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Key Points 
•	 It	is	vital	to	approach	a	

problem	that	is	possible	to	
solve.	Knowing	who	will	be	
involved	in	the	process	and	
understanding	the	needs	
are	critical	for	the	success	or	
failure	of	a	project.	

•	 Solutions	that	might	seem	
more	appropriate	from	
a	particular	perspective	
might	not	have	the	highest	
chances	of	successful	
implementation.	Policy	
makers	should	seek	and	be	
open	to	second-	or	third-
best	alternatives	that	have	a	
better	chance	of	overcoming	
barriers	that	different	
stakeholders	may	pose.	

•	 Knowing	whom	they	
are	dealing	with,	how	to	
tackle	the	opposition,	and	
gathering	support	are	
relevant	for	guaranteeing	
a	project	moves	forward.	
Influential	stakeholders	
opposed	to	a	project	might	
signify	a	higher	risk	of	
failure.	Therefore,	reducing	
opposition	is	a	crucial	
determinant	for	success.	

•	 Flexibility,	feedback,	and	
reassessment	are	necessary	
for	every	step	of	developing	
and	implementing	a	project.	
Setbacks	are	common,	and	
sometimes	going	back	some	
steps	will	be	necessary	
depending	on	the	project’s	
complexity.	

•	 To	sustain	and	gain	support	
for	a	project,	communication	
and	adequate,	widespread	
inquiry	are	of	uttermost	
necessity.
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1	 This	policy	brief	is	based	on	the	lecture	by	Professor	Francis	Fukuyama,	Olivier	Nomellini	Senior	Fellow,	
Freeman	 Spogli	 Institute	 for	 International	 Studies,	 Stanford	 University,	 California,	 United	 States	 in	
the	 training	program	on	 the	Role	of	Public	Policy	 in	 Infrastructure	Development	 jointly	organized	by	
the	Asian	Development	Bank	 Institute	 (ADBI)	 and	 the	 Leadership	Academy	 for	Development,	 Center	
on	 Democracy,	 Development	 and	 the	 Rule	 of	 Law,	 Stanford	 University	 held	 from	 17	 August	 to	 11	
September	2020.	The	program	was	attended	by	14	government	officials	from	ADB	member	countries	
and	 three	ADB	officials.	The	questions	 and	 answers	 included	 in	 the	policy	brief	 represent	discussion	
between	the	professor	and	the	participants.	

	 The	 authors	 wrote	 this	 policy	 brief	 using	 the	 presentation	 slides	 and	 transcript	 of	 the	 lecture	 by	
Professor	 Francis	 Fukuyama	 at	 the	 ADBI–Stanford	 University	 Leadership	 Academy	 Online	 Training	
Program	on	Public	Policy	 for	 Infrastructure	Development	on	18	August	2020.	The	authors	also	 thank	
Professor	Fukuyama	and	ADBI’s	KE	Seetha	Ram	for	their	guidance	and	input.	

Introduction

This	 framework,	 although	 focused	on	 infrastructure	development,	 can	be	used	 for	
answering	 any	 policy	 problem,	 as	 it	 addresses	 the	 general	 framework	 for	 policy	
problems,	especially	the	problems	related	to	infrastructure.	

The	 issue	 with	 the	 traditional	 policy	 analysis	 approach	 is	 that	 an	 individual	 or	
company	 is	unaware	of	whether	 the	 solution	might	work	 in	 real-world	 conditions.	
Another	issue	that	arises	in	the	development	of	solutions	is	the	lack	of	consideration	
of	the	local	context.	Solutions	developed	in	one	place	are	not	necessarily	universally	
replicable.	Different	countries,	regions,	and	cities	have	varying	conditions	and,	thus,	
different	necessities.	The	 considerations	 are	beyond	 the	geographical	 approach	of	
the	implementation	place—culture,	language,	history,	demography,	and	mainly,	how	
politics	are	managed	are	also	crucial	factors.

The	problem-solving	framework	developed	by	Stanford	University’s	Professor	Francis	
Fukuyama	is	composed	of	three	main	elements	or	“circles.”	The	first	circle	is	problem	
identification;	 the	 second,	 solutions	 development;	 and	 the	 third,	 implementation.	
Each	circle	is	composed	of	four	items,	designed	to	smoothly	accomplish	each	step	of	
the	process	(Figure	1).	

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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1. Problem Identification

