development of the presented 

knowledge. In general, most of the available time is used for the pre-

sentations, and further interactions are usually reserved for the offi  cial 

speaker or speakers, who are already on stage. In most cases, audience 

engagement is limited to asking questions of the presenters about the 

particular content of their speeches. As a convention as well as a cour-

tesy toward the speakers and organizers of the event, variances from the 

given agenda seldom occur, and if they do, the moderator is expected 

19.  Th is kind of formal one-way communication type of adult learning accounts for 

over seventy percent of all delivered learning hours (Goldstein and Ford 2002; Sugrue 

and Kim 2004). 

20. Today it is common practice for the logistical organization of conferences with 

high attendance to be outsourced to specialized event enterprises. 

21. Th e distinction of the terms information and knowledge will be further defi ned (see 

subsection 3.2.1).
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to intervene and to redirect the fl ow of communication to the original 

topic at stake. 

Th is organized form of interaction is in technical terms called discus-

sion. By defi nition, the participants in a discussion know beforehand 

everything they think needs to be known about the subject at hand and 

therefore they also know all relevant answers. Th e main purpose of such 

an interaction is to exchange diff erent viewpoints. If a particular argument 

appears to be weak or invalid, the discussants will replace it with a better 

one to become more persuasive in future discussions (Schein 1998).

In a discussion-oriented learning event, all interactions other than the 

formal exchange of arguments are held in informal settings, such as cof-

fee breaks or lunches. Th e disadvantage of this form of communication 

is that it is fruitful only for the individuals who are directly involved. Th e 

other participants at the learning event who are not involved in these 

spontaneous and coincidental encounters are excluded from such inter-

actions, even though the content may be important to them, too. As a 

consequence, the learning eff ect of such a communication model lies to 

a high degree in the quality of the speaker’s expertise as well as his or her 

didactical and communicative skills. Th e more a speaker or knowledge 

provider is able to anticipate the potential participants’ interests and 

subsequently adapt the content and form of his or her speech, the likelier 

it is that the presentation will have an impact on the audience’s or the 

knowledge seekers’ ways of thinking and acting later on. 

To improve the quality of this kind of presentation, there exists a whole 

industry of coaches and teachers that provide specialized courses and train-

ing in rhetorical skills as well as the use of all sorts of technical appliances.22 

Th ough it is hard to verify the concrete impact of presentation techniques 

and technical support in learning events, they are without doubt based on 

the intention of improving the quality of such activities. However, despite 

these eff orts, empirical evidence proves they have not necessarily trans-

lated into measurable results. For example, an evaluation of the World 

Bank’s project-based training events concludes that only half of the Bank-

fi nanced training “resulted in substantial changes to work place behavior 

or enhance development capacity” (IEG 2008a). Th is conclusion stands in 

22. Such technical support instruments are audio and video equipment, electronic 

fl ipcharts, overhead projectors, PowerPoint® etc. For a complete overview of technical 

appliances as well as rhetorical techniques, see ADB (2009).
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sharp contrast to the fi nancial eff orts invested into the form and organiza-

tion of governmental learning events over the past years.23 

Besides these fi ndings of the limited eff ect of governmental learning 

events to date, governments are increasingly challenged in their learning 

capacities by the consequences of globalization. Th rough globalization, 

the already complex agenda in knowledge in democratic governance is 

becoming more elusive and fast changing.24 Governments are fi nding it 

increasingly diffi  cult to identify the appropriate knowledge they need 

to properly handle their challenges, even though today’s information 

technology provides more information about democratic governance 

than ever before. Th ere appears to be a trend that shows societies in 

general and governments in particular are overwhelmed by the vast 

amount of information on any given subject. Th erefore, they have to 

rely increasingly on the knowledge and expertise of experts to fi nd the 

relevant solutions to tackle their given societal and political challenges 

(Willke 1993). Developing countries in particular seem to be aff ected by 

these developments, which makes their struggle to reach development 

goals look harder and more ambitious. 

However, the dichotomy between available and needed information 

as the basis for better decision making in democratic governance is a 

challenge not only for the policy actors but also for the experts, and 

for the speakers in governmental learning events as well. Like anybody 

else, they are challenged by the diffi  cult task of distinguishing between 

relevant and irrelevant information. Th ey are expected to make that dis-

tinction before anybody else does so they can present new and exclusive 

conclusions to their potential audiences. 

Taking note of the challenges in this globalized world, particularly for 

developing countries, as well as recognizing the limited impact of govern-

mental learning events to date, the World Bank Group launched a major 

global knowledge sharing initiative in the mid-1990s.25 Th is initiative is 

23. Th e World Bank invests an estimated $720 million annually in support of client 

training (IEG 2008a).

24. Th e issue of how knowledge in democratic governance is growing over time in the 

era of globalization is described in subsection 2.1.1 and how it is created and analyzed 

in section 3.2.

25.  World Bank President James Wolfensohn launched the Global Knowledge Learn-

ing Initiative at his Annual Meeting address in October 1996. For further information, 

see the World Development Report Knowledge for Development (World Bank 1998). 
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based on the belief that knowledge in democratic governance is a key 

factor for poverty reduction and sustainable development. Over time it 

became a model for expanded knowledge sharing activities and knowl-

edge management in international and regional donor and development 

organizations worldwide (King and McGrath 2002). 

One of the main objectives of this knowledge management agenda is 

to enhance the capacity of client countries to meet their development 

goals as formulated in the MDGs (World Bank 1998). Accessibility and 

delivery of information alone was no longer seen as suffi  cient. Instead, 

the World Bank promoted the development of new concepts of knowl-

edge management that helps governments enhance their own capacities 

to select, adopt, and apply newly acquired knowledge. 

Taking heed of global developments, the World Bank triggered a 

world-embracing movement to search for and create new concepts of 

knowledge sharing. Th ese emerging types of learning events designed 

for governments were based on a critical analysis of past learning con-

cepts (Mackay 1998; Perrin and Mackay 1999) as well as on newly 

developed alternative models, which in many ways were based on the 

approach of learning from each other (see subsection 2.1.2). Among 

the many concepts were appreciative inquiry, coalition building, focus 

groups, open space and scenario planning events, peer-to-peer learn-

ing, and so forth.26 Many of the applied learning activities were blended 

and included diff erent methods, techniques, and resources in the same 

learning activity (Graham 2005). 

An overview of these new types of learning events shows that they 

vary greatly in form and purpose. However, they all share common 

characteristics and rules of communication, which signifi cantly diff er 

from conventional learning events. First and most important, there are 

no more designated speakers who are expected to be subject matter 

experts per se. Th e main actors of the event are now all involved indi-

viduals. Every participant is considered an active contributor. Everyone 

is expected to be prepared to share his or her experiences as transpar-

Similar knowledge and learning initiatives were also launched by the British Council, 

the Leland Initiative from USAID, and UNDP (Digital 4Sight 2002).

26. Th ese are a selection of diff erent types of learning events in current use at the 

World Bank Institute (WBI). WBI is the capacity development arm of the World Bank 

and helps countries share and apply global and local knowledge to meet development 

challenges (WBI 2009).
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ently and openly as possible, whenever it appears reasonable and helpful 

to move the process of learning forward. As a result, each participant 

pays his or her admission in a fi gurative way to participate. Although 

everybody is expected to do this, the reward for the individual learning 

actor will be unlimited access to the collective shared knowledge. 

Th e agendas of such learning activities tend to be open and leave space 

for change if it becomes necessary. Th e activities commonly include three 

distinctive roles. First is the event organizer. In close collaboration with the 

potential participants, this actor defi nes the event content and takes care of 

the conference logistics. Second are the learning actors, who are expected to 

be knowledge transmitters and recipients alike. Th ird, the moderator over-

sees and leads the process and reinforces the communication rules such as 

equality, reciprocity, openness, and impartiality.27 His or her main task is 

to ensure that all participants who are willing to share their experiences and 

opinions are explicitly invited to do so and therefore have a fair chance to 

take part in the event proceedings. Th is stands in contrast to the role of a 

moderator in the conventional learning concept. In that model, the mod-

erator is expected to ensure that the audience respects the course of a given 

agenda, which gives speakers the space for their presentations and limits 

the role of the audience to listening and occasionally asking questions.

Th is form of interaction is called a dialogue. Based on the theory of 

group dynamics, dialogue is a type of formalized communication in 

which participants do not pretend to know an issue in all its aspects or 

the solutions to the problems related to it. However, they have an idea 

of the complexity of the problem and are aware of what they know and 

what they do not know. By participating in the learning process, they 

hope that other participants will deliver complementary knowledge and 

thus help to fi nd new solutions that each participant alone may not have 

found (Isaacs 1999; Schein 2004). 

2.2.3 Types of Events

Most of today’s learning events focus either on individual participants or 

on entire organizations. Th ere are numerous examples for each type of 

27. Th ese communication rules are closely related to the ones developed by Juergen 

Habermas (1987a, 1987b) in his theory of communicative action. For the practical ap-

plication of these rules, see also Blindenbacher (1999).
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governmental learning event. One of the many, but presumably the best-

known, governmental learning events that focus on individual learning 

is the annual Group of Six (G-6) conferences.28 As originally designed 

in the mid-1970s, the three-day conferences were a typical peer-to-peer 

event that assembled the heads of government or the heads of state from 

the world’s six—today eight—most industrialized democracies. Th e 

annual roundtables were a gathering of equals with no designated leader. 

Th e event rules foresaw that each participant was allowed to present one 

item for the agenda, and the last conference session deliberately had no 

agenda at all. Th e roundtable was not supposed to be the place where 

the details of diffi  cult or controversial policy issues had to be fl eshed out. 

Th e purpose was not to dream up quick fi xes, but to talk and think about 

them together (Bayne and Putnam 2000).

Th ere are just as many events that focus on governmental institutions 

as there are that primarily relate to individual policy actors. Events most 

oft en take place in intergovernmental settings, where diff erent inter-

dependent orders of government consult, cooperate, coordinate, and 

negotiate their policies to solve confl icts or to adapt to changing circum-

stances. Th ese learning events usually take the form of standing—most of 

the time annual—meetings involving ministers, legislators, offi  cials, and 

agencies of diff erent national or subnational governments (Watts 2008). 

An important feature of these events is that the participants represent 

a particular institutional unit, which is relevant for the topic at hand. It 

is expected that the individual who represents a unit is its leader or pri-

mary stakeholder. Th is ensures that the counterparts in such events are 

from the same hierarchical level and represent, from an organizational 

point of view, the same perspective.29 

Another learning event that focuses on the institutions in a given 

country is the Mont Fleur scenario. Th is model was undertaken in 

28. Th e annual G-6 conferences emerged following the 1973 oil crisis and the subse-

quent global recession. Th e fi rst conference was inaugurated by the French President 

Valery Giscard d’Estaing in France in November 1975. Th e design of the meetings 

evolved over time and has become more structured by having a fi xed agenda, which is 

set and convened by the host country. Th e comments about the event here refer to its 

original design (Bayne and Putnam 2000). 

29. Among the intergovernmental conferences are, for example, the Council of Austra-

lian Governments and the Social Union for Canadians (Watts 2008).
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South Africa in the early 1990s.30 Scenario planning is a methodology of 

approaching and anticipating the future; it is increasingly used as a tool 

for strategizing in private and public sector organizations (Schoemaker 

1995).31 Th e Mont Fleur project brought together a diverse group of 22 

prominent South African politicians, activists, academics, and business-

men from across the ideological spectrum to think creatively about the 

future of their country. Th e individuals had to represent all-important 

perspectives on the issues determined by the event agenda. Th ey were 

selected because of their ability to infl uence their communities or con-

stituencies. However, these individuals did not necessarily need to be the 

offi  cial or elected holder of a position. Under the leadership of publicly 

well-respected and independent moderators, the participants met three 

times in a series of three-day workshops. Th e purpose of the Mont Fleur 

events was not to present defi nitive truths, but to stimulate debate on 

how to shape the next 10 years of the South African state. Th e principle 

value of these workshops was to build common ground among diff erent 

perspectives and parties (Beery et al. 2009).

With no doubt the G-6 conferences and the Mont Fleur project are 

widely considered as highly successful learning events. However, from 

a governmental learning perspective their impact could have been even 

higher would they have equally refl ected individual and organizational 

aspects into the learning process. Th e G-6 conferences on the one hand 

were exclusively designed for individual decision makers. Th e primary 

learning experience was exclusively directed to the immediate participants 

and leaves out other important actors, outside the executive units.32 Th e 

30. Th e Mont Fleur events were held at the conference center outside of Cape Town 

during 1991 and 1992 (Beery et al. 2009).

31. Th e scenario process is logical, open, and informal. Building scenarios can be 

creative because the process is about telling stories, not about making commitments. 

A story about the future has to be able to encompass all aspects of the world: social, 

political, economic, cultural, ecological, etc. One of the premises of scenario thinking 

is that the future is not predetermined and cannot be predicted, which means that the 

choices we make can infl uence what happens. A scenario conversation turns the atten-

tion of a group away from the past and present toward the future. It shift s from looking 

for the solution to exploring diff erent possibilities (Schoemaker 1995).

32. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, unquestionably an important personality in the 

US administration, accompanied President Gerald Ford to the fi rst G-6 meeting but 

was denied access to the roundtable because he was not the head of state or head of 

government (Th atcher 2009).
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intergovernmental conferences and the Mont Fleur events, on the other 

hand, focus primarily on the development of governmental institutions 

and tend to neglect the individual dimension in the learning process. 

Among today’s practitioners and experts in the fi eld of governmental 

learning, there is strong belief that for governments to successfully face 

the challenges of a globalized world, governmental learning events have 

to focus equally on individual and organizational learning aspects (Con-

nor and Dovers 2004). If policy actors do not get institutional support 

to implement newly acquired knowledge, it is almost certain that they 

will end up abandoning their eff orts for change. To increase the impact 

of governmental learning, such events should therefore go beyond the 

prevailing two types of learning as presented by the G-6 and Mont Fleur 

models. To fully optimize both types of learning, both models have to be 

used simultaneously and in a coordinated manner.

Illustrative and successful examples for this type of integrated learn-

ing are communities of practice networks.33 Th ese social networks are 

self-organized groups of people who share a concern or a passion for 

something they do and learn together how to do it better in an organi-

zational frame. Participants optimize their sharing and learning from 

each other’s experiences in a sociocultural context. Th e World Bank and 

other leading development organizations have found that these com-

munities are an ideal vehicle for dealing with learning and knowledge. 

Th is type of learning provides a new approach that focuses on people 

and on the social structures that enable them to learn with and from 

each other.34 Th is approach of participative knowledge management is 

directed to improve individual and organizational abilities to spread 

successful practices; better use existing knowledge assets; and more sys-

tematically learn from staff , clients, and partners to enable innovation 

(Wenger 2006).

33. Other types of learning events that consider individual and organizational learning 

are, for example, the World Bank’s Open Governance Initiative (World Bank 2009c) 

and the Power of Appreciative Inquiry program developed by Diana Whitney (Whit-

ney and Trosten-Bloom 2003). 

34. Th e term community of practice is of relatively recent coinage, even though the 

phenomenon it refers to is very old. Today, there is hardly any sizeable organization in 

the developing or the developed world that does not have some form of community of 

practice initiative. Th e fi rst appearances of the communities of practice in the World 

Bank go back to the thematic groups, which were established in the frame of the World 

Bank’s knowledge initiative in 1996 (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998, 2006, 2008).
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In today’s practice, learning events refl ecting individual as well as 

organizational considerations such as the communities of practice 

are still rare. Th is is certainly the case in the learning operations of the 

World Bank, one of the world’s largest single providers of governmental 

learning activities. Th e latest evaluation results that measure the Bank’s 

eff orts to build capacity in development eff ectiveness conclude that most 

of the Bank-fi nanced learning events resulted in individual participant 

learning but improved the capacity of client organizations to achieve 

development objectives only about half the time (IEG 2008a, 2008d).35 

It is suspected that this negative ratio may be no diff erent in other inter-

national learning agencies. 

Th e reports generated two further critical results in regard to con-

temporary governmental learning (IEG 2008a): Th e fi rst result was a 

questioning of the theoretically unfounded learning concepts. Most of 

today’s learning events overlook the whole range of pedagogical as well 

as group dynamic theories, which could serve to inspire the develop-

ment of eff ective learning designs. Th ese fi ndings are not necessarily a 

surprise, because to date the contemporary literature off ers few theory-

based concepts to enhance participatory and interactive governmental 

learning. Th e second result is a questioning of the insuffi  cient attention 

paid to the particular governmental context in which learning activities 

take place. Eff ective learning events have to include professional cur-

riculum designs that match the learning actors and their institutions’ 

cultural, economic, political, and social characteristics.

In summary, these evaluation reports conclude that to organize 

eff ective governmental learning events, individual and organizational 

learning aspects must be considered and the events must refl ect the lat-

est theoretical, in particular pedagogical, considerations as well as all 

sorts of contextual circumstances. It is suggested that the World Bank 

reengineer its institutional capacities as well as its current learning 

35. Instead of using the term learning event, the World Bank oft en uses the term 

training. Th is term is defi ned as a means of supporting persons, mainly governmen-

tal offi  cials, to aff ect their workplace behavior for the purposes of supporting the 

achievement of broader development objectives (IEG 2008a). According to another 

more detailed defi nition, training typically lasts a few days, and training programs are 

intended to raise awareness, build capabilities, build team eff ectiveness, or develop 

leaders (Goldstein and Ford 2002).
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concepts to deliver such elaborate learning activities (see subsection 

4.3.2).36 

Th e pressure to achieve these goals is high. Th e latest world develop-

ment indicators conclude that today there are more poor people and 

that poverty reaches further into middle-income countries than ever 

before (World Bank 2008). With the acceptance of the MDGs, the inter-

national community showed its dedication to cutting worldwide pov-

erty in half by 2015 (UN 2000a, 2000b). Adequate capacity development 

is considered one of the critical missing factors in current eff orts to meet 

the MDGs to reduce poverty, accelerate economic growth, and improve 

sustainable development (IEG 2008d).

In 2008, among other international organizations, the World Bank 

reiterated its focus on learning by renewing its knowledge and learning 

initiative and naming it as one of its six strategic directions (World Bank 

2008). It decided to increase its eff orts to fi nd better and more effi  cient 

ways to improve its overall learning programs. As evaluation results 

have shown, based on contemporary theories and past experiences, and 

considering contextual circumstances of governments, there is much 

potential to improve the quality of governmental learning events.

2.3 Particularities and Lessons 

A closer look at the experiences of learning in governments seen both 

from a historical perspective and from a current perspective allow the 

derivation of a full range of particularities, characteristics, and learning 

barriers that need to be taken into account in the development of a new 

concept of governmental learning. 

2.3.1 Particularities and Barriers 

Th e practice of governmental learning is a complex and hard-to-con-

ceptualize matter. It must address numerous characteristics that appear 

to be found only in governments among policy actors, governmental 

institutions, and the political frame of action. Learning in governments 

has to take into consideration all sorts of cultural, economic, political, 

36. Th e evaluation report, which reviewed the World Bank’s main learning unit, the 

World Bank Institute, concludes that if the institute is to play a capacity-building role, 

its training processes need to be “substantially reengineered” (IEG 2008a).
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psychological, religious, and social particularities and barriers, as well as 

other practical constraints that might hinder or even prevent learning at 

all (Tuchman 1985; Simon 1997; Chapman 2002; Kemp and Weehuizen 

2005). 

A closer look at these typical government phenomena reveals a dis-

tinctive set of dimensions that do not exist for individuals or single 

organizations as learners. Although governments consist of people and 

institutions, their learning behaviors are diff erent from individuals and 

organizations. State offi  cials, politicians, and civil society representa-

tives—as well as their institutional bodies—learn in particular envi-

ronments, which follow their own sets of logic, rules, and patterns. Th e 

specifi c knowledge that governments are supposed to learn is likewise 

diff erent from what an individual or a private organization is used to 

learning. 

Th e fi rst set of particular characteristics of government learning 

focuses on the institutional aspects of a government: 

1. Governments cannot be reduced to one organizational unit. Th ey 

are composed of a distinctive set of institutions, including the min-

isterial cabinet, the parliaments, the courts, and the civil service. In 

regard to the governmental decision-making process, it makes fur-

ther sense to consider other external civil society and private sector 

organizations as part of an extended understanding of what gover-

nance is. According to the principle of checks and balances, the dif-

ferent governmental and nongovernmental bodies do have diff erent 

principles, tasks, and managerial responsibilities, which can be in 

opposition to each other in the process of developing and executing 

joint policy decisions. 

2. In practice, governmental bodies have distinctive organizational cul-

tures and agendas; some are hidden and hard to understand from the 

outside. Th is coexistence of diff erent governmental institutions and 

nongovernmental organizations, each with various organizational 

styles and behaviors, makes them vulnerable to turf wars and internal 

queries. Governmental institutions are in constant risk of getting too 

preoccupied with internal confl ict resolution and negotiation, mak-

ing the end users’ performance secondary to other considerations.
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3. Governments act in a constitutional frame that is based on the prin-

ciples, tasks, and responsibilities of democratic governance. With the 

development of democratic societies, these elements of a comprehen-

sive governance agenda changed, adapted, and multiplied. It is there-

fore more likely that such principles collide with political constraints 

and result in poor or inadequate governmental behavior and deci-

sions in day-to-day practice. 

4. Unlike other types of organizations, governments do not have a defi n-

able audience whose expectations and needs have to be addressed in 

equal or at least comparable terms. Instead, they are obliged by their 

constitution to fulfi ll the needs of all citizens from all levels of society. 

Th is challenge is even harder in a globalized world, where constitu-

ents’ assumptions are becoming more elusive and diverse than ever 

before. 

5. Governments are traditionally responsible for the delivery of a wide 

range of public services and public goods that aff ect almost every vital 

aspect of their constituents’ lives. Many of these goods and services 

are produced and delivered by the government itself, or under its 

supervision. Governments therefore hold in many areas a monopoly 

position with no or limited competition.37 To maintain the quality 

of their deliveries, they are in the unique position of setting as well 

as verifying their own quality standards. Th e diffi  culty of this may be 

one reason why only a few governments have evaluation programs 

and why among these governments even fewer base their political 

decisions on evaluation fi ndings. 

6. Governing is about long- and short-term political activities. Th e for-

mer are about strategies to improve the quality of democratic gov-

ernance. Th ese are usually determined during the election process, 

where prospective governments persuade the citizens and/or elector-

ates to vote for their political platform. Th e latter are rather ad hoc in 

nature and target instant political gains. In today’s practice, they tend 

to dominate the day-to-day business, whereas the more refl ective and 

37. Th is may have changed some in recent years, where in the course of new public 

management concepts governments have devolved public tasks to the private sector or 

other forms of collaboration like public-private partnerships. However, even though 

governments are no longer the only actors that deliver public services and goods, they 

continue to hold the fi nal political as well as legal responsibility.
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learning-oriented long-term activities appear to lose weight in the 

governmental decision-making process. 

A second set of characteristics is directed to the diff erent policy actors 

in a government and their reasons for resisting or even blocking govern-

mental learning:

1. Among the many reasons politicians are elected or reelected is their 

political program. Potential executives present their political goals and 

ambitions, which they intend to introduce aft er the election. Elected 

leaders in governments that are committed to their political promises 

tend to be hesitant to deviate from such programs, even when politi-

cal circumstances and experiences indicate a reason to do so. Th ere 

is some fear that changes from the policy platform aft er the election 

could be perceived as unfaithfulness to the constituents. In contrast, 

some politicians change their political positions opportunistically, 

depending on the results of public polls. Th is increasingly common 

behavior represents another strong barrier for learning.

2. Unlike other organizations, governments—or the elected actors—

usually have fi xed terms.38 As a consequence, they have limited time 

to fulfi ll their political programs and promises as well as to deal with 

unexpected challenges. Th is puts politicians under pressure to decide 

which political issues they want to deal with fi rst. Th e stress of this 

priority setting usually becomes more intense toward the end of a 

term, when reelections are impending.

3. Politicians defi ne themselves through their exclusive and, in com-

parison to their competitors, superior expertise on specifi c politi-

cal issues. Th ey believe that, among other reasons, they get elected 

because of their unique political profi le. In this light, politicians 

usually tend to be reluctant to participate in governmental learn-

ing events, where their participation alone could be misread as their 

admission of not knowing enough about a particular subject. Th ere 

38. Th ere are also undetermined presidential systems, in which the head of state, usu-

ally a king or a queen, is appointed for life. However, these oft en-royal appointees tend 

to have limited and rather symbolic political power and are not further considered in 

the subsequent elaborations.
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is a fear that opponents may use this to score points in the political 

process or in future elections. 

4. Successful governmental learning induces behavioral change among 

policy actors. However, such changes by their nature have unpredict-

able risks. It is almost impossible to predict in advance which new 

behavior will end up being perceived as a win or a loss in the eyes 

of the target audience. For politicians it may therefore seem safer to 

keep the old behavioral patterns to avoid risks and potential mistakes, 

even though behavioral change may be the most promising and logical 

option in a given situation. A similar no risk-taking behavior is observ-

able among civil servants, who traditionally have operated in an envi-

ronment of secrecy and uniformity. Comportment that is considered 

new or diff erent from mainstream behavior gets easily sanctioned and 

is therefore oft en eschewed among staff  in public administrations. 

5. Governments are composed of a multitude of personalities with vari-

ous ambitions, experiences, and intellectual and physical capacities. 

Depending on the constellation of personalities and psychological 

dynamics in a group of policy actors, unforeseeable and unpredict-

able paternalistic coalitions may emerge. Th ese can end up shaping 

the position of an entire government. As a consequence, pressing 

decisions or interventions will not be made, even though they are in 

line with former positions of the very same government. 

6. Th e concept of the iron law of oligarchy states that all political lead-

ers and other elites in governments, regardless of how democratic or 

autocratic they may be at the beginning or their career, are in danger 

of developing oligarchic behavior.39 Over time the faction that has 

political power over others becomes a dangerous and unpredictable 

mean in itself, to which all other political rationales may get easily 

subordinated. Th e concept predicts that over time leaders seek power 

over others only to lose it over themselves—a mechanism that makes 

this undemocratic process even harder to control.

39. Th e rationale of the concept of the iron law of oligarchy lies in the technical indis-

pensability of leadership, the tendency of the leaders to organize themselves and to 

consolidate their interests, the gratitude of the led toward the leaders, and the general 

immobility and passivity of the masses (Michels 1911).
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As Karl Deutsch famously remarked, only those in power can aff ord 

not to learn (Deutsch 1963). It is therefore essential that individual and 

organizational particularities and barriers in governments, as elaborated 

above, be taken into account, in order to increase governmental learning. 

Th is does not diminish the widespread honest intents of governments 

and their respective policy actors to be eager to learn and to improve the 

quality of democratic governance. However, it would be imprudent to 

ignore the learning barriers in a given learning process that exist in the 

political reality of a government. 

2.3.2 Lessons from Past and Current Practices

As presented in the analytical elaborations so far, substantive informa-

tion does exist about how governments learned in the past and how they 

learn today. By reviewing this knowledge, a set of specifi c lessons can be 

derived that indicate what should be considered, emphasized, avoided, 

and so forth when developing a new concept of governmental learning. 

1. Practice in governmental learning has shown that to date all three 

of the learning approaches contribute to the quality of democratic 

governance in their own way. However, each has its shortfalls, which 

have to be overcome to gain its full potential: If governments learn 

by doing, they should do so through a systematic review of their past 

performances to project appropriate future actions. If governments 

learn from others, the newly acquired knowledge should fi rst be trans-

formed into contextual political conditions before being applied. Th is 

step is even more advisable if the adopted new knowledge is based on 

so-called normative best practices. Th e transformation of knowledge 

into the situational context also leads to increasing ownership from a 

government for a particular political change. And last, if governments 

learn from each other, it makes sense if they do so in an ongoing, 

iterative process that refl ects all diff erent perspectives in regard to the 

knowledge to be learned.

