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Understanding Public Policy: Theories and Issues 2nd edition Paul Cairney 

Chapter 13 Conclusion 
 

Key themes of this chapter 
 We can combine many insights to tell an overall story of policy and policymaking. 

 Policymakers combine cognition and emotion to make choices, in a complex 

policymaking environment of which they have limited knowledge and control. 

 The result is policymaking stability punctuated infrequently by instability. Most 

policy change is minor. Major policy change is unusual. It takes place over 

decades or, in rare cases, rapid change follows a major ‘shock’, punctuation, or 

window of opportunity. 

 Highly abstract concepts apply universally. All actors use heuristics to address 

bounded rationality. All policymaking environments are complex.  

 We can apply this accumulated wisdom to key issues, such as the vague meaning 

and impossibility of ‘evidence-based policymaking’. 

 Yet, many people tell policy stories in profoundly different ways, applying 

universal concepts to very different contexts, often using a different conceptual 

language. 

 Some provide complementary stories, akin to pieces of the same jigsaw. Others 

tell stories that contradict each other, prompting us to choose what to accept, and 

question the extent to which we are accumulating knowledge. 

 These stories come from theories and studies of the Global North (or the ‘West’), 

with the Global South often ignored or interpreted through an external lens. 

Wouldn’t it be nice if we could combine the insights from the theories and concepts in 

this book, to accumulate knowledge of policymaking, and make the whole greater than 

the sum of its parts? We have good reasons to be optimistic. Although there is a 

proliferation of approaches and concepts, they often display an impressive degree of unity 

and a common research agenda. Most theories of public policy identify the same key 

empirical themes and conceptual issues. They ask comparable questions and identify 

similar causal processes. At a conceptual level, most identify bounded rationality and the 

interplay between individuals and their policymaking environment (Box 13.3). Most 

consider the interplay between the exercise of power and the role of ideas, and seek to 

theorize the relationship between sources of stability or instability and policy continuity 

or change. At the empirical level, many theories consider the pervasiveness of 

specialization and policy subsystems, and seek to account for a shift from the 

centralization of power towards a more competitive group government process and multi-

centric policymaking (Cairney et al, 2019). 

My aim in this chapter is to identify ways in which we can bring together these 

insights. First, I explore a profoundly important relationship between the analysis of 

policy and policymaking. It seems impossible to assess the explanatory power of policy 

process theories without first defining and measuring policy change. However, it also 
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seems impossible to define policy – and therefore measure policy change - without 

reference to the policy process theories. Our response should be a combination of art and 

science: tell stories of policy change and compare the ways in which theories help identify 

and explain their causes (Box 13.1) 

Second, I tell a story of the policy process built on common insights about the 

ways in which actors address bounded rationality within a complex policymaking system. 

At this general level of theoretical analysis, we can focus on the richness of accounts, in 

which many different theories provide ways to understand the implications of 

policymaker psychology and aggregate activity in policymaking systems. Box 13.2 also 

shows how policy process insights can inform practical policy analysis. 

Third, I apply this story to the myth of ‘evidence based policymaking’. This theme 

is particularly important as a way to describe the interdisciplinary value of policy studies. 

There is a lot of confusion about the relationship between evidence and policy, and policy 

studies can help, but not everyone has the time to train as a policy theorist. Rather, our 

aim is often to synthesise disciplinary insights in a concise way, and show how they 

inform much wider debates. In this case, policy studies helps enthusiasts of research 

evidence understand and navigate policy processes.  

Fourth, I warn against combining theories uncritically. Combining the merits of 

theories represents ‘standard advice’ in the literature (Sabatier, 2007a: 330). Yet, it is less 

clear about how. We can produce a single theory that combines key insights from a range 

of others. We can maintain a separation between theories to provide multiple, 

complementary, perspectives. Or, we can pit competing theories against each other to see 

which provides better explanations. Each approach is problematic for different reasons, 

but they all provide cautionary tales about simple combinations of theories. 

Fifth, I explore the tendency of policy theories and studies to derive from, and 

apply to, a small number of Global North or ‘Western’ countries (usually the US and in 

Western Europe). Highly abstract concepts such as bounded rationality and institutions 

apply universally. However, people make sense of the world in very different ways and 

the rules of their political systems vary too much to expect a theory built on one part of 

the world to apply to it all. There is a promising increase in international applications, and 

some studies show that combining case studies is as fruitful as combining theories to 

generate a wider perspective. However, the Global South is still relatively ignored, or 

interpreted through a lens created in the North. This limitation reminds us that the power 

we identify in political systems also exists among the people who describe them (Chapter 

3). Some voices are heard, and many are ignored. Policy theories endure because they are 

remarkably valuable, but it is worth reflecting on who values them and why, how truly 

universal any policy theory can be, and the steps we would need to take to amplify more 

voices in the study of public policy. 

 

Defining policy and telling a story of policy change 

We can combine the theories, concepts, and insights, described in this book, to tell an 

overall story of policy and policymaking. It begins with definitions of policy and 

measures of policy change (Chapter 2). When we try to define policy – as, for example, 
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the sum total of government action, from signals of intent to the final outcomes – we 

quickly move into a discussion of policymaking processes. ‘Government action’ could 

include: what policymakers say they will do, what they actually do, or the outcomes. This 

expansive definition may prompt us to focus on policy change over a whole ‘cycle’ before 

we come to firm conclusions. Or, if the policy cycle does not describe choices and events 

well, we need another way to connect choices to long-term outcomes. A focus on ‘the 

government’ leads us to the role of elected and unelected policymakers and influencers, 

prompting us to consider the extent to which policymaking takes place in political systems 

or subsystems, and a single central government or multi-centric arrangements. Famously, 

public policy also includes what policymakers do not do, reminding us that (a) 

policymaking is about power, often exercised to keep important issues off the policy 

agenda, and (b) it is often more difficult to measure than conceptualise policy change. 

If we describe policy as the tangible product of authoritative choice, we need to 

describe the process in which choice takes place, and the extent to which a policymaking 

system helps translate stated intent into actual outcomes. An uncritical analysis of the 

policy cycle might give the impression of policy formulation followed inevitably by 

implementation and evaluation. However, most policy studies invite us to pause, to 

consider if (b) a single choice at one ‘stage’ of the process constitutes ‘policy’, and (b) 

that choice leads to the intended policy change.   

These conceptual issues inform the ways in which we measure and evaluate policy 

change. A focus on tools and instruments shows us that policy may begin with a broad 

statement of intent, but it continues with more detailed strategies and outputs that 

contribute to more or less successful outcomes: 

1. Governments already combine a large number of instruments to make policy, 

including legislation, expenditure, economic incentives and penalties, education, 

and various forms of service delivery. Each instrument adds to a large policy pile, 

and it is rare to introduce an entirely new policy measure. Further, many 

instruments provide incentives rather than obligations, which means that 

policymakers accept that policy outcomes are not entirely in their gift. 