The	 first	 circle	 is	 problem	 identification,	 and	 as	
its	 name	 suggests,	 it	 focuses	 on	 identifying	 the	 key	
problem	 to	 target.	When	 selecting	 a	 problem,	 it	 must	
be	 considered	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 local	 people,	
rather	 than	 outsiders.	 For	 example,	 an	 international	
organization	 might	 suggest	 that	 a	 particular	 country	
needs	 an	 anti-corruption	 campaign	 or	 widespread	
participation	 in	decision	making.	From	the	outside,	this	
looks	 like	something	that	needs	 to	be	solved,	but	 local	
people	 may	 not	 see	 those	 issues	 as	 actual	 problems.	
This	 leads	 to	 complications,	 such	 as	 locals	 taking	 the	
resources,	 pretending	 to	 follow	 an	 agenda,	which	was,	
in	 this	 scenario,	 set	 from	 the	 outside,	 and	 not	 solving	
the	 problem	 itself.	 In	 the	 end,	 nothing	 changes.	 On	
the	 other	 side,	 getting	 to	 know	what	 people	 consider	
a	real	 issue	makes	it	easier	to	push	forward	the	agenda	
and	 get	 results.	 In	 the	 end,	 it	 matters	 little	 if	 a	 policy	
maker	thinks	something	 is	a	problem,	 if	 local	actors	do	
not	 see	 it	 that	 way.	 However,	 what	 people	 consider	 a	
problem	 often	 comes	 with	 unclear	 initial	 descriptions	
that	 could	 complicate	 identifying	 the	 actual	 problem.	
In	 this	 case,	 it	 is	 crucial	 to	 focus	on	 something	narrow,	
something	 doable,	 and	 something	 that	 can	 be	 solved.	
The	 selected	 problem	 to	 solve	 should	 be	 something	
expected	to	happen	in	the	real	world,	thus	highlighting	
the	importance	of	being	realistic.	

1.1 Exploring the Problem

The	 first	 step	 in	 identifying	 the	 problem	 is	 exploring	
the	problem	itself.	In	this	case,	it	is	of	particular	interest	
to	 understand	 the	 experiences	 of	 those	 affected	 by	
the	 problem	 without	 forgetting	 to	 consider	 data	 as	 a	
critical	 source	 for	 decision	 making.	 A	 multidisciplinary	

Figure 1: Three Circles of the Problem-Solving Framework

Source: Authors.

approach	 is	 needed	 when	 exploring	 a	 problem.	 Some	
basic	questions	can	be	asked	during	this	first	step:	

•	 Who	is	affected	by	the	problem?
•	 What	is	the	problem,	and	how	does	it	manifest?
•	 Why	has	it	occurred?
•	 Where	is	it	taking	place?
•	 Why	does	the	problem	exist?

The	 questions	 might	 be	 different	 depending	 on	 what	
type	 of	 problem	 an	 individual	 is	 dealing	 with.	 For	
example,	when	dealing	with	infrastructure	development,	
questions	 such	 as	 what	 kind	 of	 infrastructure,	 who	
needs it,	and	so	on,	should	be	considered	when	exploring	
the	problem.

1.2 Understanding the Stakeholders 

The	 second	 step	 starts	 with	 doing	 a	 preliminary	
consultation	with	the	stakeholders.	The	stakeholders	are	
the	ones	who	have	 an	 interest	 in	 solving	 the	problem.	
However,	 that	 interest	 can	 be	 expressed	 in	 favor	 of	 or	
against	 the	 solution.	 Stakeholders	 can	 be	 categorized	
as	 either	 supporters	 or	 opponents.	 Opposition	 to	 a	
project	 is	 a	 particularly	 sensitive	 area	 in	 the	 case	 of	
infrastructure	projects	due	to	the	broad	 implications	of	
their	 implementation.	 An	 example	 of	 the	 importance	
of	 consulting	 people	 in	 the	 early	 stages	 can	 be	 seen	
in	 the	 case	 of	 Stuttgart	 21,	 a	 high-speed	 rail	 project	
implemented	by	Baden-Württemberg	state	in	Germany.	
Due	 to	 the	 lack	of	 consultation	 in	 the	early	 stages,	 the	
government	was	not	aware	that	the	citizens	of	Stuttgart	
did	 not	 want	 the	 railway	 station.	 The	 stakeholders	
opposed	this	multibillion-dollar,	complex,	 large	project.	
The	 issue	 mentioned	 above	 could	 have	 been	 avoided	
if	 the	 Baden-Württemberg	 government	 had	 consulted	
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with	the	stakeholders	early	in	the	process.	Therefore,	it	is	
vital	to	know	what	the	stakeholders	want	if	they	do	not	
oppose	the	project	and	mediate	their	different	positions	
into	a	comprehensible	solution.	

1.3 Map Causes 

After	 exploring	 the	 problem,	 and	 understanding	 the	
stakeholders,	policy	makers	need	to	map	the	causes.	For	
that	 purpose,	 drawing	 a	 causal	 map	 is	 vital.	 However,	
how	can	we	develop	a	causal	map?	For	that	purpose,	we	
can	refer	to	the	example	of	the	Harvard	Kennedy	School	
Case	about	Hyderabad,	India.	

Hyderabad	 is	a	 fast-growing	high-tech	city	with	a	 large	
information	 technology	 industry.	 Nevertheless,	 its	 fast	
growth	comes	with	municipal	water	access	problems,	as	
it	can	barely	provide	the	service	to	45%	of	its	population.	
The	problem	then	is	the	inability	to	increase	the	supply	
of	 clean	 water.	 Next,	 we	 identify	 the	 causes,	 the	 first	
being	 the	 rapid	population	growth,	 that	 has	made	 the	
current	 infrastructure	 insufficient.	 Second,	 the	 existing	
infrastructure	is	old,	and	water	is	lost	through	leakages,	
contributing	 to	 insufficient	 revenue	 for	modernization.	
A	 third	 cause	 is	 the	 great	 distance	 of	 water	 sources	
from	the	city,	which	forces	a	reliance	on	costly	transport	
methods	such	as	pipelines	and	canals.

