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The Politics of Policy Analysis
100-word description
Most advice on policy analysis states that it is a political act, not simply a technical and
‘evidence based’ process, and is more ‘art and craft’ than science. This book goes two steps
further. First, it highlights the politics of evidence production and ethical ways to combine
many forms of policy-relevant knowledge. Second, it describes the supply of analysis to
policymakers who must ignore almost all information, and operate in a policymaking
environment over which they have limited knowledge and minimal control. It shows that policy
analysis will be of limited value unless analysts incorporate these factors into their advice.

Key aims, to describe how to:
1. Generate state-of-the-art advice on how to do policy analysis, based on a review of
modern 5-step texts.
2. Improve descriptive policy analysis insights by drawing on new developments in
psychology and policy process theories.
3. Improve prescriptive policy analysis by drawing on a wider range of texts on the politics
of evidence production and use.
4. Reflect on the range of practices appropriate to a new policy analysis profession.

Abstract: New approaches to policy analysis
New texts in policy analysis suggest that they are describing something new. Studies of policy
analysts suggest that their number, role, and status has changed profoundly over several
decades. New texts on how to do policy analysis reflect those changes somewhat. However,
many still focus on the idea that the primary role of analysts is to communicate a simple
message about a complex problem, for a powerful client with the power to act on their
recommendations. This book identifies two key ways to improve the literature further. First,
explore the implications of new developments in policy process research, on the role of
psychology in communication and the multi-centric nature of policymaking. Policy analysts
engage with policymakers who operate in an environment over which they have limited
understanding and even less control. Second, incorporate insights from studies of power, coproduction, feminism, and decolonisation, to redraw the boundaries of policy-relevant
knowledge. These insights help raise new questions and change expectations about the role and
impact of policy analysis.

Structure & Blog post series: the book consists of a large number of short thematic
sections (2-5000 words) rather than the traditional small number of 8000 word chapters. I
developed the book initially via a series of blog posts, which review policy analysis texts and
connect their insights to wider political and policymaking themes: Policy Analysis in 750
Words https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/policy-analysis-in-750-words/
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Preface: combining insights on policymaking and policy analysis
I like the idea of combining insights from many concepts and approaches. If done well, it helps
foster a language that people from different disciplines and professions can use to talk to each
other. I used this approach in my last Pivot book, The Politics of Evidence Based Policymaking
(Cairney, 2016). I was trying to help researchers in key disciplines, such as public health and
climate change studies, to engage with theories of policymaking. If successful, learning can
take place in both directions. Policy studies help researchers understand how their evidence fits
into the bigger picture, and why they should not expect policymaking to be ‘evidence-based’.
Health, environmental, and social researchers also help policy scholars understand key
interdisciplinary concerns. For example, a question such as ‘why don’t policymakers listen to
my evidence?’ travels across many disciplines and professions, and has become the question
with which I engage in most guest talks (e.g. Cairney, 2018). However, it was a question that
did not occur to me until recently, such as when reading work by Oliver et al (2014) that called
for more policy theory insights in this field.
In this book, the conversation is between researchers of policy analysis, policy processes, and
critical accounts that identify the role of power, inequalities, marginalisation, or colonisation
on the use of research in policy. In this conversation, there is a more established crossover
between approaches. Policy analysis texts give advice about how to write reports for clients,
but with reference to power and a wider political context to which analysts must adapt. Many
textbook writers have had experience in politics as analysts or other political actors, and their
advice on being pragmatic or concise reflects their experience of that environment. However,
I suggest that these accounts do not go far enough, in two main ways.
First, they tend to see this world through the eyes of individual analysts or clients. In contrast,
policy process research is usually about policymaking systems and subsystems containing large
numbers of political actors. To ‘zoom out’ is to see policy analysis as part of a bigger picture
over which individuals have limited knowledge and even less control. This bigger picture has
profound implications for the overall role and impact of analysis.
Second, they give insufficient attention to studies of power and inequalities in politics. These
studies raise profound issues about the ways in which some groups are marginalised in politics
and policy, from researchers dismissing their claims to knowledge, to policymakers adopting
‘solutions’ that cause a disproportionately negative impact on their lives.
In that context, a conversation between each approach helps highlight the bigger picture in
policy analysis and prompt some reflection on how to respond. To that end, in Part One I
summarise key texts in each field and ask how policy analysis advice reflects wider concerns.
In Part Two, I explore key themes to which each field may contribute. In contrast to Cairney
(2016), I try not to ‘synthesise’ their insights too much to tell my story of policy analysis.
Instead, you will find relatively extensive summaries of exemplars in the fields of policy
analysis and more critical approaches to politics and policy analysis. Further, you can read
longer summaries in my blog series called ‘750 words’ (Cairney, 2019), which (a) summarises
key texts, (b) relates them to each other and to key themes, and (c) provides scope for more
posts, to produce a project that keeps talking even after you close the book. However, of course,
it remains my story of the work of other people, which is usually no substitute for the real thing
(particularly since I only scratch the surface of texts on critical social science). So, please treat
this discussion as a way into new studies, not an attempt to give the final word.
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Introduction: new policy analysis for the real world
Key points:
1. New studies of policy analysts suggest that the old ways of doing policy analysis are
gone.
2. Modern ‘how to do policy analysis’ texts reflect this novelty somewhat, but not enough.
3. One cause of the problem is a too-wide gap between policy analysis and policy process
research.
4. The other cause is insufficient attention to the politics of knowledge use.
5. We should use insights from each field to close that gap.
Policy analysis is the identification of a policy problem and possible solutions. Some analyses
stop at that point, while others monitor and evaluate outcomes. There are many classic guides
to help budding policy analysts produce the research necessary to define problems and evaluate
potential solutions, and to communicate their findings, in a political context. Many classic texts
focus on analytical tools such as cost-benefit analysis, but most are informed by political
science and the idea that policy analysis is more ‘art and craft’ (Wildavsky, 1980) than a
method or science. They emphasise the requirement of a policy solution’s technical and
political feasibility. A solution should work as intended if implemented and be important and
acceptable to enough powerful actors in a policymaking system. This focus on pragmatism
extends to communication, in which the tradition is to turn a profoundly complex issue into a
simple executive summary. Similarly, evaluations of policy solutions involve research methods
and a technical language to produce findings, and there is a literature devoted to how people
communicate those findings more-or-less effectively to make an impact on policy (Weiss,
1977; 1979).
However, new texts in policy analysis suggest that they are describing something new. Studies
of policy analysts suggest that their number, role, set of required skills, and status has changed
profoundly over several decades. There are many styles of policy analysis from which to
choose, to address (a) the different contexts in which analysts engage, and (b) the highlypolitical ways in which analysts generate policy-relevant knowledge.
Texts on how to do policy analysis reflect those changes somewhat, and most texts describe the
relationship between analysis and political environment. However, many texts also hold on to
the idea that the primary role of analysts is to communicate a simple message about a complex
problem, for a powerful client with the power to act on their recommendations. They focus
primarily on the mechanics of policy analysis, from the perspective of the potential analyst,
rather than the wider politics of policy analysis and the complexity of the policymaking system
in which they engage.
One cause of this problem is the often-wide gap between two aspects of the ‘policy sciences’
described by Lasswell (1951; 1956; 1971):
1. Policy process research: the analysis of policy, or knowledge of the policy process.
2. Policy analysis: analysis for policy, or knowledge in the process.
Lasswell’s original idea was that both elements are analytically separable but mutually
informative: policy analysis is crucial to solving real policy problems (to advance ‘human
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dignity’), policy process research informs the feasibility of analysis, and the study of policy
analysts informs research. His original vision was to use policy process research to identify the
policymaking context, and the tools of policy analysis to provide a systematic way to think
about how to identify and solve problems within it.
Yet, Cairney and Weible (2017) argue that these two separate concerns – to describe
policymaking, and prescribe action – have diverged. Policy process research has morphed into
a ‘basic science’ in which the audience of policy theorists is primarily a group of other policy
theorists. There is clear potential to translate their insights to a wider audience, and there are
many notable attempts to do it systematically (Weible et al., 2012; Shipan and Volden, 2012;
Cairney, 2015; 2016; Cairney et al, 2019; Weible and Cairney, 2018). However, there is a
stronger professional incentive to focus on theory development and empirical research and to
publish it for a small audience in high profile political science journals.
The unintended consequence is a highly specialized field of policy theory in which there are
barriers to entry: it takes a lot of time and effort to decode the policy theory jargon, understand
each theory or approach in depth, and understand how the insights of one theory relate to
another (Cairney, 2013). There are blogs and textbooks designed for this task, but they either
scratch the surface of the field (Cairney, 2020; John, 2012), provide a huge amount of material
(Parsons, 1996), or summarise theories without decoding them enough to make them accessible
to new readers (Weible and Sabatier, 2018). There is no substitute for intense and sustained
study to understand this field in sufficient depth, and relate it to wider insights in social science,
but most policy analysts do not have the time or incentive to learn so intensively from this field.
The ‘opportunity cost’ is high. Instead of reading a jargon-filled literature, with no clear and
direct payoff to policy analysis, students can go straight to the relatively clear and simple tools
of policy analysis. The latter give them step-by-step guides to policy analysis which incorporate
some political and policy research insights, but with a far greater emphasis on methods such as
cost-benefit analysis than topics such as power, policymaker psychology, complexity, or policy
change (Weimer and Vining, 2017). If so, budding policy analysts would benefit from
engagement with a synthesised version of the wider literature – including studies of policy
processes and the politics of knowledge production – to reflect more widely on their role and
their task.
Therefore, this book identifies two ways to expand the policy analysis literature in a
manageable way. First, explore the implications of new developments in policy process
research, on the role of psychology in communication and the multi-centric nature of
policymaking. Policy analysts engage with policymakers who engage emotionally with
information and operate in an environment over which they have limited understanding and
even less control. One factor requires analysts to consider how far they should go to persuade
policymakers with analysis, and the other should make them wonder how much power their
audience has to influence policy outcomes. Second, incorporate insights from studies of power,
co-production, feminism, racism, and decolonisation, to redraw the boundaries of policy
process research and interrogate the status of policy-relevant knowledge. In particular,
describing policy analysis as a largely technical process, using 5-step analyses to serve clients,
is itself an exercise of power to downplay the politics of knowledge production and use. The
alternative is to reflect on whose policy-relevant knowledge counts, and should count.
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These insights may not change classic recommendations on the practice of policy analysis,
since analysts still need simple heuristics to guide their work. However, they change
profoundly the expectations that analysts should have about their role and impact on policy and
policymaking. Readers may still end up recommending and using 5-step policy analysis
models, but also question what they are for, and how to think about the wider political context
associated with each step. At the very least, this wider reflection helps policy analysts remain
adept at responding to the many different contexts they will face when they do their work.

Structure of the book
This book presents a series of sections on what we know so far about policy analysis, what we
gain from a wider examination of the politics of policy analysis in a complex policymaking
environment, and the unanswered questions that emerge from this approach. The first half
presents some contextual questions to highlight new developments in the fields of policy
analysis and policy process research:
1.
2.
3.
4.

What is the classic 5-step model of how to do policy analysis?
What has changed, and why do we need new policy analysis?
What insights from policy process research do policy analysts need to know?
What insights from wider studies of power, knowledge, politics, and policy do policy
analysts need to consider?
5. How have how to do policy analysis texts incorporated these insights so far?
This coverage of well-established policy analysis texts, studies of the policy process, and wider
debates and research on the politics of knowledge allows us to explore a series of themes on
how to reconsider common policy analysis advice. The second half addresses the following
questions or themes:
1. Comparing what you need as a policy analyst with policymaking reality.
5-step guides relate more to the functional requirements of policy analysis than real world
policymaking. Policy concepts and theories tell us that ‘bounded rationality’ limits the
comprehensiveness of policy analysis, and complexity undermines policymakers’
understanding and engagement in policy processes. Policy analysis takes place in a
policymaking environment over which no one has full knowledge or control. There is no ‘core
executive’ able to control policy outcomes via a series of steps in a policy cycle. Therefore,
who is your audience when you define problems, and what can you realistically expect them
to do with your solutions?
2. Who should be involved in the process of policy analysis?
Policy analysis is a political act to decide who should be involved in the policy process. There
are competing visions of analysis, from a focus on ‘evidence based’ policymaking built on a
small group of experts, to a ‘co-produced’ exercise built on deliberation and wide inclusion.
3. What is your role as a policy analyst?
Reflections on policy analysis should include: who should decide how to frame and solve
policy problems, how pragmatic should you be when proposing policy change, and to what
extent is your policy success dependent on processes to generate inclusion, as opposed simply
to a focus on outcomes. This section identifies a series of policy analyst archetypes, but argues
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that most can be grouped into two main approaches: (1) the pragmatic or professional, client–
oriented policy analyst, and (2) the questioning, storytelling, or decolonizing policy analyst.
4. How to be a policy entrepreneur.
Mintrom highlights the role of policy entrepreneurship in policy analysis, focusing on
attributes, skills, and strategies for effective analysis. However, policy studies suggest that most
policy actors such as entrepreneurs fail, their environments better explain their success, and
relatively few people are in the position to become entrepreneurs.
5. Policy analysis as systems thinking.
The idea of ‘systems thinking’ is potentially useful to policy analysis, but only if we can clarify
its meaning. This section highlights 10 different meanings, which can be reduced to two
contradictory findings: policy analysts and policymakers can exercise power to have a maximal
or minimal effect on policy. The latter suggests that systems thinking is about how to adapt to
a system out of your control.
6. How much impact can you expect from your analysis? How far would you go to secure
it?
This section identifies the policy analysis strategies associated with maximising impact, subject
to a context that can help maximise or minimise policymaker interest. It then asks how far
analysts should go to get what they want from their engagement with policymakers. I introduce
a ‘ladder of ethical engagement’ to use policy theory insights to inform policy analysis strategy.
In each case, the overall theme relates to a renewed focus on the policy sciences: what can the
study of policy analysis tell us about policymaking, and what can studies of policymaking tell
budding policy analysts about the nature of their task in relation to their policymaking
environment? What is the ethical approach to policy analysis and the pursuit of ‘human
dignity’, given the high levels of inequalities and marginalisation in political systems?

What is the classic 5-step model of how to do policy analysis?
Classic models of policy analysis are client-oriented. Most ‘how to’ guides are ‘ex ante’ (before
the event), focused primarily on defining a problem, and predicting the effect of solutions, to
inform a client’s current choice. Few, such as Dunn (2017), also emphasise ‘ex post’ (after the
event) policy analysis, to include monitoring and evaluating that choice. Most texts identify
the steps that a policy analysis should follow, from identifying a problem and potential
solutions, to finding ways to predict and evaluate the impact of each solution. Each text
describes this process in different ways, as outlined in Boxes 1-5. However, for the most part,
they follow the same five steps:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Define a policy problem identified by your client.
Identify technically and politically feasible solutions.
Use value-based criteria and political goals to compare solutions.
Predict the outcome of each feasible solution.
Make a recommendation to your client.

Further, they share the sense that analysts need to adapt pragmatically to a political
environment. Assume that your audience is not an experienced policy analyst. Assume a
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political environment in which there is limited attention or time to consider problems, and some
policy solutions will be politically infeasible. Describe the policy problem for your audience:
to help them see it as something worthy of their energy. Discuss a small number of possible
solutions, the differences between them, and their respective costs and benefits. Keep it short
with the aid of visual techniques that sum up the issue concisely, to minimise cognitive load
and make the problem seem solvable (Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2018).
Box 1. Bardach (2012; and Patashnik, 2020) A Practical Guide for Policy Analysis
1. ‘Define the problem’. Provide a diagnosis of a policy problem, using rhetoric and eyecatching data to generate attention.
2. ‘Assemble some evidence’. Gather relevant data efficiently.
3. ‘Construct the alternatives’. Identify the relevant and feasible policy solutions that your
audience might consider.
4. ‘Select the criteria’. Typical value judgements relate to efficiency, equity and fairness,
the trade-off between individual freedom and collective action, and the extent to which
a policy process involves citizens in deliberation.
5. ‘Project the outcomes’. Focus on the outcomes that key actors care about (such as value
for money), and quantify and visualise your predictions if possible.
6. ‘Confront the trade-offs’. Compare the pros and cons of each solution, such as how
much of a bad service policymakers will accept to cut costs.
7. ‘Decide’. Examine your case through the eyes of a policymaker.
8. ‘Tell your story’. Identify your target audience and tailor your case. Weigh up the
benefits of oral versus written presentation. Provide an executive summary. Focus on
coherence and clarity. Keep it simple and concise. Avoid jargon.

1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

Box 2. Dunn (2017) Public Policy Analysis
What is the policy problem to be solved? Identify its severity, urgency, cause, and our
ability to solve it. Don’t define the wrong problem, such as by oversimplifying.
What effect will each potential policy solution have? ‘Forecasting’ methods can help
provide ‘plausible’ predictions about the future effects of current/ alternative policies.
Which solutions should we choose, and why? Normative assessments are based on
values such as ‘equality, efficiency, security, democracy, enlightenment’ and beliefs
about the preferable balance between state, communal, and market/ individual solutions
(2017: 6; 205).
What were the policy outcomes? ‘Monitoring is crucial because it is difficult to predict
policy success, and unintended consequences are inevitable (2017: 250).
Did the policy solution work as intended? Did it improve policy outcomes? Try to
measure the outcomes your solution, while noting that evaluations are contested (2017:
332-41).

Box 3. Meltzer and Schwartz (2019) Policy Analysis as Problem Solving
1. ‘Define the problem’. Problem definition is a political act of framing, as part of a
narrative to evaluate the nature, cause, size, and urgency of an issue.
2. ‘Identify potential policy options (alternatives) to address the problem’. Identify many
possible solutions, then select the ‘most promising’ for further analysis (2019: 65).

7

3. ‘Specify the objectives to be attained in addressing the problem and the criteria to
evaluate the attainment of these objectives as well as the satisfaction of other
key considerations (e.g., equity, cost, equity, feasibility)’.
4. ‘Assess the outcomes of the policy options in light of the criteria and weigh trade-offs
between the advantages and disadvantages of the options’.
5. ‘Arrive at a recommendation’. Make a preliminary recommendation to inform an
iterative process, drawing feedback from clients and stakeholder groups (2019: 212).
Note: Meltzer and Schwarz (2019: 22-3) also provide a table of ‘quite similar’ steps
described by Bardach and Patashnik, Patton et al, Stokey and Zeckhauser, Hammond et al,
and Weimer and Vining.
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

1.

2.
3.

4.
5.
6.
7.

Box 4. Mintrom (2012) Contemporary Policy Analysis
‘Engage in problem definition’. Define the nature of a policy problem, and the role of
government in solving it, while engaging with many stakeholders (2012: 3; 58-60).
‘Propose alternative responses to the problem’. Identify how governments have
addressed comparable problems, and a previous policy’s impact (2012: 21).
‘Choose criteria for evaluating each alternative policy response’. ‘Effectiveness,
efficiency, fairness, and administrative efficiency’ are common (2012: 21).
‘Project the outcomes of pursuing each policy alternative’. Estimate the cost of a new
policy, in comparison with current policy, and in relation to factors such as savings to
society or benefits to certain populations.
‘Identify and analyse trade-offs among alternatives’. Use your criteria and projections
to compare each alternative in relation to their likely costs and benefits.
‘Report findings and make an argument for the most appropriate response’. Clientoriented advisors identify the beliefs of policymakers and tailor accordingly (2012: 22).
Box 5 Weimer and Vining (2017) Policy Analysis: Concepts and Practice
‘Write to Your Client’. Having a client such as an elected policymaker requires you to
address the question they ask, by their deadline, in a clear and concise way that they
can understand (and communicate to others) quickly (2017: 23; 370-4).
‘Understand the Policy Problem’. First, ‘diagnose the undesirable condition’. Second,
frame it as ‘a market or government failure (or maybe both)’.
‘Be Explicit About Values’ (and goals). Identify (a) the values to prioritise, such as
‘efficiency’, ‘equity’, and ‘human dignity’, and (b) ‘instrumental goals’, such as
‘sustainable public finance or political feasibility’, to generate support for solutions.
‘Specify Concrete Policy Alternatives’. Explain potential solutions in sufficient detail
to predict the costs and benefits of each ‘alternative’ (including current policy).
‘Predict and Value Impacts’. Short deadlines dictate that you use ‘logic and theory,
rather than systematic empirical evidence’ to make predictions efficiently (2017: 27)
‘Consider the Trade-Offs’. Each alternatives will fulfil certain goals more than others.
Produce a summary table to make value-based choices about trade-offs (2017: 356-8).
‘Make a Recommendation’. ‘Unless your client asks you not to do so, you should
explicitly recommend one policy’ (2017: 28).

