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IntroductIon

Learning about public policy requires us to focus on what to learn and how 
to learn. Phrases such as ‘learning how to learn’ (in education) and ‘intel-
ligent’ or ‘adaptive’ policymaking (in policy analysis) are not so different. 
They both involve developing greater knowledge of public policy by 
developing analytical skills that can be used to understand and use knowl-
edge in theory and practice. Such learning can relate to:

 1. The ‘basic science’ of public policy. We focus on using policy mod-
els, concepts, theories, and frameworks to understand policymaking 
dynamics, from the actions of individual policymakers to the overall 
patterns of policymaking in complex systems.

 2. The ‘applied science’ of policy analysis, in which we apply our 
knowledge of the policy process to identify a policy problem and 
possible solutions.

Ideally, there would be a high overlap between scientific and practical 
policy analysis, but students often learn quickly that there is a gap between 
theory-driven studies of the policy process and more hands-on analysis of 
how people should act within that process to identify problems and 
solutions.

Annex: WhAt do We WAnt PublIc PolIcy 
ScholArS to leArn?

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-66122-9#DOI


154 ANNEX: WHAT DO WE WANT PUBLIC POLICY SCHOLARS TO LEARN?

Therefore, one key aim of this book is to help readers—with various 
backgrounds and motivations to learn—study public policy with reference 
to the same foundational ‘story’. I provide a narrative of policy and the 
policy process, to represent substantive knowledge of the discipline of 
public policy, and use it as a key reference point throughout this book, to 
help identify how readers can learn about, engage in, and then produce 
new knowledge of the policy process.

A reader can decide to learn about basic or applied science or to think 
about how to apply insights from both types of studies. These choices 
often seem stark, particularly when university modules and textbooks relate 
only to one focus. In some cases, this disconnect can be addressed by com-
bining modules on policy process research, analysis, and research meth-
ods, in a full (1–4 year) programme. In shorter, more introductory, online 
or executive courses, we need to make more difficult choices about the 
skills and knowledge we can reasonably expect someone to learn and apply. 
Some readers will graduate with bachelor’s or master’s level degree, per-
haps seeking to apply a core set of skills to pursue theoretically informed 
policy analysis, while some will return from public or professional service 
to revisit their knowledge and analytical skills.

From that basic starting point, we can produce a series of broad learn-
ing outcomes that combine knowledge of the subject with the skills we 
require to understand the subject:

 1. Knowledge of key definitions of policy and of the main components of 
the policy process. Most introductions to policy focus on the problem 
of defining it, and the insights we generate while trying. They iden-
tify the role of policymaker psychology, the complexity of the policy 
environment in which they engage, and key intermediate concepts 
such as the networks connecting people and systems.

 2. How to understand the policy process using established concepts. Basic 
science students require some knowledge of the ways in which pub-
lic policy research describes the process; to learn key concepts and 
how they are applied in theories and models; and to learn how to 
‘zoom in’ to focus on individuals, then ‘zoom out’ to consider insti-
tutions and networks, and zoom out further to analyse policymak-
ing systems. Applied science students learn about how to engage at 
various ‘stages’ of the ‘policy cycle’. Combined analysis highlights a 
tendency of modern theories to find limited value in the ‘stages’ 
approach and a search for useful alternatives.
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155 ANNEX: WHAT DO WE WANT PUBLIC POLICY SCHOLARS TO LEARN? 

 3. How to conduct research in public policy. Basic science teaching may 
focus on research skills to produce new knowledge. Applied science 
may focus on skills to combine new knowledge with the analysis of 
existing publications.

 What Does a Combination of Skills Look like?
Many see policy research as a source of knowledge and skills that they can 
use in and around politics and policy, such as in one level or type of gov-
ernment (e.g. the civil service), or organisation with some need to engage 
with public policy. If so, the most practical thing to learn is how to con-
duct theory-informed policy analysis, in which they develop (a) skills to 
identify and research policy problems and feasible solutions and (b) under-
stand the policy process in which they engage.

This combination of topics helps us reject the description of policy 
analysis as a rational and technical exercise, through a series of steps, even 

Table A1  Key topics and question in basic and applied policy sciences

Basic science (policy 
process research)

Key overlaps Applied science (policy 
analysis)

Substantive 
knowledge

What is the policy 
process?
How can we 
identify and 
measure policy 
change?