Another	key	 issue	 is	 that	 some	people	 steal	 the	water,	
particularly	those	who	cannot	afford	it,	by	tapping	into	
wells	 and	 not	 paying	 tariffs	 for	 water	 use.	 However,	
the	Municipal	Water	 Authority	 requires	more	 revenue,	

but	 it	 cannot	 raise	 tariffs	 due	 to	 political	 opposition.	
Furthermore,	people	are	not	willing	to	pay	more	as	the	
service	quality	is	poor	and	intermittent.	Finally,	physical	
geography	 plays	 an	 important	 role.	 For	 instance,	
Hyderabad	 is	 located	 in	 an	 arid	 part	 of	 India	 and	
depends	 on	 the	 natural	 supply	 of	water.	The	 situation	
has	been	getting	worse	 as	 a	 result	 of	global	warming.	
Based	 on	 the	 Hyderabad	 example,	 a	 causal	 map	 is	
drawn	up	(Figure	2).	

With	 this	 information,	 policy	makers	 can	 then	 develop	
a	causal	map	where	every	possible	cause	they	can	think	
of	 is	 identified.	 It	 is	 important	 to	get	 a	 sense	of	 all	 the	
causes	that	contribute	to	the	problem	that	are	trying	to	
be	solved.	

1.4 Define Scope

The	last	step	of	the	first	phase	is	adequately	defining	the	
scope	 of	 the	 problem.	 Defining	 the	 scope	 determines	
how	 much	 should	 be	 covered,	 considering	 that	 the	
larger	the	project,	the	bigger	the	risk.	Therefore,	there	is	a	
possibility	of	undesired	financial	results	as	large	amounts	
of	money	might	be	at	 risk.	A	more	moderate	approach	
in	the	scope	can	be	better	as	smaller	sums	and	time	are	
invested,	allowing	for	 future	redesigns	 if	 improvements	
are	identified	as	necessary.	In	infrastructure,	for	example,	
it	 could	 be	 wiser	 to	 concentrate	 on	 developing	 road	
networks	 in	 densely	 populated	 areas	 with	 higher	
demand	 and	 later	 scale	 it	 to	 the	 remaining	 sections,	
as	 a	 guarantee	 to	 benefit	most	 people	 without	 taking	
huge risks.	

Figure 2: Causal Map of the Water Access Problem in Hyderabad

Source: Authors.
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2. Solutions Development

As	 its	 name	 indicates,	 this	 implies	 outlining	 a	 solid	
solution	based	on	the	already	defined	problem.	However,	
as	mentioned	in	the	introduction,	it	is	essential	to	define	
the	problem	first	and	then	come	up	with	a	solution,	not	
the	 reverse.	 For	 example,	 to	 connect	 two	 cities,	 there	
are	many	ways	to	do	 it:	by	train,	 through	a	highway,	or	
with	an	airport.	However,	it	would	be	a	mistake	to	assert	
the	 necessity	 of	 having	 the	 rail	 project	 since	 the	 start.	
But	why?	The	 reason	 is	 simple:	 there	are	possibly	more	
efficient	or	more	accepted	ways	 for	and	by	 the	people.	
People	 might	 want	 more	 flexible	 individual	 options	
and	schedules,	so	 initially,	a	highway	might	be	a	better	
solution	than	a	railway.

For	 this	 reason,	 policy	 makers	 need	 to	 have	 an	 open	
mind	 while	 developing	 a	 solution.	 It	 is	 important	 to	
avoid	 coming	 up	 with	 solutions	 beforehand	 without	
a	 correctly	 defined	 problem.	 It	 is	 necessary	 to	 explore	
alternative	solutions	beforehand	after	having	developed	
a	complete	understanding	of	the	problem.

2.1 Generate Ideas

As	 the	 name	 indicates,	 it	 comes	 up	 with	 a	 diverse	 set	
of	 ideas.	 Individuals	 can	 generate	 a	 range	 of	 novel	
solutions	 to	 their	 policy	 problems	 through	 facilitated	

brainstorming.	 One	 way	 to	 do	 this	 is	 to	 put	 all	 the	
brainstorming	 results	 onto	 sticky	 notes,	 allowing	 the	
individuals	 to	 visualize	 as	 many	 ideas	 as	 possible	 and	
compare	 them.	 This	 avoids	 focusing	 on	 one	 particular	
set	of	minds	that	might	obviate	other	possible	solutions	
from	even	being	considered.	It	is	the	key	to	being	open	
to	 as	 many	 ideas	 as	 possible	 because	 most	 problems	
have	 more	 than	 one	 solution	 to	 them,	 and	 by	 hyper-
focusing	on	what	we	 think	 is	 the	“ideal,”	we	might	 skip	
those	that	might	be	more	appropriate	or	feasible.	

