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Os  UMPP  Policy  Papers  são  publicados  sob  a  
responsabilidade  da  Unidade  de  Monitorização  de  
Políticas Públicas (UMPP) da Universidade de Évora. As  
opiniões expressas e os argumentos apresentados nesta  
publicação não vinculam a Universidade de Évora nem as 
demais entidades que financiam a atividade da UMPP ou  
aquelas com as quais a UMPP colabora.

UMPP  Policy  Papers  are  published  under  the  
responsibility  of  the  Public  Policy  Monitoring  Unit  
(UMPP) of the University of Évora. The views expressed  
and  the  arguments  presented  in  this  publication  are  
solely those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect  
the position of the University of Évora, the entities that  
fund UMPP’s  activities,  or  the  institutions  with  which  
UMPP collaborates.
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APRESENTAÇÃO DA UMPP / UMPP PRESENTATION

A Unidade de Monitorização de Políticas Públicas (UMPP) da Universidade de Évora 
é uma estrutura técnica e científica dedicada à produção de conhecimento e 
informação sobre conceção, monitorização e avaliação de políticas públicas.
A UMPP foi criada com o apoio do Programa Operacional Regional do Alentejo 
2007- 2013 (INALENTEJO) e tem como objetivo principal promover a avaliação e 
monitorização  das  políticas  públicas  implementadas  ou  em  processo  de 
implementação na unidade territorial NUTS II do Alentejo, em Portugal e na União 
Europeia, bem como assegurar a ampla disseminação desse conhecimento neste 
âmbito territorial.
A competitividade dos países, das regiões e das empresas está cada vez mais 
dependente das condições em que uns e outras tomam decisões e as concretizam 
de  forma  eficiente  e  eficaz.  Neste  sentido,  a  capacidade  e  competência  na 
definição  e  implementação  de  políticas  públicas  por  parte  do  Estado  e  a 
assertividade na concretização de estratégias e iniciativas bem sucedidas por 
parte das demais organizações são hoje fatores decisivos para o desempenho das 
sociedades em que se inserem.
A relevância, pertinência, coerência e valor acrescentado das políticas públicas 
são hoje aspetos absolutamente cruciais para as condições de desenvolvimento 
dos países, dos territórios, das organizações e dos indivíduos. Desde logo, em 
função dos contextos regulamentares e de enquadramento que estabelecem, dos 
mecanismos de incentivo e estímulo em que assentam, dos paradigmas e visão 
de futuro para que apontam, do nível de sofisticação e inovação que lhe está 
associado e da intencionalidade estratégica que imprimem e transmitem, numa 
perspetiva de médio e longo prazo, aos setores e atividades a que se destinam.
Num momento em que é cada vez maior o nível de exigência técnica e científica 
associado  ao  processo  de  planeamento  da  economia,  da  sociedade  e  dos 
territórios, e à construção e salvaguarda das suas condições de competitividade 
e de desenvolvimento, a Universidade de Évora entendeu criar uma Unidade de 
Monitorização de Políticas Públicas dedicada à produção de conhecimento e à 
avaliação e monitorização de políticas públicas aplicadas, ou em processo de 
aplicação nesta região.
A UMPP pauta a sua atividade por princípios de rigor, isenção, transparência e 
responsabilidade, e uma preocupação constante de auscultação e colaboração 
com as entidades e agentes da região Alentejo, mas também relativamente às de 
âmbito nacional e internacional.
Convidamo-lo(a) a conhecer o trabalho que fazemos.
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The Public Policy Monitoring Unit (UMPP) of the University of Évora is a technical 
and scientific unit  dedicated to producing knowledge and information on the 
design, monitoring, and evaluation of public policies.
UMPP was established with the support  of  the Alentejo  Regional  Operational 
Programme  2007-2013  (INALENTEJO).  Its  main  mission  is  to  promote  the 
monitoring and evaluation of public policies that have been implemented, or are 
currently being implemented, in the NUTS II region of Alentejo, in Portugal and 
the European Union while also ensuring the broad dissemination of knowledge in 
this field across the territory.
The  competitiveness  of  countries,  regions,  and  organisations  increasingly 
depends on the conditions under which decisions are made and translated into 
effective and efficient action. In this context, the State’s capacity to design and 
implement public  policies,  together  with  the ability  of  other  organisations  to 
deliver successful strategies and initiatives, has become a decisive factor in the 
performance of the societies in which they operate.
The relevance, consistency, coherence, and added value of public policies are now 
crucial to the development prospects of countries, territories, organisations, and 
individuals. This is reflected in the regulatory and institutional frameworks they 
establish, the incentive mechanisms on which they are built, the paradigms and 
future visions they promote, the degree of sophistication and innovation they 
embody, and the strategic direction they provide to the sectors and activities they 
are intended to support over the medium and long term.
At a time when the technical and scientific demands associated with planning the 
economy, society, and territories – and with strengthening and safeguarding their 
competitiveness  and  development  –  are  becoming  ever  more  complex,  the 
University  of  Évora  created  UMPP as  a  dedicated  unit  for  the  production  of 
knowledge and for the monitoring and evaluation of public policies applied, or in 
the process of being applied, in the region.
UMPP carries out its work in accordance with the principles of rigour, impartiality, 
transparency, and responsibility, while maintaining an ongoing commitment to 
dialogue  and  collaboration  with  institutions  and  stakeholders  in  the  Alentejo 
region, as well as with partners at national and international level.
We invite you to explore our work.
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EDITORIAL NOTE

This publication brings together 92 publications from Paulo Neto’s public awareness 
campaigns on public policy literacy, public policy monitoring and public policies. The 
material is organised into eight thematic sections rather than by publication date. The 
publications included span November 2025 to October 2026 (11/2025-10/2026). These 
posts were published on LinkedIn, Facebook and Instagram.

Each campaign publication appears on a separate page, pairing the English text with its 
original accompanying image. The images are reproduced as published and may include 
Portuguese-language content. All photographs used in the posts and reproduced in this 
UMPP Policy Paper were taken by Paulo Neto.

The collection offers  accessible  explanations,  questions  and metaphors  intended to 
encourage understanding of public action. It is presented as a collection of awareness 
materials; the posts are not treated as empirical evidence of campaign effectiveness or 
as a systematic review of the scientific literature.

This edition contains 92 posts. Further campaign publications may be incorporated in a 
subsequent edition.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Public policy literacy learning to read the State

A pile of scattered letters can be pure noise. Or it can be the beginning of a language, if 
we know how to read, organise and interpret it. This is what public policy literacy is 
about: the ability to understand how the State acts,  who decides what, with which 
instruments, which resources, and with what effects on territories and on people’s lives. 
At the Public Policy Monitoring Unit (UMPP) of the University of Évora, the “Public Policy 
Literacy” Initiative was created with three main aims: 1. Bridging academic knowledge 
and  public  decision-making,  in  Portugal  and  in  the  European  Union;  2.  Building  a 
permanent space for dialogue, reflection and capacity-building across the whole policy 
cycle: problem framing, design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation; 3. Providing 
accessible resources for students, civil servants and managers, policymakers and citizens 
who want to engage more critically and constructively with public policies.  Without 
public policy literacy, public debate tends to remain at the level of slogans. With it, we 
gain language, tools and criteria to question better, decide better and govern better. In 
a mature democracy, voting is essential. Being able to read public policies is essential 
too.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Public policy literacy begins with seeing

Public policy literacy begins with a seemingly simple gesture: to see. To see what so often 
remains diluted in institutional routine. To see how public decisions shape everyday life, 
territories, services, opportunities, and inequalities. To see that a public policy is not 
merely a legal act, a programme, or a measure, but an architecture of choices, priorities, 
resources,  and  effects.  To  speak  of  public  policy  literacy  is  therefore  to  speak  of 
interpretive capacity. The capacity to understand collective problems, read public action 
instruments,  distinguish  objectives  from  outcomes,  and  recognise  actors,  interests, 
scales of intervention, and impacts. But it is also to speak of democratic citizenship: 
because societies that are more informed about public policies are also better equipped 
to participate, scrutinise, propose, and demand better governance. At a time marked by 
complexity, acceleration, and information overload, this kind of literacy becomes even 
more necessary. Not only for experts, decision-makers, or researchers, but for everyone 
who understands that  the quality  of  democracy  depends,  in  part,  on how well  we 
understand public action. Perhaps that is one of the strongest meanings of this image: 
learning to see. To see better, in order to understand better. To understand better, in 
order to participate better.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Public policy literacy campaign opening

UMPP initiative on Public Policy Literacy At UMPP – Public Policy Monitoring Unit, which 
I  created  and  have  the  pleasure  of  directing,  we  believe  that  literacy  should  be 
understood as an essential infrastructure of democratic citizenship, public intelligence, 
and the quality of collective action. For that reason, we are launching today an awareness 
campaign devoted to five key ideas that seem particularly relevant for thinking about 
literacy in our time: 1. Literacy means Knowledge; 2. Literacy means Power; 3. Literacy 
means Choice Capacity;  4.  Literacy means Scrutiny Skills;  5.  Literacy means Building 
Ability. More than a competence limited to accessing information, literacy is a capacity 
for understanding,  interpretation, assessment,  decision,  and construction. It  is  what 
enables  information  to  become  knowledge,  knowledge  to  become  judgement,  and 
judgement  to  become  meaningful  participation.  In  a  context  marked  by  growing 
complexity,  communicational  acceleration,  and  increasing  demands  for  democratic 
scrutiny, to speak about literacy is also to speak about civic capacity, critical autonomy, 
and institutional robustness. That is the horizon of this awareness campaign.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Literacy means Knowledge

Literacy means Knowledge Literacy is not merely the ability to read information. It is, first 
and foremost, the ability to understand it, to frame it, and to transform it into meaningful 
knowledge. At a time marked by data overload, communicational speed, and growing 
institutional  complexity,  true  literacy  requires  more  than  access.  It  requires 
interpretation. It requires context. It requires the ability to distinguish between what 
merely circulates and what genuinely enlightens. In the field of public policy, this is 
especially  important.  A  more  literate  society  is  also  a  society  better  equipped  to 
understand collective problems, interpret public priorities, recognise political choices, 
and participate more meaningfully in democratic life. To speak about literacy is therefore 
to speak about knowledge. And to speak about knowledge is to speak about an essential 
condition of contemporary citizenship.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Literacy means Power

Literacy means Power Literacy is a form of power. Not power over others, but power 
over one’s own relationship with the world. Those who understand better decide better. 
Those who interpret  better participate better.  Those who master  languages,  codes, 
institutions,  and processes are better equipped to act  autonomously,  question with 
substance, and intervene with consequence. That is why literacy is never neutral.  It 
distributes capabilities. It expands possibilities. It reduces dependencies. In that sense, it 
is a decisive dimension of democratic justice. In the field of public policy, promoting 
literacy  also  means  redistributing  civic  power.  It  means  making  decision-making 
processes more intelligible, public action instruments more accessible, and the scrutiny 
of  collective  life  more  demanding.  Literacy  is  therefore  a  discreet  yet  decisive 
infrastructure of democracy.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Literacy means Choice Capacity

Literacy means Choice Capacity Literacy does not only help us understand the world. It 
also helps us choose within it. Choosing well requires more than preference. It requires 
judgement. It requires the capacity to compare, assess, anticipate consequences, and 
recognise alternatives. In complex contexts, freedom without literacy can easily turn into 
vulnerability. For this reason, literacy should be understood as a condition of choice 
capacity.  It  enables  information  to  become  judgement,  uncertainty  to  become 
assessment, and possibility to become reflective decision. In the realm of public policy, 
this idea is especially relevant. More literate citizens are better equipped to understand 
public options, assess trade-offs, recognise priorities, and participate more thoughtfully 
in collective decision-making processes. The quality of choice depends, to a great extent, 
on the quality of the literacy that sustains it.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Literacy means Scrutiny Skills