Further, each of the approaches in Boxes 1-5 describe the same core themes guiding the
analysis. They include:
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Most policy analysis is client-oriented
Having a client such as an elected policymaker, or governmental or nongovernmental
organization, requires you to tailor your analysis to their needs, including:
1. Meet their deadline, and be concise. Address the question they ask, by their chosen
deadline, in a clear and concise way, that they can understand and communicate to
others quickly (Weimer and Vining, 2017: 23; 370-4).
2. See problems and solutions through their eyes. Speak with the consumers of your
evidence to anticipate their reaction (Bardach, 2012). Find out how they seek to use
your analysis, and their ability to make or influence the policies you might suggest
(Meltzer and Schwartz, 2019: 49). Questions to your client may include: what is your
organization’s ‘mission’, what is feasible in terms of resources and politics, which
stakeholders to you want to include, and how will you define success (2019 105-12)?
3. Identify their beliefs. Anticipate the policy options worth researching, albeit while not
simply telling clients what they want to hear (Mintrom, 2012: 22).
Only some discussions highlight the wider value of analysis. For example. Weimer and Vining
(2017) emphasise the benefit of showing your work, to emphasise the general value of policy
analysis, and anticipate a change in circumstances or the choice by your client to draw different
conclusions. Further, Mintrom (2012: 5) discusses the possibility that analysts, ‘who want to
change the world’, research options that are often not politically feasible in the short term but
are too important to ignore (such as gender mainstreaming or action to address climate change).
Problem definition has a technical element, but is always about power and politics
To some extent, problem definition is a technical exercise conducted with limited resources and
in cooperation with others. Problem definition requires analysts to gather sufficient data on its
severity, urgency, cause, and our ability to solve it (Dunn, 2017). Recognise that you are not
an expert in the policy problem, but don’t define the wrong problem by generating insufficient
knowledge (Weimer and Vining, 2017). Recognise the value of multiple perspectives, such as
from many stakeholders with different views (Dunn, 2017; Meltzer and Schwartz, 2019: 40-5;
Mintrom, 2012: 3; 58-60).
This process may begin from a client’s perspective, but avoid defining a problem so narrowly
that it closes off discussion too quickly (Meltzer and Schwartz, 2019: 51-2). Place your client’s
initial ‘diagnosis’ in a wider perspective (Weimer and Vining, 2017). Define the nature and
size of a policy problem, and the role of government in solving it (Mintrom, 2012). Then, frame
it as ‘a market or government failure (or maybe both)’, to show how individual or collective
choices produce inefficient allocations of resources and poor outcomes (Weimer and Vining,
2017: 59-201).
As such, problem definition is a juggling act, containing data, client perspectives, and a
professional commitment to a wider view. As Mintrom describes, engage with your audience
to work out what they need and when, use your ‘critical abilities’ to ask yourself ‘why they
have been presented in specific ways, what their sources might be, and why they have arisen
at this time’, and present ‘alternative scenarios’ (2012: 22; 20; 27; 81). Meltzer and Schwarz
prompt you to ask yourself if you can generate a timeline, identify key stakeholders, and place
a ‘boundary’ on the problem. Establish if the problem is urgent, who cares about it, and who
else might care (2019: 46). ‘Map’ causation with reference to individual and structural causes,
intended and unintended consequences, simple and complex causation, market or government
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failure, and/ or the ability to blame an individual or organisation (2019: 48-9). Combine
quantitative and qualitative data to frame problems in relation to: severity, trends in severity,
novelty, proximity to your audience, and urgency or crisis (2019: 53-4). For Dunn, (2017),
‘problem-structuring methods’ are crucial, to: compare ways to define or interpret a problem,
and ward against making too many assumptions about its nature and cause; produce models of
cause-and-effect; and make a problem seem solve-able, such as by placing boundaries on its
coverage. These methods foster creativity, which is useful when issues seem new and
ambiguous, or new solutions are in demand (2017: 54; 69; 77; 81-107).
However, problem definition is primarily a political process involving actors exercising power
– through argumentation - to make sure that policymakers see a problem from a particular
perspective (2017: 79). Policy analysts are not objective observers of this process. Rather, their
analysis is part of a narrative to evaluate the nature, cause, size, and urgency of an issue
(Meltzer and Schwartz, 2019: 38-40). As such, analysts need to find effective ways to be
influential in that context (Bardach, 2012). They also need to reflect on their own biases, and
those of their clients, and how they might negotiate problem definition in that context (Meltzer
and Schwartz, 2019: 37-8; 50; 279-82). This political process extends to the evaluation of
policies, since few problems are solved, and debates on the success or failure of previous
initiatives often sets the current agenda (Dunn, 2017: 57). If so, recognise whose evaluations
or interests seem to count in such debates. Put most starkly, facts about the impacts of policy
on people has little meaning until we decide whose experiences matter, and our values and
beliefs influence how we gauge success (Dunn, 2017: 322-32).
Policy instruments can be technically feasible but politically infeasible (or vice versa)
Bardach’s (2012) classic advice is to assess a potential policy solution’s technical and political
feasibility. Some solutions may appear to be technically effective but too unpopular. Therefore,
identify the relevant and feasible policy solutions that your audience might consider, preferably
by identifying how the solution would work if implemented as intended. Think of solutions as
on a spectrum of acceptability, according to the extent to which your audience will accept (say)
market or state action. Then, establish a baseline to help measure the impact of marginal policy
changes, and compare costs and benefits in relation to something tangible (such as money).
Your list can include things governments already do (such as tax or legislate), or a new policy
design. Focus on the extent to which you are locking-in policymakers to your solution even if
it proves to be ineffective (if you need to invest in new capital) (Bardach, 2012).
In other words, political feasibility can relate strongly to the status quo and extent to which a
new policy looks like it represents major change. In that context, Mintrom recommends trying
to generate knowledge about how governments have addressed comparable problems in the
past or in relation to another problem, and identifying the cause of that policy’s impact and if
it would have the same effect in this case (2012: 211; 76-7). In doing so, consider the wider
political context, to anticipate how policymakers, implementers, target populations, and publics
would react, and policymaking context, in which policies and institutions already exist to
address most policy problems in some way (2012: 20).
While Meltzer and Schwartz (2019: 65-9) incorporate such strategies, they also note the new
development of policy instruments derived from the study of psychology and behavioural
public policy (2019: 79-90; John, 2018). More importantly, they focus on the role of ‘design
thinking’ to help identify – at least initially – a wider range of possible solutions. In doing so,
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learn from design principles - including ‘empathy’, ‘co-creating’ policy with service users or
people affected, and ‘prototyping’ - and compare alternatives in ‘good faith’ rather than
keeping some ‘off the table’ to ensure that your preferred solution looks good (2019: 66; 901). In that context, new issues arise, such as the need to beware new ideas not backed by
evidence of success, or ‘best practice’ ideas that have been applied only at a smaller scale or in
a very different jurisdiction (2019: 70).
Use political goals and value judgements to compare alternatives
The evaluation of each potential solution is necessarily normative. It requires value judgements
to decide which solution will produce the ‘best’ outcome, so recognise the political nature of
policy evaluation based your measures to determine success (see also Compton and ‘t Hart,
2019; McConnell, 2010; Ostrom, 2011). Typical measures relate to many quite-vague values
to which analysts need to attach greater meaning, including: efficiency, equity and fairness, the
trade-off between individual freedom and collective action, the extent to which a policy process
involves citizens in deliberation, and the impact on a policymaker’s popularity (Bardach,
2012). Therefore, one pragmatic solution is to focus on the outcomes that key actors care about,
such as value for money (Bardach, 2012). If so, establish if your solutions will meet an agreed
threshold of effectiveness in terms of spending, or present many scenarios based on changing
your assumptions underpinning each prediction (Bardach, 2012).
‘Prescription’ methods help provide a consistent way to compare each potential solution, in
terms of its feasibility and predicted outcome, combined with normative assessment (Dunn,
2017: 55; 190-2; 220-42). Some aspects of assessment are, at first, technical. For example,
‘comprehensiveness’ describes how many people, and how much of their behaviour, you can
influence while minimizing the ‘burden’ on people, businesses, or government (Meltzer and
Schwartz, 2019: 113-4), while ‘mutual exclusiveness’ regards the extent to which different
objectives do the same thing (2019: 114). However, evaluation is primarily about the choice
between normative criteria such as:
1. Effectiveness. The size of a policy’s intended impact on the problem (2019: 117). Or,
the impact of an institution on social and economic life, such as a level of political
stability (Mintrom, 2012: 49).
2. Equity (fairness). The impact in terms of ‘vertical equity’ (e.g. the better off should
pay more), ‘horizontal equity’ (e.g. you should not pay more if unmarried), fair
process, fair outcomes, and ‘intergenerational’ equity (e.g. don’t impose higher costs
on future populations) (2019: 118-19).
3. Feasibility (administrative, technical). The likelihood of this policy being adopted and
implemented well (2019: 119-21).
4. Cost (or financial feasibility). Who would bear the cost, and their willingness and
ability to pay (2019: 122).
5. Efficiency. To maximise the benefit while minimizing costs (2019: 122-3).
Governments can promote ‘efficient’ policies by (a) producing the largest number of
winners and (b) compensating losers (Mintrom, 2012: 51-2). Or, define efficiency in
relation to (a) the number of outputs per input and/or (b) a measurable or predictable
gain in outcomes, such as ‘quality-adjusted life years’ in a population (Weimer and
Vining, 2017: 25-6).
6. Sustainability, such as when governments prioritise environmental sustainability to
mitigate climate change (Mintrom, 2012: 52-7).
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7. The protection of human rights and ‘human flourishing’ (Mintrom, 2012: 52-7).
For Weimer and Vining (2017: 25-6), we should treat values as self-evident goals. They exist
alongside the ‘instrumental goals’ - such as ‘sustainable public finance or political feasibility’
– necessary to generate support for policy solutions. Further, effective analysis requires us to
reduce the cognitive load of policymakers when comparing each option’s benefits in relation
to different criteria. So, explain potential solutions in sufficient detail to predict the costs and
benefits of each ‘alternative’ (including current policy), and compare specific and well-worked
alternatives, such as from ‘academic policy researchers’ or ‘advocacy organizations’.
When explaining objectives and criteria, ‘label’ your criteria in relation to your policy
objectives (e.g. to ‘maximize debt reduction’) rather than using generic terms (Meltzer and
Schwarz, 2019: 123-7). Produce a table – with alternatives in rows, and criteria in columns –
to compare each option, and quantify your policies’ likely outcomes, such as in relation to
numbers of people affected and levels of income transfer, or a percentage drop in the size of
the problem. Consider making a preliminary recommendation to inform an iterative process,
drawing feedback from clients and stakeholder groups (2019: 212).
Some values and methods seem to dominate policy analysis
Efficiency and effectiveness tend to be prioritised values, and analyses of each include:
1. Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA) to (a) identify the most efficient outcomes by (b)
translating all of the predicted impacts of an alternative into a single unit of analysis
(such as a dollar amount), on the assumption (c) that we can produce winners from
policy and compensate losers (often known as the Kaldor-Hicks compensation
criterion) (Weimer and Vining, 2017: 352-5, 398-434).
 CBA is a dominant but problematic economics method based on the idea that one
metric – such as a $ value – can be used to predict and compare outcomes (2017:
209-17).
 The principle of CBA may be intuitive, and it can help to identify (a) the financial
and opportunity cost of your plans (what would you achieve if you spent the money
elsewhere?), compared to (b) the positive impact of your funded policy (Meltzer
and Schwartz, 2019: 141-55).
 However, a thorough CBA process is resource-intensive, vulnerable to bias and
error, and no substitute for choice. It requires you to make a collection of
assumptions about human behaviour and likely costs and benefits, decide whose
costs and benefits should count, turn all costs and benefits into a single measure,
and imagine how to maximise winners and compensate losers (2019: 155-8)
2. Cost effectiveness analysis (CEA). One alternative is CEA, which quantifies costs
and relates them to outputs (e.g. number of people affected, and how) without trying
to translate them into a single measure of benefit (2019: 181-3; Dunn, 2017: 217-9)
3. Public Agency Strategic Analysis (PASA) to identify ways in which public
organisations can change to provide more benefits with the same resources (Weimer
and Vining, 2017: 435-50; see O’Flynn, 2007 on benefits such as ‘public value’).
These measures can be combined with other thought processes, such as with reference to ‘moral
imperatives’, a ‘precautionary approach’, and ethical questions on power/ powerlessness
(Meltzer and Schwartz, 2019: 183-4). Mintrom (2012: 21) emphasises 'prior knowledge and
experience’ and ‘synthesizing’ work by others alongside techniques such as cost-benefit
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analyses. Further, while, such methods help us combine information and values to compare
choices, note the inescapable role of power to decide whose values and which outcomes,
affecting whom, matter (Dunn, 2017: 204). Policy benefits some social groups more than
others.
Be efficient and pragmatic when gathering evidence
Dunn (2017: 4) describes policy analysis as pragmatic and eclectic. It involves synthesising
usable and policy-relevant knowledge (see Lindblom and Cohen, 1979), and combining it with
experience and ‘practical wisdom’, to help solve problems with analysis that people can trust.
This exercise is ‘descriptive’, to define problems, and ‘normative’, to decide how the world
should be and how solutions get us there.
Weimer and Vining (2017) suggest that, ideally, you would have the time and resources to (a)
produce new research and/or (b) ‘conduct a meta-analysis’ of relevant evaluations to (c)
provide ‘confident assessments of impacts’ and ‘engage in highly touted evidence-based policy
making’. However, ‘short deadlines’ and limited access to ‘directly relevant data’ prompt you
to patch together existing research that does not answer your question directly (2017: 327-39;
409-11). Consequently, ‘your predictions of the impacts of a unique policy alternative must
necessarily be guided by logic and theory, rather than systematic empirical evidence’ (2017:
27) and ‘we must balance sometimes inconsistent evidence to reach conclusions about
appropriate assertions’ (2017: 328). This pragmatism extends to identifying the potential to
adopt and tailor generic policy instruments (2017: 205-58), ‘borrowing’ proposals or models
from credible sources, and ‘tinkering’ (using only the relevant elements of a proposal) to make
sure they are relevant to your problem (2017: 26-7; 359).
In other words, gather relevant data efficiently, to reflect resource constraints such as time
pressures, and think about which data are essential and when you can substitute estimation for
research (Bardach, 2012). Meltzer and Schwartz (2019: 231-2) describe policy analysis as
applied research, drawing on many sources of evidence, quickly, with limited time, access to
scientific research, or funding to conduct a lot of new research (2019: 231-2). However, they
seem more ambitious than Bardach (and perhaps the others), since analysis requires: careful
analysis of a wide range of policy-relevant documents (including the ‘grey’ literature often
produced by governments, NGOs, and think tanks – Davidson, 2017) and available datasets;
perhaps combined with expert interviews, focus groups, site visits, or an online survey (2019:
232-64).
Communicate clearly and concisely
Bardach (2012) suggests that communicating with a client requires coherence, clarity, brevity,
and minimal jargon. So, identify your target audience and tailor your case, and weigh up the
benefits of oral versus written presentation. Quantify and visualise your predictions if possible
Ask yourself: if this is such a good solution, why hasn’t it been done already? (2012). This
emphasis on clarity and brevity is a feature of each text (Mintrom, 2012: 82-6, and Weimer
and Vining, 2017: 23; 370-4).
For Dunn (2017: 19-21; 348-54; 392) ‘policy argumentation’ and the ‘communication of
policy-relevant knowledge’ are central to policymaking’. He identifies seven elements of a
‘policy argument’ (2017: 19-21; 348-54), including (a) the claim itself, such as a description
(size, cause) or evaluation (importance, urgency) of a problem, and prescription of a solution,
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(b) what supports the claim (including reasoning, knowledge, authority), and (c) what could
undermine it. Then, the key stages of communication (2017: 392-7; 405; 432) include:
1. ‘Analysis’, focusing on the ‘technical quality’ of the information, and whether it
meets client expectations, challenges the ‘status quo’, and suggests that something
that can be done.
2. ‘Documentation’, focusing on synthesising information from many sources,
organising it into a coherent argument, translating from jargon or a technical
language, simplifying, summarising, and producing user-friendly visuals.
3. ‘Utilization’, by making sure that (a) communications are tailored to the audience (its
size, existing knowledge of policy and methods, attitude to analysts, and openness to
challenge), and (b) the process is ‘interactive’ to help analysts and their audiences
learn from each other.
A ‘General Method of Communicating in a Policy Process’
Smith (2015) goes further to note that, in government, policy analysts often write (1) on behalf
of policymakers, projecting a specific viewpoint, and (2) for policy makers, requiring them to
(a) work remarkably quickly to (b) produce concise reports to (c) reflect the need to process
information efficiently. Actors outside government are less constrained by (1), but still need to
write in a similar way. Their audience makes quick judgements on presentations: the source of
information, its relevance, and if they should read it fully. Smith’s (2015) ‘General Method of
Communicating in a Policy Process’ identifies the questions to ask yourself when
communicating policy analysis, summarised as follows:
‘Step 1: Prepare’





To what policy do I refer?
Which audiences are relevant?
What is the political context, and the major sites of agreement/ disagreement?
How do I frame the problem, and which stories are relevant to my audience?

‘Step 2: Plan’









What is this communication’s purpose?
What is my story and message?
What is my role and interest?
‘For whom does this communication speak?’
Who is my audience?
What will they learn?
What is the context and timeframe?
What should be the form, content, and tone of the communication?

‘Step 3. Produce’


Make a full draft, seek comments during a review, then revise.

Smith (2015) provides two ‘checklists’ to assess such communications:
1. Effectiveness. Speak with an audience in mind, highlight a well-defined problem and
purpose, project authority, and use the right form of communication.
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2. Excellence. Focus on clarity, precision, conciseness, and credibility.
Smith (2015) then focuses on specific aspects of this general method, including:










Framing involves describing the nature of the problem – its scope, and who is affected
– and connecting this definition to current or new solutions.
Evaluation requires critical skills to question ‘conventional wisdom’ and assess the
selective use of information by others. Use the ‘general method’ to ask how others
frame problems and solutions, then provide a fresh perspective.
Know the Record involves researching previous solutions. This process reflects the
importance of ‘precedent’: telling a story of previous attempts to solve the problem
helps provide context for new debates (and project your knowledgeability).
Know the Arguments involves engaging with the ideas of your allies and competitors.
Understand your own position, make a reasoned argument in relation to others, present
a position paper, establish its scope (the big picture or specific issue), and think
strategically (and ethically) about how to maximise its impact in current debates.
Inform Policymakers suggests maximising policymaker interest by keeping
communication concise, polite, and tailored to a policymaker’s values and interests.
Public Comment focuses on the importance of working with administrative officials
even after legislation is passed (especially if ‘street level bureaucrats’ make policy as
they deliver - Lipsky 1980; Tummers et al, 2015).

Communicating risk and uncertainty in a responsible and ethical way
It is difficult to monitor policy outcomes, far less predict them. Even the most-effective
methods to extrapolate from the past are flawed, and it is important to communicate levels of
uncertainty (Dunn, 2017: 118-23).
‘Monitoring’ methods help identify: levels of compliance with regulations, if resources and
services reach ‘target groups’, if money is spent correctly (such as on clearly defined ‘inputs’
such as public sector wages), and if we can make a causal link between the policy inputs/
activities/ outputs and outcomes (2017: 56; 251-5). Monitoring is crucial because it is so
difficult to predict policy success, and unintended consequences are almost inevitable (2017:
250). However, the data gathered are usually no more than proxy indicators of outcomes.
Further, the choice of indicators reflect: what is available rather than necessarily valuable (note
the tale of the ‘drunkard’s search’ in Hogwood, 1992), ‘particular social values’, and ‘the
political biases of analysts’ (Dunn, 2017: 262)
These problems of monitoring solutions pale into significance with problems of predicting
them. As Spiegelhalter (2018) describes, there is continuous scientific uncertainty about the
ability of our data to give us accurate knowledge of the world, such as when:
1. We use a survey of a sample population, in the hope that (a) respondents provide
accurate answers, and (b) their responses provide a representative picture of the
population we seek to understand. In such cases, professional standards and practices
exist to minimise, but not remove biases associated with questions and sampling
(Spiegelhalter, 2018: 74).
2. Some people ignore (and other people underestimate) the ‘margin of error’ in surveys,
even though they could be larger than the reported change in data (2018: 189-92; 247).
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3. Alternatives to surveys have major unintended consequences, such as when
government statistics are collected unsystematically or otherwise misrepresent
outcomes (2018: 84-5)
4. ‘Correlation does not equal causation’ (see also Pearl and Mackenzie, 2019).
 The cause of an association between two things could be either of those things, or
another thing (Spiegelhalter, 2018: 95-9; 110-15).
 It is usually prohibitively expensive to conduct and analyse research to minimise doubt,
such as by using multiple ‘randomised control trials’ to establish cause and effect in the
same ways as medicines trials (2018: 104).
 Further, our complex and uncontrolled world is not as conducive to the experimental
trials of social and economic policies.
5. The misleading appearance of a short-term trend often relates to ‘chance variation’
rather than a long-term trend (e.g. in PISA education tables or crime rates - 2018: 131;
249).
6. The algorithms used to process huge amounts of data may contain unhelpful rules and
misplaced assumptions that bias the results, and this problem is worse if the rules are
kept secret (2018: 178-87)
7. Calculating the probability of events is difficult to do, agree how to do, and to
understand (2018: 216-20; 226; 239; 304-7).
8. The likelihood of identifying ‘false positive’ results in research is high (2018: 278-80).
Note the comparison to finding someone guilty when innocent, or innocent when guilty
(2018: 284 and compare with Gigerenzer, 2015: 33-7; 161-8). However, the
professional incentive to minimise these outcomes or admit the research’s limitations
is low (2018: 278; 287; 294-302)
How to communicate evidence responsibly
Further, it has become common to use the phrase ‘lies, damned lies, and statistics’ to suggest
that people can manipulate the presentation of information to reinforce whatever case they want
to make. Common examples include the highly selective sharing of data, and the use of
misleading images to distort the size of an effect or strength of a relationship between
‘variables’ (when we try to find out if a change in one thing causes a change in another).
Speigelhalter highlights the great potential to mislead, via:
1. deliberate manipulation,
2. a poor grasp of statistics, and/ or
3. insufficient appreciation of (a) your non-specialist audience’s potential reaction to (b)
different ways to frame the same information (2018: 354-62), perhaps based on
4. the unscientific belief that scientists are objective and can communicate the truth in a
neutral way, rather than storytellers with imperfect data (2018: 68-9; 307; 338; 34253).
Potentially influential communications include (2018: 19-38):
1. The choice of image, with bar or line-based charts often more useful than pie charts
(and dynamic often better than static – 2018: 71)
2. The point at which you cut off the chart’s axis to downplay or accentuate the difference
between results
3. Framing the results positively (e.g. survival rate) versus negatively (e.g. death rate)
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4. Describing a higher relative risk (e.g. 18%) or absolute risk (e.g. from 6 in 100 to 7 in
100 cases)
5. Describing risk in relation to decimal places, percentages, or numbers out of 100
6. Using the wrong way to describe an average (mode, median, or mean – 2018: 46)
7. Using a language familiar to specialists but confusing to – and subject to
misinterpretation by - non-specialists (e.g. odds ratios)
8. Translating numbers into words (e.g. what does ‘very likely’ mean?) to describe
probability (2018: 320).
These problems with the supply of information combine with the ways that citizens and
policymakers consume it. People use cognitive shortcuts, such as emotions and heuristics, to
process information. It can make them vulnerable to manipulation, and prompt them to change
their behaviour after misinterpreting evidence in relation to risk (2018: 33; Gigerenzer, 2015:
2-13; Kahneman, 2012).
In that context, your first aim as a policy analyst is to become a skilled consumer of
information. Then, you may be asked to gather and present data as part of your policy analysis,
and to not mislead people. Therefore, your second aim is to become an ethical and skilled
communicator of information. In each case, a good simple rule is to assume that the analysts
who help policymakers learn how to consume and interpret evidence are more influential than
the researchers who produce it. The technical skill to gather and analyse information is
necessary for research, while the skill to communicate findings is necessary to avoid
misleading your audience.
Therefore, responsible analysts communicate the degree of uncertainty related to any estimate
(Meltzer and Schwarz, 2019: 128-32). Predict the most likely outcomes of each alternative,
while recognising high uncertainty (2019: 189-92). If possible, draw on existing, comparable,
programmes to predict the effectiveness of yours (2019: 192-4). Combine such analysis with
relevant theories to predict human behaviour (e.g. consider price ‘elasticity’ if you seek to raise
the price of a good to discourage its use) (2019: 193-4). Apply statistical methods to calculate
the probability of each outcome (2019: 195-6), and modify your assumptions to produce a
range of possibilities.

What is missing from these policy analysis ‘how to’ guides?
The following three sections highlight what is missing from such classic analyses, with the first
point magnifying the importance of the other two. First, new studies of policy analysis highlight
a clear sense of change in the role of policy analysts. The old story of a small group of
technocratic analysts, using scientific methods to inform one government directly, has given
way to a new story of highly competitive and political analysis across many levels and types
of government. Second, this shift in story prompts us to seek a much more comprehensive
sense of the wider policymaking context in which analysts operate. Policy analysis texts give
us a taste of the policy process, but only specialist research can give us the full meal. Third,
these texts also introduce the idea that the production and use of policy-relevant knowledge is
itself a political act. However, they only scratch the surface of the ways in which we can
understand the politics of knowledge and evidence.
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What has changed, and why do we need new policy analysis?
Classic texts highlight the client-oriented nature of policy analysis, but within a changing
policy process that has altered the nature of that relationship profoundly. This new
policymaking environment requires new policy analysis skills and training (Mintrom, 2012),
and limits the applicability of classic 5-step policy analysis techniques. As Radin (2019: 2)
describes, ‘The basic relationship between a decision-maker (the client) and an analyst has
moved from a two-person encounter to an extremely complex and diverse set of interactions’.
To demonstrate, we can use Radin’s work on the history of US policy analysis to produce
simple stories about old and new policy analysis. Although Radin is describing one political
system, these stories are supported by comparative studies of policy analysis (Brans et al, 2017)
and policy research (see insights from policy process research, pp25-36).
Story 1. The old ways of making policy were centralised, exclusive, and focused on
problem-solving.
Policy analysis took place in an environment that resembled a club (Heclo, 1978: 94), in which
there was a powerful centre or clear sense of a federal government hierarchy. As such, there
was a small number of analysts, generally inside government (such as senior bureaucrats,
economists or scientific experts), giving technical or factual advice, about policy formulation,
to policymakers at the heart of government, on the assumption that policy problems would be
solved via analysis and action.
Story 2. Modern policy analysis is more open, politicised, and the focus is less certain.
Now, there are many analysts, inside and outside government. They compete with other actors
to interpret facts, find an audience, and give advice. Advice can be about setting the agenda,
making, delivering, and evaluating policy. It extends across many policymaking venues.
Further, governments have a limited ability to understand and solve the complex policy
problems described in policy analyses. As Enserink et al (2012: 13-6) describe, historic
attempts to seek ‘rational’ policy analysis enjoy limited success because policymaking
complexity is ‘more in line with political reality’. Table 1 summarises this shift in focus.
Table 1: Policy analysis in the ‘rational’ and real world
‘Rational’ policy analysis
Analysis in the real world
Number of Centralised process with few Messy process, with many policymakers and
actors
actors inside government
influencers, inside and outside government
Role
of Translating
science
into A competition to frame issues and assess
knowledge policy
policy-relevant knowledge
Finding
An ‘optimal’ solution from A negotiated solution based on many
solutions
one perspective
perspectives (in which optimality is contested)
Relevant
Analysing a policy problem Developing new skills including stakeholder
skills
and solution with one metric analysis, network management, collaboration,
(e.g. cost benefit analysis)
mediation or conflict resolution
Source: adapted from text in Enserink et al (2013: 17-34).