2.2 Synthesize Evidence

For	 choosing	 an	 idea	 there	 must	 be	 evidence,	 and	 for	
those	things	such	as	demand,	cost-benefit	analysis,	and	
qualitative	 information	 such	 as	 local	 public	 opinion	
and	preferences	 have	 to	 be	 considered.	 If,	 for	 example,	
a	 project	 might	 be	 more	 feasible	 in	 economic	 terms,	
if	 there	 is	 a	 significant	 amount	 of	 opposition	 to	 the	
project,	 it	 might	 condemn	 it	 to	 become	 a	 failure.	 This	
is	 particularly	 evident	 in	 projects	 such	 as	 oil	 and	 gas	
infrastructure	 development.	 In	 Peru,	 for	 example,	 the	
jungle	 part	 located	 in	 the	 Amazon	 basin	 encountered	
strong	opposition	by	 the	 local	 indigenous	communities	
as	the	drilling	for	the	extraction	of	the	resources	was	seen	
as	an	invasion	of	their	tribal	territory.	If	the	cultural	aspects	
of	the	implementation	were	considered	beforehand,	the	
opposition	might	have	been	dealt	with	more	effectively.	

Questions and Answers (Q&A): Problem Identification

Q:	Why	does	the	traditional	approach	dealing	with	some	numbers	or	data	become	a	very	established	approach	in	a	policy	or	
public	policy	field?

A:	Doing	the	policy	analysis	is	not	enough	if	an	individual	does	not	have	a	strategy	for	implementing	and	bringing	about	the	
project	in	the	real	world.	So,	those	skills	are	essential.	For	instance,	an	engineer	has	to	figure	out	if	a	bridge	will	support	the	
traffic	that	is	going	to	travel	over	it.	Alternatively,	what	is	the	actual	cost	of	a	tunnel	that	is	being	built?	However,	that	is	only	
the	beginning	of	solving	the	problem.	The	other	parts	have	to	do	with	the	stakeholders	and	the	ability	to	guide	the	project.	

Q:	 For	 developing	 countries,	 one	 of	 the	 problems	 is	 not	 only	 construction	 of	 a	 project	 but	 also	 maintenance,	 and	 the	
government’s	revenue	may	go	up	and	down.	For	example,	if	a	big	road	is	built,	the	government	may	not	be	able	to	maintain	
this	road	in,	let	us	say,	5	years	because	income	may	go	up	or	down.	So	constraints	could	be	who	will	maintain	it,	who	will	cover	
the	cost,	and	will	the	government	have	enough	money	to	maintain	it	later?

A:	Politicians	like	to	present	new	projects,	they	want	to	build	bridges	or	airports,	but	they	do	not	get	credit	for	keeping	it	going	
10	years	after	they	are	no	longer	in	office.	Moreover,	they	tend	to	underestimate	operating	and	maintenance	costs.	Furthermore,	
they	say	that	is	going	to	be	the	problem	of	their	successor.	It	is	dishonest,	and	it	is	one	of	the	reasons	governments	get	into	
trouble	because	they	do	not	have	the	resources	to	keep	a	project	going,	and	then	the	service	quality	begins	to	deteriorate,	
which	is	a	familiar	story.	Thus,	accounting	for	the	scale	of	the	project	and	the	life	cycle	cost	is	high.

Q:	Can	stakeholders	be	engaged	for	exploring	the	problem?

A:	It	is	essential	to	have	early	consultation	with	stakeholders	because	it	is	necessary	to	find	out	what	people	in	the	real	world	
think	about	their	proposal.	This	cannot	be	done	by	designing	it	in	their	office	in	a	theoretical	manner,	a	project	needs	to	be	
designed	by	going	out	and	talking	to	people.	It	is	crucial,	for	example,	with	the	Stuttgart	21	case,	where	it	can	be	seen	that	
they	made	a	mistake	by	not	adequately	consulting	in	the	early	stages	of	the	project,	and	therefore	they	did	not	understand	
how	deep	the	opposition	to	the	project	would	become.
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2.3 Develop a Theory of Change

After	 gathering	 both	 quantitative	 and	 qualitative	
evidence,	choose	the	more	appropriate	idea	to	implement	
so	 a	 plan	 can	 be	 developed	 to	 solve	 the	 problem.	 For	
this,	 it	 is	 crucial	 to	 concentrate	 on	 something	 that	 can	
impact	 the	 project.	 For	 example,	 an	 individual	will	 not	
choose	a	problem	as	broad	as	global	warming,	which	is	
practically	impossible	to	solve	individually.	An	individual	
cannot	just	solve	a	problem	of	global	warming	faced	by	
a	 city	by	moving	 it	 to	 another	 country—it	 is	physically	
impossible.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 in	 another	 case,	 for	
example,	 the	 problem	 of	 insufficient	 revenues	 from	
a	 municipal	 water	 system	 can	 be	 solved	 by	 checking	
stolen	 water	 amounts,	 convincing	 consumers	 to	 pay	
more	for	water	use,	or	improving	the	service	quality.	For	
visualization,	an	 individual	can	use	a	causal	map	as	the	
one	shown	in	Figure	3.

In	the	causal	map,	there	are	two	colors	of	arrows,	black	
and	 red.	The	 red	arrows	 indicate	problems	 that	 cannot	
realistically	be	 solved,	while	 the	black	arrows	are	 those	
situations	 or	 problems	 that	 can	 contribute	 to	 change.	
The	black	arrows	 for	 the	Hyderabad	water	example	are	
potential	 issues	 an	 individual	 can	 solve,	 and	 for	 each	
issue,	 development	 of	 theories	 of	 change,	 which	 are	
plans	to	potentially	solve	these	challenges,	are	required.	