Literacy  means  Scrutiny  Skills  Literacy  is  also  the  capacity  to  scrutinise.  To  resist 
immediate acceptance. To question assumptions, test arguments, recognise omissions, 
and distinguish between evidence, opinion, and rhetoric. In a public sphere saturated 
with fast messages, excessive simplifications, and instant visibility, literacy becomes a 
critical  competence  of  intellectual  and  democratic  vigilance.  Scrutiny  is  not  merely 
criticism. It is rigorous assessment. It is asking better questions. It is reading beyond the 
surface.  It  is  understanding that  the quality  of  democracy depends,  to  a  significant 
extent, on the quality of the questions a society is able to ask. In the field of public policy, 
literacy  strengthens  precisely  this  competence:  it  makes  citizens,  institutions,  and 
organisations more capable of following, analysing, and discussing public action with 
seriousness, autonomy, and demanding standards. Without literacy, scrutiny weakens. 
And when scrutiny weakens, democracy is impoverished.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Literacy means Building Ability

Literacy  means  Building  Ability.  Literacy  is  not  only  a  competence  of  reception  or 
interpretation. It is also a capacity for construction. To build ideas. To build arguments. 
To build diagnoses. To build proposals. To build participation. To build the future. When 
it is solid, literacy enables us not only to understand what exists, but also to imagine, 
formulate, and structure what may come to exist. It is therefore a generative capacity: it 
produces thought, guides action, and enlarges the possibility of qualified intervention in 
the public sphere. In the universe of public policy, this dimension is essential. We need 
literacy not only to read policies, but also to contribute to their improvement. Not only 
to  interpret  institutions,  but  also  to  help  transform  them.  Not  only  to  recognise 
problems, but also to participate in the construction of solutions.  Literacy is  thus a 
competence of civic building. A way of making public intelligence more robust, more 
creative, and more consequential.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Public policy literacy campaign closing

UMPP Awareness Initiative on the Importance of Public Policy Literacy In this new series 
of five reflections on literacy, promoted by UMPP – the Public Policy Monitoring Unit – 
we seek to emphasize a simple yet demanding idea: literacy is not just a functional skill.  
It is a structuring capacity for democratic life, civic participation, and the quality of public 
policies. We reflected on literacy as knowledge, as power, as choice capacity, as scrutiny 
skills, and as building ability. Five different formulations, yet deeply connected to one 
another.  All  of  them point  to the same conviction:  more literate  societies are  also 
societies better equipped to understand, decide, participate, demand, and build. At a 
time when information circulates at enormous speed, but not always with the same 
quality,  literacy becomes an essential  condition of  public  intelligibility.  And without 
public intelligibility, there can be no robust citizenship, no demanding scrutiny, and no 
high-quality democracy. That is also why this theme will continue to deserve attention in 
UMPP’s work.
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PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY AND DEMOCRATIC CITIZENSHIP

Democratic ambition and the citizen state relationship

At the foundation of any public policy system - its values, principles and intervention 
rationale - there should always be a prior debate: what level of democratic ambition do 
we want to embed in the relationship between the State and its main addressee, the 
citizen? Without this foundational discussion, we face a familiar risk: designing policies 
as merely technical devices, strong on instruments, procedures and indicators, yet weak 
on what ultimately grants legitimacy: an explicit definition of the citizen’s status within 
the system of public action. That status is, unavoidably, an architecture of rights and 
duties: 1. Rights to access, equal opportunities, transparency, participation and redress; 
2.  Duties of contribution, co-responsibility,  rule compliance and commitment to the 
common good. The decisive issue is ambition: do we want a citizen treated mainly as a 
“user” and final recipient, or a citizen recognised as a rights-holder, a co-producer of 
public value, and an integral part of governance? When a policy framework clarifies - and 
embraces - this level of ambition, it gains normative coherence, mobilisation capacity 
and implementation quality. Because, ultimately, the strength of a public policy system 
is also measured by how clearly it answers one question: what can citizens demand, and 
what can be legitimately demanded of them?
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RECOGNISING PUBLIC ACTION AND UNDERSTANDING SYSTEMS

Know public policy. Read the world differently.

Public policy is everywhere. In the schools we attend, the transport we use, the cities we 
inhabit, and in the way we age, work, innovate or respond to crises. And yet, it often 
remains invisible. Knowing public policy means learning to look beyond the announced 
measure, the controversy of the day or the isolated statistic. It means understanding 
problems, choices, instruments, interests, capabilities, outcomes and consequences. It 
means  recognising  that  what  appears  to  happen  “naturally”  is  often  the  result  of 
decisions, or of their absence. Today we launch a new campaign around one simple idea: 
knowing public policy is a different way of understanding the world. More informed. 
More demanding. More democratic.
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RECOGNISING PUBLIC ACTION AND UNDERSTANDING SYSTEMS

Take the next step. Public policy is about you.

Public policy does not happen only inside governments, parliaments or administrations. 
It happens when we look for housing. When we use a hospital. When we move through 
a city. When we study. When we create a business. When we pay taxes. When we need 
support or expect an institution to work. Understanding public policy means recognising 
that the relationship between citizens and the state does not begin when we vote — and 
does not end after an election. It is present every day. Knowing public policy is therefore 
more than acquiring specialist knowledge. It is increasing our capacity to understand the 
choices  shaping  our  own  lives.  Public  policy  is  about  you.  Know  more.  Ask  better 
questions.
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RECOGNISING PUBLIC ACTION AND UNDERSTANDING SYSTEMS

To know public policy is truly unboring.

Public policy can appear technical. Sometimes complex. Almost always full of concepts, 
institutions,  indicators  and procedures.  But  boring? Hardly.  Because public  policy  is 
about who can access housing, how long it takes us to reach work, what kind of school  
we find, how we are protected in a crisis, which territories prosper and which are left 
behind. It is about choices concerning scarce resources, collective priorities and possible 
futures. Perhaps public policy only seems boring when we fail to realise that it is already 
embedded  in  our  lives.  Knowing  it  means  uncovering  the  invisible  architecture  of 
everyday life.
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RECOGNISING PUBLIC ACTION AND UNDERSTANDING SYSTEMS

In Public Policy, don’t mistake the foam for the tide.

Public policy has a visible surface: announcements, controversies, statements, numbers, 
crises and immediate responses. That is the foam of the day. But beneath it lie deeper 
currents:  demographic  trends,  territorial  inequalities,  institutional  capabilities, 
budgetary choices, technological change, accumulated trajectories and effects that only 
become visible over time. Knowing public policy means learning to distinguish events 
from  processes.  Not  everything  dominating  public  debate  is  structural.  And  not 
everything structural manages to dominate public debate. Don’t mistake the foam for 
the tide. Good public policy understanding begins when we learn to see both.
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RECOGNISING PUBLIC ACTION AND UNDERSTANDING SYSTEMS

Change the frame. See the policy differently.

A public problem never reaches us completely neutral. It is described, bounded and 
interpreted.  And  the  way  we  frame  it  influences  what  we  are  able  to  see.  If  we 
understand housing only as a construction problem, we will see certain solutions. If we 
also look at it  through income, mobility,  land, demography or territory, the horizon 
changes. The same applies to healthcare, education, competitiveness, climate transition 
or inequality. Knowing public policy therefore means learning to question the frame 
itself: How are we defining the problem? What are we including? What are we leaving 
out?  Which  causes  do  we  consider  relevant?  Which  alternatives  become  invisible 
because of the way we formulated the question? Sometimes, we do not immediately 
need a new solution. We first need to look at the problem again. Because changing the 
frame can reveal possibilities that were previously outside our field of vision. In public 
policy, the way we see the problem helps shape the future we are able to imagine.
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RECOGNISING PUBLIC ACTION AND UNDERSTANDING SYSTEMS

What looks like a measure is often a system.

Complex public problems rarely respect administrative boundaries. Housing is not only 
construction.  Healthcare is  not  only hospitals.  Competitiveness is  not  only taxation. 
Climate transition is not only energy. Behind each problem there is often a system of 
relationships  between institutions,  behaviours,  resources,  territories,  incentives  and 
accumulated choices. When we treat systemic problems as if they were simple ones, we 
create fragmented policies for interdependent realities. Knowing public policy means 
learning to look for connections. It means asking not only what is the measure?, but also 
what  system are  we trying  to  transform? Because  better  policies  often begin  with 
broader questions.
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RECOGNISING PUBLIC ACTION AND UNDERSTANDING SYSTEMS

Public policies as a typewriter

Public policies are like a typewriter: they transform ideas into a lasting inscription in the 
world. I find this metaphor especially suggestive because it recentres our attention on 
what  is  essential.  A  typewriter  does  not  produce  meaning  on  its  own.  It  requires 
intention, choice, method, rhythm, and articulation. Each key, taken in isolation, achieves 
very little; but when pressed at the right moment and in relation to the others, it helps 
form words, sentences, direction, and meaning. The same is true of public policies. Ideas, 
intentions, or declarations are not enough. What is needed is the transformation of 
diagnosis into formulation, objectives into instruments, decisions into implementation, 
and ambitions into concrete effects. Governing is, to a large extent, this demanding work 
of  composition:  organising  priorities,  coordinating  means,  choosing  timing,  building 
coherence, and inscribing decisions into the fabric of collective life. The image of the 
typewriter also evokes another important dimension: the materiality of public action. 
Just as writing leaves a mark on paper, public policies leave their mark on territories, 
institutions, opportunities, inequalities, and the concrete conditions of life in society.
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A public policy is not a flat surface

Behind simple labels - “housing policy”, “health policy”, “cohesion policy” - lies a system 
composed of: 1. Multiple actors with very unequal powers and capacities; 2. Instruments 
and programmes that do not always align; 3. Territories with asymmetric starting points; 
4. Social groups with diverse needs and voices; 5. Political, budgetary and institutional  
timelines that rarely coincide; 6. Public services with very different resources; 7. Rules 
that are not always applied in the same way; 8. People with very diverse experiences and 
opportunities.  Treating  policy  as  a  flat  surface  means  ignoring  these  different 
characteristics. Treating it as a field of structured heterogeneity allows us to design 
policies that are more tailored to place and sectors, align resources and goals more 
coherently, use monitoring and evaluation to spot “pressure zones” and correct them. In 
essence, good governance starts by accepting that policy is not flat, and by working 
precisely with the rough edges where reality pushes back.
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Public value and a shared purpose

Public value often begins with an underestimated act of governance: making the shared 
purpose  explicit.  Purpose  is  the  orienting  piece  that  gives  meaning  to  the  system, 
organises  priorities,  and makes choices  under scarcity  intelligible.  Without  purpose, 
policies  become  inventories  of  measures:  many  instruments,  little  direction.  With 
purpose, the system gains coherence – what we do, what we postpone, and what we 
avoid follows a shared logic of value for citizens. In practice, purpose is not rhetoric. It  
is architecture: 1. It translates into targets and criteria (what counts as success); 2. It  
makes legitimate trade-offs explicit (what we are willing to sacrifice); 3. It guides resource 
allocation (where to invest first); 4. It strengthens accountability (why we decided this 
way); 5. It enables learning (what to adjust to increase value). In an era of accelerated 
transitions, the biggest risk is not only choosing the wrong instruments, it is losing the 
“north” of public value. When purpose dissolves, the system may still operate, but it no 
longer knows what for.
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Institutional architecture and shared purpose

