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Preface

This book is meant for graduate students and advanced undergraduates in the fields of public policy, public administration, and other subjects related to public affairs. In particular, the book is suitable for courses in policy analysis, design, and delivery.

The fundamental premise of the book is that although the classical models of policy analysis—the linear progression from problem to ‘solution’ and the iterative cycle of design, implement, evaluate, redesign—provide a solid foundation for policy analysis, they are not enough. These models, as typically taught:

	Are often out of sync with real-world policy discourse, overemphasizing microeconomics and statistics at the expense of political, institutional, legal, and sustainability considerations;
	Rarely offer methods for rigorously analyzing matters of equity, justice, fairness, and liberty;
	Are too optimistic about the ability of policy analysis to deliver an optimal policy choice that will ‘solve’ a problem;
	Have little to say about how powerful stakeholders manipulate policy analysis to serve their narrow interests;
	Underemphasize the constrained environments in which policy analysis is often done and contain scant guidance on dealing with time, resource, and information constraints;
	Pay insufficient attention to the application of inclusive user-centric design principles in the development of public policy;
	Encourage a reductionist, rather than holistic, view of the systems in which policy problems arise and into which policy interventions are introduced; and
	Rest on an academic perspective about how decisions should be made, rather than how decisions are made.


Post-truth was the Oxford Dictionary’s 2016 Word of the Year; it describes situations in which objective facts have less impact on our understanding of the world around us than do appeals to our emotions and personal beliefs (Oxford University Press, 2016). A post-truth world can make it feel like policy discourse is untethered from reality. At times, we can lose sight of what a well-informed, outcome-oriented, and rigorous policy discussion even sounds like.

Can we develop actionable policy-relevant truths in a post-truth world? This book argues that, with a rebooted version of policy analysis, the answer is yes. My proposed vision of the field aspires to strengthen its existing foundations while also expanding its scope. In short, the book aspires to answer the challenge issued by Lee Friedman (2017), from UC Berkeley’s Goldman School of Public Policy:


Policy analysis surely does matter. … But … [p]olicy analysis can and should be made better … [by] … understanding it as part of an organizational or institutional process that embodies specific constraints and obstacles that policy analysts must recognize and confront.

(pp. 201–202)



How do we move forward? I don’t propose a break with the decades-long history of policy analysis, but an extension of it. In my view, we need to help students master a reimagined version of policy analysis. Doing so entails equipping students with the skills needed to do high-quality policy analysis even when their work looks nothing like the classical models. And, ultimately, we need to help students embrace the mindset of an effective policy analyst, a mindset built on critical thinking, pragmatism, competence, tough mindedness, a service orientation, and self-awareness.

The book, which can be covered in a single semester, is organized into 15 chapters, comprising four parts:

	Part I provides a sympathetic portrayal of the classical models of prospective policy analysis and retrospective program evaluation, but concludes with a critique of these models that motivates the rebooting of the field proposed in the remainder of the book.
	Part II describes four core competencies that all aspiring policy analysts need to master: metacognition, use of logic to identify tentative truths, collection of evidence to anchor analysis in real-world conditions, and a mindset appropriate to the successful execution of policy analysis.
	Part III aims to rebalance the standard public policy curriculum by going beyond microeconomics and quantitative methods to provide a panoptic view that also looks at policy issues through the lenses of justice and equity, political and institutional processes, the law, sustainability, and scientific and technological change.
	Part IV provides the building blocks of a rebooted version of policy analysis, including systems thinking, policy design, visualizing future outcomes, and an approach to daily life for an analyst who wants to have a meaningful impact while preserving his or her integrity.


Each chapter includes specific learning objectives, a chapter summary, and a set of discussion questions.

There are a few other important things to know about this book. It reflects a normative commitment to the principles of representative democracy and generally focuses on public policy in the United States (although the principles described in it are broadly applicable to any democracy). The book is not a textbook for the fields of statistics, economics, law, public administration, or political science. These fields are all relevant to policy analysis and discussed to some degree in the book, but a deep dive into each would produce an unmanageably long text. The book is also not an instruction manual for aspiring political activists, although it will give such students many of the skills needed to be a more effective advocate. Finally, if students want to learn how to develop analyses to support foregone conclusions, this is not the right book for them.
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Part One The Classical Models and Their Limitations

[image: The image depicts two scenarios: one of schoolboy Einstein and the other of Professor Einstein. With the caption exclaiming “To be an expert, you first need to master the basics,” it denotes that schoolboy Einstein started off learning the intersection of two straight lines, then grew up to derive the age, size and density of the cosmos.]

In this part of the book, I introduce the two classical models of policy analysis that are routinely taught in public policy programs in the United States. Chapters 1 and 2, respectively, describe the conventional versions of prospective policy analysis and retrospective program (or impact) evaluation. While both models have flaws, they offer a valuable point of departure for the discussion in later chapters of the book. In the same way that I imagine Einstein learning linear algebra before he could explain the cosmos, I would suggest that you first need to master these classical models if you want to maximize your impact as a policy analyst.

Why bother studying flawed models? Over the last century, scholars and practitioners in fields like political science, public policy and administration, decision sciences, economics, sociology, and law have studied how we can make better decisions about matters of public policy and more rigorously assess existing policies. In starting with the classical models, I aspire to “stand on the shoulders of giants,” which was Isaac Newton’s way of saying that we are always indebted to those who come before us and advance the fields in which we currently work (1675).

Notwithstanding this impressive body of knowledge, the final chapter of Part I lays out several areas where these two classical models are insufficient to meet the needs of policymaking in the 21st century. As such, Chapter 3 motivates the reboot of policy analysis offered in the remainder of the book. Before diving into Chapter 1, however, it’s important to define a few key terms.

What Is Policy Analysis?

The phrase policy analysis pops up in a lot of places, including the cover of this book. While arguments about the best way to organize human affairs undoubtedly date back tens of thousands of years to the earliest days of communal living, many scholars trace the modern version of policy analysis to Harold Lasswell’s work in the post–World War II era (deLeon, 2006; Dryzek, 2006; Stone, 2012). Imbued with a sense of optimism after the Allies’ defeat of fascism, Lasswell sought to bring systematic thinking to public affairs in the form of what he called the policy sciences.

Lasswell’s version of the policy sciences was built around three core elements (deLeon & Martell, 2008). First, policy analysis should be problem-oriented; its goal is not universal and generalizable knowledge, but rather the specific knowledge needed to address a particular problem. Second, because most policy problems have multiple causes and several possible responses, analysis should not be confined to a single discipline like law or economics, but instead, should be broadly multidisciplinary. Third, Lasswell argued that analysis should be explicitly rooted in normative notions of democratic governance.

Lasswell’s work started a decades-long debate about contradictions, omissions, and limitations in the concept of the policy sciences. The debate continues today. To maintain the pragmatic focus of this book, I won’t describe the ins and outs of these often-theoretical arguments. Instead, I will offer a version of policy analysis that has its roots in the work of both Lasswell and his critics, but which is updated to reflect the practical realities faced by today’s working policy analysts.

Fast forward from Lasswell’s work in the 1950s to the 2020s: Over 300 colleges and universities now offer master’s degrees in public policy or public administration (NASPAA, 2019). Accreditation standards for these programs require that students develop the ability to “analyze, synthesize, think critically, solve problems and make evidence-informed decisions in a complex and dynamic environment” (NASPAA, 2019). Here at the George Washington University, one of the ways we meet this NASPAA standard is with a course simply entitled Policy Analysis.

What’s more, virtually every US Federal agency has an internal unit devoted to conducting policy analysis (deLeon, 2006). Friedman calculates that about 440,000 people have been “trained in public policy analytic skills” and are currently using that training in government jobs or the nonprofit or commercial sectors in the United States (2017, p. 11). A Google search for the phrase policy analysis returns 12.30 million results while the same search in the much narrower, academically oriented Google Scholar search engine still yields 1.91 million hits.

Given the ubiquity of the phrase, I want to give you my definition of policy analysis. In doing so, I don’t aim to settle debates about what these words should mean. Instead, my goal is simply to create a mutual understanding of what I mean when I refer to policy analysis. The phrase policy analysis comprises two words: policy and analysis. Let’s look at each in turn.

What Is Policy?

First, you should recognize that the words policy, program, activity, function, and project are often used interchangeably and, at least in the United States, lack formal government-wide definitions (GAO, 2012). In my experience, both scholars and practitioners alike use these words to capture similar meanings but do so inconsistently. To simplify matters, let’s focus on only two of these terms: policy and program. You can think of policy as a broad construct that describes the basic approach by which we tackle a public problem while program is a narrow construct that refers to specific initiatives, projects, and activities through which we implement policy. For example, a school district may have a policy of providing pre-K education to four-year-olds. The program would then be the specific curriculum and mode of delivery. Similarly, the US Navy may have a policy to patrol the Persian Gulf to protect oil tankers while the program would be the deployment of specific numbers and types of vessels and the tactics used.

Next, you should insert the word public before the word policy, meaning that policy analysis focuses on public policy. In this book, I’m not talking about policies developed and implemented by private companies, nonprofit institutions, or community or religious groups. While there exists a substantial overlap between the types of techniques we’ll discuss in this text and the types of analyses done to support decisions made by these nongovernmental organizations, there are also some important differences. Accordingly, we can deepen our definition of public policy by differentiating the private and public spheres of human activity.

Let’s start with the private sphere. In our lives, we make thousands of decisions about what to do with our time, whether and where to work, how to relate to family, friends, and neighbors, how to express our sense of identity, where to live, if and how to practice a spiritual life, what types of food to eat, what to spend our money on, whether to drive, take the bus, or walk to wherever we’re going, and so on. The list of such decisions is literally endless and covers a spectacularly large array of choices we might make. What unites all these decisions, however, is that they are private decisions.

By way of illustration, consider a simple thought experiment. Imagine for a minute a society without public policy. In this imaginary society, we would arrange our lives based solely on choices we make for our families and ourselves. The only commitments and obligations to others would be those that we had entered into voluntarily, based on mutual agreement among the relevant parties.

Of course, in most societies, we don’t live in a world without public policy. In the United States, for example, policies emanate from about 90,000 units of government, comprising localities, tribal authorities, states, and the federal government (U.S. Bureau of Census, 2019). The US federal government alone has issued over 186,000 pages of regulation (Regulatory Studies Center, 2019). And when it comes to the states, there are 4.6 million instances of restrictive language in the text of state administrative codes (McLaughlin, Sherouse, Francis, & Nels, 2018). Collectively, the activities of these governments are the essence of public policy, the means by which policy is made tangible in the real world.

The one thing that unites these activities—that is the defining characteristic of public policy—is that they represent the substitution of collective choice for private choice. For now, we’ll set aside questions about how those collective choices are made—whether they’re transparent, just, and democratic or opaque, corrupt, and authoritarian—and instead focus on the fact that once collective choice is rendered as public policy, the vast array of private choices to which I alluded earlier are no longer unconstrained. Collective decisions, i.e., public policy, now limit private decisions.

Moreover, the types of constraints created by public policy are different from other constraints we face. Sure, the employers we work for, the schools we attend, the organizations we belong to, and the religious traditions to which we may subscribe all have rules that constrain our behavior. And breaking those rules can have consequences. We can be denied pay raises or be given poor grades. If our breach of the rules is substantial, we can be fired, expelled, or excommunicated. But, for the most part, none of these rules is backed by the power of government to compel certain behaviors.

On the other hand, public policies rest on the coercive power of the state. If you don’t show up for work, your boss can’t order the company’s security staff to find you and drag you to your job. On the other hand, if you’re summoned for jury duty and fail to appear, in most cases, a judge can issue a bench warrant for your arrest. Similarly, if you tell a charity that you intend to make a $500 donation but then renege, there’s not much the charity can do. But try to shortchange the Internal Revenue Service $500 on your income taxes, and you’ll find that the money can be taken from your bank account or your paycheck without your consent. In short, it is the ability to use the police powers of government to compel compliance that distinguishes public policy from other efforts to constrain our behavior.

Having defined public policy as the substitution of collective choice for private choice backed by the coercive power of the state, we can further deepen our definition by looking at the concrete forms that public policy may take. A number of scholars including Lowi (1972), O’Hare (1989), and Bardach (2016) among others, have developed taxonomies to organize the types of public policies that are available to government decisionmakers.

Consider the eight roles of government shown in Exhibit I-1. These roles are not mutually exclusive; a single policy may span multiple categories. In addition, not all governments undertake policies in all areas and, for those policies that are undertaken, successful implementation is often elusive. Finally, bear in mind that depending on your politics and ideological preferences, you might feel that my list includes roles that government ought not play or, conversely, that some of these government activities are absolute necessities. Accordingly, don’t look at this list as the set of activities that governments should undertake. Rather, think of it as an empirically based menu of activities that at least some governments do undertake.


Exhibit I-1 Public Policies Typically Entail One or More of the Following Types of Government Activity



	Implement infrapolicies to maintain societal systems and facilitate other policies
	Regulate the behavior of individuals, firms, institutions
	Provide services
	Allocate rights to public resources
	Redistribute wealth and income
	Levy taxes, spend money, provide subsidies
	Endeavor to foster economic development
	Facilitate the flow of information




First, governments implement infrapolicies that maintain societal systems and facilitate other policies.1 Infrapolicies comprise the rules of the game—the foundations upon which other policies rest. Without effective infrapolicies, achieving success with other public policies is much harder. Governments create infrapolicies by, for example, setting and administering property rights, endeavoring to protect civil liberties, maintaining court systems and legislatures, enforcing criminal law and civil court judgments, running elections, punishing corruption among government officials, and engaging in diplomacy with other countries to facilitate international trade and travel and to mitigate conflict. Unfortunately, not all infrapolicies operate in a benign fashion. Though more than a matter of public policy, the systematic mistreatment of indigenous peoples and institutionalized racism are examples of how a collection of infrapolicies might become instruments of oppression or disenfranchisement.

1 My use of the word infrapolicy is inspired by Tassey’s definition of an infratechnology as a basic technology without which other technologies would be infeasible (2005).


Second, governments may regulate the behavior of individuals, firms, and institutions. For example, law enforcement officers implement traffic rules, police a variety of violent and nonviolent offenses, and guard the border. Zoning laws dictate what landowners can and cannot do with their property. Corporate behavior may be regulated in diverse areas like wages and working conditions, pollutant emissions, and anticompetitive activity. Sector-specific regulations also abound. Banks are required to maintain certain financial reserves, airlines must meet safety and operating requirements, importers must ensure shipments are free of agricultural pests, and so on.

Third, governments may provide services like national defense, education, firefighting, transit, roads and highways, mail delivery, food, shelter, and medical care for the indigent, water and sewage treatment, and so on. Sometimes, responsibility for services is shared across levels of government (e.g., Medicaid, which provides health services to the poor, is a shared state and federal responsibility). Not all services take a tangible form; for example, government may provide flood insurance, student loans, and loan guarantees. Private firms may provide similar services, either under contract to government or as a commercial transaction between two private entities.

Fourth, governments may allocate rights to public resources. Governments own, operate, or control a great many resources, from roads and bridges to oil, gas, and coal reserves to forests, fisheries, and public lands. Deciding whether to allow access to these resources, to whom access should be allowed, and on the price to be charged (if any) reflect public policy choices. Examples of policies where government allocates rights to public resources include road congestion pricing (where drivers pay a fee in crowded urban areas at busy times of day), a moratorium on coal mining on Federal land (an Obama administration policy later reversed by President Trump), and deciding whether the Dakota Access Pipeline can cross the Missouri River near the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation.

Fifth, governments may redistribute wealth and income. Some policies redistribute resources to the poor in the form of tax credits, free services, or cash transfers. In other cases, middle-income citizens benefit from redistribution, when, for example, the mortgage interest tax deduction reduces taxes for homeowners but not for renters. Wealth can also be redistributed up the income ladder by policies that impose lower tax rates on income from capital (dividends and capital gains) than on income from labor (wages and salaries). Some corporate sectors benefit from policies that protect them from market competition, such as tariffs on imported products. In such cases, redistribution occurs when consumers pay more for goods and services than they otherwise would, to the benefit of firm owners and their employees. Finally, resources may be redistributed from one corporate sector to another by policies that create favorable business conditions for the latter but not the former.

Sixth, governments may levy taxes, spend money, and provide subsidies in ways that change the relative costs of activities undertaken by firms, consumers, workers, investors, and other levels of government. Taxes typically finance government operations, while spending in the form of subsidies and tax credits is intended to increase the level of the subsidized activity or to compensate a party, at least partially, for a cost incurred. Decisions about how much tax revenue to raise and the specific activities to be taxed, along with the size and nature of subsidies and tax credits, can be powerful instruments of public policy. Raising taxes on an activity makes it less likely that firms and individuals will engage in that activity, while lowering taxes (or providing subsidies) makes it more likely. For example, a tax on carbon emissions will likely reduce use of fossil fuels while subsidies for solar and wind energy will likely increase use of renewable energy. Finally, intergovernmental grant making is another financing operation through which policy is set. Federal grants to states, for example, often come with strings attached as exemplified by the fact that ten percent of highway funding is withheld from states that don’t set their minimum drinking age at 21 years (U.S. Congress, 1984).

Seventh, governments may endeavor to foster economic development. Whether it’s a stadium for the local sports team, offering tax relief to a firm looking to locate a new facility, or passing trillion-dollar stimulus packages, governments at all levels often enact policies to stimulate (or maintain) private economic activity. Their motivations can be diverse: to expand a tax base to generate government revenue, to support unemployed workers, to redevelop a blighted area, to maintain social stability, or to earn political support from beneficiaries of such policies. At the national level, government uses monetary and fiscal policy to manage inflation, growth, employment, and interest rates. The federal government may also use trade policy to protect domestic industry and workers from foreign competition. In an international context, economic development often entails efforts to help less developed nations enhance human capital, build public infrastructure, and increase economic output.

Eighth, governments may, for a variety of reasons, attempt to facilitate the flow of information. Sometimes, the aim is to reduce the risk of a bad outcome. Mandatory product warning labels alert consumers to, for example, the risks of smoking, the dangers of pesticide misuse, and the potential side effects of medications. In other cases, the purpose of additional information is to improve the working of private markets. For example, mandatory efficiency labels (like those that provide the gas mileage of new cars) give buyers access to more information than they otherwise might have at the time of purchase. Regulations requiring plain language disclosures for financial firms issuing credit cards and making loans can help borrowers be better informed before deciding to take on new financial obligations.2

2 Government-mandated disclosures are not the only information in the marketplace. A lot of information is conveyed through other channels, like advertising, word of mouth, and third-party services like Consumer Reports or Yelp.


For the sake of brevity, I have described these eight types of government policy in very broad terms. Of course, in reality, when it comes to designing, implementing, and evaluating policy, we need to be more specific. In short, the details matter … a lot. We’ll come back to this topic repeatedly throughout the book. But for now, having both developed a working definition of public policy and described a broad menu of the eight forms that policy can take, let’s turn to the concept of analysis.

What Is Analysis?

Exhibit I-2 provides the dictionary definition of the word analysis which, for our purposes, works quite well.3 The analytic process entails going beyond the overall appearance of something—in our case, a public policy issue—and digging deeply into the elements that comprise the whole. The original Greek word analuein, meaning to unloose, is a particularly apt interpretation of what we aim to do with policy analysis. We’re trying to first break apart the motivations, assumptions, evidence, and reasoning that lurk beneath the surface of policy debates, examine them from a critical, skeptical, and neutral perspective, and then integrate what we’ve learned into a holistic view of things that can be used to improve the quality of the policymaking process.

3 Other dictionary definitions of analysis related to psychoanalysis, linguistics, and mathematics are omitted.



Exhibit I-2 “Analysis”

Detailed examination of the elements or structure of something, typically as a basis for discussion or interpretation … the process of separating something into its constituent elements. Often contrasted with synthesis …

ORIGIN late 16th century: via medieval Latin from Greek analusis, from analuein ‘unloose,’ from ana- ‘up’ + luein ‘loosen.’ (The New Oxford American Dictionary, 2001)



Policy analysis is composed of two closely connected intellectual paradigms. The first is prospective analysis in which we consider the future consequences of today’s decisions. Prospective analysis has the potential to improve the results of these decisions by raising the likelihood of favorable future outcomes and reducing the chances of adverse or unanticipated consequences.4 The second form of policy analysis is retrospective in nature. Retrospective analysis examines the status quo and asks whether existing policies are meeting their original objectives and creating meaningful impacts; this type of analysis may also lead to recommendations for changes in current programs or provide evidence to inform the design of new programs.

4 Later we’ll discuss the many obstacles that lay between a well-executed prospective policy analysis and a well-designed, effectively implemented, and successful policy in operation.


Because there isn’t a single agreed-upon definition of these two types of analysis, the vocabulary can sometimes be confusing. Analytic work oriented toward the future (i.e., prospective investigation) is often referred to as policy analysis but could just as easily be called decision analysis or program planning. Conversely, work examining the status quo (i.e., retrospective investigation) is routinely referred to as program evaluation but could also be called impact evaluation, program analysis, or even policy evaluation. To keep it simple, you can think about two types of analysis: retrospective and prospective.

Whether retrospective or prospective in nature, policy analysis aims to articulate the pros and cons of alternative answers to the question ‘What should we do next?’ In this context, before policymakers who have the power and authority to make public policy decide how to proceed, they often but not always want to consider the wisdom, desirability, and impacts of the choices before them. And even if policymakers are indifferent to the consequences of their decisions, members of society who will experience those consequences—positive and negative—have a vested interest in ensuring that their concerns, preferences, and points of view are well understood during the policymaking process.

Put more formally, policy analysis is the consideration of available evidence, coupled with well-reasoned inferences, to illuminate trade-offs among available choices for exercising government power. There is a lot packed into this definition and, in the next two chapters, we’ll go over it in detail. For now, just keep in mind that the basic rationale behind policy analysis is that it can facilitate better decisions and more effective policies than an alternative approach in which we ignore evidence about the results of existing programs, fail to verify the logic behind claims made during policy debates, and neglect to consider the potential pros, cons, and trade-offs of new policies.

While policy analysis can bring clarity to a complicated world and help policymakers better understand the consequences of their choices, it lacks the precision of fields like engineering, math, and the natural sciences. In particular, policy analysis often requires the ability to imagine alternative states of the world. The impacts of an existing policy, or the costs and benefits of a potential new policy, for example, cannot be assessed in isolation. We’re usually interested in two situations—one with and one without the policy we’re analyzing. If, for example, we’re evaluating the impact of a government program, it’s not enough to study the details of its operations and describe its results. To know whether the program is making a difference, we also have to consider how things would have turned out in the absence of the program (i.e., an imagined state of the world); only then can we isolate the program’s impact.

With retrospective analysis, we at least have the luxury of knowing that one of the two states of the world we’re comparing actually exists. We have a historical record of what really happened with the existing program, meaning that we only need to imagine one world—a past without the program. Prospective policy analysis is more demanding because it calls on us to imagine not just one world that doesn’t yet exist, but two such worlds. We need to consider a future world with the policy under analysis and a future world without that policy. Both are a matter of projection.

This process of conjuring and characterizing worlds that do not exist is an integral part of policy analysis and is responsible for many of its challenges. Definitive information about conjured worlds, of course, does not exist. Even current conditions that exist in reality may not be well understood or may have been subjected to insufficient study to allow the policy analyst to draw definitive conclusions. Moreover, given the constraints of the policymaking process, there may not be enough time or resources to gather more information about the status quo or to develop more precise projections of the future. In short, uncertainty about current conditions and about imagined states of the world is an intrinsic and inescapable feature of policy analysis.5 We’ll talk more about such issues later in the book.

5 Learning to be comfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity is a key step in becoming a professional policy analyst. If you don’t think you can do so, then you may want to consider a different career. Seriously.


What Role Does the Client Play in Policy Analysis?

A definition of policy analysis would be incomplete without a discussion of the client. As mentioned above, policy analysis aims to illuminate potential answers to the core question ‘what do we do next?’ Accordingly, policy analysis is inherently associated with a decisionmaking process, and perhaps more importantly, with a decision-maker. The use of the pronoun we in the core question is what I’m talking about here. To be clear, however, ‘we’ doesn’t necessarily refer to a particular person of authority, deliberative body, or government agency (though it often does), it could also refer to ‘we the people’ who, as a community are trying to decide what to do next (Stone, 2012).

Think of the client as the ultimate audience for the policy analyst’s work. If your boss is a decisionmaker, then your client is likely your boss. But often the client—the audience for your analysis—is outside your immediate organization. You might be employed by an agency like the California Legislative Analyst’s Office whose work usually treats the state legislature writ large as its client. Sometimes, you have two clients. For example, you might work for a political interest group advocating a particular point of view. Your boss is one client, and the policymaker(s) that the group aspires to influence are another. Alternatively, you could be an academic or public intellectual writing op eds or posting to social media in an effort to inform and perhaps influence the governmental policymaking process. In such cases, the analyst doesn’t have a personal relationship with the client, but instead relies on the media to transmit their advice to the client.

I think about it this way: If your work is meant to directly inform a pending decision about public policy, then it meets the definition of policy analysis. And if there’s a decision to be made, then you should be able to figure out who the decisionmaker is. In the vocabulary of this book, the audience for your work is your client. If you can’t envision a client, then it’s not policy analysis. Instead, it is more likely to be policy research.

What Is the Difference between Policy Analysis and Policy Research?

You can think of policy research as a deep dive into one, or a few, aspects of a particular policy issue. A policy researcher aspires to apply sophisticated analyses to carefully collected evidence to characterize policy-relevant phenomena and the causal connections among them. Policy analysis and policy research have a lot in common and often focus on the same types of issues. But policy analysis faces constraints that often don’t affect policy research. For example, policy analysis is linked to a particular policy decision whereas policy research often occurs in a scholarly setting farther removed from the policymaking process. Moreover, policy analysis is, of necessity, holistic in nature, trying to reflect all decision-relevant factors in a single effort while policy research is more granular, trying to develop the best, most credible, characterization of one, or at most a few, decision-relevant factors.

Because policy analysis is directly linked to real-world decisionmaking, the schedule for doing policy analysis is usually set not by the analyst but by the demands of the decisionmaking process. In contrast, policy researchers typically set their own schedules. Work is complete when the scholar becomes confident that a valid answer to a research question has been derived. Not so for policy analysts. If, for example, a vote on a new ordinance will be taken by the city council on Friday, then a policy analysis delivered the following Monday can’t inform the decision. In short, policy analysis has to be delivered on a schedule that works for the decisionmaking process, not the other way around.

In addition, the principles of academic freedom typically mean that policy scholars get to call the shots with respect to their own research. Yes, they often have to find grant funding, but the ultimate authority to decide on research questions, data sources, methodology, and the interpretation of findings rests with the researcher. The life of a policy analyst is not so free. With a client to serve, policy analysts operate in a more constrained environment. Limitations on the subject of the analyst’s work, the set of policy options to be evaluated, the nature of evidence deemed credible, the types of arguments considered persuasive, and the interpretation of results are just a few examples of the constraints faced by policy analysts that are usually not encountered by academic scholars.

Policy analysis often relies heavily on the results of policy research, and on the work of other disciplines like microeconomics, political science, law, and data analytics. These disciplines inform policy analysis but are not themselves policy analysis. Don’t get me wrong. Just because your work doesn’t meet my definition of policy analysis, that doesn’t mean it isn’t vitally important.6

6 I once had a professor who memorably told us: “It’s a free country. Believe whatever you want.” I appreciated his willingness to argue for his own point of view, while making it easy to disagree.


To recap, public policy is the substitution of collective choice for private choice, backed by the coercive power of the state, while policy analysis is the consideration of available evidence, coupled with well-reasoned inferences, to illuminate trade-offs among available choices for exercising government power. The key constraints on policy analysis, especially in contrast to policy research, are that it exists in the context of a policy decision, that the needs and preferences of a client have a profound effect on the structure and nature of the work, and that it must accommodate tight schedules, information gaps, and other resource constraints.

Having reviewed the definitions of public policy and of policy analysis that shape the book to come, we turn now to the three chapters that comprise Part I of the book. Chapter 1 describes the classical model of prospective policy analysis, while Chapter 2 does the same thing for retrospective program evaluation. Chapter 3 then describes the intrinsic limitations of these two models as a preface to the subsequent twelve chapters, in which I attempt to address these limitations and provide practical solutions for successfully navigating them.










Chapter One Thinking About the Future

Prospective Policy Analysis


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Describe the sequential approach to policy analysis in classical models of prospective policy analysis.
	Define a policy problem as a gap between a descriptive, as-is, condition and a normative, to-be, condition.
	Create policy alternatives that are actionable, detailed, realistic, and matched to the problem at hand and its context.
	Identify evaluation criteria that surface all of the important pros and cons of all policy alternatives being considered.
	Predict the performance of each alternative with respect to each criterion, and summarize the results in a criteria-alternatives matrix.
	Characterize the trade-offs across alternatives using cost–benefit, cost-effectiveness, multiattribute analysis, or narrative prose.
	Describe some key features of policy writing and communication.


The classical model of prospective policy analysis is traditionally presented as a linear process in which you work through a series of analytic steps that lead you to a policy recommendation for addressing the problem at hand. In Chapter 3, you will see that this model has several shortcomings that limit its applicability, one of which is that policy analysis rarely proceeds in a linear fashion. Nonetheless, as an aspiring policy analyst, you need to master this model and understand the logic upon which it was built. Despite its flaws, the model is a powerful tool for clarifying messy and confusing policy debates. It also reflects the kinds of careful and disciplined thinking that is a prerequisite for success as a policy analyst. Although you’ll find variations in the literature (Bardach & Patashnik, 2016; Patton, Sawicki, & Clark, 2013; Stone, 2012; Weimer & Vining, 2017), the classical model is usually built on the six steps listed in Exhibit 1-1. Each subsection of this chapter corresponds to one of these steps and later chapters of the book take a deeper dive into several of the steps.


Exhibit 1-1 Steps in Prospective Policy Analysis



	Characterize the Policy Problem
	Specify Policy Alternatives
	Identify Evaluation Criteria
	Create a Criteria-Alternatives Matrix and Predict Performance of Alternatives
	Analyze Trade-offs Across Alternatives
	Communicate Results








1.1 Characterize the Problem

The point of departure in classical policy analysis is the problem definition.1 The basic idea is that before we can discuss the pros and cons of different policy options, we need a clear understanding of exactly the problem we’re trying to address.

1 Most versions of the classical model don’t provide much guidance about the process of deciding which specific policy problems deserve our attention in the first place.


Imagine a debate about building a new community recreation center. Planners have rolled out the design. It’s expensive but packed with features that the community has asked for—a pool, basketball courts open late at night, a running track, and a weight room. One group of residents is adamantly opposed to the project while its supporters are equally fervent. The opposition claims that the costly new center is just another example of the tax-and-spend attitude of unelected bureaucrats. Some proponents don’t care much about the center’s expensive features but really want to make sure teenagers have a supervised place to hang out in the evening. On the other hand, fitness buffs aren’t really worried about the teenagers but want a high-quality and free alternative to a commercial gym.

As you try to make sense of this debate, you begin to realize that these advocates are coming from very different places. Before the community can decide what to do, it has to figure out what it’s actually trying to accomplish. Is the problem a lack of safe spaces for teenagers? Or is it that the community doesn’t offer residents affordable opportunities for health and fitness? Or might it be that there are other pressing community needs on which the money would be better spent? Depending on the answers, the appropriate policies may differ radically.

Starting your policy analysis with a problem definition is intended to give you an intellectual destination, namely, the best way of approaching the problem at hand. If it helps, think of it as your North Star; you can use it to navigate your way through the policy analysis. Doing so will help you avoid the quandary faced by Alice in Wonderland when she went down the Rabbit Hole:


Alice: Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?

The Cheshire Cat: That depends a good deal on where you want to get to.

Alice: I don’t much care where.

The Cheshire Cat: Then it doesn’t much matter which way you go.

(Carroll, 1865)



Without a crystal-clear problem definition, like Alice, your policy analysis will begin to wander aimlessly as you get distracted by all the things that might be relevant.


So, let’s drill down on this idea. What, exactly, is a policy problem? The word problem implies that something is amiss, that the current state of affairs—the status quo—is somehow not what it should be. Maybe, for example, our military is not properly equipped for the threats it’s been asked to address.

Regardless of the issue, all well-reasoned claims about a policy problem comprise two elements. The first element of a policy problem is an assertion about the status quo, a descriptive statement about the as-is condition. When it comes to the readiness of the military, the descriptive as-is condition might be characterized in terms of the types of threats from enemy actors, the dangers posed by those threats, and the capability of existing military technology and tactics to neutralize them.

By itself, however, a descriptive as-is statement about the status quo is insufficient to fully define a policy problem. We need a second ingredient: a normative, to-be condition. This element of a policy problem is normative because it embeds a value judgment, not about what the world currently does look like, but about what it should or ought to look like. Military readiness is a policy problem only if we think that our military should be stronger than it currently is. If we find the status quo—the current state of affairs—normatively acceptable, then we don’t have a policy problem.

This leads us to a working definition: A policy problem exists when there is a gap between the descriptive as-is condition that exists now and a normative to-be condition that we believe ought to exist in the future. Keep in mind that these gaps can take on different forms. It might be that the status quo is horrendous, but we can imagine ameliorating its worst features even though we can’t quite envision attaining a trouble-free to-be condition. Alternatively, the status quo could be working reasonably well, but opportunities for further improvement might be within easy reach.

Accordingly, your first task is to come up with a clear problem definition that reflects a gap between the as-is and to-be conditions. But be careful about locking on to a specific formulation of the problem until you’ve done sufficient research to understand whether your first intuitions were right. It’s a lot like trying on clothes in a store; something might look good on the mannequin, but you don’t want to hand over your debit card until you’re sure it looks good on you. Similarly, policy analysis is a highly iterative process, and you should become comfortable with the process of trying on and discarding multiple versions of the problem definition until you’re confident that you’ve got it right.