2. Key categories of policy tools highlight the relative political costs of action. To 

try to persuade, or simply share information, may be less costly than direct 

imposition via regulation. To redistribute (visibly) some resources from one 

group to another seems more difficult than to distribute resources with less of a 

clear sense of who wins at the others’ expense. The choice of tool is also a policy 

choice, and patterns of policy tool use help us build a picture of ‘policy styles’ 

(Howlett and Tosun, 2019). 

To some extent, there is a technical or scientific dimension to measuring policy change, 

as well as quite-high consensus about its overall nature. In other words, a key theme of 

the book is that policy studies describe most policy change as minor, coupled with 

infrequent major policy changes taking place over decades, and very unusual cases of 

rapid change following a major ‘shock’, punctuation, or window of opportunity.  

However, it would be a mistake to portray measurement as objective because it is 

necessarily selective (we cannot study everything) and evaluative (we make a judgement 
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about the meaning of the results). In politics, actors such as political parties pay attention 

to evidence selectively, and compete to evaluate policy styles and declare policy success 

or failure. In research, we may be less partisan, but still face important choices about 

which measures to select and how we tell a story of policy change. Key factors include: 

the timeframe we choose, the levels of government on which we focus, how much policy 

change we expect given the nature of the problem, the motive we ascribe to policymakers, 

and perhaps a tendency of researchers to focus on exciting but unrepresentative case 

studies of major change (Box 13.1). 

 

Box 13.1 What is policy, how much has it changed, and why? 

A common format for writing academic studies is: theory, method, results. In other words, 

we might establish a theory to test, select a method to do so, and explain clearly the new 

knowledge that arose from this process. However, a theory’s explanatory value ‘may 

depend on the interpretation of events, or the narrative of policy change, that we select, 

rather than just the nature of the theory’ (Cairney, 2013a: 13). In other words, our initial 

account of policy change matters, particularly if there is (a) room for debate on the size 

(minor or major), speed (over days or decades) and source (such one or more venues) of 

policy change, and (b) some theories are more useful in explaining long periods of 

continuity rather than rapid change. Adapting a theory-method-results approach is as 

much art as science:  

1. Set a boundary on your chosen policy. For example, a focus on health policy is 

very broad and difficult to limit, particularly if the Health in All Policies agenda suggests 

that major influences on outcomes do not come from health services (de Leeuw, 2017; 

Shankardass et al, 2018). Policy to reduce population-wide smoking is more specific, but 

there are many relevant policy instruments in areas such as taxation, trade, and education 

(Mamudu et al, 2015: 860).  

2. Identify the choices, instruments, and outcomes that are key to your 

measurement of change. A classic mistake is to equate policy with a strategy document 

that does little more than set the agenda or satisfy calls for action, often with no 

expectation of follow-through. On the other hand, it is not possible to measure the entirety 

of policy outcomes or contribution of policy outputs to them. Most studies are pragmatic: 

they establish a small number of key actions and their effects, and situate this analysis 

within a wider context. For example, we could zoom in to provide a forensic study of 

changes to one tobacco policy instrument in one US state (Weible and Carter, 2015) or 

zoom out to study the cumulative effect of a global commitment to ‘comprehensive’ 

policy change (Cairney et al, 2012). 

3. Connect your story of policy change to your policy theory story. The ‘empirical 

evidence is wide open to interpretation, and we can often produce competing, and equally 

convincing, empirical narratives based on solid evidence’ (Cairney, 2013a: 12). One 

tentative solution is to compare many narratives and theories, but this approach may raise 

as many problems as it solves (2013: 15-8). 
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A theory-based story of policymaking 

The first part of our universal story is that policymakers, like all humans, combine two 

cognitive processes to deal with information: ‘System 1 operates automatically and 

quickly, with little or no effort and no sense of voluntary control. System 2 allocates 

attention to the effortful mental activities that demand it, including complex 

computations’ (Kahneman, 2012: 20). This statement is based on a truism associated with 

bounded rationality: no individual has the ability to pay attention to, and understand, all 

information relevant to their choices. Rather, they must use heuristics or implicit and 

explicit cognitive rules to prioritise some information at the expense of the rest (Chapter 

4).  

All relevant policy theories begin with some version of this story, but they tell it in 

different ways. For example, they provide a positive or negative spin. The language of 

‘cognitive biases’ describes the ways in which humans make suboptimal decisions (some 

of which might be remedied through training or organisational responses). For example, 

individuals are vulnerable to misjudge the size of a problem when they base their 

judgement on a vivid but unrepresentative event, or misjudge the motives of a social 

group based on a person that they take to represent many people/ They may pay more 

attention to information to which they can easily relate to their current knowledge, or a 

story designed to manipulate their emotions. People also tend toward ‘groupthink’ and 

other biases that limit their searches for information. A more positive spin is to describe 

‘fast and frugal heuristics’ and marvel about the human ability to make almost instant, 

efficient, but still useful choices based on emotion, values, and simple strategies such as 

trial-and-error (Gigerenzer, 2001: 37–38). Theories also describe different ways in which 

responses to bounded rationality affect policymaking behaviour: 

 Policymakers can only pay attention to a tiny proportion of their responsibilities, 

and policymaking organisations struggle to process all policy-relevant 

information. They prioritise some issues and information and ignore the rest 

(Chapter 9). 

 Some ways of understanding and describing the world dominate policy debate, 

helping some actors and marginalizing others (Chapters 3 and 11). 

 Policy actors see the world through the lens of their beliefs. Beliefs allow them to 

select and interpret policy-relevant information and decide who to trust (Chapter 

10). 

 Actors engage in ‘trial-and-error strategies’ or use their ‘social tribal instincts’ to 

rely on ‘different decision heuristics to deal with uncertain and dynamic 

environments’ (Cairney, 2013b: 279; Lubell, 2013: 544; Chapters 6 and 11). 

 Policy audiences are vulnerable to manipulation when they rely on other actors to 

help them understand the world. Actors tell simple stories to persuade their 

audience to see a policy problem and its solution in a particular way (Chapter 4). 

 Policymakers draw on quick emotional judgements, and social stereotypes, to 

propose benefits to some target populations and punishments for others (Chapter 

4). 
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 Institutions include formal rules but also the informal understandings that ‘exist 

in the minds of the participants and sometimes are shared as implicit knowledge 

rather than in an explicit and written form’ (Ostrom, 2007: 23). 

 Policy learning is a political process in which actors engage selectively with 

information, not a rational search for truth (Chapter 12).   