Public policies are this: an institutional architecture that balances forces and sustains a 
shared purpose, so that the public interest is not merely proclaimed, but effectively 
governed. When we look at public action only as “measures” and “programmes”, we 
overlook  what  makes  it  possible:  institutions,  rules,  capabilities,  coordination, 
accountability and learning. This often invisible architecture is what turns intentions into 
decisions, decisions into implementation, and implementation into results. Balancing 
forces  means  recognising  that  governing  is  mediating:  1.  Values  (efficiency,  equity, 
sustainability); 2. Time horizons (urgency and the long term); 3. Scales (local, regional, 
national, European); 4. Legitimate interests that rarely align on their own. That is why 
good  public  policies  are  not  only  good  ideas.  They  are  also  good  institutional 
arrangements: clear in purpose, robust in delivery, transparent in accountability, and 
demanding in evaluation. Ultimately,  the quality of  governance is  measured by this 
capacity: to give institutional form to purpose and translate principles into consistent 
action.
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Institutional foundations and strategic direction

Governing is also about raising domes: public policies are sustained by their base, but 
defined by the direction they project above. This image strikes me as especially fertile 
for thinking about public policies. A dome is not merely an architectural form: it is a  
structure  of  balance,  support,  and  elevation.  It  requires  a  solid  base,  constructive 
coherence, and a culminating point that organises the whole and gives it meaning. The 
same is true of public policies. Their solidity begins on the ground of concrete realities: 
in actual problems, social needs, institutional capacities, available resources, territories, 
and people. That is where the consistency of the base is tested. Without such anchoring, 
all political ambition risks becoming mere rhetoric. Perhaps that is why this metaphor is  
so suggestive: it reminds us that the quality of public action depends on the articulation 
between foundation and meaning, between execution and orientation, between the 
density of reality and the clarity of direction. In public policy, as in architecture, elevation 
is only possible when there is structure, and structure only acquires its full meaning when 
it knows where it is pointing.
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Governing also means caring for ecosystems

Governing is also about caring for ecosystems: public policies rest on structures, but they 
live through balance, adaptation, and continuity. This image strikes me as especially 
suggestive for thinking about public policies. At first glance, we see matter, surface, 
solidity. But looking more closely, we realise that nothing in it is truly still. There are 
fissures,  circulation,  moisture,  life,  adaptation.  There  is  structure,  but  there  is  also 
relationship. And perhaps that is precisely what this landscape teaches us about public 
action.  Public  policies  certainly  require  institutional  foundations,  rules,  resources, 
organisational capacity, and continuity. Without that architecture, they become fragile, 
erratic, or merely declaratory. But they do not live by formal structure alone. They also 
depend on the ability to adjust to the terrain, to respond to the diversity of contexts, to  
move through obstacles, and to sustain, over time, a balance that is always imperfect, 
yet indispensable. As in an ecosystem, the quality of a public policy does not depend only 
on  the  strength  of  its  isolated  components,  but  on  the  way  they  interact.  Rules,  
institutions,  actors,  territories,  knowledge,  funding,  and participation do  not  create 
public value through mere accumulation.
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The infrastructures of public policies

The infrastructures of public policies. Public policies are often thought of through their 
ideas, objectives, regulatory instruments, or outcomes. Yet there is another dimension 
worth revisiting:  their  infrastructures,  so often visible  in  the landscape and yet  still 
insufficiently understood as the material, organisational and institutional expression of 
public  action.  I  refer  to  the  material,  organisational,  technical,  and  institutional 
infrastructures  without  which  no  public  policy  can  be  fully  realised.  Warehouses, 
networks,  buildings,  platforms,  logistics  systems,  coordination  mechanisms, 
administrative capacities, and enabling technologies are not merely accessory elements. 
They are often the very condition of possibility of public action. To think about the 
“infrastructures of public policies” is therefore to shift the focus from formulation to 
operability,  from  intention  to  implementation  capacity,  from  announcement  to 
materialisation. It is to recognise that governing is not only about deciding: it is also about 
building, maintaining, articulating, and making things work. There are infrastructures 
that  shape  the  landscape,  organise  flows,  sustain  value  chains,  local  economies, 
territorial dynamics, and concrete forms of collective organisation. Public policies also 
possess this discreet architecture at the analytical level: we often fully recognise it only 
when it fails, or when we understand everything that makes its functioning possible.
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Public policies also have infrastructures

Public policies also have infrastructures. They are not always the most visible. They are 
not always monumental. Yet they are what allow the state to reach people, services to 
function, information to circulate, and trust to find material and institutional support. 
This image reminds me of precisely that: good governance depends not only on major 
strategies or major reforms. It also depends on the quality of its connecting devices, its 
points of contact, and its forms of presence and continuity across territory. Public policy 
infrastructures are physical,  digital,  administrative, and civic. They are what sustains 
implementation, organises proximity,  reduces the distance between institutions and 
citizens,  and turns  public  intention into  concrete  experience.  At  a  time marked  by 
urgency and fragmentation, it may be worth recalling this simple idea: governing well 
also means caring for the silent infrastructure that makes the common good practicable.
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Good public policy doesn’t steer every boat. It creates the 
conditions to navigate.

Not every boat has the same destination. Not every boat has the same size, resources or 
purpose. Nor should it. But all of them depend on certain shared conditions to navigate: 
a safe harbour, adequate infrastructure, understandable rules, information, trust and 
coordination capacity. Public policy works in much the same way. Good governance does 
not mean constantly deciding for everyone, standardising behaviour or replacing the 
initiative  of  people,  businesses,  communities  and  institutions.  It  means  creating 
conditions  of  possibility.  Protecting  rights.  Building  infrastructure.  Reducing  risks. 
Addressing unequal starting points. Establishing fair rules. Generating trust. Developing 
capabilities. And ensuring that those who want to move forward have genuine conditions 
to  do  so.  Because  freedom  without  capability  may  remain  merely  formal.  And 
opportunity without access may remain merely a promise. Knowing public policy also 
means  understanding  this  distinction:  between  controlling  the  journey  and  making 
navigation possible.  Good public policy doesn’t steer every boat.  It  builds harbours, 
creates conditions and seeks to ensure that no one is left without the possibility to 
navigate.
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Interoperability in public policy information systems

Ensuring interoperability across the information systems that support public policies is 
essential. Without interoperability, public action becomes fragmented: duplicated data, 
repeated  processes,  information  “silos”,  higher  transaction  costs  and  weaker 
coordination capacity. More critically, policies become less intelligible, it becomes hard 
to follow a citizen’s journey, a service pathway or an investment lifecycle, and it becomes 
expensive to monitor, evaluate and learn. Interoperability is not only technology. It is 
governance: 1. Shared standards and semantics (so the “same” means the same); 2. 
Architectures and APIs that enable integration without lock-in; 3. Clear rules on access, 
privacy,  security  and accountability;  4.  Data quality,  metadata and lineage; 5.  User-
centred  design:  integrated  services,  not  just  connected  databases.  This  image  is  a 
reminder that systems are not flat, they are layered. And it is in the transitions between 
layers that interoperability determines whether a system accelerates or stalls.  Well-
designed interoperability reduces friction, improves efficiency, strengthens transparency 
and enhances citizens’ experience. Ultimately, it is a direct investment in state capacity.
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Alignment across the policy system

The performance of a public policy system does not depend only on the quality of each 
policy in isolation. It depends, above all, on the quality of alignments: between goals and 
instruments, across governance levels, across sectors, between resources and ambition, 
and between metrics  and learning.  The image here offers a metaphor of  precision: 
alignment is about measuring, adjusting, and ensuring continuity. Without alignment, we 
accumulate good intentions with scattered results; with alignment, the system gains 
traction, coherence, and the ability to scale impact. Four critical alignments: 1. Strategic: 
clear  priorities,  a  coherent  theory  of  change,  explicit  trade-offs;  2.  Institutional: 
mandates, incentives and responsibilities with no grey zones; 3. Operational: processes, 
data  and  coordination  routines  that  reduce  friction;  4.  Evaluative:  monitoring  and 
evaluation  that  informs  decisions,  not  only  reporting.  Alignment  is,  ultimately, 
governance in “fine mode”: less noise, more convergence, more public value. At UMPP 
| University of Évora, we work on this alignment engineering to strengthen institutional 
capacity and territorial impact. In your context, which alignment is hardest to secure?
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Functional mapping and instrument capillarity

A public policy system rarely fails due to a lack of instruments. It often fails due to a lack 
of functional mapping: knowing precisely how policies connect, where they overlap, who 
links what, and which circuits turn resources into results. The photo I’m sharing, a dense 
network of branches and lichens, is an almost perfect metaphor. Value lies not only in 
the “nodes” (individual measures) but in the connections, the flow, and the ability to 
distribute  nutrients  across  the  whole  system.  In  policy  terms,  that  is  instrument 
capillarity.  Functional  mapping  means:  1.  Identifying  interfaces  (objectives,  target 
groups,  territories,  timelines,  conditionalities);  2.  Mapping  complementarities  and 
frictions  (duplication,  gaps,  contradictions);  3.  Designing  articulation  mechanisms 
(governance, shared data, routines, accountability); 4. Building capillarity: instruments 
that reinforce each other instead of competing,making delivery feasible on the ground. 
With mapping, we gain coherence. With capillarity, we gain scale. With both, we gain 
effectiveness with more learning.
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Policy interdependencies and public goods

Every public policy is, in practice, a component within a system of interdependencies. 
Intervening in one domain inevitably affects a multiplicity of public and private goods - 
trust,  health,  mobility,  safety,  cohesion,  the  environment,  productivity,  investment, 
access  to services,  transaction costs,  and more -  through intended and unintended 
effects. The image here offers a useful metaphor: a wall is only as strong as the quality  
of its connections. Likewise, a policy is only as effective as its ability to recognise and 
manage the interfaces between goods, actors and incentives. In policy design, three 
exercises  are  essential:  1.  Map  interdependencies:  which  public/private  goods  are 
affected, and how strongly? 2. Anticipate trade-offs and synergies: benefits in one area 
may generate costs elsewhere.  3.  Design safeguards and coordination:  instruments, 
incentives,  shared  data,  monitoring,  and  correction  mechanisms.  Ignoring 
interdependence leads to “well-intended” policies with high side effects. Addressing it 
enables more transparent choices, stronger legitimacy, and more resilient impact. At 
UMPP  |  University  of  Évora,  Portugal,  we  focus  on  this  engineering:  making 
interdependencies explicit and designing policies with coherence and learning capacity. 
Which interdependency is most often underestimated in your field?
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Boundaries and interfaces between policies

A public policy rarely “starts” or “ends” exactly where the official document says. In 
practice, it is always embedded in a policy system: measures that precede it (upstream), 
run alongside it, and extend it (downstream) across territory, theme and sector. The 
image here offers a clear metaphor: water finds pathways, navigates obstacles, speeds 
up and slows down, yet its effect depends on the whole and on the connections between 
parts. The same applies to public policy: when we design a measure in isolation, we 
create friction; when we position it within the existing policy mix, we create continuity 
and impact. Three coherence tests help: 1. Vertical coherence: alignment across levels 
(local-regional-national-European); 2. Horizontal coherence: coordination across sectors 
(housing-mobility-climate-economy-social  policy);  3.  Temporal  coherence:  smooth 
transitions across programmes, funding cycles and delivery routines. Good positioning 
means  designing  interfaces:  governance,  instruments,  incentives,  shared  data, 
monitoring and learning mechanisms to avoid duplication, gaps and contradictions. At 
UMPP  |  University  of  Évora,  we  work  on  this  coherence  engineering:  connecting 
upstream and downstream, reducing friction and strengthening impact diffusion. In your 
context, where do “turbulence points” between policies most often emerge?
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Designing for gaps core building blocks and overlaps