Another word of advice: Don’t embed an implicit solution into the problem definition. For example, if you define the problem along the lines of “there are too few homeless shelters,” you are unnecessarily steering the analysis toward the foregone conclusion that we should build more shelters. A more neutral problem definition—“there are too many homeless persons”—opens up the conversation in ways that let you consider a broader, and potentially more effective, set of approaches to the problem.

Moreover, you’ll need to decide who has standing to be considered in your analysis. Standing defines the people, institutions, and groups whose problems, concerns, and experiences are deemed relevant to the analysis. If you’re studying homelessness, for example, you’ll need to decide on your geographic scope. You could focus on one neighborhood, the whole city, or an entire metro area. In short, standing delineates the scope of the problem definition. The condition of folks without standing is irrelevant to your analysis whereas folks with standing are at the center of your work.

To develop your problem definition, start with some context. Is this a big problem, affecting many people or wasting a lot of time, money, or resources, or is it a small problem? When did the problem first arise? Did it just pop up, or has it been around for as long as anyone can remember? Is the problem getting better or worse over time? How does the nature and structure of the problem here compare to the problem there, in the next town, state, or region? Have we tried to solve this problem before? If so, why are we unhappy with that solution? What went wrong?

Once you’ve characterized the context of the problem and decided who has standing, you’re ready to move on to causal reasoning. The rationale for doing so is that before you tackle a problem, it’s best to understand why the problem is occurring in the first place. Think about a doctor who sees a patient with symptoms that could be caused by two different maladies, each with its own treatment. Misidentifying the cause of the symptoms will lead to the wrong treatment. So too with policy problems.

How do you go about figuring out the causal drivers of the problem that concerns you? In my class, I talk about Taiichi Ohno and the Toyota Production System he helped develop in the 1950s. Mr. Ohno was well known for his work to improve the quality and efficiency of Toyota’s auto manufacturing plans (Card, 2017). In particular, he is credited for developing the Five Whys approach to problem diagnosis. Take a look at Exhibit 1-2, which depicts the process of figuring out production problems on a factory assembly line. When a problem is detected, we don’t settle for the first explanation of its cause, but dig deeper to get closer to the root cause of the problem. Every time we get an answer to the question of why a driver of a problem exists, we ask why that driver exists. The rationale for doing so is that addressing the underlying drivers of a problem increases the chances of successfully mitigating the problem. In the simple example depicted in Exhibit 1-2, each cause produces one effect, and each effect subsequently causes one consequence. In Chapter 12, we’ll look at more sophisticated ways of simultaneously considering the interaction of multiple causes and effects.

[image: The exhibit depicts the five whys at Toyota in diagnosing causality.]DescriptionExhibit 1-2 Diagnosing Causality: The “Five Whys” at Toyota



An example may help here. I live in Northern Virginia, in the suburbs of Washington, DC. Many jurisdictions in the area are struggling with the loss of affordable housing. Long-term, low- and middle-income residents are moving out of the area to more affordable locations. Amazon’s recent decision to locate its second headquarters in the area has heightened concern about the cost of housing (Lytle, 2019). Imagine you’re working for a local or state policymaker who thinks that the loss of affordable housing is a serious problem worthy of policy action. She asks you to suggest some policy options.


Before you can do so, however, you need greater clarity on the cause of the problem. Perhaps it’s an influx of highly paid workers who have moved into the area for its amenities (parks, schools, nightlife) and are willing to pay much higher rents than current residents. Maybe its profit-seeking developers who have built high-end apartments and condominiums close to the area’s subway stations. It could be that existing zoning rules strongly favor low density development in most areas; it could also be that many neighborhoods are fully ‘built-out’ with virtually no open land on which more housing could be built. Perhaps it’s cold-hearted employers who refuse to pay low-skill labor a living wage. Depending on what’s causing the problem, the preferred policy option is likely to differ.

Let’s imagine that with sufficient research and careful thinking, you develop a solid understanding of the causal drivers of the problem. You’re not done with the problem definition, however, until you can articulate the consequences of the problem. In policy analysis, characterizing the effects of a policy problem is as important as identifying its causes. Why? Because the consequences of the problem are what motivate citizens and policymakers to ‘care’ about the problem. Identifying the specific effects of a problem may also point the way to policy alternatives which, while they don’t eliminate the problem, might mitigate its impacts. The doctor may not be able to cure you of the cold virus you’ve come down with, but she can treat your symptoms with, say, a cough suppressant and a decongestant.

Let’s return to our example of affordable housing in Northern Virginia. Rather than applying the Five Whys approach, you can use what I call the Five So-Whats method. Housing has become unaffordable. So what? We might think it’s just wrong to force out long-time residents, and we want our elected officials to do something about it. Maybe folks who play a key role in society—nurses, teachers, fire fighters, and police officers—can’t afford to live in the community they serve. Perhaps employers won’t be able to find the workers they need for lower-paid jobs like hotel housekeepers, landscapers, day care staff, and fast-food workers. Maybe the number of homeless people living on the street will increase, creating a moral quandary and a jump in the demand for social services.

Having articulated a gap between the as-is and to-be conditions, asked why five times, and asked so-what five times, you undoubtedly have uncovered a great deal of material that could be relevant to the policy problem of interest. What should you do with all this stuff? A good test of whether you have a sufficient understanding of a policy problem is to try to write a succinct problem definition of only two to three sentences that does three things:

	Describes the most important causes of the problem, typically in just a few words each,
	Articulates the core problem that arises from the gap between the as-is and to-be conditions, without getting bogged down in details, and
	Identifies the most important consequences, again in just a few words each.


One formulation of a problem definition for our unaffordable Northern Virginia city might look something like this:


Increases in the number of highly paid workers throughout the region, improved community amenities for residents, zoning rules that limit housing density, and static wages for low-skill jobs have caused a continuing loss of affordable housing in the area. Consequently, there has been a spike in homelessness, displacement of long-time residents, and an inability for public servants and low-skill workers to live in the communities they serve.



Notice how we move progressively along a chain of causation. We start with the drivers of the problem, move on to articulate the core problem, and conclude with the major consequences of concern. To link back to our earlier discussion, this progression is created first by asking “why?” several times, then articulating the gap between the descriptive as-is and the normative to-be conditions, and finally by asking “so what?” several times.

For practice, try crafting a problem definition for an issue you care deeply about. Try to copy the style of the example above. Really, take out a piece of paper and give it a try. I’ll wait.


Now look at what you’ve written and ask two questions. First, do you suspect all of the statements are likely true? Don’t worry if you’re not 100% sure; after all, at this point, you haven’t yet done your analysis. Second, do you your words capture the most important aspects of the causes and consequences of the problem? If the tentative answer to both questions is yes, then you have a workable problem definition upon which to base the rest of your analysis. If not, you need to go back and, perhaps repeatedly, revise your problem definition until you can answer yes to both questions. Remember, the problem definition is the foundation upon which your analysis will be built. If your problem definition is flawed, then the quality of your subsequent analytic work will suffer.

The final task in the problem definition process is to select the potential point(s) for policy intervention. Will you try to attack the root causes of the problem or focus on treating its symptoms? If the former, will you tackle all of the causes of the problem, or just one or two? If the latter, which of the problem’s consequences will get your attention? There is no right answer here, but these questions must be asked and answered before you move forward with your policy analysis. Aaron Wildavsky (1979), the founding Dean of what is now the Goldman School of Public Policy at UC Berkeley, offers some advice:


Policy analysis is an art [and] must create problems that decision-makers are able to handle with the variables under their control and in the time available. … Policy analysis, to be brief, is an activity creating problems that can be solved.

(pp. 15–17)



Putting Wildavsky’s advice into practice requires you to think about your client—the policymaker—and consider their legal authority, political power, and ability to command resources when you are deciding where to target your policy interventions. You should also think about how quickly you need to come up with potential responses to the problem. Do you have two weeks, two months, or two years? If you have limited time and resources, you might choose to work on only one aspect of the problem. If you have a lot of time and resources, you might go for more fundamental reforms that tackle the problem’s underlying root causes.



1.2 Specify Policy Alternatives That Might Mitigate the Problem

With a solid understanding of the policy problem you hope to address, it’s time to start thinking about policy options that deserve consideration as potential approaches to the problem. Let’s start with Exhibit 1-3 and the characteristics of policy alternatives that facilitate further analysis.


Exhibit 1-3 Characteristics of a Strong Policy Option



	Actionable
	Described in detail
	Matched to problem and context
	Described, not evaluated
	Not a dummy alternative




First, a policy option needs to be actionable. An aspirational statement along the lines of ‘parents should read more to their kids so they will do better in school’ is not an actionable policy option. A reasonable alternative might be something like ‘hold Saturday morning workshops for parents at local libraries and teach kids how to use the library.’ In short, we must be able to imagine that the policy can be turned into a concrete and tangible statement of how it would work.

Second, each policy alternative should be specified in enough detail so that it’s possible to project the consequences of its adoption. Imagine we are considering a policy to end incarceration of nonviolent drug offenders. Are we talking about changing sentencing guidelines so that fewer people go to prison in the first place? Or about releasing folks currently in prison; if so, what are the criteria for who is to be released? What services, if any, will be offered to facilitate prisoners’ return to their communities? Are we talking about Federal, state, or local prisons? I could go on with more questions, but the point should be clear: Vague and ambiguous language now—while specifying policy alternatives—will come back to haunt us later when we’re try to figure out the pros and cons, and the costs and impacts of the policy alternatives that we are evaluating.

Third, match the policy alternatives to the problem at hand and the context in which solutions will be attempted. Imagine you work for the city manager who, in consultation with the Fire Chief, has determined that for budgetary reasons, one of the city’s five fire stations must be closed. In this case, the set of options has been predetermined for you: Close station 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5. While you might ask your boss and the Chief if they’d like you to consider other ways of closing the budget gap, if their answer is no, then you’re done with the process of specifying policy alternatives. As you finalize your list of alternatives, inject a dose of pragmatism. Your options need to be within the power your client has (or aspires to have), come with a price tag that is in the realm of the possible, and comply with relevant constitutional or statutory constraints.

Fourth, your goal—at this point in the analysis—is simply to describe the policy alternative, not evaluate it. Novice policy analysts often find it difficult to follow this advice. Consider this policy alternative: “The Federal government will levy an excise tax of $5 per ton on coal used by electric power plants so that emissions of greenhouse gases will fall.” The first part of the sentence is fine; the policy is specific and actionable. The trouble comes with the second part of the sentence, which makes a causal claim about the effect of the tax. Yes, the rationale for the policy is to decrease emissions, but at this point in the process, we have yet to actually do the work to predict the impact of the tax. Our subsequent analysis might reveal that a $5 tax is too low to have a material effect on emissions.

Finally, stay away from dummy alternatives. A dummy option is a policy option that you know to be deeply flawed; yet, you include it anyway. Sometimes, such options are referred to as straw men because they are easily knocked down. Why might you be tempted to include a straw man option in your analysis? Sometimes, before you even begin the analysis, you already have a favorite option that you think is best suited to addressing the policy problem at hand. By comparison, a dummy option can make your option appear stronger. Until you actually do your analysis, however, you do not have a basis for having a definitive opinion. To be blunt: If you already know the answer, why are you wasting time and resources doing an analysis to reach a foregone conclusion?

Once you’ve assembled your list of alternatives, you will usually want to add one more option: continue current policies. As bad as current conditions are, there might not be any policy intervention that would appreciably improve the situation. Failure to consider the option of leaving existing policies unchanged creates an inappropriate bias for action. In other words, if maintaining the status quo is omitted from the analysis, you run the risk of deciding on an option that actually makes matters worse. The only exception to the rule is when you’re told that something must be done. In this case, inaction is not an option. This can happen for political reasons; perhaps your boss is loath to be perceived as uncaring, indecisive, or unable to tackle problems. Other times, you’re handed a constrained problem definition, like which of the five fire stations should be closed. In such cases, there’s no need for a current policy option because business as usual is not a choice.

Exhibit 1-4 shows a hypothetical set of options that might be used in an analysis of our illustrative Northern Virginia affordable housing situation. Let’s assume that our client is the city manager, so we are interested only in policies that can be implemented at the local level. We give each alternative a short name to help us keep track of it in our subsequent analysis and then succinctly describe its key features.


Exhibit 1-4 Hypothetical Set of Policy Options

Current Policy: Under this option, the city would not change existing policy. Zoning regulations would remain unchanged. Rents and home prices would be dictated only by market forces, or by policies implemented by other levels of government.

Rent Control: Under this option, landlords would be prohibited from raising rents faster than the cost-of-living. Conversions from rental housing to individually owned units would be banned.

Public Housing: Under this option, the city would build and operate three low-rise apartment complexes in separate neighborhoods, comprised of two- and three-bedroom units suitable for families. Rents would be permanently limited to no more than 30% of the median family income for the city. A total of 500 units would be constructed.

Vouchers: Under this option, the city would issue vouchers to families with incomes below three times the poverty level. Vouchers would have a value of $1,000 per month and could be applied to the rent on any residential property in the city. Landlords would redeem vouchers for cash.

Developer Regulations: Under this option, zoning regulations would require that all new multiunit residential rental buildings set aside 25% of the units as affordable. Rents would be permanently limited to no more than 30% of the median family income for the city.



Your goal is to have four to seven alternatives. Including three or fewer options is probably a sign that you’re not being expansive enough in your thinking about how to approach the problem. More than seven and you risk analytic overload, trying to cover too much terrain in a single project. It’s also ideal to have policy alternatives are distinctly different from, rather than slight variations of, each other. The idea is to creatively consider a conceptually wide range of options. All this notwithstanding, if there are only a couple of options with any prospect of being adopted, or if your client instructs you to focus on a particular option, then you should do whatever the situation requires rather than heeding my advice!



1.3 Identify Criteria for Evaluating Alternatives

Virtually all policy options have both pros and cons. If someone tells you that they’ve found a policy that doesn’t—all upside and no downside—you should treat their claim with deep skepticism. Ask them how it’s possible that their amazingly great option has not already been adopted (Bardach & Patashnik, 2016). An honest answer to your question will undoubtedly reveal someone—people, institutions, firms, or politicians—who prefer the status quo to the proposed policy. And therein lies at least one downside of the proposed policy, the need to use the coercive power of public policy to override preferences of proponents of the status quo (while you may not see doing so as a problem, rest assured that the parties on the receiving end of the coercion will).


Here’s another way to think about it: By choosing one policy option over another, we experience the pros and cons of the selected option and forego the pros and cons of the other, unselected, option. Consider a simple example. Imagine a pre-K program (like Head Start) that a large school district is thinking about adopting. It’s been proven very effective but has a high cost per pupil. The School Board could roll out the program district wide for 6,000 students at a cost of $30 million or it could offer the program to only 2,000 students at low-performing schools for $10 million. The first option helps a lot more students (a pro), but at a higher cost (a con), than does the less costly (a pro) second option which helps fewer students (a con). On the other hand, the second option addresses those most in need of help (a pro for those lucky enough to get into the program, but a con for those who don’t).

Most situations are not so simple. Without some sort of organizing framework, keeping track of all the pros and cons of multiple complex policy proposals can be very difficult, especially during heated debates. This challenge was well articulated by Benjamin Franklin two and a half centuries ago:


When these difficult Cases occur, they are difficult chiefly because while we have them under Consideration all the Reasons pro and con are not present to the Mind at the same time; but sometimes one Set present themselves, and at other times another, the first being out of Sight. Hence the various Purposes or Inclinations that alternately prevail, and the Uncertainty that perplexes us.

(Franklin, 1772)



The classical model of policy analysis has a practical suggestion for Mr. Franklin: the systematic application of a set of evaluation criteria to each policy option under consideration. Think of criteria as “mental standards for evaluating the results of action” (Bardach & Patashnik, 2016, p. 45). Applying each criterion—in the same way, with the same method—to each alternative ensures that we use an intellectually consistent approach to evaluate the alternatives against a common set of benchmarks. Evaluation criteria also give us a way to discipline our personal preferences. If we’re already inclined toward or away from one of the options, systematically taking a hard look at each alternative in light of each criterion may help us control our own biases.

It’s one thing to say that systematic application of evaluation criteria will help us keep track of pros and cons. It’s another to explain where evaluation criteria come from, particularly in light of Nienaber and Wildavsky’s wry observation that evaluation criteria “invariably may be distinguished by three outstanding qualities: they are multiple, conflicting, and vague. They mirror, in other words, the complexity and ambivalence of human social behavior” (1973, p. 10). What follows below is my advice about developing evaluation criteria.


While the set of relevant criteria will vary from analysis to analysis, four evaluation criteria should be considered for inclusion in all policy analyses. I think of them as off-the-shelf criteria because once you master them, you can insert them in any analysis and in doing so, quickly jumpstart the process of getting your policy analysis sorted out. The four criteria are efficacy, cost, equity, and administrability. Let’s look at each one in turn.

The first off-the-shelf criterion is efficacy, which means the degree to which the policy alternative is likely to mitigate the core policy problem. To be more specific, an efficacy-based criterion captures the extent to which adoption of a policy alternative might narrow the gap between the descriptive as-is and the normative to-be conditions. You probably won’t use the word efficacy in your criterion; rather, you should aim for a more intuitive phrase. If the core problem is lack of community mental health services, for example, then an efficacy-based criterion might read, “maximize the number of mental health practitioners.” It’s also possible to have more than one efficacy-based criterion. For example, you might add a second criterion—“maximize the number of spaces in in-patient mental health facilities”—to get at another aspect of the problem.

The second off-the-shelf criterion is cost, which is often broken into two subcriteria: cost to the government and cost to nongovernmental parties. Governmental costs matter because policymakers are invariably allocating a limited budget across a number of competing priorities. Predicting government costs under alternative policies is usually a conceptually straightforward process: figure out the scope and magnitude of the activities that government will undertake and put a price tag on each.

Nongovernmental costs comprise two components. First, there may be direct costs paid by consumers, workers, firms, and institutions as a consequence of the policy. Second, there may be indirect opportunity costs experienced by these groups when policy limits their ability to engage in an activity to the same extent as they otherwise would in the absence of the policy. Even though they don’t directly affect the public treasury, nongovernmental costs are important in policymaking because they are typically incurred by the constituents of those making policy decisions.

While important, nongovernmental costs can get tricky to calculate. If we compel a firm to install a $1 million pollution control device, for instance, we might be tempted to tally the cost at $1 million but doing so would not capture the full cost. The cost of production will go up for the directly regulated firm and its production will likely drop somewhat, thereby costing the firm the returns it would have earned on those lost sales and depriving customers of the value they would have received from consuming those additional units of production. We also need to consider the value of the environmental benefit created by the pollution reduction. In short, we have to take care to count all costs, avoid double counting, and compute only net costs when we’re assessing policy alternatives. Microeconomists have developed sophisticated ways of sorting out these issues (with a technique called cost–benefit analysis, or CBA); we’ll touch on CBA later in this chapter and take a close look at it in Chapter 9.

The third off-the-shelf criterion is equity. The term equity is a container for several related concepts like equality, liberty, justice, and security (Stone, 2012). As you develop criteria related to equity, you may want to start with a series of questions like the following, which are adapted from Stone’s work, to stimulate your thinking.

	Rights and Duties: What demands can a person legitimately make of other people or of society in general? What obligations legitimately bind people to act on behalf of others?
	Equality: To what degree do people enjoy equal opportunities? Can inequality of results be satisfactorily explained?
	Liberty: To what degree are individual liberties unnecessarily limited? Is the power of governments, firms, and institutions appropriately limited?
	Justice: Are people treated fairly by governments and institutions? To what degree is there meaningful participation in collective decision-making?
	Stability, Security, and Safety: Are important social systems reasonably stable or are they changing rapidly in disruptive ways? Are people secure in their economic situation with resources to cover the costs of daily life? Do people enjoy physical and emotional safety?


As you develop answers to these questions and ponder their relevance to your analysis, you’ll need to convert them into the form of evaluation criteria, along the lines of ‘minimize racial disparities in criminal sentencing,’ ‘maximize freedom of landowners to develop their property as they choose,’ or ‘ensure that all workers receive a living wage.’ We’ll take a deep dive into the process of applying normative thinking to policy analysis in Chapter 8.

The final off-the-shelf criterion is administrability. Here, our focus is on the ease with which a particular policy can be readily implemented in the real world. Why focus on administrability? Simple: words on a page don’t matter. We only reap the benefits of programs that are successfully implemented. Similarly, good intentions don’t matter; if a program has a convoluted, hard-to-understand structure, requires sophisticated expertise, is intolerant of small mistakes, or makes unrealistic assumptions about folks’ ability to implement it, the program will likely fail to deliver all of the hoped-for positive outcomes.

Logic and experience suggest that big, complex programs are harder to administer than are small, straightforward programs. Think also about which agencies and levels of government will be involved in implementation. A program under the control of a single entity within one level of government will be easier to administer than one where staffing, budget, and authority are spread across multiple agencies at the Federal, state, or local levels, and perhaps also to nonprofit organizations. You’ll also need to think about whether agencies charged with implementation responsibilities have the staff skills, physical infrastructure, and requisite budget to successfully execute the tasks they’ve been given. Finally, consider whether the program structure allows for continuous improvement so that managers can try different approaches, keeping what works and discarding what doesn’t. Such a program will be easier to administer than one where policymakers have set a rigid structure and made it very hard to adjust the program without going all the way back through the policymaking process.

You’ll note that there is one potential criterion—maximize political feasibility—that doesn’t make my list of off-the-shelf criteria. That doesn’t mean that politics is irrelevant to policy analysis. To the contrary, very few polities are put in place except as the result of a political process (Eggers & O’Leary, 2009; Mead, 2013). It’s just that doing a good job of political analysis within policy analysis is almost impossible. There are at least two reasons why this is true.

First, political bargaining about policy adoption doesn’t always follow a predictable pattern. You might think a particular policy option simply isn’t politically feasible, but behind closed doors, one vote may be traded for another and suddenly the option becomes viable. As former Congressman Barney Frank put it “The key to understanding deal making in Congress is to remember that the ankle bone is connected to the shoulder bone. Anything can be the basis of a deal” (Binder & Lee, 2015, p. 246).

Second, the politics behind a policy may change not only because of deal making among politicians but because of persuasive policy arguments, coupled with an effective lobbying campaign by the policy’s proponents (and perhaps an ineffective campaign by its opponents). In other words, even though your initial appraisal of a promising policy option might be that it’s politically infeasible, it could gain political support over time as its merits become apparent to larger and more powerful audiences (rendering your initial judgment incorrect). Conversely, a policy proposal that initially enjoys strong political support may be subjected to relentless attacks by its opponents and become politically infeasible over time. The bottom line? The political feasibility of a particular policy option is a dynamic and fluid concept that can be very hard to capture in a policy analysis.

What’s more, an overemphasis on what is politically feasible may distort the analytic process. Just because a policy is politically popular, that doesn’t make it a good idea; likewise, just because a policy option lacks political support, that doesn’t make it a bad idea. In short, adding political feasibility as an evaluation criterion may bias your analysis toward popular policies and away from unpopular policies that are strong on their merits.

Mead suggests a way out of this dilemma. He recommends that, initially, politics be left out of policy analyses so that options can be judged solely on the basis of their intrinsic pros and cons. After identifying the most promising policy option, the policy analyst then investigates how the political world might react to that option. If the reaction is likely positive, great! If not, the analyst revisits the preferred option to assess whether it can be adjusted to mollify its political critics without undermining its fundamental effectiveness. The analyst may also choose to revisit the second- and third-best options to determine whether, if politically acceptable, they still might be worthy and reasonable responses to the policy problem of concern. Alternatively, he or she might choose to wait for the politics to change, rather than moving forward with a politically acceptable, but likely ineffective, option. Finally, the analyst might opt to back off and allow time for politicians, lobbyists, and/or citizens to change their minds (Mead, 2013).

While these four off-the-shelf criteria can jump start your development of the evaluation criteria for your analysis, you’ll need to do more work before you can finalize the set of criteria for your analysis. At this point, you want to think about possible unintended consequences of your policy options and, rather than letting them surprise you after implementation, find a way to explicitly factor them into your analysis. Shift into brainstorming mode and try to come up with as many ways as possible to evaluate your list of policy alternatives. Write down everything that comes to mind without prejudging whether they’re good or bad ideas. Here are some suggestions to get you started.

	Think about each policy alternative. Pretend you’re a consultant being paid first to viciously tear it down and then to enthusiastically promote it. What would you say?
	Think about your favorite alternative. What do you like about it? Think about your least favorite alternative. What do you dislike about it?
	What do advocates claim are the strengths and weaknesses of policies being debated?
	Assume each alternative affected you directly, and that you don’t like it. Where are the loopholes? How would you avoid compliance? What if everyone behaved like that?
	To what degree will the effects of each option change over time, for better or worse?


Jot down answers to these questions and then look at what you have in the context of our four off-the-shelf criteria. Perhaps the four criteria will adequately surface all the issues that you just brainstormed. If not, you may need additional criteria to permit a full understanding of all the pros and cons of all the options. You may have to cut and paste, delete, merge, and rearrange your messy notes but, with a little work, you should have a working draft of your evaluation criteria.

One last step remains before you can finalize your criteria: you must ensure that you have a complete list of evaluation criteria. All factors that might affect the policy decision must be captured in the criteria. Imagine you’re working on a plan to modify local bus routes and fares to deal with budget cutbacks. Aiming to minimize impact on transit riders, you include criteria related to cost, convenience, and ridership. Failing to recognize the connection between transit and car use, you neglect to include a criterion to capture impacts on local drivers. Based on your recommendation, bus fares are raised but riders desert the system and start driving, leading to increased traffic congestion. Leaving out an important criterion can leave you regretting the conclusion you drew from your analysis. By way of illustration, Exhibit 1-5 provides a set of evaluation criteria that could be used to assess policies for our hypothetical Northern Virginia city facing a loss of affordable housing.


Exhibit 1-5 Hypothetical Set of Evaluation Criteria

Maximize Affordable Housing: Measured as the estimated number of rental units in 2025 with rents that do not exceed 30% of the income of a family at three times the poverty level.

Minimize Cost: Measured as the cost to the city over ten years of operating the program.

Maximize Development Incentives: Measured using a qualitative scale of high, moderate, and low. Metric is intended to capture city’s desire for ongoing increases in amount of housing.

Maximize Administrability: Measured using a qualitative scale of high, moderate, and low. Metric is intended to reflect the likelihood of successful program implementation by the city.

Minimize Social Disruption: Measured using a qualitative scale of high, moderate, and low. Metric is intended to reflect degree of stigmatization of program participation and potential segregation of low-income residents.





1.4 Create a Criteria-Alternatives Matrix and Predict the Performance of Each Alternative

You’ve settled on a problem definition, identified policies that deserve scrutiny, and selected the evaluation criteria to systematically assess the pros and cons of the alternatives. In short, you’ve framed the analysis by setting boundaries on what you will and won’t consider. Create a Criteria-Alternatives Matrix (or CAM2) like the one shown in Exhibit 1-6. Use the short titles of your policy alternatives and evaluation criteria as row and column headers. You might want to identify the client and provide a brief version of the problem definition to title the matrix. For now, the cells of the matrix are empty but eventually, they will be filled in with short statements about the performance of the alternatives.

2 Rhymes with ham. Note that there are other names for a CAM, including a decision matrix and a policy scorecard.



Exhibit 1-6
[image: ]


By the way, if you asked me to single out the most important feature of the classical model of policy analysis, I would name the Criteria-Alternatives Matrix. Why? A thoughtful and carefully constructed CAM can be a powerful tool for organizing the debate about how to address a policy problem.

While the CAM, by itself, can’t tell you what to do about a particular policy problem, it will provide a structure that helps people focus on what’s important and avoid talking past one another. One of the most important contributions a policy analyst can make is to bring clarity to the complexity of policy debates. For this reason, learning to build and use CAMs that are complete, clear, and user-friendly is a skill worth mastering.

Once you’ve created the (as yet incomplete) CAM, look it over and double check that you’re satisfied with it. Is anything missing? Have you left out an important alternative or criterion? Did you include an alternative or criterion that, on second thought, should be dropped or perhaps revised? If so, now is the time to fix problems with the CAM. Because you haven’t yet done the hard work of predicting the performance of each alternative and making trade-offs across alternatives, changing the CAM now can save you pain and suffering later if you try to revise it midway through your analysis.

After you have finalized the structure of your CAM, it’s time to methodically work through each of its cells and think about how each policy alternative will perform with respect to each criterion. Ultimately, you will be inserting only a short phrase into each cell, but don’t think that doing so is an easy process. Your task is to transport your mind into the future and imagine a world where the policy alternative has been fully implemented. When you’re in that imaginary world, take a look around and figure out to what extent the alternative is meeting each evaluation criterion. Take some notes and move onto another imaginary world in which a different alternative has been put in place. Look again at each criterion and judge the performance of that alternative. Sometimes the process is easier if, as you travel to the imaginary future, you work through the matrix one criterion at a time (rather than one alternative at a time). Doing so may help you apply the criteria in a more consistent fashion across alternatives.

There are several techniques for making this process as rigorous as possible. If your criterion lends itself to quantification, your predicted outcome might be a specific number. For instance, if your criterion focuses on governmental costs, perhaps you can build up a cost estimate for each policy option by looking at all the activities that an agency would undertake to implement that option and then attach a price tag to each one. The sum of all the cost detail is then entered in the CAM.

Another way to predict the performance of an option in your analysis is to look for analogous existing policies that have already been implemented elsewhere, in another jurisdiction.3 If you can find policies like the one you’re assessing, you may be able to extrapolate from the performance of those other policies to predict how a similar policy might perform in your jurisdiction. As you do the extrapolation, however, be sure to take account of differences, both in context and in content. By context, I mean the ways in which the two jurisdictions might differ—bigger or smaller, wealthier or poorer, more rural or more urban—in ways that could affect the degree to which results in the other jurisdiction are predictive of the results you can expect in your jurisdiction. As regards content, be sure to think about whether the policy as implemented elsewhere is really the same as the policy you’re contemplating for your situation. Seemingly small differences in program design may have big effects on results. If you are thinking about implementing a different version of the policy option in your jurisdiction, be sure to adjust your predicted outcomes accordingly. Don’t let an inability to quantify a policy outcome deter you from including it in your CAM. Instead, try to cobble together evidence and logic to draw conclusions about how each policy option will perform. Your carefully considered judgment is almost certainly more instructive than no information at all. In short, don’t be afraid to populate your CAM with narrative predictions such as

3 We’ll revisit the nature of inferential reasoning in Chapter 5 and the process of extrapolating from other jurisdictions in Chapter 13.


	High, medium, or low cost,
	Simple, somewhat challenging, or very difficult to implement, or
	Equal, disproportionate, or very disproportionate impacts across socioeconomic lines.


As you fill in your matrix with the predicted performance of each option, there are three things to keep in mind. First, if you are uncertain about the accuracy of a particular prediction, don’t hide your uncertainty. It’s fine to say something like ‘the cost of Option A is likely to be somewhere between $10 million and $20 million’ or ‘Option B will probably be very difficult to implement, but with a strong management team and adequate resources, effective implementation is possible.’ And, while you do want to characterize uncertainty, take care not to impose your own risk preferences on the analysis. You may be a risk-averse person who would shy away from an option with highly uncertain outcomes, but your client may feel differently about risk and not worry so much about it. It’s best to leave those judgments to the policymaker.

Second, decide at the outset whether you will report absolute or incremental results. By way of simple example, consider a large city that currently has 2,500 drug overdoses per year. Under Option A, you believe the number would drop to 2,000 and under Option B, to 1,500. You could either report that Option A reduces overdoses by 500 per year (incremental) or to 2,000 overdoes (absolute). Neither number is incorrect, but whichever approach you use, be consistent. Offering a conclusion that Option A reduces overdoses by 500 while Option B reduces overdoses to 1,500 is needlessly confusing.

Third, recall that above all, policy analysis is an applied and pragmatic process that takes place in the context of specific pending decisions. If time is short, data are sparse, and a decision is looming, you may need to content yourself with completing the CAM with your best guess of each outcome (sometimes referred to as a ‘quick and dirty analysis’ or a ‘back of the envelope’ estimate). In such cases, annotate your CAM with language that makes clear the tentative and uncertain nature of your results. Do so on the same page as the CAM, to avoid separating these important caveats from your results. When you’re finished, you should have something that resembles the Criteria-Alternatives Matrix shown in Exhibit 1-7 for our hypothetical Northern Virginia city.


Exhibit 1-7
[image: ]

a The information in this matrix is purely hypothetical, intended only to illustrate the process of completing a criteria-alternatives matrix.








1.5 Make the Trade-offs Across Alternatives

What, exactly, do I mean by the word trade-off? It may be helpful to think of a transaction that involves a get and a give. For example, you go to the grocery store to stock up for the coming week. You get a bag’s worth of groceries and you in turn you give a chunk of your hard-earned cash to the store.

Let’s apply this concept to the policy world with another example. I recently heard a news story about bike and pedestrian safety near a subway station. On-street parking didn’t leave enough space for everyone to get by safely, leading to accidents. The city decided to remove 29 parking spots on the streets around the station. Doing so sounds like it was probably a good idea, but even in this simple case, there was a trade-off, a get and a give. The get was lower risks for bikers and walkers, while the give was reduced convenience and mobility for drivers, who could no longer park near the station.

Your trade-off analysis will be built upon the completed criteria-alternatives matrix. The first step in trade-off analysis is to revisit the CAM and investigate whether there are any ways to simplify it. You should begin by checking whether you’ve inadvertently given a policy alternative more credit than it deserves because its predicted outcome exceeds a desired performance threshold. By way of example, consider two approaches to a post-disaster assistance program. Suppose that Option A can deliver 500,000 meals per day while Option B can deliver 600,000. Option B is better, right? Perhaps not. If there are only 500,000 people who need to be fed, then both options clear the threshold and we should be indifferent between the two (at least with respect to number of meals per day).

After adjusting the CAM to ensure that all options are treated similarly with respect to relevant thresholds, the next check is for dominated options. A policy option is dominated when its performance is inferior to another option on at least one evaluation criteria, and equal to or inferior to, that same option on all other criteria. If a policy option is dominated, it can be dropped from analysis on the grounds that there is at least one unambiguously better option available.