What is policy? How 
should we study it?

What is the policy 
problem?
What policy solutions are 
technically and politically 
feasible?

Conceptual 
and analytical 
skills

Theoretical 
analysis. Micro, 
macro, and meso 
levels of analytical 
abstraction
Frameworks, 
theories, concepts, 
and models

Conceptual and 
empirical analysis
How useful is the 
‘policy cycle’ to (a) 
understand the policy 
process and (b) engage 
in the policy process?

Policy analysis
Problem definition, 
formulation, 
implementation, 
monitoring, and 
evaluation

Research 
skills

Using research 
methods to 
produce new 
knowledge of the 
policy process

Combining research 
methods—quantitative 
and qualitative 
methods, modelling, 
social networks analysis, 
ethnography

Using research methods to 
generate knowledge of a 
policy problem and 
calculate the likely success 
of solutions

Source: Author’s own
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if it comes with a description of key qualifications, such as in relation to 
time pressures, political constraints, and the need to treat clients as the 
main audience. These constraints tend to relate to the ability to complete 
your own work, rather than the constraints in policymaking systems that, 
to all intents and purposes, place severe limits on the ways in which anyone 
will seek to understand problems, and the technical and political feasibility 
of any solution.

A wider understanding of policy processes requires us to produce policy 
analyses and reflect on why people write them the way they do. The main 
advantage of this reflection, compared to texts that only focus on the nuts 
and bolts of analysis, is that it does not produce a cohort of students that 
present recommendations untethered from reality and unable to explain 
or anticipate what goes wrong until they actually engage in politics in the 
real world. The aim is not to give up, or only present modest policy analy-
ses. Rather, it is to encourage students to engage in ambitious policy anal-
ysis with their eyes open.

 Encouraging ‘Intelligent Policymaking’
In coursework, we can combine exercises to develop specific skills then 
consider how those skills contribute to an overall approach to ‘intelligent 
policymaking’ (Sanderson 2009). Although difficult to pin down and 
define, intelligent or critical thinking is crucial to policy analysis. The 
world is too unpredictable, and it changes too much, for us to develop and 
stick to a specific type of analysis (such as cost-benefit analysis) and hope 
that it applies to all eventualities. Instead, Cairney and Weible (2017: 7) 
emphasise the development—in ourselves and, hopefully, in our audi-
ence—of critical thought and analysis:

Scholars can help actors in the policy process to ask better questions, identify 
their own assumptions and cognitive filters and biases, see the world through 
different viewpoints, recognize the strengths and limitations of their infor-
mation searches and networks, and better specify the source of their suc-
cesses and failures. Above all else, we can dispense with the idea of comparing 
real-world policymaking with the myth of comprehensively rational action, 
to advise people not to give up their bounded and irrational minds but to 
look for opportunities to learn and adapt their strategies to better achieve 
their goals. To make it happen, we need to recognize the combined value of 
basic and applied science.
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One step to combining policy analysis and policy process research is to 
modify the former according to the insights of the latter. In other words, 
consider how a ‘new policy sciences’ inspired policy analysis differs from 
the analyses already provided by five-step guides.

It could turn out that the effects of our new insights on a policy briefing 
could be so subtle that you might blink and miss them. Or, there are so 
many possibilities from which to choose that it is impossible to provide a 
blueprint for new policy science advice. Therefore, I encourage students 
to be creative in their policy analysis and reflective in their assessment of 
their analysis. Our aim is to think about the skills you need to analyse 
policy, from producing or synthesising evidence, to crafting an argument 
based on knowing your audience, and considering how your strategy 
might shift in line with a shifting context.

To aid creativity, I set a range of tasks so that students can express 
themselves in different ways, to different audiences, with different con-
straints. For example, we can learn how to be punchy and concise from a 
three-minute presentation or 500-word blog, and use that skill to get to 
the point more quickly in policy analysis or clarify the research question in 
the essay. The overall effect should be that students can take what they 
have learned from each exercise and use it for the others. In each section 
below, I reproduce the ways in which I describe this mix of coursework to 
students then, in each box, note the underlying rationale.

