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Abstract

There is a need to ensure the effective transfer and diffusion of successful policy innovations that
facilitate sustainable development in the Middle East region. However, to date there has been
limited research on policy innovation in the Middle East region through theories such as policy
diffusion, with most studies focused on North America and Western Europe. The following short
essay represents an attempt to highlight this shortfall, stimulate discussion on what key factors
could facilitate policy innovation in the Middle East, and promote further studies to address this
imbalance. This is a theoretical study that primarily examines three theories that address the spread
of policy innovation between governments: policy diffusion, policy laboratories, and borrowing
strength. These theories are applied to different factors that influence policy innovation (geographic
proximity, political ideology, culture, and networks and individuals) considered within the context
of the Middle East to assess their relevance and applicability. Based on the application of these
theories and key factors, the essay proposes three novel hypotheses for policy innovation, which
are linked to the different factors. Each hypothesis identifies an area where it is expected that policy
innovation would occur, if the theories hold true in a Middle Eastern Context. The essay contains
an accompanying call to test these hypotheses within the region. It is expected that further studies
in this area will be able to both test and build on the proposed hypotheses to determine the
applicability of current (Western) theories to explain policy innovation in the Middle East and
move towards a more comprehensive and targeted theory of policy in this region.
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1. Introduction

Recent years have seen a dramatic shift in the nature and scale of issues and challenges for
policymaking in the Middle East. These have been exacerbated to such a degree by the recent
COVID-19 pandemic that it is almost cliché to note the complexity and ‘wickedness’ of the
challenges that now face public policy development in the form of climate change, global conflict,
supply chain disruptions, and others. There is a need to ensure the effective transfer and diffusion
of successful policy innovations, that facilitate sustainable development in the region.

To date there has been limited research on policy innovation in the Middle East region through
theories such as ‘policy diffusion’, with most research focusing on North America and Western
Europe (Lindsey & Bitugu, 2018; Riland, 2022). The following short essay represents an attempt
to stimulate discussion on what key factors will facilitate policy innovation in the Middle East and
promote further studies to address this imbalance. Consequently, the paper is composed of two
parts. The first will examine the literature on policy innovation and theories on how it can be
facilitated, to identify key factors that facilitate policy innovation. Then, considering these factors,
it will propose three hypotheses. The intention of these hypotheses is that they are to be tested
within the region, to determine the applicability of current (Western) theories to explain policy
innovation in the Middle East. It is hoped that this will stimulate further discussion and interest, to
move towards a broader theory of facilitating policy innovation and diffusion of successful policies
in the Middle East.

2. Policy innovation

Policy innovation is defined as the successful adoption of a new policy by a government (Mintrom,
1997; Walker, 1969). This can be driven through internal factors, such as in response to pressure
from interest groups or the electorate, as well as through external factors such as the spread of
innovations from one government to another (Shipan & Volden, 2008). The following section will
present three theories that address the spread of policy innovation between governments: policy
diffusion, policy laboratories, and borrowing strength.

2.1. Policy diffusion

Policy diffusion is defined as a process in which policymaking and policy outcomes in one polity
influence policymaking and policy outcomes in other polities (Blatter et al., 2022; Graham et al., 2013;
Maggetti & Gilardi, 2016). Although broad, what characterises this definition is the necessary
requirement of interdependence, which distinguishes policy diffusion from policy convergence
(Maggetti & Gilardi, 2016). Within the literature, there are three main types of interdependence that
can be identified, which are usually referred to as mechanisms. These are: learning, emulation, and
competition! (Maggetti & Gilardi, 2016). Although learning and competition are the most common
mechanisms explaining policy diffusion (Shipan & Volden, 2008), emulation still plays a role.
Consequently, these will be the three mechanisms focused on in this paper.

The learning mechanism occurs where policies in one unit are influenced by the consequences of
similar policies in other units, with successful policies being more readily adopted by other polities

! Some scholars choose not to include coercion as a mechanism however, noting that the term diffusion necessarily
implies that there are no central actors coordinating the spread of policies.
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(Maggetti & Gilardi, 2016; VVolden, 2006). This is perhaps best summarised by Berry and Baybeck
(2005), who note that ‘when confronted with a problem, decision makers simplify the task of
finding a solution by choosing an alternative that has proven successful elsewhere’. Here, the
success of a policy will relate to the outcomes it achieves, challenges it faces, and what support it
receives politically (Maggetti & Gilardi, 2016).