The second part of our universal story is that people respond to bounded rationality within 

complex policymaking environments. We can describe this environment with reference 

to five or six constituent parts (John, 2003: 495; Heikkila and Cairney, 2018). First, there 

are many actors – including policymakers and influencers - spread across many types of 

policymaking venues. Second, each venue contains its own ‘institutions’, or formal and 

informal rules governing behaviour. Third, each venue can produce its own networks of 

policy makers and influencers, and the lines between formal responsibility and informal 

influence are blurry. Fourth, actors in each venue draw on a dominant set of ideas or 

beliefs about the nature of policy problems and the acceptable range of solutions. Fifth, 

natural, social and economic factors limit policymakers’ abilities to address and solve 

policy problems. Finally, routine and non-routine events help set the policy agenda and 

influence the resources available to actors. Combined, these factors produce the broad 

sense that policymaking environments – or, in some accounts, ‘context’, or ‘systems’ -

constrain and facilitate action, and are out of the control (or even understanding) of 

individual actors. Figure 13.1 provides the simplest way to visualise these concepts, partly 

to compete with the simplicity of the policy cycle while maintaining the assumption of 

complexity. 

 

Figure 13.1 An image of the policy process 

 
Source: Cairney (2018b). Compare with the more complicated Figure 2.2. 
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The classic way to combine the study of bounded rationality and policymaking systems 

is incrementalism, which describes pragmatic ways to (a) gather and use information, (b) 

engage in strategic analysis, and (c) negotiate political settlements that do not depart 

radically from the status quo (Chapter 4). It suggests that policy change is incremental for 

good reason: people see the benefits of only studying in depth, or experimenting with, the 

changes that would be technically feasible, in relation to available resources, and 

politically feasible, in relation to current policy and the balance of power. However, 

incrementalism does not capture well the tendency of policymaking systems to produce 

stability punctuated infrequently by instability, and policy continuity disrupted by major 

and often intense periods of change. Instead, a suite of modern policy theories helps 

explain this dual dynamic: 

 Punctuated equilibrium theory provides the most convincing quantitative analysis 

of the combination of ‘hyperincrementalism’ and punctuated policy change. 

Initial case studies explained policy continuity and change in relation to the 

creation, maintenance, and destruction of policy monopolies.  Modern studies 

highlight the role of ‘disproportionate information processing’ and institutional 

‘friction’, producing minimal attention to most issues but maximal attention to 

some (Chapter 9). 

 New institutionalism traditionally used the language of punctuated equilibrium to 

describe the long-term endurance of rules and ways of thinking, disrupted by 

critical junctures prompting new approaches. Studies now identify the conditions 

under which less dramatic and more gradual long term changes have a 

transformational effect (Chapters 5 and 11). 

 Multiple streams analysis describes the general absence of major policy change 

unless key actors exploit successfully a ‘window of opportunity’ in which 

attention rises to a problem, a feasible solution already exists, and policymaker 

have the motive and opportunity to select it (Chapter 11).  

 The advocacy coalition framework associates long periods of subsystem 

continuity with the dominance by one coalition or stable agreement between 

coalitions. Instability and major change comes from internal or external shocks, 

in which new information or events prompt (a) actors in a dominant coalition to 

question their beliefs or membership, or (b) actors in another coalition to exploit 

new opportunities (Chapter 10). 

 Policy narratives can help reinforce the inequalities that obstruct policy change, 

or provide a powerful new motivation for people to act on their beliefs to 

challenge the status quo (Chapter 4). 

 In complex systems, policy outcomes appear to emerge from the interactions 

between many actors using local rules, in the general absence of central 

government control (Chapter 6). Or, multi-centric policymaking systems provide 

a combination of many ways to obstruct or propose new policies (Chapters 7 and 

8; Cairney et al, 2019). 



8 

 

 Non-incremental change can happen when one government emulates another, 

such as when it assumes that it was successful, or feels internal or external 

pressure to keep up with international norms (Chapter 12). 

These insights can be used in multiple ways to generate more specific stories of policy 

processes. First, we can try to combine insights from many theories in one story (see Box 

13.3 to understand the initials): 

 

‘actors form coalitions to cooperate with each other and compete with their 

opponents (ACF); they exploit cultural stereotypes and cognitive biases to tell 

stories with heroes and a policy moral (NPF); the policy system dampens the 

effect of most stories and amplifies some (PET); the small number of amplified 

issues prompt policy change during a window of opportunity (MSF); and 

subsequent policies create feedback, or the rules that constrain and facilitate future 

coalition activity (PFT)’ (Heikkila and Cairney, 2018: 319-20). 

 

Second, we can use a specific lens, such as feminist theory and research, to inform 

narratives of inequality in policymaking.  For example, we should not assume that certain 

policy problems receive government or scholarly attention in proportion to their objective 

importance (Chapters 2 and 9). Rather, the low proportion of women in positions of 

elected and unelected influence contributes to the often-low attention to feminist issues 

and feminist research (Chapter 3). Institutions contribute to such marginalisation, from 

the path dependent effects of male incumbency, to the norms and social stereotypes 

influencing the incentives (the higher costs and lower benefits) to run for office or seek 

leadership positions (Chapter 5). Further, the ‘velvet triangle’ describes networks of 

feminist actors that develop partly because women are excluded routinely from the 

positions of power (Woodward, 2004; Chapter 9). Third, we can use these insights to 

inform policy analysis (Box 13.2).  

 

Box 13.2 Theory-informed policy analysis and the ‘practical lessons’ agenda 

The ‘new policy sciences’ describes an update to Harold Lasswell’s promotion of theory-

informed policy analysis (Cairney and Weible, 2017: 620; Cairney, 2017c). In other 

words, let’s take what we know now - about policymaker psychology and complex 

policymaking environments – to supplement the ways in which we analyse real-world 

policy problems (compare with Bardach and Patashnik, 2015). The new policy sciences 

would: 

1. Expand our focus to more actors. Classic analyses see the world through the eyes 

of a small number of policymakers at the ‘centre’ (Chapter 2). New analyses 

identify many policymakers and influencers spread across multiple ‘centres’ in a 

system, to establish where the ‘action’ is really taking place. 

2. Incorporate a focus on policymaker psychology. Classic analyses identify the 

costs and benefits of action in relation to ‘rational’ policymaking (Chapter 4). New 

studies recognise the profound importance of ‘disproportionate information 
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processing’ (Chapter 9; Baumgartner et al, 2018). They frame issues and choices 

in relation to the ways in which (a) policymakers combine cognition and emotion, 

and (b) policymaking organisations produce standard operating procedures to 

limit their search for information (Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017). 

3. Incorporate the effect of a ‘large and messy policy environment’. Classic analysis 

is part of a process of identifying problems and generating solutions at the start of 

a policy cycle. New studies anticipate a more complex context for policymakers, 

including: ‘the formal and informal institutions that guide their actions at each 

level; the networks they form; the ideas or beliefs that dominate the ways in which 

they think about problems and solutions; the biophysical and socio-economic 

conditions to which they respond; and the events that offer opportunities and 

shocks’ (Cairney and Weible, 2017: 624). 