1. A three-minute spoken presentation to your peers in a seminar

In three minutes, you need to identify a problem, describe one or more 
possible solutions, and end your presentation in a convincing way. For 
example, if you don’t make a firm recommendation, what can you say to 
avoid looking like you are copping out? Focus on being persuasive, to 
capture your audience’s imagination. Focus on the policy context, in 
which you want to present a problem as solvable (who will pay attention 
to an intractable problem?) but not make inflated claims about how one 
action can solve a major problem. Focus on providing a memorable take- 
home message.

The presentation can be as creative as you wish, but it should not rely 
on PowerPoint in the room. Imagine that none of the screens works or 
that you are making your pitch to a policymaker as you walk along the 
street: can you make this presentation engaging and memorable without 
any reference to someone else’s technology? Can you do it without just 
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reading out your notes? Can you do it well in under three minutes? We 
will then devote five minutes to questions from the audience about your 
presentation. Being an active part of the audience—and providing peer 
review—is as important as doing a good presentation of your own.

2. A policy analysis paper, and 3. A reflection on your analysis

Provide a policy analysis paper which has to make a substantive argu-
ment or recommendation in approximately two pages (1000 words), on 
the assumption that busy policymakers won’t read much else before decid-
ing whether or not to pay attention to the problem and your solutions. 
Then provide a reflection paper (also approximately 1000 words) to reflect 
your theoretical understanding of the policy process. You can choose how 
to split the 2000 word length, between analysis and reflection. You can 
give each exercise 1000 each (roughly a two-page analysis), provide a 
shorter analysis and more reflection, or widen the analysis and reject the 
need for conceptual reflection. The choice is yours to make, as long as you 
justify your choice in your reflection.

When writing policy analysis, I ask you to keep it super-short on the 
assumption that you have to make your case quickly to people with 99 

Box A1 Rationale for Three-Minute Presentation
If students perform this task first (before the coursework is due), it 
gives them an initial opportunity to see how to present only the most 
relevant information, and to gauge how an audience responds to 
their ideas. Audience questions provide further peer-driven feed-
back. I also plan a long seminar to allow each student (in a group of 
15–20 people) to present, then ask all students about which presen-
tation they remember and why. This exercise helps students see that 
they are competing with each other for limited policymaker atten-
tion, and learn from their peers about what makes an effective pitch. 
Maybe you are wondering why I discourage PowerPoint. It’s largely 
because it will cause each presenter to go way over time by cramming 
in too much information, and this problem outweighs the benefit of 
being able to present an impressive visualisation. I prefer to encour-
age students to only tell the audience what they will remember (by 
only presenting what they remember).
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other things to do. For example, what can you tell someone in one para-
graph or a half-page to get them to read all two pages? It is tempting to 
try to tell someone everything you know, because everything is connected 
and to simplify is to describe a problem simplistically. Instead, be smart 
enough to know that such self-indulgence won’t impress your audience. 
In person, they might smile politely, but their eyes are looking at the eleva-
tor lights. In writing, they can skim your analysis or simply move on. So, 
use these three statements to help you focus less on your need to supply 
information and more on their demand:

 1. Your aim is not to give a full account of a problem. It is to get power-
ful people to care about it.

 2. Your aim is not to give a painstaking account of all possible solutions. 
It is to give a sense that at least one solution is feasible and 
worth pursuing.

 3. Your guiding statement should be: policymakers will only pay atten-
tion to your problem if they think they can solve it, and without that 
solution being too costly.

Otherwise, I don’t like to give you too much advice because I want you 
to be creative about your presentation; to be confident enough to take 
chances and feel that you’ll see the reward of making a leap. At the very 
least, you have three key choices to make about how far you’ll go to make 
a point:

 1. Who is your audience? Our discussion of the limits to centralised 
policymaking suggest that your most influential audience will not 
necessarily be an elected policymaker, but who else would it be?

 2. How ‘manipulative’ should you be? Our discussions of ‘bounded 
rationality’ and ‘evidence- based policymaking’ suggest that policy-
makers combine ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ shortcuts to gather infor-
mation and make choices. So, do you appeal to their desire to set 
goals and gather a lot of scientific information, make an emotional 
appeal, or rely on Riker-style heresthetics?