2.4 Prototype Solutions

When	an	individual	has	chosen	their	preferred	issue	and	
developed	 a	 plan	 to	 solve	 it,	 they	want	 to	 prototype	 a	
solution.	 The	 prototyping	 stage	 implies	 various	 factors	

such	as	cost,	time,	and	long-term	results	and	expectations.	
It	might	be	wiser	for	some	projects	to	choose	a	small-scale	
implementation	and	analyze	if	it	works.	If	it	does,	one	can	
scale	it	up;	if	 it	does	not,	one	can	go	back	to	the	design	
stage	and	improve	it.	The	latter	is	particularly	important	
for	the	development	of	infrastructure	as	it	involves	large-
scale	 and	 long-term	 investments.	 In	 addition,	 not	 all	
cases	will	have	multiple	solutions,	but	 if	 it	 is	possible	to	
develop	prototypes	beforehand,	it	can	be	a	better	option	
than	 starting	 with	 a	 full-scale	 implementation	 that,	 if	
unsuccessful,	can	be	costly	and	problematic.	For	example,	
infrastructure	 projects	 such	 as	 building	 a	 hydroelectric	
dam	 require	 large-scale	 investment,	 so	 if	 halfway	 it	 is	
felt	that	it	is	going	over	budget,	it	would	be	hard	to	stop	
the	project.	It	is	vital	to	be	open	to	experimentation	and	
observe	how	different	prototypes	of	solutions	work,	then	
gradually	continue	ahead.	In	the	words	of	Deng	Xiaoping,	
“you	 cross	 the	 river	 by	 feeling	 the	 stones	 underneath	
your feet.”	

3. Implementation 

As	mentioned	 previously,	 sometimes	 the	 best	 solution	
is	 not	 necessarily	 the	 one	 that	 will	 be	 implemented,	
as	 other	 factors	 might	 contribute	 to	 how	 effective	
they	 will	 be	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 implementation.	 One	
might	 have	 to	 try	 the	 second	 best,	 or	 the	 third-best,	
or	 even	 beyond.	 This	 depends	 on	 how	 much	 support	
stakeholders	 can	 give	 and	 reduce	 the	 overall	 aversion	
to	its	implementation	as	much	as	possible.	For	example,	
during	 the	 implementation	of	healthcare	 reform	 in	 the	
People’s	 Republic	 of	 China,	 the	 developers	 listed	 the	
involved	ministries	 in	how	influential	 they	were	toward	

Source: Authors.

Figure 3: Causal Map for Hyderabad Water Access Problem with Solvable Causes Highlighted
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Q&A: Solutions Development

Q:	With	 political	 parties	 changing	 and	 implementing	 new	policies	when	 they	 come	 to	 power,	 isn’t	 it	 important	 to	 have	 a	
national	policy	for	addressing	the	problems	of	the	society/community?

A:	National	leaders	may	not	be	interested	in	solving	a	problem,	but	that	problem	may	be	solved	locally	because	an	individual	
will	not	be	getting	much	help	from	the	national	leaders.	It	would	be	better	if	there	was	continued	leadership	from	the	center,	
and	it	was	not	subject	to	political	change.	However,	as	this	cannot	always	be	obtained,	an	outcome	may	not	be	achieved.	It	is	
better	to	have	support	at	a	national	level,	but	it	is	not	necessary	for	a	successful	project.	The	other	issue	is	that	if	these	projects	
were	done	at	a	national	scale,	sometimes	they	get	huge	and	expensive	and	that	increases	the	risk,	the	risk	that	collectively,	is	
not	to	be	able	to	implement	them.	

Q:	 In	 infrastructure,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 comment	 on	 the	 causal	 relationships	 and	 experimental	 approaches	 can	 also	 have	
limitations.	In	case	of	such	uncertainties,	what	are	the	risks	associated?	And	what	do	you	think	the	policy	makers	or	decision	
makers	thinks	about	the	risks?

A:	Much	sound	policy	making	is	about	managing	risk,	and	that	is	one	of	the	reasons	that,	for	example,	one	wants	to	prototype	
and	rollout	solutions	on	a	small	scale	to	see	whether	it	is	going	to	work.	This	reduces	the	risk	if	it	does	work,	and	then	it	can	be	
scaled	up	later.	Whereas	if	an	individual	begins	on	a	vast	scale,	it	takes	on	much	more	significant	risk.	The	other	issue	is	iteration,	
meaning	repetition.	Often,	people	do	not	get	the	solution	right	the	first	time	they	do	it,	and	if	that	happens,	then	they	need	
to	go	back	and	try	different	approaches.	In	terms	of	an	infrastructure	project,	it	is	not	realistic	to	start	a	big	project,	let	us	say,	
start	with	a	metro	system,	but	if	it	does	not	work	out,	then	let	us	go	to	a	bus	system	instead.	However,	in	the	implementation	
process,	 experimenting	 with	 different	 ways	 of	 implementing	 the	 project,	 picking	 different	 contractors,	 picking	 different	
approaches	to	consultation,	one	can	learn	that	there	are	many	components	of	a	project	where	the	path	forward	is	not	set.	An	
open	mind	must	be	kept	about	different	approaches,	and	if	things	do	not	work	in	the	implementation	phase,	go	back	and	try	
something	different.

