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Chapter 2 What is policy analysis, how is 

policy made, and who benefits from its 

outcomes? 
 

This chapter: 
1. Describes three perspectives on policy and policymaking  

• Policy analysis is research for policy: defining problems, seeking solutions, identifying 

trade-offs, estimating their effects, and making recommendations.  

• Policy studies is research of policy and policymaking: what policy is, who makes it, 

how policymakers understand and address problems, and the environment that limits 

their influence. 

• Critical policy analysis combines elements of both, to identify: who decides, who 

benefits, and how to challenge inequitable processes and outcomes. 

2. Shows how all three perspectives are essential to our understanding of policymaking. 

Introduction: the importance of many perspectives 
This chapter describes policy and policymaking from three perspectives, to analyse 

contemporary policy problems, the willingness and ability of governments to solve them, and 

the unequal impacts of policy.  

Policy analysis is a research-informed activity to influence policy.  Analysts treat policymakers 

as their audience, using a series of steps including: defining the nature of a policy problem, 

seeking feasible solutions, using values and goals to identify trade-offs between solutions, and 

estimating their effects. Most guidebooks emphasise pragmatism, highlighting limited 

resources (there is never enough time to produce comprehensive analysis) and politics (tailor 

your analysis to the beliefs of your audience). 

Policy studies is research to understand what policy is and how policymaking works. It situates 

policy analysis in a wider context. For example, the question ‘what is policy?’ is not easy to 

answer, which makes it difficult to know – for example - how a new policy solution would fit 

into the bigger picture (Box 2.1). There are many policy theories, but most identify two key 

issues. First, policymakers do not have the cognitive or organisational resources to understand 

problems comprehensively. Second, they operate in an environment that constrains their action. 

They do not have a full understanding of problems or ability to solve them.  

Critical policy analysis combines elements of both approaches, using research to challenge how 

policymaking works and design policy to support powerless or marginalised groups. First, it 

identifies the politics of policy analysis: actors exercise power to decide whose knowledge is 

relevant, whose values should inform choice, and who should benefit from policy. Second, it 
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highlights the politics of policymaking: only some people influence policy and benefit from 

the outcomes. While most policy theories highlight the complexity of policymaking, and the 

absence of central control, critical policy analysis reminds us that the outcomes provide routine 

benefits to some groups and not others. Outcomes are not random or impervious to change.  

Box 2.1 What is public policy? 

• “Diverse activities by different bodies are drawn together into stable and predictable 

patterns of action which … come to be labelled ‘policy’” (Colebatch, 1998: x) 

• ‘Policy designs are observable phenomena found in statutes, administrative guidelines, 

court decrees, programs, and even the practices and procedures of street level 

bureaucrats’ (Schneider and Ingram, 1997: 2) 

• ‘Whatever governments choose to do or not to do’ (Dye, 1976) 

There is no agreed-upon definition of public policy, but we can identify common themes. First, 

‘policy’ describes one, or all, of the following: a statement of intent (we will solve this 

problem), specific proposals (such as a manifesto), proposals authorized by government and 

Parliament (such as legislation), proposals backed by resources such as funding and staffing (a 

set of ‘outputs’ or policy programme), and outcomes of decisions (Hogwood and Gunn, 1984: 

13–19). We could define public policy as ‘the sum total of government action, from signals of 

intent to the final outcomes’, but the outcomes differ from the stated intentions (Cairney, 2020: 

2). Some make promises they have no intention of fulfilling. Others see their policies go awry. 

Outputs such as more doctors do not cause outcomes such as healthier populations. Many 

outcomes result from public sector routines that are disconnected from policymaker choices.  

Second, ‘public’ policy is made by governments and the organisations acting on their behalf. 

We associate policymaking with elected officials, but most policy is carried out by 

bureaucracies and a range of - governmental, quasi-non-governmental, and non-governmental 

- delivery organisations. 

Third, policy may result from the interactions between policymakers and influencers (including 

interest groups and organisations delivering policy) (Rose, 1987: 267–8). It is difficult to know 

who is responsible, particularly when the issue is low on the agenda of elected officials, or the 

routine practices of ‘policy collectivities’ become taken for granted (Colebatch, 1998: 18–22; 

2006a: 1). 

Fourth, policy is as much about what governments don’t do, and influence is often about 

ensuring that governments do not address certain problems (Box 1.1). The choice to pay 

attention to one problem is a choice to ignore many others.  

Policy analysis is about making sense of existing public policy - a range of activities carried 

out by a huge range of actors – as well as a new policy problem. Policy studies is about 

identifying a complex web of relationships and practices, but simplifying that process to make 

sense of it (Sabatier, 2007: 4). Both are essential to critical policy analysis. 
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Policy analysis: a 5-step guide (and its limits) 
There are two essential ways to study policy analysis, as: 

1. Functional requirements: what you need to do, and 

require to do it. 

2. What analysts actually do, and the gap between 

requirements and reality. 

There are many (mostly US) textbooks devoted to learning how to do policy analysis (Bardach 

and Patashnik, 2020; Meltzer and Schwartz, 2019; Mintrom, 2012; Weimer and Vining, 2017; 

Dunn, 2017). While they offer different numbers of steps, we can boil down this advice into 

five (Cairney, 2021: 11-15): 

1. Define a policy problem.  

Problem definition involves: framing an issue in relation to key properties (such as its size, 

severity, and urgency), identifying its cause and amenability to solutions, and telling a 

persuasive story with a clear reason for a policymaker to intervene. It is a political act tailored 

to the beliefs of your audience, using analytical techniques. For example, analysts can argue 

that poverty is the fault of individuals who deserve minimal state support, or the result ot 

structural inequalities that can only be addressed by state intervention (Box 1.1).  