This agenda is part of a larger effort to produce ‘practical lessons’ from a policy theory 

field that has become highly specialized and often-disconnected from policy analysis: ‘the 

field is vast and uncoordinated, and too many scholars hide behind a veil of jargon and 

obfuscation’ (Weible and Cairney, 2018). Simplification is not about ‘dumbing down’. 

On the contrary: clear and concise explanation has scientific and practical benefits. It 

allows us to be ‘clear enough to invite critical analysis’ and check ‘to see if the conceptual 

logic still holds and the empirical analysis is rewarding’ (2018: 184). If so, we can give 

theory-informed practical advice to policy analysts, trying to solve real world problems, 

with clarity and confidence. Examples include how people can:  

 Act as an entrepreneur, tell persuasive stories, become part of an advocacy 

coalition, engage in policy learning, and ‘navigate’ complex policymaking 

systems (Cairney, 2018a; Weible and Ingold, 2018; Dunlop and Radaelli, 2018; 

Simmons, 2018)  

 Encourage more coordinated and effective institutional and system design 

(Heikkila and Andersson, 2018; Koski and Workman, 2018; Swan and Kim, 

2018). 

 Understand, and operate effectively and hold people to account in multi-centric 

policymaking systems (Cairney et al, 2019). 

 

The politics of evidence-based policymaking 

Insights from policy studies and theories provide three main ways to reduce the 

temptation to declare simplistically that policy is made with too much reference to politics 

and ideology and too little evidence.  

First, they help clarify some rather vague ambitions. If it is hard to define policy 

and policymaking and measure policy change, it is even harder to define ‘evidence based’ 

policymaking (EBPM) and link policy outcomes to inputs such as evidence. Many 

discussions of EBPM are confusing ‘because people begin by complaining that they don’t 

have it without really saying what it is’ (Cairney, 2016a: 4). In contrast, careful theory-

informed empirical analysis allows us to identify policy, measure change, explain it, and 

situate the role of evidence use within that wider context (Cairney, 2019d). In such cases, 
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it is unrealistic to expect to come to an overall conclusion about the use of research in 

policy, but this approach is preferable to the tendency to cherry-pick examples of low 

evidence use to make a vague political point.  

Second, they help reject too-simple expectations about how policymakers will or 

should use research evidence. Our initial focus on ‘comprehensive rationality’ helps us 

understand why policymakers have to ignore almost all information, including a lot of 

potentially policy-relevant evidence. They have to prioritise by relying on a small amount 

of ways to understand and engage with the world, including their: beliefs, feedback from 

experience, emotional judgements, familiarity with evidence, and institutions. They have 

to ‘learn’ how to win battles and get what they want, as well as from experts and other 

actors. Therefore, it is unhelpful to hold them the standard of an all-knowing actor. 

Crucially, Chapter 4 rejects the idea that this problem is diminishing as our scientific 

methods become more sophisticated and our evidence based grows. On the contrary, there 

is a growing evidence base about the ways in which all humans (a) combine ‘fast and 

slow’ thinking, combining their beliefs, values, and other cognitive shortcuts to (b) find 

ways to ignore almost all information about the world, and (c) present evidence 

selectively in battles of ideas.  

Third, they help reject too-simple ways to model EBPM. There is no policy cycle 

in which there are clearly defined stages in which to present and use evidence. We should 

not expect to see a distinct evidence-based debate on problem definition, a single moment 

of evidence-based authoritative choice, evidence-based legitimation in which legislatures 

or referendums Instead, we can stick with the cycle terminology to show that: agenda 

setting is primarily about the exercise of power to define policy problems and influence 

the selective demand for evidence, there is low reliance on sophisticated tools to produce 

policy solutions, and evaluation is a highly political, not technical, way to measure 

success.  Or, we can look for more useful images and theories of the policy process to 

help us present a more realistic way to understand evidence use. The former leads to 

inflated expectations followed by despair. The latter helps produce pragmatic strategies 

to adapt the promotion of evidence within a system which no one fully understands or 

controls (Box 6.3; Box 11.3; Chapter 12).  

More generally, a focus on policy processes provides us with a different 

perspective on evidence use. Too many studies begin with an artificial construct - a focus 

on ‘the evidence’ - then bemoan its lack of progress or offer tips on how to make a greater 

impact (Cairney and Oliver, 2019; Oliver and Cairney, 2019). In contrast, the first edition 

of this book (Cairney, 2012a) used the word ‘evidence’ rarely, to reflect the need to 

understand a wide range of policymaking influences and dynamics (or a tendency to use 

broader terms like information or rationality). The former produces questions such as 

‘why is policy not evidence-based?’. The latter can be used to ask such questions, and 

answer them well, but also suggest that we could ask 99 other, equally important, 

questions. For example, why do governments seem to privilege knowledge produced 

disproportionately by white, male, Western scientists at the expense of knowledge 

produced via experience and deliberation, or through the lens of the social groups most 

likely to be affected by policy? In other words, if we began by reading Chapter 3 on 
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power, it might seem churlish and unreasonable to conclude that the big issue of our day 

is that scientific evidence is often ignored by policymakers.  

Instead, if our focus is on trying to diagnose and improve policy processes, we 

have many options from which to choose (see for example Box 13.2). Some might be 

about improvements to information processing, such as by governments ‘bundling’ issues 

to avoid policymaking silos (Koski and Workman, 2018), or to the ‘governance of 

evidence’ (Parkhurst, 2017). Others might be about ways to deliberate, produce rules, and 

foster sufficient trust to engage in meaningful collective action in many policymaking 

and non-governmental venues (Chapter 7). Further, such a wide focus should help clarify 

the salience of principles such as EBPM. For example, a lack of scientific evidence use 

can often be traced back to efforts to sustain democracy via elections or other forms of 

wide participation to encompass many views and preferences. Such processes reduce the 

tendency to rely exclusively on experts or otherwise limit participation in the name of 

more efficient and coherent government. Should we prioritise EBPM even if it means 

downplaying the importance of wider political participation? Or, should we accept that 

wide participation requires us to deliberate and share beliefs rather than simply seek to 

educate the public enough to change theirs? These questions are not served better by 

policy studies than a narrow focus on EBPM. 

 

Using multiple theories: three cautionary tales 

So far, our assumption has been that we can and should combine multiple theoretical 

insights. Indeed, Sabatier (2007b: 330) highlights several advantages to the use of 

multiple theories:  

 it provides ‘some guarantee against assuming that a particular theory is the valid 

one’ 

 it shows us that ‘different theories may have comparative advantages in different 

settings’ 

 the knowledge of other theories ‘should make one much more sensitive to some 

of the implicit assumptions in one’s favoured theory’.  

Combining the merits of theories represents ‘standard advice’ in the literature (2007b: 

330). Yet, this initial appearance of consensus is illusory, reflecting a lack of clarity in 

the literature about what theories are and how we should combine them: ‘Few would 

disagree with the idea, largely because the sentiment is rather vague’ (Cairney, 2013a: 1). 