Radin describes an increasingly fluid client-analyst relationship. In previous eras, the analyst’s
client was a senior policymaker, the main focus was on the analyst-client relationship, and
‘both analysts and clients did not spend much time or energy thinking about the dimensions of
the policy environment in which they worked’ (2019: 59). Now, in a multi-centric
policymaking environment, three main problems arise.
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First, it is relatively difficult to identify the client. We could imagine the client to be someone
paying for the analysis, someone affected by its recommendations, or all policy actors with the
ability to act on the advice (2019: 10). If there is ‘shared authority’ for policymaking within
one political system, a ‘client’ (or audience) may be a collection of policymakers and
influencers spread across a network containing multiple types of government, nongovernmental actors, and actors responsible for policy delivery (2019: 33). The growth in
international cooperation also complicates the idea of a single client for policy advice (2019:
33-4). This shift may limit the ‘face-to-face encounters’ that would otherwise provide
information for – and perhaps trust in – the analyst (2019: 2-3).
Second, it is relatively difficult to identify the analyst. Radin (2019: 9-25) traces a major
expansion of policy analysts, from the notional centre of policymaking in federal government
towards analysts spread across many venues, inside government (across multiple levels, ‘policy
units’, and government agencies), in congressional committees, and outside government (such
as in influential think tanks). Policy analysts can also be specialist external companies
contracted by organisations to provide advice (2019: 37-8).
This expansion shifted the image of analysts, from a small number of trusted insiders towards
many being treated as akin to interest groups selling their pet policies (2019: 25-6). The nature
of policy analysis has always been a bit vague, but now it seems more common to suggest that
‘policy analysts’ may really be ‘policy advocates’ (2019: 44-6). As such, they may have to
work harder to demonstrate their usefulness (2019: 80-1) and accept that their analysis will
have a limited direct impact (2019: 82).
Third, consequently, the required skills of policy analysis – and the image of analysts - have
changed. Although many people value systematic policy analysis, an effective analyst does not
simply apply economic or scientific techniques to analyse a problem or solution, or rely on one
source of expertise or method, as if it were possible to provide ‘neutral information’ (2019:
26).
Radin (2019: 31; 48) compares the old ‘acceptance that analysts would be governed by the
norms of neutrality and objectivity’ with increasing calls to acknowledge that policy analysis
is part of a political project to foster some notion of public good or ‘public interest’. The
projection of reason and neutrality is a political strategy, but it relies on fictional divide between
political policymakers and neutral analysts that is difficult to maintain.
Rather, think of analysts as developing wider skills to operate in a highly political environment
in which the nature of the policy issue is contested, responsibility for a policy problem is
unclear, and it is not clear how to resolve major debates on values and priorities. Some analysts
will be expected to see the problem from the perspective of a specific client with a particular
agenda. Other analysts may be valued for their flexibility and pragmatism, such as when they
acknowledge the role of their own values, maintain or operate within networks, communicate
by many means, and supplement ‘quantitative data’ with ‘hunches’ when required (2019: 2-3;
28-9).
Comparative studies of policy analysis tell the same story
While Radin describes these dynamics in the US, wider comparative studies confirm and
magnify a need to identify, ‘the science, art and craft of policy analysis in different countries,
at different levels of government and by all relevant actors in and outside government who
19

contribute to the analysis of problems and the search for policy solutions’ (Brans et al, 2017:
1). Indeed, Brans et al’s (2017: 1-6) opening discussion suggests that the task of policy analysis
is generally unclear. They highlight the following issues:
1. The scope of policy analysis is wide, and its meaning unclear. Analysts can be found in
many levels and types of government, in bodies holding governments to account, and
organisations outside of government, including interest groups, think tanks, and
specialist firms such as global accountancy or management consultancy firms (SaintMartin, 2017). Further, ‘what counts’ as policy analysis can relate to the people that do
it, the rules they follow, the processes in which they engage, the form of outputs, and
the expectations of clients (Veselý, 2017: 103; Vining and Boardman, 2017: 264).
2. The role of a policy analyst varies remarkably in relation to context. It varies over time,
policy area, type of government (such as central, subnational, local), country, type of
political system (such as majoritarian or consensus democracies), and ‘policy style’
(Howlett and Tosun, 2019).
3. Analysis involves ‘science, art and craft’ and the rules are written and unwritten. The
processes of policy analysis – such as to gather and analyse information, define
problems, design and compare solutions, and give policy advice – include ‘applied
social and scientific research as well as more implicit forms of practical knowledge’,
and ‘both formal and informal professional practices’.
4. The policy process is complex. It is difficult to identify a straightforward process in
which analysts are clearly engaged in multiple, well-defined, ‘stages’ of policymaking.
5. Key principles and practices can be institutionalised, contested, or non-existent. The
idea of policy analysis principles – ‘of transparency, effectiveness, efficiency and
accountability through systematic and evidence-based analysis’ - may be entrenched in
places like the US but not globally. The existence of major variations across political
systems warns us against a tendency to equate US (or West European) analysis as
universal.
In some political systems (particularly in the ‘Anglo-Saxon family of nations’) the following
forms of policy analysis taken for granted: scholars encourage or criticise 5-step policy analysis
techniques; methods such as cost-benefit-analysis are institutionalised and difficult to replace
or supplement with other techniques; and, there is high rhetorical commitment to the idea of
‘evidence based policymaking’ (Brans et al, 2017: 4-5; Cairney, 2016). Even so, the status of
science and expertise is often contested, particularly in relation to salient and polarised issues,
or more generally:





During ‘attempts by elected politicians to restore the primacy of political judgement in
the policymaking process, at the expense of technical or scientific evidence’ (Brans et
al, 2017: 5).
When the ‘blending of expert policy analysis with public consultation and participation’
makes ‘advice more competitive and contested’ (2017: 5).
When evidence-based really means evidence-informed, given that there are many
legitimate claims to knowledge, and evidence forms one part of a larger process of
policy design (van Nispen and de Jong, 2017: 153; Boaz et al, 2019).
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In many political systems, there may be less criticism of the idea of ‘systematic and evidencebased analysis’ because there less capacity to process information. It is difficult to worry about
excessively technocratic approaches if they do not exist.
Policy analysis as a collection of styles, not one analytical approach
Under these circumstances, it is difficult to think of policy analysis as a profession with a
clearly defined role and common reference point. Rather, it seems increasingly to be a looselydefined collection of practices that vary according to context. As such, we can consider policy
analysis to be a collection of ‘styles’ that can be described empirically or prescribed for
practice.
First, Brans et al’s (2017) edited volume contains a rich empirical account, in which
Hassenteufel and Zittoun (2017) identify a collection of ‘styles’ influenced by many factors.
Sources of variation include: competing analytical approaches in different political systems
(2017: 65); levels of bureaucratic capacity for analysis (Mendez and Dussauge-Laguna, 2017:
82); the extent to which policymakers contract out analysis (Veselý, 2017: 113); the types and
remits of advisory bodies (e.g. do they simply offer advice, or also foster wider participation
to generate knowledge? Crowley and Head, 2017); the level of government in which analysts
work, such as ‘subnational’ (Newman, 2017) or ‘local’ (Lundin and Öberg, 2017); and, the
type of activity, such as when economic methods and ‘new public management’ reforms
influence ‘performance budgeting analysis’ (van Nispen and de Jong, 2017: 143-52)
Policy analysis can also describe a remarkably wide range of activity, including: public
inquiries (Marier, 2017); advice to MPs, parliaments, and their committees (Wolfs and De
Winter, 2017); the strategic analysis of public opinion or social media data (Rothmayr, 2017;
Kuo and Cheng, 2017); a diverse set of activities associated with ‘think tanks’ (Stone and Ladi,
2017) and ‘political party think tanks’ (Pattyn et al, 2017); analysis for and by ‘business
associations’ (Vining and Boardman, 2017), unions (Schulze and Schroeder, 2017), and
voluntary/ non-profit organisations (Evans et al, 2017), all of whom juggle policy advice to
government with keeping members on board; and, the more-or-less policy relevant work of
academic researchers (Blum and Brans, 2017; see also Cairney and Oliver, 2018; Oliver and
Cairney, 2019).
Second, Thissen and Walker’s (2013) edited volume adds a prescriptive element to their
studies, in which: “Our premise is that there is no single, let alone ‘one best’, way of conducting
policy analyses” (Thissen and Walker, 2013: 2). They begin by identifying: the proliferation
of policy analysts inside and outside government, the many approaches and methods that could
count as policy analysis, and therefore a proliferation of concepts to describe it. Further, they
show that policy process research informs our understanding of policy analysis, since it is
difficult to know what analysts and their clients should do unless we know what they can do.
As Enserink et al (2012: 12-3) describe, policy analysis will change profoundly if the policy
process is ‘chaotic and messy’ rather than ‘neat and rational’ (see Table 1). Or, the role of a
policy analyst will change according to the type of political exchange they address. While
‘rational’ analysis involves answering a question for a client, other roles include providing
persuasive narratives to help build alliances, or analysing institutional and policy processes to
identify likely obstacles to policy change (2012: 35).
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In that context, rather than identify a 5-step plan for policy analysis, Mayer et al (2013: 43-50)
suggest that policy analysts could combine one or more of six activities:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

‘Research and analyze’, to collect information relevant to policy problems.
‘Design and recommend’, to produce a range of potential solutions.
‘Clarify values and arguments’, to identify potential conflicts and facilitate high
quality debate.
‘Advise strategically’, to help a policymaker choose an effective solution within
their political context.
‘Democratize’, to pursue a ‘normative and ethical objective: it should further equal
access to, and influence on, the policy process for all stakeholders’ (2013: 47)
‘Mediate’, to foster many forms of cooperation between governments, stakeholders
(including business), researchers, and/ or citizens.

Policy analysts would not perform these functions sequentially or with equal weight. Rather,
Mayer et al (2013: 50-5) describe ‘six styles of policy analysis’ that will vary according to the
analyst’s ‘assumptions about science (epistemology), democracy, learning, and change’:
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Rational, based on the idea that we can conduct research in a straightforward way
within a well-ordered policy process (or modify the analysis to reflect limits to
research).
Argumentative, based on a competition to define policy problems and solutions.
Client advice, based on the assumption that analysis is part of a ‘political game’,
and analysts bring knowledge of political strategy and policymaking complexity.
Participatory, to facilitate more equal access to information and debate among
citizens.
Process, based on the idea that the faithful adherence to good procedures aids high
quality analysis (and perhaps mitigates an ‘erratic and volatile’ policy process)
Interactive, based on the idea that the rehearsal of many competing perspectives is
useful to policymaker deliberations (compare with Dunlop and Radaelli, 2013 on
reflexive learning).

In turn, these styles prompt different questions to evaluate the activities associated with
analysis (2013: 56). The criteria for ‘good’ policy analysis include: the quality of knowledge,
usefulness of advice to clients and stakeholders, quality of argumentation, pragmatism of
advice, transparency of processes, and ability to secure a mediated settlement (2013: 58). The
positive role for analysts includes ‘independent scientist’ or expert, ‘ethicist’, ‘narrator’,
‘counsellor’, ‘entrepreneur’,’ democratic advocate’, or ‘facilitator’ (2013: 59). Or, different
styles - appealing to scientific evidence or argumentation - inform policy design processes,
designed to change people’s minds during repeated interactions between analysts and clients
(Bots, 2013: 114).
This discussion of styles informs problem definition within complex policymaking systems.
For example, compare (a) a ‘rational’ approach relying on research knowledge to diagnose
problems, with (b) a ‘political game model’ emphasising key actors and their perspectives,
value conflicts, trust, interdependence, and the varying potential to make deals (Thissen, 2013:
66-9). These different starting points influence they ways in which analysts might take steps to
identify: how people perceive policy problems, if other definitions are more useful; how to
identify a problem’s cause and effect, and the likely effect of a proposed solution; how to
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communicate uncertainty; and, how to relate the results to a ‘policy arena’ with its own rules
on resolving conflict and producing policy instruments (2013: 70-84; 93-4).
They also intersect with categories of policy problems, including: ‘tamed’ (high knowledge/
technically solvable, with no political conflict); ‘untamed ethical/political’ (technically
solvable, with high moral and political conflict); ‘untamed scientific’ (high consensus but low
scientific knowledge); and ‘untamed’ problems (low consensus, low knowledge) (Bruijn et al,
2013: 134-5). Put simply, ‘rational’ approaches may help address tamed issues, while other
skills are required to manage processes - such as conflict resolution and stakeholder
engagement – associated with untamed issues (2013: 136-40). In complex systems, analysts
focus less on ‘unilateral decisions using command and control’ and more on ‘consultation and
negotiation among stakeholders’ in networks. The latter are necessary because there will
always be contestation about what the available information tells us about the problem, often
without a simple way to agree choices on solutions.
Therefore, although there exist some useful 5-step guides for budding analysts, analysts also
need to find ways to understand and engage with a complex policymaking system containing
a huge number of analysts, policymakers, and influencers. Mayer et al’s (2013: 60)
visualisations of these roles project the sense that (a) individuals face a trade-off between roles
(even if they seek to combine some), and (b) many people making many trade-offs adds up to
a complex picture of activity.
Implications for policy analysis and professional development: Radin’s skills checklist
This discussion has major implications for the idea of policy analysis training. When discussing
a previous era, Geva-May (2005: 15) describes a profession with its own set of practices and
ways of thinking. As with professions like medicine, it would be unwise to practice policy
analysis without education and training or otherwise learning the ‘craft’ shared by a policy
analysis community (2005: 16-17). For example, policy analysts can draw on 5-step processes
to diagnose a policy problem and potential solutions (2005: 18-21). Analysts may also combine
these steps with heuristics to determine the technical and political feasibility of their proposals
(2005: 22-5), as they address inevitable uncertainty and their own bounded rationality (2005:
26-34). Some aspects of the role – such as research methods, and techniques such as costbenefit analysis - can be taught in graduate programmes, while others may be better suited to
on the job learning (2005: 36-40). If so, policy analysis practices reflect different cultures in
each political system, but within a profession that guides the development of core skills and
assumptions.
However, if it is difficult to think of policy analysis as a profession, we may wonder if policy
analysis can ever be based on common skills and methods (such as described by Scott, 2017),
connected to ‘formal education and training’, ‘a code of professional conduct’, and the ability
of organisations to control membership (Adachi, 2017: 28). Put simply, we should not assume
that graduates in policy analysis will enter a central government with high capacity, coherent
expectations, and a clear demand for their skills. Yet, Fukuyama (2018) argues that US
University programmes largely teach students:
a battery of quantitative methods … applied econometrics, cost-benefit analysis,
decision analysis, and, most recently, use of randomized experiments for program
evaluation’ that ‘will tell you what the optimal policy should be’, but not ‘how to
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achieve that outcome. The world is littered with optimal policies that don’t have a
snowball’s chance in hell of being adopted.
Fukuyama (2018) argues for the value of other key skills. They include: stakeholder mapping,
to identify who is crucial to policy success, defining policy problems in a way that stakeholders
and policymakers can support, and including those actors continuously during a process of
policy design and delivery. Compare with Botha et al (2017), who suggest that the policy
analysis programmes across North American and European Universities offer a more diverse
range of skills, and support for experiential learning, than Fukuyama describes.
Such discussions serve two main functions. First, they contrast with the idea that we can simply
break policy analysis into 5-steps. Second, they describe policy analysis as an almost
overwhelming task with no guarantee of policy impact. This cautious, eyes-wide-open,
approach may be preferable to the sense that policy analysts can change the world if they just
get the evidence and the steps right. Further, a more ambitious hope may be that policy actors
focus more on the process of policy analysis, such as to widen what we mean by policy relevant
knowledge and focus on long-term collaboration over (rather elusive) short term impact.
Radin (2019: 21) emphasises this shift in approach as follows. The idea of producing new and
relatively abstract ideas, based on high control over available scientific information, at the top
of a hierarchical organisation, makes way for a huge list of skills that analysts may find useful
in a more complex environment. They include to:






generate a wide understanding of organisational and policy processes, to reflect the
diffusion of power across multiple policymaking venues
identify a map of stakeholders
manage networks of policymakers and influencers
incorporate ‘multiple and often conflicting perspectives’
make and deliver more concrete proposals (2019: 59-74).

Radin’s (2019: 48) overall list of relevant skills is huge, including:
‘Case study methods, Cost- benefit analysis, Ethical analysis, Evaluation, Futures analysis,
Historical analysis, Implementation analysis, Interviewing, Legal analysis, Microeconomics,
Negotiation, mediation, Operations research, Organizational analysis, Political feasibility
analysis, Public speaking, Small- group facilitation, Specific program knowledge, Statistics,
Survey research methods, Systems analysis’
They develop alongside analytical experience and status, from the early career analyst trying
to secure or keep a job, to the experienced operator looking forward to retirement (2019: 545). Based on these skills requirements, the contested nature of evidence, and the complexity of
the policymaking environment, Radin (2019: 128-31) produces a 4-page checklist of 91
questions for policy analysts.
Similarly, Thissen and Walker’s (2013) edited volume identifies a wide range of possibilities
for policy analysis, including:
1.

Walker and van Daalen (2013: 157-84) explore models designed to compare the
status quo with a future state, often based on the (shaky) assumption that the world
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2.

3.

is knowable and we can predict with sufficient accuracy the impact of policy
solutions.
Hermans and Cunningham (2013: 185-213) describe models to trace agent
behaviour in networks and systems, and create multiple possible scenarios, which
could help explore the ‘implementability’ of policies.
Walker et al (2013: 215-61) relate policy analysis styles to how analysts might deal
with inevitable uncertainty. Some models serve to reduce ‘epistemic’ uncertainty
associated with insufficient knowledge about the future (perhaps with a focus on
methods and statistical analysis). Others focus on resolving ambiguity, in which
many actors define problems and feasible solutions in different ways.

The length of these lists, and range of possibilities, reflects the complexity of policy analysis
in practice. The nature of information, and the practices used to gather it, are contested (Radin,
2019: 89-103). There are major limits to a government’s ability to understand and solve the
problems described (2019: 95-6). There are inescapable conflicts over trade-offs between
solutions achieving different values and goals (2019: 105-8). Policy processes exhibit major
variations according to the problem, levels of policymaker attention, and relationships within
networks across different policy sectors and notional ‘stages’ of policymaking (2019: 75-9;
84). 5-step analysis models represent a pragmatic response to such complexity, but also
downplay its importance and inflate expectations for impact.
The inextricable link between the analysis of and for policy
Under these circumstances, it is difficult to maintain a separation between the analysis for
policy from the analysis of policymaking (described by, for example, Vining and Weimer, 2010
and Thissen and Walker, 2013: 4). When defining policy analysis largely as a collection of
highly-variable practices, in complex policymaking systems, we can see the symbiotic
relationship between policy analysis and policy research. Studying policy analysis allows us to
generate knowledge of policy processes, and policy process research demonstrates that the
policymaking context influences how we think about policy analysis. Technical models for
policy analysis lack value without clarity about (a) our beliefs regarding the nature of
policymaking and (b) the styles of analysis we should use to resolve policy problems, and few
of these initial choices can be resolved with reference to scientific analysis or evidence (Thissen
and Walker, 2013). Therefore, the next section examines the insights from policy process
research that policy analysts need to know, while sections in part two compare insights from
both approaches (see for example Comparing what you need as a policy analyst with
policymaking reality).

What insights from policy process research do policy analysts need
to know?
Policy studies often begin by comparing two ideal-types with two stories of policymaking in
the real world (Cairney, 2020). First, policymakers are ‘comprehensively rational’, which
means that they can process all policy-relevant facts, combine their values with information to
rank their preferences consistently, and anticipate fully the effects of their choices. Second, the
policy process resembles a clearly defined and simple ‘cycle’, containing a linear set of stages,
from identifying a problem and possible solutions, to implementing and evaluating chosen
solutions.
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Imagine writing policy analysis in this ideal-type world, in which there is a single powerful
‘rational’ policymaker at the heart of government, making policy via an orderly cycle. Your
audience would be easy to identify at each stage, your analysis would be relatively simple, and
you would not need to worry about what happens after you make a recommendation for policy
change (since the selection of a solution would lead to implementation). You could adopt a
simple 5 step policy analysis method, use widely-used tools such as cost-benefit analysis to
compare solutions, and know where the results would feed into the policy process. Classic
policy analyses do not make these assumptions, but they often seen to tap into this basic stepby-step idea, and focus more on the science and craft of policy analysis than the complex
policymaking context in which it takes place.
In the real world, policymakers face ‘bounded rationality’, in which they only have the ability
to pay attention to a tiny proportion of available facts, are unable to separate those facts from
their values (since we use our beliefs to evaluate the meaning of facts), struggle to make clear
and consistent choices, and do not know what impact they will have. They engage in a far
messier and less predictable world in which no single ‘centre’ has the power to turn a
recommendation into an outcome. To incorporate these insights fully is to alter profoundly the
ways in which we think about the impact of policy analysis.

1. Incorporate policymaker psychology into policy analysis
Cairney and Weible (2017: 623) argue that policy analysis texts acknowledge one main aspect
of policymaker psychology: ‘the exhortation to keep policy analysis short, minimise jargon,
and favour concrete examples over an abstract problem, is based generally on the need to
minimise the cognitive load on your audience’. Yet, most texts only scratch the surface of
relevant psychological insights, in which people draw on cognition and emotion to make
choices with limited information, and are subject to so-called ‘cognitive biases’ such as:









A vulnerability to the ways in which other people frame problems.
To see vivid events as more representative of reality than they are, and therefore pay
disproportionate attention to some issues.
To sum up entire social groups with reference to very few, and therefore characterise
target populations in a simplistic way.
To value losses more than gains, and therefore misjudge trade-offs between current
and future policy choices.
To have unrealistic hopes for the things to which they have already committed, which
can produce inertia or a status quo bias.
To see patterns and possess a ‘need for coherence’, and therefore assign too much
certainty to limited information.
To converge towards ‘groupthink’, which can limit the range of options considered by
governments.
Policymaker anxiety can cause them to make rushes to judgement, and act quickly
without full consideration of policy analysis (Cairney, 2020: 60; Gigerenzer, 2015;
Kahneman, 2012; Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017).

Cairney (2020: 233) summarises the ways in which policy theories identify a wide range of
implications of policymaker psychology in relation to different aspects of policy processes,
including:
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1. Limited attention, and lurches of attention. Policymakers can only pay attention to a
tiny proportion of their responsibilities, and policymaking organizations struggle to
process all policy-relevant information. They prioritize some issues and information
and ignore the rest (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009; 2015).
2. Power and ideas. Some ways of understanding and describing the world dominate
policy debate, helping some actors and marginalizing others.
3. Beliefs and coalitions. Policy actors see the world through the lens of their beliefs. They
engage in politics to turn their beliefs into policy, form coalitions with people who share
them, and compete with coalitions who don’t (Sabatier and Weible, 2007).
4. Dealing efficiently with complexity. 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, 2013: 279; Lubell, 2013: 544).
5. Framing and narratives. 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
(Crow and Jones, 2018).
6. The social construction of populations. Policymakers draw on quick emotional
judgements, and social stereotypes, to propose benefits to some target populations and
punishments for others (Schneider and Ingram, 1997; 2005).
7. Rules and norms. Institutions are the 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). They
represent a way to narrow information searches efficiently to make choices quickly.
8. Learning. Policy learning is a political process in which actors engage selectively with
information, not a rational search for truth. Dunlop and Radaelli (2013; 2018) show that
only one of the key ways to learn is from experts/ analysts to policymakers (epistemic
learning), while others include bargaining (producing new knowledge about strategies
to win) reflective (combining insights from many sources through deliberation), and
hierarchy (generating knowledge on central control or local discretion).
These insights provide a wide range of possibilities for policy analysts to learn about the likely
impact of their analysis. To some extent, we can find elements of psychology in policy analysis
strategy, such as when advice on framing problems describes it as a highly political exercise
with potential winners and losers. However, when compared to Bacchi (2009) and Stone (2012)
in the next section, we find in classic texts a relative tendency to identify the technical aspects
of framing, and the techniques that analysts can use to avoid misrepresenting a problem. Rather,
policymaker psychology is about the ways in people combine cognition and emotion to process
policy analysis, which opens up far more possibilities and the need for additional techniques.
For example:
consider if policymakers feel antagonism towards a person giving what they perceive
to be dubious evidence without realising they are ‘carrying’ a group emotion with them
… A sole focus on cognitive load is futile if policymakers have a reason to not pay
attention to an issue at all or to reject the analysis completely because they find it
threatening (Cairney and Weible, 2017: 623).
Further, ‘if people engage emotionally with information, there is no way to appeal to all
audiences with the same information’ (2017: 623). Rather, the choice may be to tailor your
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analysis to a policymaker’s beliefs and emotions or accept that your analysis may go unread.
In other words, we cannot simply make an ‘evidence based’ case for identifying and solving a
policy problem. Theory-informed policy analysis is about ‘skilful persuasion which appeals to
emotion’, and policy theories provide extensive discussion about how policy actors seek to
persuade with evidence. For example, Cairney et al (2017: 401) identify examples from the
literature, including:







‘Combine facts with emotional appeals to prompt lurches of policy maker attention
from one policy image to another (True, Jones, and Baumgartner 2007, 161).
Tell simple stories that are easy to understand, help manipulate people’s biases,
apportion praise and blame, and highlight the moral and political value of solutions
(Jones, Shanahan, and McBeth 2014).
Interpret new evidence through the lens of the pre-existing beliefs of actors within
coalitions, some of which dominate policy networks (Weible, Heikkila, and Sabatier
2012)
Produce a policy solution that is feasible and exploit a time when policymakers have
the opportunity to adopt it (Kingdon 1984)’.