Take a look at Exhibit 1-7, where you will find two dominated options. The Rent Control option is dominated by Developer Regulations: it provides fewer affordable units, has the same cost, has a greater adverse impact on incentives for development, is more difficult for the city to administer, and has the same impact on social disruption. In other words, there is no criterion on which Rent Control outperforms Developer Regulations, and at least one criterion where its performance is worse. As long as we’re sure we haven’t left out any important evaluation criteria, we can safely say that Rent Control is a dominated alternative, not worth continued analysis. The Public Housing option is also dominated, both by Vouchers and by Developer Regulations. Take a minute to review Exhibit 1-7 and make sure you understand why this option is dominated.

New analysts sometimes make the mistake of incorrectly identifying an alternative as dominated. This typically occurs when, as they consider each criterion, they find other options—but not always the same option—that are superior. Remember, the check for dominance is a series of pairwise tests; you compare one option in its entirety—across all criteria—to another, one pair of options at a time.

Having eliminated dominated alternatives from your CAM, you next want to see if one or more criteria can be dropped. If all options are rated equally on a criterion, then that criterion is no longer relevant to the decision-making process. Again, consider Exhibit 1-7, but this time imagine that Ease of Administration had been rated as ‘High’ rather than ‘Moderate’ for the Vouchers option. Then, after eliminating the Public Housing and Rent Control options as dominated, the three remaining alternatives would all be rated the same on Ease of Administration (i.e., ‘High’). In this example, no matter which option we select, we would be left with a program where the Ease of Administration is ‘High,’ meaning that our desire to maximize administrability will not help us select among the available alternatives.

Having cleaned up the CAM by recalibrating options that exceed threshold levels, discarding dominated alternatives, and removing any evaluation criteria on which all alternatives perform identically, you can begin the process of making trade-offs.


When it comes to trade-off analysis in the classical model, there are at least four methods you might use. Some scholars refer to the first three as solution methods (Weimer & Vining, 2017). The implication is that, having started with a problem definition, our ultimate goal is to solve the problem. While this vocabulary has an internal logic to it, it can also be misleading. Rarely, if ever, can a policy analysis alone be used to solve social problems. It’s more appropriate to characterize a well-executed policy analysis as a helpful product that can inform policymakers’ thinking about what actions they might take.

The first approach to evaluating a completed criteria-alternatives matrix—shown at the top of Exhibit 1-8—is cost–benefit analysis (CBA). This approach is used when all aspects of the problem can be convincingly monetized. In CBA, you replace every entry in the CAM with a dollar figure, positive for benefits or negative for costs. Once everything has been monetized, you add up the costs and benefits of each alternative. The decision rule is to select the alternative with the highest net benefits (or lowest net costs, depending on how the problem is framed). In Exhibit 1-8, Alternative B, with net benefits of $125 million, would be preferred to Alternative C (net benefits of $100 million) and to Alternative A (net benefits of negative $50 million, meaning that it has more costs than benefits).


Exhibit 1-8
[image: ]


The second approach—shown in the middle of Exhibit 1-8—is cost-effectiveness analysis (CEA). With CEA, all attributes except one are monetized. The remaining attribute—usually the one where monetization would be most conceptually difficult or politically controversial—is left in its natural units. A classic application of the cost-effectiveness method is in traffic and highway safety programs where various infrastructure projects affect the probability of a fatal accident. In such cases, the metric of interest is a statistical estimate of the number of lives that would likely be saved by the alternatives under consideration. When combined with the net cost of the project, we can compute the cost-per-life-saved (i.e., the cost-effectiveness metric), and select the option with the highest cost-effectiveness (i.e., with the lowest cost per life saved). In the case of Exhibit 1-8, this would be Alternative S.4

4 A cost-effectiveness metric, however, doesn’t capture the scale of the policy option. A very cost-effective highway safety measure may, for example, only be applicable to a very small part of the roadway system.


The third technique—shown in the lower portion of Exhibit 1-8—is multiattribute analysis (MAA) where, instead of monetary metrics, a score (typically from 1 to 10) is used to capture the performance of each policy alternative with respect to each evaluation criterion. For the method to work, you must ensure that a “10” always represents the most advantageous result for all criteria. The scores of each alternative with respect to each criterion are then summed to generate an aggregate score for each alternative. The decision rule is then to select the option with the highest score. In Exhibit 1-8, Alternative Y, with its score of 30.3, is thus preferred over Alternatives X (26.2) and Z (27.5).

These three techniques (CBA, CEA, and MAA) are intended to create commensurability across options. Commensurability ensures that each predicted outcome is valued with a metric that has the same intrinsic meaning regardless of the alternative or criterion being assessed. In CBA, it is ensured because all results are reported in monetary terms (e.g., a dollar of benefit under one option has the same value as a dollar of benefit under another). With CEA, everything is also monetized except for the effectiveness metric, which itself is calculated in a commensurable fashion for all alternatives (i.e., we use the same methodology in a consistent way to estimate the effectiveness of each alternative).

Finally with MAA, the scoring system aims to ensure that a one-point difference in the rating of one option has the same value, or importance, to the decision as a one-point difference in another option’s rating. If we succeed in ensuing commensurability, then finding the optimal decision is simply a matter of selecting the option with the highest net benefit, cost-effectiveness, or score.

You will, however, often find it impossible to combine all relevant aspects of a policy alternative into a single, commensurable metric. Sometimes, the problem is a technical one. Suppose you hope to use CBA to identify the right policy choice. There may not be sufficient data or a suitable method, or perhaps simply not enough time, for a microeconomist to attach a dollar figure to policy outcomes like the gentrification of a neighborhood and the displacement of long-time residents. More often, the problem is a paradigmatic one. You may convince yourself that your adroit and sophisticated use of CBA, CEE, or MAA has established commensurability across options and pointed to a singularly optimal alternative, but you may very well find that your audience—the policymakers you aspire to advise—don’t find your methods intuitively understandable, or at worst, reject them as fundamentally flawed.

Nonetheless, even if you can’t use CBA, CEE, or MAA as a solution method for your analysis, all is not lost—far from it. Your CAM is a gold mine of insight from which you can extract a great deal of information that will help you frame a clear trade-off statement.

Take another look at the completed Criteria-Alternatives Matrix in Exhibit 1-7 and think about how you might describe the get and the give of the policy options for addressing affordable housing. Recall that we dropped Public Housing and Rent Control as dominated options. Our task now is to describe the decision choice (and its attendant trade-offs) in succinct, plain language. There is no one right way to do this, but take a look at what I came up with:


If the city chooses to address the affordable housing issue, it could use Vouchers or Developer Regulations. Developer Regulations are predicted to add 500 more units of affordable housing than would Vouchers, while also avoiding the $240 million cost and increased administrative burden of Vouchers. This regulatory approach will, however, likely undermine incentives for development—a city priority—in a way that vouchers probably won’t. Strong incentives for development can also be preserved by the current policy, though at a cost of 1,000 to 1,500 fewer affordable units. The city must trade off the importance of protecting development incentives against fewer affordable units and against the cost and burden of administering the vouchers program.




Clearly, these 125 words of narrative prose on trade-offs lack the precision of a solution method that simply identifies the optimal policy choice. On the other hand, prose-based trade-off statements bring to the fore the kinds of information that almost all policymakers are likely to care deeply about.

So, am I saying that the three solution methods—CBA, CEE, and MAA—have no value? Absolutely not. All three methods impose a discipline and rigor on the analytic decision-making process that are antecedents to a well-crafted narrative trade-off statement. And, in many cases, the analytic assumptions and data needs of these methods can be satisfactorily addressed. In such cases, the optimum solution identified by the method may indeed be the best choice for policymakers to adopt.

At this point in the sequential approach of classical policy analysis, many policy analysis textbooks tell readers that it is now time to recommend a preferred option. For reasons detailed in Chapter 3, I argue that it is rarely possible to use policy analysis to unambiguously identify the optimal response to a policy problem. So, if you do make a recommendation, don’t oversell it.



1.6 Communicate the Results

The final step in the classical policy analysis framework is to convey your results to the appropriate audience, usually your client but often other interested folks as well. A traditional mechanism for doing so is the “policy memo,” a short communication of two to three pages (certainly less than 1,500 words) from you to your client or boss.

Policy writing is very different from the academic writing that appears in scholarly journals or the essays you wrote in Freshman English. It’s also unlike fiction writing, where intricate plotting, broad scene-setting, and rhetorical flourishes are commonplace. Instead, a policy memo is meant to be read and understood quickly. It is written in a succinct and to-the-point fashion, with simple wording, short sentences, brief paragraphs, and explanatory headings. Jargon that the reader may not understand should be avoided. The analyst’s conclusions are traditionally presented in the first paragraph of a policy memo rather than at the end. A more extensive written report describing the analysis might also be required.

Either in lieu of or in addition to a policy memo, you may need to provide the results of your analysis in a verbal briefing, often supported by a set of slides. A policy analysis presentation is not like the Gettysburg Address or a Shakespearean soliloquy. You need to get and hold the audience’s attention without manipulating their emotions. At the same time, you need to deliver complex analytic results without putting the audience to sleep. In short, you need an engaging yet substantive style as you deliver a credible but neutral and evenhanded presentation.


Communicating your results also happens to be the final step in the retrospective policy analysis framework described in the next chapter. The guiding principles of clear communication are similar in both cases. Rather than repeat the same material, I’ve integrated the discussion of how best to present analytic results—prospective and retrospective—into a single section that appears in Chapter 7.





Chapter Summary

This chapter began by noting that even though the classical model of prospective policy analysis has multiple shortcomings, all aspiring policy analysts need to master it. By doing so, analysts can take advantage of the model’s many capabilities while being careful not to apply it in situations to which it is not well suited.

We then worked through the six steps of the classical model, starting with the problem definition process. We next looked at some suggestions for developing potential policy alternatives that might mitigate a problem and considered the process of coming up with a comprehensive set of evaluation criteria to sort out the pros and cons of the alternatives being debated.

We then considered how a criteria-alternatives matrix can be used to systematically capture our predictions of how each alternative might perform with respect to each criterion. Four methods of making trade-offs across alternatives were described. The chapter closed with some of the key features of policy writing and communication, noting that Chapter 7 takes a deeper dive into the process of effectively sharing analytic results.




Discussion Questions



	Pick a policy issue you care about. What do you think the problem is? How does the status quo differ from your preferred situation? Why does the problem exist? What are its most important consequences?
	What are some of the ways you think we could tackle the problem you identified? Do you already have a favorite proposal? Can you get past your predispositions to identify other reasonable options? Can you identify each policy choice in a detailed but succinct fashion?
	What are the most important considerations relevant to the choice of a policy option to tackle your problem of concern? Will the set of criteria you’ve identified surface all of the important pros and cons of all the options under consideration?
	Try to predict the future performance of each alternative with respect to each criterion. How would you defend the validity of your predictions? Where did you encounter difficulty in coming up with a prediction? How confident are you in your predictions?
	
Develop a succinct trade-off statement that captures the consequences of picking one alternative over another. Were you able to admit the shortcomings of the alternative you most prefer? Were you able to acknowledge the strengths of the alternative you most dislike?
	How helpful do you think the classical model of prospective policy analysis will be during your career? What are its strengths and weaknesses?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit details the five whys at Toyota in diagnosing causality. They include why a machine stops, why a circuit overloads, why was there insufficient lubrication, why was the pump not circulating enough oil, and why was the intake clogged with shavings.








Chapter Two Thinking About the Past

Retrospective Program and Impact Evaluation


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Explain the rationales for retrospective analysis.
	Describe a stylized policy cycle that provides context for retrospective evaluation while noting shortcomings of policy cycle models.
	Discern the goals and objectives of an existing program or policy.
	Use Theory of Change thinking to build a program-specific logic model.
	Define and distinguish the emphasis on efficiency in a program evaluation from the emphasis on effectiveness in an impact evaluation.
	Define and differentiate a formative assessment and a summative assessment.
	Explain how evaluation questions drive the design of a retrospective analysis.
	Describe methods for defining a counterfactual for impact evaluation.
	Describe common challenges that may arise when communicating the results of a retrospective evaluation.


Having reviewed prospective policy analysis in Chapter 1, we now turn from the future to the past. Although you’ll find variations in the literature, the classical model of retrospective evaluation is usually built on the six steps listed in Exhibit 2-1. The model focuses on existing programs and policies, and helps us figure out how well they are working. As with prospective analysis, there are often real-world impediments to the successful execution of retrospective analysis. But even if you can’t always complete all of the steps in the model or end up completing them in a nonsequential order, having a framework for examining existing programs in your professional toolkit can be very helpful.


Exhibit 2-1 Steps in Retrospective Policy Analysis



	Delineate Program and Identify its Purpose
	Build Logic Model based on a Theory of Change
	Decide on Scope of Evaluation
	Identify Evaluation Questions and Select Research Design
	Define Counterfactual for Impact Evaluation (if needed)
	Conduct Evaluation, Draw Conclusions, and Communicate Results




In this chapter, we first review the rationale for retrospective evaluation by locating it within a bigger cycle of policy analysis, enactment, implementation, and evaluation. The remaining subsections of this chapter then walk through the steps in Exhibit 2-1, describing each in more detail and offering some suggestions to help you execute it.





2.1 Retrospective Evaluation in Context of the Policy Cycle

There are many reasons why you might conduct a retrospective analysis. You might simply be responding to a broad government-wide or agency-wide mandate for ongoing program evaluation. Or there might be a more program-specific reason that a particular program is being evaluated. A supporter of the program may be interested in doing everything possible to improve its day-to-day operations so that it can deliver more powerful results. A neutral party might be genuinely wondering whether the program is worth the money being spent on it. More cynically, a program opponent might have reached the foregone conclusion that the program is a bad idea and wants evidence to prove it’s not working. Your client might also request a retrospective analysis of a program that is working well in order to identify the drivers of its success so that it can be replicated elsewhere. Moreover, in the face of constrained budgets, program evaluation of multiple programs can be used to allocate scarce resources to the most cost-effective programs. Finally, the motive for analysis may be a normative belief that because the government is spending taxpayer money, we should always monitor existing programs and use the results to hold their public sector managers accountable for successes and missteps.1

1 Private foundations and other grant makers also often use retrospective program evaluation to better understand whether their funding activities are producing intended results.


Another, less specific, use of retrospective evaluation is to help break out of what Eggers & O’Leary (2009) call the Complacency Trap, a phenomenon that arises when the status quo becomes so entrenched that we become blind to whether current programs are still producing benefits. In their words, “the Complacency Trap is the dangerous tack of staying the same when the circumstances of the world around you change” (p. 171). Routine application of retrospective evaluation to existing policies, even those that appear to be working just fine, can ferret out situations where programs no longer serve a valuable purpose or where there are new and innovative ways of achieving our objectives.

Although it looks to the past, retrospective policy analysis shares its intellectual foundation and ultimate purpose with future-oriented prospective analysis. In both cases, we gather and use evidence, coupled with carefully reasoned inferences, to help answer the perennial question of public policymakers: what should we do next? There are, however, two important differences.

First, in retrospective analysis, we are almost always studying a single existing policy or program. We focus on the status quo (i.e., the program that has actually been put in place) and try to answer two basic questions. First, if we weren’t already operating this program, would we still think it’s a good idea? And second, if the program is a good idea, would we run it the same way, or would we make changes? (Drucker, 1995). By contrast, prospective analysis usually studies multiple policy options that might be put in place going forward, and tries to answer one basic question. What’s the best way to deal with an existing policy problem?

Second, another important difference between retrospective and prospective analysis relates to the role of counterfactual reasoning (i.e., conjuring the state of the world in the absence of a policy). In a prospective study, the imaginary states of the world (one for each policy alternative under consideration) are all in the future. When it comes to a retrospective study, however, one state of the world (the one with the policy in place) doesn’t have to be conjured at all. We have a track record of program implementation, and if we’re lucky, a collection of evidence on which to base our analysis. Moreover, the single counterfactual world that we do have to conjure (what the world would have looked like in the absence of the policy or program) occurs in the past, meaning that we have a base of historical information that may help us better characterize that counterfactual.

The traditional point of departure for prospective policy analysis is the problem definition, while for retrospective analysis the point of departure is an existing policy or program. Before diving into the mechanics of retrospective evaluation, it may be helpful to provide a broader context. In both scholarly research and in policy textbooks, there is a long tradition of describing policymaking as a circular process that relates prospective and retrospective evaluation to the processes of policy implementation (Weible, 2017). In keeping with that tradition, I offer my version of the policy cycle in Exhibit 2-2.

[image: The image portrays a stylized representation of a prospective policy cycle.]DescriptionExhibit 2-2 The Policy Cycle: A Stylized Representation




But, before you study the diagram, please consider a large caveat: most of the time, the world doesn’t actually work in this neat and stylized way (Cairney & Weible, 2017). In reality, multiple cycles covering a wide range of related problems and existing programs are underway at any given time, competing for policymakers’ limited attention. What’s more, the power and authority of these policymakers is shared (often unwillingly) among branches and agencies of government and fragmented across national, state, and local governments. As a consequence, the ostensibly circular process often gets derailed by the preferences of stakeholders and decisions of policymakers, by election results and shifting electoral coalitions that shape the political landscape, and by real-world events, such as program successes and failures, evolving public opinions and social norms, scandals and disasters. In short, policies and programs often rise and fall for reasons that are only loosely connected to their intrinsic effectiveness or to the societal significance of the problems that they purportedly address.

You should also recognize that an important step precedes any prospective analysis or retrospective evaluation: the agenda setting process (Dye, 2011; Parsons, 1995). Agenda setting is the mechanism by which social concerns and issues with existing programs become salient enough to gain the attention of policymakers, in turn leading to a debate about an appropriate course forward. To put it bluntly, the mere existence of a profound problem does not automatically spawn a prospective policy analysis process to tackle the problem. Similarly, the fact that a major government program is dysfunctional doesn’t mean policymakers will be interested in a retrospective evaluation to sort things out.

Scholars of policy processes are well aware of the deficiencies of the neat and stylized cyclical model and have been working assiduously for decades to build theoretically sound and empirically tested models of how the policy process really works (Weible & Cairney, 2018; Weible & Sabatier, 2017). The theoretical policy literature is home to several lively and fascinating debates; in fact, there are at least seven prominent theories of the policy process (Weible & Sabatier, 2017).

In my 30+ years of experience as a policy analyst, however, I have found that these theoretical debates don’t directly affect the day-to-day lives of most working policy analysts. The endless stream of public issues, practical problems, and questions of governance that demand policymakers’ attention doesn’t wait for definitive theoretical explanations—either of the policy process writ large or of the specific drivers of particular problems. I think that pragmatist philosopher Michael Harmon got it right when he rejected the “assumption that practical problems require a prior theoretical basis from which to address and solve them. … For pragmatists, all problems, in order to qualify as problems, necessarily entail practical concerns about ‘what we ought to do’” (Harmon, 2006, p. 137), emphasis in original.

Accordingly, I’ll skip over competing theories of the policy process in favor of a set of analytic tools that I believe will stand the test of time as relevant no matter which all-encompassing theory of the policy process is (if ever) broadly accepted as the definitive explanation of how things work. Why, then, am I bothering to give you a graphic depiction of a process that we know is not quite right? As one scholar—who refers interchangeably to the policy cycle model and the stagist model—puts it:


As a heuristic device the policy cycle enables us to construct a model with which we can explore public policy. But, as with all heuristic models, it must be treated with caution. … [W]e must be wise to the fact that such maps have grave limitations and may distort our understanding. … [But] given the sheer range of frameworks and models which are available as analytical tools, we need some way in which this complexity can be reduced to a more manageable form. … [C]ontemporary policy analysis is a multiframed activity. The strength of the stagist approach is that it affords a rational structure within which we may consider the multiplicity of reality. Each stage therefore provides a context within which we deploy different frames. … The idea of breaking down the making of public policy into phases … may well be to impose stages on a reality that is infinitely more complex, fluid and interactive. … [U]nderstanding and explaining this complexity is a matter which involves appreciating that reality exists within the context of a multiplicity of frameworks.

(Parsons, 1995, pp. 80–81), internal references omitted



Despite its imperfections, the stage-based policy cycle model offers a roadmap for visualizing how the pieces notionally fit together and, equally important, provides a framework for further analysis.

Let’s take a close look at the nine steps in the policy cycle illustrated in Exhibit 2-2. We pick up where the last chapter left off—with prospective policy analysis (Step 1) that explores how we might address a current policy problem. Again, as mentioned above, we’re skipping the agenda setting process which drives the selection of the policy problem in the first place. Speaking in general terms, two things can follow prospective policy analysis. First, it’s possible that no policy action is taken (Step 2); perhaps consensus couldn’t be reached on an appropriate policy option or on whether the problem was even worth attempting to address in the first place. Maybe all the available options were too expensive or had major shortcomings. The second possibility is that policymakers do enact some form of new policy (Step 3). Scholars sometimes refer to this step as legitimation (Cairney, 2020; Dye, 2011), implying that the policy has been properly endorsed by those who control the power of the state. The enacted policy may fully incorporate the insights of the prospective policy analysis, or conversely, it may completely ignore the analysis and instead reflect a mix of political compromises and parochial interests. Of course, it could also lie between these extremes.


Once the policy is in place, implementation begins (Step 4), and specific program activities are launched. Some programs may get up and running quickly; others may take years to become operational. Some may be well-funded and fully staffed from the beginning; others may suffer chronic resource shortages. Over time, program results accumulate (Step 5). Well-designed programs typically establish, track, and monitor performance metrics that help folks understand program results. In many cases, however, results remain opaque and are hard to discern because evidence about program operations is not systematically collected or consistently archived.

At some point after its launch, a program may or may not be subjected to retrospective analysis (Steps 6 and 7). There are several reasons why a program might not be evaluated; perhaps there is no institutionalized requirement to conduct an evaluation. Even if there is, there may be no funding to cover its cost. It could also be the case that program managers are so focused on implementation that evaluation feels like an unnecessary distraction or it might be that government executives and politicians are not interested in hearing potentially bad news about the effectiveness of a program that they and their constituents support. But many programs are subjected to retrospective evaluation and the remainder of this chapter takes a deep dive into the mechanics of doing such an evaluation.

But before moving on, let’s finish this discussion of the policy cycle. There are essentially four things that can happen in the aftermath of a program evaluation. Not infrequently, the evaluation results are ignored (Step 8). Why might this happen? There are usually stakeholders inside government whose jobs depend on the program and stakeholders outside government who benefit from the program. So, negative findings notwithstanding, the status quo may remain unchanged. Alternatively, if the evaluation of the program is highly critical or if program opponents contrive to use the findings to undermine support for the program, then the evaluation may lead to termination of the policy (Step 9). Sometimes, retrospective evaluation has consequences beyond the studied program, when the results of the evaluation are used as evidence for prospective policy analyses in other contexts (Step 10). Finally, the circle may be closed as we cycle back to where we started. In this case, the findings of the retrospective evaluation of a particular program become the foundation of a new prospective analysis in which policymakers decide if and how to modify the existing program going forward in response to the results of the program evaluation.

Again, we know that the real-world often does not play out in alignment with this stylized representation of the policy cycle. Nonetheless, the cycle should help you see at least three important themes. First, whenever we are thinking about future policy options, we are not painting on a blank canvas. There is often—though not always—a potential body of evidence from the evaluation of similar existing programs on which we can draw to inform our analysis. Our clients are well served if we seek out such evidence as we help them decide how to move forward. Second, because a defining feature of prospective analysis is uncertainty about the future, if we are able to implement and then evaluate a new policy, we may be able to limit the consequences of that uncertainty when, as the result of our program evaluation, we can adjust the policy to reflect what we’ve learned during program implementation. Finally, even if we never close the loop after a program evaluation to adjust the specific program we’ve studied, we have at least documented our findings so that others can take what we’ve learned and use it to inform and improve the design of programs in other locations at other points in time.




2.2 Delineate Program Boundaries and Identify Its Purpose

Within the broader context set by this notional policy cycle, let’s turn now to the first step in retrospective program analysis. To start, if we aim to understand how well an existing program is working, we first need to define what we mean by the program. You may recall from the introduction to Part I, there is no commonly accepted definition of the word program. Accordingly, the initial step in a retrospective evaluation is the careful delineation of the program to be studied and its boundaries. Our scope could be broad if, for example, we want to study whether a police department is achieving its goal of protecting and serving all citizens across socioeconomic lines, or it might be narrow, if we want to evaluate whether a specific officer training program to address implicit bias is producing results. Similarly, we might study all aspects of a program or only one component of it. Responsibility for air pollution control in the United States, for instance, is shared between the Federal government and the states. We might do an evaluation of the Federal role, of one or more states, or of the system in its entirety. We also need to identify the relevant time frame of our analysis. We might assess the program’s performance over the past year, the past ten years, or since the last time major changes were made to the program.

Once you and your client have defined the boundaries of the program to be studied, the next step is to settle on a working definition of the program’s purpose—its goals and objectives—that will guide your study. Think about it. If we want to figure out if a program is successful, we first must know what success would look like. In the same way that the problem definition is the North Star of prospective policy analysis, the purpose of an existing program is the North Star of a retrospective policy analysis. Every component of the evaluation needs to contribute to your understanding of the degree to which the program is achieving its goals and objectives.

To figure out a program’s goals and objectives, you might start with a series of questions:

	Who or what is the target of the program? Is it trying to affect or influence the public, civil servants, communities and neighborhoods, corporations, nongovernmental organizations, other agencies or levels of government, or other countries?
	What changes in existing conditions do we expect the program to have? Do we expect changes in the knowledge, attitudes, or behavior of people or organizations? Or in the condition of the built environment (e.g., public infrastructure or commercial, residential, or industrial property), the condition of the natural environment (e.g., land, air, or water resources), or the condition of the social environment (e.g., poverty, education, or equality)?
	What is the expected timing and magnitude of the program’s impacts? Does the program aim to affect a large swath of the community, country, or population or is this a small, specialized program? Do we expect change to happen quickly, or do we think that change can only be expected to come slowly, perhaps in fits and starts?
	Did we expect a binary all-or-nothing result leading to either complete success or outright failure? Or, did we anticipate a continuum of potential results with a mix of successes and failures?


These sorts of questions will help you frame your definition of goals and objectives, but this process isn’t just up to you. There are always other points of view to consider, other stakeholders who have an opinion about what the program you’re evaluating should be doing. So, where else should you look? Try to locate and review the following sorts of information for more insight into the core purpose of an existing program. As you do, take care to be intentionally inclusive and make sure you hear all the voices that can give you insight into what folks think the program should be doing.

	Statutory, regulatory, and policy documentation that formally launched the program.
	Records of policy debates (legislative or administrative) that took place when the program was being established.
	Prospective policy analyses or other background materials that might have been developed at the time policymakers were deciding whether to establish the program.
	Program mission statements, strategic plans, or similar plans or documents developed during program operation.
	Ongoing reports about the program including audits, reviews, or evaluations which may contain statements about program goals and objectives, and their evolution over time.
	Prior program evaluations done in the past.
	Statements by issue advocates (supporters and opponents) who have argued about what the goals and the objectives of the program should be.
	Comments from program managers and staff, as well as from beneficiaries and other participants in the program’s operations.
	Any evidence of public opinion on the purpose of the program; you shouldn’t expect unanimity here, but you may be able to expand your set of potential goals and objectives for the program by taking care to hear the public’s voices.
	Any commentary from the person or organization that asked for the program evaluation (i.e., your client) and what they believe the goals and objectives of the program to be.


Having assembled this information, you need a way to make sense of it. The first consideration is whether all the material you’ve found is internally consistent. In other words, is there uniform agreement as to the program’s goals and objectives? If so, great. Your next step is to synthesize the material and articulate a concise list of the program’s top priorities. Depending on what you’ve come up with, you might find there are some primary priorities, and some secondary ones; there might also be a natural taxonomy (or classification) of the priorities, with some better fitting in one category and others fitting a different category.

On the other hand, let’s suppose that different stakeholders or sources of information about the program suggest divergent, potentially competing goals for the program. How might that happen? A group of policymakers might support the same policy measure but may do so for very different reasons. For instance, some might argue that the US military ought to build more F-35 aircraft to secure the country’s safety in a dangerous world. Others might argue that the United States needs more F-35 fighters to solidify the nation’s industrial base and provide a large number of well-paying, high-tech jobs. Though they disagree on the rationale, both points of view suggest building more F-35s.

Now imagine that you’re asked to do an evaluation of the F-35 program. How would you characterize the goals and objectives of the program? You could select one definition of the program’s purpose and narrow your evaluation accordingly. In other words, you would evaluate either the F-35’s contribution to national security or its contribution to economic development. Alternatively, though it will make the analysis more complex, you could try to incorporate both visions of the program into your evaluation and reach a conclusion about how well the program is doing in achieving each of the two purposes. If it’s any consolation, there is no right answer here. Mindful of schedule, resource, and information constraints, you and your client will need to decide how to proceed when it comes to specifying the program’s purpose—its goals and objectives—to incorporate in your evaluation.

Irrespective of whether everyone agrees on the purpose of the program or there are divergent points of view, remember the metaphor of the North Star. Your clear, concise statement of program goals and objectives will guide the remainder of your evaluation. It’s worth taking time now to ensure that you’ve got this nailed down.

Finally, one last thing to consider is whether you’ve been asked to evaluate a program which has a symbolic purpose rather than an instrumental purpose. The former is primarily meant to signal a normative value while the latter aims to directly affect real-world conditions. Think about a small city that decides to purchase only electric vehicles for its municipal fleet. The performance of such cars is virtually identical to that of gas-powered cars but if their batteries are charged using electricity from renewable resources, then the city’s fleet no longer creates any greenhouse gas emissions. The city’s policy thus directly serves an instrumental purpose: fewer emissions will in turn reduce global warming. The reality, of course, is that the city’s contribution to global emissions is so small that its policy (taken in isolation) will have an immaterial effect on global warming. Instead, the purpose of such a program is likely largely symbolic, intended to send a signal to citizens, the corporate sector, other levels of government, and other nations that action on greenhouse gas emissions is both feasible and desirable. If we limit ourselves to the instrumental goal of reducing global warming, we’d probably judge this program to have failed. But if we broaden our view to include the symbolic statement being sent, we could evaluate the degree to which the program has motivated other jurisdictions to take climate action. Accordingly, when it comes to deciding on the goals and objectives of a symbolic policy, you will want to take care not to mix up instrumental and symbolic constructs. Both may be present in one program, but it’s best to treat them separately.




2.3 Build a Program-Specific Logic Model Based on a Theory of Change

By specifying the purpose of a program—its goals and objectives—you define what the program is trying to achieve. Your next challenge is to describe how the program aspires to achieve those goals and objectives (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984). We could it leave to fate, chance, or some other magic force to connect a program’s purpose to the changes we aim to create in real-world conditions. Most of us, however, would probably prefer a more thoughtful and careful consideration of the path forward, an articulation of the rationale, or theory, that links programs and policies to results and impacts.

Accordingly, at this step of the process, you should try to articulate a Theory of Change that explains the program you are evaluating. There is no single, widely accepted, definition of this phrase (Ringhofer & Kohlweg, 2019). There is broad consensus, however, that building a Theory of Change for a public policy or program entails an articulation of a causal theory about how actions taken within the program will lead to changes outside the program. What’s more, practitioners of Theory of Change analysis emphasize the importance of critical reflection on the assumptions (valid or not) made by program designers, on the motives and incentives of all relevant stakeholders, and on the broad context into which the program has been introduced. Patricia Rogers offers this summary:


Every programme is packed with beliefs, assumptions and hypotheses about how change happens—about the way humans work, or organisations, or political systems, or ecosystems. Theory of change is about articulating these many underlying assumptions about how change will happen in a programme.

(Vogel, 2012, p. 4)



Methods for developing and applying Theories of Change in the context of program evaluation comprise an extensive literature. See, for example, texts by Vogel (Review of the Use of ‘Theory of Change’ in International Development, 2012) and by Funnell and Rogers (Purposeful Program Theory: Effective Use of Theories of Change and Logic Models, 2011).

Even though this literature represents a large body of knowledge regarding Theory of Change thinking, the core idea—at least for us here—is a simple one. If your retrospective analysis aspires to understand how and why a policy or program is (or is not) having an effect, then you need a working hypothesis about the Theory of Change that underlies it. As you investigate the program’s purpose (see Section 2.2 above), be on the lookout for information that will help you characterize proponents’ arguments about how and why the program is expected to produce intended results. Though they may not refer to it as such, those arguments represent the building blocks of a Theory of Change.

A widely used technique for describing the Theory of Change embedded in a particular policy or program entails construction of a logic model, so named because it is built on a series of logical if-then statements (GAO, 2012; Kellogg Foundation, 2004). In short, a logic model describes a chain of causality: if we do Q, then the result will be R; if R occurs, then the result will be S; if S occurs, then the result will be T; and so on.

There are different forms of logic models in the literature (Kellogg Foundation, 2004), but a typical approach relies on a model with five sequential components:

	Inputs are generally the human, physical, financial, and intellectual resources made available to operate the program. You may want to think of inputs as the raw materials that program managers can tap into in order to operate the program.
	Activities are the tasks, processes, actions, and operations that are completed within the confines of the program itself using the inputs provided. To identify relevant activities, take a look at the day-to-day operations of the program and figure out how the folks associated with it spend their time each day.
	Outputs are the direct result of the activities undertaken by the program and might include the deliverables created by project activities, the services provided by the program to its clients, or tangible physical products. Outputs have a clear, unbroken, and unambiguous causal link to program activities.
	Outcomes are created by program outputs but stand apart from the program itself and constitute the initial consequences of the program for its target audience. They are changes experienced by individuals, companies, nonprofit organizations, or government agencies as a result of the program’s outputs. Because of their indirect nature, causal links from outputs to outcomes may be ambiguous and can be affected by factors beyond the program’s boundaries.
	Impacts result from the outcomes created by the program but are usually observed over longer time frames than outcomes and, importantly, are the point in the logic model where counterfactual reasoning is explicitly introduced. In other words, the impact of a program is measured as the difference between the actual state of the world with the program and a conjured state of the world in which the program didn’t exist.