 3. What is your role? Contemporary discussions of science advice to 
government highlight unresolved debates about the role of unelected 
advisors: should you simply lay out some possible solutions or advo-
cate one solution strongly?
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For our purposes, there are no wrong answers to these questions. 
Instead, I want you to make and defend your decisions. That is the aim of 
your policy paper ‘reflection’: to ‘show your work’. You still have some 
room to be creative in your reflection: tell me what you know about policy 
theory and how it informed your decisions. Here are some examples, but 
it is up to you to decide what to highlight:

 1. Show how your understanding of policymaker psychology helped 
you decide how to present information on problems and solutions.

 2. Extract insights from policy theories, such as from punctuated equi-
librium theory on policymaker attention, multiple streams analysis 
on timing and feasibility, or the narrative policy framework (NPF) 
on how to tell persuasive stories.

 3. Explore the implications of the lack of ‘comprehensive rationality’ 
and absence of a ‘policy cycle’: feasibility is partly about identifying 
the extent to which a solution is ‘doable’ when central governments 
have limited powers. What ‘policy style’ or policy instruments would 
be appropriate for the solution you favour?

I use the following questions to guide the marking on the policy paper: 
Tailored properly to a clearly defined audience? Punchy and concise sum-
mary? Clearly defined problem? Good evidence or argument behind the 
solution? Clear recommendations backed by a sense that the solution is 
feasible? Evidence of substantial reading, accompanied by well-explained 
further reading?

In my experience of marking, successful students gave a very clear and 
detailed account of the nature and size of the policy problem. The best 
reports used graphics and/or statistics to describe the problem in several 
ways. Some identified a multi-faceted problem—such as in health out-
comes, and health inequalities—without presenting confusing analysis. 
Some were able to present an image of urgency, to separate this problem 
from the many others that might grab policymaker attention. Successful 
students presented one or more solutions which seemed technically and/
or politically feasible. By technically feasible, I mean that there is a good 
chance that the policy will work as intended if implemented. For example, 
they provided evidence of its success in a comparable country (or in the 
past) or outlined models designed to predict the effects of specific policy 
instruments. By politically feasible, I mean that you consider how open 
your audience would be to the solution, and how likely the suggestion is 
to be acceptable to key policymakers. Some students added to a good 
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discussion of feasibility by comparing the pros/cons of different scenarios. 
In contrast, some relatively weak reports proposed solutions which were 
vague, untested, and/or not likely to be acted upon.

Box A2 Rationale for Policy Analysis and Reflection
Students already have five-step policy analysis texts at their disposal, 
and they give some solid advice about the task. However, I want to 
encourage students to think more about how their knowledge of the 
policy process will guide their analysis. First, what do you do if you 
think that one audience will buy your argument, and another reject it 
wholeheartedly? Just pretend to be an objective analyst and put the 
real world in the ‘too hard’ pile? Or, do you recognise that policy 
analysts are political actors and make your choices accordingly? For 
me, an appeal to objectivity combined with insufficient recognition 
of the ways in which people respond emotionally to information is a 
total cop-out. I don’t want to contribute to a generation of policy 
analysts who provide long, rigorous, and meticulous reports that few 
people read and fewer people use. Instead, I want students to show 
me how to tell a convincing story with a clear moral, or frame policy 
analysis to grab their audience’s attention and generate enthusiasm to 
try to solve a problem. Then, I want them to reflect on how they draw 
the line between righteous persuasion and unethical manipulation.

Second, how do you account for policymaking complexity? You can’t 
assume that there is a cycle in which a policymaker selects a solution 
and it sets in train a series of stages towards successful implementa-
tion. Instead, you need to think about the delivery of your policy as 
much as the substance. Students have several choices. In some cases, 
they will describe how to deliver policy in a multi-level or multi- 
centric environment, in which, say, a central government actor will 
need to use persuasion or cooperation rather than command-and- 
control. Or, if they are feeling energetic, they might compare a top- 
down delivery option with support for Ostrom-style polycentric 
arrangements. Maybe they’ll recommend pilots and/or trial and 
error, to monitor progress continuously instead of describing a one- 
shot solution. Maybe they’ll reflect on multiple streams analysis and 
think about how you can give dependable advice in a policy process 
containing some serendipity. Who knows? Policy process research is 
large and heterogeneous, which opens the possibility for some cre-
ative solutions that I won’t be able to anticipate in advance.
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4. One kind of blog post (for the policy analysis).