2. Th e practical application of these learning approaches takes place in 

various types of organized events. To engage policy actors in learn-

ing activities requires an event design, in which the knowledge to be 

learned is based on the participants’ experiences. In this understand-

ing there is no distinction between speakers and audience. Every 
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participant or learning actor is considered a knowledge contributor 

and knowledge recipient alike. 

3. To engage policy actors in such an interactive and participative learn-

ing process is not just the result of a natural course of action. Th e pro-

cess has to be systematically initiated and structured to ensure that all 

perspectives refl ecting the complexity of democratic governance are 

recognized and processed. Th e appropriate form of communication 

has to be based on dialogue. Th is signifi es that specifi c communica-

tion rules have to be explained to participants and imposed by the 

event moderator.

4. Successful governmental learning requires individual as well as orga-

nizational learning considerations. Th e focus of this integrated learn-

ing is twofold: First, an appropriate learning design has to be applied 

to enhance behavioral change at the individual actor level; second, to 

enable policy actors to apply the newly acquired knowledge in their 

political environment, the directly aff ected governmental units have 

to be changed too so they support and reinforce the changes on the 

organizational level. 

5. Governments are characterized by a number of particularities and 

learning barriers. Among these governmental challenges are activi-

ties such as settling confl icts between competing governmental units, 

harmonizing diff erent organizational cultures, complying with a 

growing number of constitutional and democratic principles, coping 

with citizen expectations that cover almost every aspect of human life, 

dealing with limited private competition, and compromising between 

short-term politics and longer-term policy interests. Other notewor-

thy issues are the oft en-infl exible or opportunistic adherence of poli-

ticians to their political programs, their restricted leeway (because of 

fi xed terms and term limits) in setting priorities, their eagerness or 

lack of it to take risks that may result from behavioral change, pater-

nalistic alliances between policy actors, and the exposure of political 

elites to the abuse of political power. 

All the lessons in this chapter have to be taken into account when 

developing a comprehensive concept for organizing governmental 

learning events. Th at concept must include a systematic review of past 
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and current practices; the review has to be made from diff erent perspec-

tives; the resulting insights have to be adapted to the particular con-

text in which they will be applied; the participating learning actors are 

knowledge contributors and knowledge recipients alike; and the way 

they interact with each other follows the communication rules of dia-

logue. And last, the concept has to target behavioral change not only on 

the individual but also on the organizational level, and it has to consider 

any possible learning barriers that exist in today’s governments.





3 Theoretical Concepts of 
Governmental Learning

Th e latest evaluation fi ndings about capacity development in democratic gov-

ernance have shown that a comprehensive concept of governmental learning 

has to be based on systematically applied theoretical foundations (IEG 2008a). 

Th ese theoretical considerations must fi rst address a theory-based defi nition 

of the major terms related to the concept developed here. Th e theory-led 

description of democratic government, democratic governance, and govern-

mental learning will be made on the basis of system theory and policy analy-

sis concepts (see section 3.1); the process by which knowledge in democratic 

governance is produced and described in regard to its consistency will be in 

accordance with the concept of the knowledge creation cycle (see section 3.2); 

and because governments are composed of individuals and their respective 

institutional environment, the contemporary individual and organizational 

learning theories will be reviewed in regard to their contribution to enhance 

behavioral change from policy actors and their governmental bodies (see sec-

tion 3.3).

3.1  Democratic Government, Democratic Governance, 
and Governmental Learning

Governmental learning has a longstanding tradition of empirical practice (see 

section 2.1), and in the past decades, there has been a growing attention to 

defi ning and developing concepts of learning specifi c to governments—that 

is, in terms of democratic government and democratic governance. Th e con-

cepts of democratic government and their institutional and political environ-

ments (learning actor), democratic governance (learning content), and the 

understanding of governmental learning (learning activity) will be therefore 

elaborated next. Most of these concepts have their roots in systems theory and 

political analysis. Consequently, a selection of these theories will be presented 

to the extent that they are relevant. 

43
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3.1.1  Concepts of Democratic Government and Democratic 
Governance

To develop a governmental learning concept it is essential to have a 

proximate understanding of how democratic governments are com-

posed and to what extent they collaborate with other societal and politi-

cal actors and networks that are involved or that have infl uence in the 

governmental decision-making process. 

Contemporary political theory literature uses the term democratic 

government to refer to a complex set of formal institutions and actors 

representing the state that has the monopoly of legitimate power. A dem-

ocratic government is characterized by its ability to make decisions and 

its capacity to enforce them in a legitimate institutional frame (Stoker 

2000; Eggerston 1990). In this understanding, a democratic government 

embraces all elected and appointed policy actors or public offi  cials, who 

represent the executive, legislative, and judicial bodies, as well as the 

civil service with its numerous internal departments and agencies and 

its state-owned and/or controlled enterprises.1 

Besides these governmental institutions, there is a highly fragmented 

maze of nongovernmental organizations and private stakeholder groups 

that are directly or indirectly involved in the complex process of govern-

mental decision making. Th ey include the private sector—corporations, 

business associations, and lobbying organizations—and organizations 

such as political parties, civil society organizations, grass roots move-

ments, think tanks, academic organizations, the media, and social net-

works. Th ese last include virtual communities, which communicate 

through blogs, Facebook®, Twitter®, etc. and are becoming an important 

and hard-to-control force in the political decision-making process. And 

last, and particularly relevant in developing countries, are international 

development and donor organizations, which have an increasingly 

strong infl uence on the political processes in their partner and client 

countries. 

Th ese nongovernmental pressure and interest groups are organized 

in more or less autonomous but interrelated centers, which are loosely 

coupled among each other and the offi  cial government (Weick 1995). 

1. Th ese types of enterprises deliver public goods and public services on a contractual 

basis for governments. For a further elaboration on this topic, see the literature on New 

Public Management (Boston et al. 1996).
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All these organizations together are commonly understood as a govern-

mental system. 

In practice, these nongovernmental organizations and private stake-

holder groups do have various degrees of legitimacy and political and 

fi nancial transparency. However, despite the involvement of multiple 

players in the governmental decision-making and implementation pro-

cess and regardless the level of legitimacy of the involved organizations, 

it is solely the offi  cial government that bears the full legal, political, and 

to some extent moral responsibility for the fi nal decisions made.

Considering the complexity of decisions in a globalized world (see 

subsection 2.1.1), democratic governments do have an increasing inter-

est in relying on the experiences and opinions of nongovernmental 

organizations and private stakeholder groups (Rose 1993). Th e purpose 

of this reliance is twofold: fi rst, governments expect to improve the qual-

ity of their decisions, and second, they hope that the involved organiza-

tions will support the implementation of the decisions made. 

However, it is a particular characteristic of these organizations that 

they tend to be highly unpredictable because of their vulnerability to 

changes in their respective political and social environment. Changes 

at either the local and/or the global level—as well as technological inno-

vations—can easily shift  political positions, which usually results in a 

redefi nition of their political positions and strategies. Th is in turn aff ects 

their relationship with and infl uence on the offi  cial government and the 

respective governmental decision-making process (Kooiman and Van 

Vliet 1993). Furthermore, what makes these organizations and groups 

even harder to deal with is that their intentions and interests are oft en 

hidden or opaque, which further increases their unpredictability and 

unreliability.

Th e conglomerate of governmental and nongovernmental organiza-

tions and private interest groups and their representatives who debate, 

negotiate, and mediate with each other over political decisions and their 

implementation—as well as the entire process—are commonly called 

democratic governance (Doornbos 2003). Th is term refers to a complex 

multiorganizational structure of institutions and stakeholders that are 

drawn from government and beyond. Democratic governance is there-

fore what government does in collaboration with a more or less targeted 

selection of other societal actors. 



46 The Black Box of Governmental Learning

Today there exist a broad range of theoretical defi nitions of dem-

ocratic governance.2 Many are based on historical derivations of how 

governments and their democratic agendas evolved over time (see sub-

section 2.1.1). Most of the contemporary understandings, however, 

overlap in many aspects and can be grouped around the three following 

domains of policy, politics, and polity (Pleasant Breeden 1972): 

1. A policy is a deliberate collective agreement about substantive prin-

ciples according to which decisions are made. In a democratic system, 

these principles relate to the distribution of power among institutions 

of government; the legitimacy and authority of state institutions; rules 

and norms that determine who holds power and how decisions are 

made about the exercise of authority; relationships of accountabil-

ity among state offi  cials and between these offi  cials and citizens; and 

the impact of institutions and policies on public welfare and human 

rights.

2. Politics represent the democratic processes by which decisions are 

made. Th ese decision-making procedures focus on the tasks of a 

government to determine which and how public goods and public 

services have to be delivered to best match citizens’ preferences and 

needs. 

3. A polity refers to a government’s organization and its institutional 

and administrative bodies, which fulfi ll its responsibilities of deliver-

ing public services and public goods. Th is includes in particular the 

management of the administrative and fi scal aff airs of the state. 

In summary, democratic governments are the legally and politically 

responsible fi nal decision-making and implementation bodies that are 

composed of the executive, legislative, and judicial bodies as well as a 

multitude of civil service departments, agencies, and state-controlled 

enterprises. Democratic governance in its own right refers to the col-

lectivity of governmental and other nongovernmental and private stake-

holder organizations as well as social networks and international donor 

and development institutions that are openly or covertly involved in the 

governmental decision and implementation process. Th ese decisions are 

2. For further defi nitions see Punyaratabandhu 2004; Doornbos 2007; Graham et al. 

2003; Stoker 2000; and Cutting and Kouzmin 1999.
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about the implementation of democratic principles (policy), delivery of 

governmental task (politics), and managing appropriate governmental 

institutions (polity).

3.1.2 Policy Analysis and Governmental Learning

As complex as the defi nitions of democratic government and democratic 

governance appear to be, the diff erent policy analysis concepts that try 

to capture the complexity of learning processes and structures in gov-

ernments are just as broad and numerous (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith 

1993). One major and oft en-referred-to concept derives from the classi-

cal systems theory, as interpreted and introduced in the policy analysis 

discipline by David Easton (1965a). 

Th e fundamental argument of systems theories is based on the 

assumption that governance can be conceptualized as a system of 

input, throughput/withinput, and output (see Figure 13). Th e inputs are 

demands from groups and individuals for political or policy initiatives, 

as well as pressure from the population and interest groups in general. 

Th e outputs are policies with a feedback loop, refl ecting responses to the 

policies that initiate another round of political demands. In this model, 

governments are the linking element (throughput/withinput) that trans-

forms demands of the public (input) into the policies enacted (output). 

Th is concept’s comparative advantage is its high level of generality and 

applicability to political systems—from tribal governments to the most 

advanced democratic political systems (Finkle and Gable 1971).

3. Th is fi gure is very closely related to David Easton’s systems analysis of political life 

model (1965b).

Figure 1  Democratic Government and Governance 

Conceptualized as a System

Black Box

Input

Throughput/Withinput

Output

Policy Demands Political Action

Governmental
Learning

Feedback Loop
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Although intensively observed and analyzed, it is still unclear how 

this governmental transformation process takes place in detail. Major 

issues such as what incentives and motivations political actors have to 

respond to outside pressures and requirements, or what institutional 

conditions will allow them to act accordingly, are still far from fully 

understood. David Easton (1965b) calls the lack of clarity in regard to 

this transaction process the governmental black box (see Figure 1). Th e 

search to light the darkness of this black box of policy dynamics and 

to characterize its actors, processes, and resulting changes in ideas has 

been one of the main contributions of policy analysis theories (Grin and 

Loeber 2007). From a systems theory perspective, the particular focus of 

this book is therefore the machinery of governing in the black box, more 

than it is the relationship between the inputs of societal actors and the 

resulting policy outputs.4 

However, even with a particular focus on the throughput, it is impor-

tant to keep in mind that in governing, which implies making and 

implementing decisions, as well as staying in power, governments in 

democratic systems depend to a high degree on their social and political 

environment (Deutsch 1963). It is therefore critical for them to adapt and 

shape their internal processes and institutional prerequisites according 

to the ongoing societal and political changes. To leverage their capacities 

in doing this, governments are expected to understand societal dynam-

ics and developments. Th ey have to learn how to cope with complex 

political realities and to adapt their political behavior according to the 

new challenges. 

To do this, governments depend on an effi  cient and accurate knowl-

edge transfer (Grin and Loeber 2007), not only from within but also from 

outside of the governmental system. Knowledge has to be transferred 

among the policy actors in a government and between governments as 

well as with experts and stakeholders, such as members of parliament 

and representatives from civil society, corporate businesses, universi-

ties, think tanks, etc. In light of a globalized and ever-changing world, 

this knowledge is constantly undergoing changes and renewals, which 

have to be continuously absorbed by the policy actors and their respec-

tive governmental organizations. Th ese actors subsequently translate 

4. Th is has been intensively studied and researched by Sabatier (1987) and others.
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the knowledge into political action. To support this process it is essen-

tial that the institutional structures in a government are also regularly 

reviewed and if necessary adapted to new knowledge. 

Th is focus on the learning of policy actors and related changes in gov-

ernment structures is called governmental learning.5 By defi nition, gov-

ernmental learning refers to a change in thinking—not just any change in 

thinking, but a structured, conscious change about a specifi c policy issue. 

Th is change in thinking does not necessarily result in instant and evident 

behavioral and/or institutional change. However, it is expected that in 

practice a well-designed learning process will gradually become real and 

visible through behavioral and structural change and fi nally emerge into 

concrete and adequate policy action (Kemp and Weehuizen 2005). Th e 

fact that governmental learning in specialized events will work out that 

way implies a well-designed and elaborate learning process. 

3.2 Knowledge in Democratic Governance

Governmental learning is above all about knowledge in democratic 

governance and its transfer among the diff erent actors within and out-

side governments (Kemp and Weehuizen 2005).6 However, knowl-

edge in democratic governance in a globalized world is in itself highly 

volatile and continuously changing (see chapter 2). Th is diffi  culty in 

conceptualizing the understanding of knowledge in democratic gover-

nance complicates learning for governments. It no longer seems clear 

how appropriate knowledge gets created, which internal and external 

instances are qualifi ed to be involved in the creation and dissemina-

tion process, and to what extent the newly acquired knowledge stays 

5. Th e term governmental learning as described here was initially introduced in the 

political analysis literature by Lloyd Etheredge (1981) and later integrated into a full-

fl edged theory of policy learning by Bennett and Howlett (1992). Th is latter theory 

includes three additional learning concepts—social learning, instrumental learning, 

and political learning—which together, and in contrast to governmental learning, em-

phasize input as well as output-related dynamics in a learning system (see also Connor 

and Dovers 2004; May 1992).

6. Th e term transfer of knowledge in democratic governance is used synonymously with 

policy transfer, which is defi ned in the literature as a process in which knowledge about 

policies, administrative arrangements, and institutions, etc. in one time and/or place is 

used in the development of policies, administrative arrangements, and institutions in 

other time and/or place (see Dolowitz and Marsh 2000). 



50 The Black Box of Governmental Learning

relevant for governments over time. Such fundamental questions will be 

discussed in the following section, as their clarifi cation is important. 

3.2.1 Concepts of Knowledge Creation

Th e literature describes a variety of ways that knowledge is produced. 

Many of the models are based on elaborate knowledge creation cycles 

through which information gets transformed into knowledge and may 

later infl uence thinking and induce learning—and thus behavioral 

change.7 Knowledge in this context is processed information whose 

meaning is attached to information by being connected to existing 

(processed) information. It is therefore knowledge—and not informa-

tion alone—that provides insights for decision making (Davenport et 

al. 2008). 

Knowledge can be tacit or explicit.8 Tacit knowledge is semiconscious 

and unconscious knowledge held in peoples’ heads and includes feelings 

and emotions. It tends to be what is understood without being openly 

expressed. In contrast, explicit knowledge is structured and accessible 

to people other than the individuals originating it. Explicit knowledge 

can be expressed in written or verbal terms (Nonaka and Konno 1998, 

Leonard and Sensiper 1998). 

Our model defi nes knowledge creation as the result of gathering 

information (collection), converting it into a theoretical framework 

(confi guration), and making that framework available to the public (dis-

semination) with the expectation that it will be applicable and usable in 

practice (application) (see Figure 2).9 Th is cycle of creating knowledge, 

a so-called ideal type model,10 distinguishes between the perception of 

7. For an overview of the discussion of diff erent meanings of knowledge cycles see 

Cowan et al. 2000; Edwards 2000; Fleck 1997; Schoen and Rein 1994; and Nonaka 

1991. 

8. Th e two terms were originally introduced by Polanyi (1967) and further developed 

by numerous authors like Nonaka and Konno (1998), Hildreth and Kimble (2002), and 

Leonard and Sensiper (1998).

9. Th is approach is closely adopted from the knowledge management used in the 

World Bank’s documents, with a somewhat diff erent terminology (see IEG 2003). For 

another similar model for knowledge creation seed the one of the Intergovernmental 

Solutions Program at the Center for Technology in Government, University of Albany, 

State University of New York (see www.albany.edu/igsp/practice/igknowledge.htm).

10. Th is term by Max Weber (1921) describes an analytical tool that is designed to 

simplify and explain complex cohesions. Th e drawback of the use of these ideal type 
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knowledge in a social reality and in an abstract reality. Th e former can 

be equated with the complex reality of everyday life, which individuals 

experience in real time. Th e latter is a somehow distanced abstraction 

of this social reality. It becomes real through the systematic observation, 

compilation, and categorization of everyday life processes.

Th e knowledge cycle is launched when an independent observer with 

a particular interest in a chosen area of social reality deliberately observes 

activities and occurrences. Th e observations collected are information, 

with no further given context or explanation. To be understood and have 

meaning, and to allow theoretical concepts to be derived from it, the infor-

mation has to be thoroughly analyzed and confi gured. Th is analytical work 

has to be done in an abstract reality, for example, in a scholarly institu-

tion, which allows the observer, who is becoming the knowledge holder, to 

make neutral and impartial judgments. Th us, the original information gets 

transformed into explicit knowledge, which subsequently is disseminated 

through verbal replies, publications, visualizations, and so forth. Th e des-

ignated recipients of the developed knowledge are the observed subjects 

themselves, as well as other individuals or groups that may have a particu-

lar interest in learning and applying the newly gained knowledge.11 

models is that they are never perfect and they always do have their blind spots when 

explaining social reality. 

11. Th is theoretical description of diff erent roles in the knowledge production cycle 

is also refl ected in the practice of governmental learning, as described in subsection 

2.2.2.

Figure 2  The Knowledge Creation Cycle
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Knowledge Application 

Abstract Reality
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Knowledge Dissemination
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Th is single-turn cycle is functional under the condition that the knowl-

edge at hand does have a kind of ideal type consistency or fabric. It consists 

of four basic dimensions (see Table 2): (1) the complexity of knowledge 

that represents the number of diff erent perspectives toward a specifi c 

content; (2) the quantity of knowledge, which refl ects the content vol-

ume of a particular set of knowledge; (3) the range of knowledge, which 

describes the spatial and contextual relevance of the content; and (4) the 

turnover of knowledge, which measures the unit of time until the content 

loses its validity in a given space and therefore has to be changed.

Th is ideal type model of a knowledge cycle helps in understanding the 

process of knowledge creation in a real-world environment. It illustrates 

an abstract reduction of the complex processes of knowledge creation 

and therefore does not fully refl ect the real-time and tacit processes of 

social reality. However, this theoretical abstraction is based on a con-

crete assumption of how knowledge is composed and therefore needs to 

be laid open to make the model traceable and verifi able (Weber 1921).

Th is ideal type of model for creating knowledge is based on the 

assumption that the complexity of the knowledge at stake is low and 

that there is only one major perspective possible in regard to its content. 

Th is viewpoint is very much based on the presumption that there exists a 

normative set of knowledge that is broadly recognized as the universally 

valid one (fi rst dimension). Th e volume of such knowledge is generally 

perceived as small, clear cut, and rather easy to oversee and be under-

stood (second dimension). It is in the nature of normative knowledge 

that its range tends to be universal and easily applicable any time and 

place (third dimension). And last, its lifetime tends to be long and its loss 

of validity and signifi cance rather slow (fourth dimension; see Table 2). 

  Table 2  Knowledge Fabric

First Dimension:  Second Dimension: Third Dimension: Fourth Dimension:

Complexity  Quantity Range Turnover

(Perspectives) (Volume) (Context) (Change)

Low Small Universal  Slow
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In such an analysis of knowledge, the design of the knowledge cycle 

is understood as a one-time event (see Figure 2). Normative knowledge 

is perceived as long lasting, and only drastic circumstances, in which 

knowledge is repeatedly proven wrong, will be reviewed and eventually 

replaced, as the result of a new turn of the knowledge cycle. Knowledge 

creation is therefore a stop-and-go process, where it is unclear from the 

beginning when it will end and when it will resume (Willke 1997). 

3.2.2 Knowledge Creation in Democratic Governance

Th e principles, tasks, and responsibilities of democratic governance 

emerged over time and became operational in developed countries over 

the last two centuries—and since the middle of the last century in devel-

oping countries. Th is process is far from being completed and because 

of ongoing changes in a globalized world, probably never will be. Th is 

democratization process was paralleled by ongoing changes and grow-

ing expectations of citizen preferences for public services and public 

goods, which are becoming increasingly expensive and complicated to 

deliver (see chapter 2).

As previously described, the understanding of today’s complex 

democratic governance agenda can be categorized into three major 

expectations (see subsections 2.1.1 and 3.1.1): (1) to adopt and follow a 

comprehensive range of democratic principles (policy), (2) to determine 

and deliver a set of public services and public goods to satisfy their con-

stituency (politics), and (3) to shape and manage the appropriate gov-

ernmental institutions to deliver those goods and services (polity). To 

understand the consistency as well as the process of its creation, knowl-

edge in democratic governance can be described within the framework 

of the following four dimensions (see Table 3):

  Table 3  Knowledge Fabric in Democratic Governance

First Dimension:  Second Dimension: Third Dimension: Fourth Dimension:

Complexity  Quantity Range Turnover

(Perspectives) (Volume) (Context) (Change)

High High Situational Fast



54 The Black Box of Governmental Learning

1. Democratic governance depends to a high degree on citizens’ prefer-

ences, which are shaped by cultural, economic, historical, and reli-

gious backgrounds. As a consequence, in regard to almost any policy 

issue, there are multiple tacit and explicit viewpoints that need to be 

taken into account to make sound and citizen-oriented decisions. 

Knowledge in democratic governance is therefore very complex, and 

governments are expected to consider a high number of diff erent and 

oft en contradicting perspectives in their respective decision-making 

process. 

2. In a globalized world, knowledge about numerous policy issues such 

as environment, health, transportation, etc. is developed and spread 

all over the world. To deliver state-of-the-art knowledge to the pub-

lic, governments are under pressure to incorporate a high volume 

of new information and knowledge in their policy decision-making 

processes. 

3. Individual and local circumstances and preferences have to be taken 

into account in the governmental decision-making process. Th us, 

contextual and situational criteria in policy making are becoming 

more important, whereas normative and universal approaches, which 

are relevant in a larger scope, are losing reach and relevance in demo-

cratic governance settings.

4. Th anks to today’s elaborate information technology, citizens are better 

informed than ever about research and achievements in issues relevant 

to policy. Governments therefore are being pressured to acquire and 

integrate the latest know-how into their policy-making process. To 

meet citizens’ expectations, governments conduct an ongoing process 

of replacing and changing existing knowledge with the latest available 

knowledge, which results in a fast turnover of knowledge in demo-

cratic governance.

As Tables 2 and 3 show, knowledge in democratic governance and the 

ideal type of knowledge feature opposites on any of the four dimensions. 

However, because the functionality of the knowledge cycle is based on 

the consistency of the ideal type of knowledge, it might not be appli-

cable for knowledge in democratic governance. Th ere is a legitimate 

concern that the elaborate knowledge cycle, with its systematic process 
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of information collection, transformation, and dissemination (see sub-

section 3.2.1), is too time consuming and in many ways nonfunctional 

to deliver high-quality and policy-relevant knowledge in democratic 

governance.12 

Among the defi ciencies is the fact that the ideal type knowledge cycle 

focuses on the collection of universal information without attaching 

any situative meaning to it. However, the creation of knowledge in 

democratic governance requires the consideration of as much explicit 

and tacit knowledge related to a specifi c issue as is possible. As a con-

sequence, all potential perspectives represented through the respec-

tive knowledge holder have to be included in the knowledge collection 

process. 

Th e broad inclusion of all viewpoints related to a select set of knowl-

edge leads inevitably toward an elusive volume of both explicit and tacit 

knowledge that has to be considered in the knowledge creation process. 

It is diffi  cult for a single or a group of knowledge holders to conceptual-

ize and oversee such a high quantity of knowledge. 

Knowledge in democratic governance is situational and cannot 

be generalized or devolved into other political circumstances. Th is 

implies that the created knowledge regarding a specifi c issue has value 

only for the particular situation, and the process of knowledge creation 

has to be repeated whenever the situation changes. Knowledge cre-

ation is therefore no longer a singular process, but rather a multi-turn 

process.

Last, the half-life of knowledge in democratic governance is compara-

tively short and stands in contrast with the rather long-lasting ideal type 

process of knowledge creation. Th ere is concern that knowledge pro-

duced in this model is outdated and not applicable once it reaches the 

target audience and therefore ends up being inappropriate and unreli-

able for decision making in policy matters. 

Considering these weaknesses, the ideal type model of knowledge 

creation has to be redesigned for democratic governance to deliver 

appropriate knowledge (see Figure 3). To become relevant, the process 

12. Th is conclusion is based on Helmut Willke’s understanding of the concept of the 

knowledge society (1997) originally introduced by Daniel Bell (1976).
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of knowledge creation has to include all existing explicit and tacit per-

spectives regarding a specifi c policy issue, no matter how complex and 

voluminous the knowledge may be. Th e new model has to be responsive 

to situational circumstances, which may lead to frequent repetitions of 

the process; and fi nally, it has to take into account the short-term value 

of knowledge in democratic governance, which implies a considerable 

speed-up of the knowledge creation process. 

Th is revised model of knowledge creation in democratic governance 

(see Figure 3) merges the original steps of knowledge collection, confi g-

uration, and dissemination into a simultaneous one-time exercise with 

no more distinction between social and abstract reality.13 Knowledge 

production and its subsequent application become a real-time process, 

in which all individuals who represent a relevant perspective about a 

particular policy issue share their latest experiences. In such a process, 

there is no distinction between observed and observing subjects any-

more. Everybody involved in the process is at the same time a knowl-

edge holder and a knowledge recipient alike.

Th is kind of personalized knowledge is characterized by the meaning 

the knowledge holder gives it. It has therefore the same value as processed 

13. Th is revised model of knowledge creation is inspired by an a World Bank initiative, 

in which the Poverty Reduction and Economical Development Sector, the Develop-

ment Economics Unit, and the World Bank Institute launched a deliberate attempt to 

strengthen linkages across knowledge creation, sharing, and learning, and to connect 

directly to the knowledge needs of the Bank staff  and client countries (see IEG 2003). 

Figure 3 Knowledge Creation in Democratic Governance
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information. Because it is shared and expressed by individuals in a nar-

rative and spontaneous manner, its articulation includes gestures and 

emotions and therefore refl ects explicit as well as tacit knowledge aspects. 

Such knowledge represents probably the most accurate content in regard 

to a given subject in a given time and place. Once it is raised, it gets instant 

validation by the individuals engaged in the knowledge creation cycle. 

Th is has a positive eff ect on the quantity of knowledge, because irrel-

evant knowledge gets eliminated right away. Furthermore, the volume of 

knowledge will not become overwhelming in such an approach, because 

the individuals involved are their own masters and therefore will not vol-

untarily take on more knowledge than they can handle.