Finally, the logic model framework also lets you identify contextual features or mediating factors that affect the behavior both of individual elements within the model and of the relationships among the model’s major components. There are two reasons for characterizing mediating factors. First, they provide context for understanding how a program is operating. Knowing, for example, that a specific agency program is of special interest to an important politician or that another agency with relevant resources has declined to support the program may help you understand how and why certain program decisions have been made. Second, a program’s results typically depend on more than just the program itself. For example, we may be evaluating a program to reduce the duration of a hospital stay for a certain medical procedure. The health of incoming patients is not controlled by the hospital directly, but the patients’ health almost certainly will affect the duration of their stay irrespective of how well the evaluated program has performed (Productivity Commission, 2013). Paying careful attention to mediating factors during a program evaluation can yield more accurate analytic results.

If it helps, you might think about the first three steps in the logic model (inputs, activities, and outputs) as occurring inside the studio while the last two steps (outcomes and impacts) occur outside the studio. The metaphor of a studio is meant to capture the idea that there exists a place in which creative work (art, film, architecture, or, in our case, a public program) is developed prior to its broader distribution to the public at large.2 When we evaluate a program, it’s a good idea to remember that the program’s manager and staff have direct control only over things within the confines of the program (i.e., inside the studio) and have much less control over how the program plays out in society over time (i.e., outside the studio).

2 One could argue about whether program outputs should be described as inside or outside the studio. Because outputs occur at the intersection of the program itself and the larger community, perhaps it’s more accurate to say that outputs stand in the doorway of the studio.


This terminology may make more sense with an example. Exhibit 2-3 displays a logic model that I put together for an analysis of Federal research and development (R&D) programs intended to foster the deployment of new clean energy technologies (Linquiti, 2015). Reading from left to right, we start with the inputs to the program. Inputs include, of course, funding, but also the scientists and engineers who conduct the research, the facilities in which they do their work, and the existing state of the art with regard to technical and scientific knowledge.
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The program then engages in activities that make use of these inputs. Based on the current state of the field, a set of potential R&D projects is identified and then narrowed to a shorter list for funding. Projects are staffed and set in motion. Once projects are underway, they are monitored and perhaps revised midstream. Once projects are complete, results are recorded with some form of documentation that can be shared with others.

These activities, in turn, create the program’s outputs which may include new technical knowledge relevant to innovation, and if things go well, tangible new working technologies. Even if an R&D project fails, there is still an output: knowledge about what doesn’t work, thereby saving another research team the time and effort of working on a fruitless endeavor in the future. At this point, we might be tempted to end our evaluation of the program; after all, creating new technologies is the reason we started the program in the first place.

But, a moment’s thought should convince you that we really don’t care about new technologies sitting in some research facility. We’ve got to go beyond the confines of the program itself and look at its outcomes more broadly in society. In short, we care about whether these technologies are actually deployed and how quickly and deeply they penetrate the market for energy technologies. Perhaps a new technology is more expensive than its predecessor, and as a consequence of market realities, is rarely deployed. Perhaps the new technology is so complex and capital-intensive that it takes several years to fully penetrate the market.

Having characterized outcomes, we’re still not quite done; we need to keep our eyes on our North Star—the purpose of the program. In this case, the ultimate goal of the program is to observe that the new technologies have a meaningful impact on the quality of the environment compared to a scenario in which the program did not exist (i.e., the hypothetical counterfactual). If the program ends up developing a widely deployed new technology that the private sector would have developed on its own anyway—in the absence of the government R&D program—it would be a mistake to credit the program with having had a significant impact. The states of the world with and without the program would be the same, and the change in the quality of the environment as a consequence of the new technology, would also be the same. On the other hand, of course, if the size and scope of the R&D project were such that a risk-averse private sector would never have undertaken the project, then the environmental improvement can be reasonably characterized as a program impact.

Finally, Exhibit 2-3 identifies two sets of mediating factors that provide additional context for our program evaluation. The first relates to the program itself and addresses the political, bureaucratic, and institutional conditions that affect both the level of inputs provided to the program and the ways in which the day-to-day operations of the program are conducted. The second set of mediating factors affects conditions relevant to, but distinct from the program itself (e.g., market conditions that affect whether firms find it profitable to pay for the new technologies). These factors are beyond the direct control of the program’s administrators but nonetheless affect the prospects for the success or failure of the program.

Building a logic model before you dive into your retrospective evaluation has a number of advantages. First, the act of creating it will force you to develop a deep understanding of the rationale behind the program and assess whether it’s even plausible that a causal link exists between inputs and impacts. Second, the model can serve as a map of the terrain you might study with your program evaluation. You could, for example, endeavor to study the entire program or just one part of it; with a logic model in hand, sorting this out will be easier. Finally, characterizing mediating factors that create the context for the program serves as an important reminder of the complex systems in which public programs operate and the often large and powerful forces that can affect their prospects of success.

Before reading on, I suggest you think about an existing program with which you are familiar, take out a sheet of paper, and try to describe its Theory of Change in a sentence or two and then sketch the associated logic model. Lay out the five boxes from left to right and try to fill in each with a couple bullet points to describe its content. Take a crack at listing the mediating factors—both inside and outside the studio—that affect the program. Think about how the Theory of Change that may have driven the program’s structure. Don’t worry if you can’t actually create a model that you’re confident is right. This is simply a quick exercise to give you some hands-on practice with the concepts we’ve just reviewed.




2.4 Decide on the Scope of Your Retrospective Analysis

There are two fundamental dimensions that define the scope of a retrospective policy analysis. The first is whether the study focuses primarily inside the studio (a program evaluation) or outside the studio (an impact evaluation). The second dimension is whether the study is part of the learning process during program development (a formative evaluation) or whether the study is being used to render a more definitive verdict on the performance of a mature program that has been fully implemented (a summative evaluation). Let’s tackle each dimension separately.

The first dimension of the scope of a retrospective analysis is whether it’s an inside-the-studio program evaluation or an outside-the-studio impact evaluation. As shown in Exhibit 2-4, an analysis focused inside the studio addresses the implementation of the first three elements of the logic model—inputs, activities, and outputs—and is referred to as a program evaluation. When it comes to an analysis focused outside the studio, however, the nomenclature has been evolving in recent years. Previously, all aspects of retrospective evaluation were usually lumped together and characterized as program evaluation. It’s now increasingly common to refer to an evaluation that addresses outcomes or impacts as an impact evaluation.
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Another difference between program evaluation and impact evaluation is that the former focuses on the efficiency of the program while the latter addresses its effectiveness. The efficiency of a program is measured by comparing inputs and outputs and asking whether we’re getting the maximum output for a given level of inputs3 or, conversely, whether we’ve minimized the use of inputs for a given level of output. In casual conversation, you might refer to this as getting the biggest bang for the buck.

3 You may be familiar with fuel efficiency standards for automobiles where the metric of interest is miles-per-gallon and our goal is usually to maximize the number of miles we can drive on one gallon of gasoline. When we assess efficiency in a program evaluation, we’re engaged in a conceptually analogous way of thinking.


Consider a nonprofit group that shelters women and children experiencing abuse; suppose it has a staff of five members. When we ask about the program’s efficiency, we’re asking whether the organization’s structure, systems, procedures, and facilities have been set up to allow those five staff to provide the highest possible level of service to its clients. If the answer were no, we would say that inefficiencies exist and would hope that our program evaluation can point us toward operational changes that would improve efficiency (i.e., offer a higher level of service to more clients with the same inputs). Efficiency can also be thought of in inverse terms. Imagine that our shelter serves 250 women and children per year. Now imagine another shelter that also does an equally good job of serving 250 people, but it does so with three staff, rather than five. Getting the same results with fewer resources is another example of increased efficiency.

While a program evaluation asks whether the program is doing things as efficiently as possible, an impact evaluation asks whether the program is doing the right things. In other words, in an impact evaluation, we broaden our scope to include outcomes and impacts and ask whether the program has been effective at achieving the goals and objectives that comprise its core purpose. There are no universally acknowledged definitions of the terms efficiency and effectiveness (Productivity Commission, 2013). For me, I think Drucker (2009) got it right when he said that efficiency is “the ability to do things right” while effectiveness is the ability to “get the right things done” (pp. 1, 2). For our hypothetical shelter, we’d ask not how efficiently services are being delivered but rather how effective the program has been in creating a significant positive impact on the lives of the women and children it serves.

Sometimes students wonder which is more important: efficiency or effectiveness. My short answer is that both are important, although effectiveness is more important. Why?, Given that the concept of effectiveness captures the degree to which a program achieves its goals, and that such goals are the motivating driver of the program’s existence in the first place, it stands to reason that we care more about a program’s effectiveness than its efficiency.

That said, we can’t ignore efficiency even in a very effective program. That’s the case for at least a couple of reasons. First, since we’re talking about public policy, most folks would agree that government has an obligation to make best use of the funds it raises through taxes. If an effective program is being operated in an inefficient manner, there exists a latent opportunity to attain the same policy goals but at a lower cost. Failing to seize that opportunity represents a waste of taxpayer money. Second, some studies have shown that efficient programs are more effective than inefficient programs (Choi & Jung, 2017). When you think about it, this makes sense. An inability to use resources efficiently could be a signal that a program’s design has fundamental problems or that its managers don’t have the necessary skills and abilities to run it well. In either case, these inefficiencies may make it hard to deliver meaningful results that serve the program’s overarching goals and objectives.

On the other hand, efficiency in an ineffective program isn’t much better. Linda Langston, President of the National Association of Counties, crystalized the issue when she observed that “you can be really efficient at going 100 mph, but if it’s in the wrong direction, what good does it do?” (Luzer, 2013). She goes on to give the example of a city-run health clinic that efficiently sees a large number of patients every day. But if the fast turnaround of patients means that underlying health conditions are not being addressed, then patients may return repeatedly to the clinic for additional treatment, costing the local government more money and leaving the patients in worse health for longer periods of time. In other words, such a clinic would be efficient in its operations but ineffective in achieving its goals and objectives.

Even though both concepts are in fact continua, with gradations of efficiency or effectiveness along a spectrum, you can visualize their relationship by thinking in binary terms and juxtaposing effectiveness and efficiency in a 2×2 matrix (Choi & Jung, 2017), as shown in Exhibit 2-5.


Exhibit 2-5
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The distinction between a program evaluation and an impact evaluation also has important implications for the data sources, methodology, and types of analysis one uses in the evaluation. For a program evaluation focusing on inputs, activities, and outputs, the objects of study are generally inside the studio and tangibly linked to the program. By talking to people directly involved in the program (both staff and stakeholders) and looking at the associated documentation and administrative data, we should be able to collect most of the data we need.

In contrast, for an impact evaluation, we look outside the studio, beyond the program itself. It may be harder to trace direct, well-documented, lines between the program and its outcomes and impacts. The analytic challenge is exacerbated by the need for a counterfactual that permits us to visualize the world without the program, so that we have something against which to benchmark the program.

The second element of the scope of the evaluation is whether it will focus primarily on making suggestions for improving program operations or on rendering a definitive verdict about the value of the program. The first type of inquiry is usually characterized as a formative assessment, the latter as a summative assessment (Kellogg Foundation, 2004; NSF, 2010). The difference is cleverly explained by the University of Illinois’s Robert Stake who is reported to have said that “when the cook tastes the soup, that’s formative; when the guests tastes the soup, that’s summative” (NSF, 2010, p. 8).

Formative assessments are best used in the early phases of a program’s development. A formative assessment is an opportunity for learning and program improvement before a program is fully implemented. In contrast, a summative assessment aims to discern whether the program is serving its purpose and is typically applied to a mature program in full operation. A summative assessment can focus on the program itself and investigate whether the program is efficiently creating valuable outputs, or it might address outcomes and impacts and ask whether the program is effective at producing meaningful results.

To recap, at this point in the process, you’ve defined the scope of your retrospective policy analysis and you’ve determined whether you are conducting an inside-the-studio program evaluation or an outside-the-studio impact evaluation (or both). And lastly, you’ve decided whether to do a formative assessment to improve the performance of a developing program or a summative assessment to render a verdict on the performance and value of a mature program. Now, your next task is to come up with specific evaluation questions that will guide the design of your retrospective evaluation project.




2.5 Identify the Evaluation Questions and Select an Appropriate Research Design

Carefully specifying your evaluation questions is a critical step in producing a high-quality analysis. Simply put, an evaluation question is one that your retrospective analysis will try to answer. The typical evaluation might pose three to seven primary questions. Your evaluation questions should be tightly linked to your previous decisions about the program’s logic model and Theory of Change and the scope of your review (i.e., inside the studio vs. outside the studio and formative vs. summative assessment).

Take a look at Exhibit 2-6 for suggested questions that correspond to the types of analysis we’ve been talking about. These questions should get you started, but expect to customize them. Your goal is an understanding of how well a program is working, not a set of answers to rote questions in a textbook. As you finalize the questions, retain your curiosity about how the pieces fit together. Remember the Five Whys technique and ask questions to identify causal linkages among program components. Take care to ask questions that tease out both the positive and negative attributes of the program.


Exhibit 2-6
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The importance of such questions is twofold. First, by answering the full set of evaluation questions, you should be able to get a sufficiently complete picture of the program to allow you to evaluate it. If you leave out an important evaluation question, then your study will have a gap when it comes to generating the evidence you need to reach a judgment about how well the program is performing. To put it bluntly: If you ask the wrong questions, the answers won’t be much help in developing a credible understanding of how and why a program is or is not producing meaningful results.

Second, the evaluation questions drive the research design. In short, you need to design an approach to the research process that lets you collect and analyze data in ways that yield answers to the questions. Without evaluation questions to guide you, you can’t put together a coherent plan for what to study and, perhaps more importantly, what not to study. The result can be a lot of wasted time and effort.


Exhibit 2-7 illustrates how the appropriate options for your research design are closely linked to the scope of your analysis. Note that Exhibit 2-7 is not exhaustive, but it is meant simply to provide you with an illustrative list of some research designs you might consider. In fact, there are so many options for your research design that it would take a textbook to cover all of them in detail. My purpose here is simply to introduce the concept of a research design.


Exhibit 2-7
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Once you’ve settled on a general approach, you need to develop a specific research design. The research design typically comprises three elements: the information you seek, the method by which you collect it, and the techniques you use to analyze it. You have many options at this point in the process. You can collect qualitative information by interviewing or doing focus groups with people who may have answers to your questions, or you might assemble quantitative data from a survey of potentially hundreds of folks. You’ll want to talk to people who work in the program you’re studying, people who are served by it, and people who represent key stakeholders who authorize and fund the program. Make a special effort to hear from folks who are targeted by the program but who may find it hard to participate in the evaluative process (e.g., single parents, isolated rural residents, undocumented immigrants, small businesses, to name just a few).

You might do a few deep-dive case studies where you look very closely at specific instances of the program’s operation in different locations, among different target groups, or across different program components. Alternatively, you could take a broader approach by investigating the entirety of the program’s operations but at a higher level of aggregation. If you’re lucky enough to have the time and resources, you could combine individual case studies with a broad characterization of the program.

You will also want to take a look at the administrative records being kept by the program. If the program was set up with an eye toward its future evaluation, data on important metrics regarding inside-the-studio inputs, activities, and outputs should be available to support your program evaluation. If you’re lucky, the program may also have tracked some of the types of outside-the-studio outcomes you’ll need to measure to conduct an impact evaluation. Even if there was no planning for a future evaluation, you will still likely be able to cobble together important information from a review of program administrative data. With data in hand, you could apply sophisticated statistical techniques, use text processing software, convene a group of experts to review it, or just think deeply about the interpretation of what you found.




2.6 Define the Counterfactual for Impact Evaluation

If your retrospective analysis includes an impact evaluation, your evaluation questions and research design must incorporate a sound method for developing a counterfactual that describes the state of the world in the absence of the program. Recall that a program’s impact is not simply the result we observe after program implementation, but is the difference between the observed outcome and what the outcome would have been had the program not existed.


Why is that the case? When it comes to impact evaluation, we are interested in causal reasoning; we want to figure out if the program ‘caused’ the outcome we observed, hence the need to conjure a world in which the program didn’t exist and then to compare results across the two worlds. Social scientists sometimes refer to the result of this comparison as an estimate of the treatment effect. Such vocabulary envisions the evaluated program as a treatment, akin to a therapy that a doctor might administer to her patient. The change in the patient’s condition—caused by the therapy and not some other factor—is then characterized as the treatment effect.

Imagine we develop a semester-long program to help first-generation college students improve their academic performance. Suppose that we observe that students who complete the program have an average GPA of 3.10 in the semester after the program. Using the terminology of a logic model, students’ postprogram GPA is an outcome. Because 3.10 is a very respectable GPA, we might be tempted to tout the beneficial impact of the program, but we shouldn’t—at least not yet. We have to first figure out what student GPAs would have been in the absence of the program. There at least four different techniques we might consider (Dye, 2011).

First, we could simply do a before and after comparison of GPAs. With this approach, we would calculate the students’ GPAs in the semester immediately before they completed the program. If the average preprogram GPA was, say, 2.95, then we would estimate the impact as an increase of 0.15 points in students’ GPA (i.e., 3.10 minus 2.95). Unfortunately, this is a pretty weak estimate of the program’s impact because a number of factors other than the program itself might have affected students’ average GPA. As just one example, the GPAs of many students progressively improve over their college careers as they improve their study habits, become more enthusiastic about their chosen majors, and worry more about getting a job.

The second approach for thinking about the counterfactual explicitly takes account of underlying trends not attributable to the program that might affect the reported outcomes of the program. To continue our example from above, we might do some research and discover that the average GPA of the students in the program has been increasing by 0.05 points per semester since they entered college. If we used this approach, we’d take the preprogram GPA of 2.95 and add 0.05 to it (to account for another semester of typical GPA growth) and come up with a counterfactual GPA of 3.00 for the first semester after program completion. The program impact would then be estimated at 0.10 points (i.e., 3.10 minus 3.00). While this is an improvement over our first method, our causal case is still not as strong as it might be. Maybe the factors that have driven gradual increases in GPA are changing over time; in other words, the fact that GPAs went up by 0.05 points per semester in the past doesn’t mean that they will continue to do so in the future. As you often hear in ads promoting financial investment opportunities, past performance may not be indicative of future results.

To overcome this concern, a third method uses a different approach to projecting changes in results over time by introducing a comparison group that doesn’t participate in the program. (The group that participates in the program is called the treatment group.) The core idea here is that both the treatment and comparison groups would be similarly influenced by any nonprogram factors (such as a mid-semester switch to online classes) that might affect GPAs over time. We then compare the changes in the GPAs of the two groups from one semester to the next using a technique known as a difference-in-differences approach. This may make more sense if we continue our example.

We already know that the average GPA of the treatment group increased by 0.15 points in the first semester after the program, relative to their GPA in the prior semester. Suppose we have another group of first-generation students who don’t participate in the program. Like the treatment group, their GPA starts at 2.95. Then, in the semester after their classmates complete the program, the comparison group has an average GPA of 3.05, for an increase of 0.10 points. In other words, the treatment group has a GPA increase of 0.15 points while the comparison group shows an increase of 0.10 points. We take the difference in these two differences to arrive at an estimated treatment effect of 0.05 points. Our new estimate is certainly more credible than the first two estimates, but it’s still not as strong as it might be. Perhaps there’s something unique about the group that has signed up for the program. Maybe they’re among the hardest-working, most-motivated students at the college and their apparent increase in GPA has nothing to do with the program but simply reflects their drive and ambition.

A fourth approach—known as a Randomized Controlled Trial (RCT)—can overcome such challenges. With an RCT, we would randomly assign first-generation students to either participate in the program or to sit it out. While the first group is still called the treatment group, we now refer to the second group not as the comparison group but as the control group. This vocabulary reflects the increased analytic power of the RCT approach. With random assignment, we can assume that the two groups are identical (in a statistical sense), with all types of students (e.g., hard workers and slackers) having an equal chance of being assigned to each group. In short, the only difference between the two groups (again, in a statistical sense) is whether or not they’ve completed the program. We can then compare the postprogram GPAs of the two groups and compute the treatment effect as the difference in the two. For example, the treatment group might have a postprogram GPA of 3.10 while the control group has a GPA of 3.08. Because of the random group assignment, we know that the only difference between the two groups—as a whole—is whether they participated in the program. We then characterize the treatment effect of the studied program—its impact—as a 0.02-point increase in GPA. The RCT design is sometimes referred to as the ‘gold-standard’ of causal inference because of its ability to rule out other competing explanations of the observed changes in a program’s outcomes. Exhibit 2-8 recaps these four methods for computing program impacts and works through the numbers associated with our hypothetical program for first-generation college students.


Exhibit 2-8
[image: ]



The topic of drawing causal inferences from real-world data is the subject of a vast and complex literature, and we’ll revisit the topic in Chapter 5. But for now, this brief discussion is meant to underscore the fact that if you want to make a causal claim in your retrospective impact evaluation, then you need to make sure that you are asking the right evaluation questions and that you have created a suitable research design to enable you to credibly characterize a counterfactual world in which the program didn’t exist.




2.7 Conduct the Evaluation, Draw Your Conclusions, and Communicate the Results

Having identified your evaluation questions and crafted a research design to answer them, your next step is to conduct the evaluation. Given, however, that this is not a textbook on program evaluation and that there are more than twenty possible research designs suggested in Exhibit 2-7, and many more designs not listed, we won’t get into the specifics of how to execute each design. For a deep dive, you might want to take a look at texts by Newcomer et al. (Handbook of Practical Program Evaluation, 2015), Weiss (Evaluation: Methods for Studying Programs and Policies, 1997), or Davidson (Evaluation Methodology Basics: The Nuts and Bolts of Sound Evaluation, 2004). In addition, guidance provided by the Government Accountability Office (Designing Evaluations, 2012) is quite good. The remaining chapters of this book also provide an overview of how to combine logic and evidence to reach policy-relevant conclusions in prospective policy analysis and retrospective program and impact evaluation.

After conducting your evaluation—collecting and analyzing the data—you have to think about how you’ll go about drawing conclusions and communicating your results. As you do, you may want to bear in mind recent US government guidance on the topic:


… fundamental principles [for evaluation have] emerge[d] as common themes in established U.S. and international frameworks … These principles include rigor, relevance, independence, transparency, and ethics. Principles and practices for evaluation help to ensure that Federal program evaluations meet scientific standards, are relevant and useful, and are conducted and have results disseminated without bias or inappropriate influence.

(OMB, 2018, p. 60)



How do these principles affect the reporting of your retrospective evaluation? For starters, if you conducted a formative assessment—intended to help a developing program improve its operations—be sure to include a set of actionable suggestions about how the program can be enhanced. It may help to think of yourself as a coach and mentor to program managers. Your goal is to help them understand, embrace, and act on your suggestions. But be mindful of program resources and avoid suggesting changes that the program lacks the capability to make.

If your retrospective evaluation was a summative assessment, think about the uses to which it might be put. Will it be used to allocate resources? Hold managers accountable? To inform the design of another program? Think also about who will be the audience for your report—program managers? Their bosses? The program’s funders? Make sure your report provides clear responses to the questions you know your audience wants answered. But don’t let an enthusiasm for definitive statements cause you to forget that conclusions must be informed by the evidence you collected and guided by sound logical inference. If—despite your study—you still don’t have an answer to a key question, don’t be afraid to say so. Honesty about uncertainty is a defining attribute of a professional policy analyst.

In addition, don’t be surprised if at least some folks seem threatened by your program evaluation. If they work in the program, have staked their reputations on the program by funding it or authorizing it, or are the beneficiaries of the program’s activities and outputs, trepidation on their part is only natural. You might have evaluated a program, the primary purpose of which is symbolic. Such programs:



… do not actually change the conditions of target groups but merely make these groups feel that the government ‘cares’. A government agency does not welcome a study that reveals that its efforts have no tangible effects ….

(Dye, 2011, p. 333)



If you declare that the program is poorly managed, inefficient, ineffective, or not a good use of taxpayer money, the program might be terminated or downsized. No wonder folks worry about what you might say. There is not much you can do about this phenomenon. Your results are your results and if they paint the program in an unflattering light, professional ethics prevent you from pretending otherwise.

At another level, however, there are many things you can do to avoid the worst of such situations. First, be scrupulously neutral in your assessment of the program; your preconceived notions about the program or the people who run it should play no role in your evaluation. Any hint of bias on your part will undermine both your credibility and that of your evaluation. Second, be sure to report what you learned from the broad and diverse set of stakeholders who you consulted; that way, readers of your finished report can be confident that all important voices with something to say about the program were heard. Third, when presenting results, err on the side of transparency. Share as much of the information that you collected during the study as you can (i.e., without breaking any commitments of confidentiality or exposing private information about individuals). That way, interested readers can dig more deeply to understand the basis of your conclusions. Fourth, while not shying away from sharing negative feedback about the program, you should always be as constructive as possible when you present your findings. If you need to be critical, take care to criticize the program’s actions, not the people who run it. If a manager has made a poor decision, criticize the decision but not the person. In short, the advice you probably got in elementary school was right: always try to be nice.

Finally, keep in mind that there may be other future audiences for your work beyond the clients of your current project. For example, your evaluation might become a part of the greater body of knowledge that is available for future prospective policy analysis (as we talked about in Section 2.1). It may end up in an online clearinghouse of program evaluations or on an agency website where folks you’ve never met discover it and think about replicating the policy or program that you’ve studied in their own jurisdiction or organization. With a pay-it-forward mentality, try to include as much information in your report as possible to allow others to assess the potential for replicability. By providing background information in your evaluation on, for example, budget and staffing levels, community characteristics, legal authorities and structures, schedules and project plans, problems encountered and solutions found, and other lessons learned, you will make it much easier for others to extrapolate from your findings to conditions in their own situation (Bardach, 2004).


As mentioned in Section 1.6, communicating the results of a policy analysis doesn’t differ very much between a prospective and retrospective evaluation. Because strong written and oral communication skills are a prerequisite to success in your career as a policy analyst, this topic deserves a deep dive, which you’ll find in Chapter 7.





Chapter Summary

This chapter began by describing several rationales for retrospective program and impact evaluation. We next considered a stylized version of the policy cycle as a means of putting both prospective policy analysis and retrospective program and impact evaluation in the same context.

We then reviewed ways to clearly delineate a program’s boundaries and purpose, thereby facilitating subsequent analysis. Next up was a review of both Theory of Change thinking and logic modeling. We saw how logic models can be used to comprehensively describe the causal connections among a program’s inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts. From there, we moved on to the concepts of efficiency, effectiveness, formative assessment, and summative assessment.

We then talked about the development of evaluation questions to guide the design of retrospective research. We closed with a review of some of the common challenges that may affect the communication of the results of a retrospective analysis.




Discussion Questions



	Pick an existing program with which you are familiar. If you were to evaluate it, how would you characterize the counterfactual? What would the world look like had the program not been implemented? How do you know?
	Pick a different existing program. How would you define its boundaries? What is its purpose—its goals and objectives? Do you think everyone sees it the same way as you do? Or are there competing visions of what the program should be doing? How would you reconcile different views about the program’s purpose in order to evaluate it?
	Pick yet another existing program. Is it obvious what the Theory of Change is? Or is it hard to discern? Do you think the Theory of Change—opaque or transparent—makes sense? Could you describe the program with a logic model?
	What’s the difference between efficiency and effectiveness? How would you assess whether a program is efficient and/or effective? Can you think of a specific program that you believe is both efficient and effective? How about an example of an efficient but ineffective program?
	Just like a taxpayer who might be nervous about an IRS audit, politicians and public administrators may be hesitant to subject programs for which they are responsible to retrospective evaluation. Is this reasonable? Why? Why not? Can you come up with ways to frame such evaluations in a positive light?
	Is spending money on program evaluation (which can be costly) a good use of public funds? Or should all available funds be used to maximize a program’s delivery of services to its beneficiaries?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The figure represents a stylized depiction of a policy cycle. In a ten-point explanation, the cycle begins with a prospective policy analysis where either policy action is then taken or not (i.e., enactment or legitimation). Next the policy and program is implemented, which leads to output results and either retrospective program or impact evaluation or no analysis. After evaluation, the retrospective analysis can be ignored, the policy or program terminated, or the prospective policy analysis in other contexts.


Back to Figure
The figure samples a logic model of the Federal Clean Technology R&D Program. Depicted is an ‘inner the studio’ and ‘outside the studio’ scenario, with imputs leading to activities, on to outputs, to outcomes, and finally impacts, if and when necessary. The mediating factors include money, people, facilities, and existing technologies. Activities include selection of R&D projects, funding of projects, execution of projects, and capturing of results. Outputs include technical ones such as failure/success and new technologies. Outcomes out of the studio include the extent, speed, and duration of deployment of new technologies, with impacts including improved environmental conditions, whose mediating factors include market environment and policy environment being changed by new technologies.








Chapter Three Obstacles to Using Classical Policy Analysis Models in the Real World


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Describe the policy sciences movement and its influence on graduate education in policy analysis.
	Characterize postpositive policy analysis and contrast it with the classical models of policy analysis.
	Define the concepts of preference aggregation, collective action, and wicked problems, and explain how each limits the applicability of classical policy analysis.
	Explain why the classical models of policy analysis can’t deliver comprehensive rationality or the certainty of the natural sciences.
	Define and differentiate descriptive and normative thinking.
	Define and differentiate analysis as inquiry and analysis as advocacy.
	Explain the characteristics of a good-faith argument and differentiate them from the characteristics of a fight.
	Explain why defining policy analysis as comprising only one or two disciplines severely limits its value and ability to generate meaningful insights.
	Describe the rationale for rebooting the field of policy analysis.


Having studied Chapters 1 and 2, you’ve seen how the classical models tackle prospective and retrospective policy analysis and evaluation. You’re in good company; these models have been taught in just about every policy school in the United States over the past few decades and thousands of students have been trained in their use. Unfortunately, there are several features of these models—and the way they’re taught—that impede their value. Nonetheless, if used appropriately, the tools of policy analysis have a lot to offer when it comes to understanding and acting on public policy issues.

Accordingly, this chapter explores the obstacles that limit the value and impact of the classical models so that you’re better prepared to cope with those impediments in your professional work. We start in Section 3.1 with a quick history of the field of policy analysis. Next up is an examination of the shortcomings of the classical models, split into two sections. The first set of impediments (Section 3.2) are inherent and inescapable limitations of policymaking in a democracy which cannot be overcome, even with hard work, clear thinking, or new paradigms. The second set of impediments (Section 3.3) comprises obstacles which can be mitigated, at least partially, with a rebooted version of policy analysis. Section 3.4 explains why these impediments don’t fatally undermine the value of policy analysis and motivates the rebooting of the field proposed later in the book.




3.1 A Brief History of Policy Analysis

Given the adage that ‘past is prologue’, it’s worth your time to understand how this educational enterprise got started. As mentioned before, the field of policy analysis—referred to in its early days as the policy sciences—launched itself after World War II with exceedingly high ambitions. As Charles Rothwell (1951), a drafter of the 1945 United Nations Charter and later president of Mills College put it:


[O]ur power to attain world peace, universal well-being, and individual self-realization will depend in part upon how rapidly the policy sciences develop and how widely they are accepted and used.

(p. x)



Harold Lasswell (1951), a political science professor at Yale who is widely regarded as a key architect of the policy sciences, echoed Rothwell’s words:


It is probable that the policy-science orientation in the United States will be directed toward providing the knowledge needed to improve the practice of democracy. In a word, the special emphasis is upon the policy sciences of democracy, in which the ultimate goal is the realization of human dignity in theory and fact.

(p. 15)



To be fair, not all early proponents of the new field of policy analysis made such grandiose claims about its potential impacts:


Policy analysis does not presume to bring about a radical change in policymaking. … Good policy analysis can at best become an additional component in aggregate policymaking, contributing to that process some better analysis, some novel ideas, some futuristic orientation, and some systematic thought. Policy analyses are one of the bridges between science and politics, but they do not transform the basic characteristics of the ‘political’ and of organization behavior. … No metamorphosis of policymaking is aimed at, but improvements of, say, 10 to 15 percent in complex public decision-making and policymaking can be achieved through better integration of knowledge and policymaking with the help of policy analysis—and this is a lot.

(Dror, 1967, p. 202)



Whether motivated by the goals of universal well-being and the realization of human dignity, or a marginal improvement of ten to fifteen percent in the quality of policymaking, the emerging field of policy analysis began to attract attention from policymakers. The field got a significant boost in the early 1960s when Defense Secretary McNamara instituted the Policy Planning Budgeting System (PPBS) to apply cost–benefit analysis to weapons acquisition and warfighting decisions. Impressed with McNamara’s innovation, President Johnson ordered government-wide adoption of PPBS, creating a demand for civil servants skilled in quantitative and economic fields. By 1971, at least 10 new graduate programs had been created in policy analysis (Allison, 2006).

Enter the Ford Foundation. Between 1973 and 1978, the Foundation gave $4.15 million (about $17 million in 2021 dollars) to 14 public policy schools. Most, if not all, of these programs had existed before the grants, but the support of the Ford Foundation solidified their standing as individual schools, as well as exemplars of a new national focus on graduate training in public policy analysis. These grants were made in response to a 1972 charge from the Foundation’s Board to support “first-class programs of advanced, professional training for young people aimed at public service” (Bell, 1981, p. 1).

So, how have things turned out? On the upside, there’s no doubt that policy schools are able to attract “bright and socially motivated” students (Bell, 1981, p. 39). And graduates of these programs appear to be readily employable in government, the nonprofit sector, and consulting (Friedman, 2017). On the downside, there seems to be a disconnect between what’s being taught in policy schools and what can be observed in practice. As Hird (2017) put it:


Ironically, there is little evidence of written classical policy analysis … There are copious opinions, position papers, budget analyses, testimonies, white papers, memos, and reports but little in the way of classical policy analyses.