2. Identify feasible solutions.  

Policy options should be technically feasible (they will work as intended if implemented) and 

politically feasible (they are acceptable to your policymaker audience and the audiences they 

want to keep on board). A solution can be ruled out 

quickly if it is technically but not politically feasible. 

The latter may change following a crisis or election of 

a new government. Still, each government faces similar 

issues: redistribution is more controversial than 

distribution, and both are more costly to governments 

than regulation (Lowi, 1964; 1972: 299; Smith and 

Larimer, 2009: 36-41). Using technical and political 

criteria helps you to create a manageable shortlist of 

solutions to research in enough depth to identify their 

costs and benefits (perhaps with reference to their use by other governments). 

3. Use value-based criteria and political goals to compare solutions.  

Common ways to evaluate solutions include reference to:  

• Efficiency. Will it provide the most benefits in relation to the same costs? 

• Equity. Will the outcomes be fair to the populations that policymakers care about? 

• Human rights or human dignity. 

• The impact on state intervention on individual freedoms (or a trade-off between 

freedom and security). 

• The balance between individual, communal, and state action. 

Redistribution: taking resources 

from one group and giving them 

to another. 

Distribution: giving out 

resources to benefit a group 

(without a clear sense that another 

group pays). 

Regulation: instructions backed 

by penalties for non-compliance. 

Functional requirement. 

What needs to happen to 

make something work. 
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• The impact of each policy on the same goal, such as gender or racial equality or 

environmental sustainability. 

• How the option was generated. For example, what evidence informed the analysis, and 

were stakeholders involved in deliberation?.  

These questions help policymakers think about trade-offs between their values and relate 

solutions to political goals. For example, which option will be most supported, or make a 

government most popular? 

4. Predict the outcome of each feasible solution. 

It is not possible to know the outcomes of solutions, but there are techniques to estimate their 

costs and benefits. Cost-benefit analysis aims to fit the results into a common currency to 

establish their value-for-money (and encourage ways to compensate people who lose out from 

policy). Cost-effectiveness analysis estimates the outputs to be gained for a certain cost 

(Meltzer and Schwartz, 2019: 141–55; 181-3). Such models can generate best-case and worst-

case scenarios to warn against basing policy on too-optimistic assumptions, coupled with other 

principles such as a ‘precautionary approach’ (used here to describe acting before there is clear 

evidence if waiting could be disastrous - 2019: 183-4 – but compare with Chapter 6). Models 

allow policymakers to think further about trade-offs, such as how much of a bad service people 

might accept when cutting costs, or if an option is worth the financial and political investment 

(Bardach and Patashnik, 2020). Another option is to monitor the impact of current choices to 

inform future decisions, albeit while recognising that the evaluation of success or failure is 

highly contested (Dunn, 2017: 250; McConnell, 2010). 

5. Make a recommendation to your client. 

It is possible to present aloof analysis with multiple options and no recommendations, but the 

usual advice is to make recommendations consistent with your brief. Indeed, most advice is 

about how to make recommendations, emphasising the need to keep a written report simple, 

short, and punchy (although there is no agreement on the number of pages) and include a 1- or 

2-page executive summary (Smith, 2015).  

Overall, while there are technical elements to policy analysis (to produce competent analysis), 

most advice relates to politics. It focuses on the need to: see the world through a policymaker’s 

eyes; be efficient to meet ridiculous deadlines; tell a persuasive story with data to grab the 

attention of your audience (without misleading your audience), and minimise their ‘cognitive 

load’ to make the problem seem simple enough to solve (Cairney, 2021: 16).  

Only some encourage you to challenge to your audience. Mintrom (2012: 20-2) describes 

researching more radical options that they will not like immediately, and encouraging analysts 

to collaborate with stakeholders to widen their perspective on the problem. Meltzer and 

Schwarz (2019: 40-5; 66; 90-1) highlight the value of ‘policy design’ principles geared 

towards: generating ‘empathy’ with people affected by policy, ‘co-creating’ policy solutions 

with stakeholders (the people affected by policy or with a legitimate interest in the outcomes), 

or thinking of solutions as ‘prototypes’ to be refined after testing. This focus on policy design 

helps us understand the meaning of ‘policy instruments’ (Box 2.2). 
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Box 2.2 Policy instruments: designing and measuring policy change 
Policy tools or instruments are ways to turn policy aims into action. Hood and Margetts (2007: 

5–6) describe four categories of tool:  

1. Nodality. Providing a hub for information-sharing to aid policy development.  

2. Authority. Regulating individual, social, or organisational behaviour.  

3. Treasure. Collecting and distributing resources to support policy decisions. 

4. Organization. Providing the resources (such as staff) for public services. 

Policy analysts examine the design of instruments, including questions such as: 

• Taxation and tax expenditure. How much should a government raise, and who or what 

activities should it tax (e.g. on incomes, wealth, spending) or not (e.g. income below a 

threshold, or health insurance or charitable donations)? How ‘progressive’ should 

income tax be (how much extra should higher earners pay)? Should a government use 

taxes to discourage some consumption (e.g. petrol, cigarettes, sugar)? 

• Public expenditure. What should be the balance between capital investment (e.g. road 

versus public transport projects, or ‘human capital’ spending such as on early years 

education and care) and current spending? What should be the distribution across policy 

sectors (e.g. defence versus social policy) and within them (e.g. doctor and nurse pay)? 

How should spending be distributed among populations (e.g. younger or older)? Should 

some spending (e.g. income support) be conditional on behaviour (e.g. seeking work)? 

• Regulation. Should regulations be backed by enforcement with harsh legal sanctions? 

Or should governments focus on public education and standards to encourage voluntary 

changes to (social or business) behaviour? Or use ‘nudges’ to influence choices by 

exploiting how people think (Lodge and Weigrich, 2012; John, 2011)? 

• Public services. Should they be tax-funded, free and universal, or targeted and 

supported by charges? Should the state deliver and/ or fund them? 