2. Incorporate policy context and complexity
If policy analysis takes place in a complex policymaking system, we need to account for our
lack of understanding of the policymaking context when researching and providing advice
(compare with Bardach and Patashnik, 2020: 64-5 on the ‘emergent-features’ problem). There
are many policy theories and concepts devoted to the identification of a wider environment in
which policymaking takes place. Each concept reinforces the point that policymakers do not
operate in a world in which they can oversee a policy cycle with linear stages. Policy analysis
texts recognise these constraints to some extent, but seek primarily to deal with them by taking
practical steps to reduce complexity for a client. A wider perspective requires us to draw more
from policy theories.
For this reason alone, I recommend not thinking of the policy cycle when you imagine the
policy process. However, this act is difficult without replacing it with other images. Therefore,
for example, consider the following (Figure 1) in which there is an almost-overwhelming (in
effect, infinite) amount of ‘cycles’, of different size and shape, taking place at the same time,
to the extent that the image no longer gives us any guidance on what happens. It exists simply
to reject simplicity.
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Figure 1: the policy cycle versus infinite cycles

Source: Cairney (2017)

Then, for the sake of simple exposition, consider this image (Figure 2) of policymaker
psychology within a policymaking environment that can be summed up in five or six concepts
(Heikkila and Cairney, 2017; Cairney, 2020: 101-2).
Figure 2 An image of the policy process

Source: Cairney (2017)
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1. Actors. The environment contains many policymakers and influencers spread across many
levels and types of government (let us call the latter ‘venues’ in which authoritative choice
takes place). Consequently, it is not a straightforward task to identify and know your audience,
particularly if the problem you seek to solve requires a combination of policy instruments
controlled by different actors.
2. Institutions. Each venue contains ‘institutions’, or collection of practices driven by formal
and informal rules. Formal rules are often written down or known widely. Informal rules are
the unwritten rules, norms and practices that are difficult to understand, and may not even be
understood in the same way by participants. They may exist only ‘in the minds of participants’
(Ostrom, 2007: 23), and perhaps followed ‘out of awareness’ or without conscious thought
(Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017: 3). Consequently, it is difficult to know if your solution will
be a good fit with the standard operating procedures of organisations, and therefore if it is
politically feasible or too challenging.
3. Networks. Policymakers and influencers operate in subsystems (in other words, specialist
parts of political systems). They form networks or coalitions built on the exchange of resources
or facilitated by trust underpinned by shared beliefs or previous cooperation. Effective policy
analysis may require you to engage with or become part of such networks, to allow you to
understand the unwritten ‘rules of the game’ and encourage your audience to trust the
messenger. In some cases, the rules relate to your willingness to accept current losses for future
gains, such as to accept the limited impact of your analysis now in the hope of acceptance at
the next opportunity.
4. Ideas. Political actors relate their analysis to shared understandings of the world – how it is,
and how it should be – which are often so established as to be taken for granted. Common terms
include paradigms, hegemons, core beliefs, and monopolies of understandings. These dominant
frames of reference give meaning to your policy solution. They prompt you to couch your
solutions in terms of, for example, a strong attachment to evidence-based cases in public health,
value for money in treasury departments, or with regard to core principles such as liberalism
or socialism in different political systems.
5. Context and events. Your solutions relate to socioeconomic context and events which can be
impossible to ignore and out of the control of policymakers. Such factors range from a political
system’s geography, demography, social attitudes, economy, while events can be routine
elections on unexpected crises. To some extent, crises can be described opportunistically to
encourage new solutions. Or, the unpredictability of events can prompt you to be modest in
your claims, since the environment may be more important to outcomes than your favoured
intervention.
From concepts to theories: key approaches relevant to policy analysis
Policy theories try to incorporate these factors into an overall conception of policy processes,
and the following summaries of key examples help guide further discussions of policy analysis
in Part Two (they drawn from my blog’s 500 and 1000 word summaries https://paulcairney.wordpress.com – and you can find fuller descriptions in Cairney, 2020).
Narrative Policy Framework (NPF)
The NPF identifies the narrative strategies of actors seeking to exploit other actors’ cognitive
biases. A narrative contains four elements:
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Setting. It relates to a policymaking context, including institutional and socio-economic
factors.
Characters. It contains at least one actor, such as a hero or villain.
Plot. Common story arcs include: heroes going on a journey or facing and overcoming
adversity, often relating to villains causing trouble and victims suffering tragedy.
Moral. A story’s take-home point describes the cause of, and solution to, the policy
problem.

Studies of narrative suggest that these techniques have some impact (Jones, 2014). Empirical
NPF studies suggest that narrators are effective when they: use an audience’s fundamental
beliefs to influence their more malleable beliefs; tie their story to a hero rather than villain;
help the audience imagine a concrete, not abstract, problem; and connect individual stories to
a well understood ‘grand narrative’. They also compete with others, using stories to: ‘socialise’
or ‘privatise’ issues, romanticize their own coalition’s aim while demonizing others, or
encourage governments to distribute benefits to heroic target populations and punishments to
villains.
However, their success depends heavily on the context, and stories tend to be most influential
on the audiences predisposed to accept them (Cairney, 2020: 66-9). Particular narratives may
only be influential during a time the audience is receptive, or when the story fits with the
audience’s beliefs. Still, a story could make the difference between thought and action, such as
when people prioritise one problem at the expense of the rest. We may struggle to persuade
people to change their beliefs, but we can encourage them to act by focusing their attention to
one belief over another. People possess many contradictory beliefs, which suggests that (a)
they could support many different goals or policy solutions, and (b) their support may relate
strongly to the context and rules that determine the order and manner in which they make
choices. To encourage them to pay more attention to, and place more value on, one belief (or
one way to understand a policy problem) at the expense of another could make a large
difference to policy (Crow and Jones, 2018; see also the next section discussing Stone and
Riker, pp33-6).
Social Construction and Policy Design (SCPD)
SCPD describes two main ways in which policymaking is ‘degenerative’ (Schneider and
Ingram, 1997; 2005; 2019; Schneider et al, 2014). First, high profile politics and electoral
competition can cause alienation. Politicians assign praise or blame to groups of people, and
make value judgements about who should be rewarded or punished by government. They base
them on stereotypes of ‘target populations’, by (a) exploiting the ways in which many people
think about groups, or (b) making emotional and superficial judgements, backed up with
selective use of facts.
These judgements have a ‘feed-forward’ effect: they are reproduced in policies, practices, and
institutions. Such ‘policy designs’ can endure for years or decades. The distribution of rewards
and sanctions is cumulative and difficult to overcome. Policy design has an impact on citizens,
who participate in politics according to how they are characterised by government. Many know
they will be treated badly; their engagement will be dispiriting. Some groups have the power
to challenge the way they are described by policymakers (and the media and public), and
receive benefits behind the scenes despite their poor image. However, many people feel
powerless, become disenchanted with politics, and do not engage in the democratic process.
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Second, bureaucrats and experts can exacerbate problems of citizen exclusion when they
process low salience issues out of the public spotlight. Policies dominated by bureaucratic
interests often alienate citizens receiving services. Or a small elite dominates policymaking
when there is high acceptance that (a) the best policy is ‘evidence based’, and (b) the evidence
should come from experts. In both cases, policy design is not informed by routine citizen
participation, and it exacerbates the profound forms of inequality that policymakers often claim
to be solving (compare with Policy analysis for marginalized groups, pp42-3).
Multiple Streams Analysis (MSA)
In the artificial policy cycle world, ‘comprehensively rational’ policymakers combine their
values with evidence to define policy problems and their aims, ‘neutral’ bureaucracies produce
many possible solutions consistent with those aims, and policymakers select the ‘best’ or most
‘evidence based’ solution, setting in motion a cycle of stages including legitimation,
implementation, evaluation, and the choice to maintain or change policy. In the real world,
policymaking is not so simple, and three ‘stages’ seem messed up (Kingdon, 1984; Zahariadis,
2003; Cairney and Jones, 2016; Herweg et al, 2018):






Defining problems (‘problem stream’). There is too much going on in the world, and
too much information about problems. So, policymakers have to ignore most problems
and most ways to understand them. They use cognitive short cuts to help them pay
attention to a manageable number of issues, and address problems without fully
understanding them. Problems get attention based on how they are framed: actors use
evidence to reduce uncertainty, and persuasion to reduce ambiguity (they focus our
minds on one way to understand a problem).
Producing solutions (‘policy stream’). When policymaker attention lurches to a
problem, it’s too late to produce a new solution that is technically feasible (will it work
as intended?) and politically feasible (is it acceptable to enough people in the
‘community’?). While attention lurches quickly, feasible solutions take time to develop.
Making choices (‘politics stream’). The willingness and ability of policymakers to
select a solution is fleeting, based on their beliefs, perception of the ‘national mood’,
and the feedback they receive from interest groups and political parties.

Don’t think of these things as linear ‘stages’. Instead, they are independent ‘streams’ which
sometimes come together during a brief ‘window of opportunity’. All key factors – heightened
attention to a problem (problem stream), an available and feasible solution (policy stream), and
the motive to select it (politics stream) – must come together at the same time, or the
opportunity for major policy change is lost. Think of a space launch in which policymakers
will abort the mission unless every factor is just right (Cairney, 2018).
Complex systems theory and Punctuated Equilibrium Theory (PET)
Complex systems approaches suggests that policymaking systems have the following broad
properties:
1. A complex system is greater than the sum of its parts; actors interact with each other,
share information, and combine to produce systemic behaviour.
2. Some attempts to influence complex systems are dampened (negative feedback) while
others are ampliﬁed (positive feedback).
3. Systems are ‘sensitive to initial conditions’ that produce a long-term momentum or
‘path dependence’.
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4. They exhibit ‘emergence’, or behaviour that results from the interaction between
elements at a local level rather than central direction.
5. They may contain ‘strange attractors’ or demonstrate extended regularities of
behaviour which may be interrupted by short bursts of change (see Cairney, 2012;
2020; Geyer and Cairney, 2015).
PET tells a story of complex policymaking systems that are stable and dynamic. Most
policymaking exhibits long periods of stability, but with the ever-present potential for sudden
instability. Most policies stay the same for long periods, and some change very quickly and
dramatically. The overall pattern of policy change includes a huge number of minor changes
and a small number of major changes (Baumgartner et al, 2018).
We can explain this dynamic with reference to bounded rationality: since policymakers cannot
consider all issues at all times, they ignore most and promote relatively few to the top of their
agenda. This lack of attention to most issues helps explain why most policies may not change,
while intense periods of attention to some issues prompts new ways to frame and solve policy
problems. Some explanation comes from the power of participants, to (a) minimize attention
and maintain an established framing, or (b) expand attention in the hope of attracting new
audiences more sympathetic to new ways of thinking. Further explanation comes from the scale
of conflict, which is too large to understand, let alone control (Koski and Workman, 2018).
The original PET story combines insights from the study of agenda setting and policy networks
to demonstrate stable relationships between interest groups and policymakers (Baumgartner,
and Jones, 2009). They endure when participants have built up trust and agreement – about the
nature of a policy problem and how to address it – and ensure that few other actors have a
legitimate role or interest in the issue. They come under pressure when issues attract high
policymaker attention, such as following a ‘focusing event’ (Birkland, 1997; 2016) or a
successful attempt by some groups to ‘venue shop’ (seek influential audiences in another
policymaking venue). When an issue reaches the top of this wider political agenda it is
processed in a different way: more participants become involved, and they generate more ways
to look at (and seek to solve) the problem. The key focus is the competition to frame or define
a policy problem. The successful definition of a policy problem as technical or humdrum
ensures that issues are monopolized and considered quietly in one venue. The reframing of that
issue as crucial to other institutions, or the big political issues of the day, ensures that it will be
considered by many audiences and processed in more than one venue (see Schattschneider,
1960).
The modern PET story is more about complex systems and attention (Jones and Baumgartner,
2005; Baumgartner and Jones, 2015). Its analysis of bounded rationality remains crucial, since
PET measures the consequences of the limited attention of individuals and organisations
(Baumgartner, 2017: 72). However, note the much greater quantification of policy change
across entire political systems (see the Comparative Agendas Project, CAP). PET shows how
policy actors and organisations contribute to ‘disproportionate information processing’, in
which attention to information fluctuates out of proportion to (a) the size of policy problems
and (b) the information on problems available to policymakers (Workman et al, 2009). It also
shows that the same basic distribution of policy change – ‘hyperincremental’ in most cases, but
huge in some – is present in every political system studied by the CAP. This distribution of
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policy change has profound implications for our expectations on the impact of policy and
policy analysis (see for example How far would you go? pp69-71).
Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF)
People engage in politics to turn their beliefs into policy. They form advocacy coalitions with
people who share their beliefs, and compete with other coalitions (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith,
1993; Sabatier and Weible, 2007; Jenkins-Smith et al, 2018; Weible and Ingold, 2018). The
action takes place within a subsystem devoted to a policy issue, and a wider policymaking
process that provides constraints and opportunities to coalitions. The policy process contains
multiple actors and levels of government. It displays a mixture of intensely politicized disputes
and routine activity. There is much uncertainty about the nature and severity of policy
problems. The full effects of policy may be unclear for over a decade. The ACF sums it up in
the following diagram:
Figure 3 The ACF flow diagram

Source: Weible et al (2016: 6)

Policy actors use their beliefs to understand, and seek influence in, this world. Beliefs about
how to interpret the cause of and solution to policy problems, and the role of government in
solving them, act as a glue to bind actors together within coalitions. Beliefs allow them to select
and interpret policy-relevant information and decide who to trust. If the policy issue is technical
and humdrum, there may be room for routine cooperation (Ingold and Gschwend, 2014). If the
issue is highly charged, then people romanticise their own cause and demonise their opponents
(Sabatier et al, 1987). The outcome is often long-term policymaking stability and policy
continuity because the ‘core’ beliefs of coalitions (and the ‘relatively stable parameters’ of
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political system) are unlikely to shift and one coalition may dominate the subsystem for long
periods.
There are two main sources of change. First, coalitions engage in policy-oriented learning to
remain competitive and adapt to new information about policy. This process often produces
minor change because coalitions learn on their own terms. They learn how to retain their
coalition’s strategic advantage and use the information they deem most relevant. Second,
‘shocks’ affect the positions of coalitions within subsystems. Shocks are the combination of
events and coalition responses. External shocks are prompted by events outside the subsystem,
including the election of a new government with different ideas, or the effect of socioeconomic
change. Internal shocks are prompted by policy failure. Both may prompt major change as
members of one coalition question their beliefs in the light of new evidence. Or, another
coalition may adapt more readily to its new policy environment and exploit events to gain
competitive advantage. In such cases, coalitions compete to improve their positions within
subsystems using resources such as the ability to gather and interpret information, mobilise
public support, secure funding for campaigns, and show skilful leadership. In that context,
policy analysis is a political act that may take place within coalitions rather than across
subsystems.
Institutional Analysis and Development framework (IAD)
The IAD provides a language, and way of thinking, about the ways in which different
institutions foster collective action (Ostrom, 2007; 2011). Most famously, Ostrom (1990)
explains how to rethink ‘tragedies of the commons’ and encourage better management
of ‘common pool resources’ (CPRs, see Heikkila and Carter, 2017). Ostrom rejects the
assumption that disastrous collective action problems (such as excessive deforestation,
pollution, or diminished natural resources) are inevitable unless we ‘privatize’ CPRs or secure
major government intervention. Rather, there is evidence that people often work collectively
and effectively without major coercion. Self-governance, communal action, or crossgovernmental cooperation often works (Schlager and Cox, 2018: 216). People are social beings
who share information, build trust by becoming known as reliable and predictable, and come
together to produce, monitor and enforce rules for the group’s benefit. They produce
agreements with each other that could be enforced if necessary.
The IAD helps us analyse these cooperative arrangements. For example, Ostrom (1990)
describes 8 ‘design principles’ of enduring and effective CPR management shared by many
real world examples, including: clear boundaries; tailored to local conditions; those affected
by the rules should help shape them; CPR monitors are users or accountable to users; the
penalties for rule-breaking are only high if the choice is part of a pattern or if rule-breaking
would be catastrophic; and, conflict resolution is frequent, rapid and low cost. These design
principles help explain why some communities manage CPRs successfully. They allow users
to share the same commitment and expect the long-term benefits to be worthwhile.
However, Ostrom stresses that there is no blueprint – no hard and fast rules – to CPR
management. There are three particular complications. First, design principles are important to
developing trust and solidarity, but so are ‘evolutionary’ changes to behaviour. Actors have
often learned about rule efficacy – to encourage cooperation and punish opportunism – through
trial-and-error over a long period. Second, institutions contain a large, complicated set of rules
that serve many different purposes, and need to be understood and analysed in different ways.
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Different purposes include: how many actors are part of an action situation, and the role they
play; what they must/ must not do; who is eligible to participate; the rewards or sanctions; and,
so on. Further, the rules about the other rules, include: ‘operational’ rules on day-to-day issues;
‘collective choice’ rules about how to make those rules; ‘constitutional’ rules on who can
decide those rules and who can monitor and enforce them; and, ‘metaconstitutional’ analysis
of how to design these constitutions with reference to the wider political and social context
(Ostrom et al., 2014: 285).
The IAD language is also a feature of studies of ‘polycentric’ governance, in which many
different ‘centres’ or sources of authoritative choice need to cooperate to produce policy
(Aligica and Tarko, 2012; Cairney et al, 2019). Additional literatures include ‘institutional
collective action’ (Feiock, 2013; Swann and Kim, 2018) and the ‘ecology of games’ framework
(Lubell, 2013). Such approaches inform heavily our discussions of ‘co-producing’ policy
analysis (see Who should be involved in the in the process of policy analysis? pp56-8).

What are the implications of these extra considerations?
Much of the policymaking literature suggests that the context for policymaking may be more
important than the actual substance of your policy advice. Cairney and Weible (2017: 624-5)
draw on these insights to suggest how a policy analyst can be an effective messenger:
focus on engagement for the long term to develop the resources necessary to maximise
the impact of policy analysis and understand the context in which the information is
used. Among the advantages of long-term engagement are learning the ‘rules of the
game’ in organisations, forming networks built on trust and a track record of reliability,
learning how to ‘soften’ policy solutions according to the beliefs of key policymakers
and influencers, and spotting ‘windows of opportunity’ to bring together attention to a
problem, a feasible solution, and the motive and opportunity of policymakers to select
it … In short, the substance of your analysis only has meaning in relation to the context
in which it is used. Further, generating trust in the messenger and knowing your
audience may be more important to success than presenting the evidence (Cairney and
Weible, 2017).
Further, the insights in this section help us generate a much wider range of implications for
policy analysis. First, it reinforces and explains the What has changed? section above, which
states that policy analysis is no longer about a small group of analysts with a direct line to
power. The policy cycle, built on such a simple understanding, does not help us identify key
players, organisational or network rules, the role of dominant ideas, or the socioeconomic
context. Instead, we have a snapshot of an artificially simple process that may not exist.
Therefore, avoid the idea that the selection of a policy solution sets in motion an inevitable
process of legitimation, implementation, and evaluation. Instead, your analysis may be multifaceted, prompting you to track progress and make further recommendations (Dunn, 2017).
Second, complexity theorists generate a lot of recommendations for policymakers and their
advisors (for example, Geyer, 2012; summarised in Cairney, 2020: 106-7). They include the
following suggestions: (a) law-like behaviour is difﬁcult to identify; so a policy that was
successful in one context may not have the same effect in another; (b) policymaking systems
are difﬁcult to control, and policymakers should not be surprised when their interventions do
not have the desired effect; (c) use trial-and-error rather than relying on a single policy strategy
and (d) give local actors the freedom to adapt quickly, rather than (d) seeking order, via rigid
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hierarchies and centrist policy strategies. In other words, analysts should avoid ‘single shot’
policy analysis in which there is a one size fits all policy solution. A policy that works here and
now may not work there or later.
Third, encourage critical analysis among your audience. This may be the trickiest task of all.
An emotionally or cognitively satisfying solution may be based on a simple description of a
problem and the sense that it can be solved in a quite straightforward way. Yet, policy success
may also depend on your audience recognising its need to learn continuously and adapt
strategies through processes such as trial and error.
This general advice only scratches the surface of the implications for policy analysis. It focuses
primarily on how to take pragmatic steps built on a wider awareness of the policymaking
context. To make full use of policy theory insights, we also need to consider the wider political
context in which people exercise power to get attention for their policy-relevant knowledge,
and define problems and solutions, at the expense of others. Some policy analysis may focus
on the win-win scenario, but the next section provides a collection of ways in which we can be
sceptical about such a framing. It allows us to consider the incomplete ways in which analysts
respond to political and policymaking contexts. When combined, these two sections prompt us
explore a series of themes in which we go much further to identify power-based dilemmas for
enlightened and theory-informed policy analysts (see, for example, How far would you go?
pp69-71).

What insights from wider studies of power, knowledge, politics,
and policy do policy analysts need to consider?
This section shows how policy analysts can incorporate insights from wider studies of politics,
with a particular emphasis on power, feminism, race, and decolonisation. It allows analysts to
think about the meaning of policy analysis: what is it for, and who is it for? It also prompts us
to reflect further on how we decide whose knowledge counts as high quality and policy
relevant.
As such, this discussion is as an antidote to too-simple descriptions of policy analysis as a 5step process to serve clients. If we describe policy analysis as a largely technical process, we
are also exercising power to downplay the politics of knowledge production and use. If we
describe it positively as a pragmatic process, we are downplaying the need to challenge
inequalities of power associate with the status quo. This section’s alternative is to reflect on the
concepts and approaches that help us interrogate whose policy-relevant knowledge counts, and
should count.
This section begins with two exemplars of approaches (Bacchi, 2009; Stone, 2012) that critique
current studies of policy analysis directly. Both reject the idea that policy analysis can be a
‘rational’ or technical process to define problems and identify solutions. Rather, people
exercise power to tell stories that benefit some and punish others. It then explores the ways in
which we can build on these critiques with reference to a far wider literature with (generally)
no direct focus on policy analysis texts. In particular, it describes the role of ‘decolonizing’
knowledge, using Smith’s (2012) work as an exemplar, reinforced by other classics in this field.
It then explores how policy analysis critiques connect to studies that (a) identify inequalities in
relation to race and gender, and (b) challenge scholars and practitioners to pay more attention
to inequalities in research and practice (Doucet, 2019; Michener, 2019). Overall, we find that
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treating policy analysis as pragmatic client-oriented activity misses the bigger picture in which
analysts may contribute to the inequalities they study.
The Policy Paradox
Stone (2012: 379-85) rejects the image of policy analysis as a ‘rationalist’ project, driven by
scientific and technical rules, and separable from politics. First, problem definition is not
amenable to such simple analysis. The ‘paradox’ is that it is possible to define the same policies
in contradictory ways; they can be ‘two different things at once’ (Stone, 2012: 2). This paradox
does not refer simply to a competition between different actors to define policy problems.
Rather, the same actor can entertain very different ways to understand problems, and can juggle
many criteria to decide that a policy outcome was a success and a failure (2012: 3; see also
McConnell, 2010). Or, the same population can report contradictory views – to support a
specific policy response and its complete opposite – when asked different questions in the same
poll (Stone, 2012: 4). Therefore, second, every policy analyst’s choice is a political choice, to
define a problem and solution in one way and not another, and to categorise people and
behaviour, backed by strategic persuasion and storytelling.
5-step policy analysis may help clarify some of these political choices. However, it ‘ignores
our emotional feelings and moral intuitions’ and the consequence of making choices in a ‘polis’
containing social actors rather than a ‘market’ containing individuals (Stone, 2012: 11). Stone
(2012: 10-11) rejects the over-reliance, in policy analysis, on the misleading claim that
economic models can sum up political life, and that cost-benefit analyses can reduce a complex
problem into the sum of individual preferences using a single unambiguous measure. Rather,
many factors undermine such simplicity:
1. People find it difficult to act ‘rationally’. They struggle to rank-order their preferences
in a straightforward manner according to their values and self-interest. Instead, they
maintain a contradictory mix of objectives, which can change according to context and
their way of thinking – combining cognition and emotion– when processing
information (2012: 12; 30-4; Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2018).
2. People are social actors, in a community. Politics is characterised by ‘a model of
community where individuals live in a dense web of relationships, dependencies, and
loyalties’ and exercise power with reference to their beliefs as much as material
interests (Stone, 2012: 10; 20-36; compare with Ostrom, 1990; 2011; Lubell, 2013).
3. Morals and emotions matter. If people juggle contradictory aims and measures of
success, then a story infused with ‘metaphor and analogy’, and appealing to values and
emotions, prompts people ‘to see a situation as one thing rather than another’ and
therefore draw attention to one aim at the expense of the others (Stone, 2012: 11).
4. Values and goals are ambiguous: ‘behind every policy issue lurks a contest over
conflicting, though equally plausible, conceptions of the same abstract goal or value’
(2012: 14). Examples of competing interpretations of valence issues include definitions
of:
 Equity debates focus on many questions. Which groups should be included? How
do we assess merit? Should we identify key social groups, and rank populations
within social groups, according to ‘need’? How do we account for different people
placing different values on a good or service? Which method of distribution
(competition, lottery, election) should we use? How do we balance individual,
communal, and state-based interventions (2012: 39-62).
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Efficiency, to use the least resources to produce the same objective. Who determines
the main goal, and how to balance multiple objectives? Who benefits from such
actions? How do we define resources when balancing equity and efficiency: for
example, does a public sector job and a social security payment represent a sunk
cost to the state or a social investment in people? (2012: 63-84).
Welfare or Need, according to factors including (a) the material versus symbolic
value of goods, (b) short term support versus a long term investment in people, (c)
measures of absolute poverty or relative inequality, and (d) debates on ‘moral
hazard’ or the effect of social security on individual motivation (2012: 85-106).
Liberty, according to (a) a general balancing of freedom from coercion and freedom
from the harm caused by others, (b) debates on individual and state responsibilities,
and (c) decisions on whose behaviour to change to reduce harm to what populations
(2012: 107-28).
Security, according to (a) our limited ability to measure risk scientifically, (b)
perceptions of threat and experiences of harm, (c) debates on how much risk to
safety to tolerate before intervening, (d) who to target and imprison, and (e) the
effect of surveillance on perceptions of democracy (2012: 129-53).