Q:	Could	public	consultation	be	considered	as	a	component?	While	we	are	developing	a	policy	during	the	draft	stages,	usually,	
we	should	have	public	consultation,	but	unfortunately,	we	do	not	have	enough	public	consultation.	So,	could	we	consider	that	
public	consultation	is	one	of	the	components	to	generate	ideas?

A:	 Yes,	 absolutely.	 Consulting	 with	 people	 is	 part	 of	 the	 problem	 definition.	 But	 that	 also	 becomes	 part	 of	 the	 solution	
development	 because	 citizens	 are	 asked	what	 is	 the	 problem,	 and	what	 are	 the	 possible	 solutions.	 So	 it	 can	be	 said	 that	
stakeholder	consultation	at	this	stage	of	the	analysis	is	also	important.	Sometimes,	ordinary	citizens	will	have	solutions	that	
the	technocrats	are	not	thinking	about.	So, it	could	be	a	useful	thing	to	do.

Q:	It	is	impossible	to	create	a	continuum	in	a	country	with	different	national	policies	since	there	is	no	political	will	to	continue	
a	national	policy	from	one	government	to	another.	In	most	of	the	South	Asian	region,	a	country	may	have	a	sound	national	
policy,	but	 it	 is	 impossible	to	continue	when	governments	change.	So,	after	 investing	 in	the	scarce	resources	available	 in	a	
country,	it	is	difficult	to	continue	with	those	projects	since	there	is	not	enough	political	will.

A:	In	the	stakeholder	analysis,	some	stakeholders	are	international,	and	in	infrastructure	development,	that	is	important.	For	
example,	the	Mekong	River	right	now	is	being	dammed	in	the	Lao	People’s	Democratic	Republic,	Cambodia,	and	Viet	Nam.	
There	are	a	 lot	of	people	that	want	to	have	access	to	the	water	of	that	river.	Also,	one	country	affects	how	much	water	the	
downstream	 countries	 get,	 and	 so	 forth.	 So,	when	designing	 the	project,	 assumptions	must	 be	made	 about	 the	behavior	
of	 these	 international	 partners.	The	 stakeholder’s	 strategy	 is	 to	manipulate	 those	 external	 partners	 to	 cooperate	with	 the	
government,	not	 to	damage	 the	ability	 to	 carry	out	 their	part	of	 the	project.	Unfortunately,	 in	many	of	 these	 cases,	 some	
external	partners	are	so	powerful	that	they	can	completely	undermine	the	project	if	they	are	not	careful.	That	is	one	reason	
why	 one	 needs	 to	 take	 that	 into	 risk	 calculation.	 For	 instance,	 in	 a	 joint	 project	 between	 Nicaragua	 and	 Costa	 Rica,	 the	
solution	to	facilitate	movement	across	the	border	was	to	do	a	joint	project	between	them.	However,	Nicaragua	has	a	populist	
government	 that	 is	much	poorer	 than	Costa	Rica’s.	There	 is	no	history	of	cooperation	between	the	 two	countries,	 so	 if	 the	
project	involves	active	collaboration	with	that	foreign	partner,	that	is	a	considerable	risk.	It	would	indicate	that	one	should	not	
be	utterly	dependent	on	getting	cooperation	from	that	external	partner.

Q:	Is	there	an	archetype	or	a	framework	we	can	use	to	determine	whether	a	solution	is	the	fundamental	solution	and	not	just	
a	band-aid	solution	that	can	lead	to	pressing	problems	in	the	long	run?

A:	One	should	not	think	about	best	practices	or	archetypes,	or	simple	tests	 for	the	optimal	solution	that	do	not	exist.	Also,	
the	best	solution	is	sometimes	not	achievable.	It	is	simply	not	achievable	because	it	cannot	be	implemented.	Therefore,	one	
should	go	for	a	solution	that	is	not	the	best	from	a	technical	point	of	view.	So,	if	an	engineer	is	given	a	problem,	they	use	their	
skills	as	an	engineer	to	come	up	with	the	best	possible	technical	solution	to	that	problem.	However,	it	may	turn	out	that	it	is	
impossible	to	build,	e.g.,	an	airport	or	dam	or	waterway.	There	are	too	many	obstacles,	and	too	many	stakeholders	do	not	want	
to	continue	the	project.	Therefore,	an	inferior	solution	from	a	technical	standpoint,	but	at	least	one	that	can	be	implemented,	
would	be	a	feasible	option.
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the	 reform.	The	Ministry	of	 Finance	had	a	 considerable	
weight	 as	 it	 provided	 the	 money,	 and	 without	 its	
resources	the	reform	could	not	go	beyond	the	planning	
table.	Other	stakeholders	such	as	the	Ministry	of	Health	
and	local	health	authorities	also	played	a	huge	role.	So,	
the	ideal	would	be	to	try	to	converge	one’s	interests	with	
them	in	order	of	relevance	to	the	project’s	success.	