• How should governments design these instruments? Prioritise commissioned research 

(Jordan and Turnpenny, 2015) or the ‘coproduction’ of policy with citizens (Durose 

and Richardson, 2015)? Or some mix of both? 

‘New policy design’ considers how policy instruments should be combined: what should be 

the combination of new instruments, how would they interact with current policy, and can they 

patch-up the problems of old designs (Howlett et al, 2014: 297-300; Peters et al, 2019)? The 

mix can signal how serious a government is. For example, does it tax, spend, and regulate to 

oblige social change, or rely on information and exhortation (Cairney and St Denny, 2020: 18)? 

Policy studies focus on measuring policy change, using categories such as size, speed, 

direction, and substance. This task is difficult because defining ‘policy’ is difficult (Box 2.1). 

Think of measurement as generating a narrative with empirical and normative elements rather 

than an objective factual account. A narrative is based on: the timeframe, which government’s 

instruments are important, how proportionate is policy change to the size of the problem, what 

motivates policymakers to act, and how to select and present data (Cairney, 2020: 23-4).  

Crucially, this focus on instruments does not tells us about outcomes. The outcomes of complex 

mixes are not simply the sum of their parts: some instruments reinforce each other (e.g. to 

‘denormalise’ smoking – Cairney, 2019a), while others can undermine them (in ways that are 



6 

 

difficult to imagine). This problem is exacerbated by fragmented and multi-level policymaking, 

with policy made by many different governments - and departments - at different times (Box 

1.2). 

See: Policy Concepts in 1000 Words: how do policy theories describe policy change? 

The study of policy analysts: what do they actually do? 
These five policy analysis steps tell analysts what they need to do, but what else needs to 

happen for policy analysis to make an impact?  It is common in studies of policy analysts to 

describe old and new answers to that question. The old story describes the conditions that 

would be favourable to ‘rational’ policy analysis:  

1. Policymaking is centralised and exclusive, providing a clear link between your analysis 

and a powerful audience (which respects the work of the policy analysis profession). 

2. Most people agree that the role of analysis is to translate scientific knowledge into 

policy, using techniques to such as cost-benefit analysis to find an optimal solution 

(Cairney, 2021: 35, Brans et al. 2017: 4–5; Enserink et al, 2013: 17-34; Radin, 2019). 

The new story treats the old story as a set of misguided or unrealistic aspirations of a bygone 

era. In the real world, conditions are not so favourable to the uptake of your analysis: 

1. Policymaking is messy and competitive, involving many policymakers and influencers 

spread across political systems, and ruling out a direct link between your analysis and 

a singularly powerful audience. 

2. The role of analysis is contested, involving a competition to frame problems and 

interpret evidence, using many different skills to present analysis and negotiate 

solutions (Cairney, 2021: 35). 

Policy analysis training does not prepare you fully for a complex policymaking system in which 

your role is not routinely respected and you may struggle to find a policymaker audience. 

Rather, Radin (2019: 48) presents a list of skills that is too long to be expected of any individual, 

including to: conduct research, facilitate deliberation among many stakeholders in groups, 

organisations, and networks, encourage cooperation inside and outside of government, and 

monitor the impact of a negotiated solution. Even the most skilled analyst could not know the 

full extent of the problem or the effect of potential solutions. 

Policy studies: the ideal-type policy process 
Our discussion of policy analysis highlights the profound difference between (1) what policy 

analysts need to happen, versus (2) what actually happens. This approach provides a useful 

connection to policy studies, where we use an ideal-type to compare a simple vision of 

Ideal-type: an abstract concept to describe a hypothetical scenario (not necessarily an ideal) 

Comprehensive rationality: an ideal-type of policymaking. It describes a single 

authoritative source of policymaking. Policymakers at the centre of government translate 

their values and aims into policy following a comprehensive study of all choices and their 

effects. This process takes place via a linear stages (the ‘policy cycle’). 

Bounded rationality: describes the limits to policymaker knowledge (including cognitive 

ability, time, and information) and therefore their powers to change policy. 

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2019/08/11/policy-concepts-in-1000-words-how-do-policy-theories-describe-policy-change/
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policymaking (comprehensive rationality) with a more complex reality (bounded 

rationality). 

The concept of ‘comprehensive rationality’ helps to identify abstract elements of a simple 

model of policymaking, explore why they are unrealistic, and identify the implications for 

policymaking in the real world (Cairney, 2020: 57-9).  

First, policymakers do not have the means to translate their values and aims into policy 

unproblematically, to maximise the benefits to society. Classic studies show how elements of 

this requirement are not met in the real world (e.g. Lindblom, 1959; Simon, 1976): 

• To gather all information about a policy problem and anticipate all effects of a solution. 

Governments gather a sufficient amount of information to make and justify decisions.  

• To produce a coherent and consistent list of preferences to cover the full remit of 

government. Policymakers focus on a small number of aims and ignore the rest. Their 

preferences are vaguely defined (e.g. sustainable economic growth) and they only know 

their detailed preferences when choosing between them  (e.g. to minimise pollution and 

climate change or expand air and road capacity to encourage economic activity).  

• To completely separate facts and values. Our values and beliefs influence how we 

gather and interpret information, and our selective attention to facts reflects and 

reinforces our values and priorities.  

• To maximise societal benefits from policy. Policymakers ‘satisfice’, or  seek an outcome 

that is ‘good enough’ (1976: xxviii). There are always winners and losers from policy, 

with no obvious way to compensate the latter. 