This lack of clarity about the definition of theory has several elements: there is no 

common definition of ‘theory’; only some scholars define theory in comparison with 

terms such as framework and model (Chapter 7); and, statements about theories often act 

as – heavily debated - philosophical statements about our ability to explain and predict 

the social world (2013: 1-2). Indeed, Heikkila and Cairney (2018: 302) play it safe, using 

‘the term theory in a generic sense for ease of description’ to allow them to focus largely 

on comparison (Box 13.3). Using this generic definition of theories, Cairney (2012a: 266-

87; 2013a) identifies major problems in three main approaches to comparing and 

combining their insights. 
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1. Synthetic and hybrid theories 

One option is to assume that theories or concepts are broadly complementary and that we 

can combine their insights in a relatively straightforward manner. Indeed, John (2003: 

488; 1998: 173) suggests that the most popular theories of public policy – such as MSA, 

PET, and the ACF – already adopt this approach to core concepts. They are ‘synthetic’ 

because they combine a discussion of many concepts to theorize ‘the relationship between 

the five core causal processes … institutions, networks, socioeconomic process, choices, 

and ideas’. Although each theory has its limitations, public policy research still follows 

their agenda (2003: 495). John’s (1998: 183; 2012) proposed ‘evolutionary’ theory is also 

synthetic in that it describes how: institutions constrain actors but actors can challenge or 

reconstitute rules; ‘economic power structures’ give actors resources to pursue their 

interests through networks; and, policies are ‘ideas concretized by political action (i.e. 

interests)’. Similarly, we can treat complexity theory (in policy studies) as synthetic in 

that we can show how it brings together multiple insights from approaches such as PET, 

new institutionalism, and implementation and governance studies (Chapter 6).  

Yet, this approach is problematic because key insights cannot be put together so 

easily. A combination of theories, or the insights from those theories, requires that we are 

talking about the same thing. Yet, our search for a common language is hindered by the 

use of the same term to mean different things in different theories. Thinking back, don’t 

you get the impression that (for example) sometimes people describe an institution when 

they mean an idea, or vice versa?  The chapters in this book show that terms like 

institution, network, and idea – and types of actors such as policy entrepreneurs - are 

heavily contested, with many possible meanings. Each theory makes sense of these 

concepts in different ways, which makes it unwise to simply piece together their insights.  

Chapter 6 also shows that many theories make loose use of metaphors, such as the 

language of evolution (and related terms like punctuated equilibrium), which makes them 

harder to compare. Further problems arise when we are not sure what assumptions each 

theory contains about issues such as the relationship between structure and agency or, in 

many cases, the methods people use to produce new knowledge. An uncritical 

combination of theories may mask these contradictions. Or, as John (1998: 187; 1999: 

48–49; 2012) often seems to suggest, synthesis may be about piecing together insights to 

produce new and better theories to replace the old, rather than try to accumulate insights 

and knowledge from them all.  

 

2. Complementary theories 

A second option is to maintain a separation between theories to provide multiple, 

complementary, perspectives. As in our story of policymaking, we can identify bounded 

rationality and policymaking environments as our starting point, then use different 

theories to explore the consequences. Allison (1969; 1971) uses this general approach 

well. His aim is to explain why the US and Soviet Union made decisions that led to the 

Cuban missile crisis. To do so, he compares multiple sources of explanation for the same 

event: the ‘neorealist’ assumption of state rationality in which national governments are 

treated as ‘centrally coordinated, purposive individuals’; comprehensive and bounded 

rationality to examine the ‘standard operating procedures’ of the organizations that make 
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up governments; and, game theory to discern an overall pattern of behaviour from the 

rational choices of key individuals (1971: 3–7; 257). There are many other examples of 

scholars combining multiple perspectives (Parker et al., 2009; Greenaway et al., 1992; 

Dunleavy, 1990; Gamble, 1990; Greener, 2002; Rosamond, 2000 and Mintrom and 

Vergari, 1996) as well as debates that perform a similar function (John, 1999; McConnell, 

2000). 

With this approach, the need to reconcile the meaning of each concept and theory 

is less pressing, because we are deliberately seeking multiple perspectives and can 

accommodate their differences (Cairney, 2013a: 8-9). Instead, it presents a much more 

practical problem, in which it is difficult to create a research design that does justice to 

multiple separate theories. Imagine combining the quantitative methods of PET to 

identify budget punctuations, and conduct surveys and media analysis to identify 

advocacy coalitions, and compare in-depth IAD case studies, and conduct semi-

structured interviews to piece together events before an MSA-style window of 

opportunity. This approach would be beyond most, if not all, PhD projects and few 

research projects are funded to make such comparisons.  

Instead, scholars tend to adopt a proxy-version of this approach by producing a 

case study of policy change and providing quite-general analyses of the ways in which 

we might use multiple theories to explain the same events (Cairney, 2007a; Cairney et al, 

2012). Or, some scholars engage in meta-analysis to identify a small number of causal 

processes and extract from each study a finding that can be compared with findings from 

other studies (Exadaktylos and Radaelli, 2009; see also Newig and Fritsch, 2009: Kay, 

2006). If so, the task of doing justice to each theory tends to be left to scholars specialising 

in each approach. 

 

3. Contradictory theories 

A third option is to suggest that theories provide competing explanations and that one is 

better than another. This approach is summed up in the (tongue in cheek) ‘policy 

shootout’ which promotes the most promising theories based on the ‘basic tenets of 

science’: 

1. A theory’s methods should be explained so that they can be replicated by others. 

2. Its concepts should be clearly defined, logically consistent and give rise to 

empirically falsifiable hypotheses. 

3. Its propositions should be as general as possible. 

4. It should set out clearly what the causal processes are. 

5. It should be subject to empirical testing and revision (Eller and Krutz, 2009: 1; 

Sabatier 2007a: 5; 2007b: 326–31) 

Several factors make this process seem complicated or unwise. First, only a small 

proportion of research for each theory in this book lives up to these principles 

consistently, and there is little evidence to suggest that the most prominent theories thrive 

on this basis (Meier, 2009).. Second, shootout-style special issues or edited books do not 

really place this level of discipline on each scholar. Third, the principles give a misleading 

impression of social scientific research or present an artificial standard. Researchers may 
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explain their methods and build ways to verify the validity and reliability of codes into 

the research design. Yet, in most studies, the results are accepted on trust; they are not 

replicated directly. For example, a theory’s main method may be the (well respected) elite 

interview, but it would be absurd to expect one researcher’s interview data to be replicated 

by another (especially when interviews are anonymized). Fourth, very little policy 

research involves making a horoscope-style prediction. Rather, we tend to examine the 

evidence and assess the extent to which it is consistent with the logic of a theory after the 

fact. It would be disingenuous to suggest otherwise. 