3.1 Analyzing the Stakeholders

The	 first	 step	 toward	 a	 successful	 implementation	
is	 to	 analyze	 the	 stakeholders	 by	 dividing	 them	 into	
supporters,	 opponents,	 and	 neutral	 stakeholders;	 and	
into	high,	medium,	and	weak	power.

It	 is	 then	 followed	 by	 first	 identifying	 the	 potential	
supporters,	 then	 the	 opponents,	 and	 then	 the	 neutral	
stakeholders	in	the	middle.	The	objective	is	not	to	adapt	
the	project	to	convince	the	opponents,	but	to	grab	the	
interest	 of	 the	 neutral	 and	 opponent	 stakeholders	 to	
support	the	idea	of	the	project.

Ideally,	the	support	group	should	be	grown	by	shrinking	
the	number	of	potential	opponents	as	much	as	possible,	
trying	to	achieve	buy-in	from	local	officials,	civil	society	
groups,	 business	 leaders,	 or	 labor	 unions	 that	 are	
favorable	 toward	 the	 project.	 A	 different	 strategy	 is	 by	
weakening	 the	 opponents	 rather	 than	 growing	 the	
support	base.	To	do	this,	higher-level	officials	who	might	
support	 the	 project	 could	 put	 pressure	 on	 lower-level	
officials	opposed	to	it.	On	the	same	path,	one	can	appeal	
to	the	voters,	alleging	that	they	are	obstructing	a	project	
that	would	benefit	them.	The	idea	is	to	increase	pressure	
as	much	as	possible	so	they	will	have	to	cede.	The	best	
strategy	would	be	a	combination	of	both,	increasing	the	
support	 base,	 while	 increasing	 pressure	 on	 opponents	
to	 weaken	 their	 position	 against	 it.	 Finally,	 alternative	
strategies	 should	 be	 outlined,	 such	 as	 changing	 the	
route	of	a	road	project	to	make	it	more	appealing	to	the	
local	authorities	and	politicians.	

3.2 Identifying your Resources

Any	project	requires	a	set	of	financial	resources	not	only	
to	 be	 developed	 but	 also	 to	 be	 sustained	 in	 the	 long	
run.	 Infrastructure	 projects	 can,	 for	 example,	 be	 funded	
initially	 through	 government	 resources	 but	 sustained	 in	
the	 long	run	 through	user	 fees.	When	the	 first	might	be	
insufficient	for	the	initial	implementation,	figures	such	as	
public–private	partnerships	can	be	used,	but	not	without	

their	 fair	 amount	 of	 controversy.	 The	 main	 issue	 with	
public–private	partnerships	is	that	the	general	population	
often	misunderstands	 how	 they	 are	 supposed	 to	 work,	
and	for	that,	correct	communication	 is	vital	 to	engender	
more	robust	support	for	the	project.	However,	substantial	
infrastructure	 projects	 cannot	 be	 developed	 without	
creating	sources	of	revenue	and/or	resources	for	both	the	
initial	implementation	phase	and	for	the	long	run.	

3.3 Craft Messaging

The	 third	 step	 for	 implementation	 is	 messaging	 and	
communications,	where	technocrats	most	often	struggle.	
Regularly,	 good	 projects	 with	 solid	 technical,	 financial,	
and	engineering	background,	with	all	the	signs	of	being	
good	 projects,	 fail	 to	 convince	 stakeholders.	 A	 clear	
example	 of	 this	 is	 setting	 tariffs	 because,	 commonly,	
nobody	wants	 to	pay	 for	 the	 services,	 and	 they	expect	
that	the	government	will	give	them	the	services	for	free.	

Users,	in	general,	do	not	like	to	pay	for	electricity,	water,	
or	 roads.	 If	building	a	 toll	 road	will	 entail	 that	 the	user	
will	have	to	pay	a	fee	to	use	it,	users	will	get	angry	and	
start	questioning	why	they	have	to	pay	to	use	the	road	
and	that	the	toll	is	too	high.	The	issue	is	not	necessarily	
with	 the	 toll	 itself,	 but	 rather	 a	 failure	 to	 explain	 why	
tolls	are	necessary	to	use	the	road.	The	same	applies	to	
any	 other	 service	 requiring	 a	 user	 payment.	 It	 is	 then	
essential	 to	 have	 correct	messaging	 and	 communicate	
what	 the	 project	 team	 intends	 to	 do,	 as	 precisely	 and	
understandable	 as	 possible.	 Nowadays,	 there	 are	
methods	 such	 as	 national	 television,	 newspapers,	 and	
social	media	to	communicate	a	message,	and	it	would	be	
wise	to	maximize	that	availability.	