Theoretically, two main kinds of learning can be identified (Blatter et al., 2022). The first follow a
constructivist view, that policy innovation will spread through ‘epistemic communities’ of experts,
following the diffusion of shared knowledge of what is effective (Blatter et al., 2022; Simmons et
al., 2006). This kind of learning is fostered by shared norms, beliefs, and notions of evidentiary
validity (Simmons et al., 2006). Consequently, actors are able to legitimize themselves through the
adoption of universally legitimized policies (Meyer et al., 1997). The increase in exposure through
participation in international networks and the catalytical presence of international organizations
can also facilitate this kind of learning (Seitzer, 2022).

The second is an objectivist and individualist approach, using Bayesian updating, where individual
actors add new information to their beliefs, and then revise accordingly (Blatter et al., 2022;
Simmons et al., 2006). Notably, this approach discounts the role of collective actors in the learning
process (Blatter et al., 2022). In the individualist approach, key actors are institutions such as
government ministries, and individuals such as government ministers. Their engagement with
policy innovations in other polities will be viewed through a lens where the innovations will be
evaluated according to their potential impact on domestic political processes (Blatter et al., 2022).
Some of the risks with the individualistic approach can be observed in the realisation that not all
actors are equally sensitive to the same information (Gilardi, 2010), and some filter this information
through ideological lenses (Volden et al., 2008). These individual biases are much harder to
overcome without the additional input that can occur in more constructivism-informed approaches
to learning (Gilardi & Wasserfallen, 2019).

The diffusion of policy through competition takes place where governments react to the policy choices
of one another in an attempt to attract or retain resources, for example in the area of tax reform (Maggetti
& Gilardi, 2016). As distinct from learning, where a government will observe the success of a policy
and seek to implement it, Braun and Gilardi (2006) highlight that central to the concept of competition
is the impact of a successful policy in one government on the effectiveness of a corresponding policy
in another government. For example, Brady et al. (2011) found that state governments would establish
a state lottery to prevent a loss of revenue occurring when their residents played the lottery in nearby
states, following successful implementation of the policy there.

Most commonly discussed in the area of competition as a mechanism of policy diffusion is the concept
of the race to the bottom (Korten, 1998). However, this criticism ignores efforts taken by governments
to enhance service provision for residents, which have been shown to instead drive a race to the top —
evidenced by minimum income provisions pioneered in France by regions and in Spain by the Basque
Country, which then spread across the whole of the respective state territories (Keating, 2012).

The dominant conception of emulation as a form of policy diffusion is closely aligned with the
constructivist view of learning, and the concept of universally legitimised policies (Blatter et al., 2022;
Meyer et al., 1997). However, learning and emulation can be distinguished from one another by
understanding that learning focuses on the action — the adoption of the policy and its effects — while
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emulation focuses on the actor — the government that adopted the policy (Shipan & Volden, 2008).

In instances of emulation, policymakers may be willing to adopt ‘best practice’ policies, however
they do not, or are unable to, assess whether a given policy choice is suitable for their particular
context (Simmons et al., 2006). Historically this has been demonstrated in the policy literature
through examples of smaller cities within states adopting policies in order to be favourably viewed
as aligned with larger cities, who were early adopters (Shipan & Volden, 2008). This approach can
often lead to superficial or poor implementation of particular policy choices (Blatter et al., 2022).

2.2. Policy laboratories

First proposed by Justice Louis Brandeis in 1932, was the concept of ‘laboratories of democracy’
as a characteristic of federal systems. This saw the development of policies by state and local
government as facilitating experimentation with new policies and mutual learning about superior
policies (Kollman et al., 2000; Oates, 1999). This approach sees governments in a federation work
as a ‘collective intelligence’ (Langlois & Garzarelli, 2008), running concurrent policy experiments.
Those experiments that are unsuccessful have a low cost to the federation, due to the initial limited
scale they are run at, while successful experiments can be easily adopted and provide high returns.
Utilising this approach, federations can provide useful spaces for knowledge growth from trial and
error (Garzarelli & Keeton, 2018). Explicit in this theory is the idea that the successes or failures
of previous experiences in other units will shape an actor’s decision to adopt similar policies, which
provides a clear link with the policy diffusion mechanism of learning (Maggetti & Gilardi, 2016;
Shipan & Volden, 2008).

In a competitive federalist system, the level of autonomy that is granted for the states allows them the
freedom to explore policy innovation in a decentralised manner. This can enrich the policy-making
process by enabling states to experiment with, and adopt, successful policy initiatives free from
centralised control (Keating, 2012). However, some critiques have been raised of the policy laboratory
concept as being solely the domain of states, operating entirely independently from a federal authority.
For example, it has been found that states do not always effectively share information with one another
on policy experiments — particularly failed ones. This can make it difficult for state governments to
access information that might inform their own experiments (Wiseman, 2014). Concerns have also
been raised with data collection related to policy experimentation, with some states relying solely on
others to collect data (Biber, 2011), while in other instances datasets that are not standardised or
comparable have caused complications (Wiseman, 2014).