Write a short and punchy blog post which recognises the need to make 
an argument succinctly and grab attention with the title and first sen-
tence/paragraph, on the assumption that your audience will be reading it 
on their phone and will move on to something else quickly. In this exer-
cise, your blog post is connected to your policy analysis. Think, for exam-
ple, about how you would make the same case for a policy solution to a 
wider ‘lay’ audience. Or, use the blog post to gauge the extent to which 
your client could sell your policy solution. If they would struggle, should 
you make this recommendation in the first place?

Your blog post audience is wider than your policy analysis audience. 
You are trying to make an argument that will capture the attention of a 
larger group of people who are interested in politics and policy, but with-
out being specialists. They will likely access your post from Twitter/
Facebook or via a search engine. This constraint produces a new require-
ment, to: present a punchy title which sums up the whole argument in 
under 280 characters (a statement is often better than a vague question); 
summarise the whole argument in approximately 100 words in the first 
paragraph (what is the problem and solution?); then, provide more infor-
mation up to a maximum of 500 words. The reader can then be invited to 
read the whole policy analysis.

The style of blog posts varies markedly, so you should consult many 
examples before attempting your own (e.g. compare the LSE with The 
Conversation and newspaper blogs to get a sense of variations in style). 
When you read other posts, take note of their strengths and weaknesses. 
For example, many posts associated with newspapers introduce a personal 
or case study element to ground the discussion in an emotional appeal. 
Sometimes this works, but sometimes it causes the reader to scroll down 
quickly to find the main argument. Perhaps ironically, I recommend story-
telling but I often skim past people’s stories. Many academic posts are too 
long (well beyond your 500 limit), take too long to get to the point, and 
do not make explicit recommendations, so you should not emulate them. 
You should aim to be better than the scholars whose longer work you 
read. You should not just chop down your policy analysis to 500 words; 
you need a new kind of communication.

Hopefully, by the end of this fourth task, you will appreciate the trans-
ferable life skills. I have generated some uncertainty about your task to 
reflect the sense among many actors that they don’t really know how to 
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make a persuasive case and who to make it to. We can follow some basic 
Bardach-style guidance, but a lot of this kind of work relies on trial-and- 
error. I maintain a short word count to encourage you to get to the point, 
and I bang on about ‘stories’ in modules to encourage you to present a 
short and persuasive story to policymakers.

This process seems weird at first, but isn’t it also intuitive? For example, 
next time you’re in my seminar, measure how long it takes you to get 
bored and look forward to the weekend. Then imagine that policymakers 
have the same attention span as you. That’s how long you have to make 
your case! Policymakers are not magical beings with an infinite attention 
span. In fact, they are busier and under more pressure than us, so you need 
to make your pitch count.

5. Writing a theory-informed essay

I tend to set this simple-looking question for coursework in policy 
modules: what is policy, how much has it changed, and why? Students get to 
choose the policy issue, timeframe, political system, and relevant explana-
tory concepts.

On the face of it, it looks very straightforward. Give it a few more sec-
onds, and you can see the difficulties:

 1. We spend a lot of time in class agreeing that it seems almost impos-
sible to define policy.

 2. There are many possible measures of policy change.

Box A3 Rationale for Blog Post 1
This exercise forces students to make their case in 500 words. It 
helps them understand the need to communicate in different ways to 
different audiences. It suggests that successful communication is 
largely about knowing how your audience consumes information, 
rather than telling people all you know. I gauge success according to 
questions such as: Punchy and eye-grabbing title? Tailored to an 
intelligent ‘lay’ audience rather than a specific expert group? Clearly 
defined problem? Good evidence or argument behind the solution? 
Clear recommendations backed by a sense that the solution is feasi-
ble? Well-embedded weblinks to further relevant reading?

291

292

293

294

295

296

297

298

299

300

301

302

303

304

305

306

307

308

309

310

311

312

313



164 ANNEX: WHAT DO WE WANT PUBLIC POLICY SCHOLARS TO LEARN?

 3. There is an almost unmanageable number of models, concepts, and 
theories to use to explain policy dynamics.

I try to encourage some creativity when solving this problem, but also 
advise students to keep their discussion as simple and jargon-free as pos-
sible (often by stretching an analogy with competitive diving, in which a 
well-executed simple essay can score higher than a belly-flopped hard essay).