Th is kind of developed knowledge is also considered the most accu-

rate and policy-relevant know-how. It is important to keep in mind that 

its reach is situational and applicable only in a given context. What may 

be the state-of-the-art knowledge in one political setting may be inac-

curate or even counterproductive in another. Furthermore, the half-life 

of the knowledge at stake can be very short and needs to be replaced, 

depending on the political, social, and technical changes in a govern-

mental environment. Because such changes are becoming routine, it is 

safe to say that this cycle of knowledge production is an ongoing itera-

tive process. Whenever new democratic governance knowledge appears 

to lose its relevance because of new political circumstances or new pri-

ority setting, the process of knowledge creation or defi nition has to be 

relaunched. Th is fast and iterative process of knowledge creation is called 

a multi-turn process and is illustrated as a spiral in Figure 3. 

3.3 Learning Theories

Governmental learning is about adequate and effi  cient knowledge trans-

fer in democratic governance. In such a process, governmental repre-

sentatives as well as other related knowledge holders play a crucial role 

in developing timely and meaningful knowledge. However, to what 

extent policy actors are willing and able to play their part in develop-

ing and subsequently applying new knowledge can be infl uenced by the 

pedagogical concept applied. 

Furthermore, to apply the acquired knowledge in the political envi-

ronment, appropriate institutional conditions are required to support 
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the individual actors. In this understanding, not only individuals but 

also their institutional framework will have to change to learn. Th e con-

cept presented here of how to organize learning events for governments 

is therefore not only built on individual but also on organizational learn-

ing theories, which will be presented in the subsequent chapters.14

3.3.1 Individual Learning 

Th e following four individual learning theories represent the major con-

temporary pedagogical learning orientations (Tennant 1997). Th ey are 

seen as discrete and competitive with each other. However, they all cover 

important perspectives of how learning at the individual level takes 

place.15 Th e four theories are the Humanist Approach, the Cognitive 

Approach, the Social Approach, and the Behavioral Approach. Th ese 

were mainly developed over the last two centuries and fi t into a defi nite 

structure, as shown in Table 4. 

Th e Humanistic Approach is derived from humanistic psychology 

(Maslow 1970; Rogers and Freiberg 1993; Watson 1913). In this approach, 

the basic concern is for the human potential for growth. Learning is seen 

as a form of self-actualization and self-fulfi llment, which contributes 

to psychological health. Curiosity, personal freedom of choice, motiva-

tions, and feelings—as well as a sense of accomplishment and control of 

impulses—must be satisfi ed for such an intrinsically motivated learning 

process to take place. Finally, such a process is considerably enhanced if 

the individual feels a sense of comfort and physical security in his learn-

ing environment. 

Learning in this approach is an informal and unstructured process 

that is motivated by internal stimuli (see Table 4). To get in a positive 

mood to learn, certain basic aff ective and emotional conditions must 

exist. To have his or her curiosity awakened, a potential learning actor 

needs to be aware that there exists a set of knowledge he or she does 

not know about yet. He or she has to develop a desire and an ambition 

to acquire that new knowledge—that is, he or she has to want to learn 

something. Th e attraction of entering into a learning process can be 

14. Lloyd Etheredge (1981) deserves the credit; he was among the fi rst authors to 

recognize the relation between the learning individual and the learning organization, 

which are all integrative parts of a learning government. 

15. Regarding the rational how the four theories were selected, see Tennant (1997). 
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increased when the new knowledge is presented from diff erent angles, so 

the learning actor has the freedom to choose one perspective that relates 

best to his or her real-life situation. To increase the learning actor’s curi-

osity, he or she must feel comfortable and secure in engaging in such an 

informal and unstructured learning process.16

Th e second theory is the Cognitive Approach, derived from the Gestalt 

psychologists (Lewin 1935; Piaget 1926).17 Th is orientation focuses on an 

individual’s mental processes—in other words, the act of knowing. Learn-

ing happens through discovery and diff erences. It results from inferences 

and expectations and from making connections. Th rough arranging a 

learning space or situation in which discrepancies between already known 

and unknown knowledge get highlighted, learning actors acquire plans 

and strategies for how and what they want to learn (Hartley 1998). 

Accordingly, learning is a formalized and structured process that 

is also motivated by internal stimuli (see Table 4). In the Cognitive 

Approach the learning actor has to go beyond an unspecifi ed feeling 

that he or she wants to learn something, as described in the Human-

ist Approach. Instead, the learning actor needs to be consciously aware 

that the new knowledge exists and must see the importance of getting 

16. Maslow (1970) defi nes fi ve levels of basic needs that have to be considered when 

setting up an optimal learning environment. Th ese needs include physiological needs, 

safety needs, needs of aff ection and belongingness, needs for esteem, and needs for 

self-actualization.

17. Gestalt means confi guration or pattern in German.

  Table 4 Individual Learning Theories

 Internal External
 Stimulus Stimulus 

Informal,  Humanist Approach Social Approach

unstructured Learning through Learning through inter-

learning intrinsic motivation, action, inspiration, trans-

 comfort, curiosity, formaton, and so on.

 and so on. 

Formalized,  Cognitive Approach Behavioral Approach

structured Learning through Learning through

learning discrepancies,  extrinsic motivation,

 discovery, diff erences, positive incentives, and

 and so on. so on.
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to know it to be motivated to enter into a learning process. To expand 

his or her cognitive competencies, the learner must actively expose 

himself or herself to an arranged learning situation in which he or she 

can discover and experience the diff erence between the known and the 

unknown knowledge, as well as have an opportunity to overcome the 

knowledge gap in a deliberate manner. It is preferable that this assimila-

tion process be supported and arranged by a moderator.

A third theory is the Social Approach to learning (Bandura 1977; Mead 

1934; Dewey 1933). Social or situational learning posits that people learn 

from observing other people, which also allows learning about implicit or 

tacit knowledge. Observations give individuals the opportunity to see the 

consequences of others’ behaviors. Th ey can gain some idea or inspiration 

of what might fl ow from acting one way or another. In this peer-to-peer 

exchange, behavioral change results from the interaction among individuals 

in a specifi c social or situational context. In these social situations the learn-

ing actors get an opportunity to transform and incorporate their observa-

tions into their existing behavioral patterns (Lave and Wenger 1991).18

Learning is an informal and unstructured process that is motivated 

by external stimuli in the Social Approach (also called the Situational 

Approach (see Table 4). A learning situation is carried out most eff ec-

tively in a social context. Th rough interactions, individuals are exposed 

to other perspectives. Th rough this exposure, they may discover poten-

tially explicit but also tacit knowledge gaps. Furthermore, by actively 

debating with their peers, individuals get inspired by new ideas and 

sets of knowledge. Th ey learn about advantages and disadvantages of 

certain behaviors and experiences and as a result make their own judg-

ments and assessments about what knowledge they want to integrate 

into their own course of action or their own social reality. 

Th e fi nal and probably most controversial theory is the Behavioral 

Approach (Watson 1913; Pavlov 1927; Skinner 1973). Th is orientation is 

based on the belief that one’s inner experiences cannot be properly stud-

ied, as they are not observable. Th erefore, the focus of learning should 

be on observable behavior; any change in behavior manifests learning. 

Th e knowledge to be learned has to be explicit, and what one is learning 

18. Th is approach is closely related to the widely used method of situated learning 

and is the theoretical basis of communities of practice (see Lave and Wenger 1991; see 

subsection 2.2.2).
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is determined by the elements in the environment, not by the individual 

learner. By consciously applying an appropriate stimulus in the form of 

incentives, a desired and measurable response is expected. 

What makes this approach very much disputed among pedagogues is 

the element of extrinsic motivation, or behavior activated through exter-

nally introduced incentives. Th ere is serious concern that this learning 

approach is unsustainable and the evocation of behavioral change may 

get reversed over time. Th at is particularly so with negative incentives. 

Research has shown that negative incentives such as penalization lead to 

negative responses—in some cases even to learning resistance.

In the Behavioral Approach, learning is a formalized and struc-

tured learning process that is motivated by external stimuli (see Table 

4). Despite broad criticism on the impact of the behavioral approach 

on an individual’s motivation to learn, there is a widespread belief 

in the conditionality between stimuli and response. Accordingly, 

well-thought-through and targeted provisions of incentives enhance 

individuals’ motivation to enter into and successfully take part in a 

learning process. Th ese measures are preferably positive. To deliver 

the intended and measurable behavioral change, incentives have to be 

well defi ned and carefully orchestrated through a well-designed didac-

tical process.

Th ese four self-contained learning theories can be categorized from 

two perspectives. First, theories can be distinguished according to 

the kind of stimulus that engages an individual in a learning process 

(Ramsden 1992). Th ere can be internal as well as external stimuli. Th e 

former looks to the personal aspect of learning, which is seen as some-

thing that a person does to understand the real world. It is basically 

an internal voice or curiosity that gets a person involved in a learning 

process. With external stimuli, learning is something coming from the 

outside that unintentionally happens to or is done to the individual by 

another person. 

Th e second perspective diff erentiates between informal and structured 

learning, as well as between formalized and structured learning (Rogers 

2003). Informal and unstructured learning is seen as an unlimited and 

ongoing process. It is concrete, immediate, and confi ned to a specifi c 

activity. In this kind of implicit learning, the learner may not be conscious 
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of the learning process itself. In contrast, formalized and structured learn-

ing arises from the process of facilitating deliberate learning based on con-

crete didactics. It is overt learning—learning because the learner wants to 

gain some information or skill—rather than the accumulation of experi-

ence. In other words, the learning actor is conscious of learning.

By applying the two perspectives to the four learning approaches, a 

specifi c logical progression can be developed that organizes the theories 

in a comprehensive order (see Table 4).19

In summary, by viewing the originally contradicting and competing 

learning theories in a sequenced and logical order, a comprehensive set of 

measures to enhance learning can be developed. First, a safe and comfort-

able learning environment has to be established to give the learning actor 

the opportunity to experience new knowledge, which may awaken his or 

her curiosity and interest. Second, the learner’s motivation has to be fur-

ther enhanced by setting up a deliberate didactic process in which he or 

she becomes rationally aware of the diff erence between the known and the 

unknown knowledge, as well as the importance of overcoming this knowl-

edge gap. Th ird, the learning should be done in a social context, where the 

learning actor is exposed to diff erent peer perspectives. Th is way he or she 

gets an opportunity to choose from a variety of diff erent explicit or tacit 

knowledge and to think about how it may best fi t into his or her individual 

social reality. And fourth, if actors are exposed to positive incentives and 

rewards, their motivation to engage in a learning process increases and 

supports the intended learning outcomes—a change of thinking and an 

intended change of behavior.

3.3.2 Organizational Learning 

Practices as well as new concepts of governance show that knowledge in 

democratic governance is developed and implemented by a wide range 

of diff erent governmental and nongovernmental organizations. Th ese 

include the executive, legislative, and judicial bodies, as well as a multitude 

of civil service departments, agencies, and state-controlled enterprises. In 

the broad understanding of governance, they also imply the collectivity of 

19. For similar models, see also the Encyclopedia of Informal Education: http://www

.infed.org/biblio/b-learn.htm. Th ere are various other ways the theories may be orga-

nized. However, for the purpose of this book’s argument, the unintended overlaps and 

blurs are acceptable. 
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civil service and private sector organizations as well as social networks and 

international donor and development institutions. According to the prin-

ciple of checks and balances, the diff erent organizations do have various 

tasks, responsibilities, and control functions, which compete with or are 

complementary to each other in the process of selecting, developing and 

implementing policy decisions. Depending on the political subject matter, 

they continuously enter into and change coalitions to reach their political 

goals. In abstract terms they are organized in more or less autonomous, 

loosely coupled centers with various degrees of legitimacy and political 

and fi nancial transparency (see subsection 3.1.1).

An important characteristic of governmental learning is therefore 

that a multitude of diff erent organizational bodies are involved at some 

level in a specifi c policy issue. Th ere is not only interaction between 

individual frames of thinking in one particular institutional unit, but 

also interaction between collective frames of thinking of diff erent units 

(Kemp and Weehuizen 2005). As a result, learning in government can-

not be reduced to the accumulated learning of “any of its constituent 

parts” (Etheredge 1981). Instead, it is essential that the perspectives of 

all governmental and nongovernmental bodies aff ected by a particular 

political issue be fully integrated in the learning process, to ensure a 

comprehensive understanding of the expected change. To ensure that 

accurate knowledge about a particular governmental body is consid-

ered, it is important that the most knowledgeable individuals of each 

unit be identifi ed and engaged in the learning process. 

As noted earlier, there are multiple barriers and obstacles in govern-

ments that can prevent learning (see subsection 2.3.1). To build up a 

political force that is strong enough to overcome such hindrances and 

to trigger a particular political change, it is crucial that—in addition to 

the participants, whose selection is based on their institutional knowl-

edge—key stakeholders who mirror the political landscape are involved 

in the governmental learning process as well. An important purpose 

for their engagement is to ensure that the knowledge being learned is 

reviewed on an ongoing basis in regard to its political feasibility. It is fur-

ther expected that these stakeholders will actively engage in the politi-

cal process of implementing the newly acquired knowledge. Th us, they 

can build a strong enough and persuasive political power structure that 
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shapes public opinion and acceptance about the envisaged governmen-

tal change.20

Organizational theories have shown that, depending on the kind of 

issues or knowledge, learning requires diff erent types of organizational—

or in the case of governmental learning—multiorganizational changes 

and interventions. Th ese theories distinguish between three principal 

forms of learning: single-loop learning or adaptation learning; double-

loop learning or change learning; and deutero learning or process learning 

(Argyris and Schoen 1974; Argyris 1990):21

1. If the purpose of learning—either explicit or tacit knowledge—is to 

improve institutional capacity, then it is called single-loop learning. 

Single-loop learning occurs when the existing mental maps or theo-

ries in use by a particular organizational unit or group of units are 

challenged by a political problem that calls for behavioral adjustments 

or changes at the governmental level. Th is type of learning enables a 

government to solve a particular problem to better carry out its over-

all policies and objectives. 

     Single-loop learning is usually the intervention when a critical mass 

of political stakeholders representing a powerful enough coalition of 

organizational units agrees on a mismatch between expectations and 

outcomes of governmental actions and consequently pressures the 

government as a whole to take appropriate action. Th e goal of this 

type of learning is to make governments introduce political changes 

that allow them to realign their political outcomes toward the origi-

nal intended and announced prospects. By doing this they are not 

questioning the underlying causal mechanisms that precipitated the 

original problem. In this approach error detection is seen as a neces-

sary precondition for error correction (Leeuw et al. 1994). 

20. For further theoretical elaborations on the term key stakeholders see Matthew An-

drews’ description of institutional entrepreneurs in development (2008a, forthcoming). 

21. Single-loop and double-loop learning as originally introduced by Chris Argyris and 

Donald Schoen focus on the individual learning actor in the organization (Argyris and 

Schoen 1974, 1978, 1996; Argyris 1982, 1990). Inspired by Peter Senge (1998), who 

fi rst added the perspective of the organization as a learning subject itself, this approach 

combines the individual policy actors and the various institutional units in a govern-

ment as one collective learning subject. 



65Theoretical Concepts of Governmental Learning

2. In contrast, double-loop learning takes place when the applied inter-

vention appears to be insuffi  cient to solve the particular political 

problem, and therefore attaining the overall governmental policies 

and objectives is at risk. In this case the core elements of the mental 

maps are challenged and may result in changes not only regarding 

the immediate problem but in the strategies and preferences of the 

aff ected organizational units as a whole. So the assumptions underly-

ing the policies and goals of a government might be fundamentally 

questioned, leading to the adoption of new and innovative solutions. 

     A double-loop learning environment encourages questioning 

assumptions and confronting the traditions in a government that are 

being advocated. In this learning approach the underlying assump-

tions, norms, and objectives that pertain to the problem would be open 

to confrontation. Th at can also be the case with regard to assumptions 

underlying the selected policy programs, instruments, or organizational 

structures aimed at solving the political problem (Leeuw et al. 1994).22

3. Deutero learning occurs when organizational units learn how to carry 

out single-loop and double-loop learning. Th e fi rst two forms of learn-

ing will not occur if organizations are not aware that learning must 

happen. Awareness of ignorance motivates learning. Th is awareness 

makes a government as a whole recognize that learning needs to occur 

and that the appropriate environment and processes need to be cre-

ated (Nevis et al. 1995). By refl ecting how organizational communi-

cation and decision making are handled, it is possible to detect what 

prevents open dialogue and learning. Th is kind of learning about how 

an organization itself learns improves its learning mechanism by over-

coming its learning barriers (Bateson et al. 1956).

     As elaborated before, there are multiple reasons that governments 

may resist learning and by doing so act against their interests. One major 

explanation for this paradoxical behavior is rooted in inadequate formal 

or informal organizational rules. Th e former are usually the result of rules 

that were introduced in the past but lost their purpose over time. Th e 

latter tend to occur when policy actors try to cope with organizational 

pathologies such as steady and unusual heavy stress, workload, and con-

fl icts. In both cases these rules compete and oft en contradict those rules, 

22. For a case study on organizational learning from evaluation, see Nashat (2008).
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which are necessary to maintain or to improve the performance of a gov-

ernment. Deutero learning is directed to disclose these negative formal 

and informal mechanisms and subsequently to get rid of them or replace 

them with new rules, which in turn are expected to overcome the existing 

learning barriers and improve the governmental learning capacities.

Whereas individual learning theories concentrate on the process of 

how individuals are acquainted with new explicit or tacit knowledge and 

are motivated to enter into a learning process by following an appropriate 

didactical process in an adequate social environment, organizational learn-

ing theories concentrate on the issue of matching outcomes with organiza-

tional expectations. When there is a mismatch, the organization strives to 

realign outcomes. However, if there is a serious mismatch that cannot be 

resolved by single-loop learning intervention, the underlying causal mecha-

nisms that precipitate the mismatch must be taken into account. With this 

double-loop learning approach, the underlying assumptions, norms, and 

objectives that pertain to the problem get questioned. And fi nally, if single-

loop and double-loop learning initiatives fail, it may be appropriate to refl ect 

on the learning process itself by detecting negative rules and communica-

tion habits, which undermine an open and learning-oriented dialogue. 

Th erefore, from an organizational theory perspective, the initiation of 

governmental learning requires fi rst the analysis of the type of problem at 

stake and second, if necessary, the detection and elimination of the exist-

ing barriers that prevent or hinder an appropriate learning process. Once 

the appropriate kind and level of intervention is determined, the govern-

mental as well as nongovernmental units that are directly aff ected by the 

envisaged learning process have to be identifi ed. Th e relevant stakehold-

ers of each unit need to be selected to make sure that the learning activity 

considers the diff erent organizational perspectives as well as the existing 

governmental power structure. Th is strategic selection and representation 

of learning actors is important for the subsequent implementation of the 

envisaged policy changes. It is expected that these stakeholders will act 

as opinion leaders and support the information and persuasion process 

of individuals inside and outside of government who were not involved 

in the learning process. Th e overall goal is the support of existing change 

agents to help them ensure the implementation of the envisaged political 

measures, within the existing constitutional and legal framework.



4 A New Concept of 
Governmental Learning—
The Learning Spiral

Th e term Learning Spiral refers to the revised model of knowledge creation 

in democratic governance. It describes the development and transformation 

of knowledge into political action in a real-time and multi-turn process (see 

subsection 3.2.2).1 Th e concept of the Learning Spiral is part of a comprehen-

sive learning system, the methodology and process of which will be defi ned 

and described in eight distinctive stages, as well as discussed in regard to its 

practice in governmental learning.

4.1 Learning System and Learning Process

A learning system includes all elements necessary to ensure successful learn-

ing. Th e specifi c elements of a learning system cover a wide range of steps. 

Th ey begin with the diagnostics—what knowledge a target audience wants to 

learn—and end with the system’s implementation. Th e learning process is the 

central part of the system. In the process, a group of learning actors absorbs 

and adopts the new knowledge so it will ultimately infl uence their thinking 

and change their behavior in an intended way. Th e process of the Learning 

Spiral is therefore directed to enhance the prospect that the knowledge to 

be learned will end up being applied in practice in a given governmental 

system. 

1. In the early stages of concept development, the Learning Spiral was called the Knowledge 

Spiral (Abderhalden and Blindenbacher 2002; Blindenbacher and Watts 2003). With the 

further development of the concept and its focus on the learning aspect of the process, the 

term was transformed into Learning Spiral. However, both terms are distinctively defi ned as 

originally used by Ikujiro Nonaka and Konno (1998) and Osterloh and Wübker (2000); they 

use the term Knowledge Spiral in the narrow context of organizational learning and knowl-

edge management. 

67
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4.1.1 Learning System

Analytical and theoretical concepts highlight diff erent aspects that have 

direct or indirect impacts on learning in democratic governments. How-

ever, not much has been said yet about the systematic and chronologi-

cal course of action in which the practice of learning in governments 

takes place. As previously discussed, models that consider such a com-

prehensive understanding of learning derive from systems theory (see 

subsection 3.1.2) and describe the full chain of activities related to gov-

ernmental learning.

Th e learning system presented here is largely derived from existing 

models such as the World Bank Institute’s Global Development Learn-

ing Network and was further developed for the particular purpose of the 

Learning Spiral. Th e model is described according to the three systems—

theoretical elements of input, throughput, and output—and subdivided 

into a chain of action with fi ve major steps (see Figure 4). 

1. Th e input is made up of the assessment and diagnostics—what knowl-

edge is needed and/or requested from the concerned target audience 

(fi rst step). It is followed by the selection of the knowledge to be 

learned, and—if that knowledge does not already exist—its creation 

(second step). Th e last step is the dissemination and distribution of 

the knowledge to the respective target audience (third step).

2. Th e throughput represents the learning process in which a group of 

learning actors, who are chosen from the target audience according 

to a set of criteria, is expected to absorb and adopt the new knowl-

edge, and if necessary to adapt it according to the group’s specifi c cir-

cumstances and needs through intra- and interpersonal procedures 

(fourth step). 

3. Th e output in a learning system consists of the implementation of 

the new knowledge into practice by the learning actors (fi ft h step). 

It is part of an implicit understanding of the learning system that the 

implementation step itself is subject to a rigorous evaluation, prefer-

ably by an independent body, which reviews the output, the outcome, 

and the impact of the entire chain of learning activities.

Th e input- and output-oriented steps are considered the rational and 

predictable measures in such a learning system. Th ey include identifying 
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the target audience and the knowledge it needs to learn, as well as its dis-

semination. Th e output includes the degree to which the new knowledge 

was implemented. 

In contrast to these foreseeable and empirically comprising steps, the 

central element—the throughput—appears to be unpredictable and hard 

to conceptualize. What makes the learning process in particular diffi  cult 

to control are the many particularities and learning barriers of govern-

ments (see subsection 2.3.1), as well as the complex and fast-changing 

knowledge in democratic governance (see 3.2.2). 

To date, the learning process, which triggers the application of ade-

quately diagnosed, defi ned, and disseminated knowledge in an intended 

manner, has not been suffi  ciently explored. In terms of the concept of 

policy analysis, this insuffi  ciently explored area of the learning system is 

fi guratively labeled according to the policy analysis concept as the black 

box of governmental learning (see subsection 3.1.2). Th e black box sym-

bolizes the collectivity of human, organizational, political, and content-

oriented factors that make the learning process in governments hard to 

predict and therefore diffi  cult to manage.

4.1.2 The Learning Process and Its Methodology

Th e sharing of knowledge does not guarantee its adoption and appli-

cation. Comprehensive learning in governments can therefore not be 

taken for granted (Rist 1994); it has to be actively and systematically pur-

sued. Existing attempts to rationalize and structure learning processes 

Figure 4 Governmental Learning System
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through political conditionality alone appear to be insuffi  cient to fully 

consider the complex dynamics of informal and political processes and 

focus primarily on the predictable and observable mechanisms of learn-

ing (see subsection 2.2.1).

Th e purpose of the concept of governmental learning developed here 

is twofold: to organize the learning process in order to address particu-

larities and learning barriers that prevent governments from learning, 

and to consider the tacit and elusive characteristics of knowledge in 

democratic governance. Such an elaborate learning process is expected 

to enhance the implementation of newly learned knowledge by the cho-

sen learning actors in their self-defi ned direction. In terms of a learning 

system, this learning concept fi lls the gap between the dissemination of 

knowledge and its implementation; by doing so, it sheds light on that 

black box of governmental learning (see Figures 1 and 4). 

Th e fundamentals of the learning process were developed by follow-

ing a heuristic procedure. In this context, heuristics stands for strate-

gies using readily accessible, though loosely applicable, experiences and 

theories to control problem solving in human beings and machines.2 

Accordingly, the development of the Learning Spiral concept is the result 

of a multiyear process, during which experiences in organizing learning 

events were systematically reviewed and subsequently complemented 

and improved by related analytical and theoretical concepts.

Th e theoretical fundamentals of the learning concept go back to 

experiences with governmental learning events organized in the fed-

eral administration of Switzerland in the late 1980s, which where aft er-

ward further developed in bilateral and multinational learning events 

worldwide.3 Common to all these early learning activities was the 

engagement of local and/or national governments, which were deter-

2. By defi nition, a heuristic is a method to help solve a problem, commonly an informal 

method. It is particularly used to come to a rapid solution that is reasonably close to 

the best possible answer, or optimal solution. Heuristics are rules of thumb, educated 

guesses, intuitive judgments, or simply common sense (see Michalewicz and Fogel 

2000).

3. For an extensive description of the learning events held in Switzerland, see the book 

series published by the Swiss Federal Administration (Schrift enreihe des Eidgenoessis-

chen Personalamtes 1998–2001). For an illustrative example for an early multinational 

event, see the Second International Conference on Federalism 2002, which is described 

in detail in chapter 5. 
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mined to learn from their own and others experiences. Each event was 

carefully evaluated in regard to its quality as perceived by the partici-

pants as well as to its long-term impact on changes and improvements 

in the respective governmental settings (Blindenbacher et al. 2000). 

To improve these initial applications of the concept, the events were 

later reviewed and further complemented with new theoretical consid-

erations and empirical evaluation. Th e revised concept was aft erward 

reapplied in a new learning event and subsequently reevaluated and 

reviewed.4 

Over the last decade the Learning Spiral has been applied in about 

150 documented learning events. Th ey occurred in all sizes and shapes, 

with thousands of participants from more than 100 countries, represent-

ing all levels of governments and nongovernmental organizations and 

held in more than 20 diff erent countries.5 Th e ongoing replication of this 

dialectical procedure of practical application on one side and analytical 

and theoretical review on the other allowed ongoing development and 

improvement of the learning concept. 

Th e number of analytical and theoretical concepts considered in this 

long-lasting process represents a full range of diff erent models, which are 

based on a multitude of diff erent academic backgrounds as elaborated 

in chapters 2 and 3. Th eir compilation shows a kaleidoscope of theory-

based disciplines (see Figure 5), which were used to describe and under-

stand how governments learned in the past and how they learn today 

(see sections 2.1 and 2.2), what their particularities are, what lessons can 

be drawn (see section 2.3), what the existing governmental learning the-

ories are (see section 3.2), what the knowledge is that governments are 

supposed to learn and how it gets created (see section 3.2), and, fi nally, 

what individual and organizational learning theories can contribute to 

improving the quality of governmental learning (see section 3.3). 

4. Th is methodology is based on the scientifi c concept of “critical raationalism” devel-

oped by Karl Popper (1935).

5. For a description of some of these activities, see Blindenbacher and Watts (2003), 

Blindenbacher and Saunders (2005), Blindenbacher and Brook (2005), Baus et al. 