(p. 63)



Moreover, many of the policy analyses that are produced every year that seem to have little discernable impact on real-world policy decisions (Weiss, 1979).

But what about those aspirations of world peace, an improved democracy, and the realization of human dignity? Regrettably, the record is more than a bit spotty. By the 1980s, the idea that rational policy analysis could be used to significantly and continuously improve public-sector policymaking “began to wear a little thin” (Parsons, 1995, p. 434). After comparing a series of policy successes and failures in the United States after World War II, deLeon (2006) concluded that:


American expectations and achievements have hardly produced universal progress compared to other industrialized nations, with crime, the environment, health care, and public education being only four examples. What motivated the spread of the public policy orientation was the expectation that well trained, professional analysts, appropriately focused, would produce an unbroken succession of policy successes. … the narratives above [suggest] that the promise of the policy sciences has not been fulfilled.

(p. 47), emphasis added




To be sure, a collection of policy mistakes, missed opportunities, dysfunctional programs, and failed leadership is clearly disappointing, if not tragic. What is much less clear, at least to me, is whether the field of policy analysis deserves the blame for these shortcomings.

Nonetheless, a new school of thought known as postpositive policy analysis (so named because it represented a break from the ostensibly purely descriptive nature of the positive approach) emerged in the 1980s. Postpositivists generally believe that the classical models are doomed to provide results that do little to improve the quality of public policy (Durning, 1991). In the extreme, some postpositivists see users of the classical models as enablers of exploitive and unequal policies supported by wealthy and privileged interests. Along these lines, most postpositivists would like to see a “more authentic democratization of the policy process” (Dryzek, 2002, p. 32).

In 2012, Fischer and Gottweiss traced the arc of what became known as the argumentative turn in policy analysis:


At the outset, the approach emphasized practical argumentation, policy judgment, frame analysis, narrative storytelling, and rhetorical analysis, among others. … [In the intervening years], the argumentative turn expanded to include work on discourse analysis, deliberation, deliberative democracy, citizen juries, governance, expertise, participatory inquiry, local and tacit knowledge, collaborative planning, the uses and role of media, and interpretive methods.

(p. 1)



The postpositivist view is not without its critics. Lawrence Lynn at Harvard’s Kennedy School, for example, doesn’t mince words when he argues that postpositivists are wrong to assert that traditional policy analysis is narrow and technocratic. He characterizes postpositivism as an “esoteric, pedantic irrelevance” and defends policy analysis, saying that contrary to the postpositivists’ claims, the classical models do account for ethical and normative considerations, political arguments, and the voices of those who lack political power (Lynn, 1999, p. 421).

Characterizing Lynn’s attack on postpositivism as “savage,” Dryzek (2002) fires back:


Even if analysis in the technocratic idiom stands no chance of being acted upon in efficient and unchanged fashion, the mere presence of technocratic policy analysis serves to reinforce a discourse of disempowerment for those who are not part of the technocratic specialization being deployed or are not the targeted ‘policymakers’ for the analysis in question.

(p. 33)



Let me jump into this back and forth and make three quick observations. First, it’s clear that both Lynn and Dryzek agree that a narrow, formulaic, and technocratic version of policy analysis doesn’t align well with the processes of democratic policymaking. I think they’ve got that right.

Second, while the postpositivists are correct that the classical models have significant shortcomings, my personal view is that it’s unreasonable to hold workaday policy analysts responsible for deconstructing the impact of dominant ideologies on policy choices, ferreting out the sinister influence of powerful but opaque interests, and creating a more genuine version of democracy. On their face, none of these goals is unreasonable. But in the same way that it was wildly unrealistic to expect the policy sciences to achieve the goal of “universal well-being,” it seems equally unrealistic to expect postpositive policy analysis to deliver a “more authentic democratization” of policymaking. And, from a purely pragmatic perspective, I suspect that there aren’t many employers out there who are willing to pay the salaries of postpositive policy analysts.

Third, no matter how compelling you find the postpositive critique of traditional policy analysis, its glaring weakness is that it doesn’t offer a feasible alternative approach for a restructured policy analysis (Durning, 1991). Even Dryzek (2002) admits that:


Postpositivism does not … connote a well-defined recipe book for doing policy analysis, and in this it is at a disadvantage with more traditional kinds of policy analysis, especially when it comes to curriculum design. It has perhaps done better when it comes to critique of its traditional opponents than in providing such recipes.

(p. 32)



Where do we go from here? Yes, many of the early proponents of the policy sciences were quixotic, overpromising on results that couldn’t be delivered. On the other hand, the postpositivists seem to miss the mark when they unfairly blame traditional models for the maladies of democratic governance writ large without having a specific and actionable alternative to offer to aspiring policy analysts.

We might be tempted to dismiss both schools of thought, but we need to take care not to throw the baby out with the bath water. Policy analysis can and does make a meaningful, albeit limited, contribution to public-sector problem-solving (Friedman, 2017; Hird, 2017; Lynn, 1999; Shapiro, 2016). Rather than viewing the classical models as the essence of policy analysis, we need to see them for what they really are: simply a point of departure for substantially more thoughtful, realistic, and nuanced ways of contributing to the analysis of public policy issues.



3.2 Inescapable Pathologies of the Classical Models

The first step in my proposed rebooting of policy analysis is therefore to better understand where and why the classical models come up short. In my view, understanding what policy analysis cannot do is a prerequisite to visualizing what it can do. As shown in Exhibit 3-1, there are at least five important things that the classical models of policy analysis can never offer. These issues are inherent features of democratic governance itself; they don’t originate in the field of policy analysis. These vexations virtually guarantee that the classical models of policy analysis can’t provide a definitive recommendation about the socially optimal way of resolving any particular policy problem.


Exhibit 3-1 Classical Policy Analysis Models Don’t…



	Solve the preference aggregation problem
	Solve collective action problems
	Solve wicked problems
	Deliver comprehensive rationality
	Offer the certainty of the natural sciences





3.2.1 The Models Don’t Solve the Preference Aggregation Problem

As noted in the Introduction to Part I, policy analysis aims to inform public policy decisionmaking. At the time, I glossed over the question of who is doing the deciding. Unless we live in a society with an authoritarian dictator, public policy decisions inevitably reflect the preferences of more than one actor. These actors could be individual citizens casting votes, interest groups advocating different policies, or elected officials debating and deciding which policies to enact.

In a democracy, therefore, we need to aggregate preferences. Unfortunately, unless we’re only making a binary choice between two options and have adopted majority rule, there is no unambiguously correct way to aggregate everyone’s individual preferences into a single set of social preferences. Nobel Laureate Ken Arrow proved as much with his impossibility theorem (1951). Arrow demonstrated that it is impossible to go from multiple individual preferences to one society-wide preference without violating one or more very reasonable assumptions (e.g., all voters’ preference should be given equal standing, that voters can express their preferences as a rank ordering of available choices, and that individual voters’ preferences be transitive—if A is preferred to B, and B to C, then A should be preferred to C). Stokey and Zeckhauser (1978) summarize the conundrum:


Philosophers and economists have tried for two centuries to devise unambiguous procedures for measuring and combining the welfares of two or more individuals to provide a measure of total social welfare. Their quest has been about as successful as the alchemists’ attempts to transmute lead into gold. … Indeed, Kenneth Arrow has virtually demonstrated that we should give up the search.

(p. 276)



When Arrow published his mathematical explanation of the situation in the 1950s, the problem of preference aggregation had already been around for a long time. Constitution writers and nation builders have worked for at least the last three centuries to build democratic institutions—like elected legislatures and parliaments, presidents and prime ministers, ballot initiatives and referenda, and federalist systems that share power among national, regional, and local governments—to approximate public preferences on matters of public policy.

So, where does this leave the field of policy analysis? In a democracy, we want citizen preferences to have a strong influence on policy choices, but policy analysts are stuck without an obvious mechanism for aggregating those preferences to inform their advice to policymakers. It’s clear that a nationwide direct democracy where citizens vote on every element of every public policy isn’t remotely feasible. Moreover, most of the analytic techniques embedded in the classical model of policy analysis sidestep the issue:


[The traditional model assumes a] unitary decision-maker, or a group acting as a unit, and [is] not immediately applicable to situations involving two or more actors with different objectives. … If a joint decision is required, they will have to resolve their differences through interactive processes like negotiation and persuasion, about which the model is silent.

(Majone, 1989, p. 15)



The three techniques described in Section 1.5—cost–benefit analysis, cost-effectiveness analysis, and multiattribute analysis—are all attempts to solve the preference aggregation problem. In some circumstances, they can be helpful, but the process of discerning social—rather than personal—preferences is not formulaic. Instead, it is complex, dynamic, and filled with uncertainty. In this context, it is both unreasonable and unfair to expect policy analysts by themselves to point us to the policy choice that best reflects aggregated citizen preferences. Indeed, if policy analysis were up to this task, it would somehow have managed to solve a fundamental challenge of democratic governance that has vexed societies for centuries.




3.2.2 The Models Don’t Solve Collective Action Problems

A common role for governments is to provide or manage public goods, resources that exhibit two important characteristics. First, they are nonrivalrous, meaning that one person’s consumption of a good doesn’t reduce another person’s ability to consume the same good. Second, they are nonexcludable, meaning that it is infeasible to prevent somebody from consuming the good. The quintessential example of a public good is national defense. Once the military provides protection, one person’s ‘consumption’ of national defense doesn’t diminish the next person’s ability to also ‘consume’ it (nonrivalry). Moreover, everyone benefits from national defense, irrespective of how much they pay in taxes or whether they would choose to be protected in the first place (nonexcludability). A closely related type of good is a common pool resource which is rivalrous but from which people can’t be excluded. Here, the quintessential example is a fishery where anyone with a boat can go out and take fish, but the more fish they take, the fewer fish that are available for others.

When dealing with a public good or common pool resource, it is often possible to achieve a better, society-wide outcome through mutual cooperation, than is possible when everyone pursues their own narrow self-interest. When it comes to a public good, for example, it is in an individual’s self-interest to shirk responsibility for paying for the public good, because he or she knows that once other citizens have provided the good, he or she will benefit from it despite not paying for it. This phenomenon is referred to as free riding. Imagine we went around the country and asked everyone how much they were willing to pay for national defense. Most folks would be tempted to free ride, and would report a number lower than their true willingness to pay for defense. We would then add up all the numbers and fund national defense at a lower level than what folks, in the aggregate, were actually willing to pay. This phenomenon is known is the underprovision of a public good.

Similarly, with a common pool resource, a self-interested individual may endeavor to maximize his or her use of the resource, despite the fact that if everyone pursues the same strategy, the resource will not be put to best advantage in the aggregate. This phenomenon is sometimes referred to as the tragedy of the commons, based on an influential essay by Hardin (1968).1 Remember, a common pool resource is nonexcludable. Thus, in the case of a fishery, anyone can go fishing. A typical outcome will in turn be an unsustainable level of overfishing as each fisher gets all the benefit of taking more fish while only incurring a portion of the cost (i.e., the destruction of the fishery over time, an impact which is shared among all fishers). The irony is that as each fisher pursues his or her own short-term self-interest, the fishers—as a group—are working against their own long-term interests.

1 Nobel Laureate Elinor Ostrom studied community management of common pool resources around the world and concluded that over-use of such resources is not inevitable. Especially in communities with strong social systems, wise use of the resource can become a norm that ensures its sustainable use (Dietz, Ostrom, & Stern, 2003).


The collective action problem gained substantial attention from scholars after publication of Mancur Olson’s influential book, The Logic of Collective Action (1965). In it, Olson explored the consequences of a misalignment between individual and group incentives. Such misalignments can arise when the sum of individual (or private) costs and benefits is not equal to collective (or social) costs and benefits. In the case of a fishery, for example, the gains of overfishing accrue to individuals (at least for a while) until resource depletion leads to social costs for all. Olson argued that the mere existence of a common interest is not enough to motivate individuals to pursue that interest in the face of competing interests at the personal level (Heckelman, 2015). In other words:


[Olson] demonstrated that individual rationality is not sufficient to achieve collective rationality. Thus, individuals may pursue self-interested actions that do not further the best interests of the group.

(Sandler, 2015, p. 196), internal references omitted



What does the collective action problem have to do with policy analysis? The answer begins with the realization that public policy is the primary mechanism for mitigating collective action problems among large groups of people and organizations. Without a mechanism for policymaking and the use of the coercive power of the state, providing public goods and managing common pool resources would be almost impossible at all but the smallest, and most local, of scales (where private arrangements and legally enforceable contracts might suffice).

For instance, clean air in an urban setting is a public good. If one group of people invests in cars with lower pollutant emissions, but others don’t, then the second group gets the benefit of somewhat cleaner air without incurring the cost of emission reductions (i.e., they free ride on the first group’s efforts). Knowing this might happen, the first group loses the incentive to take action in the first place. Similarly, in international waters, which is a common pool resource beyond the control of any one country, several fisheries around the world are currently under intense pressure as the result of substantial overfishing (suggesting an inability to solve a collective action problem).

How then can policy analysis inform decisionmaking in such cases? Policy scholars have developed tools for partially addressing these issues by, for example, coming up with clever ways to assess folks’ willingness to pay for public goods (as a means of addressing the underprovision of public goods). Similarly, considerable effort has gone into creating mechanisms to allocate the rights to use common pool resources in ways that align personal incentives with social objectives. While such techniques can be useful, they are, however, imperfect and do little to mitigate the underlying drivers of the collective action problem (i.e., the wedge between private and social costs and benefits). Irrespective of public policy, individuals and countries will always have an incentive to free ride on others’ provision of public goods; similarly, there will always be an incentive for an individual to overuse a common pool resource. The fact that policy analysis doesn’t offer a definitive means of resolving these dilemmas in all situations is not a flaw in policy analysis per se. Rather, these conditions reflect the intrinsic reality in which public policy exists.




3.2.3 The Models Can Only Help Manage, Not Solve, Wicked Problems

Public policies are targeted at issues that vary widely in their complexity and in our ability to fully characterize their true nature. At one end of the spectrum are well-structured problems, like road maintenance and library services. The objectives are well-understood and not especially controversial, the available options are readily apparent, and the pros and cons of different approaches are not particularly uncertain. In the middle of the spectrum are semistructured problems where there is greater uncertainty and potential disagreement about public goals. Shoring up the finances of the social security retirement system, for example, might fall into this category. To start, we have to look 50 to 75 years in the future. We can make reasonable, but still uncertain, predictions about the number of beneficiaries, the payments they’re entitled to, and the likely contributions they’ll make over their working lives. What’s more, we have to wrestle with normative questions like the degree to which current workers should subsidize retired workers. Sorting out social security is certainly not as easy as figuring out how to pave a road, but it’s still an issue we can get our heads around.

The other end of the spectrum is reserved for what scholars call wicked problems (Daviter, 2017; Head, 2008; Levin, Cashore, Bernstein, & Auld, 2012; Rittel & Webber, 1973). Not only are they poorly structured, but also that wicked problems have characteristics that make them especially difficult, or even impossible, to definitively resolve. Examples include climate change, global terrorism, human trafficking, and the pernicious effects of money in politics. Wickedness is not, however, a synonym for difficult. Running the air traffic control system, administering the Federal tax system, and operating a national military force are all difficult tasks, but they are not wicked. Instead, problems become wicked when traditional planning methods provide, at best, limited help in figuring out what to do next and, at worst, can actually lead to ‘solutions’ that exacerbate the problem (Camillus, 2008).

The concept of wickedness was first applied to public policy in a 1973 article by two Berkeley professors who identified ten attributes of wicked problems (Rittel & Webber, pp. 161–166).

	“There is no definitive formulation of a wicked problem.” The complexity of the issues and the intermingling of multiple causes and effects mean that it is virtually impossible to demonstrate that any one definition of a wicked problem is unambiguously correct.
	“Wicked problems have no stopping rule.” There isn’t a definitive solution to a wicked problem. We can always investigate further, learn more, and try to improve our analysis. We must address wicked problems with less evidence and analysis than we’d like.
	“Solutions to wicked problems are not true or false, but good or bad.” For wicked problems, there is no single definition of policy success. What would it look like to end systemic racism? To secure the border? To get money out of politics?
	“There is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution to a wicked problem.” Policies aimed at tackling wicked problems often cause unintended consequences. It can take years, sometimes generations, to see the full effects (good and bad) of policy action.
	“Every solution to a wicked problem is a ‘one-shot’ operation; because there is no opportunity to learn by trial and error, every attempt counts significantly.” With well- and semistructured problems, we can reverse course if the solution doesn’t work. Not so for wicked problems; when we attempt a solution, we change the nature of the problem.
	“Wicked problems do not have an exhaustively describable set of potential solutions, nor is there a well-described set of permissible operations that may be incorporated into the plan.” Because of their complexity and the divergent normative goals embedded in their potential solutions, there are many policy options to consider as solutions to wicked problems.
	“Every wicked problem is essentially unique.” Public problems may look similar over time or across locations, but for a wicked problem, the drivers of the problem and the likely results of potential solutions depend heavily on case-specific facts and circumstances. Experience addressing it in one place or time may be of little value in another context.
	“Every wicked problem can be considered to be a symptom of another problem.” Wicked problems are linked to one another as causes and effects within a system. The classical model looks at each problem in isolation and struggles with multidimensional problems.
	“The choice of explanation determines the nature of the problem’s resolution.” Because of the complexity of wicked problems and starkly contrasting value judgments, a wide range of problem definitions are arguably correct. The contest over solutions to wicked problems thus often reverts to a fight about the problem definition.
	“The planner has no right to be wrong.” Depending on a community’s tolerance for trial and error on the part of its public servants, a failed attempt to solve a wicked problem can lead to lost elections for policymakers and lost jobs for policy analysts.


These ten criteria can be distilled into a definition of a wicked problem as one that exists at the intersection of three conditions (Head, 2008). The first is the complexity of the system in which the problem arises and the number and nature of interdependencies among the elements and subsystems within that system. The second is the level of uncertainty about current conditions, about how policy actions might affect outcomes, and about the risk of undesired outcomes. The third is the extent of the divergence of material interests and value preferences among key stakeholders. The presence of any one of these three characteristics does not signify wickedness. Instead, it is the confluence of all three within the same situation—great complexity, significant uncertainty, and widely divergent viewpoints—that together render a problem wicked.

So, what happens when we apply the classical models of policy analysis to wicked problems? Given the nature of wicked problems, it has become almost a truism in the policy analysis literature that such problems are rarely solved. At best, they are partially tamed by policy measures that ameliorate the worst of their impacts (Daviter, 2017). Sometimes, however, policy interventions only make wicked problems worse. Short-term and superficial measures can create the appearance of action when, in fact, the situation continues to deteriorate, or the new measures themselves create problematic unintended consequences. Better policy analysis is not the only answer:


[Wicked public policy problems] are inherently resistant to a clear statement of the problem and resistant to a clear and agreed solution. Science cannot resolve these dilemmas by filling the gaps in empirical knowledge.

(Head, 2008, p. 102)



Expecting a policy analyst to dig into a toolkit of methods and skills to solve wicked problems like systemic racism, narcoterrorism, or intergenerational poverty is to put him or her in an impossible situation. In the same way that we don’t expect physicians to cure all illnesses and ensure that we all live long into old age, we cannot expect policy analysts—working on their own—to bring an end to wicked problems. In short, the difficulty here lies not in shortcomings of policy analysis as a discipline but in the way that historical, social, and economic forces intersect with the limitations of democratic governance to create wicked problems that often defy solution.





3.2.4 The Models Don’t Deliver Comprehensively Rational Conclusions

You could be forgiven for looking at the classical models of policy analysis in Chapters 1 and 2 and overestimating their ability to render a definitive judgment about the best way to address a public policy issue. These models seem to promise a clear path from a public problem to a policy ‘solution.’ Their formulaic specification appears to lead unerringly from problem to solution. We clarify and agree on the ends (the problem to be solved and the criteria by which to judge policy options) and then characterize the means (the set of policy options) by which we might achieve those ends. We project how the options will play out over time and select the option that will best serve society. What could be more logical or rational?

Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. Drill down a bit on this model of comprehensive rationality and you quickly discover just how demanding it is. You’ll need to:

	Collect abundant evidence about the true state of the world and characterize it without distortion or error.
	Discern and reconcile competing normative value judgments to guide problem definition, option identification, and the choice of evaluation criteria. Value judgments also need to be operationalized similarly across issues to avoid normatively inconsistent policies.
	Understand fully the problem at hand: its causes, effects, and relationship to other problems of concern. The future evolution of the problem also needs to be characterized.
	Develop a complete set of feasible options that might mitigate the problem and fully characterize each of their pros and cons.
	Peer into the future, and with 20/20 vision, determine how each policy option will perform over time with respect to each evaluation criterion. Any uncertainty must be quantified with an accurate probability estimate for each potential outcome.
	Process all of this information quickly and accurately to render a definitive recommendation within the timeframe available for a decision.


Scholars have given this process a variety of different names. Deborah Stone calls it the “rationality project” (2012, p. 9); Giandomenico Majone refers to it as “decisionism” (1989, p. 12); Charles Lindblom labels it the “synoptic” model of rational choice (1977, p. 314); and Herbert Simon says it’s the approach taken by “economic man” (1997, p. xxix). Although they give it different names, all four of these scholars agree that comprehensively rational policy analysis is, at best, infeasible, and at worst, leads analysts in the wrong direction, toward results that don’t serve the public interest. As Lindblom (1979) puts it:


No person, committee, or research team, even with all the resources of modern electronic computation, can complete the analysis of a complex problem. Too many interacting values are at stake, too many possible alternatives, too many consequences to be traced through an uncertain future—the best we can do is achieve partial analysis or, Herbert Simon’s terms, a ‘bounded rationality’.

(p. 518)



There are several forces that drive us away from unboundedly optimal decisions and toward boundedly rational decisions:

	Decisionmakers (or policy analysts advising them) can’t pay attention to everything. Only some stimuli—events, issues, situations, problems, or people—make it onto the agenda.
	For issues that do make the agenda, decisionmakers tend to rely on what they already know, what has worked in similar situations in the past, or what they can readily glean from a quick search of the evidence. Doing so is cognitively comforting and a tangible time-saver.
	When it comes to figuring out which policy option to endorse, decisionmakers are constrained by their computational skills (i.e., their ability to analyze the available evidence and judge the desirability of the options being considered).
	Rather than systematically evaluating all courses of action, a boundedly rational decisionmaker will select the first option that appears good enough for the issue at hand, meaning that the order in which options are considered can affect the decision.


In short, rather than optimizing based on a comprehensive analysis, the decisionmaker opts to satisfice, meaning that he or she “accepts alternatives that are merely satisfactory or sufficient” (Fry & Raadschelders, 2008, p. 221).

For Stone (2012), the problem isn’t only that comprehensive rationality is methodologically infeasible. She argues that trying to attain comprehensive rationality also leads us in the wrong direction:


The process of making public policy rational rests on three pillars: a model of reasoning, a model of society, and a model of policymaking. …. The model of reasoning … ignores our emotional feelings and moral intuitions, both powerful parts of human motivation and precious parts of our life experience. … The model of society underlying the contemporary rationality project is the market [but] the starting point for political analysis must be a political community, not a market. … The model of policymaking in the rationality project is a production model [that] fails to capture what I see as the essence of policymaking in political communities: the struggle over ideas.

(pp. 10–13)



In short, the effort to identify optimal public policy by applying a comprehensively rational model is almost certain to fail for all but the simplest of decisions. It is also unlikely to stimulate the necessary conversation about the normative values that ought to inform the analysis.

In highlighting the inherent deficiencies of the comprehensively rational policy analysis model, I am not suggesting that it be removed from the canon of what aspiring policy analysts are expected to master. It belongs in the curriculum if, for no other reason, than it provides an aspirational target against which we can benchmark the types of analyses we are actually able to feasibly conduct. It’s also a great way of organizing and thinking through whatever information we do have.

But we need to be cautious. Kidding ourselves that we can ever use the classical models of policy analysis to deliver a definitively optimal recommendation about public policy can lead us astray, especially in the world of the everyday policy analyst facing time, resource, and information constraints. We might misrepresent phenomena about which there is considerable doubt as true facts. We may exhibit hubris about our conclusions when humility would be far more appropriate. And, perhaps most importantly, our advice to policymakers may be deeply flawed when we attempt comprehensively rational analysis only to, perhaps unknowingly, fall short.




3.2.5 The Models Don’t Offer the Certainty of the Natural Sciences

Harold Lasswell’s choice of vocabulary in 1951—the policy sciences—lies at the heart of a dilemma for policy analysts. If you’re like me, the word science conjures up images of chemists, physicists, and biologists working in a lab. We can visualize scientists collecting data, methodically running and rerunning experiments, building and testing theories, and subjecting their work to the marketplace of ideas through peer review. If they’re lucky, scientists come up with lawlike generalizations such as Einstein’s Theory of Relativity or the Laws of Thermodynamics. It’s tough work, but when they succeed, scientists often deliver powerful insights.

Then there are the social sciences, like economics, political science, and, yes, the policy sciences. While the social sciences also yield important insights, science works differently when it comes to the human, rather than the natural, world. For one thing, the role of experimentation is much smaller. For ethical and practical reasons, we can’t easily subject folks to different policy regimes to measure their responses. And, unlike a chemistry lab, there is usually so much else going on in people’s lives that it can be difficult to isolate the impact of the one thing we’re studying (Best, 2008).

But it’s not just Laswell’s use of the word science that is problematic. It is still common for policy analysis textbooks to talk about policy ‘solutions.’ Some texts make explicit reference to solution analysis (Weimer & Vining, 2017), while others are not quite so formulaic but nonetheless talk repeatedly about solving public problems (Bardach & Patashnik, 2016). Some authors are more circumspect yet still refer to policy analysis as problem-solving (Meltzer & Schwartz, 2019). Even the accreditation body for schools granting MPA and MPP degrees says that students should be taught to “solve problems” (NASPAA, 2019). Some of this may just be semantics; when folks talk about solving policy problems, they really mean mitigating, reducing, ameliorating, or improving bad situations, rather than fully and finally solving the problem. But, at least for me, the word solution connotes an ambiguously correct outcome, like the answer to a math equation, physics problem, or engineering challenge. Long story short: don’t expect policy analysis to solve a policy problem in the same way that mathematicians, scientists, and engineers solve scientific and technical problems.

What’s more, the subject of the social scientist’s studies is human affairs, which tend toward substantial complexity, dynamic change, and context sensitivity. In contrast, even though the physical world may exhibit similar levels of complexity, its behavior is more predictable and consistent over time (Flyvbjerg, 2001). For example, Newton’s laws of motion were established by the time of the American Revolution, and are still an important part of the standard physics curriculum. On the other hand, when it comes to human rights in 1776, only white, male, property owners were presumed to be entitled to such rights; over the next couple of centuries, human rights were redefined to include all humans, irrespective of race, gender, or economic status. As Heineman et al. (1990) put it:


As long as human dignity and meaning exist as important values, social science cannot achieve the rigor of the physical sciences because it is impossible to separate human beliefs from the context and process of analysis.

(p. 37)



Into this complex and dynamic realm of human affairs, we then introduce the classical models of policy analysis, which only make matters more complicated. Even though application of the classical policy analysis models may seem straightforward, perhaps even formulaic, there is considerable ambiguity hidden within. The subject and methods of policy analysis require the analyst to make dozens of choices that will profoundly affect the nature of the analysis and its conclusions. Here are just a few of the many decisions the analyst needs to make when doing a policy analysis:

	Which policy issues are worth worrying about;
	Which potential policy solutions are in-bounds and which are out-of-bounds;
	What constitutes success in addressing a problem;
	What types of evidence and forms of logic should be considered persuasive;
	How uncertainty about current conditions and future outcomes should be characterized;
	How divergent policy preferences and normative values should be accounted for; and
	If asked, what to recommend as an appropriate response to a policy issue.


What is the consequence of all this ambiguity? Because policy analysis requires the analyst to make so many methodological choices and value judgments, it is unlikely that two equally competent (and open-minded) analysts examining the same policy issue would arrive at identical results. Essentially, every policy analysis is unique.

Can you imagine a parallel in a chemistry lab? It would be like having two chemists combine the same chemicals in the same way, creating the same reaction, and yet produce different chemical compounds at the end of the process. We’d immediately know that at least one of the chemists had made a mistake. But, we likely couldn’t say the same thing about two policy analysts who reached different conclusions about the same policy issue.

Moreover, policy analysis—unlike policy research—is not an academic exercise. With its focus on informing real world policy decisions, policy analysis is constrained by:

	Limited time, human resources, and budget to conduct the analysis;
	Substantial gaps in knowledge about important policy-relevant social phenomena;
	Institutional rules, statutory and regulatory requirements, and client preferences that limit the content of the analysis; and
	A short-term perspective that values action now over study and more effective action later.


These constraints also change the analytic stopping rule. A scientist working in an academic setting studies a research question for as long as it takes to come up with a convincing answer. In contrast, the stopping rule for a policy analyst is driven not by the quality of the research results but by the needs of the decision process. The work stops when the decision it aims to inform must be made.

In short, we need to dispense with the notion that policy analysis can ever be a value-free, purely analytic exercise that will always lead to the same answer irrespective of the identity of the analyst or of the context in which the work is done. What’s more, the social sciences in general and policy analysis in particular can never be ‘scientific’ in the same way as the natural sciences. To think otherwise is to set a policy analyst up for failure.

But just because policy analysis differs substantially from both the natural and social sciences does not mean that policy analysts are allowed to abandon all efforts to be systematic, logical, and scientific, and instead opt for a chaotic version of policy analysis where anyone can claim to have studied a topic and produce whatever conclusion they like. Despite the inherent limitations of policy analysis, methods can still be transparently explained, evidence can be presented and critiqued, and reasoning and logic can be carefully reviewed. We’ll spend time in Section 5.1.1 talking more specifically about what it means to apply the scientific method in the context of policy analysis. But for now, I will leave you with the words of policy scholar Deborah Stone who, when asked in a 2015 interview how she viewed the future of policy sciences, replied:


For starters, get rid of the term ‘policy sciences’ and perhaps use ‘policy studies’ instead. With all due respect to this journal and its title [Policy Sciences], the term ‘science’ inevitably connotes the positivist approach to knowledge creation. … [P]ositivism is only one approach to understand the world, and for many purposes, it is limited and even distorting.

(van Ostaijen & Jhagroe, 2015, p. 133)








3.3 Typical Impediments to the Effective Use of Classical Models

Having described several inescapable limitations on the results of classical policy analysis, let’s turn now to some of the other difficulties that impede the use of these models. Unlike concerns raised in the previous section, these impediments are not inherent in the analytic process or in the nature of democratic governance. They can be at least partially mitigated with clear thinking and hard work. Exhibit 3-2 lists these impediments, each of which is discussed in turn in the material that follows.


Exhibit 3-2 Impediments to Policy Analysis



	Commingling descriptive and normative thinking
	Confusing analysis as inquiry with analysis as advocacy
	Mistaking a fight for a good-faith argument
	Focusing too narrowly on only one or two disciplines





3.3.1 Commingling Descriptive and Normative Thinking

One constraint on the success of the classical policy models is the inevitable intertwining of descriptive and normative thinking in policy debates. The difficulty of integrating these two modes of thinking has important implications for policy analysis. Sometimes, one of the two modes is simply left out of the analysis, rendering it incomplete. In other instances, policy analyses are formed into arguments that, in the best of cases, leave folks confused about what’s true and what’s not, and in the worst of cases, can lead to the outright weaponization of policy analysis.

Let’s start with the basics. The elements of policy analysis can be characterized in many ways; one of the most important is whether the element in question is descriptive or normative in nature. Descriptive statements aim to explain what is, while normative statements characterize what ought to be. The statement, for example, that police officers in the United States shoot disproportionately more persons of color than white persons is a descriptive claim about a factual situation.2 On the other hand, a call to defund the police is a normative claim—albeit a vague one—about a state of the world that the speaker would prefer over the status quo. Similarly, to say in 2002 that Iraq might possess weapons of mass destruction was to make a descriptive claim—albeit a claim later proven false—while saying that the United States and the United Kingdom should invade the country to topple the Hussein regime was to make a normative claim. Descriptive statements are sometimes called positive statements (based on the philosophical principles of logical positivism) while normative statements are sometimes referred to as prescriptive in nature (similar to your doctor’s prescription that tells the pharmacist to give you a particular medicine). Exhibit 3-3 may help you keep the vocabulary straight.

2 We can debate whether and under which circumstances this claim is valid, but it would remain a descriptive claim.



Exhibit 3-3 Other Ways to Think About the Is/Ought Dichotomy



	Positive vs. Normative
	Descriptive vs. Prescriptive
	Way Things Are vs. Way Things Should Be




Bardach and Patashnik liken policy analysis to storytelling and suggest that descriptive statements belong to an analytic plotline while normative statements belong to an evaluative plotline (2016). It’s not a stretch to think that neutral, open-minded, and equally skilled analysts could—on the basis of evidence and logic—come to mutual agreement on a descriptive claim (Robert & Zeckhauser, 2011). Because normative claims originate in values, morals, and personal preferences, however, it’s easy to see that agreement might be more elusive and that irreconcilable differences of opinion might persist.

Look at Exhibit 3-4. In it, I list the steps of the classical policy analysis models and characterize for each whether the associated analytic task is primarily descriptive or normative in nature. The results are clear: descriptive and normative elements are woven together throughout policy analysis. The two plotlines are inextricably linked; removing one or the other from the story would produce an incomplete result. The only way to confine analysis to a single plotline (i.e., to make the exercise exclusively descriptive or normative) is to focus on only one or a few elements in the analytic process.



Exhibit 3-4
[image: ]
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a Some tasks entail a mix of descriptive and normative thinking; the checkmark denotes the primary mode of analysis for that task.