Designing  good  public  policies  requires  identifying  gaps,  core  building  blocks  and 
overlaps This image reminds me that no good architecture is created simply by “adding 
stones”. It is also built by recognising gaps, respecting essential structural blocks, and 
avoiding  unnecessary  overlaps.  In  public  policy,  design  often  fails  for  three 
straightforward reasons: - Gaps that remain invisible (territories, groups or problems that 
never enter the agenda);  -  Redundant building blocks (instruments that accumulate 
without strategic coherence); - Overlaps that generate institutional noise, unnecessary 
costs and confusion for both beneficiaries and implementers. The paradox is familiar: 
more measures, more programmes, more rules, but less clarity, less impact, less trust. 
Good policy therefore requires a form of fine-grained mapping: Identifying coverage 
gaps, aligning instruments, clarifying objectives, and designing explicit interfaces across 
policies that should be complementary. At the Public Policy Monitoring Unit (UMPP),  
University of Évora, this principle is central to how we analyse, monitor and evaluate 
policies. It is not enough to ask “what exists”; we must also ask what is missing, what is 
being duplicated,  and what is  overlapping? Because good design is  also about this: 
Allowing space for a clear horizon between solid structures, and ensuring that public 
resources are directed to where they truly make the greatest difference.
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Teamwork in public policy rowing together

Teamwork in Public Policy: Rowing Together I took the photo in this post on one of those 
moments when a professional lens and a personal lens overlap: a team rowing, in quiet 
coordination, across a sea of challenges and opportunities. That is how I understand work 
in public policy: as a space where disciplines and practices meet, where no one moves 
forward  alone  and  where  results  depend  on  the  quality  of  coordination  between 
different  scientific,  technical  and  institutional  competences.  At  the  Public  Policy 
Monitoring Unit (UMPP) of the University of Évora, this idea translates into a few core 
principles:  -  Working as a team, bringing together economists,  lawyers, sociologists, 
political  scientists,  managers,  and practitioners;  -  Combining scientific and technical 
rigour with a clear sense of ethics, responsibility and accountability; - Never forgetting 
that the beneficiaries of public policies have faces and names, and that every decision 
generates winners, losers and trade-offs that must be anticipated and openly discussed; 
- Keeping in mind that working on public policy means working on the future, which 
requires prudence, transparency and a strong commitment to the public interest. A good 
public policy team is not just a group of competent experts. It is a community that knows 
how to row in the same direction, grounded in robust evidence, clear ethical principles 
and respect for the people whose lives are affected by the decisions we help to inform.
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Turning strategy into territorial delivery

A first sunny day, after many weeks of heavy rain, in the cloister of Colégio do Espírito  
Santo at the Universidade de Évora, Portugal, on my way to another class of Territories 
and  Organisational  Strategies,  which  I  teach  in  the  Master’s  in  Public  Policies  and 
Projects. The fountain spouts offer a simple metaphor: water finds its way, but it needs 
form, channels, and the right pressure. Public policy is similar: strategies only become 
territorial reality when institutional design turns intentions into routines, coordination, 
and delivery capacity. This semester, we return to a core question: how do we align 
territory, organisations and policy instruments to produce verifiable results, not just 
persuasive narratives? Between architecture and impact, there is always a cloister of 
mediations: governance, data, incentives, scale, and learning. Wishing everyone a strong 
start to the semester, with sun, method, and ambition!
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GOOD PUBLIC POLICY TURNS BARRIERS INTO PASSAGES.

Not every barrier is  necessarily  a problem. Some protect rights,  safety,  institutional 
integrity and collective goods. But others become obstacles that no longer serve a clear 
public purpose: excessive procedures, inaccessible language, redundant requirements, 
lack  of  information,  territorial  distance,  digital  exclusion  or  fragmentation between 
services. And when that happens, a barrier stops protecting. It starts excluding. Knowing 
public policy also means knowing what to ask: Which barriers are genuinely necessary? 
Which remain simply because they have always been there? Who can overcome them 
easily? Who gives up because of them? And how many people who are formally eligible 
never actually reach the right, service or opportunity that should be available to them? 
Public policy should not be assessed only by whether a response exists. It should also be 
assessed by the real possibility of reaching it. This is where institutional design matters. 
Simplification does not necessarily mean deregulation. Facilitating access does not mean 
lowering standards. It means distinguishing between safeguards that create public value 
and frictions that merely consume time, trust and capacity. Because strong institutions 
do not have to be inaccessible institutions. Good public policy knows what must remain 
protected, and where a barrier should become a passage.
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Public policy is also about hitting the target.

Not every policy fails because of a lack of intention. Many fail because of a lack of focus. 
They multiply objectives, disperse resources, confuse priorities and lose the ability to 
distinguish what is essential from what is secondary. But governing well is not about 
trying to address everything in the same way, at the same time and with the same 
intensity. It is about defining priorities. Identifying problems rigorously. Choosing the 
right instruments. Directing resources where they can generate the greatest public value. 
And maintaining coherence between diagnosis, decision and implementation. Knowing 
public  policy also means understanding that focus is  not narrowness of  vision.  It  is 
responsibility. Because effective public policies do not result only from doing more. They 
often result from directing collective action more accurately towards what truly matters. 
In public policy, hitting the target is not a matter of luck. It is a matter of clarity, choice 
and strategic capacity.
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If you only see the announcement, you miss the policy.

A public policy is not an announcement. Between announcement and transformation lies 
a  demanding  journey:  diagnosis,  design,  decision,  implementation,  coordination, 
monitoring,  evaluation and learning.  It  is  along this journey that many policies gain 
strength, and where others lose their original ambition. Knowing public policy therefore 
means following what happens after the press conference. The question cannot only be: 
what was announced? It must also be: who implements it? With what resources? Within 
what timeframe? With which indicators? With what results? What adjustments were 
made? Public policy often begins with an announcement. But implementation reveals its 
real story.
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In public policy, details are never just details.

In  public  policy,  big  goals  matter.  But  so do the details.  A  seemingly  minor  rule,  a 
deadline, an eligibility criterion, a technical definition, an exception, a poorly chosen 
indicator or an excessively complex procedure can profoundly change who benefits, who 
is left out and what results are actually achieved. It is often in the details that a good 
intention either acquires, or loses, its capacity to generate transformation. Knowing 
public policy therefore means looking beyond the broad architecture of a measure. It 
means understanding how that architecture reaches institutions, territories and people. 
Because between policy design and policy impact lies a multitude of small decisions. In 
public policy, paying attention to detail does not mean losing sight of what matters. It 
means understanding where what matters becomes real.
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Eligibility as a precision tool

One of the most important precision tools in public policy is, paradoxically, one of the 
least visible: the rigorous definition of eligibility criteria and conditions. This is where we 
decide  who  enters,  who  is  excluded,  what  gets  prioritised,  and  under  which 
requirements, ultimately defining which policy we are truly implementing. The photo I’m 
sharing  (a  distinct-coloured  block  among  rocks)  captures  this  role:  eligibility  is  the 
mechanism that highlights the intended target and separates what is not the policy’s 
legitimate  scope.  When  criteria  are  weak,  policy  becomes  diffuse:  focus  is  lost, 
exceptions multiply, resources are diluted, and impact weakens. Well-designed eligibility 
does at least four things: 1. Targets (aligns groups/territories with the theory of change); 
2. Protects equity (reduces arbitrariness, improves auditability); 3. Reduces risk (prevents 
capture,  fraud  and  adverse  selection);  4.  Improves  effectiveness  (more  consistent 
allocation, faster delivery). Here, technical detail is pure politics: clear, verifiable and 
proportionate criteria turn ambition into selective delivery, with legitimacy and results.
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Public policy governance needs targets

Public  policy  governance  needs  targets.  Targets  are  not  slogans  or  “numbers  for 
reporting”. They are governance instruments: they turn purpose into direction, align 
organisations, help prioritise resources, and make it possible to distinguish activity from 
outcomes. Without targets, public policy often falls into three traps: 1. Fragmentation 
(each  actor  interprets  goals  differently);  2.  Short-termism  (the  urgent  replaces  the 
important);  3.  Opacity  (progress  cannot  be  assessed,  nor  explained).  Well-designed 
targets share four features: 1. Clarity (what changes and for whom); 2. Measurability 
(with  indicators  and  baselines);  3.  Timeliness  (time  horizons  and  intermediate 
milestones);  4.  Accountability  (who  is  responsible,  with  which  instruments  and 
correction mechanisms). Like a navigational marker, a target does not make the journey, 
but  it  makes  the  journey  governable:  it  guides,  enables  course  correction,  and 
strengthens trust. Ultimately, targets mean this: bringing the future into verifiable public 
decisions.
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The expected impact matrix

Every public policy has its expected impact matrix. This is more than listing objectives. It 
is  about making explicit,  rigorously,  the architecture of impact: what is  expected to 
change, for whom, where, when, and through which mechanisms. An impact matrix 
turns a policy into an operational theory: inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, impacts, 
with assumptions and risks made visible. When this matrix is missing (or implicit), policies 
become vulnerable to three classic problems: 1. Vague goals and weak evaluability; 2. 
Indicators disconnected from meaningful change; 3. Inability to distinguish poor delivery 
from  flawed  design.  When the  matrix  is  clear,  we  improve  our  ability  to:  1.  Align 
instruments with the mechanism of change; 2. Define indicators that matter (not only 
“counts”); 3. Anticipate heterogeneous effects (across places, groups and time horizons); 
4. Monitor and adapt based on evidence. This image captures the point: impact is rarely 
uniform. It spreads through patterns, intensities and interactions. That is why sound 
policy design starts with a demanding question: what impact matrix do we expect to 
generate, and how will we observe it?
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Designing an expected impact trajectory

Designing good public policy is not only about setting goals. It is about defining when 
those goals should start becoming visible, and how strongly at each stage. In practice:  
building an expected (or desired) impact trajectory, with target values for each time 
period from the start of implementation. The photo I’m sharing (branches, lines, time) is 
a reminder that impact rarely appears “all at once”. It emerges in phases: setup, learning, 
consolidation, scale. Without an explicit trajectory, we make two common mistakes: 
demanding results too early (and killing the policy) or tolerating endless delays (and 
normalising ineffectiveness). A good impact timeline does four things: 1. Clarifies the 
results  chain  (inputs,  activities,  outputs,  outcomes,  impacts);  2.  Sets  time-bound 
milestones  with  realistic  targets  (short,  medium,  long  term);  3.  Separates  delivery 
indicators  (outputs)  from  change  indicators  (outcomes/impacts);  4.  Creates 
checkpoints to learn and course-correct (decision-oriented monitoring and evaluation). 
Impact is about what and when. Without time explicitly defined, accountability dissolves 
into vague expectations.
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Public policy implementation needs markers

Public policy implementation needs markers. Between intention and impact there is 
always a journey: decisions, coordination, delivery, adjustments and learning. Without 
markers, that journey becomes vulnerable to two classic risks: drift (losing direction 
without noticing) and the illusion of progress (moving a lot without achieving outcomes). 
Markers  are  not  only  end  indicators.  They  are  reference  points  along  the  way:  1. 
Operational milestones (what must be ready, when, and by whom); 2. Process metrics 
(delivery quality, timelines, coverage, equity of access); 3. Decision criteria (what triggers 
adjustment,  scaling,  pausing  or  termination);  4.  Feedback  mechanisms  (continuous 
monitoring and learning). A good marker is clear, verifiable and actionable. It does not 
exist only for reporting, it exists for steering and course correction. Like a lighthouse: it 
does  not  make  the  journey,  but  it  makes  safe  navigation  possible.  Ultimately,  the 
difference  between  policies  that  merely  happen  and  policies  that  actually  change 
outcomes” often lies here: markers that turn delivery into governed navigation.
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Policy channels and impact architecture