(2007), and Blindenbacher and Chattopadhyay (2007). Th e countries in which such 

learning events were organized include Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, 

Canada, China, Ethiopia, Germany, India, Malaysia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philip-

pines, the Russian Federation, South Korea, South Africa, Spain, Switzerland, and the 

United States (in alphabetical order).
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For the purpose of developing the Learning Spiral in a replicable 

template, the rationales of the different concepts were examined in 

regard to their contribution to the structure of this learning concept. 

This was done according to the methodology of the qualitative con-

tent analysis, which is a replicable and valid technique for making 

specific inferences from a given text—which in this case describes 

a set of theories—to develop a new theoretical concept such as the 

Learning Spiral.6 Following this methodology, the deducted ratio-

nales were clustered around precisely defined subject matter and 

thematically organized around and sequenced into eight distinc-

tive stages. Each stage was labeled with a self-descriptive term and 

described in such a manner that it serves as a practical and applica-

6. Per defi nition, the quantitative content analysis is a hermeneutic research technique 

for making inferences by systematically and objectively identifying specifi ed character-

istics from a text to other states or properties of its source (Krippendorff  1969).
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ble guideline to organize any form or type of existing governmental 

learning events: Conceptualization, Triangulation, Accommodation, 

Internalization, Externalization, Reconceptualization, Transforma-

tion, and Configuration.7

4.2 Stages of the Learning Spiral 

Th e following description of the eight stages of the Learning Spiral sum-

marizes the most relevant subject matter derived from the analytical and 

theoretical concepts. For the purpose of traceability, each subject is codi-

fi ed with the subsection number(s) that indicate where it was referred to 

and explained. For ease in understanding, each stage is also graphically 

illustrated by a set of fi gures and summarized in functional terms that 

translate the abstract explanations into concrete measures, which must 

be considered when designing and carrying through a governmental 

learning event.

Stage 1: Conceptualization

Th e outset of the governmental learning process is a distinct collection 

of already existing knowledge on a particular issue in democratic gover-

nance that is relevant to a given government (subsections 2.1.1, 4.1.1). 

In the learning process, that knowledge has to be actively and system-

atically reshaped by an independent and nonpartisan event facilitator, 

who develops and implements an appropriate didactical design, which 

is based on the learning concept (subsection 2.2.2).8

Knowledge in democratic governance tends to be elusive and hard to 

oversee, so the knowledge to be learned has fi rst to be framed precisely 

and explicitly (see Figure 6) (2.2.2, 3.2.2). If this is done, the complex 

content is made digestible so the target audience is not overwhelmed and 

as a consequence discouraged to enter into the learning process (3.3.1). 

7. Most of these eight terms were developed according to the content they represent 

and as they are described in the forthcoming section. Th e exceptions to this pattern are 

the terms triangulation, internalization, and externalization, which already existed and 

which were further developed for our purpose to describe the Learning Spiral concept. 

Th e term triangulation was fi rst introduced by Campbell and Fiske (1959) and the 

terms internalization and externalization by Nonaka and Konno (1998). 

8. For the particular function of such a learning organization and its facilitator, see 

section 4.3.
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To further stimulate the learning actors’ intrinsic motivation and curi-

osity, the framed knowledge has to be described in a form that addresses 

the concrete political issues and problems of the expected participants 

(3.3.1). Th is should enable them to trust that the selected knowledge 

will improve their competence and abilities to better accomplish their 

political objectives (2.3.1, 2.3.2). Th e framed knowledge should also be 

presented such that it is relevant not only to the individual policy actors 

but also to their respective governmental and nongovernmental institu-

tions (2.2.3, 3.3.2).

Th e half-life of knowledge in democratic governance is considered 

to be very short (2.1.1). To keep up with the ongoing changes of citizen 

preferences and technological innovations (3.2.2), the knowledge to be 

learned has to be constantly updated until it is refl ected in the upcoming 

learning activity (2.2.1, 3.2.2).

In practical terms, the conceptualization stage includes all the plan-

ning and design of a particular governmental learning event as well as 

the framing of the given knowledge. Th is knowledge is based on the con-

tent that was determined by a proceeding diagnostic procedure, in which 

the needs of the target audience were identifi ed. Th e selected knowledge 

has to be continuously transformed, updated, and complemented so it is 

made relevant for the potential learning actors and their respective gov-

ernmental systems. Th e event facilitator oversees all these activities.

Stage 2: Triangulation

Today’s knowledge in democratic governance is perceived as complex 

and diffi  cult to predict (2.1.1, 3.1.1, 3.2.2). For any issue there are mul-

Figure 6  Selected Knowledge Frame
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tiple individual and organizational needs and expectations, all of which 

have to be taken into account to make citizen-oriented policies (2.3.1, 

2.3.2). To get a comprehensive perception of the framed knowledge, all 

these situational perspectives have to be considered (content triangula-

tion). Th is diversity of viewpoints allows a comprehensive and impartial 

understanding of the selected knowledge and increases its relevance for 

a wider audience (3.3.1). By providing diff erent viewpoints in regard to 

the particular subject, the learning actors are recognizing new knowl-

edge of which they may not have been aware before (3.3.1). To ensure 

that every relevant perspective is represented at the learning event, a 

primary stakeholder has to be chosen who is considered an authority in 

at least one of the selected viewpoints (2.2.2). 

Because the implications of democratic governance aff ect a wide 

range of governmental and nongovernmental bodies, as many of these 

organizational units as possible have to be represented in the learning 

event by a primary stakeholder (stakeholder triangulation) (3.1.1, 3.2.2). 

Th ese institutional stakeholders, together with the content representa-

tives, are considered the core learning actors and need to be invited to 

the learning event (see Figure 7). Th e invitations are personal and can-

not be passed on to other individuals (3.3.2). Th is broad selection of 

participants also ensures that the new knowledge has a higher degree of 

legitimacy and is less prone to abuse (2.3.1, 2.3.2).

Knowledge

Frame

Figure 7 Perspectives Regarding the Knowledge Frame
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Th e group dynamic concept of dialogue draws on the experiences of all 

participants involved the learning process with the aim of fostering a new 

collective understanding (2.2.1, 2.3.2). Every participant therefore has a 

role as both a knowledge holder and a knowledge recipient (2.2.2, 3.2.2). 

Participants are expected not only to know their particular perspective 

but to know what knowledge they are lacking and therefore looking for 

(2.3.2). It is expected that once a learning actor has confi rmed his or her 

participation, he or she will be present for the complete learning process 

(2.3.1, 2.3.2).

In the triangulation stage, the selection and invitation of the learning 

actors is performed according to well-justifi ed content and strategic cri-

teria. Th ese participants are chosen from among the originally defi ned 

target audience, which was involved in the diagnostic, selection, and 

dissemination steps of the learning system. Th e chosen learning actors 

are considered as primary stakeholders, who are invited on the basis of 

their personal and professional knowledge. 

Stage 3: Accommodation

To set the stage a safe and inspiring learning situation must be created 

(see Figure 8) (3.3.1). Th e learning actors have to be fully aware of what 

their expected contributions and commitments are, as well as of what 

the potential risks and gains related to their engagement may be (2.3.1, 

2.3.2). Th us, the learning process has to be transparent and actively com-

municated (2.2.1). Th is is done by the event facilitator, who oversees the 

event proceedings (2.2.2). Th is individual is also in charge of all organi-

zational precautions (3.3.1).

Among the information to be communicated are the background 

materials and the procedures of the learning process itself (3.3.1). Th e 

former includes information about the learning activity operations and 

logistics. Th e latter addresses the content, the participants, and the event 

design. Th e learning actors must be aware that despite their diff erent hier-

archical positions, they are all treated equally (3.2.2, 3.3.1) and that they 

are all expected to follow the same communication rules (2.2.2, 3.3.2). 

Th e way this information is communicated has to be sensitive to the 

cultural, economic, gender, religious, and social backgrounds of the 

learning actors (3.2.2). Th is information transfer has to be done early 
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enough that changes in the agenda and/or other aspects of the learn-

ing procedures can be made whenever the circumstances require (2.2.2, 

2.3.1). Th is early and continuous information policy helps build a sense 

of trust between the participants and the event facilitator as well as in 

the learning process, which itself helps to overcome potential learning 

barriers (2.3.1, 3.3.1). 

In the accommodation stage, all practical and theoretical procedures 

have to be taken care of. Th at will ensure a learning environment that 

participants trust, as well as physical security and logistical comfort. Th e 

event facilitator has to set in place and communicate to the participants 

the event design, the agenda, the participant list, participants’ functions, 

the communication rules, and so forth. Th is has to be done early, so 

that changes to these measures can be made whenever required. In this 

stage as well, all organizational tasks (lodging, transportation, food, and 

security) have to be planned. Th ese activities need particular attention, 

because if not properly executed, they may have a negative impact on the 

participants’ attitudes and engagement in the learning process. 

Stage 4: Internalization 

Once the basic organizational and emotional conditions in regard to 

the governmental learning process are in place, the selected learning 

actors are invited to get actively involved. In a fi rst didactical step, they 

are expected to refl ect on their own experiences in light of the original 

normative knowledge frame (3.3.1). Th is deductive and self-refl ective 

Knowledge

Frame

Figure 8  Safeguarding the Knowledge Frame
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approach opens the door for the individual participants to become 

aware of their current practices and to what extent those fi t or do not 

fi t into the given knowledge frame (see Figure 9) (3.3.1). 

In this stage the participants are further expected to question the reasons 

that their previously made conclusions, such as the reasons their existing 

knowledge, match or do not match the given frame and whether this is a 

positive or a negative thing (3.3.2). Th is self-positioning enhances partici-

pants’ consciousness of the diff erences between what they know and do not 

know. In this intrapersonal process, the participants’ intrinsic motivation 

and curiosity to learn is enhanced in an intuitive manner (3.3.1). 

In the internalization stage, the learning actors are brought together 

in a physical or virtual space. Here they have the opportunity to ask ques-

tions about the learning procedures and the knowledge to be learned. 

In this stage the event procedure has to provide a space that gives the 

participants time to think about overlaps and diff erences between their 

own practices and the presented knowledge frame. Th e participants are 

in particular expected to think about the quality of the diff erences and to 

what extent they have impact in the performance of their governmental 

system.

Stage 5: Externalization 

In a second didactical step, the learning actors are invited to share their 

individual refl ections with the other participants (see 3.3.1) (see Figure 

10). In this interpersonal exchange they are expected to share not only 

Knowledge
Frame

Figure 9    Self-Positioning in Regard to the Knowledge Frame
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their successful but also their unsuccessful experiences (2.2.1, 2.3.2). 

Th is group interaction takes place through a dialogue (2.2.2). To ensure 

the quality of the dialogue, the event facilitator must enforce the com-

munication rules and oversee the style of social interactions, to prevent 

the silent dispersal of negative communication routines that may dis-

turb the process of learning (see 3.3.2).

In such an interactive setting, there are no prepared speeches or offi  -

cial statements. Participant contributions have to be short and narrative 

in style and are supposed to be spontaneous and reactive to the contri-

butions made by others (2.2.1, 3.3.1). Th e given timeframe for state-

ments does not allow participants to cover the whole subject. However, 

the time should be suffi  cient to describe a particular perspective (3.2.2). 

In this form of dialogue, tacit knowledge becomes explicit and therefore 

accessible to all participants (2.4.1, 3.2.2). 

Th anks to the social group setting, the participants observe their peers 

when sharing personal refl ections in a natural and unobtrusive way. Th is 

set-up motivates participants to follow that example (3.3.1). By giving 

voice to individual refl ections, the learning actors get an opportunity 

to compare each other’s experiences and to verify to what extent their 

refl ections fi t the given knowledge frame (2.1.2). Th is multidimen-

sional comparison is intended to encourage participants to question the 

assumptions that underlie their present governmental policies and to 

Knowledge

Frame

Figure 10  Group Positioning in Regard to the 

Knowledge Frame
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challenge longstanding individual and institutional behaviors through 

creative and innovative ideas (3.3.2).

From the learning actors’ point of view, this form of disclosing per-

sonal experiences to others is considered as the admission price to par-

ticipate in the learning event. Th e payback for such an engagement is 

that all other participants do the same (2.2.2). By following this pat-

tern, the learning actors are becoming knowledge holders and knowl-

edge recipients alike, which in turn aff ords the unique opportunity to 

learn from each other’s experiences in a transparent and interactive way 

(2.1.2, 2.2.2, 3.2.2).

In a structured dialogue participants are invited to share and compare 

refl ections. Th ey have to do this under equal conditions by following the 

communication rules, which the event facilitator enforces. In this second 

didactical step, the participants are in particular expected to think about 

the commonalities and disparities of the shared refl ections as well as to 

what extent they overlap or diff er from the given knowledge frame.

Stage 6: Reconceptualization 

In the course of the fi rst two didactical steps, the participants refl ect, 

absorb, and share each other’s experiences. In a third step the learning 

actors get an opportunity to exchange their opinions about possible com-

pliances and diff erences between the presented refl ections (2.2.2, 3.3.1). 

Figure 11  Reframing the Knowledge Frame
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Depending on the thematic variance and distribution of shared experi-

ences, a new cluster of overlapping refl ections develops that gradually 

evolves into a new collective perception about trends and developments 

regarding the knowledge at stake (3.2.2). In this dialogue a new social 

reality is made explicit and transparent and therefore comprehensible 

and verifi able to every participant (3.2.1). Th e learning actors are now 

in a position to openly debate the new set of knowledge by comparing 

it with the original knowledge frame as well as to its practical relevance 

(3.2.1). 

Following this real-time deductive procedure, a new normative frame 

of knowledge emerges to replace the original one (see Figure 11) (2.2.2, 

2.3.2). Th is new frame is not necessarily based on a consensus among all 

participants, but it refl ects a strong belief that this is the most relevant 

and up-to-date knowledge in dealing with the present problems and 

challenges in democratic governance (3.2.2).

Th e purpose of the reconceptualization stage is to review the existing 

knowledge frame and, if necessary, replace it with a new one. Th is refram-

ing procedure is done in a dialogue, in which the learning actors search 

for a new set of knowledge that mirrors a majority of shared refl ections. 

Th rough this process, the new collective understanding becomes visible 

and accessible to all participants. Th is new knowledge is considered the 

most updated and relevant for a majority of participants and therefore 

replaces the original frame of knowledge. 

Stage 7: Transformation 

Knowledge in democratic governance should match local expectations 

and circumstances (3.2.2). In a fourth didactical step, the newly devel-

oped, normative knowledge has to be deducted to fi t the requirements 

of a given political reality (see Figure 12). For this purpose, the learn-

ing actors have to systematically assess the new knowledge in regard to 

their actual needs and create concrete plans and activities that may help 

improve the current governmental performance (3.3.1, 3.3.2). To further 

improve the quality of these so called action plans, the plans themselves 

are supposed to be shared and reviewed among all participants in a fi nal 

dialogue (2.2.1).
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Th is mutual exchange in social groups is designed to inspire and 

encourage participants to think in new pathways of action about how 

governmental systems can be improved (2.1.2, 3.3.1). It requires that 

the individual learning actor be disposed to take a chance and to think 

in new or alternative knowledge patterns that are related to the potential 

forthcoming actions (2.3.1, 2.3.2). It also establishes a new peer-to-peer 

relationship, in which none of the participants wants to stay behind and 

miss the opportunity to be the fi rst to introduce new and promising 

governmental changes (2.3.2). 

In this transformation stage, the learning actors screen the new knowl-

edge frame in regard to specifi c measures that are helping improve their 

governmental systems. In this step, these new insights get validated and 

improved in a peer review and are subsequently translated into a con-

crete action plan. Th is plan foresees all steps, which have to be consid-

ered to implement the gained knowledge into the actual individual and 

organizational governmental environment.

Stage 8: Confi guration 

Following the previous four steps, the newly reframed knowledge 

(induction) and its contextual transformation (deduction) have to be 

confi gured, under the direction of the event facilitator, into written sum-

Figure 12  Deduction of the Knowledge Frame into Context
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maries, transcripts, audio and video tapes, and so forth to be available 

to the learning actors (2.2.2). Th e developed material must be further 

complemented with the description of the event procedures in order to 

make the learning process comprehensible, transparent, and verifi able 

(2.3.1, 2.3.2). 

Because governments worldwide deal with comparable challenges, 

the developed materials should be made available to other countries and 

their governmental and nongovernmental organizations (see Figure 13 

and subsections 2.1.1 and 2.1.2). Th ese potential users, however, should 

be alerted that the knowledge is normative in nature and therefore needs 

fi rst to be adapted according to the contextual needs of a given govern-

mental environment before being applied (2.2.1). To make the materials 

accessible for such an international audience, they have to be distributed 

by all means of communication, such as Web sites, blogs, and other types 

of social media. And last, because knowledge in democratic governance 

has a short half-life, its distribution has to be done quickly to remain 

relevant for potential users (2.2.1, 3.2.2). 

To ensure that the new knowledge frame does not lose its relevance for 

practitioners, it has to be reviewed on a regular basis (2.2.1, 2.3.2, 3.2.2). 

If there is evidence that it is not relevant anymore, it needs to be repro-

cessed swift ly in a new spin of the Learning Spiral (2.1.1). In this case the 

knowledge developed through the learning process becomes the basis on 

which the new knowledge frame will be selected and processed (3.2.2). 

Knowledge

Frame

Figure 13  Distribution of the Revised Knowledge Frame
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In the fi nal confi guration stage, the developed knowledge has to be 

summarized in an easy accessible format and distributed to the partici-

pants as well as to an interested international audience. 

4.3  Practice of the Learning Spiral 

For the Learning Spiral to be functional, it has to be organized in a tem-

plate that defi nes all measures that make it applicable in a particular gov-

ernmental learning event. Its concrete practice is initiated and realized 

by an event facilitator, who also ensures the further development of the 

Learning Spiral as well as its longer-term evaluation, which is based on a 

newly developed results framework.

4.3.1 Template and Organization

To make the eight stages of the Learning Spiral concept ready for prac-

tical use, they all have to be operationalized in a template that is appli-

cable to any sort of governmental learning event. In this template the 

stages are aligned in a chronological order and split into three distinct 

sequences, which have to be carried through before, during, and aft er a 

particular learning activity (see Figure 14). 

Conceptualization

Triangulation

Accommodation

Internalization

Externalization

Reconceptualization

Transformation

Configuation

Stage 1

Stage 2

Stage 3

Stage 4

Stage 5

Stage 6

Stage 7

Stage 8

Before

event

During

event

After

event

Figure 14  Sequences of the Learning Spiral Template
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1.  Th e conceptualization, triangulation, and accommodation stages 

are considered as the preparatory stages, where the knowledge to be 

learned is framed, the selection and invitation of the participants is 

completed, and an initial bond and a sense of trust between the learn-

ing actors and the event facilitator and between participants and the 

learning process is established.

2.  Th e internalization, externalization, reconceptualization, and trans-

formation stages represent the core of the didactical procedures, where 

the learning actors review and adapt the new knowledge according to 

their personal needs. Th ereaft er the actors change their individual 

and organizational thinking and behavior in an elaborate inter- and 

intrapersonal procedure accordingly. 

3. Th e follow-up to the learning activity is organized in the fi nal confi gu-

ration stage, where all developed knowledge is made available and 

accessible to everybody involved in the learning activity as well as to a 

wider audience. Th is new knowledge further serves as the knowledge 

frame of the next spin of the Learning Spiral, as well as a feedback 

loop in the context of a new learning system.

Because knowledge in public governance has a short half-life and has 

to be replaced in an ongoing manner, the learning process itself has to 

be ongoing, too. Th is iterative procedure, where knowledge is constantly 

reviewed, renewed, and transformed into political action in a real-time, 

multi-turn process, can be illustrated as a spiral. In a fi gurative way, each 

of the eight stages of the learning process is bound together by a spin, 

which ends with the last confi guration stage and restarts the next spin 

with the consecutive fi rst stage (see Figure 14).9

Th e Learning Spiral template does not allow mechanical application 

of the diff erent learning stages. Instead, the concept has to be applied on 

a case-by-case base depending on the kind of knowledge to be learned 

as well as the governmental circumstances in which the event is taking 

place. Th e template represents a comprehensive guideline that provides 

directions for how an eff ective and appropriate learning activity has to 

be designed and carried through. However, as will be demonstrated with 

9. Th is mechanism of a spiral in ongoing motion led to the term Learning Spiral.
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the application of the Learning Spiral in fi ve selected learning events 

(see chapters 5–9), there are always political, fi nancial, and/or logisti-

cal constraints that limit implementation of the concept. In such cases, 

deliberate decisions have to be made regarding which compromises are 

tolerable and do not jeopardize an optimal performance of the learning 

process as a whole.

Such decisions are the authority of the facilitator who oversees all the 

event-related activities. Th is newly created independent and nonparti-

san role, called the learning broker,10 is in charge of all responsibilities 

that are traditionally overtaken by an event organizer, who is in charge 

of the event operations, and the moderator, who leads the event pro-

ceedings. With this new function, the number of directly engaged roles 

is reduced from the traditional four—the event organizer, moderator, 

speaker, and participants—to just two: the learning actors and the learn-

ing broker (see subsection 2.2.2).

Th e reason to bring together this wide set of tasks under the responsi-

bility of one authority lies in the comprehensive nature of the Learning 

Spiral. In this type of learning activity, where the participants are knowl-

edge recipients and knowledge holders alike, the content-related event 

procedures as well as the quality of off ered logistical services have to be 

closely interrelated and should therefore not be separated. Accordingly, 

the quality of information and operational services has to fulfi ll the exact 

same criteria as the role speakers in traditional learning events take (see 

subsection 2.2.3). 

Th e major responsibilities of the learning broker include the fol-

lowing tasks, enumerated in the order they are performed: framing the 

knowledge; facilitating its ongoing revision to maintain its practical rel-

evance; selecting, inviting, and briefi ng the knowledge holders and the 

institutional stakeholders; providing a trustworthy learning environ-

ment that includes physical security and logistical comfort; designing 

the agenda; moderating the interactive learning procedures; enforcing 

the event proceedings and the communication rules; and fi nally, facili-

10. Th e term of the learning broker was fi rst introduced by Rose (1991) and then by 

Dolowitz and Marsh (2000). Th e understanding of the term is largely derived from 

Matthew Andrews’ theoretical description of the external development expert in his 

network connector model (Andrews 2008b, Andrews et al. 2010).
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tating accessibility of the newly developed knowledge to both partici-

pants and a wider audience. 

Fulfi lling this wide range of tasks requires a broad set of skills: Th e 

learning broker needs detailed knowledge about the content to be 

learned so that he or she can frame it and select the participants accord-

ingly. For that purpose he or she needs an extensive network in the fi eld. 

Furthermore, he or she has to have high levels of social competency and 

communicative abilities to lead the dialogue within broad multi-stake-

holder networks. And last, the learning broker has to have the creative 

capabilities to both design appropriate event structures according to the 

knowledge at stake and set up the operational and procedural steps.

To properly perform this comprehensive set of tasks, the learning 

broker depends on an institution that secures the iterative process as 

well as the long-term development of the Learning Spiral. Th is kind of 

learning agency can be a multilateral donor such as the World Bank, a 

national development organization, or a think tank that has a sustain-

able presence and a broad network. Besides providing the support for 

the learning brokers’ activities, these agencies are also responsible for 

the longer-term management of the learning process. Th us, they not 

only ensure a particular government’s ongoing development in an itera-

tive procedure, but they simultaneously update and review their own 

knowledge inventory with the latest and most accurate trends and expe-

riences made in the fi eld. 

Th is ongoing feedback loop allows the learning agencies to adapt and 

transform their own organizational policies and strategies accordingly. 

To secure and develop the quality of the Learning Spiral, it is the agency’s 

duty to evaluate the performance of the concept itself and if necessary to 

refi ne and improve the design of the template.

In summary, compared with traditional learning events, the organi-

zation of the Learning Spiral template in a governmental learning activ-

ity requires a change of paradigm on multiple levels (see Table 5).

Learning agencies that use traditional learning settings tend to 

deliver explicit and normative knowledge, taught by experts on a given 

subject. In contrast, the concept of the Learning Spiral foresees that the 

knowledge to be learned includes explicit as well as tacit knowledge and 

combines normative and situative aspects, which are selected by the 

learning broker and exchanged among the learning actors in an inter-
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active dialogue. In traditional concepts the goal of learning is to update 

the state of knowledge of as many as possible participants. Th e purpose 

of the learning process is to change the behavior of a few selected par-

ticipants in an intended direction. In the conventional learning model, 

knowledge is transmitted in the form of concrete facts; in the Learning 

Spiral process, the focus of the learning eff ort is on understanding the 

meaning of a particular set of knowledge. 

Th is last conclusion has profound implications for measuring the 

success of learning: In traditional concepts, the amount of knowledge 

gained is measurable right at the end of a learning activity through an 

evaluation of the new knowledge retained by each participant. In con-

trast, the results of the Learning Spiral process have to be observed over 

time by evaluating individual and organizational behavioral changes. 

4.3.2 Evaluation and Results Framework11

Th ough the Learning Spiral has been developed and applied over the last 

decade, it has yet to be rigorously evaluated and grounded in a results 

framework.12 To improve the concept continuously, a clear defi nition of its 

11. Th is results framework has been developed and edited by Bidjan Nashat. 

12. A results framework describes the chain of inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, and 

impacts of a project, program, or policy. In combination with a theory of change, it 

lays out a causal chain and shows the key assumptions and beliefs about why a project, 

program, or policy is likely to reach its objectives. Inputs are defi ned as resources that 

   Table 5  Comparison of Diff erent Levels of Organization

 Traditional Learning
 Concepts Spiral 

Type of knowledge Explicit and normative Explicit and tacit

  Normative and situative

Knowledge Expert Learning broker

intermediator

Didactics Teaching Interactive dialogue

Target audience Many and unselected Few and selected

Goal of learning Change of state of  Change of behavior

 knowledge (factual) (meaning/understanding)
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intended results and more rigorous evaluation methods will help further 

improve its quality. Th e diffi  culty of measuring such complex operations 

and procedures lies partly in the fact that the short, medium-, and long-

term results of eff orts in governmental learning are diffi  cult to attribute. 

Th e Learning Spiral concept already has a sound foundation from a 

theoretical and an empirical perspective. It is grounded in several theo-

ries, all of which have been developed and tested successfully. Each of 

these theories and their hypotheses are the result of long-lasting and 

highly renowned research. Th e empirical evidence of the concept is 

based on evaluations that were made at the end of all learning events 

where the Learning Spiral was applied.13 Th ese Level One evaluations 

measure the reaction of the participants and what they think and feel 

about the event right aft er the activities end.14 In addition, several impact 

reports by selected high-level participants show how the event triggered 

refl ections, learning, and behavioral and organizational change on dif-

ferent levels over time.15

Th e combination of empirical evaluative knowledge from Level One 

(participant responses), evidence from Levels Th ree and Four (behav-

ioral change and organizational impact), and selected evidence from 

refl ections on its application mentioned above provide a theoretical 

and empirical starting point for developing a results framework for the 

Learning Spiral as part of the learning system.

However, the theoretical foundation and the existing evaluations of 

selected applications of the Learning Spiral provide necessary but insuffi  -

cient evidence for its longer-term impact. Previous evaluations did not focus 

go into a project, program, or policy, whereas activities describe what is being done 

(in this case, applying the Learning Spiral). Outputs are usually tangible products or 

services, but access and awareness can be defi ned as outputs as well. Outcomes can 

usually be increased, enhanced, or improved. Impacts are the long-term changes that 

result from an accumulation of outcomes (Morra Imas and Rist 2009). 

13. For a recent and representative example of such a participant’s evaluation, see 

Workshop Findings: Lessons of a Decade of Public Sector Reform (IEG 2008e). 

14. Th is Level One evaluation is part of a comprehensive evaluation model developed 

by Donald Kirkpatrick (1998) that comprises three additional consecutive levels. Th ey 

are Level Two, which measures the increase in knowledge or capability; Level Th ree, 

which measures the extent of behavioral and capability improvement and implementa-

tion/application; and Level Four, which measures the eff ects on the organization and 

its environment resulting from the participant’s behavioral change. 