This classic focus has enjoyed renewed attention following hopes that advances in science 

could foster ‘evidence-based policymaking’ (Botterill and Hindmoor, 2012: 367). Yet, similar 

problems remain: our greater ability to research the world does not remove uncertainty about 

complex problems, and evidence does not adjudicate between values or help policymakers 

bring order to their preferences (Cairney, 2016; 2020: 60). Further, while our collective ability 

to generate information has risen, our individual ability to process it has not (you may be 

painfully aware of this problem while you read this book). This problem connects to a modern 

focus on psychology, which shows that people combine cognition and emotion to simplify and 

make choices: 

“People use short cuts to gather enough information to make decisions quickly: the 

‘rational’, by pursuing clear goals and prioritising certain kinds of information, and the 

‘irrational’, by drawing on emotions, gut feelings, values, beliefs, habits, and the 

familiar, to make decisions quickly” (Cairney and Kwiatkowski, 2017: 2). 

We can describe these responses negatively (‘cognitive biases’) or positively (‘fast and frugal 

heuristics’) (Kahneman, 2012; Gigerenzer, 2001). Either way, our focus is on what happens 

when policymakers use cognitive shortcuts to deal with bounded rationality. 

A second requirement of comprehensive rationality is that the process is linear. It follows an 

ordered set of tasks, summed up by the stages of the ‘policy cycle’ (Figure 2.1): 
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• Agenda setting. Deciding which issues deserve attention, and defining the problem. 

• Policy formulation. Identifying solutions, comparing their cost and benefits, and 

selecting policy instruments. 

• Legitimation. Ensuring that policy solutions have support (e.g. via legislative approval, 

consent through consultation with interest groups, referendums). 

• Implementation. Assigning an implementing organization, ensuring it has resources 

(e.g. staff, money, legal authority) and that policy is carried out as planned.  

• Evaluation. Assessing if the policy was successful (implemented correctly, with the 

desired effect).  

• Policy maintenance, succession or termination. Deciding if the policy should be 

continued, modified or discontinued (Cairney, 2020: 26-7, drawing on Hogwood and 

Peters, 1983: 8; Hogwood and Gunn, 1984: 7–11).  

Figure 2.1 The Policy Cycle 

 

Source: Cairney (2020: 27) 

However, real-world policymaking does not resemble this artificial policy cycle (Cairney, 

2020: 34-5). Rather, imagine a messy combination of multiple tasks and cycles taking place 

simultaneously across many levels and types of government (Sabatier, 2007: 7), to the extent 

that this image ‘no longer gives us any guidance on what happens’ (Cairney, 2021: 54; see 

Cairney, 2017 for a choice of images). If so, why does this image of a cycle remain so popular?  

1. Seeing policymaking through the eyes of policymakers 

Some see this cycle as useful to describe policymaking from the perspective of people seeking 

to manage its ‘five vital activities: agenda-setting, formulation, decision-making, 

implementation, and evaluation’ (Wu et al, 2017: 9). It may guide students and civil servants 

as a learning aid, and not necessarily “to serve as ‘a foundation for good policy’” (Threlfall and 

Althaus, 2021: 39-41; Althaus, et al, 2013; 2015; Mercer, 2021: 55).  

Agenda Setting

Policy 
Formulation

LegitimationImplementation

Evaluation

Policy 
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Succession or 
Termination
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2. The policy cycle as the official story of UK politics 

It would be very difficult for a government to describe its policy process as chaotic and 

unmanageable! Policymakers tend not describe the limits to their powers in public even if they 

acknowledge them in private (Cairney, 2015). Instead, an emphasis on rationality and order 

helps to present the ‘public face’ of policymaking (McConnell, 2010: 222).  

This image is particularly important in the UK, and the idea of comprehensive rationality shares 

many features with the Westminster model (Chapter 3). In both cases, we find a simplified 

image of a small group of powerful policymakers at the heart of government: identifying their 

values and aims, making sure that those aims are carried out, and being held accountable for 

the outcomes through Parliament and general elections. UK Government departments have 

long used cycles to describe their policymaking processes (Cabinet Office, 1999; Scottish 

Government, 2009), while the ‘Green Book’ still uses the policy cycle terminology to tell the 

Westminster model story of UK policymaking:  

‘The Green Book is guidance issued by HM Treasury on how to appraise policies, 

programmes and projects. It also provides guidance on the design and use of monitoring 

and evaluation before, during and after implementation. Appraisal of alternative policy 

options is an inseparable part of detailed policy development and design. This guidance 

concerns the provision of objective advice by public servants to decision makers, which 

in central government means advice to ministers’ (HM Treasury, 2020). 

3. Stages as functional requirements, not part of a cycle 

A focus on stages is useful if we see them as individual functional requirements in political 

systems. Policy studies identify how policy actors respond to such requirements: 

• Agenda setting involves the power to draw attention to some issues, and ways to define 

the problem, at the expense of others (Box 1.1). 

• Policy formulation involves the power to make sure that few solutions are considered, 

while most are ignored. 

• Legitimation by Parliament is essential to the functioning of government, even though 

it often seems peripheral to policymaking (Judge and Leston-Bandeira, 2021; Russell 

and Cowley, 2016). This is true even though the more frequent activity in government 

is civil service consultation with actors such as interest groups, delivery organisations, 

and experts. Civil servants seek cues from knowledgeable and active policy 

participants. Given their lack of political legitimacy, particularly when ministers give 

them minimal direction, they are, ‘ill placed to impose’ and ‘conflict avoidance is likely 

to result’ (Jordan and Richardson, 1982: 86).   

• Implementation ‘gaps’ remains important when policymakers wonder why their 

decisions did not translate into expected outcomes. This is a ‘top down’ perspective, 

highlighting things that could go wrong with a policy when it: is based on flawed 

evidence or logic; has unclear aims; is not backed by sufficient resources; is not 

implemented by skilful and ‘compliant’ officials; does not receive enough support from 

key groups; and/or is undermined by socio-economic conditions  (Cairney, 2020: 28-

30; Hogwood and Gunn, 1984; Marsh and Rhodes, 1992). An alternative ‘bottom up’ 
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perspective focuses on the organisations or people responsible for delivery. Studies 

suggest that central governments provide only one of many influences on outcomes 

(see Box 2.3). 