Designing high-impact public policies is not only about setting ambitious goals. It  is,  
above all,  about  choosing where policy  actually  flows:  the channels,  processes and 
circuits  that  anchor  the  intervention  rationale,  and  the  pathways  that  accelerate 
economic and societal impact. The image here offers a simple metaphor: just as life takes 
hold when it finds the right “bark”, impact takes hold when interventions are anchored 
in the right places and have clear routes to scale and diffuse results. Four critical choices: 
- Channels (legitimacy and traction); - Processes (evidence and co-creation); - Circuits 
(coordination,  data,  monitoring,  feedback);  -  Acceleration  pathways  (scalability, 
replication, knowledge transfer, organizational adoption, smart financing and diffusion-
friendly instruments, alliances and strategic communication). At UMPP | University of 
Évora, we work on this “impact architecture”. Which choices have been decisive in your 
context?
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Policy growth and cumulative impact

Public  policies  are  like  a  growing  branch:  initial  potential  is  enormous,  but  impact 
depends on choices: prioritising, coordinating and, when necessary, pruning. Without 
focus, there is activity; with focus, there is transformation. Public action operates under 
scarcity:  resources,  time,  institutional  capacity  and  political  attention  are  limited. 
Governing, therefore, is not about multiplying measures; it is about building coherence: 
aligning goals, selecting instruments, removing redundancies and concentrating effort 
where impact can be highest. “Pruning” in public policy is not retreat. It is institutional  
maturity: 1. Discontinuing programmes that no longer serve their purpose; 2. Correcting 
poorly  designed  incentives;  3.  Simplifying  procedures  that  block  delivery;  4. 
Strengthening what works, through monitoring and evaluation. The goal is to move from 
a  scattered  portfolio  of  initiatives  to  a  policy  mix  with  direction,  coordination  and 
learning. Because, in the end, what distinguishes effective policies is not the number of 
instruments, but the quality of choices.
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Multiplier effects and connected interventions

In  public  policy,  ensuring  that  multiplier  effects  work  properly  is  essential.  Many 
interventions  do not  generate  impact  only  through their  direct  effect,  but  through 
indirect  and  cascading  effects:  what  a  measure  triggers  in  the  economy,  across 
territories, organisations and behaviours. This is where a decisive share of public value is 
created, when each euro, instrument and decision actually activates (rather than blocks) 
the next step in the chain. This image captures the idea: a sequential system. When the 
chain is coherent, impact propagates. When there is a design flaw -misaligned incentives, 
excessive bureaucracy, weak coordination, or insufficient administrative capacity - the 
multiplier breaks and the system loses momentum. Making multipliers “work” requires: 
1. An explicit  theory of change (clear causal chains); 2. Coordinated and compatible 
instruments (a sound policy mix); 3. Delivery capacity and timing; 4. Monitoring and 
evaluation to adjust early. Effective public policies are not isolated measures. They are 
architectures of cascading effects.
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Public policy needs instruments, not just intuition.

For centuries, we have built instruments to help us see better. To observe. Measure. 
Compare.  Interpret.  Turn  scattered  signals  into  knowledge.  Public  policy  faces  a 
remarkably similar challenge. Intuition, experience and political judgement matter. But 
complex problems cannot depend solely on what we believe is happening. We need 
instruments.  Data that  reveal  trends.  Indicators  that  track  change.  Evaluations that 
distinguish activity from outcomes. Monitoring systems that detect deviations. Maps 
that expose territorial inequalities. Participation that helps us hear what numbers cannot 
reveal. Because governing better often begins with seeing better. But instruments do not 
make decisions on their own. An indicator requires interpretation. Data require context. 
Models  depend on  assumptions.  Knowing  public  policy  therefore  means  combining 
rigorous instruments with informed judgement. Neither deciding by intuition alone. Nor 
governing only through what can be measured. Good public policy needs instruments to 
make  the  invisible  more  visible,  and  public  capacity  to  understand  what  those 
instruments are telling us.
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Science behind indicators and dashboards

The  steering  of  public  policies  is  increasingly  anchored  in  indicators, 
dashboards, tableaux de bord, toolkits and toolboxes. Yet one essential point 
deserves emphasis: this is not merely an investment in technology. It is, above 
all,  an  investment  in  science.  Behind  every  meaningful  indicator,  every 
monitoring dashboard and every decision-support instrument, there is work of 
conceptual design, modelling, methodological selection, empirical validation 
and analytical interpretation. In other words: there is scientific knowledge 
applied to governance. The quality of public action depends more and more 
on the ability to transform data into intelligence, intelligence into strategic 
guidance, and strategic guidance into informed decision- making. It is in this 
transition - between information and meaning, between measurement and 
understanding, between technology and knowledge - that a decisive part of 
state modernisation is being shaped. Dashboards do not think for themselves. 
Indicators  do  not  replace  critical  judgment.  Toolkits  do  not  eliminate 
complexity.  But  all  of  these  instruments  can  significantly  strengthen  the 
capacity to monitor, interpret, compare, anticipate and adjust. Investing in 
analytical infrastructures for public policies is therefore also an investment in 
scientific capacity, methodological robustness and institutional quality.
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Indicators are not decoration. They are signals.

An indicator does not exist merely to fill a report. It exists to tell us something. Whether 
we are progressing. Whether we are failing. Who is benefiting. Who remains excluded. 
Which territory is falling behind. Where correction is needed. When indicators are used 
only to demonstrate success, they lose much of their value. When they help institutions 
learn,  they  become  instruments  of  governance.  Knowing  public  policy  also  means 
knowing  how  to  interpret  indicators,  and  recognising  what  they  reveal,  what  they 
conceal and what we are still unable to measure. Indicators should not merely report the 
past. They should help us improve the future.
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Aggregating information for sound policy monitoring

On this wall, each piece is different - in size, shape and texture - and that only their 
combined fit creates a stable surface. Policy monitoring works in a very similar way. No 
single indicator, report or testimony is enough on its own. What truly matters is how we 
aggregate diverse information, from different sources and of different types, to build a 
meaningful picture of what policies are doing. It is when we bring all the information 
together that things truly start to make sense. Therefore, this metaphor translates into 
a few guiding principles: 1. Combining administrative data, official statistics, financial 
information,  surveys,  interviews  and  process  documentation;  2.  Ensuring  that 
monitoring goes beyond “counting outputs” and includes context, intermediate results 
and effects and impacts; 3. Making information comparable across time and space, so 
that trends, gaps and divergences can be detected; 4. Turning this informational mosaic 
into concise dashboards and clear narratives, genuinely useful for decision-makers. Good 
monitoring is not about generating ever more numbers. It is about building a sufficiently 
complete and usable overview to help improve public policies. Wishing you an excellent 
2026, with many interesting projects, better public policies, and better results!
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Choosing the right vantage point

Sound policy  evaluation requires  choosing the right  vantage point  I  like  this  image 
because it brings together three key ideas for policy evaluation:  The vantage point; The 
layers of construction; The cracks that time makes visible. To evaluate is, first of all, to 
choose where we look from: - A close view reveals details, but may hide the bigger 
picture;  -  A  distant  view  captures  the  whole,  but  risks  overlooking  nuances  and 
inequalities; - A top-down view can easily ignore those who experience policies on the 
ground. In my work at the Public Policy Monitoring Unit (UMPP), University of Évora, this 
metaphor translates into some clear choices: - Combining quantitative and qualitative 
analysis, statistics and narratives; - Working across multiple scales: European, national,  
regional and local; - Bringing together policy design, implementation and results in the 
same evaluative exercise; - Acknowledging that every evaluation has its blind spots, and 
that our task is to make them explicit rather than hide them. Good evaluation is not just 
about applying methods. It is about consciously choosing the vantage point, questioning 
assumptions and making cracks visible, so that policies can be improved rather than 
simply described.
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Detecting patterns in policy evaluation

Sound policy evaluation requires the ability to detect patterns At first sight, this picture 
is just a stone wall. Look more closely and you start to see patterns: different sizes, 
colours and textures, arranged in a way that is far from random. Policy evaluation works 
in a similar way. Each data point, each indicator, each testimony is a single “stone”. Only 
when we organise these pieces into patterns - over time, across territories, and between 
social groups or sectors - do we really start to understand what is going on. At the Public 
Policy Monitoring Unit (UMPP), University of Évora, this means: - Looking for regularities 
and  outliers:  regions  left  behind,  groups  that  systematically  benefit  less,  recurrent 
results; - Combining quantitative and qualitative evidence to see whether patterns are 
statistical, institutional or related to implementation; - Distinguishing what is an episode 
from what is a structure; - Turning patterns into actionable learning, able to inform the 
redesign of programmes and instruments. Good evaluation is not about collecting ever 
more  numbers.  It  is  about  reading  better:  detecting  patterns,  understanding  the 
mechanisms that generate them, and feeding that knowledge back into institutions so 
they can decide more fairly, effectively, transparently.
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Seeing patterns in public policy

See the pattern, not just the pieces. A single number may attract attention. An event may 
dominate public debate. A territory may display an unexpected outcome. A complaint 
may appear to be only an isolated case. But public policy requires something more from 
us: the ability to recognise patterns. To ask whether a phenomenon keeps recurring. 
Whether  apparently  separate  problems  are  connected.  Whether  particular  groups 
repeatedly  face  the  same  barriers.  Whether  different  territories  reveal  similar 
trajectories.  Whether  small  signals,  taken together,  are  beginning  to  form a  trend. 
Because what appears episodic may actually be structural. What looks like an exception 
may reveal a persistent inequality. And what we observe today may be only the first 
visible expression of a deeper transformation. Recognising patterns, however, does not 
mean simplifying reality. It means organising evidence, comparing, contextualising and 
asking why particular regularities emerge, and what they tell us about how policies and 
institutions are working. That is when data stop being merely information and begin to 
become public intelligence. In public policy, understanding the pieces is necessary. But it 
is when we see the pattern that we begin to understand the system.
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Beware the average. It may hide public policy.

Averages are useful. But they can also be dangerously reassuring. A national indicator 
may improve while certain territories are left behind. A service may perform well on 
average  while  remaining  inaccessible  to  particular  groups.  A  programme  may  be 
considered successful while producing very different outcomes depending on place, age, 
income or social  condition. An average summarises.  But it  does not always explain. 
Knowing public policy therefore requires us to look inside the numbers: at distributions, 
inequalities, territorial differences, unreached groups and effects that aggregate values 
can make invisible. Because public policy should not be assessed only by what happens 
on average. We need to know where, for whom and under what conditions results are 
actually being achieved. Sometimes, understanding public policy begins precisely when 
we stop looking only at the average.
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In public policy, numbers matter. People do too.

Numbers help us understand the scale of a problem. They reveal trends, inequalities, 
outcomes,  territorial  differences  and change over  time.  Without  data,  public  policy 
becomes more vulnerable to intuition, perception and improvisation. But numbers do 
not experience policy. People do. And that is something we should never forget: public 
policies exist for people. To improve living conditions, expand opportunities, protect 
rights, reduce vulnerabilities and create public value. Knowing public policy therefore 
requires both: measuring rigorously and understanding closely. Data help us identify 
patterns.  People  help  us  understand  contexts,  barriers,  expectations,  unintended 
consequences and experiences that aggregates may fail  to reveal.  This is  not about 
choosing between evidence and experience. It is about bringing them together. Because 
better  public  policy  requires  numbers  robust  enough  to  guide  decisions,  but  also 
institutions close enough never to lose sight of who those decisions are ultimately for. In 
public policy, counting matters. But remembering that policy is for people matters even 
more.
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Every policy choice distributes something.

No  public  policy  happens  in  a  vacuum.  Every  policy  choice  distributes  something: 
resources,  opportunities,  costs,  risks,  time,  rights,  responsibilities,  and,  very  often, 
futures. Deciding where to invest also means deciding where not to invest. Setting one 
priority inevitably places others further down the agenda. Creating a benefit means 
defining who is eligible to receive it. Even postponing a decision has consequences. That 
is why understanding public policy requires us to move beyond the question “what is the 
measure?” We also need to ask: who benefits? who bears the costs? who carries the 
risks? who has to wait? which territories gain? and what effects may emerge tomorrow? 
Governing means choosing between alternatives that are rarely perfect. Recognising 
these  trade-offs  does  not  weaken  public  policy.  It  makes  it  more  transparent, 
accountable and democratic. Because every public choice distributes something, even 
when that distribution remains invisible.
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Public policy is also about the gaps.