15. See, for example, Boxes 1–6 in chapters 5–9. 
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on the whole learning system, from its initial need assessment to implemen-

tation, and thus could not assess the results of its longer-term application. 

Th erefore, developing a comprehensive results framework is an 

important requirement for determining the Learning Spiral’s impact, 

because the framework describes the causal steps of how the applica-

tion of the concept contributes to the implementation of a given set of 

knowledge in democratic governance. It begins with a defi nition of its 

goal directions or its impacts, outcomes, outputs, activities, and inputs.16 

Outputs are characterized as what is being produced as a result of the 

activities, whereas outcomes are the behavioral changes resulting from 

the project outputs and impacts are the long-term changes that result 

from an accumulation of outcomes (Morra Imas and Rist 2009). 

Developing this framework also requires an explanation of how the 

Learning Spiral functions as a part of the learning system. Th e learning 

process, in which the Learning Spiral’s stages are applied, represents the 

missing link between knowledge dissemination and implementation in the 

learning system (subsection 4.1.1). Th us, as elaborated in previous chapters 

(subsection 4.1.2), the Learning Spiral ties into the former black box of the 

learning system as an activity in the results framework (see Figure 15).

16. Th e literature on capacity building mentions diff erent approaches for how to 

determine the achievement in complex systems. Among them are Otoo et al. (2009), 

Blindenbacher (1997), Parsons (1951), and Kusek and Rist (2004).

Figure 15  A Results Framework of the Learning System
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In a results framework, all offi  cial and operative goals have to be 

taken into consideration. With regard to the inputs, there is a distinc-

tion between content and process. Th e content-related input consists of 

the fi rst three steps of the learning system—needs assessment/diagnos-

tic, knowledge selection/creation, and knowledge dissemination. Th e 

resource-related inputs are the learning broker’s skills, event logistics, 

and operational resources. Th e eight stages of the Learning Spiral consti-

tute the activities in the results framework. Th e application of the Learn-

ing Spiral’s eight stages produces three outputs and outcomes:

1. Implementation of action plans: Th e most important output of the 

Learning Spiral’s application is an increased awareness of the com-

bination of normative and situative knowledge among learning 

actors and a specifi c action plan for adaptation in the local context. 

Th e action plan exemplifi es the willingness of the learning actors to 

implement the intended results. Following the output, the outcome 

of the Learning Spiral is defi ned as a contribution to visible behav-

ioral change in governments in the intended direction as a result of 

the adapted knowledge, thereby closing the link between knowledge 

dissemination and implementation in the learning system.17 Th is out-

come assumes that if all necessary learning actors have been included 

in the learning event and their awareness of the normative and situ-

ative knowledge has been raised, the chances for subsequent behav-

ioral change in their governments increase.18

2. Re-evaluation/Updating of knowledge: Th e second output of the 

Learning Spiral’s application manifests itself in reviewed and revised 

set of knowledge that combines the normative and situative knowl-

edge for the learning actors.19 Moving this output into an outcome 

requires a successful feedback loop, in which the newly developed 

knowledge is used in the next learning activity—in the next spin of 

the Learning Spiral. For learning agencies the constant updating of 

knowledge through learning events thus off ers the chance to refl ect 

17. See Boxes 1–6 in the chapters 5–9 for past evidence on this outcome. 

18. For a similar approach to learning outcomes that centers on the role of change 

agents in capacity development, see the WBI’s Capacity Development Results Frame-

work (Otoo et al. 2009). 

19. See, for example, the Level One evaluation from the learning event in Workshop 

Findings: Lessons of a Decade of Public Sector Reform (IEG 2008e).
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and evaluate the organizations’ own state-of-the-art knowledge and 

to adapt organizational policies and strategies accordingly.

3. Th e creation of networks: Achieving the third output of the Learn-

ing Spiral’s application takes place through an increased connection 

and awareness of international network opportunities among learn-

ing actors as a result of continuous learning events. Th e outcome is 

meant to be a network of learning actors who engage in sustainable 

knowledge exchange. In this case, the newly gained knowledge is used 

to feed the next spin of a learning process and enable a network of 

actors to engage in a continuous dialogue about solutions for demo-

cratic governance.20

Taken together, the three outcomes of the Learning Spiral should lead 

to one major impact: the improvement of the overall quality of a demo-

cratic governmental system. Th is includes in particular the implementa-

tion of a comprehensive set of democratic principles and the delivery of 

public services and public goods that match citizens’ needs and expecta-

tions and that also shape and lead the appropriate governmental institu-

tions (see subsections 2.1.1 and 3.2.2).

Th is results framework explains the key causal assumptions on how 

the Learning Spiral leads to outputs, outcomes, and impact. For future 

evaluations of the Learning Spiral’s results, the existing literature on 

evaluating the inputs, activities, outputs, and outcomes of learning 

defi ne a wide array of indicators and methods that could be adjusted 

and operationalized for monitoring and evaluating the eff ectiveness of 

each step in this results framework.21

20. For a more detailed defi nition and indicators on the learning outcome of foster-

ing networks and coalitions, see the WBI’s Capacity Development Results Framework 

(Otoo et al. 2009).

21. Among them are the World Bank Institute’s Capacity Development Results 

Framework (Otoo et al. 2009), IEG’s evaluation of the World Bank’s project-based and 

WBI’s training activities (IEG 2008a), and the handbook for public-private dialogue 

by Herzberg and Wright (2006). For more qualitative methods, see the indicators for 

evaluating deliberative public engagement developed by Gastil (2009).



To showcase the Learning Spiral’s practical applica-

tion in concrete governmental learning events, its 

implementation is demonstrated in fi ve diff erent 

types of learning settings: an international confer-

ence (chapter 5); a multiyear, global program with 

national and international roundtables (chapter 6); a 

study tour (chapter 7); an evaluation-based workshop 

(chapter 8); and a multimedia training and e-learning 

initiative (chapter 9). The case studies were deliber-

ately chosen to prove the Learning Spiral’s applicabil-

ity in a wide range of governmental learning activities. 

Each example is introduced by a detailed description 

of the event organization, followed by the presenta-

tion of the operations and procedures according to 

the eight stages of the Learning Spiral template. Final 

comments, including the results of the events evalu-

ation fi ndings, wrap up each case study. For further 

illustration the studies are supplemented by six fi rst-

hand accounts written by participants who describe 

their learning experiences.

Part
II Practical Application





5 International 
Conference

Th e fi rst application of the Learning Spiral on an international scale was at the 

Second International Conference on Federalism, held in St. Gallen, Switzer-

land, in 2002. Th is four-day conference was a follow-up event to a conference 

held in 1999 in Canada. In the fi rst event the proceedings were structured to 

maximize learning from world leaders and international experts; the second 

conference, in contrast, focused primarily on the participants’ experiences.1 

Th e aim of the 2002 event was to provide a forum for the exchange of ideas 

and experiences among practitioners of federalism from politics, civil ser-

vice, academia, culture, corporate business, and other spheres of society. Th e 

Swiss federal and cantonal governments shared the basic costs of the event. 

Th e audience was composed of 600 participants from 60 countries, who were 

interested in a constructive exchange of experiences and information in the 

fi eld of federal governance. Th e learning-oriented dialogue was directed to 

develop new federal problem-solving models, which are supposed to take into 

account worldwide change (General Information Brochure 2002). 

5.1 Conference Reader—Conceptualization Stage

A board of directors composed of eminent Swiss nationals and a few interna-

tional experts who had been involved in the organization of the fi rst confer-

ence supervised the strategic planning of the 2002 event. A broad consortium 

of international practitioners and scholars directed the content preparation. 

For all other operational and procedural responsibilities, a project manager 

1. Among the most eminent speakers of the fi rst conference were President Bill Clinton of the 

United States, President Ernesto Zedillo of Mexico, and the Prime Minister of Canada, Jean 

Chretien. For an overview of the past and forthcoming International Conferences on Federal-

ism, see Raoul Blindenbacher and Rupak Chattopadhyay (2007).

95
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(learning broker) was in charge. Th is individual had been hired two 

years prior to the event and completed the work one year aft er the con-

ference.2

To narrow the broad topic of federal governance and to make it 

manageable for the intended learning process of the second conference, 

the conference organizers determined a common understanding of the 

subject and selected a set of internationally relevant conference themes. 

Th e chosen themes were federalism and foreign policy; federalism, 

decentralization, and confl ict management in multicultural societies; 

and assignment of responsibilities and fi scal federalism.3 To lay a solid 

groundwork of the knowledge to be learned and to provide possible 

solutions, a group of well-known international experts on federalism 

prepared concise papers regarding each theme. Th e content included 

a rationale of the theme selection, a summary of the state-of-the-art 

research in the fi eld, and key questions to assist the in-depth consider-

ation of particular cases in the conference sessions. 

Th e authors presented the papers for the fi rst time at a preconference, 

held six months before the conference. Th e papers were extensively dis-

cussed and validated by the authors and the conference organizers. At 

the preconference, the conference moderators, who had been selected to 

facilitate the diff erent sessions at the main event, also attended. Th e pur-

pose of this was to familiarize them with the state-of-the-art knowledge 

on each theme and to make sure that they understood their particular 

role as well as the conference process. Th e reviewed papers were pub-

lished in a conference reader (Abderhalden and Blindenbacher 2002) 

and also made available on the conference Web site.4 Th e conference 

readers were distributed two months prior to the main conference so the 

participants could be properly prepared for the upcoming event. 

2. For all logistical matters and the practical realization of the conference, the project 

manager was supported by the International Students committee (ISC), an indepen-

dent initiative of students at the University of St. Gallen. For further information about 

the ISC, see www.stgallen-symposium.org. 

3. For a rationale of how the themes were selected, see Raoul Blindenbacher and Ron-

ald Watts (2003).

4. Th e conference Web site was closed at the time of publication of this book. Its con-

tent was transferred to the Web site of the Forum of Federations: www.forumfed.org.
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5.2  Sixty Federal and Decentralized Countries—
Triangulation Stage

Th e heart of the conference consisted of four-hour work sessions, which 

were introduced through case studies illustrating the diff erent aspects of 

the theme concerned. To present the fullest possible picture of a given 

case, the content needed to be explored from a number of diff erent ref-

erence points. Th erefore, during the work sessions the cases (up to fi ve) 

were presented by three to fi ve individuals in short summaries detailing 

their responses to the questions formulated in the papers. Th e present-

ers were deliberately not chosen according to the positions they held, 

but according to themes and interests. All 24 work sessions held at the 

conference, 8 for each theme, followed this pattern. 

One example that illustrates this pattern well was the work session 

about the theme of Assignment of Responsibilities and Fiscal Federal-

ism. Th is theme had a corresponding subtheme: Problems of Equaliza-

tion in Federal Systems. Fiscal equalization refers to attempts within a 

federal system of government to reduce fi scal disparities among jurisdic-

tions. It is qualifi ed as vertical when the policy is conducted by a central 

government and fi nanced by the central budget. It is horizontal when it 

intervenes between government units at the same level, through mon-

etary transfers from units with high to units with low capacity. 

For triangulation purposes, three cases were selected to represent 

a vertical, a horizontal, and a hybrid type of equalization. Th e vertical 

model was illustrated by Australia, the horizontal type by Canada, and 

the hybrid type by Switzerland. Th e case presenters were a head of state, 

a federal minister, and a director of state government, respectively. Th us, 

three additional distinctive perspectives, representing diff erent levels of 

executive government, were added to the mix of possible viewpoints 

regarding this theme. 

Th is broad selection of diff erent country cases, presented from diff er-

ent angles, allowed a comprehensive and unique understanding of the 

session subthemes. Copying this pattern to the 24 other work session 

made it possible for almost all 60 countries to present at least one case, 

and more than two-thirds of the participants had a prepared assignment 

to share their individual perspective.
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5.3  Introduction of the Conference Reader—
Accommodation Stage

To provide the best possible learning conditions, deliberate steps of trust 

building were pursued long before the conference began. On the content 

side, the selected knowledge was made accessible to everybody involved 

into the learning event. In regard to the learning process itself, partici-

pants were individually informed and updated about the conference 

agenda and the participants list, as well as the particular role they were 

expected to perform. Th e selection criteria for invitations were acces-

sible and transparent. Most important among them was the rule that 

only primary stakeholders were invited and no self-acting replacements 

were accepted. 

Th e whole conference was set up so that every participant got simi-

lar treatment. Because a dozen of the participants were heads of state, 

the general care of participants had to be very attentive and personal. 

Th ere was a 24-hour helpdesk where the organizers off ered support for 

participant requests. To give everybody the opportunity to know who 

was who, the participants got an electronic device that allowed them to 

identify other participants around them.5 Th is device also permitted the 

organizers to communicate with all or selected participants to inform 

them about general news or changes in the program. 

Th e high number of dignitaries made a high level of security indis-

pensable. However, for the comfort of the participants, there were no 

visible security measures in the conference compound. Security was as 

discreet as possible, and participants were free to move around and to 

approach whomever they wanted. Furthermore, there was no formal 

seating during any events, including meals or the diff erent conference 

sessions.

In such an equalizing design, it was crucial to establish well-commu-

nicated and strictly enforced communication rules. Most important were 

the Chatham House Rules, which guaranteed that participants would 

not quote each other without permission.6 Th is rule was also standard 

5. For further information about the device, see http://www.spotme.com/.

6. When a meeting is held under the Chatham House Rules, participants are free to use 

the information received, but neither the identity nor the affi  liation of the speaker(s), 

nor that of any other participant, may be revealed. For further information see http://

www.chathamhouse.org.uk/.
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for journalists, who were obliged to sign a nondisclosure document. 

During the conference sessions it was the moderator’s duty to assert the 

dialogue rules, such as speaking time limits, which in general were not 

to exceed fi ve minutes. English was the general working language, but to 

facilitate communications, there were six offi  cial conference languages 

with simultaneous translation in the plenary sessions. 

5.4 Work Sessions—Internalization Stage

As mentioned above, the center of the conference was the 24 paral-

lel work sessions, which were held once in the morning of the second 

day and once on the third conference day. Four of the twelve sessions 

were dedicated to one of the three themes, each with a slightly diff erent 

focus. Each work session was set up as a roundtable, with no front table 

or podium. It was not discernable which speakers were the designated 

speakers and which were not. Th e work sessions were led by a mod-

erator who oversaw and handled the program procedures, such as set-

ting the order of speakers, introducing speakers, and setting breaks. Th e 

moderator was responsible for ensuring that the discussion did not stray 

from the given theme, that the communication rules were reinforced, 

and that all participants had a fair chance to take part in the proceedings 

and contribute to the dialogue. 

In all, 15 moderators were carefully selected according to their skills 

in group dynamics, assertiveness, confl ict management, and an ability to 

instill enthusiasm—as well as according to formal criteria such as nation-

ality and gender. Particular attention was also given to their records in 

dealing with diff erent cultures. Th ey all had extensive experience in facil-

itating political dialogues at the highest international level. To ensure 

impartiality, they were expected not to be actively associated with special-

interest groups. Th e selected facilitators had proven an extensive interest 

in political matters. To update their know-how about the given topic, 

they were all required to participate at the preconference.

Each work session was introduced through cases illustrating the 

theme concerned; these cases served as a starting point for the learn-

ing-oriented dialogue. Th e cases were described in one-page fact sheets, 

which were distributed to the participants the fi rst day of the conference. 

According to the triangulation procedure, the cases were introduced in 

short summaries by selected participants, detailing their responses to 
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the questions formulated in the papers. Th e selection of the speakers was 

made according to the specifi c perspective they brought to the table. It 

was important that as a group they represented diff erent political levels 

as well as diverse spheres of society. Furthermore, they had to be recog-

nized key players in their fi elds. Th ese statements provided the vital link 

between theory and practice and ensured that the ensuing dialogue had 

its foundations in existing situations and problems.

In the example of problems of equalization in federal systems, the 

questions raised in the theme paper were about the issue of who funded 

the equalization system and who received the funding, and based on 

what criteria. Th e Australian, Canadian, and Swiss speakers were briefed 

to answer the questions as completely as possible, providing both posi-

tive and negative comments. Th us their presentations became the point 

on which to engage the other participants in the learning process; that is, 

others would follow their example by analyzing their own country situ-

ation in the light of the questions raised. Th e rationale of the presenta-

tions was therefore—besides the obvious purpose of valuable knowledge 

transfer—to build trust and confi dence among the participants as they 

refl ected on their own situations in an honest manner. 

Th e design of the work sessions entitled the Dialogue Leaders to draw 

on a set of selected participants who had a designated role (see Figure 

16 and Photo 1).

DL
WC

CP

CP

SE
SEYP

CP

CP

YP

SE

SW

Figure 16 Work Session Set Up

Photo 1   Work Session Roundtable

Note: DL = Dialogue Leader ; WC = Work 
Session Chair ; CP = Case Presenter ; 
SE = Scientifi c Expert ; YP = Young 
Professional ; SW = Scientifi c Sum-
mary Writer.
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Among these roles was—besides the Case Presenters—the Work Ses-

sion Chair, whose role involved the introduction of the participants. Th e 

presence of the Chair also provided the sessions with a necessary element 

of formality, as dignitaries of the highest political level were among the 

participants. It was important that their function in government stood 

in a direct relation to the theme of the session. Th e moderators were 

further assisted by the authors of the theme papers: their role as Scien-

tifi c Experts in the fi eld and their academic knowledge enabled them to 

place contributions by the practitioners in a theoretical and generalized 

framework, putting the dialogue in a new perspective and opening up 

new areas. 

Another role was the Young Professional. Th ese individuals were 

expected to make statements about the questions from a perspective 

focusing on anticipated challenges and their methods of resolution. Th e 

Young Professionals had to be younger than 30 and were selected based 

on the quality of papers they had submitted prior to the conference.

And last there were the Scientifi c Summary Writers, whose role 

involved summing up the work sessions, paraphrasing the dialogue, and 

undertaking an initial analysis of its content. Th e writers were selected 

according to their academic skills in regard to the theme as well as their 

proven journalistic and editing skills. Together with the moderator, 

the scientifi c summary writers were the only individuals sitting at the 

roundtable who explicitly did not engage in the dialogue. 

5.5 Dialogue Tables—Externalization Stage

Th e forum was held in dialogue tables.7 Th ese tables were convened early 

in the aft ernoon of the second and third days of the conference, held 

aft er the work sessions conducted in the morning. Th ere were three par-

allel dialogue table sessions, each dedicated to one of the three themes. 

Th ese sessions allowed an intense interactive session devoted to small 

groups in which the dividing line between the speakers and those listen-

ing was deliberately removed. To this end, the participants investigating 

7. Dialogue tables are a didactical forum inspired by Harrison Owen’s (1997) open 

space concept. For a detailed description and theoretical explanation, see Raoul Blind-

enbacher et al. (2001).
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the same theme were brought together in a large room, divided into 

small groups of eight, and seated at small tables. Th e dialogue tables were 

led by a moderator whose task was to familiarize the participants with 

the method, to lay down the given time frame, and make sure the session 

proceeded properly (see Figures 17–19).

In the fi rst phase, the case presenters were gathered around bar tables 

on a small podium, where they were asked to succinctly summarize the 

knowledge they personally had gained from the preceding work ses-

sion. Once collected, these statements gave the participants on the fl oor 

an impression of the direction in which new problem-solving models 

and—where appropriate—a new understanding of the theme could 

develop (see Figure 17 and Photo 2).

Following a brief session in which the audience had the opportunity 

to ask questions, the podium speakers were each asked to join one of the 

dialogue tables. It was important to ensure that at least one speaker was 

allocated to each table. In this second phase, each table had to validate 

the statements made and to contrast them with the individual experi-

ences of the participants at that table. It was particularly important to 

refl ect as a group on questions about the new knowledge and where it fi t 

in each individual’s experience. A rotation system was used to stimulate 

the dialogue tables, whereby the podium speakers had to leave their table 

and join a new one (see Figure 18 and Photo 3) at regular intervals.

Figure 17 Dialogue Table Set Up 1

Photo 2   Dialogue Table Phase 1
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In the third and final phase, one participant (not the podium 

speakers) from each table was asked to share with all the participants 

the most important information they had acquired from the group 

dialogues (see Figure 19 and Photo 4).

To capture the essential content of the dialogue table sessions, sev-

eral scientifi c summary writers paraphrased all the statements made 

by the presenters in the fi rst and third session phases and summarized 

them in a comprehensive paper.

Figure 18 Dialogue Table Set Up 2

Photo 3 Dialogue Table Phase 2

Figure 19 Dialogue Table Set Up 3

Photo 4 Dialogue Table Phase 3
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5.6 Expert Summaries—Reconceptualization Stage

On the fourth and last conference day, the authors of the three original 

theme papers in their concluding remarks outlined new insights and 

emerging trends that they had observed over the course of the work 

sessions and dialogue tables. In these presentations they framed the les-

sons learned as well as new patterns from a theoretical perspective and 

extrapolated their impact on each of the three themes. All the speakers of 

the interactive plenary panels were advised to make their presentations 

as freely and spontaneously as possible. Th e conference organizers had 

off ered to the speakers a team of advisors who helped them fi nalize their 

presentations.

5.7 Interactive Plenary Panels—Transformation Stage

In the fi nal conference session, selected heads of government and state 

were asked in an interactive plenary panel to react to the proposed new 

thematic outlines presented in the previous session. Th ey were invited to 

share their thoughts on how the newly framed knowledge could impact 

their respective countries and to what extent they could anticipate 

implementing some of these new considerations in their own political 

strategies. By asking eminent participants to do this, conference organiz-

ers expected that the issues raised by the speakers would get additional 

attention among the other partic-

ipants and would thus motivate 

them to follow their example (see 

Photo 5). 

In the second part of the fi nal 

session, the participants were 

encouraged to comment on and 

complement the issues raised 

by the previous speakers and to 

exchange their thoughts how the 

new state-of-the-art knowledge 

could end up being transformed 

and implemented in their own 

particular political environment.

Photo 5  Interactive Plenary 

Session

(From left to right) Belgium Prime Minister 
Guy Verhofstadt, former Swiss President 
Arnold Koller, Yugoslavian President Vojis-
lav Kostunica, and Austrian Chancellor 
Wolfgang Schuessel
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A rather unexpected side eff ect of the conference was that a num-

ber of participating countries ended up organizing national follow-up 

events, where the application of the newly gained knowledge was further 

discussed in the context of the respective countries.

5.8 Conference Proceedings—Confi guration Stage

Shortly aft er the conference, the authors of the theme papers revised 

their original documents according to the results of the conference pro-

cess. Concurrently the scientifi c summary writers fi nalized their notes 

about the work sessions and dialogue table proceedings, and the plenary 

speakers edited their speeches from the interactive plenary panels. Sub-

sequently, all this material was archived by the conference organizers 

and published in a conference book (Blindenbacher and Koller 2003), 

as well as made available on the conference Web site. 

In a fi nal step, the publication was sent to every participant and was 

made available in bookstores for the public. However, and most impor-

tant, its content became the background material for the third and fourth 

International Conferences on Federalism, held in Brussels, Belgium, in 

2005, and in New Delhi, India, in 2007. Th us the new knowledge in fed-

eral governance became the basis for the newly selected content to be 

learned in a next spin of the Learning Spiral process.

5.9 Final Comments and Evaluation

Th e Second International Conference on Federalism was the fi rst major 

event where the eight stages of the Learning Spiral template were almost 

fully applied. Th e conditions under which the conference was orga-

nized were exceptional: Th e conference management was well staff ed 

and funded, and it had all the necessary political support to do its work 

freely and independently. Th e time frame of almost three years from the 

fi rst planning until the publication of the conference proceedings was 

suffi  cient to properly carry through all tasks for each stage and allowed a 

well-carried-out transition to the follow-up events in Brussels and New 

Delhi. Th e direct involvement with the follow-up events paid off  par-

ticularly well because the new conference organizers adopted the same 
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learning concept, which in turn secured the continuity of the learning 

process.8 

Th e conference was rated by a Level One evaluation (see subsection 

4.3.2): 81 percent of the participants appraised the overall quality of the 

event in regard to content and organization as excellent, and 19 percent 

rated it as good. Ninety-one percent appraised the quality of the dia-

logue in the work sessions as excellent, as did 88 percent for the interac-

tive plenary sessions and 70 percent for the dialogue tables. More than 

250 participant letters and e-mails sent aft er the conference are testi-

mony to the impressive level of substance at the event (Koller 2003). Th is 

positive impression about the event appears to have been long lasting, 

as refl ected in two testimonies made eight years aft er the event was held: 

one is written from a participant who was involved in the subtheme on 

fi scal equalization (see Box 1) and one discusses the learning process 

itself (see Box 2). 

A last, rather surprising characteristic of the conference was that 92 

percent of the confi rmed participants ended up attending—even though 

many of them had to pay a conference fee as well their own travel costs. 

Possible explanations for this unusual occurrence include that most par-

ticipants had a well-defi ned role to perform and therefore felt obliged to 

attend, and that nobody wanted to risk missing a unique opportunity to 

have access to and to learn about the latest knowledge on governance in 

federal systems. 

8. For the description of the proceedings of the conference in Brussels, see Frank 

Geerkens (2005); for the New Delhi description, see Rupak Chattopadhyay et al. 

(2008).



107International Conference

There are four fundamental questions of fi scal federalism: Which type of 

government performs which spending functions? Which government 

raises which revenues? When one adds up the franc (dinar, zloty, euro…) 

amounts in answering the fi rst two questions and fi nds an expenditure-

revenue gap for some local, cantonal, provincial, or municipal govern-

ments, how shall gap-closing intergovernmental transfers be designed 

and implemented? And fourth, what is the institutional setting within 

which the preceding questions are answered and implemented?

This note focuses on the third question the design of intergovernmental 

transfers, which was a subtheme at 2002 International Conference on 

Federalism of the dialogue and work sessions: Problems of Equalization in 

Federal Systems. 

The capacity and willingness of governments to learn the topic of transfers 

is most important. For many federal systems, a well-designed system of 

intergovernmental transfers provides a vehicle for achieving a society’s 

broader goals, which range from poverty reduction and the effi  cient deliv-

ery of public sector services to maintaining social cohesion and, for some 

countries, avoiding confl ict. But if designed poorly, intergovernmental 

transfers worsen the fi scal position of local government and thus under-

mine or even undo the federal partnership.

To sort out the various policy and administrative options in answering 

the transfer question, there is a knowledge overlapping of (i) own country 

experience and (ii) sorting out the lessons of other countries (learning 

from each other). In the case of transfers, which was the major discussion 

point of the work session, the methodology of the Learning Spiral’s eight 

stages provides a stylized framework for what, in practice, governments 

do if they are willing to institutionally and organizationally learn. For sure, 

the terminology will diff er between the Learning Spiral and the practice 

of government. Thus, for example, the conceptualization through con-

fi guration stages of the Leaning Spiral may be thought of as a sequencing 

of tasks. This is not to suggest that either the eight stages or sequencing 

occur in a smooth step-by-step manner.

Box 1  Refl ections from the Deputy Chief Financial Offi  cer and 

Chief Economist of the Washington, DC, Government

(Box continues on the following page.)
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Box 1 (continued)

There are many good books and conferences on the topic of intergov-

ernmental transfers. But what makes the Learning Spiral important and 

diff erent—as was demonstrated in its framing of the organization of the 

2002 conference, which had a component of a large face-to-face conven-

ing activity in St. Gallen—was that it imposed the learning process on 

the content of the topic. In the case of the conference subtheme of fi scal 

equalization in the federal system, the content neatly mirrored the meth-

odology of the triangulation step of the Learning Spiral. An equalization 

system can be qualifi ed as (i) vertical when the policy is conducted by the 

central government and fi nanced from the central budget; (ii) horizontal 

when the intervention is among governments, with the transfers being 

made from high to low fi scal capacity governments; or (ii) a hybrid of the 

fi rst two. The vertical approach was illustrated by Australia, the horizontal 

by Canada, and the hybrid by Switzerland. When the participants in the 

conference met face to face in St. Gallen, the case presenters were a head 

of state, a federal minister, and a director of a cantonal government. Learn-

ing method, content, and institutions converge—voila!