The solution to these concerns is to introduce a ‘central manager’ to coordinate the experiments
(Wiseman & Owen, 2018). In a federal system, this role is filled by the central federal government.
While states are empowered to experiment with policy options, the coordination from a centralised
body such as a federal government helps this experimentation succeed (Wiseman & Owen, 2018).

For example, a central federal government is in possession of unique strengths that allow this
facilitation of experimentation. The first is a broad perspective, not often available to states, that allows
differentiated approaches to be identified. Second, although there are limited incentives for states to
collectively agree on things like uniform data collection (Wiseman, 2014), a central federal government
can facilitate uniform measurement and data collection, as well as inspire data sharing across state
borders (Wiseman & Owen, 2018). The central government can also operate as a central repository to
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distribute and collate successful experiments when they occur, such as through the establishment of
policy ‘menus’ that allow states to pick and choose the approaches they prefer (Madison, 2014).

2.3. Borrowing Strength

First described by Manna (2006), the Borrowing Strength Model examines the role of federalism
in agenda setting, originally with a focus on education policy. The Borrowing Strength Model
‘occurs when policy entrepreneurs at one level of government attempt to push their agendas by
leveraging justifications and capabilities that other governments elsewhere in the federal system
possess. Here, license is defined as ‘the strength of the arguments available to justify government
action’ (Manna, 2006), and capacity is defined as ‘the ability to act once policymakers decide they
want to act’, including the human, budgetary, and institutional resources or infrastructure that
governments possess’ (Manna, 2006). For example, states may use the justification of a central
government discussing or advocating a particular policy direction to open a discussion at the state
level and build a level of momentum that may not have been previously possible (Saultz, 2017).

Under the borrowing strength model, state governments can borrow strength from a central
government, the central government can borrow strength from state governments, or all
governments can do so concurrently. In the case, that governments borrow strength from each other
concurrently, positive or negative feedback will be generated. Positive feedback will accelerate
trends, while negative feedback will lead to stability (Manna, 2006). It should also be noted that
this approach does not have to be limited to federal systems of government. Policymakers will rely
on their networks to facilitate and inform their work, reaching out across government, non-
government actors, civil society (Moynihan, 2008).

However, application of the borrowing strength model is resource intensive since policy makers
will need a high level of skill and sufficient time to learn from others’ policy experiments and then
apply them in their own context (Shipan & Volden, 2012). To address this, limits on capacity can
be addressed by ‘go-between’ actors (Shipan & Volden, 2012). Nationally, this can take the form
of professional organisations that act as clearing houses for information on policies being
developed by members, while at a regional and global level, this role can be played by international
organisations (Shipan & Volden, 2012). For example, a study of health policy in Swiss cantons
showed that participation in intergovernmental conferences increased the likelihood of cantons
adopting successful policies from one another (Fuglister, 2012).

3. Factors that influence innovation

A range of factors influence whether and when new policies are adopted and diffuse across a country
or region. These include geographical proximity, political ideology and ideation, and culture (Agnew
& Shin, 2019; Kleider & Toubeau, 2022; Mossig et al., 2022). In addition to these macro-level or
structural factors, the role of individual policy actors, and the steps that they can take must also be
considered (Gautier et al., 2018). The following section will examine these factors, and how they can
facilitate, or hinder, policy innovation through the theories outlined above.

3.1. Geographic proximity

The role of geographic proximity in influencing diffusion processes is clear. The greater the proximity
of different actors the more likely they come into contact, and hence, the more likely the content of the
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diffusion process will be adopted (Mossig et al., 2022). For example, in a study of the diffusion of anti-
smoking legislation in cities in the United States, Shipan and Volden (2008) found that governments
would be more likely to adopt policies from larger and more proximate cities. At a worldwide level,
the diffusion of policies regarding long-term care systems for elderly citizens has also been shown to
have been influenced by geographical proximity (Fischer et al., 2022).

However, an overreliance on the role of geographical proximity as an enabling factor in the diffusion
of policies can distort understanding, especially in an increasingly interconnected world (Kammerer &
Namhata, 2018). Magetti and Gilardi (2016) note that although geographic proximity is a key
component of diffusion it cannot clearly discriminate between the existence of the main mechanisms
in a case of policy diffusion, and thus should be combined with other indicators. As a result, of
increasing importance is the role that political ideology and culture may play (Kammerer & Namhata,
2018), including their interactions with geographic proximity, since geographically proximate states
may also share cultural, demographic, and political characteristics (Volden et al., 2008).