In that context, policy analysis involves political actors using policy-relevant stories to
influence the ways in which their audience understands the nature of policy problems and
feasibility of solutions, within a wider context of policymaking in which people contest the
proper balance between state, community, and market action. Stories influence multiple aspects
of collective action. They define interests and mobilise actors, by framing issues with reference
to an imagined social group and its competition (such as the people versus the elite, or strivers
versus skivers) (2012: 229-47). They obfuscate decisions, by deliberately framing issues
ambiguously, shifting goals, keeping feasible solutions off the agenda, and manipulating
analyses to make their preferred solution seem the most efficient and popular. They define the
role and intended impact of policies, such as when balancing punishments versus incentives to
change behaviour, or individual versus collective behaviour (2012: 271-88). They set and
enforce rules in a complex policymaking system where there are too many rules to enforce; a
powerful narrative can draw attention to the need to enforce some rules at the expense of others
(2012: 289-310). They define human and legal rights, when there are multiple, ambiguous, and
intersecting rights, and the resources for the enforcement of some comes at the expense of
others (2012: 331-53). They influence debate on the powers of each potential policymaking
venue in relation to factors including (a) the legitimate role of the state in market, community,
family, and individual life, (b) how to select leaders, (c) the distribution of power between
levels and types of government, and who to hold to account for policy outcomes (2012: 35477).
In each case, a story is an act of persuasion, drawing on reason, facts, and indoctrination. Stone
(2012: 311-30) highlights the context in which actors construct stories to persuade: people
engage emotionally with information, people take certain situations for granted even though
they produce unequal outcomes, facts are socially constructed, and there is unequal access to
resources to gather and disseminate evidence (see also Schneider and Ingram, 2005; Jones et
al, 2012; Thibodeau and Boroditsky, 2011). Key elements of storytelling include:
1. Symbols, which sum up an issue or an action in a single picture or word (2012:157-8)
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2. Characters, such as heroes or villain, who symbolise the cause of a problem or source
of solution (2012:159)
3. Narrative arcs, such as a battle by your hero to overcome adversity (2012:160-8)
4. Synecdoche, to highlight one example of an alleged problem or social group to sum up
its whole (2012: 168-71)
5. Metaphor, to create an association between a problem and something relatable, such as
a virus or disease, a natural occurrence (such as an earthquake), something broken,
something about to burst if overburdened, or war (2012: 171-78)
6. Ambiguity, to give people different reasons to support the same thing (2012: 178-82)
7. Using numbers to: categorise people and practices, select the measures to use, interpret
the figures to evaluate or predict the results, project the sense that complex problems
can be reduced to numbers, and assign authority to the counters (2012:183-205)
8. Assigning Causation, in relation to categories including accidental or natural,
‘mechanical’ or automatic (or in relation to institutions or systems), and human-guided
causes that have intended or unintended consequences (such as malicious intent versus
recklessness). ‘Causal strategies’ include to: emphasise a natural versus human cause,
relate it to ‘bad apples’ rather than systemic failure, and suggest that the problem was
too complex to anticipate or influence. Actors use these arguments to influence rules,
assign blame, identify ‘fixers’, and generate alliances among victims or potential
supporters of change (2012: 206-28).
From stories to manipulation
Stone’s focus on stories connects in important ways to Riker’s (1986: ix) term ‘heresthetic’ to
describe ‘structuring the world so you can win’. People ‘win politically because they have set
up the situation in such a way that other people will want to join them’. They design the rules
regarding how people make choices, such as to determine the order of choice because many
policy preferences are ‘intransitive’ (if A is preferred to B and B to C, A is not necessarily
preferred to C). They also exploit the ways in which people deal with ‘bounded rationality’,
with cognitive shortcuts, to process information efficiently rather than comprehensively. Riker
highlights the potential value of some combination of the following strategies:










Make your preferred problem framing or solution as easy to understand as possible.
Make other problems/ solutions difficult to process, such as by presenting them in the
abstract and providing excessive detail.
Emphasize the high cognitive cost to the examination of all other options.
Design the comparison of a small number of options to make sure that yours is the
most competitive.
Design the framing of choice. For example, is a vote primarily about the substantial
issue or confidence in its proponents?
Design the selection of criteria to evaluate options.
Conspire to make sure that the proponent of your preferred choice is seen as heroic
(and the proponent of another choice as of flawed character and intellect).
Ensure that people make or vote for choices quickly, to ward off the possibility of
further analysis and risk of losing control of the design of choice.
Make sure that you engage in these strategies without being detected or punished.
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These practices highlight the wider agenda setting context that analysts face when presenting
evidence, values, and options. It is a truism in policy studies that the evidence does not speak
for itself. Instead, people engage in effective communication and persuasion to assign meaning
to the evidence. Further, it would be a mistake to expect success primarily from a well-written
and argued policy analysis document. Rather, much of its fate depends on exploiting the
procedures and rules that influence how people make choices.
The ‘What’s the problem represented to be?’ (WPR) approach
Bacchi (2009) uses this emphasis on the power of stories, and manipulation, to prompt us to
think about the task of policy analysis in a wider political context. WPR contrasts with models
that take the nature of a policy problem for granted, seeking solutions on that basis. Bacchi’s
(2009: 30-1) key distinction is between ‘problem’ and ‘problematisation’. Using the word
‘problem’ may imply that the nature of an issue is ‘fixed and identifiable’, ‘self-evident’, wellunderstood, agreed, or taken for granted. In contrast, ‘problematisation’ describes the ways in
which people create policy problems as they make sense of them. Problem definition is a
political process to identify how to define and address the social world, not a technical process
built on a uniform understanding of its nature.
Bacchi (20119: xii; 1-24) presents a 6-step process to understand problem definition:
1. “What’s the ‘problem’ represented to be in a specific policy?” Problem definition can
relate to: its alleged cause (such as the lifestyle of certain populations), how far a
government should go to address it (such as to regulate, fund, or exhort), and which
part of government is responsible (if it is, say, a problem of public health, social
security, or criminal justice).
2. “What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of the ‘problem’?”
WPR focuses on the ‘deep-seated cultural values’ that are taken for granted even though
they underpin debate. Examples include the rules that political actors use to categorise
‘target populations’, distinguish between normal or good versus deviant or punishable
behaviour, and establish the role of government in ‘private’ or ‘family’ life (see also
Schneider and Ingram, 1997; 2005; Cairney, 2019).
3. “How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come about?” Issues may be apparent
for long periods before becoming problems for governments to solve. Explanations for
intervention can include shifts in social attitudes or attention, changes in government,
new information, and new technologies (such as in medicine, transport, or
communication) that change social behaviour or make new interventions possible (see
also Hogwood, 1997). Further, old ways of solving problems can endure long after the
problem seems to have changed (as can ‘institutions’ – see Streeck and Thelen, 2005).
4. “What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences?
Can the ‘problem’ be thought about differently?” Note the power to decide who - or
what - is a problem, and the powerlessness of many people to challenge that choice. A
population’s ‘problems’ could be caused by their lifestyle or the ways in which we
interpret their behaviour. The cause of traffic congestion could be over-reliance on cars
or the absence of good infrastructure. Comparing problem definitions and cultural
reference points, in different countries, can help identify which frames dominate.
5. “What effects are produced by this representation of the ‘problem’?” Problem
definitions can help close off debate. They help alienate and stigmatise some
populations. They produce positive or negative material consequences, and intended or
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unintended effects. Question 5 helps us ask who benefits from the current definition,
and who might benefit from a new representation of the problem.
6. “How/ where has this representation of the ‘problem’ been produced, disseminated and
defended? How could it be questioned, disrupted and replaced?” People exercise
power to create or defend these ways to characterise problems, in a context in which
certain practices and ideas dominate debate. Bacchi argues that researchers have a
responsibility to question them, and their ‘origins, purposes, and effects’, rather than
‘buy into’ them as a natural starting point for policy analysis. In other words, she
challenges the assumption that policy analysis should simply be client-oriented.
Researching the policymaking context in this way raises a series of profound issues about
policy and policy analysis, including the: rising use of statistics and data as a function of state
surveillance, and the ways in which the state helps enforce norms about acceptable or deviant
behaviour. This is a ‘critical policy analysis’ perspective with an in-built emancipatory
function. The role of policy analysts is explicitly political, based on the assumption that policy
benefits some groups and harms others, and hence the need to ‘the side of those who are
harmed’ (Bacchi, 2009: 44). It rejects the idea that policy analysis exists simply to reduce
uncertainty with the supply of evidence. Rather, policy actors exercise power to frame issues,
reduce ambiguity and determine the demand for evidence (see also Cairney et al, 2016).
WPR highlights the relationship between (a) our knowledge of the policy process, and (b) the
ways in which we use that knowledge to pursue a policy analysis strategy. Policy analysis is
deliberately short and incomplete, often with a focus on what to exclude from discussion. It
requires us to consider (a) our audience, (b) what to present and withhold, (c) how
‘manipulative’ to be, and (d) where to draw a notional line between providing evidence and
advice, all within this wider political context (see What is your role as a policy analyst?).
Policy analysis as colonization
These insights from Stone and Bacchi highlight wider concerns about the relationship between
power, knowledge, and political analysis, summed up by Smith (2012: 10) as follows:
‘Whose research is it? Who owns it? Whose interests does it serve? Who will benefit
from it? Who has designed its questions and framed its cope? Who will carry it out?
Who will write it up? How will its results be disseminated?’
In particular, Smith (2012) identifies the profound impact of colonisation on the power to
socially construct populations and assign government benefits and burdens, such as by equating
‘indigenous’ with ‘dirtiness, savagery, rebellion and, since 9/11, terrorism’ (2012: xi-xii).
Further, academic and policy analytical research ‘is inextricably linked to European
imperialism and colonialism. (2012: 1; 21-6). Western research practices (and the European
‘Enlightenment’) reflect and reinforce political practices associated with colonial rule (2012:
2; 23).
People in indigenous communities describe researchers who exploit ‘their culture, their
knowledge, their resources’ (and, in some cases, their bodies) to bolster their own career (2012:
xi; 91-4; 102-7), in the context of a long history of subjugation and slavery that makes such
practices possible (2012: 21-6; 28-9; 176-7), and “justified as being for ‘the good of mankind’”
(2012: 26). Western researchers think – hubristically - that they can produce a general
understanding of the practices and cultures of indigenous peoples. Instead, they produce 42

irresponsibly or maliciously – negative and often dehumanizing images that feed into policies
‘employed to deny the validity of indigenous peoples’ claim to existence’ and solve the
‘indigenous problem’ (2012: 1; 8-9; 26-9; 62-5; 71-2; 81-91; 94-6). For example, research
contributes to a tendency for governments to:




identify, within indigenous communities, indicators of inequality in relation to factors
such as health, education, crime, and family life
relate inequalities to indigenous cultures and low intelligence
dismiss the ways in which colonial legacy and current policy contributes to poverty
and marginalisation (2012: 4; 12; compare with Schneider and Ingram, 1997).

Western researchers’ views on how to produce high-quality scientific evidence lead them to
‘see indigenous peoples, their values and practices as political hindrances that get in the way
of good research’ (2012: xi; 66-71). Similarly, the combination of a state’s formal laws and
unwritten rules and assumptions can serve to dismiss indigenous community knowledge as not
meeting their evidential standards, and indigenous researchers as less technically proficient
(2012: 44-9; 12).
Decolonising policy-relevant research
In that context, Smith (2012: xiii; 111-25) outlines a new agenda built on the recognition that
research is connected explicitly to political and policy aims, not objective science (2012: xiii).
It connects research directly to indigenous community ‘self-determination’, ‘survival’,
‘recovery’, and ‘development’, aided by processes such as social movement mobilization and
decolonization (2012: 121). This agenda informs the meaning of ethical conduct, signalling
that research: serves explicit emancipatory goals, requires distinctive methods and practices to
produce knowledge, and requires a code of respectful conduct (2012: 124; 179-81). Although
not focused directly on policy analysis, a decolonising project informs directly the ‘steps’ to
policy analysis described above.
First, it affects problem definition. It establishes the value of co-producing problem definition
with indigenous peoples. Mintrom (2012) describes the moral and practical value of engaging
with stakeholders to help frame policy problems and design solutions (to transform and
improve the world). However, Smith (2012: 228-32; 13) describes such a profound gulf, in the
framing of problems, that will not be bridged simply via consultation or half-hearted ‘coproduction’ exercises.
For example, if a government policy analyst relates poor health to individual and cultural
factors in indigenous communities, and people in those communities relate it to colonization,
land confiscation, minimal self-determination, and an excessive focus on individuals, what
could we realistically expect from set-piece government-led stakeholder analyses built on
research that has already set the policy agenda? Rather, Smith (2012: 15-16) describes the need
for continuous respect for a community’s ‘cultural protocols, values and behaviours’ as part of
‘an ethical and respectful approach’. Indeed, the latter could have mutual benefits which
underpin the long-term development of trust: a community may feel less marginalised by the
analysis-to-policy process, and future analysts may be viewed with less suspicion. Even so, a
more respectful policy process is not the same as accepting that some communities may benefit
more from writing about their own experiences than contributing to someone else’s story.
Writing about the past, present, and future is an exercise of power to provide a dominant
perspective with which to represent people and problems (2012: 29-41; 52-9)
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Second, it affects how analysts generate and compare solutions. Imagine a cost-benefit analysis
designed to identify the most efficient outcomes by translating all of the predicted impacts on
people into a single unit of analysis (such as a dollar amount, or quality-adjusted-life-years).
Cost-benefit assumptions include that we can: (a) assign the same value to a notionally similar
experience, and (b) produce winners from policy and compensate losers. Yet, this calculation
hinges on the power to decide how we should understand such experiences and place relative
values on outcomes, and to take a calculation of their value to one population and generalise it
to others. Smith’s analysis suggests that such processes will not produce outcomes that we can
describe honestly as societal improvements. Rather, they feed into a choice to produce winners
from policy and fail to compensate losers in an adequate or appropriate manner.
The limits to truly co-produced policy analysis (in the absence of radical change)
Smith’s (2012) analysis, coupled with wider insights from core texts on power, should also
prompt us to be sceptical about the extent to which policy analysis can be improved with slight
modifications and without radical political and social change. If so, any rhetoric on new forms
of policy analysis may perform the opposite role, to look progressive as a substitute for action.
Can we describe policy analysis processes as ‘coproduction’ if there is such an imbalance of
power and incongruence of ideas between participants?
One issue with very quick client-oriented policy analysis is that it encourages analysts to (a)
work with an already-chosen definition of the policy problem, and (b) use well-worn methods
to collect information, including (c) engaging with ideas and people with whom they are
already familiar.
Some forms of research and policy analysis may be more conducive to challenging existing
frames and encouraging wider stakeholder engagement. Still, compare this mild shift from the
status quo with a series of issues and possibilities identified by Lorde (2018):


The ‘european-american male tradition’ only allows for narrowly defined (‘rational’)
means of communication, which marginalise many groups (2018: 6-15).

Some people are so marginalised and dismissed that they struggle to communicate - about the
ways in which they are oppressed, and how they might contribute to imagining a better world
– in ways that would be valued (or even noticed) during stakeholder consultation (2018: 1-5).


A forum can be designed ostensibly to foster communication and inclusivity, only to
actually produce the opposite.

Poorly designed processes can signal to some participants that they are a token afterthought,
whose views and experiences are of limited relevance, or too challenging to incorporate. If so,
they prompt marginalised people to work hard simply to be heard. They learn that powerful
people are only willing to listen if others do the work for them, because (a) they are ignorant
of experiences other than their own, and/or (b) they profess ignorance strategically to suck the
energy from people whose views they fear and do not understand (2018: 16-21).


The correct response to racism and colonisation is anger.

Therefore, do not prioritise (a) narrow rules of civility, or the sensibilities of the privileged, if
(b) your aim is to encourage conversations with people who are trying to express the ways in
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which they deal with overwhelming and continuous hatred, violence, and oppression (2018:
22-35)
Are such forms of policy analysis a deliberate substitute for changes to political practices?
Why might your potential allies in ‘coproduced policy analysis’ be suspicious of your motives,
or sceptical about the likely outcomes of such an exchange? One theme throughout Smith’s
(2012) book is that people often co-opt key terms (such as ‘decolonizing’) to perform the sense
that they care about social change, to try to look like they are doing something important, while
actually designing ineffective or bad faith processes to protect the status of themselves or their
own institution or profession. Ahmed (2017: 103) describes comparable initiatives – such as to
foster ‘equality and diversity’ - as a public relations exercise for organisations, rather than a
sincere desire to do the work. Consequently, there is a gap ‘between a symbolic commitment
and a lived reality’ (2017: 90). Indeed, the aim may be to project a sense of transformation to
hinder that transformation (2017: 90). It comes with a tendency to use a ‘safe’ and nonconfrontational language (‘diversity’) to project the sense that we can only push people so far,
at the expense of terms such as ‘racism’ that would signal challenge, confrontation, and a
commitment to high impact (2017: chapter 4).
Does the production of a common agreement simply hide inequalities of power?
Imagine policy analysis at a global level, in which some countries and international
organisations negotiate agreements, influenced in a limited way by critical social movements
in pursuit of social justice. Santos (2014) identifies a series of obstacles including:





Western (or Global North) ways of thinking dominate analysis, at the expense of
insights from the Global South (2014: viii)
‘Western centric’ ideas promote the sense that some concepts and collective aims –
such as human dignity and human rights – can be understood universally, rather than
through the lens of struggles that are specific to some regions (2014: 21; 38)
A lack of imagination or willingness to imagine different futures and conceptions of
social justice (2014: 24).

Consequently, policy actors may come together to discuss major policy change on ostensibly
the same terms, only for some groups to – intentionally and unintentionally - dominate thought
and action and reinforce the global inequalities they propose to reduce.
Such insights suggest that a stated commitment to co-produce research and policy might begin
with good intentions. Even so, a commitment to sincere engagement does not guarantee an
audience or prevent you from exacerbating the very problems you profess to solve.
Power is inherent in the description of good knowledge
Previous sections show how the assertion of scientific objectivity and the superiority of
scientific evidence, create barriers between indigenous knowledge and policy. Yet, as Hindess
(1977: 3-22) shows, all claims to knowledge are flawed because they involve inescapable
circularity: we employ philosophy to identify the nature of the world (ontology) and how
humans can generate valid knowledge of it (epistemology) to inform methodology, to state that
scientific knowledge is only valid if it lives up to a prescribed method. Then, we argue that
scientific knowledge validates the methodology and its underlying philosophy (1977: 3-22). If
so, we are describing something that makes sense according to the rules and practices of its
proponents, not an objective scientific method to help us accumulate knowledge. Further, the
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generation of different forms of knowledge, based on different rules and practices, raises the
prospect that approaches to knowledge may be ‘incommensurable’, without a clear way to
adjudicate between them. If different approaches do not share ‘a common set of perceptions’
(or even a set of comparable questions) ‘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’ (Hindess, 1988: 74). Therefore, “there is no possibility of an extratheoretical
court of appeal which can ‘validate’ the claims of one position against those of another”
(Hindess, 1977: 226).
If so, one can simply assert the primacy of scientific evidence or reject such dogma, to reflect
on the production, purpose, value, and limitations of our knowledge in different contexts. On
that basis, we can have honest discussions about why we should exercise power in a political
system to favour some forms of knowledge over others in policy analysis, reflecting on:
1. Internal consistency: is an approach coherent, and does it succeed on its own terms?
 For example, do its users share a clear language, pursue consistent aims with systematic
methods, find ways to compare and reinforce the value of each other’s findings, while
contributing to a thriving research agenda (Heikkila and Cairney, 2018)?
 Or, do they express their aims in other ways, such as to connect research to
emancipation, or value respect for a community over the scientific study of that
community?
2. Collaborative consistency: how can we compare different forms of knowledge when
they do not follow each other’s rules or standards?
 What if one approach is more rigorous, and the other more coherent?
 What if one produces more data, but another produces more understanding and
ownership?
3. Synthesising knowledge. Spiegelhalter (2018) provides a convincing description of the
benefits of systematic review and ‘meta-analysis’ within a single, clearly defined,
scientific approach containing high agreement on methods and standards for
comparison. However, this approach is not applicable directly to the review of multiple
forms of knowledge. Some systematic reviewers make the mistake of applying the
methodological standards of their own field to all others. Policy analysts are more likely
to apply different criteria - is it available, understandable, ‘usable’, and policy relevant
– but with similar problems of inclusion and exclusion.
In each case, the choice of criteria for comparing forms of knowledge involves political choice,
without the ability – described in relation to cost benefit analysis – to translate all relevant
factors into a single unit. Analysts choose to include/ exclude certain forms of knowledge
according to professional norms or policymaking imperatives, not a technical process to
identify the most objective information.
Policy analysis for marginalized groups
Doucet (2019: 1) draws on such insights to identify three guiding questions, to show how to
improve the use of evidence and knowledge in policy analysis. First, for what purposes do
policymakers find evidence useful? Examples include to: inform a definition of problems and
solutions, foster practitioner-learning, support an existing political position, or impose
programmes backed by evidence. Second, who decides what to use, and what is useful? Actors
determining usefulness could be the researchers providing evidence, the policymakers using it,
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the stakeholders involved in coproduction, or the people affected by research and policy. Third,
how do critical theories inform these questions? They remind us that so-called ‘rational’ policy
processes have incorporated research evidence to help: ‘maintain power hierarchies and accept
social inequity as a given. Indeed, research has been historically and contemporaneously
(mis)used to justify a range of social harms’ (2019: 2). Further, they help us redefine usefulness
in relation to: ‘how well research evidence communicates the lived experiences of marginalized
groups’ (2019: 3).
In that context, Doucet (2019) recommends a collection of responses, to:
1. Recognise the ways in which research, policy analysis, and policy combine to
reproduce the subordination of social groups. General mechanisms include: the
reproduction of the assumptions, norms, and rules that produce a disproportionate
impact on social groups (compare with Schneider and Ingram, 2005). Specific
mechanism include: judging marginalised groups harshly according to ‘Western,
educated, industrialized, rich and democratic’ norms (‘WEIRD’).
2. Reject the idea that scientific research can be seen as objective or neutral, and that
researchers are beyond reproach for their role in subordination and marginalisation.
3. Give proper recognition to ‘experiential knowledge’ and ‘transdiciplinary approaches’
to knowledge production, rather than privileging scientific knowledge.
4. Commit to social justice, to help ‘eliminate oppressions and to emancipate and
empower marginalized groups’, such as by disrupting ‘the policies and practices that
disproportionately harm marginalized groups’ (2019: 5-7).
5. Develop strategies to ‘center race’, ‘democratize’ research production, and ‘leverage’
transdisciplinary methods (including poetry, oral history and narrative, art, and
discourse analysis) (2019: 10-22)
Michener (2019) provides a framework to understand the policymaking context in which such
approaches interact, to identify the rules, norms, and practices that reinforce subordination.
Michener’s (2019: 424) ‘racialized feedback framework (RFF)’ helps explain the ‘unrelenting
force with which racism and White supremacy have pervaded social, economic, and political
institutions in the United States’. Key mechanisms include (2019: 424-6):
1. ‘Channelling resources’, in which the rules, to distribute government resources, benefit
some social groups and punish others. Examples include: privileging White populations
in social security schemes and the design/ provision of education, and punishing Black
populations disproportionately in prisons (2019: 428-32). These rules also influence the
motivation of social groups to engage in politics to influence policy (some citizens are
emboldened, others alienated).
2. ‘Generating interests’, in which ‘racial stratification’ is a key factor in the power of
interest groups (and balance of power in them).
3. ‘Shaping interpretive schema’, in which race is a lens through which actors understand,
interpret, and seek to solve policy problems.
4. The ways in which centralization (making policy at the federal level) or decentralization
influence policy design. For example, the ‘historical record’ suggests that
decentralization is more likely to ‘be a force of inequality than an incubator of power
for people of color’ (2019: 433).
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Revisting the pragmatic client-oriented policy analyst
This type of analysis provides a profound challenge to common policy analysis advice. Most
policy analysis textbooks advocate pragmatism. Classic texts focus on client-oriented steps, to
produce just enough policy-relevant information to help define problems and identify solutions.
Make sure that your client-oriented advice builds on your client’s timetable and definition of
the problem. Manage your expectations about your ability to change policy (and influence
policymaking). In that old context, pragmatism relates to the idea that policy analysis consists
of ‘art and craft’, in which analysts assess what is politically feasible if taking a low-risk clientoriented approach.
In this new context, pragmatism is a euphemism for conservatism, as an excuse to reject
ambitious and necessary plans for policy change. For example, the identification of
colonisation and systematic racism, from the production of knowledge to its use in policy
analysis to produce racist policy and institutions, warns us about the role of policy analysis in
maintaining the status quo. This focus on the wider political context prompts us to reflect
further on the relationship between power and policy-relevant information, when we decide
whose knowledge counts. People exercise power to tell stories that benefit some and punish
others, and they draw on limited sources of knowledge to make their case.
Such descriptions of policy analysis also reinforce studies of power, which suggest that the
most profound and worrying kinds of power are the hardest to observe (Cairney, 2020: 44-54).
First, actors use their resources to reinforce social attitudes and policymakers’ beliefs, to
establish which issues are policy problems worthy of attention and which populations deserve
government support or punishment. Second, studies of power relate these processes to the
manipulation of ideas or shared beliefs, to identify the public interest or encourage social norms
which are enforced by the state, social groups, and individuals who govern their own behaviour
with reference to what they feel is expected of them. Such beliefs, norms, and rules are
profoundly important because they often remain unspoken and taken for granted in everyday
practices. If so, we may not need to identify manipulative policy analysts to find unequal power
relationships: strong and enduring social practices help some people win at the expense of
others. Third, they identify the act of dismissing an individual, social group, or population by
undermining the value of their knowledge or claim to knowledge.
In that context, this section identifies the ways in which policy analysis can challenge such
strategies while doing their work. Acknowledge inequalities in relation to marginalized
populations, and pay more attention to inequalities in research and practice (Doucet, 2019;
Michener, 2019). Do not treat policy analysis simply as a pragmatic client-oriented activity,
because this perspective misses this bigger picture and contributes to the practices that help
maintain inequalities. As a result, it goes against a wider policy analysis professional
commitment to ‘speak truth to power’ to foster ‘human dignity’.