• Evaluation involves the power to declare a policy’s success. It can be a technical 

process by analysts (perhaps ‘co-produced’ with service users) or a heated debate 

between parties. For ministers, success can relate to politics (e.g. did it make me more 

popular?), process (was it managed and supported well?), and programmes (did it 

produce the desired outcomes?) (Box 5.3; McConnell, 2010; Compton and ‘t Hart, 

2019). 

• Policy maintenance, succession or termination reminds us that policies rarely begin on 

a blank sheet of paper.  

In other words, simple models to guide policymakers, or tell a story of policymaking, 

emphasise the agency of the people that we hold responsible. In comparison, policy studies 

emphasise the structures that constrain their abilities (Box 2.3).  

Box 2.3 Agency and structure: how to describe policymaking context 
Discussions of agency seem relatively straightforward, describing the ability ‘to deliberate and 

act’ and emphasising ‘intentional action based on an actor’s thought process and ability to 

choose’ (Cairney, 2020: 10). However, it is difficult to know how people think and what 

motivates them to act. Further, agency is difficult to separate from its wider context, since these 

intentions only make sense in relation to the wider world. There are many metaphors to describe 

this world, including the idea of agents interacting with: 

1. Structures, or a context that ‘is relatively fixed and difficult but not impossible to break 

down’ and ‘influences the decisions that actors make’ (2020: 10). Social structures 

include the rules and norms of behaviour that seem impervious to change (2020: 81). 

2. Policy conditions that policymakers need to take into account, including ‘a political 

system’s size, demographic structure, economy, and mass behaviour’ (2020: 95). 

3. Environments. Studies draw on evolutionary metaphors to note the ‘sense that 

environmental influences on policymaking often seem to be overwhelming or out of 

the control of individual policymakers’ (2020: 102). A focus on environments 

highlights: the large number of actors involved, making and influencing decisions in 

many venues; the institutions, or rules within different venues; the networks of actors 

who make and influence policy; the ideas which underpin policy debate; and, the 

conditions and events that influence policymaker attention and limit their options.   

4. Complex systems. Studies emphasise ‘the interdependence between a huge number of 

actors’, and a tendency of systems to amplify or dampen the actions of policymakers 

(2020: 104-5). They highlight: ‘path dependence’ when decisions made in the past limit 

current options; ‘strange attractors’ which indicate regular patterns of policymaking 

over long periods despite the ability of policymakers to intervene at any time; and, the 

‘emergence’ of outcomes in the absence of central control (Cairney and Geyer, 2015). 

Accounts of policymaking can be relatively agency-centred, when advising analysts how to 

address policy problems, or context-centred, when emphasising limits to the impact of analysis. 
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A continuous dilemma for critical policy analysis is how to describe: (1) the structural causes 

of unequal outcomes, while leaving hope for agency, and (2) the role of agency, without 

diminishing the importance of structure. 

Policy studies: how is policy really made?  
Most studies of policymaking identify what happens when policymakers deal with bounded 

rationality and the absence of a policy cycle. This field of study is difficult to navigate because 

it contains a diverse and unwieldy collection of approaches. To simplify, we describe:  

1. Examples of concepts and theories that describe policymaker responses to bounded 

rationality. Each example connects to at least one summary of a policy concept or 

theory in Cairney’s 500 Words or 1000 Words series. 

2. A simple representation of the policymaking environment, to generate a picture of 

‘complex government’ to compare with the Westminster model in Chapter 3. This story 

of policymaking in the real world highlights the lack of centralised control and a 

tendency for new governments to inherit and build on previous policy. 

How could policymakers respond to bounded rationality? 
Lindblom’s (1959; 1979) classic account of US politics suggests that policymakers and 

governments tend towards ‘incrementalism’, which describes: 

1. Policy analysis. Limiting analysis to a small number of feasible solutions. 

2. Policymaking. Policy change via a series of non-radical steps. 

Lindblom (1959; 1979) described this approach as sensible and common: there is no point in 

using resources to investigate solutions that no-one will select, and radical policy change is a 

shot in the dark. Trial-and-error helps monitor and change the effects of policy. Building on 

past policies makes sense when so much effort has been invested in an agreed position.  

We examine the normative case for non-radical policy change in the next section. Here, we 

focus on many other ways to describe the cognitive and emotional responses to bounded 

rationality, including many that question the inevitability of incrementalism: 

Punctuated equilibrium theory (and policy communities). 

Policymakers can only pay attention to a small number of problems at any one time. They pay 

disproportionately high attention to some and ignore or delegate the rest (Baumgartner and 

Jones, 2009). Consequently, most policy is processed through small and specialist ‘policy 

communities’ which manage ‘technical’ issues at a level of government not particularly visible 

to the public (Richardson and Jordan, 1979; Jordan and Maloney, 1997; Jordan and Cairney, 

2013: 238). The outcome is a small amount of major policy change (in issues receiving high 

senior policymaker attention) and huge amount of minor changes (in issues receiving minimal 

attention) (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009). 

Power and ideas.  

Some beliefs about policy become taken for granted ‘paradigms’ that inhibit new ways of 

thinking and undermine policy change (Hall, 1993). Some groups monopolise how a policy is 
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understood in government. Their dominance may be ‘institutionalised’ following the 

production of rules and norms used to guide policymaking (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009). 

This dominance may prevent the discussion or feasibility of new policy solutions, at least in 

the short term (see Chapters 4 and 5 on the endurance then breakdown of paradigms).  

Multiple streams analysis and the ‘garbage can’ model. 

Policymakers identify problems, solutions are produced, and choices are made, but these 

actions can happen in any order. Cohen et al (1972: 1) use a garbage can metaphor to describe 

the often-unpredictable mix of stages: ‘collections of choices looking for problems, issues and 

feelings looking for decision situations in which they might be aired, solutions looking for 

issues to which they might be an answer, and decision makers looking for work’.  