3.2. Political ideology

Political ideology has been shown to influence the diffusion of policies. In an early study of
education policy diffusion, Volden showed that policies flowed along partisan lines between
legislatures (Volden, 2006). Policymakers can be biased against policies that counter their
ideologies and are more easily influenced by co-partisans (Butler et al., 2017). The strength of the
political ideology in policy diffusion is further demonstrated by DellaVigna and Kim (2022), who
found that in the 2000s and 2010s, geographic and demographic proximity were predictive of
policy diffusion, but after this period the strongest predictor of adoption was political alignment —
the effect of which was strong enough that the predictive accuracy of the model increased in later
periods. Political ideology has also been shown to hinder diffusion in some instances, with
legislatures unwilling to learn from those governed by opposing parties (Butler et al., 2017).
However, it was also found that this bias could be overcome by placing an emphasis on policy
success, or in the case of earlier adoption by co-parties (Butler et al., 2017).

However, these studies focus exclusively on the impact of political ideology on policy diffusion in
democratic governments. More recent studies have focused on policy diffusion in authoritarian
regimes, such as in China (Liu & Li, 2016; Zhang, 2012; Zhang & Zhu, 2019; Zhu, 2014). This research
has highlighted the importance of learning and emulation mechanisms within and between authoritarian
governments. This suggests that policy performance and overall economic performance can be the main
incentives for authoritarian governments to learn from others (Zhang & Zhu, 2019). Notably,
authoritarian regimes are less likely to base their assessment of policy performance on the potential
impact of domestic political processes (Blatter et al., 2022; Khodr & Reiche, 2012).

3.3. Culture

Culture is an integral aspect of the human condition, in particular as a facilitator of learning, and is
of increasing importance in economic and social studies (Windzio & Martens, 2022). The term
‘culture’ is, however, a broad one and must be clearly defined (Mossig et al., 2022). An effective
way of defining distinct cultures for the purposes of examining policy diffusion is through the
concept of cultural spheres, which can be used to distinguish between cultures, while also allowing
for a degree of overlap and change over time (Windzio & Martens, 2022). In this approach, clusters
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of countries can be defined by religious characteristics, gender role orientations, language groups,
civil rights, and rule of law, with the strength of ties between countries related to the number of
cultural characteristics they share (Windzio & Martens, 2022). In studies of the spread of education
policies, culture has been shown to have been a major influence, with countries located within the
same cultural sphere learning and adopting policies from one another at a greater rate than those
outside of the sphere (Seitzer et al., 2022; Windzio & Martens, 2022).

3.4. Networks and individuals

Another important structural factor that influences policy innovation is the existence of formal and
informal transnational networks that promote the diffusion of policies across countries (Maggetti
& Gilardi, 2016; Shipan & Volden, 2008). An example of a formal network is engagement with,
or participation in, an international organisation. This platform enables peers from different
countries to meet and exchange information, while providing channels for further collaboration and
cooperation (Metz & Fischer, 2016). Building on this interaction, the international organisation is
also able to present itself as an epistemic authority within the policy community (Barnett &
Finnemore, 2012). The dissemination of knowledge through such an authority can further reshape
policy preferences (Fergusson & Yeates, 2014). Consider, for example, the role played by the
United Nations Environment Program as part of a ‘discourse coalition’ towards integrated water
resource management (Allouche, 2016).

While policies travel through networks, they also do so through individuals as well (Gautier et al.,
2020). Hence, the role of individual actors, who will approach policy makers to inform them about
policy options that they believe would be effective in their jurisdictions, must also be considered
as part of the process (Shipan & Volden, 2008). Here, recent studies have examined the use of
framing by these actors in successful policy innovation and diffusion (Gilardi et al., 2021). Framing
describes the way that a policy option is placed on the agenda in order to increase its popular
support and ensure that it is prioritised over others (Béland, 2005; Jones & Baumgartner, 2005).
For example, drawing the attention of policy makers to existing benchmarking and comparative
rankings as a framing technique can make them more willing to adopt policy innovations (Mahon
& McBride, 2009; Porte et al., 2001).

A link also exists between framing and political ideology, which stresses the importance of framing
in building a coalition of willing partners (Volden, 2017). By effectively framing an issue in a way
that engages with the key concerns of an opposing political group, it can be possible to address
negative perceptions (Volden, 2017). An example is provided through the expansion of Medicaid
in the United States. The framing of the policy by Democrats as a means to lower taxes overall,
due to the increase in federal subsidies available through adoption of the policy, addressed concerns
of Republicans who had initially perceived the policy as a step away from the free market, and
towards increased government intervention (Karch & Rosenthal, 2017).