And indeed, many policy analysts spend their entire careers focused on the analytic plotline. This phenomenon, by itself, is not a problem; after all, there are plenty of descriptive issues that deserve scrutiny. What is the scope and scale of an issue like homelessness? What has been the impact of policy measures taken around the country to combat homelessness? Multiple analytic tools and statistical techniques—many requiring substantial expertise—exist to tackle such questions. But unless the analyst ventures into the normative plotline, he or she can’t execute all the steps listed in Exhibit 3-4. As a result, the analyst won’t be able to offer a credible opinion on what should be done, if anything, about the problem of homelessness.

The ubiquity of normative thinking throughout the policy analysis process, as shown in Exhibit 3-4, has been evident to scholars since the earliest days of the policy sciences. When deLeon (2006) summarizes the historical roots of the field (roughly covering the late 1940s to late 1960s), he notes that the policy sciences comprise three core elements, one of which is that:


The policy sciences’ approach is consciously and explicitly value oriented; in many cases the central theme deals with the democratic ethos and human dignity. This value orientation … recognizes that no social problem nor methodological approach is value free. As such, to understand a problem one must acknowledge its value components.

(p. 41), emphasis in original



As many critics see it, however, this original attention to normative values has been lost in the teaching and practice of policy analysis over the ensuing decades. For one thing, while Laswell (1951) explicitly intended that the policy sciences have a normative component in the service of democratic governance, he really didn’t provide much guidance on how the analyst should incorporate values into his or her analysis. In 1951, for example, he foreshadows challenges to come with an observation that could just as easily have been made in the summer of 2021:


When the [policy] scientist is reminded to take note of value objectives, he quickly discovers conflicts within culture and within his own personality.3 … [For example,] the dominant American tradition affirms the dignity of man, not the superiority of one set of men. … A glaring discrepancy between doctrine and practice in the United States is the mistreatment of Negroes and other colored peoples.

3 These conflicts can create what psychologists call cognitive dissonance, a topic we will return to in Chapter 4.


(p. 10)



The fact that seventy years later America is still grappling with issues of racial justice suggests that having thousands of students trained in the policy sciences is, by itself, not enough to resolve these sorts of deep and profound value-based normative challenges.

Venturing into the normative plotline, however, brings challenges for the analyst. Normative issues have an intrinsically personal component, based on individual ethics, values, morals, and preferences. And in a democracy, each person’s preferences ostensibly carry the same weight in matters of public policy. Suppose Ron thinks that homeless people should take responsibility for their own lives and ‘pull themselves up by their bootstraps’ while Jimmy wants government to extend a helping hand, asking ‘am I not my brother’s keeper?’ Whose values—Ron’s or Jimmy’s—should be used in the policy analysis? In short, we face the type of preference aggregation problem described in Section 3.2.1.

Beyond the potentially difficult and uncomfortable internal and interpersonal conflicts that often come along with normative value analysis, there are other reasons why normative analysis may fall by the wayside. The seeming precision of microeconomics, quantitative analysis, and simulation modeling often displaces the confusing and messy process of first eliciting the multiple and often conflicting value preferences of relevant actors, and of then figuring out how to integrate those preferences in a meaningful way into policy analysis. In the process, policy analysis also often neglects the influence of powerful economic and political interests that profoundly shape policy outcomes.




3.3.2 Confusing Analysis as Inquiry with Analysis as Advocacy

Some textbooks—when describing classical policy analysis models—seem to assume that we’re all working together in good faith to discern the best path forward. I refer to this approach as analysis as inquiry. But it doesn’t always work this way. Instead, policy analysis may be used to create a deliverable that serves a client’s narrow interests or the author’s personal viewpoint, an approach we might refer to as analysis as advocacy. In such cases, policy analysis is used strategically in an attempt to prevail in a policy debate. Why does this happen?

To understand the answer to the question, it helps to distinguish the types of organizations that sponsor policy analysis. To start, policy analysts are employed throughout government itself and the consulting firms that support public agencies. Because of the government’s public service mission, fewer incentives exist for these analysts to intentionally skew their analysis to serve a particular interest or viewpoint. Nonetheless, efforts to distort analysis sometimes come from within government itself. Elected officials and political appointees might pressure career staff or consultants to conduct an analysis to support a politically motivated conclusion. Perhaps career civil servants are not quite as apolitical or as neutral as we’d like. Maybe bureaucrats, aiming to protect organizational turf, undermine an evaluation that might cast their work in an unfavorable light. Perhaps partisan congressional staff try to manipulate nonpartisan agencies like the Congressional Budget Office or the Government Accountability Office to produce politically favorable analytic results.

Policy analysis is also sponsored and conducted by commercial firms, nonprofit organizations, trade associations, and advocacy groups from across the ideological spectrum. Public policies often affect the economic interests of these sponsors or serve to promote or undermine their political preferences. Someone must pay the analyst’s salary, give him or her an office, and so on. The folks who foot the bill are usually not paying to advance good public policy writ large, but to protect their interests or promote their preferences. In turn, self-interest or political and ideological interests are frequently disguised as neutral policy analysis.

Finally, one-sided analysis is not always the intentional result of narrow self-interest on the part of the analyst, or his or her employer. Such folks often believe that they have truly identified the optimal public policy and want to make the case for it. In doing so, the analysis might become unbalanced as the advantages of the preferred option get overemphasized and its drawbacks deemphasized.

Given these motivations for distorting policy analysis, Angela Evans (2015), president of the Association for Public Policy and Management,4 summarized the situation when she told the group’s annual meeting:

4 APPAM is the primary professional society of public policy scholars.



… consultants, ‘experts,’ and practitioners in organizations, think tanks, and policy shops all compet[e] to have a place at the policy table [and] exploit a broad array of channels, techniques, and settings … through the Internet and the 24/7 news cycle. The rub comes when one looks at what self-proclaimed policy analysts are often really producing: advocative, brief treatments of complex problems that are driven by political or ideological agendas and marketed as objective, nonpartisan analysis. These advocative, self-proclaimed analysts have invaded the policy environment. This invasion is worrisome since many of these sources are skilled at self-promotion and are masters of aggressive marketing.

(p. 259)



Evans’ invaders certainly sound like dubious characters that we ought to keep an eye on, but let’s put a finer point on why you need to determine whether you’re looking at an analysis based on inquiry or one based on advocacy. There are two simple reasons: one theoretical and one practical.

First, a well-executed analysis driven by the goal of inquiry can, standing alone, offer a sound basis for policy action. On the other hand, analysis motivated by advocacy always provides an incomplete basis for policy action.5 Because the advocate wants to win the argument for a particular policy, his or her decisions about what to include and to omit from the analysis will reflect strategic calculations about how to raise the odds of a win. In such cases, you need to fill in the blanks, either with your own analysis or by using the work of other advocates with alternative points of view.

5 And, of course, even though motivated by a spirit of inquiry, a neutral analysis may also not provide a sound basis for policy action owing to data gaps, unsound reasoning, a weak methodology, or other analytic flaws.


Second, from a practical point of view, you don’t want to get fooled by an analysis you mistakenly think is based on a spirit of neutral inquiry when in fact it has been crafted by its author—intentionally or not—to steer you to a foregone conclusion. It doesn’t matter whether you are motivated by inquiry or advocacy; what matters is the author’s motivation. In short, if the material you’re looking qualifies as policy analysis as advocacy, it needs to be treated with caution.

How can you tell if a policy analysis has been weaponized by folks primarily motivated by narrow and parochial interests or if it’s the product of someone with a broader public service perspective? Start by asking yourself whether its core purpose appears to be a neutral exploration of all aspects of an issue or if its purpose is to persuade its audience to undertake a particular course of action (Garvin & Roberto, 2001). In the first case, inquiry is the goal. With an open mind, the author considers multiple points of view and all sources of evidence before drawing conclusions. In the second case, advocacy is the purpose. Here, the author emphasizes only the evidence and arguments that best support their conclusion. Exhibit 3-5 summarizes the most important differences between inquiry and advocacy.6

6 To simplify the exhibit, I make the distinction between inquiry and advocacy binary; in reality, it’s a continuum.


But what if your career ambition is to be an advocate? Am I suggesting that analysis as inquiry is superior to analysis as advocacy? Not at all! Mastering the techniques of neutral policy analysis will make you a more effective advocate because those techniques help you ground your arguments more firmly in logic and evidence. What’s more, private inquiry—among you and your colleagues and clients—is a prerequisite to strong public advocacy. The most effective advocates understand where their case is weak and where concessions can be made without fatally undermining their argument. And an open-minded policymaker, uncertain about which position to advocate, will doubtlessly find it valuable to privately engage in analysis as inquiry to better understand the full complexity of the issue and perhaps decide on a policy position to take in public.



Exhibit 3-5
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3.3.3 Mistaking a Fight for a Good-Faith Argument

After looking at Exhibit 3-5, you may think I am being unfair to advocates, calling their work a weapon and perhaps dismissing them as narrow-minded or analytically incompetent. To the contrary, debate and argument, based on sound logic and credible evidence, is essential to wise policymaking. Democracies are built to accommodate debate across competing points of view, and policy choices that emerge from such debates are legitimated by the process. In short, inquiry and advocacy can coexist. Think about the statues of a blindfolded Lady Justice that adorn courtrooms around the country. She’s usually holding a sword and a set of scales. Her blindfold metaphorically connotes the spirit of impartiality we expect of judges and juries. Lady Justice embodies the attributes listed in the column labeled “Inquiry” in Exhibit 3-5. In those same courtrooms, however, attorneys representing their clients operate in a manner consistent with the principles laid out in the column labeled “Advocacy.”

Some scholars even argue that policy analysis should embrace, rather than hold at arm’s length, the concept of advocacy. For example, Majone suggests that classical models err by not recognizing the inevitability and the value of argumentation—in and of itself—as a means of policy analysis. He asserts that this is no surprise to politicians who routinely argue about policy issues, but is a point often missed by social scientists. Majone (1989) opines that “[w]hether in written or oral form, argument is central in all stages of the policy process” (p. 1). He goes on to suggest that:


The job of analysts consists in large part of producing evidence and argument to be used in the course of public debate. … The arguments analysts produce may be more or less technical, more or less sophisticated, but they must persuade if they are to be taken seriously in the forums of public deliberation.

(p. 7)



Deborah Stone makes a similar point when she notes that classical models of policy analysis tend to dismiss politics as irrational and analytically intractable when in fact it’s a powerful driver of public policy. For Stone, political debate also has the potential to build community as folks learn to see issues from other points of view (2012). Majone and Stone’s perspective rings true. Argumentation and debate are cornerstones of the legislative, judicial, and electoral processes in a democracy.

But are all forms of argumentation equally useful as analysis? Probably not. You saw, in the prior section, a distinction between analysis as inquiry and analysis as advocacy that depends on whether the analysis aims to develop a neutral understanding of an issue or to win the case for a particular point of view. Majone’s enthusiasm for argumentation clearly fits into the latter category, but I’m not sure we should stop there. I only have to think of antifa protesters and rightwing activists screaming at and sometimes physically attacking each other over the past few years to convince myself that not all arguments are conducive to a careful exploration of relevant issues and the development of a shared understanding of disagreements. So, are there productive ways to argue about public issues?

The answer is almost certainly yes. For starters, there’s a difference between a good-faith argument and a fight (Heinrichs, 2020). Both qualify as advocacy, but in an argument, you aim to persuade your opponent that your point of view is correct while a fight is intended to vanquish your opponent. In both cases, you want to prevail, but in a fight you don’t care what your opponent thinks afterward as long as they retreat sufficiently that their opinion is no longer an obstacle to getting your way. Conversely, your goal in an argument—though you may not succeed—is to get your opponent to come around to your point of view. Even if he or she doesn’t, you may build some goodwill that makes the next debate with that person more productive. Majone is clearly talking about a good-faith argument rather than a fight. Senator Mitt Romney put it well when describing negotiations about infrastructure legislation that took place between the White House and a bipartisan group of Senators in the summer of 2021:


You can tell the difference between an adversarial negotiation and a collaborative one. In this case, when one side had a problem, the other side tried to solve the problem, rather than walk away from the table.

(Min Kim, August 1, 2021)



Why should you care if you’re in an argument or a fight? In an argument, if you have a strong case, your opponent may be willing to change his or her mind. Similarly, if you approach the conversation with an open-mind, you could discover that you’ve changed your mind when you come to recognize a new perspective or appreciate a new piece of evidence. On the other hand, if the argument is actually a fight, where no one is going to change their closed mind and where evidence is intentionally misrepresented and arguments are advanced and then withdrawn simply as tactical debating maneuvers, you should think very differently about how best to engage the debate. You don’t want to play the dupe where your good intentions are manipulated to the benefit of the other side.

It’s not always easy to tell the difference between a fight and an argument. One way to define a good-faith argument is that it exemplifies what philosopher Jurgen Habermas (1990) called the principles of discourse ethics (pp. 87–89):

	“No speaker may contradict himself.
	Every speaker who applies predicate F to object A must be prepared to apply F to all other objects resembling A in all relevant respects.
	Different speakers may not use the same expression with different meanings.
	Every speaker may assert only what he really believes.
	A person who disputes a proposition or norm not under discussion must provide a reason for wanting to do so.
	Every [person] with the competence to speak and act is allowed to take part in a discourse.
	Everyone is allowed to question any assertion whatever.
	Everyone is allowed to introduce any assertion whatever into the discourse.
	Everyone is allowed to express his attitudes, desires, and needs.
	No speaker may be prevented, by internal or external coercion from exercising his rights as laid down [here].”


Habermas (1990) argued that if these principles are satisfied, then the result will be a “cooperative search for the truth, where nothing coerces anyone except the force of the better argument” (p. 198).

Habermas’s principles indeed appear conducive to a robust, good-faith, debate, but I find them a bit naïve by seeming to imply that political power and self-interest can be neutralized. I am not the only one:


The basic weakness of Habermas’s project is its lack of agreement between ideal and reality, between intentions and their implementation. This incongruity … is rooted in an insufficient conception of power. … But discourse about discourse ethics is all Habermas has to offer. This is the fundamental political dilemma in Habermas’s thinking: he describes to us the utopia of communicative rationality but not how to get there.

(Flyvberg, 1998, p. 215)



Perhaps Flyvberg goes a bit too far by describing discourse ethics as utopian. Surely, there are instances where policymakers and policy analysts open-mindedly engage in constructive debates about how to resolve public issues. But just as surely, there are many, many instances where the exercise of political and economic power significantly distorts the discourse. In such cases, the debate bears little resemblance to a good-faith discussion and becomes nothing more than a fight in which policy arguments are wielded as weapons rather than tools of persuasion. While she doesn’t cite Habermas, Deborah Stone (2012) offers a similar conclusion when, after extolling the value of explicitly incorporating politics in policy analysis, she recognizes “the dark self-interested side of political conflict” (p. 10).

So, if it’s difficult if not impossible, to satisfy Habermas’s principles of ideal speech, are those principles even relevant? Yes, you can use his principles as a checklist to help you assess the nature of the policy debates in which you’re participating. The closer a debate come to satisfying Habermas’s principles of a noncoercive good-faith debate, the more likely it will resemble Majone’s notion of policy analysis as argument. In such cases, you may want to approach it with an open mind, grounded in the spirit of inquiry.

Conversely, if you end up in a debate that doesn’t exhibit any of the principles of discourse ethics, and where policy arguments have been weaponized as each party tries to vanquish the other, then:


You can end up in a ‘conga line’ of ignorance because—and this is the point—when you are outside your domain of competence and intentionally in unstudied conditions, you can believe anything you want and ignore anything you don’t want to hear.

(Roe, 2016, p. 358)



A great example of how argumentation can turn into a fight where the facts don’t matter are the events of January 6, 2021. On that day, 147 House and Senate members voted to overturn the 2020 Presidential election based on false claims of significant electoral fraud (Yourish, Buchanan, & Denise Lu, 2021). Moreover, the insurrectionists who stormed the Capitol building sure seemed to be looking for a fight rather than a good-faith debate about who won the election. Clearly, Majone’s hope of using robust argument in lieu of neutral analysis has its limitations.




3.3.4 Focusing Too Narrowly on Only One or Two Disciplines

Another obstacle that frequently undermines the value of policy analysis is its myopic focus on only a very few academic fields. You may recall from the Introduction to Part I that when Lasswell sketched out his vision of the policy sciences in the early 1950s, he was clear about his belief that public problems shouldn’t be looked at only through the lens of a single discipline (deLeon, 2006). Instead, he called for a multidisciplinary approach to policy analysis that incorporated insights from diverse fields such as economics, political science, law, psychology, and the natural sciences. Over the subsequent decades, however, graduate education in public policy has tended to be implemented in a much narrower fashion, with the bulk of the required curriculum focused on three specific fields.

	Applied Microeconomics: In many programs (as well as academic societies and government policy offices), policy analysis is often seen as little more than the study of markets, firms, and consumers, with a focus on market failures such as monopolies, an undersupply of public goods, and the impacts of nonmarket externalities like air pollution (Brady, 2019; Stone, 2012). Social welfare is defined in terms of economic efficiency, and students are taught how to measure the impact of policy interventions as changes in aggregate social welfare.
	Tactical Political Science: In other academic venues, policy analysis is grounded in a version of political science focused on political action. In such cases, students study theories of the policy process that purport to explain how and when issues come onto the policy agenda, how they get ‘sold’ to policymakers, and how coalitions of stakeholders can be assembled to support (or oppose) policy change. Students are taught to be policy entrepreneurs who know how to turn policy preferences (their own or their client’s) into implemented policy.
	Quantitative Methods: Most policy analysis programs emphasize probability, statistics, econometrics, and perhaps simulation modeling, supplemented with a focus on research methods and inferential reasoning. More advanced courses include sophisticated statistical techniques that many graduates rarely use in their subsequent careers. Nonetheless, pushing students to master these topics has the ancillary benefit of sharpening their critical thinking and analytic reasoning skills, independent of the quantitative methods themselves.


Teaching policy analysis from the perspective of only one—or at most three—fields does students a disservice. Laswell is right. The complexity of the world is best understood (and potentially managed) when looked at from a multidisciplinary perspective. As the Dean of UC Berkeley’s school of public policy puts it:


For many years, I have been worried that public policy schools would just become ‘schools about market failure and economic efficiency.’ … Schools of public policy should consider the larger architectonic questions of how government can ensure everyone’s rights to ‘life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness’.

(Brady, 2019)



Combining applied microeconomics, tactical political science, and quantitative methods is certainly an improvement over teaching just one of the three subjects, but there are other topics that deserve a prominent spot in the policy analysis curriculum. Ideally, graduate training would also equip students to:

	Analyze issues of equality, liberty, justice, social stability, and wealth and poverty;
	Integrate citizen perspectives while guarding against undue influence by special interests;
	Think about how institutions affect the processes by which public agencies make and deliver policy across branches and levels of government;
	Understand the connection between policy analysis and the legal system, as influenced by constitutional, statutory, regulatory, and common law, as well as the role of the courts;
	Consider the long-term economic, social, and environmental sustainability of current public policies and of proposed policy changes;
	Recognize the profound effects—positive and negative—of scientific advances and technological innovations;
	Appreciate the dynamic complex systems in which policy issues arise and the dangers of applying simple mental models to such systems;
	Better visualize how future conditions may be driven by policy changes made in the present;
	Incorporate the principles of user-oriented design in the development of new public policies and the revision of existing ones; and
	Work effectively and ethically in the day-to-day roles of a policy analyst.


The takeaway here is that thinking of policy analysis as nothing more than applied microeconomics, tactical political science, or quantitative methods is to constrain its focus to the point where its potential impact on real-world policymaking is inherently limited. If, as an aspiring policy analyst, you’d like to maximize your contribution to ongoing policy debates, then I recommend that you invest the time to become at least minimally proficient in these additional fields. Later sections of the book will give you some of the tools for doing so.






3.4 Rebooting the Classical Models: Keeping the Baby, But Losing the Bathwater

Thus far in the book, we’ve covered a lot of material. Perhaps it’s time to step back and get our bearings. For starters, Chapters 1 and 2 laid out the traditional models of policy analysis and program evaluation. Mastering these models will put your career as a policy analyst on a solid foundation, but they’re not enough. If the only tools in your toolkit are the two classical models, you’ll frequently find yourself in situations where you lack the relevant and appropriate tools you need to tackle the policy issues you’re interested in. Why might this happen?


As discussed earlier in this chapter, many of the impediments to the successful use of the traditional models are what I call inescapable pathologies. Some of these pathologies—like the impossibility of unambiguous preference aggregation, the wedge between individual and social incentives that drives collective action problems, and the impossibility of ever solving wicked problems—are inherent to democratic governance in a modern society. Other pathologies—the fact that policy analysis can never be comprehensively rational and its inability to offer conclusions with the certainty of the natural sciences—are intrinsic to the analysis of human behavior in a social context. While these pathologies can never be fully overcome by a policy analyst, the worst of their consequences can be mitigated by an analyst who is aware of their presence and is prepared to acknowledge, rather than dismiss, their impacts.

Still other impediments to the use of traditional policy analysis models are obstacles that arise frequently, but which can be circumvented by a skilled policy analyst. At the root of many of these obstacles is a confusion about the type of discourse within which a particular instance of policy analysis is developed and used. Sometimes analysis is guided by a neutral spirit of inquiry; in other cases, it is fully integrated into an advocate’s case for or against a policy measure. Sometimes analysis is part of a good-faith argument in which participants are genuinely trying to persuade their opponent with the power of a good argument, while remaining open-minded about changing their own point of view in the face of a compelling counterargument. Other times, arguments are nothing more than a fight among closed-minded opponents. A failure to recognize the type of debate into which a policy analysis is being introduced often leads to unsatisfactory outcomes, for both the policy analyst and the client. Moreover, looking at a policy issue through only one or two disciplinary lenses creates a myopia that may cause you to miss some of the most important aspects of the policy issue you’re analyzing.

As shown in Exhibit 3-6, I propose a rebooting of the field of policy analysis. It’s a reboot, rather than a redefinition, because the traditional models have so many valuable features that it would be foolish to abandon them. But the impediments to their use that we’ve talked about necessitate a reimagining that yields a rebooted version of policy analysis less vulnerable to these impediments. The lower portion of Exhibit 3-6 depicts how the remaining three parts of the book comprise my proposed rebooting of the field:

	Part II reviews four competencies that aspiring policy analysts need to master: an understanding of metacognition as a means of minimizing bias, a knowledge of the principles of logic that are needed to tentatively identify policy-relevant truths, the ability to collect and understand evidence about real world conditions, and a mindset that facilitates insightful analysis of almost any situation.
	Part III explains the value of a panoptic, or multiperspective, view of policy issues. By intentionally looking at issues through lenses of equity, economics, politics, institutions, the law, sustainability, and science and technology, you can avoid an unnecessarily narrow view of policy analysis.
	Part IV turns to the building blocks of a more advanced version of policy analysis, including systems thinking, the visualization of future outcomes, policy design principles, and an approach to daily life for an analyst who wants to have a meaningful impact while preserving his or her integrity.


[image: The exhibit depicts the rebooting process of policy analysis.]DescriptionExhibit 3-6 Rebooting Policy Analysis



The skills described in Chapters 4 through 15 are meant to supplement the classical models of policy analysis presented in Chapters 1 and 2 and critiqued here in Chapter 3. The concepts, techniques, and methods described in Parts II, III, and IV will equip you to do high-quality policy analysis even when your work looks nothing like the classical models.

My proposed rebooting of the field of policy analysis is at once both ambitious and modest. It’s ambitious because my aim is to enhance your skills as an analyst and make you a more effective contributor to the policymaking process. It’s modest because I am under no illusion that even the best, most competent, policy analysis can ever by itself cause a society to remake its public policies for the greater good. Good policy analysis surely matters a great deal (Friedman, 2017), but just as surely, it is only a necessary but not sufficient condition for better public policies. Recall Dror’s claim that policy analysis might be capable of creating a ten to fifteen percent improvement in the quality of public policymaking (and his belief that this would be a big improvement).

If the modesty of Dror’s (and my) vision of a successful version of policy analysis leaves you underwhelmed, an analogy between policy analysis and medicine may help (Geva-May, 2005). Over the past couple centuries, medicine has gone from bloodletting to robotic brain surgery and genetic medicine; surely, policy analysis can also evolve for the better over time. Analytic failures associated with, say, the War on Poverty, the invasion of Iraq, and the US response to the COVID pandemic don’t dictate that policy analysis will always fail. The policy analyst is like a doctor. He or she must help the patient—here and now—with the knowledge, tools, and conditions that exist today. Policy analysts need to give the best advice they can, despite the constraints of time, budget, and knowledge. The doctor can’t save every patient, but we probably don’t want quacks treating chronic heart disease and COVID patients. Lots of people smoke, don’t exercise enough, need to lose weight, or refuse to wear masks in a pandemic, yet we still need doctors to treat sick people and promote good health, rather than giving up and changing professions. Similarly, even if policymakers often ignore sound policy advice, we don’t want to revert to a world in which evidence and logic are systematically deemed irrelevant, and policy is made based on hunches and intuition or on who has the loudest and most bombastic voice.


Thomas Piketty (2014) is an economist who has studied global inequality for a long time. He is well aware of the modest role of analysis in the midst of heated and polarized debates. As you tackle the rest of the book, I hope his words give you a sense of optimism that there is a payoff to mastering these skills:


Given this dialogue of the deaf, in which each camp justifies its own intellectual laziness by pointing to the laziness of the other, there is a role for research that is at least systematic and methodical if not fully scientific. Expert analysis will never put an end to violent political conflict that inequality inevitably instigates. Social scientific research is and always will be tentative and imperfect. It does not claim to transform economic, sociology, and history into exact sciences. But by patiently searching for facts and patterns and calmly analyzing the economic, social, and political mechanisms that might explain them it can inform democratic debate and focus attention on the right questions. It can help redefine the terms of the debate, unmask certain preconceived or fraudulent notions, and subject all positions to constant critical scrutiny.

(p. 3)







Chapter Summary

This chapter made the argument for creating a rebooted version of policy analysis. We first traced the historical arc of the policy sciences movement and noted the postpositive reaction to it. We next considered five aspects of democratic governance that inherently limit the insights that can be provided by policy analysis. These obstacles include the preference aggregation and collective action problems, the nature of wicked problems, and the inability of the social sciences in general and policy analysis in particular to deliver comprehensive rationality with the certainty of the natural sciences.

We next looked at four considerations that often—but not always—impede the execution of high-quality policy analysis. Such impediments include commingling descriptive and normative thinking, confusing analysis as inquiry with analysis as advocacy, mistaking a fight for a good-faith argument, and focusing too narrowly on only one or two disciplines.

Finally, we considered the rationale for a proposed rebooting of policy analysis, and looked broadly at the features of a revised version of the field. I argued for building on the existing foundation of policy analysis while simultaneously expanding its scope. I closed with the observation that we need to be modest in our expectations, and not look to policy analysis to solve all of society’s ills.




Discussion Questions



	Where do you stand in the debate between the traditional policy sciences and the postpositive critique? Can you explain and defend your position?
	Think of a specific instance of a collective action problem. Where does the gap between private and social costs and benefits arise? Why does it exist? Can you think of ways in which the problem could be mitigated without resorting to public policy?
	Pick a wicked problem with which you are familiar. In what ways do the ten characteristics of wickedness apply to the problem? How do you think we should address the problem? How likely is it that your preferred solution will significantly improve conditions?
	Think about a current policy debate and the arguments that folks are making. Do you see signs of analysis as inquiry? Or is it mostly analysis as argument? If you were a policymaker, would you feel like you could use information gleaned from the debate to make a well-informed and sound decision?
	Think about politics in general these days. Do policy debates seem like good-faith discussions about the best path forward? Or do they seem like fights motivated solely by self-interest and animosity toward the other side? What conditions lead to one or the other? Do you see a difference among debates at the federal, state, and local levels? If so, why do you think that is?
	Has your education focused on only one or two academic disciplines? Or has it given you a broad multidisciplinary view of policy analysis in a democracy? If there are gaps, what would it take to fill them?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit depicts the rebooting process of policy analysis. Classical models of policy analysis such as prospective and retrospective policy analysis and program evaluation lead to obstacles to using classical models. They include inescapable pathologies and typical impediments. This leads to a rebooted model of policy analysis, which includes thinking clearly, looking through different lenses, and building blocks of policy analysis.








Part Two Thinking Clearly



[image: A play on thinking clearly, the image shows two scenarios where a list of checks are conducted in a manner that shows logic. The first scenario is where two pilots are checking on the airplane before preparing for takeoff. The second scenario shows a check off on sections covered in a research project. The image ends with a caption that says ‘A pre-takeoff checklist can prevent problems later.’]

Rancorous debates about public policy issues are everywhere: climate change, the Iran nuclear deal, voting rights, the Affordable Care Act, racial disparities in policing, tax cuts for the wealthy, and a crisis at the US southern border, to name a few examples. Depending on who you listen to, the 2020 Presidential election was either a massive fraud or one of the most free and fair elections ever. The COVID vaccine might be a sinister government plot or a triumph of modern medicine. The Green New Deal could be a road map for a just and fair society or a socialist takeover of the country.

The Oxford Dictionaries named “post-truth” their 2016 Word of the Year. An adjective, post-truth is defined as “relating to or denoting circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief” (Oxford University Press, 2016). We don’t have to look very far to find examples of the phenomenon:

	Are trains carrying coal to power plants really “death trains” as NASA scientist Jim Hansen called them (2009)? Did he intentionally draw a moral equivalence between the Holocaust and using coal to generate electricity—something done globally for more than a century?
	Was Senator Inhofe—who brought a snowball to the Senate floor to prove his point—correct that climate change is a “hoax” (2012) or was it just a melodramatic way of saying it’s too expensive to do something about the problem?
	How about dealing with illegal immigrants living in the United States? Ed Krayewski at Reason.com asks “[W]hat’s wrong with granting amnesty to hard-working, tax-paying individuals whose only crime is their immigration status?” (2013).
	David Benkof at The Daily Caller disagrees: “Illegal immigrants, in their arrogance, have shown they believe our immigration rules do not apply to them. They have jumped the line—basically stealing a chance at a better life from millions of people. … The idea they would be granted full citizenship … is obscene” (2015).


Who’s right? Hansen or Inhofe? Krayewski or Benkof? It’s not easy to say, but we can say that heated arguments in a democracy are nothing new. Neither are attempts to make sense of the cacophony of claims and counterclaims.

More than two thousand years ago, philosophers in Athens and Syracuse understood the role of argumentation in a democracy and came to appreciate the value of a form of communication called rhetoric. Simply put, rhetoric is a collection of concepts and techniques that together represent a means by which one person tries to persuade another, either verbally or in writing. Aristotle, in the fourth century BCE, claimed that rhetoric had value for several reasons (Crider, 2014). For one thing, many audiences are unwilling or unable to master the detailed concepts, evidence, and logic that lead to a particular conclusion.1 Instead, they must be persuaded through other means that the conclusion is correct. For another, Aristotle believed that hearing the arguments on both sides of a debate is one of the best ways to fully appreciate the strengths and weaknesses of all claims being made about the topic under debate.

1 This isn’t necessarily a sign of apathy or stupidity. We can’t be experts in everything. Whether it’s medicine, car repair, or the cellphone system, we routinely rely on others to figure out many important elements of our lives.


For Aristotle, the tools of rhetoric give you three techniques for winning over your audience. The first is logos which entails the use of logical reasoning—inductive, deductive, and causal—to convince your listener of the strength and soundness of your argument. The second technique is ethos by which you aim to gain the trust and respect of the audience by demonstrating your own competence, character, and credibility, or the lack thereof in your opponent. The third technique is pathos in which you play on the emotions of the audience to win them over to your point of view. Both ethos and pathos entail evoking an emotional response in the audience. Ethos is generally aimed at creating positive emotions toward the speaker and negative emotions toward his or her opponents. Pathos is more manipulative and plays on folks’ fears, greed, and hopes in order to win their support, irrespective of the speaker’s credibility (ethos) or the strength of his or her reasoning (logos).

As a quick aside, you can use Aristotle’s words to reinterpret the 2016 definition of post-truth. Post-truth simply means that ethos and pathos have achieved a dominant role in political discourse while logos has been relegated to a minor role.

But let’s get back to our historical story. The Aristotelian tradition continued a few centuries later in Rome where Cicero, a prominent politician, gifted orator, and prolific writer, devoted most of his career to perfecting the art of persuasion through rhetoric. One writer places him among “the greatest speakers of all time” (May, 2016, p. viii) while another refers to him as the “attack dog of the Roman Forum” (Leith, 2016, p. 107). Either way, he had a profound influence on the field of rhetoric. Well versed in Aristotle’s thinking, Cicero was nothing, if not pragmatic, about how to win an argument:


We bring people over to our point of view in three ways, either by instructing them (logos) or by winning their good will (ethos) or by stirring their emotions (pathos). Well, one of these methods we should openly display, and we must appear to aim at nothing but giving instruction, while the other two must, just like blood in the body, flow throughout the whole of the speech.

(Cicero M., 55BCE / 2016, pp. 42–43)



In other words, Cicero suggests that we act as if our arguments are based on only logic and reason, but surreptitiously try to manipulate our audience’s emotions in order to win them over. In fact, Cicero says, “nothing is more admirable than being able, through speech, to take hold of human minds, to win over their inclinations, to drive them at will in one direction, and to draw them at will from another” (Cicero M., 55BCE / 2016, p. 5). Cicero’s observations would probably come as no surprise to a political strategist or an advertising executive.

I don’t know about you, but I find Cicero’s words vaguely sinister—at least when we’re talking about matters of public policy. His delight at the ability of the orator to get in people’s heads and then push them in a particular direction reminds us that argument (i.e., rhetorical persuasion) is simply a method for achieving an end, not an end in itself. Winston Churchill and Adolph Hitler were, after all, both superb orators who effectively motivated large populations to, respectively, oppose and support fascism. Cicero clearly understands that rhetoric can be used to more than one end:


[W]hen I consider the injuries done to our Republic, and … the ancient calamities of prominent communities, I see that no little part of their misfortunes was brought about through the agency of men who were highly skilled in speaking. … [W]isdom without eloquence does too little for the good of communities, but eloquence without wisdom is, in most instances, extremely harmful and never beneficial … the person who arms himself with eloquence in such a way that enables him not to assail the interests of his country, but rather assist them, this man … will be a citizen most helpful and most devoted both to his own interests and those of the public.