How have how to do policy analysis texts incorporated these
insights so far
Policy analysis texts now reflect many of these developments somewhat, in new editions of
classics, or new approaches. For example, Dunn’s (2017) general advice to be pragmatic is
based on policy process insights. He contrasts the ‘art and craft’ (Wildavsky, 1980) of policy
analysis with the idea of ‘evidence based policymaking’. The naïve attachment to ‘facts speak
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for themselves’ or ‘knowledge for its own sake’ undermines a researcher’s ability to adapt well
to the evidence-demands of policymakers (Dunn, 2017: 68; 4). In practice, analysis is
influenced by: the cognitive shortcuts that analysts use to gather information; the role they
perform in an organisation; the time constraints and incentive structures in organisations and
political systems; the expectations and standards of their profession; and, the need to work with
teams consisting of many professions/ disciplines (2017: 15-6). The cost, in terms of time and
resources, of conducting multiple research and analytical methods is high, and highly
constrained in political environments (2017: 17-8). Therefore, note the value of ‘erotetic
rationality’ in which people deal with their lack of knowledge of a complex world by giving
up on the idea of certainty (accepting their ‘ignorance’), in favour of a continuous process of
‘questioning and answering’ (2017: 47-52).
Similarly, Weimer and Vining (2017) highlight a gap between (a) our ability to model and
predict economic and social behaviour, and (b) what actually happens when governments
intervene. They describe the need to supplement a ‘solid grounding’ in economics and statistics
with political awareness, and the ‘development of a professional mind-set’ rather than
perfecting ‘technical skills’ (2017: 30; 34-40). This approach requires some knowledge of
policy theories, and they discuss theory-inspired: (a) strategies including ‘co-optation’,
‘compromise’, ‘rhetoric’, and ‘heresthetics’, (b) the role of narrative in ‘writing
implementation scenarios’, and (c) the need to address the complexity of mixing many policy
interventions (2017: 259-323). Note how flexible this advice must be, to reflect factors such
as:






the (unpredictable) effect that different clients and contexts have on your task
the pressure on your limited time and resources
the ambiguity of broad goals such as equity and human dignity
a tendency of your clients to (a) not know, or (b) choose not to reveal their goals before
you complete your analysis of possible policy solutions (2017: 347-9)
the need to balance many factors - (a) answering your client’s question with confidence,
(b) describing uncertainty, and (c) recognising the benefit of humility – to establish
your reputation as a provider of credible and reliable analysis (2017: 341; 363; 373;
453).

Flexible communication
Further, Smith’s (2015) advice on communication rests upon knowledge of policy processes
guides. First, Smith (2015) advises that there is no linear and orderly policy cycle in which to
present written analysis. The policymaking environment is more complex and less predictable
than this model suggests. Consequently, there is no blueprint or uniform template for writing
policy analysis. The mix of policy problems is too diverse to manage with one approach, and
‘context’ may be more important than the ‘content’ of your proposal. Communication comes
in many forms to reflect many possible venues.
Second, policy communication is not a rational/ technical process. It is a political exercise,
built on the use of values to frame and try to solve problems. Analysis takes place in often
highly divisive debates. People communicate using stories, and they use framing and
persuasion techniques. They need to tailor their arguments to specific audiences, rather than
hoping that one document could appeal to everyone. Everyone may have the ability to frame
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issues, but only some policymakers ‘have authority to decide’ to pay attention to and interpret
problems.
Ethical and normative responses
Mintrom (2012: 5-7) focuses more on policy analyst conduct and professionalism. He describes
Radin’s narrative regarding the changing nature of policy analysis, in which there is now a
much larger profession, spread across - and outside of – government, engaging explicitly in the
politics of policy analysis and advice. If so, any advice on how to do policy analysis has to be
flexible, to incorporate the greater diversity of actors and the sense that complex policymaking
systems require flexible skills and practices rather than standardised techniques and outputs.
In that context, Mintrom (2012: 95-108) emphasises the enduring role for ethical policy
analysis, which can relate to ‘universal’ principles such as fairness, compassion, and respect,
specific principles to project the analyst’s integrity, competence, responsibility, respectfulness,
and concern for others, and new professional and analytical strategies. New professional
practices include to:






engage with many stakeholders in problem definition, to reflect a diversity of
knowledge and views
present a range of feasible solutions, making clear their distributional effects on target
populations, opportunity costs (what policies/ outcomes would not be funded if this
were), and impact on those who implement policy
be honest about (a) the method of calculation, and (b) uncertainty, when projecting
outcomes
clarify the trade-offs between alternatives (don’t stack-up the evidence for one), and
maximise effective information sharing, rather than exploiting the limited attention of
your audience.

New analytical strategies (2012: 114-15; 246-84) include the analysis of factors such as gender
and race, to: measure the extent to which social groups are already ‘systematically
disadvantaged’; identify the causes (such as racism and sexism) of, and potential solutions to,
these outcomes; make sure that new policies reduce or do not perpetuate disadvantages;
discourage politicians from trying to gain electorally from scapegoating target populations;
and, encourage transformative policy change even when there are major obstacles.
Weimer and Vining emphasise the client orientation, which limits your time, freedom, and
perhaps inclination to challenge strongly the problem definitions that punish powerless
populations. Still, this normative role is part of an ethical duty to:







balance a ‘responsibility to client’ with ‘analytical integrity’ and ‘adherence to one’s
personal conception of the good society’, and challenge the client if they undermine
professional values (2017: 43-50)
reflect on the extent to which a policy analyst should seek to be an ‘Objective
Technician’, ‘Client’s Advocate’ or ‘Issue Advocate’ (2017: 44; see What is your role
as a policy analyst?)
recognise the highly political nature of seemingly technical processes such as costbenefit-analysis (2017: 403-6), and
encourage politicians to put ‘aside their narrow personal and political interests for the
greater good’ (2017: 454).
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Still, policy analysis texts remain attached to 5-step guides
Meltzer and Schwartz (2019: 1-3) provide the most recent and spirited defence of 5-step policy
analysis, arguing that their critics provide no useful alternative to help guide new policy
analysts. These guides are essential:
to be persuasive, and credible, analysts must situate the problem, defend their evaluative
criteria, and be able to demonstrate that their policy recommendation is superior, on
balance, to other alternative options in addressing the problem, as defined by the
analyst. At a minimum, the analyst needs to present a clear and defensible ranking of
options to guide the decisions of the policy makers (Meltzer and Schwartz, 2019: 4).
In other words, the problem is a too- rigid ‘rationalistic approach’ to 5-step policy analysis,
which can be solved by a ‘flexible’ and ‘iterative’ approach. Meltzer and Schwartz (2019: 278) explore ways to improve rather than replace a 5-step model, using insights from approaches
such as ‘design thinking’. This commitment to maintaining simple and pragmatic guides,
informed by insights on knowledge production and policy process research, helps set the stage
for part two of this book.

Part Two: challenging themes in policy analysis
Part two presents a collection of themes on the role of policy analysis in complex policymaking
environments, in which the nature of evidence and nature of policy problems is highly
contested, and policy analysis can reinforce the inequalities that analysts may seek to reduce.
Policy analysts face constant dilemmas because there will always necessarily be trade-offs
between aims, such as to recognise policy and policymaking complexity but find ways to
simplify analysis, to recognise profound socioeconomic inequalities but not describe policy
problems as too large to solve, and to seek major policy change but be pragmatic in relation to
your audience. What can they do, and what should they do, when they face such dilemmas?
The first section summarises insights so far, to set the agenda for further discussion.

Comparing what you need as a policy analyst with policymaking
reality.
Our first key theme regards a tendency to equate what policymakers and analysts need, to do
their job effectively, and what they can actually expect to happen. To demonstrate, it is worth
revisiting Lasswell’s distinction between policy process research, as the analysis of policy, and
policy analysis as the analysis for policy. Although Lasswell highlighted the value of
combining their insights, in doing so we should be careful not to confuse the two. The lines
between each approach may be blurry, and each element makes less sense without the other,
but the distinction is crucial to help us overcome the major confusion associated with this
question:
Does policymaking actually proceed through a series of stages?
The short answer is no, but you may be forgiven for thinking that it does. The longer answer is
that almost all of the field of policy studies (a) treat the stage-based model - the policy cycle –
as akin to an ideal-type, and (b) compare it with descriptions of real world policymaking. In a
nutshell, most policy theorists reject the policy image because it oversimplifies a complex
policymaking system (Figure 1). Indeed, I argue that it does more harm than good, for two
main reasons (Cairney, 2020):
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1. Descriptively, it is inaccurate, unless you imagine thousands of policy cycles
interacting with each other to produce less orderly behaviour and less predictable
outputs (Figure 1).
2. Prescriptively, it gives you misleading advice about the nature of your policymaking
task.
If the policy cycle does not exist, why does the image persist?
Common reasons include that the stage based approach: provides one way to introduce policy
studies (Wu et al, 2017), relate it to policy analysis (Althaus, 2013; Hogwood and Gunn, 1984),
use it as a learning aid or initial heuristic for practitioners (Threlfall and Althaus, 2020), and
project policymaking order to the public (Cairney, 2015). The simple model of a cycle with
stages might endure because it can help policymakers and practitioners understand their task
in the simplest way, then describe what to do. The world is complex, but policymakers have to
simplify it to take action and to explain their account to the legislatures and public to which
they are accountable (Cairney, 2015: 26). Or, at least, they must tell a story of what they’d like
to do: identify their aims, identify policies to achieve those aims, select a policy measure,
ensure that the selection is legitimised by the population or its legislature, identify the necessary
resources, implement, then evaluate the policy. All the while, you can hold them to account
because they are in control. Indeed, imagine the alternative: policymakers tell the public that
the policy process is too complicated to understand and explain what they are doing.
Yet, as far as I can tell, policymakers don’t tell this cycle story as consistently as they used to.
Further, key organisations such as the European Commission tell a much different story about
the need to accept and respond to policymaking complexity (Topp et al, 2018). In that context,
for present purposes, I suggest two further explanations:
1. It arose from a misunderstanding in policy studies
Weible and Cairney (2019) argue the stages approach represents a good idea gone wrong. If
you trace it back to its origins, you will find Lasswell’s (1956) description of decision
functions: intelligence, recommendation, prescription, invocation, application, appraisal and
termination. These functions correspond reasonably well to a policy cycle’s stages: agenda
setting, formulation, legitimation, implementation, evaluation, and maintenance, succession or
termination. However, Weible and Cairney (2019) argues that the stages morphed into a cycle
as Lasswell’s ideas became popular in texts by Lasswell-inspired scholars. For example, Jones
(1970) established the term ‘policy cycle’, Brewer (1974: 240) replaced the decision functions
with ‘six basic phases through which a policy or program passes over time’, and other books
organized chapters according to stages in a cycle (Anderson, 1975; May and Wildasky, 1978;
Brewer and deLeon, 1983).
2. It describes functional requirements of policy analysis
However, Lasswell was imagining functional requirements, while the cycle seems to describe
actual stages (Weible and Cairney, 2019; Dunn, 2017: 42-3). In other words, if you take
Lasswell’s list of what policy analysts and many policymakers need to do, multiple it by the
number of actors (spread across many organisations or venues) trying to do it, then you get the
complex (or ‘multi-centric’) policy processes described by modern theories (see Cairney et al,
2019). If, instead, you strip all that activity down into a single cycle, you get the wrong idea.
In that context, studies of policy analysis in action suggest that (a) an individual analyst’s need
for simple steps, to turn policymaking complexity into useful heuristics and pragmatic
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strategies, should not be confused with what actually happens when many policy analysts,
influencers, and policymakers interact in policy processes. Just to hammer home the point, note
a major difference between:
1. Functional requirements. What you need from policymaking systems, to (a) manage
your task (the 5-step policy analysis) and (b) understand and engage in policy processes
(the simple policy cycle).
2. Actual processes and outcomes. What policy concepts and theories tell us about
bounded rationality (which limit the comprehensiveness of your analysis) and
policymaking complexity (which undermines your understanding and engagement in
policy processes).
Policy analysis takes place in a policymaking environment over which no one has full
knowledge or control. There is no ‘core executive’ able to control policy outcomes via a series
of steps in a policy cycle. Rather, as Dunn (2017: 44-5) suggests, if we must maintain a focus
on notional ‘stages’, think of them as interacting continuously and often out of order. Attention
to a policy problem fluctuates, actors propose and adopt solutions continuously, actors are
making policy (and feeding back on its success) as they implement, evaluation of policy
success is not a single-shot document, and previous policies set the agenda for new policy. In
that context, it is no surprise that the impact of a single policy analysis is usually minimal
(2017: 57).
What do you need to define a policy problem, and what types of solutions are available?
This distinction between (a) the functional requirements of policy analysis, and (b) the real
world constraints described in policy process research, helps us understand the role of problem
definition and solution development in a highly political and complex policy process. It
prompts us to ask who exactly our audience is when we define problems, and what we can
realistically expect them to do with our solutions.
Defining problems: clients and environments
The classic 5-step policy analysis texts focus on how to define policy problems well, but they
vary somewhat in their definition of doing it well. Bardach (2012) recommends using rhetoric
and eye-catching data to generate attention. Weimer and Vining (2017) and Mintrom (2012)
recommend beginning with your client’s ‘diagnosis’, placing it in a wider perspective to help
analyse it critically, and asking yourself how else you might define it. Melzer and Schwartz
(2019) and Dunn (2017) identify additional ways to contextualise your client’s definition, such
as by generating a timeline to help ‘map’ causation or using ‘problem-structuring methods’ to
compare definitions and avoid making too many assumptions on a problem’s cause. Thissen
(2013) compares ‘rational’ and ‘argumentative’ approaches, treating problem definition as
something to be measured scientifically or established rhetorically.
As such, these texts identify analytical techniques but recognise that problem definition is not
simply a technical process to be broken down into a series of unproblematic steps. Rather,
critical studies emphasise the role of power and politics to determine whose knowledge is
relevant (Smith, 2012) and whose problem definition counts (Bacchi, 2009; Stone, 2012).
Problem definition is a political act, to try to establish whose interests matter, how they see the
world, and what counts as good or bad evidence.
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Policy process research also describes problem definition and agenda setting in relation to
framing, narrative, social construction, and power (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009; Cairney,
2020: 154-9; Jones et al, 2014; Schneider and Ingram, 1997). Actors exercise power to try to
generate attention to their policy problem at the expense of others, and for their preferred frame
at the expense of other interpretations. Success helps them translate their beliefs into policy, by
fostering or undermining policy change. It requires them to persuade powerful audiences, by
drawing on insights from psychology to understand how policymakers might combine
cognition and emotion to understand problems (Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017). In other
words, focus on persuasion to reduce ambiguity (when there are many ways to interpret
problems) rather than simply the provision of information to reduce uncertainty (when there is
low knowledge) (Cairney, 2019; Zahariadis, 2007: 66).
What these accounts have in common is that they raise normative questions about how analysts
should engage with clients. For example, should they accept or push boundaries? Should they
accept the ways in which their clients understand problems, and try to provide new information
on that basis, or challenge this framing as part of a challenge to the status quo (which
perpetuates an unequal balance of power and resources)?
However, if we stop there, we generate a misleading impression regarding the extent to which
this choice is in the gift of the analyst (or indeed the policymaker). In this context, the key
insight from policy studies is that policy is not made by a small group of actors aided by an
elite cadre of analysts. Rather, policy analysis has become a much wider competition between
analysts as advocates, in an environment over which no-one has full understanding or control.
In other words, if we shift our analysis from analysts/ clients towards environments and
systems, we generate a very different image of the constraints and opportunities associated
with each role (see How far would you go? pp69-71).
Producing solutions as part of a policy mix
The classic 5-step policy analysis emphasise technical and political aspects to solution
production:



Technical feasibility. Will a solution work as intended, given the alleged severity and
cause of the problem?
Political feasibility. Will it receive sufficient support from my client, given the ways in
which key policy actors weigh up the costs and benefits of action?

Put simply, (a) a technocratic choice about the ‘optimality’ of a solution is useless without
considering who will support its adoption, and (b) some types of solution will always be a hard
sell, no matter their alleged effectiveness. Bardach (2012) recommends identifying solutions
that your audience might consider, perhaps providing a range of options on a notional spectrum
of acceptability. Smith (2015) highlights the value of ‘precedent’, or relating potential solutions
to previous strategies. Weimer and Vining (2017) identify the importance of ‘a professional
mind-set’ that may be more important than perfecting ‘technical skills’. Mintrom (2012) notes
that some solutions are easier to sell than others. Melzer and Schwartz (2019) describe the
benefits of making a preliminary recommendation to inform an iterative process, drawing
feedback from clients and stakeholder groups. Dunn (2017) warns against too-narrow forms of
‘evidence based’ analysis which undermine a researcher’s ability to adapt well to the evidencedemands of policymakers. In each case, the solution depends on how analysts frame the
problem. For example, if you define tobacco and smoking in relation to: (a) its economic
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benefits, a solution relates to how to maximise export and taxation revenues; while (b) framing
it as the cause of a global public health epidemic only prompts solutions that reduce in smoking
in the population (Cairney, 2016).
Policy studies go further. First, they ask: what types of policy tools or instruments are actually
used? The answer can vary dramatically. For example, Cairney and St Denny (2020: 17-18)
find that the same basic commitment – to so-called ‘prevention’ policy – can involve two
profoundly different uses of policy instruments. At one end of the spectrum, we find the
potential for ‘maximal’ commitment, when policymakers combine new regulations with
redistributional tax and spending and a new policymaking organisation to oversee delivery. At
the other, we find ‘minimal’ commitment based primarily on a government coordinating the
sharing of information to encourage other actors to change their approach. In such cases, the
lesson for analysts is that it is relatively easy to identify immediate political feasibility for a
vague commitment to a new strategy, but significant policy change requires more than
successful single-shot analyses (2020: 238).
Second, how does the adoption of a new solution contribute to the size, substance, speed, and
direction of policy change? See Giordono and Cairney (2019) for a summary of common
measures. What we call ‘policy’ is actually a collection of policy instruments. 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. Those instruments combine to represent a complex policy mix whose overall effects
are not simple to predict.
In some stories of policy change, each additional policy instrument is part of a comprehensive
mix of instruments tied closely to a clear strategy (see Cairney et al, 2012 on stories of tobacco
policy change). As such, they fulfil Lindblom’s (1964; 1979) enduring and pervasive story
about the benefits of policy analysis which advocates radical policy change via a series of nonradical (incremental) steps.
However, policy change is not so predictable or plannable. Most policy change is minor, but
some is major, and the cause of major policy change is not simply in the gift of policymakers.
Rather, the overall effect of a succession of individual policy changes is ‘non-linear’, difficult
to predict, and subject to emergent outcomes, rather than cumulative (Spyridaki and Flamos,
2014; Munro and Cairney, 2020). This point is crucial to policy analysis: does the proposal of
a new policy instrument merely add a new instrument to the pile, or necessitate a rethink of all
instruments, to anticipate the disproportionate effect of a new policy instrument on the rest? It
identifies essential context, particularly if you are asked to provide, say, a simple logic model
or ‘theory of change’ to describe the likely impact of your new solution. The overall effect of
policy is not so susceptible to prediction when governments add new policy solutions to an
existing, complex, mix of solutions rather than working from a blank canvas.
Overall, the take home message from this section is that policy analysis is incomplete without
analysis of the policy process. For example, think of the policy process as a complex system
that determines the impact of your solution. It can ensure that your intervention has a
disproportionate impact on policy outcomes, from zero to profound. Policy analysts have
limited control over the definition of a problem, and policymakers do not control the outcomes
of their solutions. If so, this message could have a major impact on the role of policy analysis.
In the next section, it prompts us to think about its normative role: if ‘optimal’ and evidence
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based analysis is not possible, should analysts focus instead on public deliberation and
stakeholder ownership (‘the journey is more important than the destination’)? In subsequent
sections, it prompts us to question the role of analysis more widely, to see how ‘entrepreneurial’
you can be, what exactly ‘systems thinking’ means in policy analysis, and ask far you would
go to secure policy attention and outcomes.

Who should be involved in the process of policy analysis?
Policy analysis is a political act to decide who should be involved in the policy process. There
are different visions of policy analysis, from a focus on ‘evidence based’ policymaking built
on research and expert knowledge, to a ‘co-produced’ exercise built on deliberation and
multiple sources of knowledge. These choices are not necessarily mutually exclusive, but it is
important to identify and address the potential tensions between them. Key issues include:
1. How many people should be involved in policy analysis? ‘Evidence based’ analysis
often suggests that we build policy with a small group of experts, while a ‘co-produced’
exercise builds on deliberation and wide inclusion (Cairney, 2016). Further, as Dunlop
and Radaelli (2018: 260) argue, a process of combining insights from many sources
through deliberation (reflective learning) can also encourage wider cooperation on the
rules and norms of policy engagement and delivery.
2. Whose knowledge counts? As discussed in the ‘wider insights’ section (pp30-42),
assigning value to knowledge is a political act that can reinforce inequalities when
relying on a narrow range of scientific sources, or challenge inequalities when giving
more respect to a wider range of academic and experiential sources.
3. Who should control policy design? For example, should policymaking be centralised,
to roll out the allegedly ‘best’ instruments nationally, or decentralised, to allow the
discretion to make different choices based on the same policy analysis?
Different answers to these questions have profoundly different implications for policy analysis.
To demonstrate, let us begin with one simple story for each approach.
A story of ‘evidence-based policymaking’
One story of ‘evidence based’ policy analysis is that it should be based on the best available
evidence of ‘what works’ (see Cairney, 2016; Boaz et al, 2019). Often, the description of the
‘best’ evidence relates to the idea that there is a notional hierarchy of evidence according to the
research methods used (Oliver and Pearce, 2017). At the top would be the systematic review
of randomised control trials, and at the bottom would be expertise, while practitioner
knowledge and stakeholder feedback may not even feature (Althaus, 2019: 4).
This kind of hierarchy has major implications for policy learning and transfer, such as when
importing policy interventions from abroad or ‘scaling up’ domestic projects (see Rose, 1993;
2005; Dolowitz and Marsh, 1996; 2000). Put simply, the experimental method is designed to
identify the causal effect of a very narrowly defined policy intervention. Its importation or
scaling up would be akin to the description of medicine, in which the evidence identifies the
causal effect of a specific active ingredient to be administered with the correct dosage. A very
strong commitment to a uniform model precludes the consensus-seeking processes we might
associate with co-production, in which many voices contribute to a policy design to suit a
specific context (Cairney, 2017; Cairney and Oliver, 2017).
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A story of co-production in policymaking
One story of ‘co-produced’ policy analysis is that it should be based on respectful conversations
between a wide range of policymakers and citizens. Often, descriptions emphasise the diversity
of valuable policy relevant information, with scientific evidence considered alongside
experiential knowledge, community voices, and normative values. This rejection of a simple
hierarchy of evidence also has major implications for policy learning and transfer. Put simply,
a co-production method is designed to identify the positive effect – widespread ‘ownership’ of
the problem and commitment to a commonly-agreed solution – of a well-discussed
intervention, often in the absence of central government control (Cairney, 2017; 2020; Cairney
and St Denny, 2020). Its use would be akin to a collaborative governance mechanism, in which
one potential cause of success is the process used to foster agreement rather than the
intervention itself (Ansell and Gash, 2008). Indeed, part of the collaboration may be to produce
the rules of collective action and the criteria to evaluate of success (Ostrom, 1990: 51; Ostrom
et al., 2014: 285; Ostrom, 2011: 16; Heikkila and Andersson, 2018). A strong commitment to
this process precludes the adoption of a uniform model that we might associate with narrowlydefined stories of evidence based policymaking.
These stories help us compare choices regarding how to identify and use evidence, and think
of evidence-use in more-or-less decentralised policymaking systems. As table 2 suggests, on
initial inspection, we might expect to see a congruence between choices on evidence use and
governance: a centralised approach to policymaking is conducive to generating evidence on
uniform models of policy delivery, while a decentralised approach is conducive to deliberating
and sharing stories about policy.
Table 2: two stories of knowledge-informed policy analysis
The evidence-based story
The co-production story
The main story

Interventions are highly regarded
when backed by empirical data
from international randomised
control trials (RCTs).