A public policy may exist, and still fail to reach everyone. There may be a right, but no 
effective access. A service, but one that is too far away. A benefit, but eligibility rules that 
leave  people  out.  Data,  but  realities  that  remain  invisible.  Institutions,  but  gaps  in 
coordination between them. These are the gaps in public policy. Some may appear small 
when considered individually. But when they accumulate, they can become persistent 
inequalities,  territorial  vulnerabilities  and sources of  declining trust.  Knowing public 
policy therefore means looking beyond what has been created, funded or delivered. It 
also means searching for the spaces that policy has failed to reach. Who is still left out?  
Which territory remains underserved? Which need has gone unidentified? Where does 
continuity  break  between entitlement,  access  and  outcome? Which  small  gaps  are 
becoming structural problems? Because a policy is not truly inclusive simply because it 
exists. It becomes inclusive when it can reach different people, in different places and 
under different conditions. In public policy, what is missing also has consequences. And 
the  gaps  we  fail  to  see  today  may  become  the  inequalities  we  have  to  confront 
tomorrow.
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When it comes to public policy, don’t choose not to listen.

In public policy, listening is not an act of courtesy. It is a governing capability. Listening 
to citizens, professionals, communities, businesses, researchers, public administrations 
and territories can reveal problems that data have not yet captured, consequences that 
policy design did not anticipate and solutions unlikely to emerge from a single decision-
making  centre.  But  listening  requires  more  than organising  consultations.  It  means 
recognising different perspectives. Making room for disagreement. Explaining what was 
taken into account, and what was not. And turning participation into learning rather than 
reducing it to a ritual. No institution, on its own, possesses all the knowledge required to 
understand complex public problems. So, in public policy, not listening is also a choice. 
And it can be a very costly one.



UMPP POLICY PAPERS Nº 14 | 2026 - PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY

PAULO NETO 66

EVIDENCE EVALUATION DISTRIBUTION AND ACCOUNTABILITY

Making policy mechanisms visible

We need to shine more light on public policies, not only to increase visibility, but to make 
their real impact visible, and thus strengthen scrutiny of their effectiveness and results. 
The photo I’m sharing offers a simple metaphor: when light is present, we can see 
contours,  shadows  and  details.  In  public  action,  “more  light”  means  moving  from 
narratives to evidence: clarifying objectives, making theories of change explicit, defining 
indicators, measuring outcomes, evaluating effects, and communicating findings in an 
intelligible way. Without this light, policies become vulnerable to three risks: 1. Opacity 
(decisions  without  accountability);  2.  Self-congratulation  (confusing  activity  with 
impact);  3.  Inertia (keeping instruments by tradition,  not performance).  Illuminating 
public  policy  strengthens  democracy  and  institutional  capacity:  Transparency  + 
monitoring + evaluation + learning. The goal is not punishment. It is improvement, and 
ensuring public resources generate public value.
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Opening the policy black box

Many public  policies operate as “black boxes”:  we observe inputs (resources,  rules, 
programmes) and outputs (activities, spending, indicators), yet we still cannot clearly 
explain what happens inside the system, the real mechanisms that turn intentions into 
effects.  The  black  box  may  sit  in  policy  design  (implicit  theories  of  change),  in 
implementation (discretion, routines, capacity), in multi-level governance (coordination 
and  incentives),  or  in  the  information  layer  itself  (data  gaps,  asymmetries,  weak 
interoperability).  In all  cases, the outcome is similar: policies assessed by what they 
proclaim or spend, rather than by what they actually produce. Opening the black box 
does not mean reducing complexity to a single formula. It means increasing intelligibility: 
1. Making assumptions and causal pathways explicit; 2. Exposing choices and trade-offs; 
3. Monitoring processes, not only end results; 4. Evaluating mechanisms (how and why), 
not just final metrics; 5. Strengthening transparency, accountability and institutional 
learning.  In  an  era  of  heightened  complexity  and  pressure  for  results,  governance 
improves when opacity is  replaced by explanation,  and black boxes become legible 
systems.

.
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The fiscal footprint of public policies

The fiscal footprint of public policies. Evaluating public policies also means evaluating 
how public resources are mobilised, allocated and transformed into outcomes with social 
value. There are public policies to which very significant volumes of resources have been 
committed and which, despite that effort, show limited effectiveness and a declining 
transformative  capacity.  At  the  same  time,  other  policies,  even  with  very  limited 
resources, are able to generate strong, consistent and lasting impacts. This is why the 
budgetary footprint of public policies should be regarded as a core dimension of policy 
evaluation.  It  is  not  enough  to  know  how  much  is  spent.  What  truly  matters  is 
understanding  how  resources  are  spent,  with  what  rationale,  with  what  strategic 
alignment and with what concrete effects. Bringing this perspective into the evaluation 
debate means strengthening the case for public policies that are smarter, more selective, 
more transparent and more genuinely results-oriented. At a time of growing pressure on 
public resources, the quality of public decision-making is also measured by its ability to 
distinguish between expenditure, public investment and actual impact generated.
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Evaluating public policies beyond the first wave

Evaluating public policies is not just about measuring their initial impact. Each policy 
decision generates successive waves of effects, some visible in the short term, others 
emerging only over time, across different territories and social groups. Robust evaluation 
means: - Linking continuous monitoring with periodic evaluation, rather than a single 
“final  exam”;  -  Looking  at  both  intended  outcomes  and unintended  consequences; 
combining quantitative indicators with qualified listening to citizens, institutions and 
places;  -  Turning  evidence  into  institutional  learning,  by  adjusting  instruments, 
redesigning programmes and correcting asymmetries. Yet none of this works without a 
genuine  follow  up  on  policies  and  their  impacts:  systematic  feedback  loops  to 
policymakers and administrations, clear commitments to respond to recommendations, 
and  tracking  mechanisms  that  revisit  the  same  territories  over  time.  Evaluation  is 
therefore not a one-off act,  but a continuous accompaniment,  where each wave of 
evidence informs the next wave of decisions. That is what distinguishes policies that 
leave a lasting mark from those that disappear like foam on the shore.
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In public policy coherence doesn’t require uniformity.

Not everything needs to be identical to work together. That is also an important lesson 
for  public  policy.  Different  territories.  Different  institutions.  Different  communities. 
Different capabilities. Problems that take different forms depending on place and on the 
people they affect. Faced with such diversity, there is sometimes a temptation to seek 
uniformity: the same solution, the same instrument, the same model, applied in the 
same way everywhere. But coherence is not uniformity. A coherent public policy can 
recognise  differences,  accommodate  specificities  and allow differentiated responses 
without losing common goals, shared principles or strategic direction. This is precisely 
where multilevel governance, place-based approaches, institutional coordination and 
the  capacity  to  combine  different  instruments  around a  common purpose  become 
essential. Knowing public policy also means understanding that the quality of a public 
architecture does not depend on all its parts being alike. In public policy, coherence does 
not  mean  doing  everything  in  the  same  way.  It  means  enabling  different  parts  to 
contribute to a common purpose.
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Territorial plasticity and place-based policies

Place-based  public  policies  should  help  strengthen  the  plasticity  of  development 
processes and territorial strategies. Territories do not evolve in straight lines. They are 
reshaped by shocks, economic reconfigurations, demographic change, environmental 
pressures, institutional transformations, and new forms of coordination among actors. 
For that reason, a robust territorial strategy is not one that rigidly fixes a single path, but 
one that creates the conditions to learn, adapt, redirect, and persist intelligently. This is 
precisely  where  the  notion  of  plasticity  becomes  especially  relevant.  Not  as  the 
absence  of  structure,  nor  as  unlimited  flexibility,  but  as  the  capacity  for  strategic 
reorganisation grounded in a concrete territorial base. A plastic territory is not a volatile 
territory; it is a territory with sufficient institutional thickness, cognitive resources, and 
collective capacity to respond to change without losing coherence. Perhaps one of the 
most demanding challenges of territorial governance lies exactly here: designing policies 
solid  enough  to  provide  strategic  direction,  yet  intelligent  enough  not  to  block 
adaptation, experimentation, and transformation. Ultimately, to develop territories is 
also to strengthen their capacity to reconfigure themselves with purpose, continuity, and 
a vision for the future.
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Zone based policies and territorial anchoring

Not  all  development  is  designed  at  national  scale,  and  territories  do  not  respond 
uniformly to the same policies. This is where zone-based policies matter: place-focused 
interventions, combining instruments and governance to anchor development where it 
actually happens. The photo offers a simple metaphor. Moss does not spread by decree; 
it takes hold where micro- conditions exist (moisture, shade, cracks, nutrients). Likewise, 
territorial development depends on local conditions, institutional capacity, and socio-
economic networks that create “adhesion points”. Zone-based policies help to: 1. Focus 
resources and goals on areas with persistent challenges or emerging opportunities; 2. 
Integrate sectoral policies (jobs, innovation, housing, mobility, social cohesion, climate) 
through  a  place  lens;  3.  Mobilise  local  actors  and  align  incentives,  reducing 
fragmentation;  4.  Measure  and  learn  with  territorial  data,  adapting  quickly.  The 
difference is in the architecture: smart delineation (not just maps), a place-based theory 
of  change,  a  coordinated  instrument  mix,  and  clear  coordination/accountability 
mechanisms. Without this, policy becomes a list; with it, an ecosystem. In your context,  
what  do  zone-based  policies  lack  most:  delimitation,  integrated  instruments, 
governance, or monitoring and learning?

.
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Choosing the level of policy management

In  public  policy  design,  one  decision  is  often  underestimated:  which  politico-
administrative level  should host  the policy’s  management unit.  This  is  not  a  purely 
administrative choice; it  is strategic. It  shapes delivery capacity, coherence, decision 
speed, and accountability. The stones in the image remind us that governance is a system 
of interlocking pieces: different scales only become stable with a sound architecture, not 
just good intentions. Three guiding questions: - Problem scale: local, inter-municipal, 
regional, national, European? - Proximity and capacity: who knows the territory and can 
deliver? - Articulation and oversight: which mechanisms ensure alignment, coordination, 
and  accountability?  From  there,  we  design  clear  mechanisms:  mandates  and 
competences,  cross-sector  coordination,  proportionate  oversight,  performance 
agreements,  data-sharing,  monitoring,  and  decision  routines  that  avoid  grey  zones 
between levels. At UMPP | University of Évora, we focus on this institutional engineering: 
placing management at the right level and building the right bridges across levels. In your 
experience, where is impact most gained, or lost: in the chosen level, or in how levels are 
connected?
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Territorial development and cumulative decisions

The economic, social and technological development level of each local and regional 
territory is not a geographical accident. To a large extent, it is the historical outcome of  
a  cumulative  process  shaped  by  public  decisions  and  private  strategies.  Every 
investment, every omission, every institutional priority, every business choice leaves a 
mark. Over time, these marks accumulate: they build capacities, create bottlenecks, 
open  opportunities,  consolidate  specialisations  or  reproduce  fragilities.  This  is  why 
reading a territory requires more than looking at present-day indicators.  It  requires 
understanding its decision-making memory: 1. Which infrastructures were (or were not) 
created; 2. Which institutions gained (or lost) capacity; 3. Which economic networks 
became denser; 4. Which skills were valued; 5. Which private strategies found (or did not 
find) a supportive environment. For public policy, this perspective is crucial: transforming 
territories  means  acting  not  only  on  current  symptoms,  but  on  the  cumulative 
mechanisms that shaped their trajectory.
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Public policies centres and peripheries

Some images work like maps. This one, for me, is one of them. Our gaze is drawn to the 
centre, the geometric dome, the vertical axis, the sense of order and direction. But the 
truth is simple: No centre exists without the peripheries that sustain it, and no territorial 
pattern is neutral in how it distributes opportunities, risks and recognition. In public 
policy, the tension between centres and peripheries is not only geographic. It is also 
institutional, economic, symbolic and relational: 1. Who decides and who implements; 2. 
Who benefits first and who arrives last; 3. Who is an explicit priority and who becomes 
an implicit recipient. That is why today s challenge is less about balancing the map and 
more about reconfiguring the architecture of decisions: Designing policies that do not 
treat peripheries as exceptions, but as a constitutive part of the collective project. At the 
Public  Policy Monitoring Unit  (UMPP),  University  of  Évora,  we aim to reinforce this 
perspective.  Public  policy  becomes  stronger  when  it  recognises  territorial  diversity, 
measures asymmetries with rigour, and turns resource allocation into real instruments 
of  cohesion,  innovation  and  well-being.  Between  centres  and  peripheries,  the  key 
message  is  this:  There  is  no  sustainable  territorial  future  without  shared territorial 
dignity.
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Public policies travel too.