(Cicero, 84BCE / 2016, pp. 9–10), emphasis added



Cicero’s words suggest that rhetorical skill is like a superpower, able to transform the thinking and emotions of those at whom it’s aimed. The next logical question, it seems to me, is what happens when this superpower is wielded within the context of policy analysis.

Fast forward a couple thousand years. The political rhetoric in the United States—at least at the national level—is at a fevered pitch not seen in decades. We certainly seem to be experiencing the downsides of Cicero’s “eloquence without wisdom.” Untethered from sound evidence and rigorous logic, policy claims and counterclaims often become weapons where words do not mean what their plain language implies and where strong rhetoric is used to manipulate the emotions of readers and listeners. At best, the path forward is obscured and at worst, we’re too confused to do anything. As Rand’s CEO Michael Rich put it:


When everyone has their own facts, then nobody really has any facts at all. … A policy debate featuring different interpretations of the same facts, that’s healthy. It promotes compromise and consensus. But a policy debate featuring opinions about opinions? Without an agreed-upon set of facts? That’s a recipe for gridlock.

(Bauman, 2016)



My aim in this part of the book is to give you the tools you need to dissect such debates and develop your own understanding of issues that matter to you. In turn, you will be better prepared to analyze, design, and implement effective public policies. One thing you will not get is definitive answers to tough policy questions. But the next four chapters will help you learn how to:

	Look in the mirror and use the process of metacognition to check your own biases (Chapter 4),
	Apply the principles of logic to help you tentatively identify what is true (Chapter 5),
	Anchor your work in real-world conditions by assessing the quality of the evidence available to support policy claims (Chapter 6), and
	Cope with inevitable constraints on policy analysis by bringing together logic and evidence within a mindset of critical thinking, pragmatism, competence, tough mindedness, and a self-aware service orientation (Chapter 7).


Pathos and ethos are reflected in Chapter 4 while logos is at the heart of Chapters 5 and 6.

Before diving in, I feel obligated to offer a warning. There is a lot here—literally dozens of concepts, frameworks, suggestions, and ideas for you to consider. You can think of them as a checklist, much like the checklist used by a pilot before heading down the runway. Addressing them all can take substantial time and effort, even for a single policy issue. From where I sit, however, everything in the book is important; otherwise, I wouldn’t have included it.

I am not, however, naïve. In your day-to-day life as a policy analyst, you will rarely be able to apply all this content at the same time in your work. Nonetheless, I am confident that over the course of your career, virtually all of it will be relevant and helpful at some point. What’s more, a substantial portion of Chapter 7 is devoted to the process of triage, in which you strategically accommodate time, resource, and information constraints to minimize their adverse impacts on your policy analysis.












Chapter Four Using Metacognition to Check Your Own Biases and the Biases of Others


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Define metacognition and explain its relationship to policy analysis.
	Define cognitive dissonance and describe how trying to avoid it may create bias in policy analysis.
	Describe and differentiate fast System 1 thinking and slow System 2 thinking.
	Describe and differentiate accuracy motivated reasoning and directionally motivated reasoning.
	Describe and differentiate hot and cold cognition.
	Explain how the speed of cognition, the nature of an analyst’s motivating objective, and the affective content of cognition can have adverse impacts on the quality of policy analysis.
	Characterize the cognitive errors and biases to which policy analysis is most vulnerable and describe mechanisms for overcoming their adverse impacts.


Remember Aristotle’s concept of pathos—the manipulation by a speaker of his or her audience’s emotions to win them over to a point of view? The purpose of this chapter is to help you become less vulnerable to such manipulation. For starters, I want you to engage in some self-introspection. Doing so may not be easy. In a CalTech Commencement speech, Nobel Laureate Richard Feynman (1974) crystalized the problem this way:


… learning how to not fool ourselves—of having utter scientific integrity—is, I’m sorry to say, something that we haven’t specifically included in any course that I am aware of. … The first principle is that you must not fool yourself—and you are the easiest person to fool.

(p. 12)



You might scoff at the idea that you’re vulnerable to fooling yourself without even realizing it. You’re probably a student with a solid academic track record, motivated and intellectually curious enough to tackle the intricacies of policy analysis. But the evidence supports Feynman’s claim. Several empirical studies document that most of us have a blind spot that causes us to see bias, incompetence, and self-interest in others while remaining oblivious to it in ourselves (Ditto et al., 2019; Pronin & Schmidt, 2013). The idea that we can be blind to our own shortcomings should be a scary one, especially for someone who aspires to earn a living by making sense of competing claims in policy debates.

Deepening your understanding of flawed thinking, learning how to minimize it in your own work and detect it in the work of others, is time well spent.1 This chapter starts with an overview of cognition—the process of thinking—and contrasts two forms of cognition: fast and slow. Section 4.2 introduces the concept of cognitive dissonance and describes how an aversion to it can undermine the quality of policy analysis. Sections 4.3 and 4.4, respectively, review the concepts of motivated reasoning and of emotion’s effect on cognition. Section 4.5 integrates several of these concepts into a framework known as Dual Process Thinking. Finally, there are several specific cognitive traps of which you should be aware, so that you can work to mitigate them. Section 4.6 introduces and briefly describes eleven such traps.

1 For similar reasons, a majority of psychotherapists undergo therapy themselves. Doing so helps them become more aware of their own emotional responses to their clients’ situations. In turn, deeper self-awareness may help them better assist those clients (Orlinsky, Schofield, Schroder, & Kazantzis, 2011).





4.1 Metacognition: Thinking, Fast and Slow

To get a handle on how your thought processes may affect your approach to policy analysis, I suggest you start with the subject of human cognition, or more formally, “the mental action or process of acquiring knowledge and understanding through thought, experience, and the senses” (Oxford University Press, 2001, p. 332). When you focus on your own thought processes, it’s called metacognition. In other words, I’d like you to think about how you think.

Scholars typically distinguish two types of cognition: System 1 (fast) and System 2 (slow) thinking (Frederick, 2005; Kahneman, 2011; Norman et al., 2017; Stanovich & West, 2000). Some folks refer to the processes used in the two systems as, respectively, intuition and reasoning (Balla, Heneghan, Glasziou, Thompson, & Balla, 2009; Haidt, 2012).

Kahneman defines System 1 thinking as intuitive and reflexive, operating automatically and quickly (2011). System 1 relies on mental shortcuts and simple rules of thumb, called heuristics, and doesn’t require any conscious thought to go from a stimulus to a reaction. System 1 enables you to quickly read the words on a large billboard or come up with the answer to two plus two. It also helps you hit the brakes when you see an oncoming car in your peripheral vision and allows an emergency room physician to make dozens of medical decisions in a few short minutes.

System 2, on the other hand, is deliberative, requiring cognitive effort, concentration, and careful analysis. System 2 is more systematic, reflective, and complex than System 1. Importantly, it takes more time to reach a conclusion with System 2 than with System 1. Kahneman notes that you need System 2 thinking to pick out a particular voice in a noisy place, compute the square root of 123, or assess the validity of a complicated logical argument. System 2 helps physicians figure out how to treat patients with complex and severe symptoms of unknown origin (like HIV in the early 1980s or COVID in the spring of 2020); similarly, it helps an architect draw up detailed plans for a new building.

Stop and look at Exhibit 4-1 without reading further. Answer each question and jot down your results.


Exhibit 4-1 A Short Test



	A bat and ball cost $5.50 in total. The bat costs $5.00 more than the ball. How much does the ball cost?
	If it takes 10 machines 10 minutes to make 10 widgets, how long does it take 500 machines to make 500 widgets?
	A lake has a patch of lily pads. Every day, the patch doubles in size. If it takes 24 days for the patch to cover the entire lake, how many days would it take for the patch to cover half of the lake?




This test is a variation of Frederick’s (2005) Cognitive Reflection Test (p. 27).2 Its purpose is to help identify “cognitive misers [who] give the first response that comes to mind” even though that response may not be right (Topiak, West, & Stanovich, 2011, p. 1275). Cognitive misers operate in System 1 by relying on quick, automatic thinking to develop their answers, whereas providing the right answer almost certainly requires you to expend the cognitive effort to apply System 2 thinking.

2 I’ve modified the numbers, but not the text, so it won’t be too easy if you’ve already seen this test.


So, how did you do? Most folks say the ball costs 50 cents, it takes 500 minutes to make all the widgets, and the lake will be half covered by lily pads in 12 days. And most folks are wrong. If the ball costs 50 cents, then the bat costs $5.50, and the total is $6.00, not $5.50. The ball costs 25 cents. Each machine takes ten minutes to make one widget, so it would also take just ten minutes for 500 machines to make 500 widgets, not 500 minutes. Finally, if the lily pad doubles in size every day, then it would cover half the lake only one day before it covers the entire lake, i.e., on day 23, not on day 12.

If you gave the correct answers to all three questions, you very likely relied on System 2 thinking. If you gave the typical wrong answers (50 cents, 500 minutes, and 12 days), you almost certainly applied System 1 thinking. Finally, if you provided a different wrong answer, then you likely attempted to apply System 2 thinking but ran into analytical difficulties.

If you didn’t do very well, don’t feel too bad. Among some 3,500 respondents—primarily university students—taking a virtually identical test, the average number of correct answers was 1.24, out of the maximum of 3.0 (Frederick, 2005). Such results don’t mean that most people are incapable of careful problem-solving; instead, the evidence suggests that if we don’t invest sufficient cognitive resources in figuring things out and instead rely only on fast, heuristic thinking, then we are prone to mistakes.

Most of the time, System 1 thinking works well for our daily lives in which we face dozens of decisions that are familiar to us and for which heuristic thinking provides perfectly acceptable results. Indeed, it would be exhausting if we tried to apply full-on System 2 thinking to every decision we made every day. There are at least three reasons why this is the case (Benson, 2019):

	Considering all information before acting is impossible. Our daily world touches on thousands of events, bits of evidence, truth claims, and points of view. We see only a sliver of what’s really out there.
	Interpreting the information we do have is not easy. To act on that information, we need to understand what it means, how it fits together, and what its implications are. Doing so is often not straightforward; it takes cognitive effort.
	Our ability to put forth cognitive effort is constrained. We don’t have the time, mental or emotional energy, or cognitive skills to thoroughly analyze all of the decisions we need to make every day. We can’t help but act on partial information in almost every situation.


Although there are similarities, System 1 thinking is not synonymous with the notion of bounded rationality that we discussed in Chapter 3 (Stoker, Hay, & Barr, 2016). As you may recall, bounded rationality is an inability to consider all aspects of all possible paths forward before reaching a decision. Yes, the same constraints that lead to bounded rationality can also lead to fast System 1 thinking and the associated risks of flawed reasoning. But bounded rationality can also create problems for System 2 thinking when, even though we’re willing to reason slowly and deliberatively, time, resource, and information constraints in the larger decision environment prevent us from doing so. Moreover, there are cases when System 1 thinking works very well (consider, for example, a veteran public servant well versed in the workings of government who can quickly discern where a new initiative may encounter problems); dismissing such cases as examples of bounded rationality seems a mistake.

Research suggests that System 1 thinking has a basis in evolutionary biology (Wilkinson & Klaes, 2012; Zak, 2011). Tetlock uses a vivid example to explain:


In the Paleolithic world in which our brains evolved, [System 1 was] not a bad way of making decisions. Gathering all evidence and mulling it over may be the best way to produce accurate answers, but a hunter-gatherer who consults statistics on lions before deciding whether to worry about the shadow moving in the grass isn’t likely to live long enough to bequeath his accuracy—maximizing genes to the next generation. Snap judgements are sometimes essential.

(Tetlock & Gardner, 2015, pp. 34–35)



In the complex world of public policy, however, System 1 often—though not always—comes up short. Under many conditions, System 1 thinking allows a variety of biases to flourish.

The lesson for policy analysis is clear: to understand complicated policy issues and assess alternative ways of addressing them, then the role of System 1 thinking in policy analysis needs to be carefully circumscribed. Unfortunately, System 1 is an omnipresent force in our thinking and cannot be turned off without considerable effort (Kahneman, 2011). Accordingly, if you want to do high-quality analysis that makes a meaningful contribution to a policy debate, you have to first slow down and think about which preconceptions, assumptions, and heuristic shortcuts that you’re bringing to the task. Your starting points may be perfectly valid, but you need to verify them before jumping into your policy analysis.

Here are a few questions you might ask yourself to figure out whether you’ve jumped too quickly to the (wrong) conclusion:

	Did it take me only a few minutes (or seconds) to reach this conclusion? If so, might I reach a different result if I contemplated the topic for a day or two?
	Did I have all the relevant information at hand when I quickly reached a conclusion? Might taking more time bring to light additional evidence that would change the answer?
	I may be pretty smart, but am I really expert enough on this particular topic to instinctively know the right answer?
	What are the consequences of getting it wrong? If the stakes are high, should I take more time to think things through to ensure that I’ve got the right answer?3






4.2 Tolerating Cognitive Dissonance

How can you avoid inadvertently drifting into System 1 thinking while doing a policy analysis? It can be difficult, but one suggestion is to be on the lookout for the discomfort of cognitive dissonance. First described by Leon Festinger several decades ago (1957), cognitive dissonance is an internal intellectual and emotional dilemma we experience in our mind when there is a discrepancy (or tension or inconsistency) between an idea, concept, or belief that we hold as true or valid, and:

3 In an urgent situation, we may not have time to do a full analysis. In such cases, we have no choice but take our best shot with System 1 and hope for a good outcome.


	Another idea, concept, or belief we also hold as true or valid,
	Actions we have previously taken or decisions we’ve made,
	The views of an admired public person or party,
	An ideology, political platform, or worldview to which we subscribe,
	The views of our social reference group, such as our friends, family, and colleagues,
	The way we earn our living, or
	Our sense of self-esteem, identity, and of who we are.


Theories of cognitive dissonance and its effect on our thinking have evolved considerably since Festinger’s original work but the concept continues to drive new research and insights (Cooper, 2007).

When confronted with dissonance, we may feel hypocritical and experience guilt, shame, or embarrassment. In turn, we are motivated to find ways to reduce the dissonance and avoid unwelcome emotions (Wilkinson & Klaes, 2012). Doing so often entails rejecting the new idea or evidence (or the person providing it), something that is usually easier than devaluing our sense of self, reversing a prior decision, disavowing people and institutions we admire, or contradicting friends, family, or an employer. As Upton Sinclair (1935) put it after an unsuccessful run in 1930 for Governor of California: “It is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary depends on him not understanding it” (p. 109).

Elliot Aronson—one of Festinger’s protégés—described an example of cognitive dissonance created by the 2020 COVID pandemic:


… a great many Americans now see the life-and-death decisions of the coronavirus as political choices rather than medical ones. … The cognition I want to go back to work or I want to go to my favorite bar to hang out with my friends is dissonant with any information that suggests these actions might be dangerous. … How to resolve this dissonance? People could avoid the crowds, parties, and bars and wear a mask. Or they could jump back into their former ways. But to preserve their belief that they are smart and competent and would never do anything foolish to risk their lives, they will need some self-justifications: Claim that masks impair their breathing, deny that the pandemic is serious, or protest that their ‘freedom’ to do what they want is paramount.

(Aronson & Tavris, 2020, p. 3), emphasis in original



So cognitive dissonance explains why some of your friends didn’t wear masks in the summer of 2020, but how might an aversion to cognitive dissonance undermine your efforts to conduct a sound policy analysis? For starters, the inability to tolerate cognitive dissonance creates internal pressure to find a psychic equilibrium. In turn, psychic equilibrium usually requires that dissonant thoughts be dismissed from the mind, likely taking with them policy-relevant insights. When you think about it, the dismissal of dissonant thoughts is a form of self-deception. With only a part of the picture in mind, it’s hard to do a complete and comprehensive policy analysis.

For example, are you for or against an increase in the Federal minimum wage? If you’re in favor, chances are that you think it will improve the standard of living for the working poor; if you’re against an increase, you probably believe that it will increase unemployment among low-skilled workers and cause higher prices for goods and services. Debates about the minimum wage typically focus on one argument or the other; to admit that both points of view are valid creates cognitive dissonance for most folks. After all, how can a higher minimum wage be simultaneously both a good thing and a bad thing?

Resolving the seeming contradiction is easy if we dismiss one argument as wrong and accept the other as right. But when it comes to policy analysis, doing so is a mistake. The reality is that an increase in the minimum wage would almost certainly have multiple effects. If someone is lucky enough to keep their job, they’re unambiguously better off because they get paid more for the same work, although their employer will likely need to raise prices to cover the additional labor cost. On the other hand, if a worker’s contribution to their employer’s business is of limited economic value, they will probably lose their job (or not be able to find a job in the first place).

The nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office studied the issue carefully and concluded that an increase in the Federal minimum wage to $15.00 per hour would likely have the following effects by the year 2025 (CBO, 2019, p. 13):

	17 million workers would see an increase in their average weekly earnings,
	1.3 million fewer workers would be employed,
	Families with income less than three times the poverty threshold would see an effective aggregate increase in annual income of $21.9 billion,
	Families with incomes more than three times the poverty threshold would see an effective aggregate decrease in annual income of $30.5 billion, and
	The number of people in poverty would be reduced by 1.3 million.4


In short, raising the minimum wage would cause some good things to happen and some bad things to happen. In turn, if you aim to have a complete understanding of the impacts of raising the minimum wage, you must be prepared to hold dissonant thoughts in your head at the same time.

4 It’s only a coincidence that both the change in employment and in the number of people in poverty is 1.3 million.


When evaluating multiple policy options, the potential for cognitive dissonance is inescapable because virtually all proposed policies entail trade-offs. After all, if a recommended policy offers nothing but upsides, it begs the question of why it hasn’t already been implemented. In short, trade-off-free policy proposals (all pros and no cons) are as common as unicorns.5 Accordingly, I suggest you embrace F. Scott Fitzgerald’s (1936) observation that “the test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function” (p. 1).

5 I once had a student who insisted that unicorns were real, so too the Loch Ness monster (my backup metaphor). Suffice it to say that trade-off free policies don’t exist.


You can test your ability to withstand cognitive dissonance by assessing how hard it is for you to answer “yes” to questions like these:

	Can you separate your feelings about a public figure from your beliefs about the policy claims that he or she is making? Are you ready to believe that a person whom you trust and respect could be wrong? Or that someone you intensely dislike might be right?
	Are you ready to acknowledge that a policy you personally support almost certainly has at least some downsides, disadvantages, or costs?
	If you encounter a credible policy claim, only to realize that accepting it would put you at odds with friends, family, or your boss, would you advocate for it despite their disapproval?
	If you recognize the severity of a problem but oppose the logical policy response to it, can you resist the temptation to claim that the problem isn’t a big deal after all?






4.3 Reasoning: What’s Your Motivation?

One way to avoid cognitive dissonance is to use motivated reasoning to rationalize the dismissal of dissonant evidence, thoughts, and feelings. When we reason, we draw linkages from intellectual inputs—principles, goals, events, and observations—to intellectual outputs—conclusions, beliefs, inferences, and recommendations. These acts of reasoning don’t happen in a vacuum; motivation is omnipresent (Taber & Lodge, 2012). When we analyze the world, we are typically motivated by a “wish, desire, or preference that concerns the outcome of a given reasoning task” (Kunda, 1990, p. 480). When motivated reasoning is at work in our minds, these preferences play an important role as we reason our way through issues and sort out what we believe (Bolsen & Palm, 2019; Jost, Hennes, & Lavine, 2013).

As shown in Exhibit 4-2, scholars separate motivated reasoning into two categories depending on the goal being pursued (Flynn, Nyhan, & Reifler, 2017; Kunda, 1990; Taber & Lodge, 2012). The first is called accuracy motivated reasoning, meaning that a neutral evaluator aspires to provide the best approximation of true conditions, irrespective of any prior preferences he or she might hold. The second category is referred to as directionally motivated reasoning because the goal is to reach a particular conclusion identified at the outset. This distinction should remind you of some of the differences between analysis as inquiry and analysis as advocacy that we talked about in Chapter 3. In the first case, we start with the analysis and reason toward the conclusion; in the second, we start with the conclusion and construct an analysis to support it.6

6 In common parlance, when we ‘rationalize’ our behavior, we retroactively use directionally motivated reasoning to construct a plausible rationale for why we acted as we did.


[image: The figure shows the comparison between accuracy-motivated and directionally motivated reasoning.]DescriptionExhibit 4-2 Comparing Accuracy Motivated and Directionally Motivated Reasoning



As an anecdotal example of accuracy motivated reasoning, I once heard the director of the policy office at a big Federal agency tell a roomful of policy professionals that you can’t do a high-quality policy analysis unless “you just don’t care what answer you come up with.” His attitude was that you have to take your best shot at a neutral analysis without worrying about the consequences. As an anecdotal example of directionally motivated reasoning, I once had a colleague who explained why he had turned down a lucrative consulting contract he’d been offered by a commercial client. As he described it, he had been asked to “start with unfounded assumptions and work toward foregone conclusions”—an extreme example of directionally motivated reasoning.

When it comes to less sinister examples of directionally motivated reasoning, consider an attorney preparing to present a case. Given the way the legal system works, he or she will not tell both sides of the story but instead strategically select evidence and witnesses to weave a narrative that motivates the jury to find in favor of the client. Similarly, a policy analyst working for an elected official may be pointed toward a policy problem and a particular policy option and be told to use the available evidence and logic to make the case for that option. Finally, I recall the 2002 Senate debate on the authorization of military force in Iraq, as Senators took the floor to make their case for or against the resolution. Each speech was an instance of directionally motivated reasoning as Senators sought to explain and justify their vote.

You might think that these examples of directionally motivated reasoning aren’t cause for significant concern; after all, they simply demonstrate how our legal, political, and legislative systems are meant to work. And I wouldn’t disagree with you. But it’s when directionally motivated reasoning goes undetected that we have a problem. Kunda (1990) explains how things can get off track:


The objectivity of this justification construction process is [however] illusory because people do not realize that the process is biased by their goals, that they are accessing only a subset of their relevant knowledge, that they would probably access different beliefs and rules in the presence of different directional goals, and they might even be capable of justifying opposite conclusions on different occasions.

(pp. 482–483)



The difference between directionally and accuracy motivated reasoning is not just theoretical. Empirical studies have found that folks’ existing opinions and principles often motivate them to rely on only some of the information and arguments available to them when drawing conclusions (Baekgaard, Christensen, Dahlman, Mathiasen, & Petersen, 2017).

In one study, for example, subjects were given numeric data about the ability of an intervention to produce an outcome (Kahan, Peters, Dawson, & Slovic, 2017). The data were identical, but one group was told that the intervention was a skin cream intended to treat a rash while the other group was told that the intervention was a gun control policy intended to reduce crime. In the case of the skin cream, subjects’ ideological preferences (characterized on a continuum from conservative Republican to liberal Democrat) had little impact on how the data were interpreted. Both sides judged the effectiveness of the skin cream in similar ways. But when the identical data were described as measuring the impact of gun control on crime, the impact of ideology became clear as liberals were more apt to incorrectly claim that the data supported gun control while conservatives made similar reasoning errors but in the other direction (i.e., to support an antigun control position).

The results of this study aren’t unusual. Partisan bias, the propensity to consider otherwise identical evidence more persuasive when it reinforces our political identification and preferences than when it refutes them, has been documented repeatedly in multiple studies using a variety of methodologies. Moreover, partisan basis appears to be symmetric. It affects both liberals and conservatives alike, with liberals apt to dismiss evidence supporting conservative positions, and vice versa (Ditto et al., 2019).

Another example of how of directionally motivated reasoning can affect policy analysis is known as solution aversion. In such cases, when we deny the existence of a problem, it’s not always because we really believe the situation is not problematic. Rather, it may be that we find the obvious solution to the problem unacceptable. In other words, acknowledging the severity of a problem while simultaneously endorsing a solution we find objectionable creates cognitive dissonance. Faced with the internal discomfort of that contradiction, we may decide that the problem is not so bad after all.

It shouldn’t be hard to see the downside of solution aversion for policy analysis. When it occurs, we find ourselves arguing with others about something on which we actually agree—that there is a problem. It’s the desirability of potential policy responses where the disagreement lies, but we’ll never get to a discussion of how to move forward because we’re stuck in a fight over the problem definition.

We might dismiss motivated reasoning as irrelevant to policy analysis if it were confined solely to the general public, i.e., to those whose daily work doesn’t entail evaluating and making policy decisions. If you devote your professional life to policy analysis, might you be immune to these cognitive maladies? Probably not. Before you get trained for a career in policy analysis, you are certainly a member of the general public, so these phenomena are likely already present in your thinking about policy issues.

There is also growing evidence that it’s not just the public in general, but policymakers and policy advisors, who are affected by motivated reasoning and other cognitive biases (Hallsworth, Egan, Rutter, & McCrae, 2018; Liu, Stoutenborough, & Vedlitz, 2016; Sheffer, Loewen, Soroka, Walgrave, & Sheafer, 2018). For example, a survey of about 3,000 staff at the World Bank and the United Kingdom’s Department for International Development demonstrated that policy professionals can also fall prey to multiple cognitive decisionmaking traps, despite their duty to provide neutral, evidence-based, policy analysis (Banuri, Dercon, & Guari, 2017). Similar cognitive errors were found in a study of 600 Italian public sector officials (Belle, Belardinelli, & Cantarelli, 2018) and among local politicians from across the partisan spectrum in Denmark (Baekgaard et al., 2017).

But what about your own motivations in the context of your own career? Recal the distinction between policy analysis as inquiry and policy analysis as advocacy.. If you want to make your living as an advocate, then motivated reasoning may not be a significant concern for you. If you aspire to practice policy analysis as inquiry, then you should worry about it.

Moreover, aspiring to reach only accurate results rather than preferred conclusions doesn’t guarantee that you’ll succeed (Bolsen & Palm, 2019; Pietryka, 2016). You could fall prey to cognitive mistakes originating in your fast System 1 thinking. On the other hand, your System 2 reasoning—while slow and deliberate—could still get it wrong. You might collect seemingly strong evidence but fail to detect bias within it; you may spend so much time collecting this evidence that you give the analysis short shrift or make an unnoticed error in logical and inferential reasoning. Moreover, in an effort to listen to all points of view, you might give undue weight to a disreputable fringe theory:


… it is not always the case that more elaborate and complex thought will lead to improved judgment. There are situations in which the harder we think, the more likely we are to resort to faulty reasoning strategies. In such situations accuracy goals can, ironically, increase error and enhance bias.

(Kunda, 1999, p. 239)



In short, an accuracy motivation does not, by itself, ensure that you will reach a sound conclusion. On the other hand, if you don’t even try to come up with an accurate result, the odds of doing so are small. You can get a sense of your vulnerability to directionally motivated reasoning by asking yourself questions like these:

	Can you honestly say you don’t care what answer you come up with, as long as you do a careful job of sifting available evidence and applying sound logic to it?
	Are you ready to look at all potentially relevant evidence and points of view, irrespective of where they originate?
	Are you ready to embrace an analytic result that contradicts what you or your client previously believed about the topic at hand?
	Are you ready to take the heat that may come from generating an unpopular or unconventional answer to the policy question you’re asking?






4.4 Cognition: Hot and Cold

Motivated reasoning originates in cognition, the process by which we come to know or understand something based on thought, experience, and the senses. Sometimes cognition is hot when we experience an affective response (one based in feeling and emotion), typically at a subconscious level, to the stimulus we’ve encountered (Bolsen & Palm, 2019). If so, we say the stimulus carries a valence. Kraft, Lodge, and Taber (2015) claim that:


[A]ll concepts that have been evaluated in the past are affectively charged (i.e., they arouse positive or negative valence), and this affect response springs spontaneously to mind on mere exposure to the name or image of a person, group, or idea to influence all subsequent processing, is unintentional, and is difficult to control. Almost immediately, the decision stream becomes affectively charged, viscerally “hot” … All subsequent considerations and deliberations are necessarily influenced by this spontaneously activated affect.

(p. 127)



Cold cognition, on the other hand, occurs when the stimulus doesn’t carry an affective valence. In the study cited above, for example, whether the skin cream cured the rash was not an affectively charged question and ideology didn’t affect the subjects’ cognition of the evidence presented to them. Or, put another way, evaluating the effectiveness of skin cream posed little risk of cognitive dissonance, thus liberating the study subjects to evaluate the data as best they could, using cold cognition.

The concepts of hot and cold cognition have an analogy in Aristotle’s framework of argumentation that we discussed in the introduction to Part III. Devoid of emotional reasoning, his concept of logos is akin to cold cognition. But because ethos is intended to provoke an emotional response from the audience toward the speaker/writer and pathos aims provoke an emotional response to the topic under discussion, both ethos and pathos are forms of hot cognition.

Although they’re related, hot and cold cognition are not quite the same concepts as fast and slow thinking. For instance, cold cognition can be as instantaneous as hot cognition. A decision to stop at a red light or to pick up something we’ve dropped comes from System 1 but isn’t emotionally charged. Like the emergency room physician cited previously, subject matter experts exist in all areas of public policy. Their experience and training allow them to use System 1 thinking to ascertain—in a neutral and unemotional (i.e., cold) way—the likely validity of new evidence, the feasibility of novel ideas, or the relevance of existing institutional arrangements to new situations far more quickly and accurately than a novice in the same policy field.

Near-instantaneous, affectively charged, hot cognition often can’t be avoided, especially when it comes to controversial or personally sensitive matters. It can, however, be modulated by subsequent effortful System 2 thinking (Kraft et al., 2015). Or, more pragmatically, some of the emotional intensity may simply abate as things ‘cool down.’ Moreover, responding emotionally to an important policy issue isn’t a problem per se. After all, as we talked about in Chapter 3, the typical policy analysis includes multiple normative elements that depend heavily on values and preferences; it’s no surprise that such elements can trigger an emotional response. In fact, your emotional response can help you sort out your normative beliefs and to make value judgments across disparate topics (Peters, Vastfjall, Garlin, & Slovic, 2006).7 What’s most important, however, is that you recognize your emotional response and clearly understand its role in your analysis.

7 We’ll take a deep dive into the connection between emotional intuition and moral reasoning in Section 5.4.


There are two important take-aways from this discussion of hot and cold cognition and its link to motivated reasoning. The first has to do with a broad threat posed to democratic governance and the second has to do with a specific threat posed to your ability to succeed as a professional policy analyst.

The broad threat posed by directionally motivated reasoning arises when such reasoning dominates political and policy conversations. When hot cognition is the norm and accuracy-motivating reasoning goes missing, productive policy debates become less and less possible:


Normatively, the conjuring up of facts and reasons in a policy dispute should be independent of one’s hopes for which way the evidence will point. In particular, scientific debates should be independent of partisan considerations. The results of many empirical studies find significant deviations from this ideal, however. Partisans in these studies systematically denigrate, depreciate, and counterargue evidence that is contrary to their political views but accept uncritically the supportive evidence.

(Kraft et al., 2015, pp. 121–122)



Systematically denigrate contrary evidence? Uncritically accept supportive evidence? Wow, directionally motivated reasoning certainly sounds antithetical to the definition of policy analysis that I offered in the early pages of this book: the consideration of available evidence, coupled with well-reasoned inferences, to illuminate trade-offs among available choices for exercising government power to modify existing programs or to enact new policies. Kahan, Peters, Dawson, and Slovic (2017) put a finer point on the problem:


Collective welfare demands empirically informed collective action. To be sure, decision-relevant science rarely generates a unique solution to any policy dispute: even after the basic facts have been established, what to do will involve judgments of value that will vary across citizens who hold competing understandings of the public good. But unless citizens and their representatives possess empirically sound understandings of the dangers they face and the likely effects of policies to abate them, they will not even be able to identify, much less secure enactment of, policies that advance their ends.

(p. 55), emphasis in original



The second threat posed by directionally motivated reasoning occurs at the personal, rather than societal, level. The threat manifests itself when you, as a policy analyst, fall prey to hot cognition and the unwise use of System 1 thinking. If you rely primarily on instinctive, emotionally driven ways of thinking about policy issues, you will probably be a less effective policy analyst than you otherwise might be. Part of becoming a successful policy analyst, especially at the outset of your career, is the assiduous application of System 2 thinking to your work. As you gain more experience, you will find it increasingly easier to apply quick, instinctive System 1 thinking to your work. Until then, try asking questions like these to figure out if hot cognition has crept into your policy analysis:

	As you work through the analysis, what emotions are you feeling? Anger or pleasure? Confidence or self-doubt? Is a finding at odds with your prior belief upsetting or exciting?
	If you are experiencing an emotional response during a debate, can you detect whether it’s directed at a particular person or group, or at their ideas and statements? Reacting to specific content, rather than to the speaker or writer, may help you manage hot cognition.
	Do you get the sense that the person you’re talking to is approaching the conversation using hot cognition? Are they offering insults or empty claims? If you make a strong claim, do they dismiss it out of hand, or do they offer a reasoned response? It’s tempting to respond to someone else’s hot cognition with your own hot cognition, but it’s also probably counterproductive.





4.5 Putting It All Together: Dual Process Theory

So far in this chapter, we’ve covered a lot of terrain, much of it interrelated. I created Exhibit 4-3 to summarize the three cognitive constructs that we just discussed: speed of cognition, motivated reasoning, and the emotional aspect of cognition. Each construct comprises a pair of elements that have both positive and negative implications for policy analysis.


Exhibit 4-3
[image: ]



One framework for pulling all these pieces together is referred to as Dual Process Theory (DPT). The word ‘dual’ in the name refers to the two systems we’ve been discussing—the quick intuitive System 1 and the slower deliberative System 2. The DPT framework first emerged in the field of cognitive psychology in the 1990s (Epstein, 1994; Shafir & LeBoeuf, 2002) and has since been applied in a number of fields. A prominent recent application has been in medical clinical reasoning in an effort to help nurses and physicians come to more accurate diagnoses and more helpful therapeutic decisions (Crosskerry & Nimmo, 2011; Marcum, 2012; Norman et al., 2017). Take a look at Exhibit 4-4, which provides a graphic depiction of how Dual Process Theory might be applied to policy analysis.