Fifth, the idea of subjecting ‘empirically falsifiable’ hypotheses to testing is 

misleading. Policy change is open to interpretation and we can produce competing, and 

equally convincing, empirical narratives. Narratives of policy change are as open to 

debate as theories; if we can’t resolve what the evidence is, then we may struggle to 

choose decisively between theories. Indeed, the most valuable theory in each case may 

depend on the narrative of policy change that we select rather than just the nature of the 

theory. We can highlight instances in which theories provide competing assumptions or 

predictions, but be less certain about how to choose between them. 

Finally, these principles do not represent a universal understanding of science or 

how we should decide between theories (or indeed what makes a theory useful – Box 

13.3). Indeed, theories may be ‘incommensurable’ (Hindess, 1988: 73–5). The same 

words might be used in each theory, but they may mean something else according to the 

paradigm from which they were derived. Researchers may look at the same object but 

view and interpret it differently. They may ‘not share a common set of perceptions which 

would allow scientists to choose between one paradigm and the other … there will be 

disputes between them that cannot all be settled by an appeal to the facts’ (1988: 74).  

Overall, these principles do not provide a convincing way to choose one theory 

and reject others. Instead, we have a form of methodological pluralism in which different 

studies take different approaches. While there are practical limits to the variety of 

acceptable methods (based on professional views expressed through the peer review 

process of journal publication and grant distribution), there is enough tolerance of variety 

and enough defences of methodological pluralism (Della Porta and Keating, 2008a; 

2008b) to ensure that we do not have to select ‘one best way’. 

 

Box 13.3 Ways to compare theories of the policy process 

Cairney and Heikkila (2014) and Heikkila and Cairney (2018: 302) describe the 

systematic comparison of policy theories. Chapter 7 shows how difficult it is to compare 

many cases, concepts and theories even when there is a common framework. In the field 

as a whole:  ‘major theories and frameworks have generally been produced independently 

of each other and were not designed with these comparisons in mind’ (2018: 302). 

Theories may provide ‘different frames of reference, foci, and concepts’, ‘attach different 

meanings to the same concepts’, try to explain different things, such as a small part of 

many cases or a large part of a single case, and define ‘theory’ differently (and, many 

theories have changed over time). Each theory takes a major investment to understand 

enough to apply empirically (the chapters in this book only scratch the surface), and we 

do not have the resources to give them all our full attention. Systematic comparisons help 
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us understand the ways in which people might choose to apply some more than others. 

Key ways to compare many theories systematically include (2018: 302-3): 

1. Does it cover the ‘basic elements of a theory’? Whether each approach provides 

clarity on the scope and level of analysis, fosters a shared vocabulary and well-

defined concepts, and presents clear assumptions about key dynamics, such as 

how people address bounded rationality (the ‘model of the individual’). This 

comparison allows us to specify interesting balances between trade-offs, such as 

encouraging a general language to foster pluralism or very detailed agenda to 

foster close collaboration. 

2. Is there an ‘active research’ programme? Indicators include the extent to which 

scholars are part of a thriving academic agenda based on many published 

empirical applications – in many political systems, policy areas, and over time, 

using many methods - and conceptual refinement in light of new knowledge. Most 

theories are thriving, with some evidence of a more international agenda, but a 

tendency for many applications to use the theories quite loosely (which makes it 

difficult to know if the research programme for each theory helps accumulate 

knowledge).  

3. Does it ‘explain a large part of the policy process’? How does a theory 

conceptualise the relationship between key parts of policymaking environments: 

actors, institutions, networks, ideas, context and events?  

Their chosen theories are MSA (my Chapter 11), PET (9), policy feedback theory (PFT, 

akin to historical institutionalism, Chapter 5), ACF (10), NPF (4), IAD (7), and innovation 

and diffusion models (Chapter 12). These approaches perform well, partly because they 

are in the book following a preliminary assessment by its editors who use similar criteria. 

Earlier editions of Theories of the Policy Process (Sabatier, 1999; 2007) had contained 

chapters on the policy cycle and SCPD (Chapter 4), and Heikkila and Cairney (2018: 322) 

suggest that more expansive criteria – such as, do they connect empirical and normative 

issues explicitly? – would have ensured SCPD inclusion (see also Simmons, 2018 on 

‘cultural theory’). The most notable omission is ‘critical policy theory’ (Chapter 3) as a 

more general and thriving research agenda with dedicated journal venues (e.g. Critical 

Policy Theory) and conference meetings. This omission sums up the major difference that 

our criteria make to an assessment of the ‘best’ theories, such as if they (a) meet specific 

scientific criteria (Sabatier 2007a: 5; 2007b: 326–31), or (b) help challenge social 

inequality (which often includes challenging these scientific criteria). This choice is an 

exercise of power that is often taken for granted rather than made explicitly in scientific 

debate (Douglas, 2009).  

 

Policy Theory beyond the ‘West’ or Global North 

In policy studies we often describe the policy process when there are many policy 

processes. The singular description is analytically useful, to make our studies 

manageable, but it masks a key tenet in policy studies: policy and policymaking varies 

markedly from issue to issue, over time, and across space. Our aim is to find the right 
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language to allow us to compare those processes. Without that common language, we 

would be unable to communicate our findings to each other in a systematic way (Box 

13.3). Our case studies would describe parts of the policymaking world without an ability 

to explain how they relate to others, and without the sense that we can accumulate 

knowledge.  

 

Yet, people make sense of the world in very different ways and the rules of their political 

systems vary too much to expect a theory built on one part of the world to apply to it all. 

Indeed, we should not assume that the same concepts can describe all issues in all times 

and places. This is a particular issue when we treat concepts based on studies of ‘Western’ 

countries or those in the Global North as ‘universal’. Most of the policy theories in this 

book developed from studies of the US before being applied to countries such as Canada, 

Australia, West European countries such as the UK, Germany, and France, and the 

European Union. There are too few applications across the globe to confirm the global 

applicability of these theories (at least in their current form). We can explore three 

different ways to address this problem (compare with Box 13.4). 

First, reflect continuously on a dualism between universal concepts and their specific 

application. Some concepts may be abstract enough to apply generally, such as when we 

describe a general story of policymaking psychology within complex policymaking 

environments consisting of actors, institutions, networks, ideas, and socio-economic 

factors. However, we need to explore in some depth the applications and limits of those 

terms. In each case, these concepts may provide us with a language to compare studies, 

but they come with a basic trade-off: if the language is abstract enough to be ‘universal’, 

it may be too abstract to suggest that, for example, country level studies have substantial 

commonalities. The world is full of very-different political systems, so our abstract 

language should not suggest that they are essentially the same. With each concept, we 

need to balance a common reference point with the expectation of important differences: 

 

 The truism that people are boundedly rational, engaging in fast and slow thinking, 

are important starting points to analysis, but the substantive part of policy studies 

relate to the extent to which policymakers have common short-cuts or that their 

ways of thinking and acting have common consequences.  

