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How to deal with irrational decision making 

It is common to take a first look at policymaking systems and conclude that they are 

‘irrational’. In other words, first, elected politicians do not seem to make decisions in a well-

reasoned or evidence-based way. Although there are many examples from which to choose, 

the junior doctors strike in England has prompted critics of Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt to 

argue that that he is deliberately misquoting or misinterpreting evidence to secure an 

ideologically driven policy. Or, second, policymakers operate within a chaotic political 

system in which no one seems to be in charge enough to deliver on their promises. So, they 

often articulate high profile aims to reform public services and influence public behaviour – 

such as to make health policy more ‘preventive’ - which seem to disappear into a complex 

system instead of being delivered.  

If so, there is little hope of predicting how one’s actions - to pursue a particular evidence-

based outcome, and propose it in a straightforward way to the right audience – can have the 

desired effect.  

Yet, these examples represent the high profile extremes of policymaking. Normally, two 

simple insights can help turn this image of chaos and unpredictability into two strategies to 

pursue influence. 

 1. To adapt to the rationality and irrationality of policymakers: help reduce uncertainty and 

ambiguity 

‘Bounded rationality’ describes the fact that policymakers do not have the ability to gather 

and consider all evidence relevant to policy problems. Instead, they employ two shortcuts: 

‘rational’, pursuing clear goals and prioritizing certain sources of information, and 

‘irrational’, drawing on emotions, gut feelings, beliefs, and habits to make decisions quickly. 

This is not surprising, since psychological studies – summed up in Daniel Kahneman’s 

Thinking Fast and Slow – suggest that all individuals combine goal-driven and evidence-

informed strategies with moral or emotional judgements based on their well-established 

beliefs. 

When policymakers are acting ‘rationally’, they still need to turn an almost infinite amount of 

information into a decision quickly. They use rules or ‘heuristics’ to simplify their task, 

including relying on familiar sources of information. Sometimes the familiar (or tried and 

tested) source is scientific evidence, but policymakers also build on what they know 

personally and who they trust. So, making an evidence-based case is not enough. Instead, it 

may take a significant investment of time to develop a trustworthy reputation, as someone 

who provides reliable information that can be trusted and not always checked.  If so, 

following a sound investment of time, one may have little luck with policymakers in the short 

term only to gain disproportionate influence in the long term.  

When we talk about policymakers acting ‘irrationally’, we may think of their behaviour as 

erratic and unpredictable. Yet, it really means that they employ cognitive shortcuts and ‘rules 
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of thumb’ – using their emotions and habits - to make incredibly quick decisions. Some of 

this behaviour is predictable and open to manipulation. It takes time to work out the cognitive 

biases of policymakers, but the payoff is the knowledge of which issues they are likely to pay 

attention, how they are likely to ‘frame’ policy problems, and therefore how open they are to 

particular forms of evidence and policy solutions. In this case, persuasion strategies are 

effective when they appeal to the emotions and the familiar: combining facts with emotional 

appeals to prompt lurches of attention; telling simple stories which manipulate people’s 

biases, apportioning praise and blame and highlighting the moral and political value of 

solutions; and, recognising the importance of interpreting evidence through the ‘lens’ of the 

beliefs and knowledge of influential actors.  

2. To deal with complex policymaking systems: learn how they work and ‘where the action is’ 

No single person or company can understand ‘the policy process’ as a whole. However, they 

can recognise its key characteristics and use simple rules to adapt to them. We know that 

policymaking systems contain: 

 a wide range of actors (individuals and organisations) influencing policy at many 

levels and types of government 

 a proliferation of rules and norms followed by different levels or types of government 

 close relationships (networks) between policymakers and some powerful actors 

 a tendency for certain beliefs to dominate discussion 

 the potential for shifting policy conditions and events to prompt policymaker attention 

to lurch at short notice.  

In other words, it is not a centrally controlled process with clear stages of decision-making. 

Alongside an elite group of elected policymakers at the ‘top’ is a wide range of influential 

actors making and influencing outcomes in a multi-level policy process. This image helps 

show us that: we are competing with many actors to present evidence in a particular way to 

secure a policymaker audience; support for particular solutions varies according to which 

policymaking organisation takes the lead and how it understands the problem; some networks 

are close-knit and difficult to access because bureaucracies have operating procedures that 

favour particular sources of evidence and some participants over others; and, there is a 

language – indicating what ways of thinking are in good ‘currency’ – that takes time to learn 

before one can be seen as a credible participant. In some cases, social or economic ‘crises’ 

can prompt lurches of attention from one issue to another, and shift those ways of thinking, 

but these instances are rare and unpredictable. So, if basing a strategy of success on 

probability, one would adapt to the way things are done in (many different parts of) 

government rather than bemoaning them and waiting for them to change.  

Next Steps 



These broad insights do not provide us with a blueprint for policy influence. Rather, they 

show us that policymakers are not so ‘irrational’ to be impervious to influence, and the 

policymaking process is not so chaotic as to be unpredictable. Given that starting point, one 

can invest the time to: work out one’s allies and form coalitions with people who share our 

beliefs; identify key policymaking venues and the ‘rules of the game’ within them; and, 

provide timely and reliable information, to help generate an image of reliability and gain the 

trust of key actors. A process that seems alien, irrational and chaotic at first will, in time, 

become a familiar place in which you can develop allies and supporters and exploit the right 

times to make a persuasive case for policy change. 

In fact, we know (from historical examples) that these strategies help overcome – eventually - 

the examples of ‘irrational’ policymaking described at the beginning of this post. For 

example, this is not the first time that health secretaries have tried to impose policies on the 

NHS. In most cases, confrontation at the most visible level of the ‘iceberg’ gives way to a 

longer term and more consensual process involving far more actors (including civil servants 

and professional groups) and drawing on evidence that more actors trust. Similarly, there 

have been examples of progress in ‘prevention’ policies which give some hope of policy 

change in the future even if, as in the case of tobacco control, it can take decades to translate 

evidence into proportionate policy responses.   