Ideas, instruments, regulatory models, indicators, funding mechanisms and institutional 
solutions  cross  borders,  circulate  between  cities  and  countries,  and  travel  through 
international  networks,  universities,  public  administrations  and  communities  of 
knowledge. But there is an important difference between learning from elsewhere and 
simply copying what worked somewhere else. A public policy is not a container that can 
be unloaded at a new port and immediately put into operation. What works in one place 
depends on institutions, administrative capabilities, resources, political culture, trust, 
history and specific social conditions. Knowing public policy therefore means knowing 
what to ask: Where did this solution come from? Why did it work there? What conditions 
made it possible? What needs to be adapted for it to work here? Good ideas should 
travel. But when they reach their destination, they need to be translated, contextualised, 
tested and learned from. Public policies travel. Good governance knows how to receive 
them without simply copying them.
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Comparative public policy and contextual learning

Comparative public policy is one of the most fertile domains in public policy research. 
Comparison is  not  about  “copying  models”.  It  is  about  generating knowledge from 
variation: why do similar policies deliver different outcomes across different contexts? 
What  changes  when  institutions,  administrative  capacity,  instrument  design, 
organisational cultures, incentives, territories and political cycles differ? Comparative 
research helps  to:  1.  Test  hypotheses on what  works,  for  whom, and under which 
conditions; 2. Identify causal mechanisms (not just correlations); 3. Distinguish policy 
transfer from policy translation (adaptation rather than transplantation); 4. Learn from 
successes and failures, reducing the repetition of costly mistakes. In a world where policy 
ideas travel fast (climate, AI, health, cohesion, education), comparison becomes even 
more  critical:  it  helps  avoid  “surface  benchmarking”  and supports  context-sensitive 
evidence. This globe is a reminder: policies travel, but impact only happens when they 
land in real institutions. That is where comparative public policy becomes indispensable.
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Benchmarking as applied memory

Benchmarking analysis is, ultimately, applied memory. In public policy, problems are 
rarely entirely “new”; the real challenge is to recognise patterns, compare contexts, and 
translate what has worked elsewhere into decision capacity at home. The photo I’m 
sharing captures that idea: sometimes a reflection - an unexpected “mirror” - reveals the 
underlying structure more clearly. Benchmarking acts as such a mirror: it shows what is 
possible, while forcing us to understand what drives it. However, benchmarking is not 
copying,  it  is:  1.  Selecting  comparable  cases  (scale,  capacity,  incentives);  2. 
Understanding mechanisms, not only outcomes; 3. Identifying success conditions and 
transfer risks; 4. Adapting to context and building safeguards; 5. Closing the loop with 
monitoring and evaluation to course-correct early. When we use memory with method, 
we reduce improvisation, accelerate learning, and increase impact.
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Where beauty meets risk, public policy matters most.

There  are  places  whose  landscape  enchants.  And  there  are  places  where,  beyond 
enchantment, the landscape also challenges us. Because it  reveals, at once, beauty, 
vulnerability and collective choice. A populated cliff, a coastal front illuminated at night, 
a community settled between solid ground and the force of the sea: all this reminds us 
that public policy does not exist only to organise everyday life. It also exists to make  
habitable what is both valuable and exposed. Spatial planning, coastal protection, safety, 
mobility, tourism, housing, infrastructure, heritage preservation and climate adaptation 
all intersect here in very concrete ways. Knowing public policy also means understanding 
that some territories require more than routine management. They require long-term 
vision, institutional prudence and the ability to balance continuity with transformation. 
Because governing is not only about promoting development where it is easy. It is also 
about caring for places where development depends on knowing how to live with risk,  
without giving up identity, quality of life or the future. Where beauty meets risk, public  
policy matters most, because that is where we decide whether a territory will be merely 
admired or truly cared for.
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Every policy has a memory. Dare to uncover it.

Every policy has a past. Understanding it helps us govern the future. No public policy 
truly  begins  on the day it  is  announced.  Before it,  there are decisions,  institutions, 
programmes,  commitments,  experiences,  successes,  failures  and  lessons.  There  is 
memory. Ignoring that memory means risking the reinvention of previously attempted 
solutions,  the  repetition  of  old  failures  or  the  loss  of  accumulated  institutional 
knowledge. Knowing a public policy also means asking: where did it come from? What 
problem was it designed to address? What changed? What remained unresolved? What 
did we learn? Institutions that preserve memory learn better. Societies that understand 
the memory of their policies scrutinise them better.
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In public policy, reform is not erasure.

Change is necessary. But not every change requires starting again. In public policy, there 
is sometimes a tendency to equate innovation with replacement: a new strategy, a new 
programme, a new structure, a new label. As if reform meant erasing what came before. 
It  does not.  Institutions accumulate knowledge.  Teams develop capabilities.  Policies 
create relationships, trust, routines and capacities that may have taken years to build.  
Some structures need to be transformed. Some instruments become obsolete. Some 
practices should indeed disappear. But others provide precisely the foundations from 
which change can happen. Knowing public policy also means learning to distinguish 
legacy from inertia, continuity from immobility, and renewal from mere novelty. A good 
reform does not ask only: what should we change? It also asks: what must we not lose 
while changing? Because genuine transformative capacity does not lie in permanently 
starting over. It lies in knowing how to renew without destroying the capacity to keep 
growing.
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Public policies as data centres and memory units

Public policies are data centers and memory units. A public policy system is not only a 
set of decisions and instruments; it is also a mechanism that records, classifies and carries 
information  over  time.  Every  programme,  regulation,  indicator,  monitoring  report, 
evaluation or audit leaves a trace - a layer of institutional memory that can be reused - 
or wasted. When public policies operate as data hubs, we strengthen the ability to: 1.  
Build cumulative diagnostics (less improvisation, more evidence); 2. Ensure continuity 
(memory  beyond  political  cycles);  3.  Learn  from  outcomes  (including  unintended 
effects);  4.  Compare,  anticipate  and adjust  trajectories.  But  this  requires  deliberate 
choices: data governance, interoperability, quality, ethics, transparency and analytical 
capacity.  Without  them,  the  “data  hub”  becomes  an  opaque  archive:  abundant 
information, scarce learning. This image captures the idea: public action is a network of 
branches and layers.  The future of  governance lies  in  making that  network legible, 
accountable and useful, so institutional memory becomes better public decision-making.
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Public policies age too

Public  policies  age  too.  Even  when  well  designed,  they  experience  wear  and  tear: 
contexts  change,  exceptions  accumulate,  coherence  declines,  incentives  weaken, 
implementation frictions grow, and gradually, impact fades. The photo I’m sharing (a 
rock shaped by cavities)  is  a  useful  metaphor:  wear rarely  happens in one blow; it 
happens through continuous micro-erosions. In policy, those micro-erosions are familiar: 
bureaucratisation,  overlapping  instruments,  goal  capture,  indicators  that  no  longer 
measure what matters, and routines replacing purpose. This is where innovation matters, 
not as “novelty”, but as strategic maintenance of the system: 1. Simplify and remove 
layers that no longer create value; 2. Redesign interfaces across instruments (capillarity 
and alignment);  3.  Update the theory of change and incentives; 4.  Experiment with 
safeguards  (pilots,  sandboxes,  prototypes);  5.  Restore  learning  (monitoring  and 
evaluation that supports decisions). Often, innovating is repairing intelligently: keeping 
what works, fixing what has worn out, and restoring public capacity to respond.
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Public policies as ecosystems

Some images hold an entire theory. A trunk covered in moss, the trace of an old pruning 
cut,  and  fruit  ripening  further  ahead.  Public  policies  are  much  the  same:  living 
institutional organisms. They carry memory, cycles, useful scars, periods of shade and 
moments of fruition. They rarely grow in a straight line. This metaphor highlights five 
essentials:  1.  Institutional  time  matters.  Impact  is  seasonal,  not  immediate;  2. 
Maintenance is policy. Without continuous care, even strong strategies lose momentum; 
3. Pruning is responsible governance. Simplifying, reforming or ending instruments can 
be a sign of maturity; 4. Learning is fertilizer. Monitoring and evaluation are not add-ons; 
5. Territory is the real soil. Policies that ignore context tend to wither. In the end, it’s not 
only about designing new measures.  It’s  about enabling the system to renew itself 
without losing coherence, and to deliver fruit with public value.
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Time learning and public decisions

On my way to another class in Public Policy and International Relations, which I have the 
pleasure of teaching in the Bachelor’s degree in International Relations at the University 
of Évora, Portugal, I paused for a moment in front of this clock in the Cloister of Colégio 
do Espírito Santo. More than simply marking the hours, objects like this seem to remind 
us that the university is also a place where time takes on a deeper meaning: the time of 
learning, reflection, critical inquiry and the patient construction of knowledge. Teaching 
Public Policy and International Relations is, in many ways, about working precisely at the 
intersection of time and decision-making. Public policies require long-term vision, the 
ability  to  interpret  the  present  and  an  understanding  of  the  rhythms  of  change. 
International relations, in turn, invite us to analyse complex dynamics, fragile balances 
and transformations that often begin before they become fully visible. It is therefore with 
genuine pleasure that I continue this teaching journey in an institution where heritage, 
memory and thought intersect in such a distinctive way.
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Governing is also about giving shape to uncertainty.

The future rarely arrives with clearly defined contours. It comes through incomplete 
signals,  technological  change,  demographic  pressures,  climate  risks,  economic 
transformations,  geopolitical  tensions  and  events  we  cannot  fully  anticipate.  It  is 
precisely within this space between what we know and what we cannot yet know that 
public policy must operate. Governing does not mean eliminating uncertainty. It means 
giving uncertainty enough shape for decisions to become possible. Building institutions 
capable of interpreting signals. Working with scenarios. Making assumptions explicit. 
Preparing  alternatives.  Monitoring  change.  Learning  quickly.  And  designing  policies 
robust  enough  to  withstand  the  unexpected,  yet  flexible  enough  to  adapt  when 
circumstances  change.  Uncertainty  should  not  become an  excuse  for  paralysis.  But 
urgency should not become an excuse for improvisation either. Between false certainty 
and blind decision-making lies an essential space for governance: anticipation, prudence, 
learning and adaptive capacity. Knowing public policy also means understanding this: we 
do not need to know the entire future before we begin preparing for it. Governing is also 
about giving shape to uncertainty, without closing the future.
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Don’t govern only for calm seas.