 All political systems may be ‘complex’, with a multiplicity of actors involved in 

many levels or ‘centres’ of government. However, some systems are organised 

to recognise the benefit and necessity of multi-centric governance, while others 

Space. A geographical term to describe (a) a defined material area, such as a country 

or region, (b) the relationship between key elements within that area (such as humans 

interacting with their physical and social environment), and/ or (c) the ways in which 

humans make sense of a and b (see Jones, 2009). We often compare across - and 

within - the jurisdictions of political systems but recognise that these boundaries are 

physically and socially constructed. For example, reference to Global North / South 

seems more about relative levels of power and material resources than the equator. 
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operate as if power is centralised in the hands of a few key actors (Cairney et al, 

2019).  

 All systems have institutions consisting of formal and informal rules. However, 

their constitutions and informal rules of institutions vary considerably (Chapter 

5). In some cases, studies identify the effect of path dependence to help explain, 

for example, why countries often have very different welfare states despite facing 

common pressures in a globalised world (Pierson, 2000b). However, if we take 

seriously the idea that rules ‘exist in the minds’ of participants (Ostrom, 2007: 

23) then we accept that we have only scratched the surface of global comparisons. 

 The general logic to explain the pervasiveness policy networks can be similar in 

each system. However, there can also be major differences in the extent to which 

interest groups are willing and able to mobilise to propose policy change, 

affecting in turn the balance of power – such as between tobacco companies and 

public health groups – within networks (Cairney and Yamazaki, 2018). 

 The paradigms, hegemonic ideas, or core beliefs in political systems can differ 

fundamentally and visibly (such as when some systems operate under conditions 

of capitalism or socialism) or be difficult to piece together through empirical 

study in subsystems.  

 A focus on context and events generally suggests that policy choices in each 

country will result from specific events that are often unique to them. In some 

cases, countries have the same reference points – such as global attention to the 

Fukushima nuclear crisis in Japan – but react very differently to reflect previous 

events and decisions in their own countries (Chapter 9). 

 

These differences become starker when we combine all of the above concepts to produce 

and apply theories of the policy process. For example, the ‘target populations’ subject to 

social stereotypes in the US may have no equivalents in many other countries (Chapter 

4), and the application of US theories to countries like China prompt us to revisit key 

assumptions (Box 13.4).  

Therefore, second, apply existing theories to more countries and take stock of the 

results. Several theories exhibit two or three-stage stocktaking exercises in which review 

authors:  

1. Identify the numbers and proportions of applications in each country (Pierce et al, 

2014; 2017; Jones et al, 2016) 

2. Analyse key studies in depth to identify the difference that wider applications 

make to theoretical conclusions (Henry et al, 2014; Cairney and Jones, 2016) 

3.  Identify what it takes to coordinate the meaningful international application of a 

common framework (Poteete et al, 2010; Weible et al, 2018; Baumgartner et al, 

2018).  

These studies tend to highlight a small number but promising increase in international 

applications. Some studies also show that combining case studies is as fruitful as 
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combining theories to generate a wider perspective on policy processes, albeit with a 

tendency to treat newer perspectives as unusual (Box 13.4).   

Third, encourage dialogue between approaches and perspectives. This method 

would be relatively inductive and deliberative, in which we identify many different 

insights about policymaking, expect different and often-implicit reference points, and 

move away from the sense that non-Western experiences are not the norm. US or UK-

driven approaches may internalise stories and values that may often be taken for granted, 

but feed into assumptions and evaluations of other systems. Put very simply, UK analyses 

often make reference to a relatively top-down and majoritarian culture, often in contrast 

to consensus democracies (Cairney et al, 2018). In comparison, we may associate a US 

system, post British colonial rule, with a story of breaking free from external interference, 

and creating a political system on principles such as power diffusion rather than executive 

control, the freedom to mobilise against government policy or other actors, and elected 

representation in multiple subnational jurisdictions. Further, key US theories began by 

using US-specific political system features to explain policymaking dynamics (Henry et 

al, 2014: 301; True et al., 2007: 157; Cairney, 2018a: 207).  

In countries less studied by Western theories, there may be reference points that 

can now be anticipated and operationalised (such as democratic/ authoritarian state 

comparisons, Box 13.4). However, there are also concepts without a direct Western 

equivalent that might be key parts of a governance story in some countries. For example, 

consider ideas in many African states about ‘traditional leadership’ and patriarchal or 

matriarchal (‘Queen Mother’) forms of informal or local governance. They may be too 

easily dismissed as archaic because they were discouraged or ignored during colonial rule 

and have an unclear role in post-colonial liberal democratic development. However, we 

would only provide partial analysis if we ignored their role in ‘informal governance’ or 

as part of a wider discussion of types of democracy beyond the ballot box (Mulaudzi, 

2017: 45; Owusu-Mensah, 2015; Stoeltje, 1997; Ayres, 2017).  

Further, if our expectation is that such empirical and conceptual development 

takes place within Global South countries, without an expectation of using concepts 

developed in the North, we would also assume that meaningful comparisons could only 

be made in conversation across literatures rather than as part of the kinds of coordinated 

programmes described in Box 13.3. This process would not solve research dilemmas or 

the need for political choice in research, but it would at least make sure that we do not 

ignore them.  

 

Box 13.4 Theories and applications in China and India: possibilities and problems 

China and India each account for approximately 18% of the world’s 7.6 billion 

population, compared to Europe as a whole at 10%, the US at 4%,  and the UK below 1% 

(United Nations Population Division, 2017: xxii). The development and application of 

policy theories does not come close to reflecting this proportion. There are three key ways 

in which to respond, each with their own advantages and limitations. 

1. Applying the lens of existing theory to more countries.  

Applications to China identify distinctive issues in each theory. Chan and Zhao (2016: 

137-8) draw on PET to identify ‘extreme stability’ and ‘drastic adjustment’ to policy, and 
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link it to highly centralized and problematic information processing. Weible et al’s (2018) 

10-country study finds that China has one pro-fracking coalition compared to eight 

countries with two pro/anti coalitions (linked to sufficient oppositional political resources 

and low governmental constraints on mobilization). Zhu (2008) flips one MSA 

assumption on its head by identifying the importance of policy solution infeasibility to 

major policy change. China’s authoritarian system produces an extreme example of the 

same basic dynamic identified by PET (Chapter 9), an outlier for the ACF (Chapter 10), 

and a challenge to assumptions in MSA (Chapter 11).   

Although useful, this approach tells a story in a very particular way, that would 

likely change if we began with the perspective of scholars in different countries. To tell a 

story from a US or UK perspective establishes what is normal enough practice to be 

described as routine, which can produce a tendency to describe the practices of different 

countries as irregular or extreme.  