To be clear, the conference and the interface among learning methodol-

ogy, content, and institutional practice were not just about St. Gallen. 

Rather, it was learning-from-each-other series of activities that, as with 

the content illustration above, mapped the Learning Spiral to a systematic 

set of knowledge sharing events. That is, the 2002 conference entailed 

much more than a one-off  event whereby one convenes practitioners 

and policy makers for a few days of discussion. Rather, it was a series of 

learning stages that began with a series of premeeting knowledge-sharing 

activities, most electronically, which were followed by a series of electronic 

post-St. Gallen meetings and the publication of the conference book Fed-

eralism in a Changing World.

Robert D. Ebel, Washington, DC, USA, March 5, 2010

Robert D. Ebel Robert is currently Professor of Public Administration and Economics 

at the University of the District of Columbia.
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The Second International Conference on Federalism at St. Gallen, Switzer-

land, took the Spiral of Learning concept to a new, practical level, where 

both the journey and the destination mattered. There was inevitably 

a tension between experts and practitioners, but that is in the nature of 

the beast, and both benefi ted from their necessarily diff erent perspec-

tives. The conference was a determined eff ort to put the medium and 

the message together. More rigorous structure and a greater eff ort at 

training facilitators meant that from the small group sessions to larger 

forums there was a constant eff ort to assemble conclusions and make sure 

debates and discussions didn’t just drift off  into the air (although there 

was inevitably some of that!).

One of my central beliefs is that the sharing of experiences provides one of 

the best ways for people to learn. What was happening in this conference 

was more than just conversation, or listening to speeches. It was at once 

more organized and focused than that, and took dialogue to a new level. 

The diff erent work and dialogue sessions were forums in the true sense, a 

place where exchange and learning takes place. The idea was that practi-

tioners needed to talk to each other, that those involved in the theory of 

federalism needed to talk to practitioners, and that young people needed 

to be brought into the mix to reinforce the sense that learning never stops 

and the next generation has an assured place at the table. The way federal 

governance got discussed in this event has been a refl ection of the federal 

idea itself: a dialogue of equals, respectful, civil, around a common focus 

of interest. The principle of every exchange was to learn how to improve, 

based on the simple premise that we all have something to gain from an 

exchange that is at once focused and tries to reach conclusions. 

The series of international conferences has now grown to a well-respected 

triennial event series whose participants span the globe, and whose ven-

ues—so far Canada, Belgium, Switzerland, India, and Ethiopia—refl ect 

the same diversity. None of us, either individuals or countries or organiza-

tions, are islands unto ourselves. We learn from others, and that process of 

Box 2  Refl ections on the Conference Process from the Former 

Premier of Ontario and Current Member of the 

Parliament of Canada

(Box continues on the following page.)
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Box 2 (continued)

learning needs a little structure and discipline to be eff ective. Our mistakes 

can be even more important than our successes, and a real conversation 

around a common problem can be more eff ective than a self-indulgent 

speech. But the key to eff ectiveness is follow-up and follow-through, not 

just the epiphany of discovery, but seeing how discovery and insight can 

actually be applied in the real world—and how the eff ort of applying 

these insights itself produces new ways of seeing the world.

Bob Rae, Toronto, Canada, December 21, 2009
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Th ough sharing experiences in federal governance may seem an obvious way 

to improve governmental systems and mechanisms, surprisingly, it has not 

been common practice. In an eff ort to create and deepen such learning pro-

cesses, the Forum of Federations1 and the International Association of Cen-

ters for Federal Studies2 launched in 2002 the program “A Global Dialogue 

on Federalism.” To date, the program has produced more than 80 national 

and international roundtables, held in 20 countries, with an active network 

of approximately 2,000 participants and a series of 6 published handbooks 

and 7 booklets.3 Th e Canadian and the Swiss governments fund most of the 

program operations, which are conducted by a small staff  provided by the 

Forum of Federations. 

Th is learning activity entails a comparative exploration of diff erent themes 

in federal governance.4 In this learning process, new practical and theoreti-

cal knowledge is integrated with the aim of fostering a collective vision to 

develop new solutions for specifi c problems. Th ese solutions are then trans-

formed into measures producing practical action. Th e activities must further 

endeavor to build enduring cross-country contacts and a viable international 

network of practitioners and scholars interested in federalism. Th e way each 

theme is worked through follows the exact same procedure, which is designed 

on the basis of the Learning Spiral template (Blindenbacher and Saunders 

1. For further information about the Forum of Federations, see www.forumfed.org.

2. For further information about the International Association of Centers for Federal Studies, 

see http://www.iacfs.org.

3. Th e handbook and booklet series are published by McGill-Queens University Press: 

www.mqup.ca. 

4. For the nine themes dealt with to date, see the Global Dialogue’s Program Web site: 

www.forumfed.org/en/global/gdparticipants.php.
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2005; Blindenbacher and Brook 2005). For illustrative purposes, the 

theme Foreign Relations in Federal Countries, carried out from April 

until October 2006, was chosen to exemplify the program’s learning 

procedure.

6.1 Theme Template—Conceptualization Stage

Th e Global Dialogue Program is overseen by an editorial board, which 

is composed of international experts on federal governance who provide 

policy and program guidance. Th is panel ensures that each theme is pro-

cessed in the exact same way to ensure the consistency of the program. 

One further major task of the board is to select, in collaboration with the 

two sponsoring organizations, program themes. 

Th is case study is of the board-proposed topic Foreign Relations in 

Federal Countries. Th is theme was considered particularly timely and 

challenging because constituent units in federal countries all over the 

world increasingly carry out relations with foreign governments at all 

levels. For the overall responsibility for the theme, the board appointed 

an international leading expert, referred to as the theme coordinator, 

whose major task was to draft  a theme template. Th is template included 

an introduction that summarized the essence of the latest research and 

theory on the topic, a set of crosscutting analytical issues, and an inter-

nationally comprehensive set of questions covering institutional provi-

sions and how they work in practice. 

Among the most important issues explored in the template were 

questions such as the following: 

• What constitutional powers do federal governments and constituent 

states have to conduct foreign aff airs? 

• To what degree are relations between orders of government regular-

ized by formal agreements or informal practice? 

• What roles do constituent governments have in negotiating and 

implementing international treaties? 

• How are international activities and interests managed? 

• To what degree are the foreign activities of constituent governments in 

the federal system competitive and to what degree are they cooperative?
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6.2 Twelve Federal Countries—Triangulation Stage

A major task of the theme coordinator was to identify 12 federal coun-

tries whose contributions would ensure the theme’s adequate explo-

ration from all relevant perspectives.5 For each of these countries the 

theme coordinator had further to appoint one or two country coordina-

tors whose task was to choose for each national roundtable 10–20 par-

ticipants. Because the selection of these participants would have direct 

impact on the success of the learning process, they had to be chosen 

according to a given set of criteria. Rather than placing the priority on 

hierarchical positions, participants were selected to ensure that as far as 

possible all points of view and all experiences related to the given topic 

were represented. At least one person had to represent the executive, 

legislative, and civil service (in particular diplomats) from federal and 

constituent unit governments. 

In addition, it was expected that there would also be members of civil 

society organizations, business representatives involved in cross-border 

exports, journalists, scholars, and young professionals. Th e last were 

invited to ensure the inclusion of a fresh and out-of the-box look on 

the subject. Th e selection of participants had furthermore to refl ect an 

accurate picture of the political situation in a given country.

6.3 Program Manual—Accommodation Stage

A major challenge of the program was to organize in three months 

twelve diff erent national and one international roundtable. It is impor-

tant that these events were held under comparable conditions and that 

they followed the exact same procedural structure. To be familiar with 

their tasks, the theme and country coordinators were provided with a 

manual that outlined in detail the guidelines and responsibilities of run-

ning the roundtables and editing the subsequent publications. Much 

space in the manual was given to the description of the coordinators’ 

role as moderators of the roundtables, as well as to the explanation of 

the dialogue-oriented communication rules (see subsection 2.2.2). Th e 

manual also gave precise instructions on how the roundtable facilities 

had to be set up, such as, the tables had to be organized in a closed circle, 

5. Th e 12 were Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Germany, India, Ma-

laysia, South Africa, Spain, Switzerland, and the United States.
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with no panel and no electronic appliances. Also, the theme and country 

coordinators got a small honorarium for their eff orts; all other partici-

pants were expected to participate with no fi nancial compensation other 

than a per diem to cover their travel expenses.

6.4 Country Roundtables—Internalization Stage

Th e national roundtable was a one-day workshop, in most cases, held 

in the capital of each country between April and June 2006 (see Photos 

6–13). In general, the roundtables were held in the major national lan-

guage.

Th e cross-cutting questions in the template guided the structure of 

the roundtables. Th e aim of the events was to enable participants to 

refl ect on their own experience in light of the contemporary research 

and theory, as summarized in the theme template. Th e individual self-

refl ections conveyed an overall impression of how to position the diff er-

ent countries’ policies regarding foreign relations of constituent units in 

the given knowledge frame. 

Shortly aft er the event, the country coordinators wrote a short article 

(three pages) that summarized the individual refl ections and highlighted 

the new insights, key issues, and items of international interest that arose 

at the particular country roundtable. Th e text had to be written in Eng-

lish in a readable journalistic style so it would be straightforward and 

accessible for everybody who would want to get an initial impression 

about the country’s stance on foreign relations. 

6.5 International Roundtable—Externalization Stage

About three months aft er the country event, representatives from each 

roundtable gathered at an international roundtable held in Ottawa, 

Canada, on October 23 and 24, 2006 (see Photos 14 and 15). Th e theme 

coordinator, under the operational auspice of the Forum of Federations, 

organized and moderated the event, which was held in English. Th e rep-

resentatives included the 12 country coordinators, one additional rep-

resentative from each country roundtable, and selected members of the 

editorial board, International Association of Centers for Federal Studies, 

and the Forum of Federations.
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Photos 6–13    Global Dialogue Program Country 

       Roundtables

Chicago, USA  Vienna, Austria

Brussels, Belgium   Berlin, Germany

New Delhi, India Zürich, Switzerland

Brasilia, Brazil  Moscow, Russia
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Th e participants shared their varied experiences and perspectives, as 

well as the knowledge gained from their country roundtable, to iden-

tify commonalities and diff erences on the theme. Th e goal of this event 

was to have individuals become more receptive to innovative ideas and 

points of view so that they could see and interpret their own country’s 

social and political realities in new ways. Th e diversity of the countries 

and internationally generated viewpoints off ered participants a broad 

understanding of the theme, allowing for a truly comparative dialogue.

Following the event in Ottawa, the country coordinators were asked to 

edit a paper in English that refl ected the dialogue of their national roundtable 

as well as the comparative exchanges of the international roundtable. Each 

paper was to capture the key issues, areas of consensus, and major disagree-

ments related to the featured theme, using the theme template as a guide to 

ensure comparability. Th is comprehensive paper was expected to be an in-

depth document that followed scientifi c standards, which would allow read-

ers to understand the overall subject as well as the content discussed.

6.6 Theme Paper—Reconceptualization Stage

Immediately aft er the event, the theme coordinator wrote a compara-

tive overview and synthesis based on the content of the international 

roundtable dialogues and all the written products, including the theme 

template, the short country roundtable articles, and the comprehensive 

country papers. Th e core aims of this theme paper were to derive new 

Photos 14 and 15  Global Dialogue Program International 

Roundtable

International Roundtable, Ottawa, Canada. (Left picture, from left to right) Hans Michelmann, 

Professor, George Anderson, President Forum of Federations, and Former President of Swit-

zerland, Arnold Koller.
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patterns and insights and to give a prospective outlook, with new models 

and trends on how federal countries organize foreign relations carried 

out by their constituent units. Th is draft  paper was shared with the coun-

try coordinators, the editorial board, and the two program host organi-

zations for further suggestions to assure that everybody’s perspectives 

were refl ected in the fi nal document.

6.7 Online Discussion Forum—Transformation Stage

In an eff ort to have a wider audience validate the newly developed 

knowledge and to launch a dialogue about its application and relevance 

in other countries, the theme paper was posted in an online discussion 

forum as part of the Forum of Federations Web site.6 Th e forum was 

structured by concrete questions, where the participants were asked to 

comment on the practical implications of the new fi ndings in regard to 

their domestic political context.

6.8  Handbook and Booklet Series—
Confi guration Stage

To ensure that the knowledge gained at the national and international 

roundtables did not end with only those who participated in them, all pro-

gram documents were published (in English) as well as posted on the Forum 

of Federations online library.7 Th e short country roundtable articles were 

published in a booklet, together with additional educational features such 

as a map of each country, a glossary, and a list of the program participants 

(Blindenbacher and Pasma 2007). Th e purposes of this publication were to 

make the theme accessible for anybody with an interest in the topic and to 

provide an entry point to each corresponding handbook. Furthermore, its 

short length made its translation in multiple languages aff ordable.8

Th e revised country and theme papers, supplemented with an index, 

a participant list, and an exhaustive bibliography, underwent a schol-

arly review process before being published in a handbook (Michelmann 

6. Th is online discussion forum was launched aft er the second program theme and 

suspended aft er theme number six. 

7. For the Forum of Federations online library see http://www.forumfed.org/en/feder

alism/library.php.

8. Th e booklet “Dialogues on Foreign Relations in Federal Countries” is available in 

Arabic, English, French, German, and Spanish. 
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2009). Th is book conveys a profound and updated insight into the 

topic of foreign relations of constituent units in federal countries. It is 

intended to be a compendium for practitioners and academics alike. Th e 

handbook further describes relevant prospective views about new trends 

and practices in the fi eld. 

Th e posting of all the program publications on the Web site enabled 

additional people around the world to become involved in this global 

dialogue. And thanks to the online discussion forum, the newly devel-

oped knowledge got continuously reviewed and updated according to 

upcoming changes in federal countries worldwide.

6.9 Final Comments and Evaluation 

One of the main objectives of the Global Dialogue Program from the 

very beginning was to stimulate not only learning but also networking 

among individuals with a common interest in the study and practice of 

federalism. Th e participants included almost 250 individuals from 12 

countries. To increase the networking opportunities among this core 

group, all the names and organizational affi  liations were listed so any-

one—participants or readers—could get in touch whenever they wanted. 

Furthermore, on a regular basis, these network members received infor-

mation and updates about the other program themes to interconnect the 

diff erent program networks with each other. So far this overall network 

embraces 2,000 core members and is continuously expanding and being 

strengthened as individuals who get involved with the program themes 

also get involved in the ongoing online discussion forums. 

Th eme fi ve of the Global Dialogue Program was very well received 

in a Level One evaluation conducted with the national and interna-

tional roundtable participants. In an independently conducted evalua-

tion of the fi rst fi ve themes of the program, theme fi ve was consistently 

favorably well rated, as were the previous four themes. With respect to 

the overall satisfaction, the combined average score of ratings for the 

national roundtables was 4.65; for the international roundtable it was 

4.77, on a scale of 5. Th is positive feedback was supported by the quali-

tative feedback of the evaluation study, which makes it clear that “the 

overall judgment of the Global Dialogue Program from the perspective 

of the participants in the roundtables was very favorable” (Meekison 

2007). Th is last conclusion is mirrored in comprehensive feedback from 
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the former President of Switzerland three years aft er completion of 

the program portion. He was a participant at the Swiss theme country 

roundtable as well as at the international roundtable (see Box 3).

As a member of the government of Switzerland, the fi rst step I would take 

when contending with a political or constitutional problem was to always 

see how other countries had approached similar issues. Then I could deter-

mine how the solution for Switzerland should be tailored. In this light, I 

have been a great supporter of the Global Dialogue Program. Its approach 

is designed to develop comparative knowledge about federal countries 

and good federal practices that are unique in scope, up to date, and cover 

the practices of federal systems not only as they are written, but as they are 

implemented. To some extent, participation in the program is like listening 

to the wisdom of experience that other countries have to off er. 

Over the last several years I participated in several national and interna-

tional Global Dialogue roundtables. Through those experiences I came to 

the conclusion that what makes the program unique and eff ective is its 

comprehensive process; national and international roundtables motivate 

the participants, who represent diverse viewpoints about a given topic, to 

share with and learn from each other in a nonpoliticized environment. 

Thus, it was with considerable anticipation that I looked forward to partici-

pating in the fi fth theme of the Global Dialogue Program, that of Foreign 

Relations in Federal Countries, as it was considered to be a timely topic. As 

a member of the Swiss government, I faced mounting tensions between 

the federal government and the constituent units, called Cantons. At the 

time, Cantons were requesting increasingly a say in foreign policy, espe-

cially when their internal powers were concerned. 

Foreign policy had traditionally been the responsibility of central govern-

ments. However, the scope and nature of constituent unit involvement 

in Switzerland and in many other federations has grown as the volume 

of international transactions and the number of international treaties 

and international organizations has increased dramatically in the last half 

century. These changes led in turn to ever-growing cross-border relations 

Box 3 Refl ections from the Former President of Switzerland

(Box continues on the following page.)
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and to numerous interferences of the federal governments into the com-

petencies of the constituent units. As a result, constituent units in many 

countries have become more engaged in international activities because 

the exercise of their constitutional responsibilities has been increasingly 

aff ected by globalization. 

This is in particular true for Switzerland, and it was one of the reasons I 

insisted that in the revision of the federal constitution in 1999 the principle 

that foreign relations are a federal matter was repeated, but that the Can-

tons shall participate in the preparation of decisions of foreign policy that 

concern their powers or their essential interests and that the Cantons may 

conclude treaties with foreign countries within the scope of their powers. 

In this light it was interesting for me to explore with my Swiss colleagues at 

the Global Dialogue roundtable issues such as: What constitutional powers 

do the federal governments and constituent states have to conduct for-

eign aff airs? To what degree are relations between orders of government 

regularized by formal agreements or informal practice? What roles do con-

stituent governments have in negotiating and implementing international 

treaties? How are international activities and interests managed? To what 

degree are the foreign activities of constituent governments in the federal 

system competitive, and to what degree are they cooperative?

As a former Minister of Justice of Switzerland, I was particularly interested 

in constitutional issues, and I was curious to learn, at the international 

roundtable, the broad spectrum of how other countries deal with these 

questions. For example, at one end of the spectrum are Canada and Aus-

tralia, in which constitutional conventions and court rulings defi ne the 

terrain and give constituent units signifi cant scope for action. In other 

countries, including India, Malaysia, and South Africa, the constitution 

explicitly assigns powers over foreign relations only to the federal govern-

ment. At the other end of the spectrum are countries whose constitutions 

assign explicit powers to the constituent units—Argentina, Germany, 

and Belgium. At our national roundtable we concluded that Switzerland 

belongs to this latter group and it is important to keep a balance between 

the participation of the constituent units and the necessary freedom of 

action of the federal government in foreign policy.

Box 3 (continued)
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One of my further conclusions was that both orders of government have 

their particular expertise, and both contribute to the development and 

maintenance of an eff ective foreign relations policy. Governments of 

constituent units on one hand do have a detailed understanding of the 

cross-border interests and concerns and do have much relevant technical 

expertise. On the other hand, federal governments do bring greater expe-

rience to bear in dealing with the international environment and wield 

greater political and economic clout than single constituents or groups 

of constituent units do. Their cooperation requires consultation through 

durable and adequately conceptualized institutions of intergovernmental 

relations, and it requires the willingness to make compromises. 

In summary, I learned a lot from participating in Global Dialogue round-

tables as well as from the publications emanating from the program, and I 

was not surprised when a recent independent evaluation of the program 

concluded that the roundtables and the resulting materials are of great 

value for states that are designing their federal system or struggling with 

developing new policies, because they get an opportunity to learn how 

others have resolved similar challenges. It is therefore not surprising that 

the program has become a useful tool for practitioners and academics 

alike to acquire a comparative view of a variety of solutions to problems 

federal governments typically encounter. The program encourages par-

ticipating practitioners and scholars to use the knowledge they gained 

to inspire new solutions, thereby improving democratic governance, and 

to join the many active participants around the world in expanding and 

strengthening the growing international network on federalism.

Arnold Koller, Appenzell, Switzerland, December 8, 2009

Box 3 (continued)
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In August 2008, the World Bank’s Middle East and North Africa Region 

(funder), the United States Institute of Peace (initiator), the World Bank’s 

Legal Vice Presidency, the World Bank Institute’s Parliamentary Strengthen-

ing Program, and the Swiss Ministry of Foreign Aff airs (host) organized in 

Switzerland a week-long seminar on the Iraqi judiciary system and the sec-

ond chamber of parliament. Th e visiting Iraqi delegation consisted of 13 key 

members of the Iraq Council of Representatives, most of them members of the 

Constitutional Review Committee, and 7 of the highest ranking offi  cials of the 

federal Iraqi and the regional Kurdish judiciary systems. 

Th e study tour was geared around visits to Switzerland’s judicial and leg-

islative institutions and meetings with international practitioners from eight 

countries. Th e aim of the event was to allow the participants to become famil-

iar with a range of diff erent parliamentarian and judicial systems to develop 

and redefi ne concrete recommendations, which they would then present to 

the Iraqi National Parliament. To illustrate the learning process of the study 

tour, we single out the judiciary portion of the program and describe it in 

detail according to the eight stages of the Learning Spiral.

7.1 2005 Iraqi Constitution—Conceptualization Stage

In late 2006 the parliament of Iraq established a Constitutional Review Com-

mittee with the mandate to propose a slate of amendments to the 2005 Consti-

tution of Iraq. Th is special amendment process was intended to make critical 

changes to the Constitution that would increase support for the political and 

legal framework among all of Iraq’s national communities. Since its inception, 

the Constitutional Review Committee has made considerable progress in for-

mulating critical amendments that cover an array of fundamental political and 

legal issues. However, a large number of these issues were still left  open and 

needed special attention. Among them were questions particularly related to the 

Iraqi judiciary system, such as how the regional and national judiciaries should 

123



124 The Black Box of Governmental Learning

be eff ectively structured and coordinated; whether regional courts should 

hear cases arising from national law, and if so, what the court of last appeal 

should be; whether courts should have subpoena power in other jurisdic-

tions; whether there should be one set of civil and criminal procedures; 

whether lawyers should be admitted to practice in all courts; and what the 

jurisdiction and competencies of each of the federal courts were.

To learn about diff erent judiciary models, which could each answer 

these questions in various ways, a customized study program was 

designed and conducted by an organizing team. Th is team had fi ve staff  

members who represented the governmental and international institu-

tions that were involved in the event organization. Th e individual staff  

members also moderated the diff erent event sessions. 

Th e idea of setting up the event as a study tour was based on the belief 

that the relevance and impact of the event could be increased signifi cantly 

through face-to-face exchanges among peers. It also gave the delegates 

the opportunity to meet their international colleagues in their personal 

work environment. Th us, they got very real and fi rst-hand testimony 

about the judicial practice and everyday life in the judiciary systems they 

visited. Th is type of learning event also allowed the international practi-

tioners to get involved in the dialogue with the delegates in their search 

for new solutions about the Iraqi judicial system. Furthermore, it was 

intended to take the participants away from their daily routines and give 

them a safe space to debate about diff erent issues and challenges.

7.2 Four Judiciary Systems—Triangulation Stage

In a comprehensive analysis, four judicial models were identifi ed as 

particularly relevant for the Iraqi context. Th ese models covered the 

whole spectrum between centralized systems, like the one in India, and 

decentralized models, such as the one in Switzerland. As examples for 

intermediate models, the systems from Nigeria and Brazil were selected. 

Accordingly, the chief justices of Brazil (acting), India (former), Nige-

ria (former), and Switzerland (acting) were invited to participate in the 

event (see Photo 16). Furthermore, to learn about the mechanisms of 

legal and organizational coordination between national and subnational 

courts, the delegates visited the Federal Ministry of Justice, as well as two 

diff erent subnational courts in Switzerland. 
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To ensure the success of the study 

tour, it was critical that the delegates 

represent all relevant powers and 

interest groups in the Iraqi judicial 

system. Th us it was expected that the 

newly developed solutions would 

mirror the diff erent political and 

legal positions in Iraq and therefore 

have a real chance to be accepted 

by the various communities and 

the parliament. By involving some 

of the most important stakeholders 

in the learning process, it was fur-

ther hoped that once the delegation 

returned home it would be able to 

build up political momentum strong 

enough to allow the envisaged legis-

lative process to be carried out.1 

7.3 Study Tour Program—Accommodation Stage

Because the study tour was organized for a hand-picked group of partici-

pants, the organizing team involved the Iraqi delegation from the begin-

ning in planning the program. Th e participants were directly involved 

in the selection of the questions to be discussed as well as the design of 

the event procedures, which created an exceptional high sense of owner-

ship among the delegates about the event itself. Th is close consultation 

between the organizing team and the participants continued during the 

event, where the two parties discussed potential changes in the ongoing 

learning process. 

Th e structure of the study tour followed a given pattern that sequenced 

the various event parts in a particular manner: Field trips always occurred 

in the aft ernoon, so whenever it appeared necessary the dialogue could 

1. Among the selected participants were the Chair of the Constitutional Review Com-

mittee, the Chief Justice of the Federal Supreme Court, the Minister of Justice for the 

Kurdistan Region, senior judges from the federal and regional judiciaries, the dean of 

the Baghdad law school, and the president of the Iraqi Bar Association.

Photo 16  Content 

Triangulation

(From left to right) A. M. Ahmadi, For-

mer Chief Justice of India; Medhat Al 

Mahmoud, Chief Justice of Iraq; Ellen 

Gracie Northfl eet, Former Chief Jus-

tice from Brazil; and Muhammadu 

Lawal Uwais, Former Chief Justice of 

Nigeria.



126 The Black Box of Governmental Learning

extend till aft er dinner. Th is measure further allowed the participants 

to refl ect on their experiences of the fi eld trips overnight before sharing 

them in the next morning’s refl ection meetings. Th is pattern of con-

secutive fi eld trips and refl ection meetings was followed by two half-day 

transformation sessions, one in the middle and one at the end of the 

study tour, as well as an evaluation session at the closure of the event. 

To ensure a safe and trustworthy learning environment, high pri-

ority was given to the delegate’s physical security and privacy during 

the study tour. Whereas the security issues were taken care of by the 

Swiss authorities, confi dentiality was secured by a strict enforcement of 

the Chatham House rules by the moderators.2 Th e event organizer also 

made sure that the delegation was protected from any public interfer-

ence. All sessions were held behind closed doors, and with the exception 

of a few interviews with selected journalists at the end of the event, no 

further exposure to the media was allowed. To facilitate the dialogue 

with external peers, all sessions had simultaneous translation.

7.4 Field Trips—Internalization Stage

A key element of the study tour was the fi eld trips3 as well as the case 

presentations about the diff erent national judiciary systems from Brazil, 

India, Nigeria, and Switzerland (see Photos 17 and 18). In these ses-

sions the presenters were asked fi rst to introduce the delegates to their 

administrational and/or judicial system, and second, to deliver a prelim-

inary answer to the prepared questions that were sent in by the delegates 

before the event.

Th e third part of the meetings was reserved for an extensive dialogue, 

where critical questions were asked about the presented models as well 

as their possible implications for the Iraqi judiciary system. In these 

peer-to-peer exchanges the presenters were encouraged to share their 

opinions about what they thought works well, as well as what should be 

improved in their own system. By doing this, they inspired the delegates 

to follow their example and to think about their own worries and reser-

vations about the status quo of the Iraqi system.

