
‘What priorities should shape the Scottish Government's 

approach to COVID-19 restrictions and strategy in 2021?’ 
 

Sub-question: 

How political or not are the decisions made? 
Key points 

Everything is ‘political’ (unless you mean ‘party political’) 
The broadest definition of politics has these classic elements: 

• It involves more than one person and some need for collective action 

• People have different beliefs, interests, and preferences 

• Not everyone can get what they want 

• Politics is about how to address this need for collective action (which includes 

resolving conflict) 

• Common examples: leave it to the market; elect people to govern; find ‘communal’ 

ways to work together 

• Either way, the outcome will benefit some and not others (there are always winners 

and losers) 

• So too will the process: politics is also about the differences in beliefs about how to 

organise for collective action (e.g. extent to which the state should adjudicate between 

disputes and regulate behaviour) 

• Some people take state intervention for granted (e.g. a key part of public health); 

some do not (e.g. proponents of ‘liberal democracy’) 

Categories of political choice (in relation to policy analysis) 
The 5 classic steps of policy analysis help us think through different types of political choice 

in relation to COVID-19 

1. How should we define the policy problem? 
Any definition is ‘political’ even if some are taken for granted. Examples in the UK: 

• We are responding to an epidemic that cannot be eradicated. 

• We need to reduce infection enough to avoid overwhelming health service capacity, 

and shield the most vulnerable people, to minimize deaths during at least one peak of 

infection. 

• We need to maintain suppression for a duration that is difficult to predict, subject to 

compliance levels that are difficult to monitor. 

• We need to avoid the strong language of emergency (which might panic the public), 

and maintain public trust in the government by maintaining consistent and 

proportionate measures  

• We need to avoid (a) excessive and (b) insufficient suppression measures, which 

could contribute to a second wave of the epidemic. 



• We need to transition from suppression measures without allowing a major rise in R 

(the ‘exit strategy’), to ‘keep the economy growing’, find safe ways for people to 

return to work and education, and reinstate NHS capacity. 

 

2. Which solutions seem technically and politically feasible? 
Table 1: Two contrasting approaches to evidence and action 

 How to deal with 

uncertainty/ limited 

evidence 

How to describe 

action 

Assumption on 

behavioural 

change 

Approach 1: manage 

a chronic and 

seasonal problem 

Be cautious about 

policy change in the 

absence of evidence 

on effectiveness 

Find trigger points 

between stages: move 

to mitigation and 

suppression when 

contain and delay no 

longer work 

Focus on 

exhortation and 

encouragement 

Approach 2: pursue 

the elimination of the 

virus  

Support policy change 

before all evidence is 

available clear 

Focus intensely on 

elimination, such as 

through aggressive 

and well-resourced 

contact tracing, 

backed by early 

quarantine to contain 

spread 

Impose 

behavioural 

changes when 

necessary 

 

 

3. Which values should we prioritise when considering trade-offs between 

options? 
Examples include:  

Equity (fairness, or addressing unfair inequality) 

• Close schools to protect older people? 

• How many resources to devote to people harmed by lockdown? 

• Compensate people who cannot live and work safely at home? 

Liberty 

• freedom from state coercion 

• freedom from the harm caused by others 

Efficiency 

• Should you spend more than £75000 per healthy year of life per person? 



Evidence-based versus co-productive policymaking? 

• Draw on a few key experts or as many people as possible? 

• Prioritise expert knowledge or experiences of people affected? 

4. How well can we predict the impact of each solution (and how should we 

respond to uncertainty)? 
 

5. Making a recommendation: one decisive choice, or many ‘trial and error’ 

choices? 

• Trial and error is often recommended by policy scholars (e.g. studying complex 

policymaking systems)  

• But it also makes people nervous if they expect a central government to be in charge 

of policy outcomes 

Policy analysis meets policymaking research: compare should 

with could 
It is also worth focusing on the difference between: 

• What we think governments should do 

• What we think governments can do 

I would boil down public policy insights into the following four statements 

1. Policymakers must ignore almost all evidence. 

2. Policymakers have a limited understanding, and even less control, of their 

policymaking environments. 

3. Even though they lack full knowledge and control, governments must still make 

choices. 

4. Their choices produce unequal impacts on different social groups. 

These statements should not simply prompt us to give up on government. 

Rather, they should encourage us to incorporate some knowledge of the capacity of 

government whenever we call on it to act.  

Put more simply, some governments produce the most beautiful undelivered strategies (there 

is always an ‘implementation gap’) 