2. Making comparative public policy analysis more global. 

Global comparisons of policy outputs and outcomes often identify major country-level 

differences. For example, Mamudu et al (2015) and Cairney et al (2012) identify the 

uneven implementation of an almost-entirely global commitment to the WHO Framework 

Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC). Countries like the UK have policymaking 

environments conducive to this comprehensive policy change, while in China (which has 

a state monopoly in tobacco manufacturing) and India there is less evidence of FCTC 

implementation to ensure, for example, a meaningful ban on smoking in public places 

(although India has innovated with health information-prefaced movies which involve 

smoking).  

Although useful, this approach can be interpreted as a highly normative 

comparison in which one type of country is advanced and other left behind (‘leaders’ and 

‘laggards’ are common terms in policy transfer and diffusion studies). It reflects a long 

history of terminological debate, in which no description is neutral, and there are 

examples of category-use which seem to make an explicit normative judgement (such as 

democratic/ authoritarian), represent an uneasy compromise (developed/ developing 

countries), or specify a relatively specific comparison to project the lack of a value 

judgement (high income/ low and middle income countries).  

3. New country specific studies 

Chakrabarti and Sanyal (2017) use a case study approach to apply policy theory insights 

to processes in India. Their spread of case studies is impressive, including issues that: are 

often part of international trends with country-level aspects (including criminal law, 

competition law, freedom of information, and corruption law reforms), combine domestic 

issues with global inequalities (food security), and have wider international implications 

even if many countries have had comparable laws for a longer time (the right to education, 

the regulation of child labour). They also engage specifically with ‘Western’ 

policymaking concepts ask if they apply to ‘non-Western’ countries (2017: 45-6; 301-2). 

However, even with a book-length treatment, they do not have the space in which to apply 

multiple theories systematically enough to provide an answer (except to conclude with 

reference to the value of complexity theory).   
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Conclusion 

From our review of the available literature, we can build a clear picture of the modern 

policy process, the key issues in public policy and the main ways to study them. We live 

in a ‘post Machiavellian’ era in which politics is not centralized to the extent that it 

excludes most actors. There is no single, authoritative decision maker. The policy process 

is marked by a diffusion of power from the centre towards other levels of government 

and, in many cases, quasi- and non-governmental actors. The lines are blurry between 

power exercised by executives, based on their formal roles and responsibilities, and 

influence pursued by other actors, based on their resources and experience of the process. 

Access to policymakers is not controlled by a small elite. The group–government world 

is not small, ‘clubby’ and insulated. Rather, there are multiple channels of access to 

policymaking, and policy participants have access to a range of policymaking venues.  

At the same time, the policy world is clearly specialized. The logic of government 

is to divide the policy process into a large number of smaller units and to devolve 

policymaking responsibility from the ‘top’ towards subsystems (and, in many cases, local 

or policy specific arrangements at the ‘bottom’). Consequently, the logical step for 

pressure participants is to specialize in a small number of policy areas and to participate 

within a small number of subsystems or policy networks. Policymakers devolve 

responsibility to officials who, in turn, seek information and advice from pressure 

participants. The currency of government may be power, in which people marshal their 

resources to represent groups and influence policy delivery, but it is also information and 

expertise which can be used to build reputations and trust. 

The modern policy process therefore contains sources of stability and policy 

continuity. Stable arrangements are a common feature of subsystems. The same small 

group of participants may be involved for long periods, at the expense of other actors, 

because they have the ability to exclude those actors. They have resources, based on their 

socioeconomic position: for example, businesses are central to the functioning of 

capitalist economies and the ability of governments to raise tax revenue, while doctors 

take centre stage in the treatment of illness. They also have resources based on their 

knowledge and expertise, which allows them to develop reputations valued within 

government and society. Such resources allow them to pursue privileged access to 

policymakers and positions within subsystems. They may also have the power to protect 

their positions by helping create policy monopolies: defining issues in particular ways to 

ensure that only certain groups are interested or deemed to have the necessary expertise, 

and presenting an image in which the policy problem has been solved in principle, with 

only the implementation to be discussed. Or, coalitions exercise power to further their 

beliefs and ensure that they have the dominant position within subsystems necessary to 

translate beliefs into policy action. These arrangements are often institutionalized: the 

frequent contact between officials and certain groups becomes routine, while the 

dominant ways to consider and address policy problems become taken for granted and 

rarely questioned. Further, policymakers are often unable or unwilling to challenge these 
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arrangements. Paying attention to one issue means ignoring most others, while policy 

innovation and termination requires more political energy than policy succession. 

Yet, there are also many sources of instability. Policy participants, dissatisfied 

with existing policy and institutional arrangements, can seek influence by identifying 

more sympathetic audiences in other venues; by lobbying policymakers who may be more 

willing to consider policy problems in a different way and take action. Policy action taken 

in other jurisdictions can change overall policy (in systems where policymaking 

responsibilities overlap and multiple venues are involved) or act as a source of pressure 

for change. External events – such as major economic or environmental events, 

significant policy failures or changes of government – can prompt dominant advocacy 

coalitions to reconsider their beliefs or minority coalitions to exploit their position and 

increase their influence. Institutional barriers may be strong, but they can also be 

overcome, as new ideas are used to reframe policy problems and events prompt 

policymakers to reconsider their assumptions, process information in a different way and 

seek alternative sources of information and advice. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, 

individuals make a difference. Some policymakers simply do not accept the existing 

arrangements and seek to challenge institutions and change policy. 

In short, policy processes are complex and often unpredictable. We can use 

theories and concepts to guide study and explanation, but must also recognize their 

limitations. The identification of the conditions required for comprehensively rational 

decision making serves primarily to show what actually happens when those conditions 

are not met. The division of policymaking into stages helps us analyse the process, not 

show us that it works in  this  way. The identification of individuals making choices, 

institutional constraints and socioeconomic pressures shows us that models focusing on 

only one of these aspects will not tell us the whole story. Theories based on the exercise 

of power are incomplete without theories that explain how ideas are promoted and 

accepted within government. Theories based on experiences in a small number of 

countries do not explain all experiences. We can combine the insights of these theories 

and account for most outcomes with reference to our five pillars of explanation: 

institutions, networks, ideas, socioeconomic factors and actors making choices. However, 

we must also allow for an element of serendipity, as unpredictable events change how 

policy participants see the world and behave within it, and windows of opportunity open 

to allow policy change when, under other circumstances, it would not.  

These constraints to our knowledge and understanding of the world are shared by 

all of the sciences and should not be taken to suggest that public policy analysis is 

uniquely problematic. Rather, the public policy literature contains a rich and fascinating 

source of information on what happens and a variety of theories that help us explain how 

and why it happened. We can make tentative claims for knowledge accumulation and  

interdisciplinary application while seeking more global perspectives. 

 

THE END 
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