How should you gather
evidence
of
policy
effectiveness?
How should you ‘scale up’
from evidence of best
practice?

People tell stories of policy
experiences, and invite other
people to learn from them. Policy
is driven by governance principles
based on co-producing policy
with communities and users.
With reference to principles of
good practice, and diverse sources
of knowledge.
Tell stories based on your
experience, and invite other
people to learn from them.

With reference to a hierarchy of
evidence, with systematic reviews
and RCTs at the top.
Introduce the same model in each
area.
Require
fidelity,
to
administer the correct dosage, and
allow you to measure its
effectiveness using RCTs.
What aim should you To
ensure
the
correct To foster key principles, such as
prioritise?
administration of the same active localism
and
respect
for
ingredient.
communities and service user
experiences.
Source: adapted from Cairney (2017; 2020) and Cairney and Oliver (2017)

However, in practice, policymakers seem to try to juggle an inconsistent mix of initiatives. For
example, since ‘policy’ is really a mix of policy instruments, a government can produce
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different instruments with different methods of analysis. Or, more confusingly, they try to
generate the best of both worlds, in which they use RCT evidence to identify an initial solution,
then encourage localism and the co-production of policy in practice (Cairney, 2019; 2020).
Further, researchers often try to co-produce policy analysis by combining research with
knowledge from stakeholders or service users (for example, Crompton, 2019). Bevir et al
(2019) identify several traditions of co-production on which analysts might draw, including the
IAD’s focus on collaborative and polycentric governance, social movements to foster ‘service‐
user emancipation’ from paternalistic public services, or Habermas-inspired ideas about
deliberative democracy.
Although a collaborative approach may help ward off the inconsistent use of research by
governments, it also creates major potential for confusion and inconsistency (see Flinders et al,
2016; Oliver et al, 2019; Allen et al, 2019; Clarke et al, 2019). To a large extent, these problems
relate to the trade-offs at the start of this section: how many people should be involved, whose
knowledge counts, who should control the process, and what is the intended outcome? Each
answer involves political choice to favour one form and source of knowledge over another, and
it feeds into very different notions regarding who should make policy choices based on these
insights. Co-produced policy analysis costs time, money, and emotional energy, with no
guarantee of any reward. Indeed, the analyst (or their client) may not like or want to incorporate
what they hear, which exposes the politics that cannot be resolved by more evidence or more
discussion (see Weaver, 2019 on voices that challenge existing hierarchies).
Further, in some cases, the choice may be to use the language of co-production rather cynically,
to project consensus-seeking strategies while actually seeking to get your own way (a concern
expressed more profoundly by Smith, 2012). If so, the long term effect of insincere policy
analytical processes may be to reduce trust in research and policy analysis (see also Oliver and
Cairney, 2019 on the ‘instrumental’ use of partnerships by researchers).
Such issues should prompt you to question your role as a policy analyst. In this section, we
have asked if your role is simply to gather evidence for a client, or generate new insights from
stakeholders and citizens. In the next section, we consider such questions as part of a wider
examination of possible roles.

What is your role as a policy analyst?
Our discussion so far suggests that the policy analyst role has a practical and normative
element: what can you do, and what should you do? The summary of insights from policy
process research (pp25-31) helps us identify the limits to policy analytical and policymaker
capacity. The concept of ‘bounded rationality’ highlights major limits on the ability of humans
and organisations to process information. Humans use heuristics or cognitive shortcuts to
process enough information to make choices, and institutions are the rules used by
organisations to limit information processing. Terms like policymaking ‘context’,
‘environments’, and ‘multi-centric policymaking’ suggest that the policy process is beyond the
limits of policymaker understanding and control.
In that context, policy actors need to find ways to act despite possessing incomplete information
about the problem they seek to solve and the likely impact of their ‘solution’. They gather
information to help reduce uncertainty, but problem definition is really about exercising power
to reduce ambiguity: select one way to interpret a problem (at the expense of most others), and
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therefore limit the relevance and feasibility of solutions. This context informs how actors might
use the tools of policy analysis. Key texts in this series highlight the use of tools to establish
technical feasibility (will it work as intended?), but policymakers also select tools for their
political feasibility (who will support or oppose this measure?).
Perhaps more importantly, the summary of insights from wider studies of power, knowledge,
politics, and policy (pp31-43) identifies normative questions regarding whose knowledge
counts and how to balance expert and deliberative forms of analytical research. Weimer and
Vining (2017: 44) draw on such normative concerns to identify three main ‘views on the
appropriate role of the policy analyst’ and assign them to views on appropriate ‘analytical
integrity’, ‘responsibility to clients’, and ‘adherence to one’s conception of good’. In summary,
an analyst can be:
1. The objective technician. Let analysis speak for itself, see the need for a client to remain
popular as a necessary evil, and leave value choices to clients.
2. The client’s advocate. Exploit ambiguity to further your client’s position, trade loyalty
to your client for access to power, and select clients who possess ‘compatible value
systems’ and can be persuaded to change their conception of good.
3. The issue advocate. Highlight ambiguity when analysis does not support your aims,
select the best clients for your cause, and see analysis as ‘an instrument for progress
towards one’s conception of the good society’ (compare with Pielke, 2007 and Jasanoff,
2008).
In other words, one can pretend to be objective, focus narrowly on serving a client, or recognise
that policy analysis is a political role and reflect on what is good and how to do the right thing.
Further, based on our discussions so far, more detailed reflections on policy analysis may
include:
Is your primary role to serve individual clients or some notion of the ‘public good’?
Should you accentuate your role as an individual or as part of a wider profession?
Which policy analysis methods or techniques should you prioritise?
Who should decide how to frame problems and set the limits on the feasibility of
solutions?
5. What is the balance between the potential benefits of individual ‘entrepreneurship’ and
collective ‘co-productive’ processes?
6. What forms of knowledge and evidence should count in policy analysis?
7. To what extent should you gauge success in relation to the inclusive ways in which you
generate analysis as well as the policy impact and outcomes.
8. What does it mean to communicate policy analysis responsibly (such as with reference
to uncertainty and ambiguity)?
9. Should you provide a clear recommendation or encourage reflection and iteration?
10. Should you seek to be pragmatic or to change the world?
1.
2.
3.
4.

As such, it is possible to expect more than three types of analyst. Indeed, studies of the field –
summarised in What has changed? (pp17-25) - suggest that (a) there are many ways to do
policy analysis, and (b) such roles are not necessarily mutually exclusive, since your views on
their relative value could change throughout the process of analysis. You could (within reason)
perform many of these roles.
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Policy analysis archetypes: pragmatic and client-oriented versus critical and
decolonising?
To explore these issues, Cairney (2019) identifies a series of policy analyst archetypes to
identify ethical ways to gather and present policy relevant information. With the exception of
entrepreneurs and systems thinkers (the following two sections), most can be grouped into two
main categories.
1. The pragmatic or professional, client–oriented policy analyst
 Bardach (2012) provides the classic simple, workable, 8-step system to present policy
analysis to policymakers while subject to time and resource-pressed political
conditions.
 Dunn (2017) also uses Wildavsky’s famous phrase ‘art and craft’ to suggest that
scientific and ‘rational’ methods can only take us so far.
 Weimer and Vining (2012) provide a similar 7-step client-focused system, but
incorporating a greater focus on professional development and economic techniques
(such as cost-benefit-analysis) to emphasise a particular form of professional analyst.
 Meltzer and Schwartz (2019) also focus on advice to clients, but with a greater
emphasis on a wide variety of methods or techniques (including service design) to
encourage the co-design of policy analysis with clients.
 See also Smith (2015) on how to write and communicate policy analysis to clients in a
political context, and Spiegelhalter (2018) and Gigerenzer (2015) on how to
communicate responsibly when describing uncertainty, probability, and risk.
2. The questioning, storytelling, or decolonizing policy analyst








Stone (2012) identifies the ways in which people use storytelling and argumentation
techniques to define problems and justify solutions. This process is about politics and
power, not objectivity and optimal solutions.
Bacchi (2009) analyses the wider context in which people give and use such advice, to
identify the emancipatory role of analysis and encourage policy analysts to challenge
dominant social constructions of problems and populations.
Smith (2012) shows how the ‘decolonization of research methods’ can inform the
generation and use of knowledge. Further, Althaus (2019) shows how to challenge
dominant hierarchies of scientific knowledge to pay more respect to ‘indigenous ways
of knowing and being’ in public administration
Doucet (2019) and Michener (2019) show how to apply these insights to the study of
race and marginalised groups.

In other words, although each text often describes multiple roles, they generally seem clustered
together into two main approaches. Pragmatic, professional, client-orientated, and
communicative could sum-up the traditional 5-step approaches, while Questioning,
storytelling, and decolonizing could sum up a critical challenge to narrow ways of thinking
about policy analysis and the generation of policy-relevant knowledge.
Although analysts could perform multiple roles, the emphasis in these texts matters. Each text
is setting an agenda and defining the problem of policy analysis more-or-less in relation to
these roles. Put simply, the more you are reading about economic theory and method, the less
you are reading about marginalisation and dominance.
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How to be a policy entrepreneur
One analytical role missing from the previous section’s list is the entrepreneurial policy
analyst. In business, an entrepreneur is an actor that makes an investment of resources, to
forego short term income in exchange for long term financial returns. In politics, the ‘return’
is more difficult to describe, but political actors such as politicians or lobbyists still invest their
time, energy, and money to seek a political reward. For example, Kingdon (1984: 21; 104; 1656, summarised in Cairney, 2020: 200) describes entrepreneurs as ‘actors who use their
knowledge of the policy process to further their own ends ... with the knowledge, power,
tenacity, and luck to be able to exploit windows of opportunity’ for major policy change
(Kingdon, 1984: 165–66). Major change may happen when three ‘streams’ (problems, policy,
politics) come together at the same time: policymaker attention rises to a problem, a technically
and politically feasible solution exists, and policymakers have the motive and opportunity to
select it.
In that context, the idea of ‘policy entrepreneurship’ is important to the strategies of individual
policy analysts. In particular, Mintrom (2012) highlights the benefits of ‘positive thinking’,
creativity, deliberation, and leadership, and expands on these ideas further in ‘So you want to
be a policy entrepreneur?’:
Policy entrepreneurs are energetic actors who engage in collaborative efforts in and
around government to promote policy innovations. Given the enormous challenges now
facing humanity, the need is great for such actors to step forward and catalyze change
processes (Mintrom, 2019: 307).
Although many entrepreneurs seem to be exceptional people, Mintrom (2019: 308-20) focuses
on the role of entrepreneurship, built on the attributes, skills, and strategies of effective actors.
Their attributes include: ambition, to invest resources for future reward, social acuity, to help
anticipate how others are thinking, credibility, based on authority and a good track record,
sociability, to empathise with others and form coalitions or networks, and tenacity, to persevere
during adversity. Further, the skills that can be learned include:








‘strategic thinking’, to choose a goal and determine how to reach it
‘team building’, to recognise that policy change is a collective effort, not the
responsibility of heroic individuals (compare with Mayne et al, 2018)
‘collecting evidence’, and using it ‘strategically’ to frame a problem and support a
solution
‘making arguments’, using ‘tactical argumentation’ to ‘win others to their cause and
build coalitions of supporters’ (2019: 313)
‘engaging multiple audiences’, by tailoring arguments and evidence to their beliefs
and interests
‘negotiating’, such as by trading your support in this case for their support in another
‘networking’, particularly when policymaking authority is spread across multiple
venues.

Finally, entrepreneurs develop strategies built on these attributes and skills:



‘problem framing’, such as to tell a story of a crisis in need of urgent attention
‘using and expanding networks’, to generate attention and support
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‘working with advocacy coalitions’, to mobilise a collection of actors who already
share the same beliefs
‘leading by example’, to signal commitment and allay fears about risk
‘scaling up change processes’, using policy innovation in one area to inspire wider
adoption.

Overall, entrepreneurship is ‘tough work’ requiring ‘courage’, but necessary for policy
disruption, by: ‘those who desire to make a difference, who recognize the enormous challenges
now facing humanity, and the need for individuals to step forward and catalyze change’ (2019:
320).
Policy studies qualify the role of entrepreneurship
The concept of entrepreneurship is also crucial to policy studies, but with a tendency to
compare stories of exceptional individuals with stories of their policymaking environments.
The literature is huge (see Cairney, 2018 for a list of further reading), but a general take-homemessage is: (a) recognise the value of entrepreneurship, and invest in relevant skills and
strategies, but (b) do not overstate its likely impact, and (c) note the unequal access to political
resources associated with entrepreneurs. For example, Cairney (2018) draws on multiple
streams analysis to describe ‘three habits of successful policy entrepreneurs’:
1. Don’t focus on bombarding policymakers with evidence. Instead, entrepreneurs tell a
good story, grab the audience’s interest, and the audience demands information.
2. By the time people pay attention to a problem it’s too late to produce a solution.
Entrepreneurs have a technically and politically feasible solution ready to attach to
problems.
3. When your environment changes, your strategy changes. Entrepreneurs may have
limited direct influence in large and crowded political systems, but more impact in
smaller and less competitive venues.
This basic message can be expanded as follows:
Most entrepreneurs fail
It is common to relate entrepreneurship to stories of exceptional individuals and invite people
to learn from their success. However, the logical conclusion is that success is exceptional and
most policy actors will fail. Mintrom’s focus on key skills takes us away from this reliance on
exceptional actors, and ties in with other policy studies-informed advice on how to make an
impact with evidence (see How much impact can you expect? below, and Stoker, 2010; Weible
et al., 2012). However, it is possible to invest a huge amount of time and effort in
entrepreneurial skills without any of that investment paying off (Cairney, 2020: 104).
Entrepreneurs can adopt the same basic strategies, and some will succeed while others will fail
(Jarvis and He, 2020).
Even if entrepreneurs succeed, the explanation comes more from their environments than
their individual skills
Think of individual entrepreneurship and the policymaking environment as on two sides of the
same coin of explanation. Then imagine that the coin is rigged to land on the environment
almost every time. Many policy studies, including by Kingdon, rely heavily on evolutionary
metaphors (Cairney, 2013). As such, while entrepreneurs are the actors most equipped to thrive
within their environments, their environment set the parameters in which they can succeed
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(Room, 2016). Indeed, when describing politics at the US federal level, Kingdon uses the
additional metaphor of ‘surfers waiting for the big wave’. Entrepreneurs may be more
influential at a more local scale, but the evidence of their success (independent of the conditions
in which they operate) is not overwhelming. So, self-aware entrepreneurs think more about
how to ‘surf the waves’ than controlling the sea (Cairney and Jones, 2016).
This insights helps us make a profound distinction between two different conceptions of a
‘window of opportunity’. The first is an opportunity for an individual to influence an individual
when they are in the right frame of mind (according to the ‘emotional state of the audience’).
The second is to exploit the right moment during a ‘series of events in political systems’
(Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017: 5). The former could be possible in an informal meeting, or
achieved with a well-worded client-oriented report. However, the latter is much more
complicated, since we may be unsure about who the audience should be, far less having a direct
route to influence. Policy research shows that the key actors are not necessarily at the ‘centre’
or the actors in formal positions of power. Further, most actors ignore most issues most of the
time, and our analysis may be more geared towards encouraging attention from a particular
audience, rather than assuming that all audiences will be interested. Perhaps most importantly,
Kingdon (1984: 122–36) seems to suggest that the ‘evolution’ of an idea towards feasibility
can take anything from ‘a while’ to ‘a few years’ to ‘25 years’! The latter puts a very different
spin on the impact of entrepreneurial policy analysis.
Inequalities of power cause inequalities in successful entrepreneurship
Many studies of entrepreneurs highlight the stories of tenacious individuals with limited
resources but the burning desire to make a difference. The alternative story is that most
entrepreneurs have advantages because political resources are distributed profoundly
unequally. Few people have the resources to: run for elected office; attend elite Universities,
or find other ways to develop the kinds of personal networks that often relate to social
background; develop the credibility built on a track record in a position of authority (such as
in government or science); be in the position to invest resources now, to secure future gains;
or, be in an influential position to exploit windows of opportunity.
Therefore, when focusing on entrepreneurial policy analysis, we should encourage the
development of a suite of useful skills, but not expect equal access to that development or the
same payoff from entrepreneurial action. As the next but one section in this book discusses, we
can use policy theories to explore how far we would go to make an impact as individuals, but
should not confuse this focus on individuals with the assumption of equal opportunities for
each individual.

Policy analysis as systems thinking
The idea of ‘systems thinking’ is potentially useful to policy analysis, particularly if it takes us
away from a tendency to see the world through entrepreneurs, or individual analysts and clients.
However, there are a hundred-and-one ways to describe systems, which puts them at risk of
meaning everything and therefore nothing (compare with Wildavsky, 1973; Hogwood, 1986).
Systems thinking can be useful to policy analysis, but only if we can (a) clarify its meaning
when described by multiple approaches, and (b) incorporate insights from policy studies, to (c)
establish if systems thinking implies high versus low policymaker control over a policymaking
system.
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To that end, please bear in mind two overall stories of systems thinking as we explore ten
examples in the field (summarised in Table 3):
1. Systems thinking in policy analysis. A focus on systems helps us avoid the unintended
consequences of too-narrow definitions of problems and processes (systems thinking,
not simplistic thinking). Further, if we engage in systems thinking effectively, we can
understand systems well enough to control, manage, or influence them.
2. The study of complex policymaking systems. Policy studies employing the language of
complex systems suggest that policy emerges from complex systems in the absence of
central government control. Therefore, we need to acknowledge these limitations
properly, to accept our limitations, and avoid the mechanistic language of ‘policy
levers’ which exaggerate human or government control.
Table 3: Ten stories of systems thinking
Application of complex/
Systems thinking is about …
system language
Complex system
Learning and adapting to the limits to policymaker control
Complex policy problems Addressing policy problems holistically
Complex policy mixes
Anticipating the effect of a new policy instrument.
Socio-technical systems
Identifying the role of new technologies, protected initially in
a niche, and fostered by a supportive environment
Socio-ecological systems
Identifying how actors make rules to foster trust and
cooperation.
The metaphor of systems
Projecting the sense that policy is complicated, but
governments can still look like they are in control
Order from chaos
The ability to turn potential chaos into well-managed systems
Disproportionate impact
Using a small shift in a system to produce profound change
Thinking about ourselves
The humility to accept our limited knowledge of the world
Rethink cause-and-effect
Rethinking policy-relevant research on social behaviour
Ten stories of complex systems
This section identifies many possible meanings of complex system and relates them to simple
systems thinking storylines. For example, from this book so far, we can already identify the
first three different meanings of complex or complex system (examples 1-3), and each presents
different implications for systems thinking.
1. Complex policymaking systems. Complexity theory suggests that systems: cannot be reduced
to individual action, can cause the same action to have disproportionate effects, exhibit path
dependence and regularities of behaviour interrupted by short bursts of change, and exhibit
‘emergence’, or behaviour that results from the interaction between elements at a local level
rather than central direction (Cairney, 2012; 2020; Geyer and Cairney, 2015). Therefore, avoid
‘single shot’ policy analysis in which there is a one size fits all policy solution, use trial-anderror and give local actors the freedom to adapt rather than seeking central government order,
and rethink the ways in which we think about government ‘failure’ (Geyer, 2012; Hallsworth,
2011) (see insights from policy process, pp30-1).


Systems thinking is about learning and adapting to the limits to policymaker control.

2. Complex policy problems. Dunn (2017: 73) describes the interdependent nature of problems:
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Subjectively experienced problems - crime, poverty, unemployment, inflation, energy,
pollution, health, security - cannot be decomposed into independent subsets without
running the risk of producing an approximately right solution to the wrong problem. A key
characteristic of systems of problems is that the whole is greater - that is, qualitatively
different - than the simple sum of its parts.


Systems thinking is about addressing policy problems holistically.

3. Complex policy mixes. ‘Policy’ is actually a collection of policy instruments. Although
Lindblom famously described their incremental accumulation, their overall effect may be ‘nonlinear’ (Spyridaki and Flamos, 2014), difficult to predict, and subject to emergent outcomes.
This point is crucial to policy analysis: does the proposal of a new policy instrument necessitate
a rethink of all instruments, to anticipate the effect of policy change? (see Producing solutions
as part of a policy mix, pp49-50).


Systems thinking is about anticipating the disproportionate effect of a new policy
instrument.

Munro and Cairney’s (2020) systematic review of the literature on ‘energy systems’ and ‘whole
systems thinking’ helps identify additional ways in which researchers and policymakers make
sense of systems (examples 4-7).
4. Socio-technical systems. Possibly the most established approach in this field is the ‘multilevel perspective’ (MLP) developed by Geels and colleagues (e.g. Geels, 2002; 2004; Rogge
et al, 2020). They use it to help explain, predict, or encourage the transition from unsustainable
to sustainable energy systems with reference to three concepts (Chilvers et al, 2017: 442). The
macro-landscape represents the ‘broader political, social and cultural values and institutions
that form the deep structural relationships of a society and only change slowly’. The sociotechnical regime is the ‘prevailing set of routines or practices’ that may be conducive to
‘generating incremental innovation’. Niche innovation describes the development of new,
game-changing, sustainable technologies in places that encourage learning and innovation and
protect the technology initially from the market conditions and other unfavourable conditions
often associated with the other levels


Systems thinking is about identifying new technologies, developed and protected
initially in a ‘niche’, while engaging with a more or less supportive ‘social and political
environment’. It is often used to identify what it would take to produce a radical energy
system transformation and the political factors that undermine it (see also what you
need as a policy analyst, pp46-9).

5. Socio-ecological systems (SES). Munro and Cairney (2020) explore the ways in which
energy systems thinkers could learn from the Institutional Analysis and Development
framework. In particular, energy systems studies tend to downplay (or misunderstand) the role
for government in system change, and accentuate the need for cooperation between a large
number of non-governmental actors ‘to manage finite resources and minimise environmental
damage’ (2020: 7). In that context, Ostrom’s (2009) conception of SES helps identify how
actors might develop the ‘rules and mechanisms to ensure high cooperation among many actors
and societal ownership of the means to achieve energy transitions’ (Munro and Cairney, 2020:
7).
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Systems thinking is about identifying the conditions under which actors develop layers
of rules to foster trust and cooperation (see A story of co-production in policymaking,
pp51-2).

6. The metaphor of systems. However, it is usually difficult to find evidence that policymakers
or governments refer to these approaches when describing systems. Rather, Munro and Cairney
(2020) find that the UK and Scottish government use the language of systems loosely and
metaphorically to indicate an awareness of the interconnectedness of things in energy (compare
with Adams, 1988). As such, they can describe a set of complicated relationships while trying
to project the sense that policy problems are amenable to central government influence.


Systems thinking is about projecting the sense that (a) policy and policymaking is
complicated, but (b) governments can still look like they are influential.

7. The old way of establishing order from chaos. Policymakers and researchers do not go so
far as to assert central government control. It is increasingly rare to invoke the (nowdiminished) faith in science and rational management techniques to control the natural world
for human benefit. Rather, these ways of thinking tend to be historical reference points, akin to
the policy studies focus on cycles and rationality (see Hughes, 1983; 2004; Hughes and
Hughes,, 2000; and Checkland on ‘hard’ versus ‘soft’ systems approaches).