3.4 Evaluating the Outcomes

The	 last	 item	 is	 evaluating	 the	 outcomes	 of	 the	
implementation.	There	are	several	ways	of	doing	so,	and	
the	most	 fitting	 one	 can	 be	 chosen.	 The	 retrospective	
provides	 a	 good	 overview	 of	 seeing	 where	 one	 could	
have	 done	 better.	 It	 is	 relatively	 common	 to	 find	 out	
that	several	infrastructure	projects	were	not	worthwhile,	
making	 this	 exercise	 even	 more	 important.	 However,	
the	main	obstacle	 for	evaluation	 is	 the	 image	 impact	 it	
can	generate	in	the	political	sphere,	as	politicians	would	
not	 like	to	hear	that	the	billions	 invested	were	not	that	
worthy.	 Nevertheless,	 it	 must	 be	 must	 acknowledged	
that	accountability	and	learning	from	past	mistakes	are	
determinants	for	progress	in	project	development.	
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Conclusion

The	 three	 circles	 are	 a	 guideline	 that	 policy	 makers	
can	 follow	 to	 develop	 a	 project.	 It	 can	 be	 followed	
linearly	 by	 identifying	 the	 problem,	 coming	 up	 with	
solutions,	and	implementing	a	strategy.	However,	things	
usually	take	more	time	with	back-and-forth	procedures,	
which	 is	 normal.	 One	 may	 have	 to	 return	 to	 previous	
steps	 many	 times	 and	 search	 for	 what	 to	 change	 to	
make	the	project	more	feasible,	maybe	even	considering	

another	solution	or	changing	the	problem	targeted	and	
restart.	Therefore,	 flexibility	 is	needed	 in	 the	process.	 It	
is	necessary	to	develop	an	environment	and	a	team	that	
is	 able,	 capable,	 and	 tolerant	 of	 significant	 changes	 in	
the	development	of	a	project.	Obstacles	will	appear,	and	
sometimes	 a	project	may	never	 reach	 implementation.	
This	 is	 the	 fundamental	 challenge	 of	 the	 policy	maker.	
Hopefully,	 the	 problem-solving	 framework	 provides	 a	
tool	to	managing	this	challenge.

Q&A: Implementation

Q:	What	should	be	the	approach	of	project	executives	when	considering	the	number	of	stakeholders?	What	are	the	criteria	to	
draw	a	line	between	a	vital	stakeholder	and	a	deprioritized	stakeholder?

A:	The	number	of	 stakeholders	 cannot	be	established	 in	advance,	but	at	 the	 same	 time,	 the	project	 committee	 should	 try	
to	 consider	 every	 stakeholder	 that	 might	 affect	 the	 outcome	 of	 the	 project.	 It	 is	 necessary	 to	 consider	 the	 full	 range	 of	
stakeholders	and	talk	to	as	many	as	possible	in	the	early	stages	to	gauge	what	their	reactions	to	the	project	are	going	to	be.	
In	some	cases,	stakeholders	are	not	necessarily	opposed	to	what	is	being	planned	but	to	the	specific	way	it	is	being	planned.	
So,	project	executives	 should	 seek	 to	 find	 those	hidden	sources	of	 support	by	gathering	as	much	 information	as	possible,	
discarding	any	information	that	can	be	irrelevant	for	the	project,	and	keeping	what	can	potentially	affect	it.	

It	is	essential	to	do	a	risk	analysis	as	some	important	stakeholders	might	not	be	recognized	as	such	and	vice	versa,	and	policy	
makers	can	be	immersed	in	an	environment	with	limited	information.	As	such,	prioritizing	them	is	a	task	constrained	by	time	
and	resources	that	relies	on	those	who	might	know	whom	they	could	put	first.

Q:	How	can	decision	makers	identify	when	is	a	good	time	to	increase	tariffs	for	services	particularly	in	difficult	times	such	as	
during	the	COVID-19	situation?	

A:	There	is	no	good	time	because	nobody	likes	to	pay	more	for	what	they	are	used	to	paying.	In	these	situations,	communication	
on	why	the	tariff	increases	are	significant	as	trust	in	politicians	is	sometimes	low.	The	public	might	think	the	politicians	are	lying,	
that	there	is	corruption,	and	that	the	money	from	the	increase	is	going	to	them.	It	is	essential	to	explain	why	it	is	necessary	
to	pay	more,	and	people	might	be	more	open	to	accepting	it.	Another	way	is	gathering	support	by	finding	a	common	point,	
such	as	a	national	interest.	

Q:	Sometimes,	developing	a	project	based	on	the	mindset	of	prestige	is	a	way	to	boost	political	motivation	for	developing	a	
project.	New	technological	developments	 for	reaching	a	politically	convenient	solution	might	be	approached,	 for	example.	
Based	on	the	previous,	what	would	be	some	thoughts	about	this	perspective?

A:	National	pride	 can	 indeed	be	used	 to	build	political	 support	 for	big	projects,	particularly	 those	 that	 are	not	necessarily	
profitable	or	sustainable.	In	that	case,	policy	makers	have	to	ask	themselves	if	they	are	developing	a	project	just	for	the	sake	
of	developing	it	or	promoting	the	well-being	of	the	citizens	of	a	country.	They	need	to	think	about	the	long-term	effects	of	
the	project	as	 if	 they	are	negative;	 they	can	affect	 the	 finances	of	a	whole	country.	They	have	to	question	 if	 it	 is	worthy	of	
developing	it	as	a	country,	and	under	this	logic,	projects	developed	for	the	sake	of	prestige	do	not	make	much	sense.	They	
need	to	be	careful	about	taking	this	kind	of	approach.	
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