4. Discussion

So far, this paper has principally considered theories of policy innovation as they apply to Western
contexts, such as America and Western Europe. As has been noted above, there are limited studies
that address the theories of policy innovation and diffusion in the Middle East. Consequently, the
application of the available theoretical frameworks can be difficult without making modifications
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(Khodr & Reiche, 2012). In an attempt to remedy this, the following section will discuss policy
innovation and the key factors that influence it, drawn from the theory above. This will be used to
develop three hypotheses that are proposed for further testing in the Middle East, as stepping stones
to determine the applicability of these theories within that context.

Based on the literature there are several key factors that can be identified in facilitating the spread
of policy innovation. These are geographic proximity, culture, and political alignment. While
geographic proximity is a key component of diffusion it cannot clearly discriminate between the
existence of the main mechanisms in a case of policy diffusion. Consequently, it must be considered
alongside additional factors.

Culture is an important element when considering the structural factors that may facilitate policy
innovation. Culturally the Middle East is a diverse region (Al-Aweel, 2018). Nevertheless, there
exist enough shared cultural characteristics such as religion, gender role orientations, language
groups, or attitudes towards civil rights, and rule of law, that the creation of clear cultural spheres
can be defined, and used to determine the relative strength of cultural ties between states (Windzio
& Martens, 2022). Regarding geographic proximity, it has also been found that policy diffusion in
the countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council was most likely to occur between those states that
were proximate and that shared cultures (Khodr & Reiche, 2012).

Hypothesis: Policy innovation through diffusion will occur between states in the Middle East that
are in similar cultural spheres. This will be enhanced further in cases of geographical proximity.

However, the role of political ideology in facilitating policy innovation is harder to apply within
the Middle East. The existence of a range of government types, including authoritarian regimes
and absolute monarchies, alongside some democracies, make it difficult to determine a consistent
group of current theories that are applicable. However, acknowledging research that has been
undertaken to examine the diffusion of policy innovations within authoritarian regimes, different
approaches to policy diffusion through learning can be considered as applicable. Notably, that
policy performance and overall economic performance are the main incentives for authoritarian
governments to learn from others (Zhang & Zhu, 2019), and that authoritarian regimes are less
likely to base their assessment of policy performance on the potential impact on domestic political
processes (Blatter et al., 2022; Khodr & Reiche, 2012).

Hypothesis: Authoritarian regimes will place less weight on the domestic impact of policies when
policy diffusion takes place through learning and emulation.

Consistent in the literature is the importance of a body or bodies that can facilitate policy
innovation. This is reflected in policy diffusion that occurs through the constructivist concept of
learning, where states are exposed to shared norms, beliefs, and notions of evidentiary validity
through participation in international networks and the presence of and international organizations
— all of which facilitate this kind of learning (Blatter et al., 2022; Seitzer, 2022; Simmons et al.,
2006). In the context of policy laboratories, policy innovation is facilitated through a ‘central
manager’ that can coordinate the experiments, facilitate uniform measurement and data collection,
inspire data sharing across borders, and operate as a central repository to distribute and collate
successful experiments when they occur (Madison, 2014; Wiseman & Owen, 2018). In a similar
manner, using the theory of borrowing strength, go-between actors can mitigate discrepancies in
capacity, acting also as clearing houses to effectively distribute information on policies (Fuglister,
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2012; Shipan & Volden, 2012). Consequently, in an examination of policy innovation in the Middle
East, the presence of centrally coordinating bodies, such as the League of Arab States, the World
Bank, ESCWA, or others, as well as their actions, will need to be considered.

Hypothesis: The active participation of an international organisation or regional network in
collating and distributing information will facilitate policy innovation in cases where successful
policies have been previously developed by early-movers.

5. Conclusion

To consider how policy innovation might be fostered in the Middle East, this essay has outlined
some key theories regarding the spread of policy innovation, albeit from a Western context,
including an examination of the factors that can be expected to influence these. The essay has
identified those key factors that could be expected to have the most influence, and consequently
proposed three hypotheses that should be tested to further explore the applicability of mainstream
theories regarding policy innovation and diffusion mechanisms in the Middle East.

As a way forward it is proposed that further studies take place on policy innovations in the Middle
East, with case studies of related policy innovations that have occurred to test the above hypotheses.
This will determine their applicability in the Middle East region and provide opportunity to refine
or redevelop these based on the results of the case studies. In time, it could be expected that a more
specific theory of policy innovation would be developed, including the most appropriate
mechanisms of diffusion and other facilitators, considering the unique context of the region.
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