Kingdon (1995) uses this approach to argue that major policy change may happen only when 

a ‘window of opportunity’ opens and three ‘streams’ come together: there is high attention to 

a policy problem (problem stream); a feasible solution already exists (policy stream); and, 

policymakers have the motive and opportunity to act (politics stream). This process is not 

linear, and defining a policy problem does not lead inevitably to the adoption of a solution. 

Institutions and new institutionalism.  

Institutions are the formal and informal rules that policymakers use to simplify their choices, 

producing ‘standard operating procedures’ and norms of behaviour, rather than beginning from 

scratch each time (Cairney, 2020: chapter 5). 

Social construction and policy design.  

Policymakers make quick emotional - or strategic and cynical - choices based on social 

stereotypes. They assign benefits to ‘deserving’ groups and punishments to others. These 

choices become routine features of policy design, and send clear signals to citizens (Schneider 

and Ingram 1997, 2005; Box 3.4).  

Advocacy coalition framework.  

Like most policy actors, policymakers enter politics to turn their beliefs into policy. They form 

coalitions with like-minded people, and compete with people who don’t share their beliefs. 

Some issues are low salience, with scope for negotiation between coalitions. Others are high 

salience and controversial, prompting coalitions to romanticise their own cause and demonise 

their opponents (Weible and Ingold, 2018; Weible et al, 2009). 

Narrative policy framework. 

Policy narratives help to simplify a complex world. Policymakers can be the audience, perhaps 

vulnerable to manipulation when they rely on simple stories from particular sources. Or, they 

can be the narrators, telling simple stories to persuade the public to see a policy problem and 

its solution through their eyes (Crow and Jones, 2018). 

Policy learning.  

Policymakers ‘learn’, but learning is as much a political process (learning how to win, or 

dominate others) as the search for new information (from experts or stakeholders) (Dunlop and 

Radaelli, 2013, 2018). 
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In each case, we find not only profound limits to ‘rationality’ but also: (1) policymaking inertia 

built on ignoring most evidence until there is a lurch of attention, (2) choices to favour some 

groups rather than societal benefits, and (3) learning for political gain rather than collecting 

evidence comprehensively. While Simon’s (1976) classic vision was to seek goal-driven 

evidence-informed policy, most theories describe why it will never be realised. 

A simple representation of the policymaking environment 
Cairney (2017) provides one way to visualise a complex policy process to seem as simple as 

the policy cycle (Figure 2.1). This image describes policymakers responding to bounded 

rationality (the ‘psychology of choice’) within an environment over which they have minimal 

control. The latter is summed up by five concepts which can be used to tell a general story of 

policymaking as follows (see Cairney, 2020: 232-4). There are many policymakers and 

influencers (actors), spread across many ‘centres’ of government (Box 1.2). Each centre has 

its own formal and informal rules (institutions), relationships between policymakers and 

influencers (networks), and dominant beliefs or ways to understand problems (ideas). As such, 

each centre is associated with a different policymaking context and responds more or less to 

different events (routine events include elections, while non-routine events include crises).  

 

Figure 2.1 The policy process (Source: Cairney, 2017) 

 

Overall, this image tells a story that contrasts with the ideal-type of comprehensive rationality 

and image of the policy cycle. Instead of one powerful centre, there are many centres. Instead 

of producing ‘rational’, orderly, and stable  policymaking, these centres combine to produce 

practices that can be stable or unstable, and outcomes that can lurch from continuity to change. 

A political system’s ‘central government’ may be the most powerful centre, but it tends to be 

broken down into many smaller ‘policy communities’. The ‘core executive’ could intervene in 

any issue at any time, but the logical consequence is to ignore most other issues.  

Psychology 
of Choice

Actors

Institutions

NetworksIdeas

Context and 
events
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We describe the UK implications of this general story in Chapter 3. For present purposes, the 

point is that these dynamics should be taken into account when conducting policy analysis. For 

example, they help to warn against the idea that heroic individuals can overcome them (Box 

2.4). 

Box 2.4 Systems thinking and policy entrepreneurship 

Concepts such as complex systems and policy entrepreneurs are used frequently in policy 

analysis and policy studies. However, it is possible to generate contradictory messages from 

each approach (Cairney, 2021).  

In policy analysis, systems thinking is a useful antidote to simplistic policy analysis: identify 

the complexity of policy problems and the interdependence of the people solving them. 

However, it also describes disproportionate influence: ‘if we engage in systems thinking 

effectively, we can understand systems well enough to control, manage, or influence them’ 

(2021: 130). It contrasts with policy studies messages: if policy tends to ‘emerge’ from complex 

systems in the absence of central control, accept policymaker limitations and “avoid the 

mechanistic language of ‘policy levers’ which exaggerate human or government control” 

(2021: 130; see also Box 3.3). 

In policy analysis, entrepreneurs can be the change agents with disproportionate influence on 

policy change. Analysts can learn how to emulate their success by generating similar attributes 

(e.g. effective social skills and tenacity), skills (e.g. in strategy, teamwork, persuasion), and 

strategies (e.g. framing, building coalitions) (Mintrom, 2019: 308-20). In policy studies, the 

message is that most entrepreneurs fail, their success relates more to their environments than 

skills, and few actors have the opportunities to use them (Cairney, 2021: 126-7).  

Critical policy analysis: challenging how policy is made 
Critical policy analysis helps us understand the wider political context, in which policy actors 

compete to determine whose evidence, values, and aims matter, and policymaking context, in 

which there is no simple way to translate evidence and values into policy (Cairney, 2021: 71-

2; see also Cairney’s Policy Analysis in 750 Words page). Approaches by Stone (2012) and 

Bacchi (2009) explain key elements and help us connect them to a much larger literature. 