Systems thinking was about the human ability to turn potential chaos into well-managed
systems (such as ‘large technical systems’ to distribute energy)

8. The new way of accepting complexity but seeking to make an impact. Still, many systems
thinkers have not given up on the idea that we can produce a disproportionate impact on
systems if we understand them well. For example, Meadows’ (1999) influential work on issues
such as environmental sustainability argues that we can identify ‘leverage points’, or the places
that help us ‘intervene in a system’ (compare with Arnold and Wade, 2015 on education).


Systems thinking is about the human ability to use a small shift in a system to produce
profound changes in that system.

9. A way of thinking about ourselves. At the other end of the spectrum, we find accounts that
use the language of complexity to identify and embrace the limits to human cognition, and
accept that all human understandings of complex systems are limited to a small number of
perspectives.


Systems thinking is about developing the ‘wisdom’ and ‘humility’ to accept our limited
knowledge of the world (Firth, 2017).

10. A way to rethink cause-and-effect. Our final relevant account suggests that policy analysis
should not follow the lead of current research methods, which are too narrowly focused on the
idea of linear cause-and-effect. Rather, social systems exhibit emergent properties that are not
amenable to simple interpretation or intervention. For example, Rutter et al (2017) identify the
need for new forms of research to analyse the potentially non-linear effect of public health
interventions.


Systems thinking is about rethinking the ways in which governments, funders, or
researchers conduct policy-relevant research on social behaviour.
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How can we clarify systems thinking and use it effectively in policy analysis?
Imagine that you are in a room of self-styled systems thinkers, trying to establish what you all
mean by systems thinking. First, there may be some encouragement to Craven (2019), who still
‘believes in the power of systems thinking’. Some of these ten discussions seem to complement
each other. For example, we can use 3 and 10 to reject a narrow idea of ‘evidence-based
policymaking’, in which the focus is on (a) using experimental methods to establish cause and
effect in relation to one policy instrument, without showing (b) the overall impact on policy
and outcomes (Cairney, 2016; see A story of ‘evidence-based policymaking’, p51 ). Further, 13 might connect to 9 as part of a general story on the need for policy analyst humility when
seeking to understand and influence complex policy problems, solutions, and policymaking
systems. In other words, you could define systems thinking in relation to the need to rethink
the ways in which we understand – and try to address – policy problems.
Second, however, there are clearly key tensions among the list of ten stories. Some are about
intervening to take control of systems or, at least, make a disproportionate difference from a
small change. Others are about accepting our inability to understand, far less manage, these
systems. Some are about managing policymaking systems, and others about social systems (or
systems of policy problems), without making a clear connection between each endeavour. For
example, it is not unusual to find approaches on rethinking societal cause-and-effect (approach
10), connected to (a) a high researcher confidence in our ability to intervene (approaches 7 or
8) but also (b) metaphorical governmental strategies (approach 6).
In that context, note that too much collective effort goes into (a) restating, over and over and
over again, the potential benefits of systems thinking, leaving almost no time for (b) clarifying
systems thinking well enough to move on to these profound differences in thinking. It may be
a useful approach to policy analysis, but only if you and your audience is clear on what you
mean, how you use systems thinking to identify problems, and what you think about the limits
to government action.

How much impact can you expect from your analysis?
These discussions of entrepreneurs and systems thinkers are potentially useful, but only if
informed by wider studies of politics and policymaking. To demonstrate, let’s return to Radin’s
(2019) account of a major shift in the impact that policy analysts can expect from their reports.
Gone are the days of a centralised process containing a small number of analysts, inside
government, giving technical advice about policy formulation, on the assumption that policy
problems would be solved via analysis and action. In their place, Radin (2019) describes more
competition, more analysts spread across and outside government, with a less obvious
audience, and – even if there is a client - high uncertainty about where the analysis fits into the
bigger picture. Entrepreneurs and systems thinkers could respond well, but their effectiveness
relates primarily to their context.
The old image of policy analysis signalled an expectation for high impact that we could not
reasonably expect any more: policy analysts faced low competition, a clearly defined and
powerful audience, and their analysis was expected to feed directly into choice. Yet, the
impetus to seek high and direct impact remains, and it helps explain a lot of the pragmatic
forms of policy analysis described in 5-step texts, including: tailor your analysis to your
audience; anticipate your client’s beliefs, motivation, and needs; tell a good story;
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communicate with clarity and brevity; and, use evidence that is policy-relevant and identify
politically feasible solutions.
While many of these recommendations are familiar to scientists and researchers, they generally
have far lower expectations about their likely impact, particularly if those expectations are
informed by policy studies (Cairney and Oliver, 2019; Oliver and Cairney, 2018). In that
context, Weiss’s (1976, 1977a, 1977b, 1979) work is a key reference point. It gives us a menu
of ways in which policymakers might use research evidence:






to inform solutions to a problem identified by policymakers
as one of many sources of information used by policymakers, alongside ‘stakeholder’
advice and professional and service user experience
as a resource used selectively by politicians, with entrenched positions, to bolster their
case
as a tool of government, to show it is acting (by funding research), or to measure how
well policy is working
as a source of ‘enlightenment’, shaping how people think over the long term.

Analysts such as researchers may have a role, but they struggle (a) to find the right time to act,
and (b) to get attention when competing with many other policy actors. In other words, their
audience and environment is more important to an explanation of policy analysis success. The
demand for information from policy analysts may be disproportionately high when
policymakers pay attention to a problem, and disproportionately low when they feel that they
have addressed it. A lot of routine, continuous, impact tends to occur out of the public spotlight,
based on rules and expectations that most policy actors take for granted. Further, the usual
advice to policy analysts and researchers may look very similar: keep it concise, tailor it to your
audience, make evidence ‘policy relevant’, and give advice (don’t sit on the fence). However,
unless researchers are prepared to act quickly, to gather data efficiently (not comprehensively),
to meet a tight brief for a client, they are not really in the impact business described by most
policy analysis texts.

How far would you go to secure impact from your analysis?
Given all we have discussed so far, the phrase ‘speak truth to power’ may seem to provide a
misleading rallying cry for policy analysts. It suggests that they can identify a small group of
powerful people at the ‘centre’ of government, and use the best evidence to persuade them of
the truth about a policy problem and its solution. Rather, the truth is disputed and the locus of
power is elusive. In other words, the interpretation of policy problems is contested, and power
may be held by far more people spread across many policymaking ‘centres’.
These insights help explain why so much policy advice is pragmatic and client-oriented.
Further, that analysis seems sensible for policy analysts who seek a successful and long term
professional career, and is based on simple heuristics based on the psychology of
communication:
This involves showing simple respect and seeking ways to secure their trust, rather than
feeling egotistically pleased about ‘speaking truth to power’ without discernible
progress. Effective engagement requires preparation, diplomacy, and good judgement
as much as good evidence (Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017: 2)
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However, it is less helpful for other actors. For example, researchers bemoaning the evidencepolicy gap seek more rapid and effective ways to close it (Cairney, 2016). Further, many policy
analysts, who recognise the emancipatory role of research, seek to challenge dominant ways of
thinking and major inequalities and marginalisation among some social groups. For such
actors, pragmatism may be more associated with a defence of the status quo than effective
action.
In that context, we should note that policy studies can be useful but they seek primarily to
describe and explain policy processes, which does not translate directly into advice on how to
respond effectively. Rather, they help us identify and think about ever-present dilemmas about
the line that researchers and analysts feel they should draw when they seek to engage politically
as a means to an end.
The ladder of ethical engagement
I describe this thought experiment as a ladder of ethical engagement to prompt you to decide
how far you should go, from telling a simple story to mobilise your audience, to only engaging
with allies, limiting debate to privilege (say) expert opinion, and framing the evidence to be
most consistent with the questionable beliefs of politicians. This discussion helps analysts
identify what they would do when they accept that policy problems will never be solved simply
with better communication. Further, in live presentations, I use Hieronymus Bosch’s The
Garden of Earthly Delights, which contains a picture of a ladder going up into someone’s rear
end, to visualise this ascent into the world of inescapable political trade-offs.
First, let us begin on the safe grassy terrain at the bottom of the ladder, summed up by the ‘how
to be efffective’ advice that you might get by combining (a) policy analysis and (b) the policy
theory insights summarised in Figure 2 (Cairney and Oliver, 2019), including:








Find the right actors. If there are so many potential authoritative venues, devote
considerable energy to finding where the ‘action’ is.
Study institutions. Even if you find the right venue, you will not know the unwritten
rules unless you study them intensely.
Access networks. Some networks are close-knit and difficult to access because
bureaucracies have operating procedures that favour some sources of evidence. Actors
can be privileged insiders in some venues and excluded completely in others.
Relate your ideas to existing paradigms. If your evidence challenges an existing
paradigm, you need a persuasion strategy good enough to prompt a shift of attention to
a policy problem and a willingness to understand that problem in a new way.
Exploit events and opportunities. You can try to find the right time to use evidence to
exploit a crisis leading to major policy change, but the opportunities are few and
chances of success low.

In that context, theory-informed studies recommend investing your time over the long term –
to build alliances, trust in the messenger, knowledge of the system, and to seek ‘windows of
opportunity’ for policy change – but offer no assurances that any of this investment will ever
pay off. More specific theories can help us identify what to try next. However, a simple
heuristic is that the ethical dilemmas increase in intensity in line with your attempt to be
effective in a highly political policymaking environment, particularly for analysts who see their
role as to be objective (see Cairney et al, 2018).
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Step 1: Change levels of attention to issues, not minds
The narrative policy framework (NPF) suggests that narratives can produce a measurable
policy impact, but primarily to reinforce the beliefs of policy actors. The existing beliefs of the
audience often seem more important than the skills of the storyteller. Therefore, to maximise
the impact of evidence, (a) tell a story which appeals to the biases of your audiences, and (b)
employ Riker’s (1986) ‘heresthetic’ strategies to increase the salience of one belief at the
expense of another rather than ask someone to change their belief entirely (Crow and Jones,
2018).
Step 2: Engage only with actors who share your beliefs
The advocacy coalition framework (ACF) suggests that actors enter politics to turn their beliefs
into policy. In highly salient issues, coalition actors romanticise their own cause and demonize
their opponents. This competition extends to the use of evidence: each coalition may demand
different evidence, or interpret the same evidence differently, to support their own cause. One
coalition may accept your analysis while another rejects it wholeheartedly. Your analysis may
be an easy sell to one audience but a futile exercise to another. If so, the most feasible strategy
may be to treat evidence as a resource to support the coalitions which support your cause, and
to engage minimally with competitor coalitions who seek to ignore or discredit your evidence.
Only in less salient issues will we find a ‘brokerage’ role for analysts or scientists (Weible and
Ingold, 2018).
Step 3: Exercise power to limit debate and dominate policymaker attention
Punctuated equilibrium theory (PET) identifies the role of ‘disproportionate information
processing’ (Baumgartner et al, 2018). Policymakers can only pay attention to a small number
of issues, and must ignore the rest. High levels of attention may contribute to major policy
change, while minimal attention may contribute to minor change. Many researchers would
respond by seeking the highest possible attention for their issue, to encourage debate and exhort
policymakers to do the right thing, given the evidence. However, step 3 takes a different
direction, based on the idea that there is better value from low attention. PET studies show how
policy actors frame issues to limit external attention. If they can define a problem successfully
as solved, with only the technical details relating to regulation and implementation to be
addressed, they can help reduce external attention and privilege the demand for evidence from
analysts and scientific experts. In other words, they would be building on insights from studies
of ‘policy communities’ (relationships between policymakers and influencers) built on
following the ‘rules of the game’ to help insulate their deliberations and choices from external
scrutiny (Jordan and Maloney, 1997; Jordan and Cairney, 2013).
Step 4. Frame evidence to be consistent with objectionable beliefs
Social construction and policy design theory (SCPD) suggests that, when dealing with salient
issues, policymakers exploit social stereotypes strategically, or rely on their emotions, to define
target populations as deserving of government benefits or punishments (Schneider et al, 2014).
Some populations can challenge (or exploit the rewards of) their image, but many are powerless
to respond. Many social groups become disenchanted with politics because they are punished
by government policy and excluded from debate. To find an influential audience for evidence,
one may be most effective by framing analysis evidence to be sympathetic to such stereotypeled political strategies.
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The main role of these discussions is to expose the assumptions that we make about the primacy
of evidence-informed policy analysis and the lengths to which we are willing to go to privilege
its use. Policy studies suggest that the most effective ways to privilege research evidence may
be to: manipulate the order in which we consider issues and make choices; refuse to engage in
debate with our competitors; and frame issues to minimise attention or maximise the
convergence between evidence and the rhetorical devices of cynical politicians. As such, they
expose stark ethical dilemmas regarding the consequences for democracy. Put simply, the most
effective evidence advocacy strategies may be inconsistent with wider democratic principles
and key initiatives such as participatory policymaking.
If so, these discussions prompt us to consider the ways in which we can value research evidence
up to a certain point, and to produce more ‘co-productive’ strategies which rebalance efforts to
limit participation (to privilege expertise) and encourage it (to privilege deliberative and
participatory forms of democracy). This approach is more honest and realistic than the more
common story that science and scientific policy analysis is, by its very nature, the antidote to
populist or dysfunctional politics.

Conclusion: combining insights on policy analysis
In the preface, I argue that classic policy analysis could improve in two main ways. First, draw
more on policy process research to see policy analysis as part of a bigger picture over which
individuals have limited knowledge and even less control. Second, give more attention to
studies of power and inequalities in politics to explore the role of policy analysis in (a)
dismissing important claims to knowledge among marginalised groups, and (b) contributing to
‘solutions’ that cause a disproportionately negative impact on the lives of marginalised
populations. In other words, this is hopefully a conversation between three participants: policy
analysis, policy process, and critical social science accounts. Stone sums up the possibilities
for such a conversation:
Whether you are a policy analyst, a policy researcher, a policy advocate, a policy
maker, or an engaged citizen, my hope for Policy Paradox is that it helps you to go
beyond your job description and the tasks you are given – to think hard about your
own core values, to deliberate with others, and to make the world a better place
(Stone, 2012: 13).
One legitimate obstacle to this conversation is the constraint usually associated with the policy
analyst’s task: they need to report to a client. As such, it may be possible to find the insights in
this book interesting but not actionable. Pragmatism is the order of the day. Or, perhaps
policymakers tend to commission policy analysis from individuals and organisations that
already share their beliefs, or have a track record based on following the rules of the game. In
which case, perhaps no one will find it desirable to examine a wider process of challenging a
client’s assumptions.
On the other hand, many insights from policy process research suggest that 5-step analyses
may be pragmatic in one sense (they get the job done) but not another (they do not have an
actual impact on policy and policymaking). As such, reflection on these insights may be part
of a policy analysis strategy to maximise effectiveness. Awareness of the policymaking
environment is indispensable to effective policy analysis.
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What do policy analysts need to learn about policymaking?
The first lesson is to pay serious attention to bounded rationality and policymaker psychology.
People engage emotionally with information. Any advice to keep analysis concise is
incomplete without a focus on framing and persuasion. Simplicity helps reduce cognitive load,
while framing helps present the information in relation to the beliefs of your audience. If so, to
pretend to be an objective policy analyst is a cop-out. To provide long, rigorous, and meticulous
reports that few people read is futile. Instead, tell a convincing story with a clear moral, or
frame policy analysis to grab your audience’s attention and generate enthusiasm to solve a
problem. As Stone (2012: 11) puts it, 5-step policy analysis (identify objectives, identify
alternatives, predict their effects, evaluate alternatives, choose) is pervasive, but it ‘ignores our
emotional feelings and moral intuitions’ (2012: 11).
The second lesson is to adapt to policymaking complexity. Policymakers operate in a
policymaking environment of which they have limited knowledge and even less control. There
is no all-powerful ‘centre’ making policy from the ‘top down’. We need to incorporate this
environment into policy analysis: These factors warn us against ‘single shot’ policy analysis in
which there is a one size fits all solution, and the idea that the selection of a policy solution
from the ‘top’ sets in motion an inevitable cycle of legitimation, implementation, and
evaluation. A simple description of a problem and its solution may be attractive, but success
may also depend on persuading your audience at ‘the centre’ about the need to: (a) learn
continuously and adapt their strategies through processes such as trial and error, and (b)
cooperate with many other ‘centres’ to address problems that no single actor can solve.
What do policy analysts need to learn about the politics of knowledge?
It is more difficult to argue that more enlightenment about marginalisation, inequalities, and
decolonisation will aid the pragmatic policy analyst. Yet, at the very least, discussions about
widening the pool of policy-relevant knowledge (to make policy analysis better informed) and
engaging with many actors and groups (to demonstrate consultation and aid stakeholder
‘ownership’) may not be such a hard sell. If so, a commitment to effective policy analysis may
overlap somewhat with a commitment to equitable policy analysis practices, albeit with the
potential for the latter to be reduced to window dressing. Further, for many, policy analyst
skills, to frame policy problems and find politically feasible solutions, may be put to good use
to ‘change the world’ and satisfy a client.
In such cases, the policy analyst will likely face a stark ethical dilemma about how to draw the
line between an appropriate persuasive argument and inappropriate manipulation. However,
the solution is not simply to withdraw from any form of psychology-informed communication.
Policy research suggests that such a move will undermine the effectiveness of policy analysis.
Rather, we need to incorporate ethical questions into policy analysis training, to develop a set
of principles to guide our behaviour in these new circumstances. Policy analysis is already
about critical thinking about a policy problem, which involves thinking about the role of the
analyst and how not to cross ethical lines. Further, those lines shift according to levels of
inequalities. Put simply, we should not pretend to be sticking to some notion of professional
objectivity if it contributes to social and political marginalization.
A summary of 5-step approaches
One way to imagine this continuous overlap between these approaches is to revisit the 5-step
plan, considering three perspectives each time (Table 3). It suggests that:
72

1. Problem definition is about identifying your client’s understanding, and ability to
understand and solve the problem, and you duty to challenge dominant ways of
thinking.
2. Identifying solutions is about technical and political feasibility, the current mix of
instruments, and the ways in which you co-produce research to inform solutions.
3. Comparing solutions is about using value-based criteria and political goals, a
competition or cooperative effort to attach value to outcomes, and effective rules to
foster cooperation.
4. Predicting outcomes is about technical prediction and identifying trade-offs,
anticipating the no-linear impact of new solutions, and identifying the
disproportionate impact on marginalised groups.
5. Making a recommendation is about incorporating policy goals, the limitations
provided by policymaking systems, and the need to co-produce recommendations
with a wide range of groups.
Table 3 Three perspectives on 5-step policy analysis methods
Policy analysis
Policy process
Critical policy analysis
Define a policy problem
Incorporate a policymaker’s Identify the extent to which
identified by your client
willingness and ability to
your definition fits into
understand and solve the
current paradigms.
policy problem.
Challenge dominant ways to
frame issues.
Identify technically and
politically feasible solutions

Use value-based criteria and
political goals to compare
solutions
Predict the outcome of each
feasible solution

Make a recommendation to
your client

Identify the mix of policy
instruments already being
used, and why. For example,
is a new instrument feasible
because it builds on others?
Identify the ways in which
actors cooperate or compete
to define and rank values.
Consider the existing mix of
policies and the potentially
disproportionate effect of
your recommendation.
Recommendations on policy
choices are incomplete
without recommendations
on how to adapt to
policymaking systems. For
example, in the absence of
centralisation, how can you
deliver this instrument?

Encourage inclusive ways to
generate knowledge and
multiple perspectives to
inform the definition of, and
solution, to problems.
Consider ways to coproduce the rules of solution
production and evaluation
Focus on the
disproportionate impact on
marginalised groups, such as
via gender and race
budgeting analysis.
Co-produce your
recommendations with
stakeholders, to make sure
that you anticipate and
respect their reaction to your
proposals.

Overall, this book focuses on the problems with divorcing (a) the scientific analysis of policy
problems from (b) scientific studies of policymaking, which help identify the limits to policy
analysis and action, and (c) the politics of choices, to determine whose knowledge counts as
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policy-relevant knowledge, and whose interests determine the final outcome. Empirically, it
shows that policy analysis will be of limited value unless we incorporate policymaker
psychology and policymaking complexity into policy analysis. Normatively, it shows what
policy analysis looks like when we move from a sole focus on the technocratic idea of ‘evidence
based policymaking’ towards equally persuasive forms of engagement, such as summed up in
terms such as consensus seeking and coproduction.

Annex: What do we want public policy scholars to learn?
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 ‘intelligent’ 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 used to understand and use knowledge in theory
and practice. Such learning can relate to:
1. The ‘basic science’ of public policy. We focus on using policy models, 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.
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 the 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 combining modules on policy process research, analysis, and research
methods, 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, perhaps 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 learning 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 identify the role of policymaker psychology,
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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 public policy research describe
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
institutions and networks, and zoom out further to analyse policymaking 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.
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.
Table A.1 Key topics and question in basic and applied policy sciences
Basic
Science Key overlaps
Applied
Science
(policy
process
(policy analysis)
research)
Substantive
What is the policy What is policy? How What is the policy
knowledge
process?
should we study it?
problem?
What
policy
How can we identify
solutions
are
and measure policy
technically
and
change?
politically feasible?
Conceptual
and Theoretical analysis. Conceptual
and Policy analysis
analytical skills
Micro, macro, meso empirical analysis
levels of analytical
abstraction

Research skills

Frameworks,
How useful is the
theories, concepts, ‘policy cycle’ to (a)
and models
understand the policy
process, and (b)
engage in the policy
process?
Using
research Combining research
methods to produce methods
new knowledge of quantitative
and
the policy process
qualitative methods,
modelling,
social
networks analysis,
ethnography

Problem definition,
formulation,
implementation,
monitoring,
and
evaluation.
Using
research
methods to generate
knowledge of a
policy problem and
calculate the likely
success of solutions.

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 government (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 conduct theory-informed policy analysis, in which they develop (a) skills to
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identify and research policy problems and feasible solutions, and (b) understand 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 if 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 any solutions.
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 to 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 analyses. Rather, it is to encourage students to
engage in ambitious policy analysis 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 audience – 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 information searches and
networks, and better specify the source of their successes 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.
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 5-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.
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To aid creativity, I set a range of tasks so that students can express themselves in different
ways, to different audiences, with different constraints. For example, we can learn how to be
punchy and concise from a 3-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 3-minute spoken presentation to your peers in a seminar.
In 3 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 work 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 reading out your notes?
Can you do it well in under 3 minutes? We will then devote 5 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.
BOX A1: Rationale for 3-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 feedback. 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 presentation they remember and why. This exercise helps students see
that they are competing with each other for limited policymaker attention, 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 encourage students to only tell the audience what they will
remember (by only presenting what they remember).
2. A policy analysis paper, and 3. A reflection on your analysis
Provide a policy analysis paper which has to make a substantive argument or recommendation
in approximately two pages (1000 words), on the assumption that busy policymakers won’t
read much else before deciding 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 2page 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.
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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 other things to do. For example, what can you tell
someone in one paragraph or a half-page to get them to read all 2 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 elevator 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 powerful 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 attention 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 policymakers combine ‘rational’ and
‘irrational’ shortcuts to gather information 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 advocate one solution strongly?
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 equilibrium theory on
policymaker attention, multiple streams analysis on timing and feasibility, or the 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?
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I use the following questions to guide the marking on the policy paper: Tailored properly to a
clearly defined audience? Punchy and concise summary? 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 outcomes, 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 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 5-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 implementation. 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 Ostromstyle 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
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heterogeneous, which opens the possibility for some creative solutions that I won’t be able to
anticipate in advance.
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 sentence/ paragraph, on the assumption that your
audience will be reading it on their phone and will move on to something else quickly. In this
exercise, your blog post is connected to your policy analysis. Think, for example, 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 without being specialists. They will likely access your post from
Twitter/ Facebook or via a search engine. This constraint produces a new requirement, to:
present a punchy title which sums up the whole argument in under 280 characters (a statement
is often better than a vague question); to summarise the whole argument in approximately 100
words in the first paragraph (what is the problem and solution?); then, to provide more
information 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 (for example, 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 storytelling 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 transferable 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 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.
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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 feasible? Well embedded weblinks to
further relevant reading?
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 explanatory concepts.
On the face of it, it looks very straightforward. Give it a few more seconds, and you can see
the difficulties:
1. We spend a lot of time in class agreeing that it seems almost impossible to define policy
2. There are many possible measures of policy change
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 possible (often by stretching an analogy
with competitive diving, in which a well-executed simple essay can score higher than a bellyflopped 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 legislation/ 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 explanation of policy change is
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difficult. If you are feeling ambitious, you can go further, to compare, say, two issues (such as
tobacco and alcohol) or places (such 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 question, and your essay structure, is more important than (b) your
decision on what topic or concepts to use.
BOX A4: Rationale for the essay
The wider aim is to encourage students to think about the relationship 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, highlighting (say): the need to identify
the most important audience; the importance of framing issues with a mixture of evidence and
emotional 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 modest 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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