2. For the defi nition of the Chatham House rules, see subsection 5.3.

3. Among the trips were the State Chancellery of the Canton of Berne, the Swiss Fed-

eral Supreme Court in Lausanne, and the Cantonal Administrational Court of Geneva. 
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7.5 Refl ection Sessions—Externalization Stage

Following the fi eld trips the delegates met the next morning in refl ection 

sessions (see Photos 19 and 20). Th e meeting room itself was set up with 

a closed circle of tables with no podium and no designated sitting order. 

In this arrangement the moderators facilitated sessions, and the partici-

pants exchanged in a fi rst phase their individual refl ections about their 

impressions of the fi eld visit. In a second phase, participants searched for 

similarities and diff erences between the presented and the Iraqi system 

and determined to what extent these foreign models may be relevant for 

the Iraqi situation. 

7.6  Vision of Iraqi Judiciary System—
Reconceptualization Stage

As a result of the preceding dialogues with peers and the Supreme Court 

judges from four diff erent countries, and the discussions among the par-

ticipants during the refl ection sessions, the delegates developed a shared 

vision for how the Iraqi federal and regional judiciary system may be 

improved.4 Th is growing, common understanding evolved and hardened 

further in numerous informal conversations; many such conversations 

4. For a description of this vision, see the personal testimony of the Chief Justice of 

Iraq in Box 4.

Photos 17 and 18  Field Trips to Federal and Cantonal 

Courtstables

(From left to right) The Swiss Federal Supreme Court in Lausanne, and the Can-

tonal Administrational Court of Geneva.
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were held during the lengthy bus drives to the fi eld trip locations, which 

in turn gave these travels a particular didactical purpose.

7.7 Political Roadmap—Transformation Stage

Th e emerging vision of how to further develop Iraq’s judiciary system 

became the basis of the answers for many of the questions raised at the 

beginning of the event. Th us the abstract understanding was made opera-

tional and relevant for the current political context in Iraq. Th is was done 

in the transformation sessions in the middle and at the end of the event. 

In particular, in the second session the participants began setting up 

concrete roadmaps for how to redirect the political debate back home 

toward the newly developed vision. Th ere was an emerging expectation 

that the new ideas about the Iraqi federal and regional judiciary system 

could fi nd a broader acceptance among the diff erent national communi-

ties and could therefore be approved by the Iraqi parliament later.

7.8 CD-ROM—Confi guration Stage

All presentations and recorded materials produced during the study tour 

were collected on a CD-ROM and made available to the participants. 

Th e materials were put together with the intention that the delegates 

would use these reference documents for their political and legislative 

work to persuade others about the developed vision. Th is new knowl-

edge became thus the background material for an upcoming learning 

Meeting room for refl ection sessions. On left, translation booth for simultane-

ous translations.

Photos 19 and 20  Refl ection Sessions
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process, which would consider an extended group of Iraqi politicians 

and other societal stakeholders who were not involved in the process. 

7.9 Final Comments and Evaluation

As documented by a Level One evaluation, the participants received this 

study tour very well. Ninety percent rated the overall usefulness of the 

activity and the quality of the event design either as good or very good, and 

94 percent considered the moderation excellent. Written feedback from 

a selected participant, draft ed one and a half years aft er the event, shows 

that the study tour contributed to a greater consensus and understanding 

among the delegates about the key aspects on the topic (see Box 4). 

Despite the diff erent political affi  liations and regional and cultural 

backgrounds, the participants developed a solid and long-lasting net-

work. With the support of the United States Institute of Peace, this net-

work was able to move the legislative agenda eff ectively forward toward 

an expected introduction of a modern and widely accepted new judiciary 

system in Iraq. It was further noted by the organizers that new collabo-

rations were initiated between individual delegates and their interna-

tional peers. Th ese collaborations covered a broad range of issues, many 

of them dealing with very diff erent topics than were discussed during 

the study tour. In this sense, the newly created national network was 

expanded to an international set of peer contacts dealing with a variety 

of topics to improve democratic governance. 

Th e overall positive outcome of the study tour also had a strong and 

long-lasting impact at the organizing institutions, which committed to 

continuing their support for Iraq’s legal and political development. An 

example of such collaboration was the organization of another study 

tour set up in partnership between the World Bank and the Swiss gov-

ernment one year later, which was based on the same organizational 

procedures.5

5. Th e study tour was about the Iraqi Kurdistan’s Regional Government Civil Service 

Reform and was held May 24–30, 2009.
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We had a pressing interest in examining the experience of the countries 

that have preceded Iraq in choosing and implementing a federal system 

as a form of government. How is such a system administered; how does 

it fulfi ll its responsibilities; is there a centralized judicial institution that 

administers the judicial system in all the constituent units, and if so, to 

what extent, or is the regional judiciary in each state run separately with-

out central supervision? 

These questions were going through my mind as I set forth, as the head of 

the Iraqi judicial delegation, to the roundtable. This event off ered the Iraqi 

delegation a golden opportunity to obtain answers to the aforementioned 

queries through detailed discussions with eminent Swiss politicians, civil ser-

vants, and judges from the cantonal (state) and federal level, scholars, as well 

as three Supreme Court chief justices from Brazil, India, and Nigeria. 

We learned in particular about how the Swiss judiciary fulfi lls its duties in 

the pursuit of justice and guarantees private and public rights. We visited 

the courts of several cantons, where we were informed about the laws 

being applied, particularly the penal and civil procedures as well as the 

evidence act. We noted there are some diff erences between the cantons 

because of diff erences in culture, traditions, and history, but we also noted 

a partial or full similarity with regard to certain laws. During our discus-

sions, we found out that there was a shared desire to unify the laws of civil 

and penal procedures and the evidence act in the federal judicial system 

and that eff orts were being made in this regard. 

We realized that although there are some common rules for selecting and 

promoting judges, some disparities remain in other facets of the judicial 

systems in the cantons, because of traditions and heritage and the extent 

of people’s attachment to them, as well as the fear of change, which is 

usually associated with transitional periods. We also examined the role of 

the federal Supreme Court and its jurisdiction within the federal judicial 

system. What we found suggests that there is a means to unify jurispru-

dence and deal with certain rulings issued by the regional judiciary.

I became aware of obvious diff erences between the Swiss, Brazilian, Indian, 

and Nigerian judicial systems. These diff erences can be attributed to several 

factors, such as the judicial systems of the constituent units, as well as politi-

Box 4  Refl ections from the Chief Justice of the Federal 

Supreme Court and President of the Higher Judicial 

Council of Iraq
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cal viewpoints or theories in a country, the concept of the federal state, and 

the jurisdiction of the central authority and the regions, which may vary.

During the roundtable I also reviewed the judicial system in Iraq, which in 

2003 adopted a federal political system of government, and examined the 

repercussions of this new political system on the judicial organization, as 

well as the future perspectives of the judiciary in Iraq. It is well known that 

before 2003 the judiciary in Iraq was centrally administered by the Ministry 

of Justice through a Council of Justice. The Council was presided over by 

the Minister of Justice, who, of course, was part of the executive authority, 

which continuously tried to interfere with the independence of the judicial 

decisions. Following the political changes, the Higher Judicial Council was 

formed and entrusted with the task of administering the judiciary inde-

pendently of the Ministry of Justice. The judiciary was then recognized as 

an independent power, as are the legislative and executive powers.

So what would the role of the federal judiciary be with respect to the 

regional judiciaries that were formed in accordance with the 2005 Iraqi 

constitution? Will the regional judiciary remain completely independent 

from the federal judiciary, and will it continue to be administered autono-

mously as an independent regional judicial authority, with no supervision 

whatsoever from the federal judiciary? And if the federal judiciary were to 

supervise the judiciary in the provinces, what form would such supervision 

take, and what would be its extent? 

After examining the experience of the judiciaries of the Swiss, Brazilian, 

Indian, and Nigerian federations, I can say that we can benefi t from these 

experiences and use some of their rules when forming the federal and 

regional judiciary in Iraq. Basically, there will be a judicial authority in each 

region, which will administer all fi elds of the region’s judiciary, including 

all matters pertaining to the judges and to the safeguarding of their inde-

pendence. The federal and regional judiciary shall complement each other 

and coordinate their work through the membership of the regional judi-

cial authorities’ presidents in the Higher Judicial Council. They will draw up 

the judicial policy in the federal states, set the rules that will guarantee the 

independence of the judiciary, unify the judicial code of conduct and the 

rules governing the appointment of judges, ensure compliance with the 

provisions of the constitution and with the international standards stipu-

lated in international charters and treaties, unify the laws of procedure and 

Box 4 (continued)

(Box continues on the following page.)
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the evidence acts in both the civil and penal fi eld, form federal courts in 

the regions that would dispose of disputes arising from the federal gov-

ernment’s exercise of its exclusive powers or other powers stipulated by 

the constitution and by federal laws, and form regional courts to dispose 

of disputes arising from the regional governments’ exercise of their non-

exclusive powers.

This is a summary of our vision of the federal and regional judiciary in Iraq 

based on the actual Iraqi situation and our examination made during the 

roundtable.

Medhat Al Mahmoud, Baghdad, Iraq, May 4, 2009

Box 4 (continued)



8 Evaluation-Based 
Workshop

Th e Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) has the mandate of assessing the 

development eff ectiveness of World Bank support and is a unit within the 

World Bank structure, reporting directly to the Board of Executive Directors. 

One of IEG’s core assignments is to disseminate its report fi ndings in all sorts 

of outreach and learning activities. 

In 2008 IEG completed the last of a series of four comprehensive evaluation 

reports related to the same overarching topic of public sector reform. Based on 

particularly high interest in the topic, IEG organized—in collaboration with 

the World Bank Offi  ce in Ethiopia, the Africa Region’s Public Sector Reform 

and Capacity Building Unit,1 the Public Sector Governance Group,2 and the 

World Bank Institute3—an evaluation-based learning event. Th is event was 

held in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, December 9–10, 2008. Th e workshop title was 

“Lessons of a Decade of Public Sector Reform: Voices of African Client Stake-

holders.” Th e event was funded by the Norwegian Agency for Development 

Cooperation (Norad). Th e invited participants were 60 individuals from 8 

African countries, as well as several development partners and regional orga-

nization representatives.

Th e workshop objective was to improve learning among participants who 

were involved in public sector reform projects and to enhance aid eff ectiveness 

in the sector, specifi cally for donor-supported reforms. Th is evaluation-based 

learning approach was structured along the concept of the Learning Spiral, 

which determined the design of the event. From a World Bank perspective, 

the workshop aimed to close the feedback loop of the World Bank’s activity 

1. Th e Africa Region’s Public Sector Reform and Capacity Building Unit helps shape the 

Bank’s strategic thinking and operational planning on public sector governance and reform in 

client countries in the Sub-Sahara Africa Region.

2. Th e Public Sector Governance Group brings together people working across the Bank on 

lending and nonlending activities that relate to core public sector reform.

3. Th e World Bank Institute is the learning and capacity building unit of the World Bank.
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cycle, where projects are executed by operations and then evaluated by 

IEG, which in turn disseminates its fi ndings as lessons learned to the sec-

tors, operations, Th e World Bank Institute, and client countries.

8.1 Four Evaluation Reports—Conceptualization Stage

Improving public sector eff ectiveness and effi  ciency is a priority item on 

the reform agenda of most African countries. In setting up a learning 

event, IEG considered four evaluation reports closely related to the topic 

that had been published between 2005 and 2008.4 Th e specifi c content of 

the reports dealt with decentralization, fi nancial accountability assess-

ments, procurement assessment, and capacity building in Africa. To 

make the four evaluation reports readily accessible, they were summa-

rized and the summary given to the workshop participants a few weeks 

prior to the workshop. Th e content of the summary was further con-

densed into two basic and interrelated lessons, which gave the workshop 

its distinctive content structure: In the fi rst half of the workshop, the 

lesson discussed was that eff ective public sector reform has to be based 

on a coherent and country-owned strategy. In the second half, the given 

lesson dealt with was that appropriate capacities that allow the imple-

mentation of these strategies have to be systematically strengthened. 

In addition to the written documents, and to make sure that every 

participant had the same level of information, at the opening session of 

the workshop two IEG staff  members introduced the key fi ndings and 

the lessons learned. Th is gave the participants an early opportunity to 

comment and to validate the presented fi ndings. Th is measure allowed 

IEG to complement and update the evaluation results and allowed the 

participants to fi nd initial common ground.

To ensure the ownership of the workshop by the involved World Bank 

units, each unit delegated one staff  member to the organizing team who 

would be responsible for all operational and procedural tasks related to 

the event. Th e team was led by one of the four IEG report authors. With 

4. Th e IEG reports included were Decentralization in Client Countries: An Evaluation 

of World Bank Support, 1997–2007 (2007b); Public Sector Reform: What Works and 

Why? (2008b); Country Financial Accountability Assessments and Country Procurement 

Assessment Reports: How Eff ective Are World Bank Fiduciary Diagnostics? (2008c); and 

Capacity Building in Africa (2005) (see http://www.worldbank.org/ieg/). 
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the exception of the team leader, all other team members acted as mod-

erators of either the plenary sessions or the breakout groups. 

8.2 Eight African Countries—Triangulation Stage 

Most participants at the workshop were selected from eight African coun-

tries, including the fi ve Anglophone countries of Ethiopia (host), Nigeria, 

Sierra Leone, Sudan, and Tanzania, and the three Francophone coun-

tries of the Democratic Republic of Congo, Madagascar, and Rwanda. 

About fi ve participants represented each country; they had been selected 

based on their involvement in designing and implementing public sec-

tor reform projects. To take into account the complexity of public sector 

reform in multilevel governmental systems and to ensure that the rel-

evant perspectives were considered, the invited participants represented 

all major spheres in the national and subnational levels, as well as policy 

makers and civil servants. In addition, each delegation included at least 

one participant from a nongovernmental organization.

Th e actual appointment of the selected individuals was made in col-

laboration with the World Bank country offi  ces and the selected govern-

ments. To enrich the range of perspectives, other experts and practitioners 

were invited, such as two international experts from South Africa and 

South Korea; several representatives of development partners, including 

the African Development Bank, the Danish International Development 

Assistance, the European Union, and the German Technical Coopera-

tion; and representatives from regional organizations such as the Afri-

can Union, the Pan-African Conference of Ministers for Public Service, 

and the African Training and Research Center for Administration in 

Development. To round out the perspectives, the conference organizers 

were also represented at the workshop by at least one participant. In all, 

there were close to 60 participants at the event.

8.3  Concept Note and Guidance Note—
Accommodation Stage

To make the learning process transparent and accessible, a concept 

note was prepared to describe the purpose, objectives, and structure 

of the workshop. Th e overarching message in this document was that 
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all participants would have equal treatment during the workshop. Th is 

measure was particularly challenging because the hierarchical diff er-

ences among the participants were wide; participants ranged from 

lower-level governmental advisors up to the Prime Minister of Ethiopia 

(see Photo 21). All participants were seated around a closed rectangle, 

with no podium (see Photo 23). To ease the communication between 

the French- and English- speaking participants, the dialogue in the ple-

nary sessions had simultaneous translation.

In an additional guidance note, the methodologies of the workshop 

as well as the specifi c roles of the diff erent participants were explained. 

Strong emphasis was given to the description of the communication 

rules, which bound all participants equally. Among them were the 

Chatham House Rules, which regulate the exchange of information 

with the outside world.5 Other rules were applied to the regulation of 

the formal exchange, such as fi ve-minute speaking time limits and the 

prohibition of PowerPoint® presentations.

Two moderators enforced the communication rules in the plenary 

sessions. Th ey were members of the organizing team and were selected 

based on their political impartiality; 

neither of them was involved in the 

public sector reform projects dis-

cussed and neither had any author-

ship in the reports. Th e design of the 

workshop required that one actively 

facilitate the dialogue and the other 

observe the process dynamics and 

ensure that all participants had an 

equal amount of time to speak. Th e 

two handled this task as a team and 

rotated their roles aft er each session. 

Because there was and no head of 

the table, they were, despite their 

distinct role, integrated in the same 

seating order as everyone else (see 

Photo 22).

5. For the defi nition of the Chatham House rules, see subsection 5.3.

(From right to left) Meles Zenawi, 

Prime Minister of Ethiopia; Kenichi 

Ohashi, World Bank Country Direc-

tor to Ethiopia; and Anand Rajaram, 

World Bank Regional Manager, Sub-

Saharan and North African Region.

Photo 21  Seating in 

Plenary Session
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Each participant received a 

large package of documents prior 

to the event beginning, including 

a personal invitation letter, the 

workshop agenda, the concept and 

guidance notes, the IEG evaluation 

summary, and a fact sheet from the 

World Bank country offi  ces. To 

remind the participants about the 

main principles of the workshop, 

the two moderators gave a short 

presentation about the workshop 

proceedings at the workshop inau-

guration.

8.4 Plenary Sessions—Internalization Stage 

At the center of the workshop were two identically structured half-day 

sessions. Each focused on one of the two main lessons. In the fi rst part 

of the session, the plenary session (see Photo 23), three participants 

refl ected in a short statement on the lesson at stake in light of their 

respective country experience. 

Th e three speakers were chosen from diff erent countries and held 

diff erent positions; this ensured the diversity of perspectives. Th e state-

ments were informal in style and refl ected the personal opinion of the 

speaker. Th is is unlike formal governmental conference settings, where 

official positions are presented 

from prepared texts. 

Th ese statements were structured 

along several key guiding questions, 

which were directed to each of the 

lessons. Among the questions raised 

for the fi rst session were How could 

participants motivate public sector 

reform? How could they generate 

ownership? And how could they use 

international experience? For the 

The two moderators of the plenary 

sessions (fourth and fi fth from left).

Photo 22  Plenary 

Session 

Moderation

Roundtable with 60 participants.

Photo 23 Plenary Session
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second session the questions were How did participants understand 

capacity development challenges? How could stakeholders’ views 

be integrated? And how should capacity development activities be 

prioritized? 

The presentations were followed by statements from the rest of 

the participants, who also described their individual experiences. 

The session closed with a short commentary by the international 

experts, who presented their experiences from a global viewpoint. 

These added further perspectives to the table. 

8.5 Breakout Groups—Externalization Stage 

To share the refl ections made in the previous stage—the Internaliza-

tion Stage—in the second part of the workshop session, the plenary 

split into two parallel breakout groups. Th ese groups were moderated 

by two other members of the organizing team to give the two ple-

nary session moderators the free-

dom to follow the process in both 

groups and thus get a continuous 

overview of the overall workshop 

progress. 

Th e purpose of the breakout 

groups was to create a more inti-

mate space that would allow par-

ticipants to share their individual 

refl ections from the previous ple-

nary session among their peers. Th e 

groups were formed along French- 

and English-speaking participants 

to ease communication and obviate the need for simultaneous transla-

tion (see Photo 24). 

Based on the shared country experiences in the plenary session, the 

emphasis in the breakout groups was on developing new insights and 

practices around eff ective and country-owned public sector reform 

strategies and about eff ective capacity building. 

Breakout group with the representa-

tives of the Francophone countries.

Photo 24 Breakout Group
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8.6  Review of Evaluation Reports—
Reconceptualization Stage

In the fi rst part of the fi nal workshop session, the breakout group facili-

tators reported their observations to the plenary about new patterns and 

insights raised in the two groups with regard to country-owned public 

sector reform strategies and capacity building. Th ese observations were 

complemented by the individual lessons learned that one country and 

three donor representatives shared. In the ensuing dialogue, a modifi ed 

understanding of eff ective public sector reform projects was adopted. By 

operating this way, the original results of the evaluation fi ndings became 

redefi ned and updated to fi t the latest course of action. 

8.7  Action Plan—Transformation Stage 

Th e purpose of the fi nal plenary 

session was to discuss the impact 

of the new fi ndings on future 

public sector reform projects. For 

this purpose the workshop par-

ticipants draft ed, under the guid-

ance of the moderators, an action 

plan under which all participants 

committed themselves to taking 

concrete measures and to apply-

ing their new insights to their par-

ticular frame of action (see Photo 

25). Th is process also included the 

participation of the World Bank 

staff , who committed themselves to supporting the implementation of 

the country-specifi c action plans.

8.8 Brochure—Confi guration Stage

For the purpose of confi guring the newly reframed knowledge and its con-

textual application, the workshop results, including the diff erent action 

plans, were summarized in Lessons of a Decade of Public Sector Reform: 

The workshop team leader (second 

from left) working on the action plan 

developed in real time by the workshop 

participants.

Photo 25 Action Planning
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Voices of African Client Stakeholders (IEG 2008e). Th e document refl ects 

all relevant information about the event in an easily accessible and read-

able manner. It can be understood as an extension of and the actualization 

of the existing evaluation reports and was added as appendix to the four 

report Web sites. Furthermore, the fi ndings were publicly disseminated at 

a press conference and through numerous interviews organized by IEG, 

with the participation of prominent workshop participants.

8.9 Final Comments and Evaluation

Th e diff erent action plans developed in the transformation stage triggered a 

whole range of bilateral and multilateral follow-up activities, many of them 

directly supported by diverse World Bank units (IEG 2008e). Th rough this 

process, a number of small networks were created among countries com-

mitted to working together on particular subjects in public sector reform. 

A further important product of the event was the brochure about the 

workshop results, which updated and complemented the existing four IEG 

evaluation reports from the perspective of eight African countries (IEG 

2008e). Th is new knowledge was subsequently integrated into IEG’s dis-

semination process, that is, in a learning event about public sector reform, 

organized by the World Bank’s Middle East and North African Region unit 

immediately aft er the workshop. In a fi gurative way, this follow-up event is 

an example how a next new spin of the learning spiral is set in motion.

Th e workshop was reviewed by the participants in a Level One evalu-

ation conducted at the end of the workshop. Th e results were remarkable 

because the average ratings were segmented according to the diff erent 

participant groups: in a scale of 1 (very bad) to 5 (very good), the repre-

sentatives from governments rated the relevance of the workshop to the 

current work the highest (4.8), followed by the nonprofi t organizations 

(4.7) and the donor organizations (4.3). Th e average rating was 4.56. 

In regard to the overall usefulness of the activity, members of gov-

ernments rated the event 4.8, nonprofi t organizations rated it 4.7, and 

donor organizations rated it 3.9. Th e average rating was 4.45. Th e work-

shop had also some long-term impact, as is seen in a feedback letter from 

an individual participant of the Ethiopian government more than one 

year aft er the event (see Box 5).
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I participated in the workshop as a team member of the delegation of the 

Ethiopian government. As head of Planning and Programming Director-

ate of the federal Ministry of Capacity Building in Ethiopia, I am very much 

engaged in the implementation of public sector reform and capacity 

building initiatives already under way in the country in various sectors at 

diff erent tiers of government. 

How the Ethiopian government embarked on the public sector reform 

and capacity building programs is best described with historical trajec-

tories. The incumbent government came to power by overthrowing the 

former socialist military regime with armed struggle. This coincided with 

the end of the Cold War, economic governance reform toward a market 

economy, multiparty democratization ideology, glocalization (global-

ization and localization at the same time)—all happened worldwide in 

developed and developing countries alike. The Ethiopian government, 

with a new constitution, introduced federal arrangements mainly based 

on national identity/ethnicity, multiparty democracy, market economy, 

and decentralization and launched these almost at the same time in the 

early and mid-1990s. The underpinning principles of the current Ethio-

pian government policies are referred to as a mix of market economy, 

revolutionary democracy, and developmental state. These underpinning 

principles are considered basics for other government policies and strate-

gies. Strategies were prepared by the Ethiopian government for rural and 

agricultural development, industrial and infrastructural development, 

and social development starting around the end of last decade. Capacity 

building and public sector reform programs were designed roughly at the 

same time to assist the eff ective implementation of these sectoral strate-

gies. These reform programs have been under implementation for about a 

decade and a lot of stories can be told of their successes and challenges. 

As a person closely engaged in this process for fi ve or so years, I had vari-

ous questions in mind, and of course many of them were recurring on dif-

ferent occasions at meetings with stakeholders. Some questions relate to 

political ownership and commitment; governance structure for leading, 

Box 5  Refl ections from the Director of Planning and 

Programming Directorate, Ministry of Capacity 

Building of the Government of Ethiopia

(Box continues on the following page.)
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coordinating, and managing public sector reform and capacity building 

initiatives; management of public sector reform in decentralized/federal 

systems where subnational governments maintain certain sovereignty; 

the role of institutional and human resources capacity to implement the 

reform; and the role of development partners. There are also basic ques-

tions related to the political economy of public sector reform: public sector 

reform for what (demand, purpose), who (drivers, targets), how (eff ective 

strategy), and when (timing, sequencing, sustainability). 

The workshop was helpful in shedding light on questions like these by 

providing the opportunity to discuss experiences of other countries in 

Africa. Resource allocation from own source, committed governance 

structure to play a leadership role, and supporting rules and regulations 

are considered indicative of political ownership and commitment to the 

reform in a country. It was also emphasized during the workshop that 

institutional and human resources capacity plays a key role in the imple-

mentation of public sector reform. Participants in the workshop reiterated 

the need for deploying and retaining the requisite human resources in 

order to be able to eff ectively implement the reform. It was observed that 

even when the political ownership seems to be high, institutional and 

human resource capacity remain challenging in many African countries. 

This is what I feel is relevant here in Ethiopia as well.

Regarding the leadership and coordination structure of the reform, the 

participants took note of various possibilities that depended on the con-

textual environment. The Ethiopian government has organized a separate 

ministry in charge of initiating, leading, and coordinating the manage-

ment of public sector reform. In Tanzania, a coordinating body was set 

up in the president’s offi  ce, and the steering committee established for 

this purpose makes sure implementation and coordination of the reform 

in various sectoral ministries and agencies go smoothly. In Nigeria, state 

governments are said to be autonomous and normally are left to their 

own discretion. Development partners were expected to directly engage 

themselves with state governments in supporting the public sector reform 

initiatives in Nigeria. 

Another learning point relates to the role of development partners. It was 

recommended that the World Bank and other development partners 

remain engaged with countries even when the political ownership and 

Box 5 (continued)
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commitment are lacking. The consensus by the participants was that the 

World Bank role needs to be leading with creative ideas and best practices, 

``particularly through technical support instead of dictating to govern-

ments using its fi nancial power. I found this understanding very important 

in our case, as it provides an opportunity to maintain an engaged dialogue 

with development partners including the World Bank. 

I feel the most important impact of the workshop has to do with the confi -

dence it gave me in my role as a professional staff  dealing with public sec-

tor reform in day-to-day operations. The experiences, success factors, and 

challenges I learned about during the workshop have given me the impe-

tus to play a much larger role in the country’s public sector reform agenda. 

Finally, I must say that I was very much impressed by the management of 

the workshop process, where an enormous number of lessons and future 

actions were covered only within the two days of the workshop. The work-

shop discussions and resulting materials will remain valuable for me and 

other practitioners of public sector reform in the Ethiopian government.

Ato Ahmed Mohammed Ali, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, January 12, 2010

Box 5 (continued)





9 Multimedia Training and 
E-Learning Initiative

MP3IC is a global multimedia training and e-learning initiative spearheaded 

by the World Bank Institute (WBI), the Asian Development Bank Institute 

(ADBI), and the Multilateral Investment Fund of the Inter-American Devel-

opment Bank (IADB). Its goal is to promote capacity building and knowledge 

sharing among practitioners, researchers, and development agencies around 

the world in the area of private-public partnership (PPP) infrastructure proj-

ects. Th e program’s ambition is to use cutting-edge pedagogy and multimedia 

technology to transform existing research fi ndings and practice into user-

friendly messages that developing country public sector professionals can use 

in their day-to-day problem solving.