Stone’s Policy Paradox 
Stone (2012) examines the consequences of an absence of comprehensive rationality. First, 

there is no way to gather information comprehensively and objectively to produce a coherent 

list of preferences that maximise societal benefit. Rather, ‘policy paradox’ describes how the 

same policymakers (or publics) can understand the same issue in contradictory ways, and come 

to opposite conclusions in different contexts without changing their beliefs (2012: 2-3). 

Second, they cannot resolve this problem simply by generating more information to reduce 

uncertainty. Rather, problem definition is about resolving ambiguity. Ambiguity describes the 

ability to interpret problems in different ways, with reference to different values or different 

interpretations of the same values (e.g. when deciding whose needs and freedoms matter) 

(2012: 14). 

https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/policy-analysis-in-750-words/
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How do policy actors exercise power to resolve these problems in their favour? Stone (2012) 

describes their skilful use of persuasion strategies. They tell stories to draw attention to some 

issues over others and prioritise their preferred problem definitions and solutions. The aim is 

to: determine who should receive the blame or our sympathy when assessing the cause and 

consequence of the problem; make some solutions seem easier to understand and implement; 

identify which policy instruments to prioritise and which human rights to enforce; and, 

establish the role of governments. Storytellers are persuasive when they can exploit how people 

process information, employing:  

• Symbols, to sum up an issue instantly 

• Characters, to determine who is to blame, and who deserves sympathy 

• Narrative arcs, to draw in an audience 

• Synecdoche, to equate the whole problem with one example 

• Metaphor, to associate a complex issue with something simple and relatable 

• Numbers, to simplify, and relate a story to expertise 

• Ambiguity, to encourage different people to support a policy for different reasons (2012: 

157-228). 

Bacchi’s What’s the Problem Represented to Be? (WPR)  
How can we spot and how should we respond to such stories? Bacchi (2009: 1-24) developed 

the six-step WPR approach to highlight (a) how policy actors interpret policy problems as they 

define them, and (b) how to challenge these ‘problematisations’: 

1. What’s the ‘problem’ represented to be? Powerful actors make political choices to 

identify a problem’s cause (e.g. the poor behaviour of certain populations), the role of 

the state in solving it (e.g. to regulate or not), and which part of the state is relevant (e.g. 

is it a public health or crime issue?). 

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation? They draw on 

‘deep-seated cultural values’ to identify which groups deserve support or punishment, 

what is normal versus deviant behaviour, and whether the state should be involved in 

individual or family life. 

3. How has this representation come about? Explanations for a shift of attention include: 

new events or information, shifts in public attitudes, a change of government, or a 

technology that opens up new possibilities.  

4. Can the ‘problem’ be thought about differently? Identify how powerful actors interpret 

the behaviour of others when assigning blame, and how else to interpret problems.  

5. What effects are produced by this representation? Identify who wins and loses. 

6. How could it be questioned, disrupted and replaced? Researchers have a responsibility 

to challenge the powerful actors who act to the detriment of powerless actors. 

Policy analysis for marginalised groups 
This focus on research for emancipation connects to a larger body of critical social science. 

While not describing ‘critical policy analysis’ explicitly, a wider community of researchers 

seeks to challenge unfair policy outcomes by understanding and challenging unequal power in 
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politics and society. This approach can be related to questions such as: whose knowledge and 

evidence matters, who decides what evidence to use, and who benefits from its use? 

Decolonizing research 

Smith’s (2012: 10) focus on ‘decolonizing’ research highlights the political nature of the 

research used for policy analysis: 

‘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 scope? Who will carry it out? 

Who will write it up? How will its results be disseminated?’ 

Smith (2012: 66-71) describes a narrow and damaging view of what counts as policy-relevant 

knowledge, developed by ‘Western researchers’ and supported by powerful colonising 

governments (such as the UK in Commonwealth countries, including Australia, New Zealand, 

and Canada). This view focuses on the research methods used by highly trained scientists, who 

see themselves as objective, treat Indigenous communities as objects of research, and dismiss 

their claims to knowledge. The alternative is to recognise the inescapable link between power 

and knowledge and connect research explicitly to high-level political aims such Indigenous 

community ‘self-determination’, ‘survival’, and ‘recovery’ (2012: 121). This commitment to 

decolonising research would change key methods of policy analysis: working with 

marginalised communities to co-produce knowledge to inform problem definitions and 

solutions, rather than engaging in superficial consultation and aloof top-down policymaking 

(2012: 228–32; 13). 

Critical race theory 

Doucet (2019: 2-3) draws on ‘critical race theory’ to show that most research does not 

communicate well the ‘experiences of marginalized groups’, and policymakers have misused 

research to justify power inequalities, racism, and unfair social outcomes. For example, 

Michener’s (2019) ‘racialized feedback framework’ helps to explain the unequal power of 

interest groups and policymakers to choose policies that distribute unequal benefits and 

punishments. Doucet’s (2019: 5-22) recommendations for change include to: challenge the 

notion that scientific research is objective and that researchers are ‘beyond reproach’; recognise 

how research and policy analysis has been used and abused to ‘reproduce the subordination of 

social groups’; respect ‘experiential knowledge’; and, connect policy relevant knowledge to a 

political commitment to ‘social justice’ which ‘centres race’ and helps to ‘emancipate and 

empower marginalized groups’. 

The implications for policy analysis and policy studies 
Such insights help to identify important ways to interrogate policymaking (and its study). 

Who should be involved in policy analysis and policymaking? 