It is relatively easy to design policy for when everything goes as expected. The real test 
begins when it does not. An economic crisis. A health emergency. A prolonged drought. 
Technological disruption. Unexpected migration pressure. Or a succession of smaller 
shocks that may seem manageable individually but accumulate over time. Not every 
wave is a storm. But repeated waves can still wear systems down. Knowing public policy 
therefore means asking not only whether a policy works under normal conditions, but 
also: 1. What happens when it comes under pressure? 2. What safety margins exist? 3. 
Which capabilities can be mobilised quickly? 4. Where are the vulnerabilities? 5. Can the 
system adapt without leaving people or territories behind? Resilience does not mean 
predicting every shock.  It  means building institutions,  services and policies with the 
capacity to absorb, adapt, learn and recover. And that requires something that may 
sometimes appear inefficient in calm times: redundancy, reserves, skills, coordination, 
alternative scenarios and institutional capacity available before it is needed. Good public 
policy is not designed only for calm seas. It keeps working when the waves come.
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Knowing which way the wind blows

Steering public policies requires knowing which way the wind is blowing. The “wind” is 
context:  economic  cycles,  demographics,  technology,  climate,  geopolitics,  social 
expectations, fiscal constraints. Ignoring it means governing by inertia. Overreacting to it 
means governing by impulse. Good governance is the ability to read signals, separate 
noise  from  trends,  and  adjust  course  without  losing  purpose.  That  requires  three 
institutional capabilities that cannot be decreed into existence: 1. Context intelligence 
(data, foresight, monitoring, active listening); 2. Response capacity (coordination, flexible 
instruments, delivery); 3. Learning (evaluation, feedback loops, course correction). This 
image is a reminder: direction is not enough, you need a “sensor” and an institutional 
structure that turns signals into decisions. In public policy, that is evidence-informed 
governance, with long-term responsibility.



UMPP POLICY PAPERS Nº 14 | 2026 - PUBLIC POLICY LITERACY

PAULO NETO 89

TIME MEMORY UNCERTAINTY AND ADAPTIVE GOVERNANCE

Policy diffusion and institutional conditions

Public policies are like a dandelion: impact depends on the ability to spread, yet also on 
the “wind” of context and the quality of the institutional soil where they land. A measure 
can be technically sound and politically ambitious. Still, its real effects will depend on 
something less visible: whether it can travel, be taken up by organisations and places, 
adapt without losing coherence, and scale without fragmenting. But diffusion is never 
neutral. The “wind” is the context: economic cycles, social tensions, political priorities, 
crises, public expectations. And the “soil” is institutional capacity: skills, coordination, 
resources, organisational culture, trust, data, monitoring and evaluation. That is why 
policy design is also the design of diffusion conditions: 1. Clarify the theory of change and 
mechanisms; 2. Ensure governance, incentives and coordination; 3. Strengthen delivery 
capacity; 4. Build feedback loops to learn and adapt. Without good soil, even the best  
seed will not grow. Without reading the wind, diffusion becomes random. Good public 
policy combines ambition with execution conditions.
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See early. Act better.

Governing is not only about reacting to what has already happened. It is also about 
building  the  capacity  to  recognise  what  is  beginning  to  happen.  For  centuries, 
watchtowers existed to extend the horizon, detect signals and gain time before a threat 
arrived.  In  public  policy,  that  logic  remains remarkably relevant.  Monitoring trends. 
Identifying early signals.  Observing demographic,  economic,  territorial,  technological 
and social change. Recognising vulnerabilities before they become crises. Questioning 
assumptions before they cease to hold. Because by the time a problem becomes fully 
visible, it has often also become more costly, more complex and more difficult to correct. 
It  is  therefore important to ask:  i.  What signals  are emerging? ii.  What is  changing 
quietly?  iii.  Which  risks  are  beginning  to  accumulate?  iv.  Which  opportunities  are 
appearing? v. And do our institutions have the capacity to recognise these changes in 
time? Anticipation is not about predicting the future with certainty. It is about reducing 
surprise,  expanding  the time available  for  decision and preparing  responses  before 
urgency eliminates alternatives. In public policy, seeing earlier can mean deciding better, 
and avoiding the need to react too late.
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Public policies as navigation with architecture

Public policies are navigation with architecture: a solid institutional base that sustains a 
direction, and allows course correction when the context changes. At the top is direction: 
mission, priorities, clear objectives. But it is the often invisible architecture that makes 
direction deliverable: capabilities, rules, data, coordination, accountability and learning. 
Without  robust  institutions,  direction  remains  rhetoric;  with  robust  institutions, 
direction becomes decisions, implementation and results. Policy navigation is always 
governance under uncertainty. It requires: 1. Clarity about the “north” (what we want to 
change and why);  2.  Coherent instruments (a sound policy mix);  3.  Monitoring and 
evaluation to detect drift; 4. The capacity to adapt without losing legitimacy or purpose. 
Good governance is not the one that never adjusts. It is the one that adjusts with method, 
evidence and public responsibility, while keeping collective coherence.
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Monitoring Public Policy - Campaign opening

At UMPP – Public Policy Monitoring Unit, Portugal, we believe that monitoring should 
not be understood as an accessory or merely bureaucratic function of public action, but 
as a true infrastructure of institutional intelligence. That is why we are launching today a 
new communication campaign dedicated to the relevance of public policy monitoring. 
Across the next posts, we will seek to show that monitoring is not simply about observing 
indicators, collecting data, or following procedures. Monitoring means understanding 
implementation, detecting early signals, following change in real time, strengthening 
institutional learning, correcting trajectories strategically, deepening accountability, and 
building public value. At a time when public problems are becoming more complex, 
dynamic, and interdependent, monitoring stands out as a decisive strategic capacity for 
improving  governance,  qualifying  decision-making,  and  making  public  action  more 
intelligent, more responsive, and more effective. That is the horizon of this campaign.
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Monitoring means Understanding Implementation.

Monitoring begins with an essential idea: public policies do not end with their formal 
design. Between intention and execution there is always a critical space where policies 
are implemented, adapted, diverted, or weakened. That is precisely where monitoring 
becomes indispensable. Monitoring means understanding how a policy is actually being 
implemented: at what pace, with what bottlenecks, with what asymmetries, with what 
institutional  capacity,  and with  what  distance  from,  or  proximity  to,  the  objectives 
originally defined. More than verifying whether something “is happening”, it is crucial to 
understand  how  it  is  happening.  And  that  difference  is  decisive.  Without  an 
understanding of implementation, public governance risks confusing design with reality, 
intention with result, and norm with actual transformation. Monitoring is therefore a 
way of making the concrete trajectory of public policies visible on the ground.
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Monitoring means Detecting Early Signals.

Good monitoring is not only about looking backwards. It is also about detecting, in a 
timely way, what is beginning to emerge. Deviations, delays, implementation fragilities, 
institutional bottlenecks, contextual shifts, unintended effects, unforeseen opportunities 
-  all  these  may first  appear  as  subtle  signals,  sometimes almost  imperceptible,  yet 
strategically  decisive.  Monitoring means developing precisely  that capacity for  early 
reading. In public policy, the difference between a manageable problem and a systemic 
failure often lies in how quickly signals are recognised, interpreted, and integrated into 
decision-making. In this sense, monitoring is a function of intelligent vigilance. Not to 
generate alarm, but to create conditions for anticipation. To govern better also means 
knowing how to read early what may later become too visible, and too costly.
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Monitoring means Following Change in Real Time.

Public policies operate in dynamic contexts. Problems change, actors change, constraints 
change, priorities change, and the very effects of public intervention also change. For 
that reason, monitoring means following change in real time. It is not enough to produce 
information too late, when the decision window has already closed or when the policy 
has already consolidated its deviations. The strategic usefulness of monitoring depends, 
to  a  large  extent,  on  its  ability  to  generate  intelligibility  at  a  moment  when  that 
knowledge can still be translated into action. Monitoring is therefore about following 
processes  in  motion.  It  means  producing  situated,  updated,  and  operational 
understanding of how policies evolve. In a public environment marked by uncertainty, 
acceleration,  and  interdependence,  the  temporality  of  information  has  become  as 
important as its quality. Good monitoring does not only arrive with rigour. It also arrives 
in time.
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Monitoring means Learning Capacity.

A public policy that does not learn tends to repeat its limits. An institution that does not 
transform information into learning tends to accumulate experience without genuine 
evolution. That is why monitoring should be understood as a capacity for institutional 
learning. Monitoring is not merely about following implementation. It is about producing 
useful knowledge on what is working, what is not working, why, under what conditions, 
and with what consequences.  The true relevance of monitoring lies not only in the 
information  it  collects,  but  in  the  learning  it  enables.  That  learning  can  improve 
instruments, adjust processes, qualify priorities, strengthen coordination, and deepen 
the reflective capacity of public institutions. In this sense, monitoring is also a way of 
creating strategic memory. It prevents each cycle of public action from having to restart 
as if nothing had previously been observed, understood, or learned.
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Monitoring means Strategic Correction.

Monitoring is not only meant to describe trajectories. It is meant to create the conditions 
for correction. In public policy, persistence without adjustment can be as problematic as 
failure in the original design. Good governance requires the capacity to recognise when 
an intervention needs recalibration, when an instrument proves inadequate, when a 
priority should be revised, or when an approach needs to be redesigned. Monitoring 
therefore means correcting strategically.  This is  not about changing by impulse, nor 
about introducing permanent instability into public action. It is, rather, about adjusting 
with judgement, with evidence, and with a clear sense of direction. Monitoring makes 
adaptive governance possible: governance capable of learning along the way and of 
improving without losing coherence. Strategic correction is, ultimately, one of the most 
mature expressions of public intelligence.
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Monitoring means Accountability in Action.

Accountability does not depend only on formal reporting at the end of processes. It also 
depends on the capacity to follow, make visible, and make intelligible what is happening 
throughout public action. In that sense, monitoring means accountability in action. When 
monitoring exists, policy becomes more legible: it becomes easier to understand what is 
being done, with what resources, with what progress, with what difficulties, and with 
what  intermediate  results.  That  visibility  strengthens  transparency,  improves 
accountability, and makes the relationship between public decision, implementation, 
and scrutiny more demanding.  Without  monitoring,  accountability  tends to weaken 
because evidence,  continuity,  and public  intelligibility  about the actual  trajectory of 
policies are missing. Monitoring is  therefore also a way of democratically qualifying 
public action.
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Monitoring means Building Public Value.

In its deepest meaning, monitoring is not merely a technique for following progress. It is 
a capacity for building public value. When well designed, monitoring improves the quality 
of  decision-making,  strengthens  implementation,  fosters  learning,  enables  timely 
correction, and increases the intelligibility of public action. All  of this contributes to 
policies  that  are more effective,  more coherent,  fairer,  and more useful  to society. 
Monitoring therefore means linking information to transformation. It is this movement 
that makes it possible to convert data into knowledge, knowledge into decision, and 
decision into better collective outcomes. Public value does not arise only from policy 
formulation. It also arises from the capacity to follow policies, understand them, adjust 
them,  and  improve  them  over  time.  Monitoring  is,  ultimately,  a  way  of  actively 
contributing to a form of public action that is more intelligent, more robust, and more 
oriented towards the common good.
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Monitoring Public Policy - Campaign closing

Today marks the end of this campaign dedicated to raising awareness of the relevance 
of public policy monitoring, promoted by UMPP - Public Policy Monitoring Unit, Portugal. 
Throughout these posts, we sought to affirm one central idea: monitoring is not merely 
about observing. It is about understanding, detecting, following, learning, correcting, 
holding  to  account,  and  building  public  value.  Monitoring  should  therefore  be 
understood as  a  strategic  capacity  of  contemporary  governance.  Not  as  a  marginal 
bureaucratic requirement, but as an essential function of institutional intelligence and of 
the quality of public action. At a time when public policies face increasingly complex, 
interdependent, and dynamic challenges, it becomes ever clearer that the capacity to 
monitor well is also the capacity to govern better. It is this commitment to intelligibility,  
learning, correction, and public value that will continue to guide the work of UMPP.
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