Considering the global scope of the learning initiative, the MP3IC core 

organizing team represents an international consortium representing WBI, 

ADBI, and IADB. Th e team is extended through core partners, involving 

leading national public sector training institutions in governmental capacity 

building around the world. Th e target audiences of the program are public 

sector leaders and senior offi  cials from all levels of government, as well as 

other leaders who represent the private sector and civil society from all over 

the world. Th is rather selective choice of learning actors allows maximal reach 

and impact on eff orts to achieve eff ective and effi  cient public service delivery 

in a short period. 

To develop the specifi c training and e-learning considerations that need to 

be taken into account when designing the program’s concept and its diff erent 

core learning components (CLCs), ADBI—in close collaboration with WBI 

and the Development Academy of the Philippines (host)—organized a sympo-

sium, “Strengthening Governance for Infrastructure Service Delivery: Th e Role 

of Public Private Partnerships.” It was held March 9–11, 2009, at ADB head-

quarters in Manila. Th e symposium brought together important stakeholders 

for governance capacity building—more than 40 leading global and regional 

145



146 The Black Box of Governmental Learning

governance experts and senior-level managers of leading public sector 

training institutes from 13 countries across the Asia-Pacifi c region. 

Th e objective of the event was to profi le and share pragmatic gover-

nance learning materials and didactic concepts that facilitate design-

ing of CLCs and to enable the participating training institutions to 

strengthen their learning on governance capacity building. In this con-

text, the Learning Spiral was introduced and discussed as the foundation 

on which the MP3IC program, as well as its global multimedia train-

ing and learning segment, the CLCs, would be structured.1 Th e follow-

ing description of the eight stages of the Spiral presents the outcome of 

this dialogue and describes in detail how the Learning Spiral should be 

applied to ensure the program’s eff ectiveness.

Th e MP3IC Program considered this 2009 event as the basis for plan-

ning the design and use of CLCs. As of publication, this planning is still 

in development.

9.1  Core Learning Components—
Conceptualization Stage

Th e training and learning content of the MP3IC initiative consists of a 

comprehensive set of 54 topics representing the major themes in PPPs in 

infrastructure capacity building. Th ey were selected by the MP3IC team 

in consultation with the partner organizations. It is foreseen that each 

of the topics will be broadly covered in a CLC module, which consists—

among other things—of two main parts:

1. Th e concrete and measurable training and e-learning objectives, 

which are based on generic content goals (accountability goals). Th is 

helps the learning actors retain the basic knowledge and objectives to 

be measured, which in turn allows them to apply the acquired knowl-

edge to their individual political environments (learning goals).

2. Th e content of the CLCs, which is processed and edited by leading 

experts in the fi eld and subsequently reviewed by focus groups and 

1. Th e Learning Spiral was presented by the author in a keynote speech: http://www.

adbi.org/speeches/2009/07/13/3173.keynote.speech.blindenbacher.pppi.governance/.
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expert panels in regard to their relevance for the target audience. 

Th is measure is essential because the understanding of PPPs in infra-

structure and related topics is globally very controversial; a common 

understanding of the subject has fi rst to be established. 

To make the CLCs accessible and attractive to a global audience, the 

collected knowledge has to be packed into a set of various data carriers, 

including print products and self-sustaining media presentations such 

as audio and video clips. It further has to be complemented by a glos-

sary that explains the specifi c terminology used in the CLCs. In addition, 

it should be translated into as many languages as the target audience 

needs. For this purpose, an Internet portal designed particularly for the 

MP3IC initiative can be established that will allow the storage of a great 

deal of data and knowledge as well as their exchange among a specifi ed 

target audience. It will be important to keep resources and information 

on the portal up to date to stay relevant for its users and to create incen-

tives for them to return to the portal periodically. Th e portal needs to 

integrate user-friendly features from existing networks and platforms to 

make it intuitive and attractive to site visitors. 

9.2 Global Target Audience—Triangulation Stage

To increase the attractiveness and relevance of the material for a broad 

target audience, the program partners must identify the major existing 

perspectives in regard to the content of the CLCs. In the case of PPPs in 

infrastructure, the perspectives are exceptionally diverse. On the public 

sector side they include politicians and members of Parliament from all 

diff erent levels of government, judges from national and subnational 

courts, representatives of political parties, the civil service, and members 

of state-owned entities. On the private sector side, there are business 

leaders, investors, lenders, members of business associations and con-

sortia, and lobbying organizations. And fi nally on the civil society side, 

there are the stakeholders representing not-for-profi t organizations, 

the media, think tanks, scholars of diff erent academic disciplines, and 

members of organized communities and networks that communicate 

through blogs and other information technology–supported means.
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For each perspective, a representative stakeholder has to be chosen to 

describe his or her personal viewpoint concerning the issue at stake. Th is 

should preferably be done in the form of short narratives illustrated by 

concrete cases based on the authors’ real-world experiences; the learning 

actors should be able to easily relate to them. Each story can be captured 

both in a traditional paper-based format and in a more interactive video 

format. Th is supplement essentially mirrors the content of the CLCs by 

putting the key takeaways of the learning material into multiple perspec-

tives. Th is exhaustive set of material includes the state-of-the-art knowl-

edge on each topic as well as the narrative supplements. 

Th e combination of the range of topics, their broad treatment, and 

their nonhierarchical organization in modules and submodules with 

diff erent content focus and depth is designed to get the attention and 

curiosity of the target audience and to serve their diverse needs and 

expectations. It will allow the learning actors to navigate through the 

wide range of modules and to choose specifi c CLCs according to their 

personal needs and interests.

9.3 Users’ Manual—Accommodation Stage

Crucial for such a multimedia training and e-learning initiative are per-

sonal contacts among the learning actors and the organizing MP3IC 

team—at the earliest possible stage in the process. Ideally, the inaugura-

tion of the program would be a face-to-face event involving all potential 

participants. If such an event were not possible, a number of regional 

or national events, a multiscreen videoconference, or a combination of 

them could substitute. Th e purpose of such an event is to ensure that the 

participants get to know each other and have an opportunity to build 

trust and confi dentiality among themselves and the organizers. Th ese 

newly established personal relationships also ease future written com-

munication as well as individual phone or video encounters. 

At the same time, the MP3IC portal needs to foster networking oppor-

tunities among the participants by providing sophisticated but simple-

to-use spaces to build user profi les and connect with each other. Th ese 

profi les would include a user’s picture, professional affi  liation, interests 

and hobbies, and organizational affi  liation. It will be important for users 
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to be able to send each other private messages through such platforms 

and to be able update other participants about their latest work, ini-

tiatives they joined or support, and causes they promote. Such a space 

would combine the philosophies used by social media such as Facebook® 

and LinkedIn® to connect people with similar interests and professional 

affi  liations, while making the platform very easy to use. 

Preceding these fi rst contacts, the organizers have to ensure that the 

participants are fully aware of the philosophy and the structure of the 

learning process, its objectives, and the communication and privacy 

rules. Th is last element determines how the participants are supposed to 

communicate with each other. Furthermore, it suggests how to handle 

cultural and regional diff erences. All this program-related information 

has to be summarized in a sourcebook or a user’s manual, which would 

be made available to all potential learning actors in a printed publica-

tion; it can also be posted on the MP3IC portal.

Because many of the interpersonal and group interactions will be 

made through the electronic MP3IC portal, technical support and secu-

rity systems play a crucial role. Appropriate protection programs and 

fi rewalls have to be installed and a helpdesk set in place to deliver techni-

cal support to all participants at any time.

9.4 Online Questionnaire—Internalization Stage

In a fi rst didactical step, the participants get an opportunity to refl ect on 

their own practices in light of the knowledge to be learned in the con-

tent of the 54 recorded CLCs. Th is intrapersonal activity can be encour-

aged by posting a set of targeted questions about the subject that make 

people think about and reveal their personal experiences; this triggers 

the intended self-refl ection process. To ensure that the learning actors 

understand the content of the CLCs, it may be further envisaged that an 

assessment instrument could be installed at the MP3IC portal, such as a 

readiness scorecard that would allow the participants to self-assess their 

understanding of the knowledge to be learned.

Additionally, the MP3IC portal needs to include an elaborate library 

of resources—not already part of the CLC content—so the participants 

can fi nd materials on the subject matter. Such materials could include a 
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broad spectrum of resources such as books, articles, case studies, reports, 

white papers, video clips, etc. Compilation of resources in a library will 

allow easy and organized access to critical knowledge and can provide a 

strong and common reference point. 

Th e MP3IC portal may also include a private online account, in which 

the learning actors are asked to store notes about their individual learn-

ing experiences. Th is private account could only be accessed by its desig-

nated owner and would be secured with a personal password. However, 

if the account owner wished to do so, he or she should have the freedom 

to give access to other individuals. Th is measure protects the account 

holder’s privacy, prevents any loss of written materials, and regulates the 

process of sharing these personal notes with peers.

9.5 Online Dialogue Exchange—Externalization

In the second didactical step, the learning actors are encouraged to 

engage with the other participants in an active dialogue to share their 

individual refl ections. Th is dialogue can be held in blogs or discussion 

forums installed at the MP3IC portal or though social networking plat-

forms such as Facebook®, Ning®, and WordPress®, where selected indi-

viduals are invited to communicate in groups in a protected and private 

online environment. 

Th is highly sensitive and confi dential online dialogue exchange has 

to be well facilitated and closely supervised by members of the MP3IC 

team. It is their responsibility to enforce the given communication rules, 

to structure the dialogue, and to ensure that all participants have the 

same chance to get involved. Th e MP3IC team will predetermine ques-

tions and topics for discussions and ensure the fl ow of discussions. It 

will need to send out email invitations to the participants to join the dis-

cussions, prepare initial comments to kick-start the discussion, respond 

to some questions from the participants, and, when needed, redirect 

the conversation to the relevant topic. It further will have to observe 

the discussions and ensure that all the questions and comments receive 

appropriate responses, as well as summarizing the discussions into a 

document that can be circulated among the participants and, if they 

agree, among wider audiences of interested practitioners. Th e prepara-

tory stage may also require the MP3IC team to fi nd and collaborate with 

a group of seasoned experts on a subject in advance to ensure that they 
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can help create initial comments in the discussions and provide their 

expert responses along the way.2 

At the same time, the MP3IC portal can provide a platform for par-

ticipants to share their documents with each other. Such sharing can 

help participants get input from their colleagues on their work in prog-

ress, such as research papers or studies, and bring a new perspective to 

the ongoing research. To enable such document sharing, the portal can 

utilize Google Documents or any other document collaboration tech-

nology. 

Th e MP3IC portal will include several features that allow participants 

to stay updated on the latest activities in the network and recent post-

ings. Along with email updates, it will be important to have an option 

for a weekly digest and rich site summary (RSS) feeds. Th e blog and 

resources on the MP3IC platform can have an option for an RSS feed or 

instantaneous email update. Th e RSS feed allows participants to easily 

track newly posted resources and use them quickly. 

Over time these online dialogue exchanges could be transformed into 

long-lasting communities of practice. Th ese self-organized and theme-

oriented peer-to-peer learning groups give participants the opportunity 

to continuously share their refl ections in an institutionalized frame to 

improve their skills on a given subject, to share information and knowl-

edge with each other, and to create documents that include a wide range 

of perspectives (see subsection 2.2.3). It will be critical to ensure that 

members of the community benefi t from being part of it. Some incen-

tives to join include substantive knowledge gain and learning oppor-

tunities, the ability to showcase expertise for networking purposes, the 

ability to fi nd peer reviewers and research collaborators, as well as the 

ability to tap into local knowledge. 

To sustain and strengthen a community of practice, it will be impor-

tant to have face-to-face meetings with the participants. Such meetings 

both serve as an incentive for more active participation in the external-

ization of knowledge and can be a catalyst for innovative ideas. It is an 

established practice that when a group of people are given an appropriate 

2. Th is usually requires cultivating long-lasting relationships with various experts and 

involving them in other types of network activities as a reward for their time. Such 

activities could be access to training and knowledge, consulting opportunities, publish-

ing their works online, etc.
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time and space to brainstorm and fi nd solutions, they are more inclined 

to think innovatively and suggest diff erent approaches. For this to hap-

pen, the MP3IC team needs to ensure the participants that the provided 

forum is safe for any kind of discussion and suggestion and that everyone 

is open to new ideas.

9.6 Process Monitoring—Reconceptualization Stage

A major task of the MP3IC team is to watch systematically the ongo-

ing group-refl ection process and to monitor the relevance of the CLCs 

for the current practice in PPP infrastructure projects. If the collective 

refl ections consistently deviate in form and substance from the state-

of-the-art knowledge as presented in the CLCs, it is the team members’ 

responsibility, in collaboration with their core partners, to update and 

if necessary to fully replace their content accordingly. Th is measure 

ensures that the content in the MP3IC program always represents the 

latest knowledge, and it further conveys to the participants a sense that 

the knowledge they are learning represents the best practices available 

to date. 

One way of encouraging continuous feedback and suggestions from 

participants on the shared knowledge resources would be to enable the 

rating of resources. Many Web platforms allow users to rate their con-

tent, which provides the site managers with data on user preferences and 

most used types of materials. 

It will also be important to use social networking tools on resources 

such as Digg®, StumbleUpon®, or de.li.cio.us®. Th ese online tools allow 

users worldwide not only to bookmark their favorite resources and post-

ings, but also to share them with other users interested in the same sub-

ject matter and to share their bookmarks. Th ese tools can be used both to 

promote resources and knowledge outside the selected group of people 

and to measure the popularity of resources most bookmarked. 

9.7  Scenario Exercises and Rapid Results Approach—
Transformation Stage

To get used to the CLC content and to learn how to employ it, the pro-

gram off ers in a third didactical step a guided role-play or scenario 
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exercises. Th ese integrated games allow the learning actors to simulate 

their individual work situations in light of the new knowledge. Th e par-

ticipants are placed in a project situation in which they have to make 

appropriate decisions that require an in-depth understanding of the 

CLC substance. In this way the participants become familiar with the 

knowledge and automatically prepare themselves to apply it into their 

real work context.

Based on the experiences in the simulation games, in the fourth step 

the learning actors are asked to develop concrete plans for how they 

want to integrate the newly acquired knowledge into their own practi-

cal fi eld of action. Th is process can be facilitated by the application of 

the Rapid Results Approach, which is a management tool that empow-

ers teams to develop 100-day plans that build capacity for large-scale 

change.3 With this methodology the learning actors are in a position to 

develop realistic plans for how to implement the CLC content; they set 

short-term goals to solidify and accelerate the overall implementation 

process in a given infrastructure project. 

To ensure the success of such a planning process, the regional help 

desks must work with the local core partner organizations, which are 

familiar with the specifi c circumstances the learning actors face. Th ese 

help desks are expected to give instant assistance whenever the partici-

pants request it. An electronic blackboard installed at the MP3IC portal 

may further support this eff ort, where participants post questions about 

the planning process and others respond according to their own experi-

ences. It is important that the participants continuously document and 

refl ect on this process in their electronic journals. Another possibility to 

gather feedback from the participants is to use surveys on specifi c issues 

and quick polls to identify interest in discussion topics, CLC events, etc.

Th e experience of seeking input from colleagues in the region or 

around the world can be further maximized when the MP3IC team 

gathers the responses on the posted questions from various participants 

or, if needed, even personally contacts selected participants to solicit 

3. Th e Rapid Results Approach is a modifi ed version of General Electric’s work-out 

process, fi rst developed in the late 1980s to reduce bureaucracy and redundancy. Over 

time, its application has broadened to address business processes and to accelerate 

organizational change (Schaff er and Ashkenas 2005).
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responses. Once the responses are collected, supplemental research and 

literature review on the subject matter could be combined with the par-

ticipant responses in a consolidated response. 

9.8 Revision of CLCs—Confi guration Stage

By conducting the multimedia training and e-learning initiative as 

described so far, a considerable amount of new knowledge related to 

PPPs in infrastructure capacity building will be developed and electroni-

cally loaded at the MP3IC portal. All these data have to be confi gured 

to update the CLCs; they also will be summarized in a form that allows 

their availability for a global audience. For that purpose the learning 

actors fi rst screen their electronic journals to decide which parts they 

want to open to the public. Th e gathered knowledge, complemented by 

the reviewed and updated CLCs, forms the basis of the most updated 

and practice-relevant knowledge that exists on the subject. 

Second, the core team and partner organizations must integrate this 

newly developed knowledge into the existing CLCs and summarize it 

in various media to make it attractive and easily accessible. Th e pur-

pose of the latter eff ort is to attract a broad international audience to the 

MP3IC program and by doing so to expand and strengthen the emerg-

ing global network that derives from this initiative. Th e dissemination of 

the knowledge is done through the MP3IC portal as well as by all other 

existing means of communication transfer.

9.9 Final Comments and Evaluation

Multimedia training or e-learning has become one of the major means 

of supporting learning in governments in recent years, and it is expected 

that this trend will further accelerate with any forthcoming technological 

innovation. Also conference Web sites, online discussion forums, etc. were 

didactical elements used in Learning Spiral–based events in the past. 

Th e MP3IC multimedia training and e-learning initiative is the fi rst 

program that was systematically geared around social media technologies. 

It represents a new area of using such instruments to improve the Learn-

ing Spiral’s impact. Th anks to the targeted application of social media, 

the dynamism and the intensity of the learning process over time and 
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space can be signifi cantly increased. However, it is important to give high 

attention to issues such as privacy protection and property rights to avoid 

jeopardizing the learning actors’ confi dence in the learning activity as a 

whole.

It is not fully clear yet how the MP3IC initiative will further develop. 

Its progress was discussed in a follow-up symposium.4 Testimony by a 

leading member of the MP3IC core team describes the relevance of the 

Learning Spiral concept not only for designing the program but also 

for its impact on the program development process itself, which is very 

much organized as a learning activity in its own right (see Box 6).

4. Th e event had the title MP3IC Knowledge Sharing Symposium—PPP’s for Infrastruc-

ture in the Asia Pacifi c: Global Challenges and Constraints and was held December 

16–17, 2009.

A symposium entitled Strengthening Governance for Infrastructure Ser-

vice Delivery: The Role of Public Private Partnerships, held in Manila in 

March 2009, presented pragmatic governance learning materials to staff  

from participating training institutions. The symposium’s ultimate goal 

was to help strengthen these institutions’ learning programs to better 

address the governance capacity-building requirements of the public sec-

tor in their respective countries. Its interactive format allowed participants 

from across the Asia-Pacifi c region to apply the principles of the Learning 

Spiral to assess the strategic design of the MP3IC learning materials, and 

determine the eff ectiveness of the symposium in engaging educators and 

academics from across the Asia Pacifi c region in the MP3IC design process.

The Learning Spiral was introduced at the symposium’s outset. Its frame-

work helped focus the delegates’ discussion on the challenges of govern-

ment training and e-learning processes, and helped them consider the 

role of learning materials in this context. The framework has helped guide 

the design of learning delivery strategies for public sector offi  cials with its 

emphasis on cutting-edge pedagogy and multimedia technology to trans-

form research fi ndings and practice into messages that developing-country 

public sector professionals can use in their day-to-day problem solving. 

Box 6  Refl ections from the Lead Economist, Public-Private 

Partnerships, World Bank Institute

(Box continues on the following page.)
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The eight stages of the Learning Spiral provided a structured approach 

to develop the MP3IC global training and e-learning initiative, while also 

improving its strategic direction. Each stage provided a checklist of con-

sideration points; these included the need to understand the learning 

requirements of the target audience. The eight stages also include refer-

ence to the need to identify eff ective learning access and delivery options, 

as well as the need to select content whose relevance is tested by target 

audiences. Finally, the stages include references to the steps needed to 

guarantee that knowledge transformation is achieved, and to make a reas-

sessment to appropriately confi gure the next spin of the Learning Spiral.

The Learning Spiral concept served as a constructive platform for explor-

ing critical pedagogy challenges and evaluating and strengthening the 

strategic design of the MP3IC global learning program. 

Prior to the symposium, MP3IC had already begun to engage with the 

target audience through surveys, focus group discussions, and workshops 

held across the Asia-Pacifi c region. This allowed for pilot testing of the 

learning materials at diff erent stages of development among diverse audi-

ence groups, including senior infrastructure policy makers, infrastructure 

program and project managers, and a broad range of technical practi-

tioners. It also involved technical and pedagogy specialists in design and 

development, as well as an exhaustive quality review of all learning mate-

rials. The symposium was an important part of the consultation process, as 

it enabled in-depth discussion with potential partners on learning content 

and delivery, to explore areas of synergy and pragmatic business models 

for collaboration.

Govindan G. Nair, Washington, DC, USA, March 27, 2010

Box 6 (continued)
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Today, there is still little known about the concrete mechanisms that enhance 

learning in governments. Many perceive the gaps between inputs and out-

comes in a learning system as an inscrutable black box. Th e Learning Spiral 

is an attempt to illuminate the contents of that box with a theory-derived and 

practice-approved learning concept. Its systematic presentation in this volume 

with its linear chains of action and simultaneous iterative processes turned out 

to be an ambitious challenge. In this concluding refl ection, the Learning Spiral 

is therefore summarized one more time to clarify its main characteristics. To 

further develop this concept it must continuously be evaluated and adapted 

to changes in practice and to new related research fi ndings. 

10.1 Conclusions

Th e Learning Spiral is a concept that is designed to organize events in which 

governmental learning is taking place. It is an instrument to enhance behav-

ioral change in governments through prearranged learning events, such as 

conferences, e-learning, training, etc., in order to improve performance in 

democratic governance. As demonstrated in the case studies in chapters 5 

through 9, the Learning Spiral template is applicable to a wide range of types 

of governmental learning events. Th e overall ratings of the Level One evalu-

ations, as well as the testimonies by selected participants a few years aft er the 

events took place, prove the positive impact of these learning activities (see 

Boxes 1–6). 

However, following the rationale of the presented results framework, more 

rigorous evaluation of the concept and its application is required for a com-

prehensible validation of its eff ectiveness and to derive evidence for its future 

development. It is also essential to remember that such learning events, as 

important as they are, do have their limits, considering the complex political 

reality in which governments operate. Th ere are numerous mechanisms and 
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processes that provoke resistance and barriers to governmental learning 

and that need special attention. And even if a learning event succeeds and 

does create the expected behavioral change, there will always be many 

more factors involved that do have an unpredictable and uncontrollable 

impact on the overall performance of a given government. Even more 

uncertainty remains regarding to what extent this change will fi nally 

result in a reduction of poverty and an increase in sustainable develop-

ment, as the international community postulated in the MDGs. 

Nevertheless, properly organized governmental learning events can 

make a diff erence in a government’s improving its democratic gover-

nance system or at least some important aspects of it. Th is strong belief 

in the effi  cacy of the concept is not only based on its successful applica-

tion in numerous events around the world, but also in its theory-based 

development, which refl ects a wide range of scientifi c disciplines. Th e 

concept is derived from a multitude of theories related to the subject 

that were carefully reviewed in a qualitative content analysis about their 

contribution to developing the Learning Spiral. In these terms this book 

is a research endeavor in itself, where analytical and theoretical consid-

erations were systematically examined and made operational in order to 

develop a heuristic concept that can be used to design eff ective govern-

mental learning events. 

Th e concept uses a unique eight-stage template, which structures a 

learning activity based on the specifi c consistency of the knowledge a 

government wants to learn as well as its particular political and insti-

tutional environment, which determines the selection of the learning 

actors. Th ese carefully chosen participants represent diff erent content 

and organizational perspectives and play a precisely defi ned role, which 

implies that they are both knowledge holders and knowledge seekers. 

Every participant is considered an active contributor who shares his or 

her experiences with his or her peers. In this kind of procedure, par-

ticipants have unlimited access to the collective wealth of the shared 

knowledge. 

Th e successful launch and completion of this process requires the 

oversight of a learning broker who is backed up by an institutional sup-

port system in the form of a learning agency; this ensures the iterative 
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character of the Learning Spiral, as well as its long-term development. 

Th e practical application of the template itself needs to be adapted to 

every new learning situation and should bring together the knowledge 

content with the design of the learning process. Because there are always 

constraints that limit the full implementation of the eight stages, it is the 

learning broker’s responsibility to decide where compromises can be 

made to ensure an optimal performance of the overall learning process. 

Th is process is an integrated part of a broader learning system. Its 

purpose is to enhance the implementation of a diagnosed, selected, and 

disseminated set of normative knowledge in a particular governmental 

setting. In the course of this learning process, that knowledge is reviewed 

in a real-time procedure and complemented with the latest experiences 

of the learning actors. In this kind of action learning, new knowledge is 

continuously validated and updated and as a consequence becomes in 

a type of feedback loop (the Learning Spiral) the potential new state-of-

the-art knowledge for other learning systems. 

Furthermore, the application the Learning Spiral evokes a sense of 

social belonging among the learning actors and as leads to the creation 

of networks and communities of practice. In these networks the partici-

pants’ experiences are continuously exchanged and transformed, which 

relaunches a potential next spin of the Learning Spiral. Such a continu-

ous knowledge exchange between learning actors can ensure sustainable 

governmental learning.

10.2 Outlook

To face today’s diffi  cult challenges, governments must necessarily strive 

to improve themselves on an ongoing basis. Since the emergence of the 

modern state, governments developed into a complex architecture of 

diff erent organizational bodies, composed of numerous policy actors 

and managing (polity) a growing number of principles (policy) and 

tasks, which are directed to match citizens’ needs and expectations (poli-

tics). To successfully handle these challenges and to improve capacities 

in democratic governance, governments have to be ready to learn from 

their past and others’ experiences, as well as to become open to sharing 

their experiences with each other. 
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Th e Learning Spiral is a concept that incorporates all these require-

ments. However, as the challenges of democratic governance in a glo-

balized world change and expand, the concept itself has to adapt and 

develop accordingly. In this understanding, the Learning Spiral is a work 

in progress. As has been the case since its fi rst application more than a 

decade ago, it is expected that new insights gained from evaluations of 

future events and new theories related to the subject will lead to adjust-

ments and improvements of the concept. Practitioners and theoreticians 

alike are therefore invited to engage in this dialogue launched by Th e 

Black Box of Governmental Learning. If this is done systematically and 

consistently, it is expected that the collected experiences and refl ections 

could lead to the development of a generic and broadly accepted theory 

of governmental learning.

As shown in the case study about a global multimedia learning ini-

tiative (see chapter 9), the role of new social media technologies will 

have a signifi cant impact in the future shape and quality of learning in 

governments. It therefore will be critical to carefully review forthcoming 

innovations regarding their potential contributions to improving the 

Learning Spiral. 

Despite the expected gains of these innovations, it will be always 

important that the learning events themselves do not end up overly 

designed. Th e process of governmental learning has to be as compre-

hensible and explicable as possible so the learning actors fully under-

stand how and why a particular learning event is organized as it is and so 

they are in a position to judge if the event fi ts their particular needs and 

expectations. In this understanding a successful governmental learning 

event should be always driven by demand.

Th e Learning Spiral was applied and developed for democratic gov-

ernmental systems or governments that want to transform their existing 

political systems into democratic ones. However, the question is raised 

to what extent the concept or at least some aspects of it may be applicable 

in other governmental systems, such as autocracies, monarchies, or dif-

ferent forms of tribal communities. A similar argument could be made 

about its applicability in nongovernmental settings like businesses or 

civil society organizations. Th ese are legitimate questions, which should 

fi nd further attention in future research. 



161Conclusions and Outlook

Given that only a fraction of the resources invested in the creation of 

knowledge in democratic governance is used for the actual application of 

that knowledge, there is a strong sense of urgency today that all available 

means should be fully devoted to the organization and improvement 

of future governmental learning processes. Th ere is a signifi cant back-

log and a real need to improve such targeted learning in governmental 

events. By the increased and widespread application of the Learning Spi-

ral, not only will an important contribution to improving performance 

in governments be available, but also new practice relevant knowledge 

in democratic governance will be generated and new content-related 

networks created worldwide. Th is in turn will contribute to the further 

development of the Learning Spiral.
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