Reject the idea that policy analysis can be conducted by a small number of experts using 

technical tools to produce optimal solutions. Rather, analysis is a political act that should be 

accompanied by widespread ‘co-production’ to share many sources of knowledge. This 

collaboration would involve the use of scientific evidence, but without assuming that scientific 

professions decide which forms of research produce the most useful knowledge.  
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Co-production is a key part of some policy analysis texts (e.g. Mintrom, 2012; Meltzer and 

Schwartz, 2019). However, the phrase should also be treated with caution, to reflect concern 

about its insincere use in policymaking. If major inequalities of power between participants 

remain, and the most powerful actors see problems primarily through their own eyes, we should 

not expect too much from set-piece consultation events. Powerful actors may use the language 

of coproduction - and a ‘safe’ vocabulary to describe the marginalisation of social groups – as 

a superficial alternative to substantive action (Smith, 2012; Ahmed, 2017: 103). 

The perils of focusing on heroic individuals  

As Boxes 2.3 and 2.4 describe, there is a tendency in policy analysis to focus on agency: 

analysts diagnosing problems, systems thinkers seeing the big picture, entrepreneurs selling 

solutions, and policymakers making things happen. Yet, these powers are distributed highly 

unequally, representing structural obstacles to policy change. 

Challenging the status quo: should policymaking be pragmatic and incremental? 

Most texts recommend pragmatic action: focus on your client’s aims and timetable, be efficient 

when collecting evidence, and favour politically feasible solutions (Cairney, 2021: 88). They 

have a lot in common with incremental strategies: focus analysis on a few options, and do not 

depart radically from negotiated positions (Lindblom, 1959; 1979).  

Traditionally, this advice formed part of the ‘art and craft’ of analysis (Wildavsky, 1980), on 

the assumption of a ‘pluralistic’ political system in which power is dispersed and there are 

widespread opportunities for influence. In contrast, critical policy analysis shows that cautious 

pragmatism protects the status quo which marginalises social groups and reproduces unequal 

social and political outcomes (Cairney, 2021: 88). It reminds us that policymaking systems 

may be complex, but the outcomes still provide routine benefits to some groups and 

punishments to others. 

Bringing these three perspectives together 
What would a combined focus on policy analysis, policy studies, and critical policy analysis 

look like? Table 2.1 compares their insights by relating them to the 5-step approach to analysis: 

• Policy analysis involves simple instructions to define the problem for your client, 

identify feasible solutions, use values to compare them, predict their impact, and make 

a recommendation.  

• Policy studies examines the extent to which policymakers understand the problems they 

face, relate new solutions to existing commitments, think systematically about trade-

offs, can predict the combined effect of policy mixes, and rely on many other centres 

to get things done.  

• Critical policy analysis prompts us to challenge dominant framings, foster the co-

production of solutions and evaluations, and consider the unequal impacts of solutions, 

before making choices.  

This comparison helps to combine – in Chapters 6-11 - the empirical study of politics and 

policymaking with normative research, to identify policy problems and think systematically 

about how to understand them.  



18 

 

Table 2.1 Three perspectives on 5-step policy analysis  

 Policy analysis texts Policy process research Critical policy analysis 

Step 1 Define a policy 

problem identified by 

your client 

Incorporate a policymaker’s 

willingness and ability to 

understand and solve the 

policy problem 

Challenge dominant ways to 

frame issues.  

 

Step 2 Identify technically 

and politically 

feasible solutions 

Identify the mix of policy 

instruments already being 

used, and why  

Use inclusive ways to 

generate knowledge and 

perspectives on solutions 

Step 3 Use values and 

political goals to 

compare solutions 

Identify how actors 

cooperate or compete to 

define and rank values. 

Co-produce the rules to 

produce and evaluate 

solutions 

Step 4 Predict the outcome 

of each feasible 

solution 

Emphasise uncertainty about 

the disproportionate effect of 

your solution on the existing 

policy mix  

Identify the impact on 

marginalised groups, such 

as via gender and race 

analysis 

Step 5 

 

Make a 

recommendation to 

your client 

 

Recommend how to adapt to 

policymaking systems. In 

the absence of uncertainty, 

how often do you act? In the 

absence of centralisation, 

how can you deliver this 

instrument?  

Co-produce your 

recommendations with 

many stakeholders, to make 

sure that you anticipate and 

respect their reaction to your 

proposals.  

Source: adapted from Cairney (2021) 

Conclusion 
This focus on three perspectives provides different ways to understand politics and 

policymaking. It equips you with critical skills to analyse policy processes. The study of five-

step policy analysis emphasizes the agency of key policy actors: what are their aims, and what 

do they need to do to achieve them? The study of policy analysts suggests that political systems 

do not meet their needs. Analytical and political skills are essential to policymaking, but they 

do not ensure that analysts and policymakers can understand and solve the problems they face.  

Policy studies highlights how difficult it is to know what policy is, measure the substance and 

impact of policy instruments, and identify who is responsible for the outcomes. It uses stories 

of ideal-types to explore what happens in the real world. Policymakers face bounded 

rationality, which prompts them to use cognitive and emotional shortcuts to understand issues 

just well enough to make choices. They engage in a policymaking environment over which 

they have limited knowledge and control. They pay attention to some issues but delegate 

responsibility for most. They take responsibility for overseeing policymaking from the centre 

of government, but share responsibility with many other centres. Each of these venues for 
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policy choice has its own rules, networks, ideas, and ways to respond to events and issues. 

They can each understand one piece of the puzzle. This perspective downplays agency in 

favour of context: the structures, environments, systems, or conditions that limit their powers 

to understand and solve problems.  

Critical policy analysis highlights what analysts and policymakers do, and how to challenge 

the results. Policymakers respond to bounded rationality and complexity by making goal- and 

emotion-driven choices. They describe their processes as objective, emphasizing research and 

systematic techniques. They sell these choices with simple stories to assign praise and blame, 

benefits and punishments. They marginalize populations unfairly, diminishing their 

experiences, knowledge claims, and campaigns for policy change.  

What should we do next with these perspectives? Chapter 3 shows how they inform two very 

different stories of UK policymaking. Chapters 6-11 use these insights to identify policy 

problems, examine how policymakers have sought to address them, and reflect on their unequal 

impacts.   
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