 Choosing a Format: The Initial Advice

 1. Choose a policy area (such as health) or issue (such as alcohol policy).
 2. Describe the nature of policy, and the extent of policy change, in a 

particular time period (such as in a particular era, after an event or 
constitutional change, or after a change in government).

 3. Select one or more policy concepts or theory to help structure your 
discussion and help explain how and why policy has changed.

For example, a question might be: What is tobacco policy in the UK, how 
much has it changed since the 1980s, and why? I use this example because I 
try to answer that question myself, even though some of my work is too 
theory-packed to be a good model for a student essay (Cairney 2007 is 
essentially a bad model for students).

 Choosing a Format: The Cautionary Advice
You may be surprised about how difficult it is to answer a simple question 
like ‘what is policy?’ and I will give you a lot of credit for considering how 
to define and measure it; by identifying, for example, the use of legisla-
tion/regulation, funding, staff, and ‘nodality’ (Hood and Margetts 2007) 
and/or by considering the difference between, say, policy as a statement 
of intent or a long-term outcome. In turn, a good description and expla-
nation of policy change are difficult. If you are feeling ambitious, you can 
go further, to compare, say, two issues (such as tobacco and alcohol) or 
places (such as UK government policy and the policy of another country), 
but sometimes a simple and narrow discussion can be more effective. 
Similarly, you can use many theories or concepts to aid explanation, but 
one theory may do. Note that (a) your description of your research ques-
tion, and your essay structure, is more important than (b) your decision 
on what topic or concepts to use.
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Box A4 Rationale for the Essay
The wider aim is to encourage students to think about the relation-
ship between different perspectives on policy theory and analysis. 
For example, in a blog and policy analysis paper they try to generate 
attention to a policy problem and advocate a solution. Then, they 
draw on policy theories and concepts to reflect on their papers, high-
lighting (say): the need to identify the most important audience; the 
importance of framing issues with a mixture of evidence and emo-
tional appeals; and, the need to present ‘feasible’ solutions.

The reflection can provide a useful segue to the essay, since we’re 
already identifying important policy problems, advocating change, 
reflecting on how best to encourage it—such as by presenting mod-
est objectives—and then, in the essay, trying to explain (say) why 
governments have not taken that advice in the past. Their interest in 
the policy issue can prompt interest in researching the issue further; 
their knowledge of the issue and the policy process can help them 
develop politically aware policy analysis. All going well, it produces a 
virtuous circle.

Box A5 Rationale for Blog Post 2
I get students to do the analysis/reflection/blog combination in the 
first module, and an essay/blog combo in the second module. The 
second blog post has a different aim. Students use the 500 words to 
present a jargon-free analysis of policy change. The post represents a 
useful exercise in theory translation. Without it, students tend to 
describe a large amount of jargon because I am the audience and I 
understand it. By explaining the same thing to a lay audience, they 
are obliged to explain key developments in a plain language. This 
requirement should also help them present a clearer essay, because 
people (academics and students) often use jargon to cover the fact 
that they don’t really know what they are saying.
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AU1 The term “Actors” occurs in both italics and non-italics 
style in the text. Kindly suggest the format to follow in 
the index.

AU2 The term “Be concise (communicate clearly)” occurs in 
italics style in the text. Kindly suggest the format to 
follow in the index.

AU3 The term “Complexity (and complex systems)” occurs 
in both italics and non-italics style in the text. Kindly 
suggest the format to follow in the index.

AU4 The term “Context” occurs in both italics and non-italics 
style in the text. Kindly suggest the format to follow in 
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AU5 The term “Co-production” occurs in both italics and 
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AU6 The term “Cost benefit analysis(CBA)” occurs in 
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AU7 The term “Cost effectiveness analysis (CEA)” occurs in 
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suggest.
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italics style in the text. Kindly suggest the format to 
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AU14 The term “Ideas” occurs in both italics and non-italics 
style in the text. Kindly suggest the format to follow in 
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AU15 The term “Impact” occurs in both italics and non-italics 
style in the text. Kindly suggest the format to follow in 
the index.

AU16 The term “Institutional analysis and design (IAD)” is 
not found in the text. Kindly suggest.
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