[image: The figure depicts a stylized application of the dual process theory to policy analysis.]DescriptionExhibit 4-4 Stylized Application of Dual Process Theory to Policy Analysis



In medicine, it’s a clinician’s encounter with the patient that starts the process. To draw the analogy to policy analysis, it may help to work with an example. Perhaps we’re talking about air pollution policy. For starters, there are several stimuli (1) that might initiate your cognitive process. Your client might point you to air quality in a particular urban area. You might come across evidence about pollution’s effects on people’s health. You might be handed a specific policy proposal with a program for cleaning up the air. Alternatively, you might hear from an advocacy group or a politician about the problem and/or what should be done about it.

The stimuli you encounter will evoke a cognitive response on your part—your brain’s attempt to comprehend the situation. Several mediating factors (2) may quickly come into play and shape your cognitive response. Perhaps you already know a lot about air quality issues. You might also have strong feelings about the topic; maybe you despise the company that owns the polluting factory (or conversely, you work there). You might be having a bad day and feel like you have only a minute or two to contemplate the situation, or you might be a retiree in a great mood with ample free time. You might have the experience or technical expertise to quickly recognize the pattern of pollution you’re seeing. You might even have encountered similar situations before and intuitively have a script of questions to ask and information to seek as you start to think about the problem. Bear in mind that the stimuli (1) and the mediating factors (2) can interact in a few seconds (sometimes, in milliseconds) to push you into a particular cognitive reaction—fast (3) or slow (4).

In some instances, once you’re in a particular mode of cognition, you don’t stray from it. On the other hand, instead of staying the course with a single mode of thinking, you might change modes mid-stream. For example, if you start in System 1 but realize that the situation demands a more thoughtful and measured response, you may switch to System 2 thinking with what is called an executive override (5). Alternatively, you might have started out in System 2, fully intending to process the situation in a deliberate and calculating manner, but something (e.g., an inconvenient fact, a competing demand on your time, or an emotional trigger) might cause a shift into System 1 thinking in what is referred to as a dysrationalia override (6).

Finally, before fully concluding your thought process, you might pause for what could be called reflective calibration (7). If you do so, you’re engaged in metacognition, or thinking about how you’re thinking. The calibration step gives you the chance to double check your thought processes before drawing a final conclusion. Reflectively calibrated or not, the process ends when you finish cognitively processing, at least for the time being, your reaction to the stimuli and reach a conclusion (8).

While some scholars believe that all cognitive errors originate in System 1 and manifest themselves only when System 2 thinking fails to correct them, other scholars argue that errors can arise in both systems (Norman et al., 2017). I’m pretty sure that the latter group has it right. Yes, mistakes occur in System 1 when fast heuristic thinking is highjacked by hot cognition and flawed reasoning that is never corrected by System 2 thinking. But keep in mind that if we’re talking about a highly skilled individual working in his or her area of expertise, fast System 1 thinking can also deliver excellent results (Yaakobi, 2017). What’s more, as we discussed previously in the context of accuracy motivated reasoning, there are plenty of mistakes that can occur solely within System 2. In addition, as our review of the DPT suggests, you might start down the path of System 2, only to be derailed by something that triggers a dysrationalia override.

Another common, and often inescapable, limitation of System 2 thinking originates in time and resource constraints. Many important decisions are on the clock—the emergency room patient who dies before doctors figure out what’s wrong with him or an attempt at a complex policy analysis that can’t be finished before the politician client has to cast her vote in the legislature. The title of Kahneman’s book points directly at the problem: System 1 is fast and System 2 is slow. But, in many cases, we don’t have the luxury of being slow.

To summarize, it would be a mistake to treat System 1 as the problem and System 2 as the solution. I use the 2×2 matrix in Exhibit 4-5 to perform a simple thought experiment. In it, I try to identify what success and failure look like in the context of Systems 1 and 2. In short, both systems of cognition can each result in a positive or a negative outcome.

[image: The figure depicts possible outcomes for System 1 and 2 processes.]DescriptionExhibit 4-5 Possible Outcomes of System 1 and 2 Processes




We’ll talk more in Chapter 7 about the process of integrating both systems in your work as a policy analyst. For now, here are a few questions to consider as you think about applying DPT to policy analysis:

	If you find yourself thinking fast, are you working on a topic for which you have sufficient expertise to be confident that your intuitions are sound? If not, do you have the time and resources to shift to slow thinking?
	Is your System 1 thinking driven primarily by an emotional (or hot) response to the stimuli at hand and has cognitive deliberation been neglected? If so, it may be time for an executive override and a transition to System 2.
	If you find yourself thinking slow, do you have the time, resources, and expertise to reach a sound conclusion, or will you come up short and reach a flawed result? Would you be better off thinking fast, doing the best you can with the information and intuitions you have at the ready?
	If you started out in System 2, did an emotional trigger cause a dysrationalia override that pushed you into System 1 thinking? If so, can you get back to a System 2 approach?
	Irrespective of your mode of cognition—System 1 or 2—did you pause for a moment of reflective calibration before reaching a final conclusion?






4.6 Watch Out for These Cognitive Traps

As shown in Exhibit 4-6, this section summarizes several cognitive errors and biases that can infect our thinking.8 Some authors have identified close to 200 cognitive biases (Benson, 2019). Rather than overwhelm you with information, I’ve focused on the biases most relevant to policy analysis.

8 The material in this section represents an amalgam of ideas that originate in multiple sources. Specific factual claims and studies are cited in the usual fashion. The remainder of the material is based primarily on my personal experience but also reflects an integrated reading of less formal commentary offered by these websites, news reports, and blog posts: (Bensen, 2017; Dwyer, 2018; Dwyer, 2017; Richardson, 2018; Richardson, 2017).



Exhibit 4-6 Potential Cognitive Traps



	Downsides of Defending Against Dissonance	○ Selective Exposure and Compartmentalization
	○ Confirmation and Disconfirmation Bias
	○ Group Bias: The Halo and Horns Effect
	○ Aversion to Uncertainty and Risk


	Mood-Driven Mistakes	○ Priming
	○ Backfire Effect
	○ Overconfidence Trap


	Mental Missteps	○ Framing
	○ Anchoring
	○ Availability and Mirror Imaging
	○ Coherence and the WYSIATI Phenomenon






Why is it so easy—even for veteran analysts—to fall into these traps? Recall from Section 4.1 that we tend to be cognitive misers. Cognition takes time, and time spent in deliberative thinking has an opportunity cost. It’s time that we can’t spend on something else, hence the lure of System 1 thinking. Add in the emotional appeal of hot cognition, the temptation to engage in directionally motivated reasoning, and the fact that System 1 thinking can kick in within milliseconds of encountering a stimulus, and it’s not hard to see how cognitive mistakes can happen.

Several studies of medical education suggest that students and residents can be taught to recognize cognitive biases, although it’s not clear that doing so always improves diagnostic accuracy (Norman et al., 2017). Accordingly, we need to be realistic here. As the first five sections of this chapter emphasized, the drivers of flawed reasoning are all deeply embedded in our cognitive processes. As Benson (2019) puts it: “Biases are here to stay because they’re fundamental to how we think” (p. 91).

Fully eliminating them is virtually impossible, but at a minimum, you’ll want to familiarize yourself with common errors that result from faulty cognitive processes. Doing so will not only give you a foundation for avoiding them in your own work, but may also help you detect them in others’ work. What’s more, the impediments to clear thinking described in this chapter represent tendencies—not iron laws—that affect human thinking. While many study participants fall prey to cognitive bias, not all participants do so, especially if the evidence is clear and unambiguous (Anglin, 2019).

For ease of presentation, each of the potential failures of cognitive reasoning has been sorted into one of three categories. The first category of problems originates in our discomfort with cognitive dissonance. The second category stems from the connection between our emotional mood and our thinking processes. A third category reflects errors of reasoning that can occur without our realizing it.


4.6.1 The Downsides of Defending Against Dissonance

As we previously discussed in Section 4.2, the psychic discomfort of cognitive dissonance can be a powerful motivator that drives us to find ways to avoid it. Below are four responses to cognitive dissonance that can threaten the quality of your policy analysis.


Selective Exposure and Compartmentalization

It may seem obvious, but if you’re not exposed to dissonant ideas, evidence, or people, then you’re unlikely to experience cognitive dissonance. Because dissonance is profoundly uncomfortable, it’s understandable that we often arrange our lives to selectively minimize exposure to things that might trigger dissonance. Think about whom you choose to spend time with and where you spend that time, what social media sources you follow, what news media and advocacy groups you pay attention to, and which politicians you listen to. Odds are that your exposure is tilted toward ideas and people that you find agreeable.

A related phenomenon is cognitive compartmentalization, which occurs when, with a cognitive sleight of hand, we “manage—at least temporarily—simply to avoid thinking about one side of the inconsistency in our beliefs and behavior … dissonance is thus avoided rather than defeated” (Bardon, 2020, p. 9). Whether compartmentalization can be a successful long-term strategy for dealing with dissonance is unclear; lodged in the subconscious mind, the underlying tension may surface at inconvenient times or may affect our emotional and cognitive states in unpredictable ways.





Confirmation and Disconfirmation Bias

Another tactic to protect against cognitive dissonance can spontaneously arise when we’re looking for and evaluating new information. If new material confirms something we think we already know, confirmation bias may weaken our analytic filters to the point where we uncritically accept the new information as valid. Or, conversely, disconfirmation bias comes into play when we dismiss new information simply because it challenges our existing beliefs. Haidt (2012) explains the power of such biases:


People are quite good at challenging statements made by other people, but if it’s your belief, then it’s your possession—your child, almost—and you want to protect it, not challenge it and risk losing it.

(p. 91), emphasis in original



The information age has made it incredibly easy to succumb to confirmation and disconfirmation biases. No matter the topic—police reform, gun rights, immigration, you name it—Google searches and Twitter feeds take only a few seconds to deliver the studies, opinions, or evidence you need to reassure yourself that your beliefs are valid (Haidt, 2012). By selectively dismissing contradictory evidence and embracing supportive evidence, you may tame your cognitive dissonance, but your existing beliefs and ideas can take on a self-reinforcing character that makes them powerful distortions of reality.

If you’re still not convinced about the downsides of confirmation bias, consider the fact that trying to validate a belief by seeking confirmatory evidence is at odds with the scientific method. Most scientists test a hypothesis by trying to refute it and then infer its validity if they can’t falsify it (Kahneman, 2011). To take a famous example, if you’re pretty sure all swans are white, then finding more examples of white swans doesn’t give you any new information. Instead, you ought to specifically look for black swans; if you can’t find any, that’s better evidence that all swans are white than yet one more picture of another white swan (Bardon, 2020).




Group Bias: The Halo and Horns Effect

Halos and horns are clever turns of phrase often used to describe biases associated with the group identification process. When we think about the groups—political, racial, socioeconomic, religious, gender, cultural—that we identify with, we often look at them in positive terms (i.e., wearing metaphoric halos). Conversely, when it comes to groups with which we don’t identify, our emotions are typically more negative; in the extreme, we may be tempted to demonize the other (hence the metaphor of a devil’s horns). This phenomenon is called in-group favoritism (Benson, 2019).

In-group favoritism occurs because group membership is important to our sense of self-identity. Threats to these groups can provoke an emotional reaction that’s almost the same as if we were personally threatened (Bardon, 2020). Moreover, the halo and horns effect help our psyches resolve cognitive dissonance. If someone is a member of a group that we respect and admire, we are predisposed to take their statements more seriously, while if someone is aligned with a group we dislike or distrust, we tend to discount what they say. Finally, using System 1 to decide whether new people and ideas are benign or malign is a more efficient use of cognitive resources than a deliberative, potentially time-consuming and dissonance-inducing evaluation of each new person or situation (Kahneman, 2011).

So, what do horns and halos have to do with policy analysis? Policy is made amid debates among multiple groups at multiple times and places. Accordingly, most policy analyses require that you identify and understand several points of view at the same time. Doing so is much harder if you allow both positive and negative emotions to distort your understanding of those points of view. We need to remember that people and groups whose values we share can and do say foolish things and that folks with whom we disagree may have good insights worth listening to.

I am not suggesting that all points of view are equally valid, that you need to listen to folks who don’t know what they’re talking about, or that closed-minded people who deny the authenticity of your grievances deserve a seat at your table. Nonetheless, I am suggesting that it is a good idea to familiarize yourself with alternative points of view.




Aversion to Uncertainty and Risk

The human mind often struggles with uncertain futures, especially those with negative outcomes. Unsurprisingly, we don’t like losing income, wealth, or life’s amenities. In fact, losses can be so psychically unpleasant that we’re often willing to pay more to keep things we already have than we would have paid for them in the first place (Benson, 2019). The phenomena of risk and loss aversion almost certainly have at least some basis in evolutionary biology:


Any species that is fearless and does not take into account the prospect of a loss is destined to be extinct. … in most policy debates, fear moves us in a profound way.

(Gupta, 2011, p. 14)



But potential losses are often tempered by potential gains. To chase a gain, we usually must risk a negative outcome. We take a new job because it pays well and looks exciting, but it may turn out that we’re miserable in the new job. Governments adopt new policies, hoping they’ll work, but sometimes they don’t. There are few decisions of any consequence that don’t have at least some downside risk. In short, policy analysts must recognize the existence of risk and uncertainty without overreacting to it.


While the terms risk and uncertainty both get at the unobservable nature of the future, the word uncertainty is typically interpreted as a broad lack of knowledge about the future, while risk suggests an ability to both identify possible outcomes and attach a probability to each outcome. Buying a lottery ticket embodies risk, because all the payoffs and likelihoods are specified with mathematical precision. Conversely, which of the dozens of movies currently in production will be next summer’s blockbuster hit is a matter of uncertainty.

Attitudes toward future gains and losses, their magnitude and probability, and their uncertain and ambiguous nature have been studied for decades. Most issues fit into a framework called Prospect Theory, for which Kahneman won the 2002 Nobel Prize.9 We don’t have space for a full discussion of Prospect Theory, so we’ll concentrate on three topics relevant to policy analysis.

9 His collaborator, Amos Tversky, died in the late 1990s; the Nobel Prize is not awarded posthumously.


First, when doing policy analysis, be sure to isolate your own feelings about risk and uncertainty. For example, the possibility that you could be held responsible for a motor vehicle accident, and your sense of risk aversion, might reasonably prompt you to buy auto insurance for your own car (even if doing so isn’t legally required). But if you’re a public servant thinking about risks across large numbers of cases, your approach should differ. For example, as a city manager responsible for a fleet of 15,000 vehicles, you may want to skip auto insurance. Odds are that only a few city vehicles will be in an accident each year and that the cost of repairing them will be less than that of an insurance policy for all 15,000 vehicles. Those few accidents will not bankrupt the city. In short, attitudes about risk and uncertainty that make sense for your own life are almost certainly irrelevant to your work as a policy analyst.

Second, the consequences of a rare event can, paradoxically, be either overemphasized or ignored by the typical person. Overemphasis happens when we conjure vivid images of something like a terrorist attack or natural disaster and give it more weight than it statistically deserves. On the other hand, low probability events may instead be ignored by folks who lack experience with the rare event; this can provide them a sense of internal equanimity, but it may be less than ideal when we’re thinking about long-term, slowly evolving events like climate change (Kahneman, 2011) or the deteriorating state of the social security trust fund. When working with low probability but high consequence outcomes, take care that your (or your community’s) emotional reaction to the consequence isn’t biasing your estimate of its likelihood or magnitude.

Third, a cognitive trap known as ambiguity aversion can arise when a decisionmaker is choosing between two options, both with uncertain outcomes. The probabilities of possible outcomes under the first option might be well defined and confidently characterized while the probabilities for the outcomes under the second option are unknown or ill-defined. Evidence suggests that “even if the best estimates of the latter have the same value as the former” (Weber, 2013, p. 385), decisionmakers often favor the first option. Typically framed as a choice between a risky outcome and an uncertain outcome, this phenomenon is referred to as ambiguity aversion. Yes, ambiguity can be psychically unpleasant but it’s typically not a good reason to dismiss a choice that has a reasonable prospect of success.






4.6.2 Mood-Driven Mistakes

As noted when we were discussing hot and cold cognition, sometimes our emotional state of mind affects our reaction to a stimulus. Below are three mood-driven mistakes that may adversely impact your work as a policy analyst.


Priming

Given that affect influences our interpretation of the ideas we encounter, it’s not surprising that others may, intentionally or not, manipulate our emotions when making a policy claim. This process—known as priming—means that our emotional state when we encounter an analytic claim affects how we interpret that claim. The way I see it, priming is today’s version of Aristotle’s pathos.

Contrast two openings for a claim about climate change. In the first, the author describes an emaciated polar bear perched atop a shrinking Arctic ice floe, and then goes on to argue for prompt action on climate change. In the second, the author opens with a blighted Appalachian town where hopeless unemployed coal miners have succumbed to opioid addiction; the author then argues that policies to limit coal use are ill-advised. In both cases, you’ve been primed.

There’s nothing wrong with appealing to your sense of environmental stewardship nor to your sense of obligation to fellow citizens. The trick is to recognize that such appeals to emotion may color your reaction to the policy claim and, moreover, that the author has focused your emotions in a specific direction rather than letting you decide for yourself which aspects of the problem are most important.




The Backfire Effect

When someone challenges our beliefs and understanding of the world—even if they’re calm and respectful, but especially if they’re rude and offensive—we can feel emotionally threatened. After all, our beliefs and opinions are part of our self-identify. Recall that Haidt referred to them as our children. What’s more, when someone tries to change our mind, we may see it as an attempt to limit our freedom of belief (Benson, 2019). If we perceive that it’s not just our ideas that are being challenged but instead feel that we ourselves or our right to think freely is under attack, we may react defensively and double-down on our point of view. Doing so is called the backfire, or boomerang, effect.


The backfire effect has been observed in studies where additional evidence and arguments were provided to folks holding fringe beliefs about, for example, the presence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, the impacts of the Affordable Care Act, and the consequences of climate change. Not only did the new information not generally change minds, it often led a strengthening of the misconception (Bardon, 2020). The backfire effect is not, however, a universal one (Wood & Porter, 2019); it appears most prevalent for affect-laden and controversial issues (Flynn, Nyhan, & Reifler, 2017). Given our discussion of hot cognition and directionally motivated reasoning, this should come as no surprise.

When it comes to policy analysis, clinging more tightly to your beliefs in the face of contradictory information is almost certainly a mistake. No matter how hostile and rude the other person is being or how dissonant their new information feels, they might still be right about the subject of the debate.




The Overconfidence Trap

The overconfidence trap ensnares folks who believe that they are smarter or more knowledgeable than they really are. It’s been documented in many fields and is typically confirmed by administering tests on various subjects and then asking test-takers how they did. Folks routinely overestimate their expertise, scoring worse than they thought they had. Known as the Dunning-Kruger effect, it’s named after two scholars who first identified it (Kruger & Dunning, 1999). When it occurs, the overconfidence trap typically comprises two parts:

	The affected person has little expertise on a topic about which they claim competence.
	The affected person is unaware of their lack of expertise.


In short, their lack of self-awareness blinds them to their own shortcomings. If you come across someone who fits this pattern, caution is in order, especially if that person is you!

Overconfidence in yourself is a form of self-deception. Even though your undergraduate education, life experience, native intelligence, and graduate training have prepared you for a career as a policy analyst, it would behoove you, at least at the start of your career, to remember your status as a novice. Yes, you may have good insights about a subject, but take care not to overestimate the depth of your knowledge, especially if you find yourself working quickly, without time for reflection on what you really do and don’t know. Over time, you will gain knowledge and expertise, and your intuitions and instincts will become more reliable and trustworthy. And one more suggestion: as you move through your career, and your expertise grows, don’t lose sight of the specific field to which your expertise is relevant. Just because you’re an expert in one field, as Dunning and Kruger remind us, it doesn’t mean you’re an expert in other fields.

At the same time, of course, you don’t want to be so cautious that you never speak up or challenge a weak point of view, especially when your qualifications and competence are solid. You’ve probably heard of the imposter syndrome in which talented but self-doubting folks consistently underestimate their talents and fail to live up to their professional potential. Like many things in life, it’s a balancing act; aim for the sweet spot where you operate fully within your zone of competence, but not beyond it.

The second thing to watch out for is overconfidence in other folks (i.e., when they have fallen prey to the Dunning-Kruger effect). This occurs frequently in the political world, as issue advocates attempt to defend a policy position by making confident assertions that are not based on sound evidence and logic. They may not even be aware of their lack of expertise. For example, think about the award-winning actor who takes a position on a policy issue about which he or she knows little. Or a scientist—whose expertise is in atmospheric chemistry, not environmental economics—who opines on the correct level for a carbon tax to address climate change.






4.6.3 Mental Missteps

Not all the mistakes we make in System 1 are directly linked to emotional precursors. By moving fast, we may simply overlook some key elements of basic reasoning. Below are four examples.


Framing

In the context of policy analysis, a frame reflects choices made by an author about how to structure and present an analysis or policy claim. There is nothing wrong with framing; we can’t (easily) discuss a concept without framing it. The problem arises when we uncritically accept a frame and forget to think about its implications for the conclusions we draw. Problems with framing can be broad or narrow in scope; we’ll look at both cases below.

For starters, the economic, political, and cultural systems in which policy issues arise are complex, dynamic, and uncertain. Faced with an array of potentially relevant considerations, someone making a policy claim must develop a framework within which to present the claim. In turn, the frame dictates which goals, evidence, methodologies, and forms of reasoning will be included and how to organize and present them. The alternative—an uncensored flow of all relevant information—would be an overwhelming mess.

Consider two analyses of global warming that both call for policy action: a UK government review by Nicholas Stern (2007) and Pope Frances’s Papal Encyclical (Bergoglio, 2015). The Stern Review is framed as a cost–benefit analysis that monetizes the impacts of climate change and of actions to mitigate it. The Papal Encyclical frames the issue in religious and moral terms, with an emphasis on damage to an earth to which humanity owes a duty of stewardship, and on impacts unjustly suffered by the poor and vulnerable. Neither frame—cost–benefit analysis or religious-ethical argument—is unambiguously right; both add valuable insight.

As another example, consider how framing affects policy debates about health care. If we frame it as an issue of health insurance, we are led into a discussion of the mechanics of insurance policies and insurance markets (like individual mandates and coverage of preexisting conditions) and, in turn, an analysis of rules for subsidizing and regulating insurance companies. If instead health care is framed as a form of human protection, akin to food safety and police services, the conversation goes in another direction. We end up treating the issue as a moral concern and considering how best to guarantee universal health care for everyone (Lakoff, 2009). Whether it’s climate change, health care, or some other policy issue, you should recognize that if you accept a single framing of an issue, then you have limited the discussion substantially.

Problems with framing can also be narrower, when word choice and selective emphasis is used to present the same information in one way rather than another. For example, the rate of violent crime in the United States has generally trended downward in the past three decades (Morgan & Oudekerk, 2019).10 Below are two ways we might frame these data:

10 The most recent data indicate an increase in such crimes in 2020 and 2021, at least in large cities (Acevedo, 2021).


	Frame 1: Crime is near its lowest level in 26 years with only 12 violent crimes per 1,000 people in 2018.
	Frame 2: Even though crime has fallen over the past 26 years, there were still 12 victims of violent crime for every 1,000 people in 2018.


You probably think the second statement makes it seem like violent crime is a bigger problem than does the first.11 The factual content is identical, but the framing differs. The word ‘only’ in the first statement implies that we should be pleased that the rate is so low, while the words ‘even though,’ ‘still,’ and ‘victim’ in the second suggest that the rate is too high.

11 This example is a modified version of a scenario described by Chatfield (2018, p. 208).


Alternative approaches to framing may stem not only from honest differences of opinion (e.g., the Papal Encyclical versus the cost–benefit study of climate policy). Sometimes, framing is used strategically by political advocates whose goal is to manipulate your thinking in ways that makes their argument seem more persuasive than it would be with another frame. Lakoff (2009) puts it this way:


When a PR firm sells a [public] policy honestly, the visual and linguistic framing of its ads should fit the moral framing of the policy. When the ads are deceptive, the deception is that the ads are linked to a supposed moral framing inconsistent with the one the policy is really based on.

(p. 68)



In short, framing is an inescapable part of talking about policy issues, but given its impact on the conclusions you draw, you don’t want to unquestioningly accept an author’s framing of an issue.




Anchoring

Psychological experiments have repeatedly demonstrated that if we have a number in mind before we undertake an analytic task, then that the number can influence our approach to a subsequent task. The phenomenon of anchoring, in which our mind overemphasizes something to which we’ve been previously exposed, has been called “one of the most reliable results of experimental psychology,” observed both in laboratory and real-word settings and among novices and experts (Teovanovic, 2019).

In one experiment, respondents were asked to spin a random wheel rigged to land on one of only two numbers: 10 and 65. They were then asked how many African countries were in the United Nations. The average answer for those who saw a 10 on the wheel was 25 countries while those who saw a 65 averaged a guess of 45 countries, despite the fact that the result of the wheel spin has no plausible connection to the number of African UN countries (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974).

If you’ve ever been in a price negotiation, the following example of anchoring may seem familiar: the seller tosses out a ridiculously high price or the buyer offers an absurdly low price. Both parties know that the transaction will not occur at their initial price, but those prices create an anchor which makes all subsequent offers seem more reasonable (even if they’re not).

So, what does anchoring have to do with your work as a policy analyst? With anchoring, we can easily overestimate the typicality of the first instance we encounter. Suppose we are trying to figure out if tutoring programs cause more kids to graduate high school. We look at the local high school and see virtually no change in graduation rates. We then anchor on an effectiveness rate of zero percent improvement, and as a result, tend to discount the importance of other, more effective, programs we encounter later.

In short, using a particular value of an unknown parameter as the ‘right’ point of departure during policy analysis is usually a mistake and can easily taint the results of the analysis (Pherson & Huer, 2021). Because anchoring puts extra emphasis on the information we first encounter, as policy analyst, you’ll want to pay special attention to the sequence in which you receive new information; just because a piece of evidence shows up first doesn’t mean that it’s typical of what you would find with a longer and more extensive search for evidence.




Availability and Mirror Imaging

Refer to Exhibit 4-3, which applies Dual Process Theory to policy analysis. It starts with your initial encounter with a stimulus—an event, claim, or proposal. In this encounter, you are immediately challenged to think about its magnitude and likelihood. For starters, is the stimulus even a real thing or just an illusory issue? Are we talking about a widespread problem? How serious is it? As you ponder these questions, answers probably spring to mind—almost instantaneously, thanks to System 1—using the availability heuristic, or as some call it, the bias of relative retrievability (Gupta, 2011). The first idea to pop into your head is not, however, necessarily the right answer. And therein lies the problem: the ease with which particular information comes to mind is not always a reliable indication of its relevance, veracity, or validity. In turn, the availability heuristic can quickly lead us in the wrong direction (Chatfield, 2018).

How does the heuristic work? By substituting one question for another. You really need to answer the hard questions of what’s true or relevant in a specific situation. But, if you have recent, vivid, or personal examples ready to go in your mind, you may end up using those examples to answer a different question: What information can you easily recollect that’s vaguely related to the initial question? As Kahneman (2011) puts it: “Substitutions of questions inevitably produces systematic errors” (p. 130).

The availability heuristic puts a premium on vivid events, even if they’re atypical. Terrorist incidents, for example, get a lot of media attention and incite fear among the general public, but it is instructive to note that in the decade ending in 2003, the average death rate from road crashes across 23 developed countries was 390 times that of international terrorism (Wilson & Thomson, 2005), yet most of us don’t think twice about hopping into a car to get somewhere. The availability heuristic also boosts the importance of things we’ve encountered recently to the disadvantage of things we’ve seen in the past; it also favors sensational and extreme information over bland and boring evidence.

The flip side of the availability heuristic is that folks who lack firsthand experience with a particular situation may ignore the chance of it affecting them in the future. Even if future events are very likely or highly consequential, an ‘out of sight, out of mind’ response may lead to a sense of internal equanimity. Inattention to looming threats can be problematic when we’re thinking about long-term, slowly evolving events like climate change (Kahneman, 2011) or the deteriorating state of the social security trust fund.


A special case of the availability heuristic is a phenomenon known as mirror imaging. Its origins lie in the fact that the most readily available set of thought processes and belief systems are the ones that reside in your own mind. When you encounter another person or group about which you have only limited information, it’s tempting to (wrongly) assume that their thoughts and beliefs mirror your own. Western intelligence analysts, for example, struggled to understand Iraq’s motives for invading Kuwait in 1990 and for equivocating about weapons of mass destruction a decade later. As one such analyst observed, “just because something seems like the logical conclusion or course of action to you does not mean that the person or group you are analyzing will see it that way” (Watanabe, 2008, p. 1).

Mirror imaging can also strike close to home when we talk about social issues. In this case, consider the relationship between US police departments and communities of color. I am a middle-aged, middle-class, white male. My encounters with police officers—a suspicious car on a neighborhood street, a stolen laptop, or a minor traffic incident—have generally been professional and respectful. But it would be a mistake for me to mirror my positive impression of the police in my community as a universal situation for all residents of the United States. In short, while each of us has his or her own lived experience, we need to recognize that our experience almost certainly isn’t universal. If we assume that it is when doing policy analysis, we can make significant mistakes.




A Need for Coherence and the WYSIATI Phenomenon

The clunky acronym WYSIATI stands for What You See Is All There Is. WYSIATI has been called “the mother of all cognitive illusions, the egocentric worldview that prevents us from seeing any world beyond the one visible from the tips of our noses” (Tetlock & Gardner, 2015, p. 233). This cognitive trap originates in our natural inclination to continuously try to make sense of the world around us. Most of us typically encounter a daily avalanche of stimuli, events, and information. And, as I mentioned at the outset of this chapter, figuring out how to interpret this information is no easy task. If we want to live our daily lives with some semblance of order, it helps to be confident that we’ve figured out what’s going on. As Kahneman puts it, “confidence in our judgements depends on the coherence—internal consistency—of the story, not on its completeness” (Kahneman, 2011, p. 87). Your internal alarm bell should be ringing: The idea that we readily accept incomplete stories of how the world works is antithetical to sound policy analysis.

You’ve probably heard the metaphor of ‘connecting the dots’ as a way of making sense the world. These dots are at the heart of the WYSIATI phenomenon. The dots represent your observations of the world, and it’s only the dots that you see; your brain comes up with the conceptual connections (i.e., the lines) between them. And when it does, your mind—abhorring incoherence and ignorance—often doesn’t connect them based only on real-world conditions, but instead taps your existing beliefs, assumptions, and stereotypes to fill in missing information. WYSIATI is more than just a theoretical concern:


Research studies and real-world events have repeatedly demonstrated that individuals consistently fail to appreciate the limits of the data and information available to them. What is unknown, what is out of sight, is out of mind.

(Bruce & Bennett, 2008, p. 129)



The world of public policy can be chaotic, dynamic, confusing, filled with paradoxes, and not fully knowable. These are conditions under which the WYSIATI phenomenon thrives. If you see patterns in random events, leap to unfounded conclusions based on what you incorrectly perceive as similar prior experiences, pay attention only to the evidence right in front of you, and oversimplify complex logical problems, your brain—in its quest for order and sensemaking—can make a mistake. In fact, the less you know about something, the easier it is to come up with a coherent explanation of what’s going on (Kahneman, 2011). Thoughtful and rigorous policy analysis can mitigate the WYSIATI trap by bringing some order and insight to the chaos (at least for a while).









Chapter Summary

As Aristotle recognized millennia ago, there is a connection between our logical reasoning skills (logos) and the emotional frameworks (ethos and pathos) within which we apply those skills. Accordingly, this chapter aimed to give you a foundation in the emotional aspects of cognition, as it relates to policy analysis.

We first considered metacognition, which is the process by which we think about how we think. We then moved on to three pairs of concepts—fast System 1 thinking and slow System 2 thinking, accuracy motivated reasoning and directionally motivated reasoning, and hot and cold cognition—to explore how each can affect policy analysis.

We then looked at how Dual Process Theory can serve as a mechanism for integrating these concepts into a single framework. We closed the chapter with a review of several cognitive errors and biases that can adversely affect the quality of policy analysis.




Discussion Questions



	Can you come up with examples in your own life when fast and intuitive System 1 thinking has served you well and when it’s led you to make significant mistakes? How about slow and deliberate System 2 thinking? When has it helped you uncover new insights and when have you run out of time and failed to come up with a helpful conclusion?
	Why do you think cognitive dissonance creates such discomfort for most folks? Can you think of examples in public policy where efforts to avoid cognitive dissonance impede our ability to come up with workable and effective policy measures?
	What are the pros and cons of accuracy motivated reasoning versus directionally motivated reasoning? Can you identify where each type of reasoning might appropriately be applied in the process of public policymaking?
	How good are you at spotting directionally motivated reasoning in others? How good are you at spotting it in your own thinking? Why is it so hard to recognize our own biases?
	Under what circumstances does a strong emotional reaction help policy analysis? When does it hinder analysis?
	Select one type of a cognitive bias from each subsection of Section 4.6. Can you come up with an example of each from current policy debates? Why does it occur? What could be done to overcome its impact?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The figure compares the differences between accuracy-motivated and directionally motivated reasoning. They both include two steps each. In accuracy motivated reasoning, step 1 includes combining evidence and logic to neutrally characterize a situation, while step 2 reaches a conclusion based solely on neutral characterization. Under directionally motivated reasoning, step 1 is where preferred conclusion is identified, and step 2 includes selectively identifying evidence and logic to support the preferred conclusion.


Back to Figure
The figure presents the stylized application of dual process theory to a policy analysis. It starts with a stimuli, which may be an assignment from the boss or client, fact or evidence, claim or argument, policy proposal, person or group, and event or situation. The mediating factors include historical experience with the stimuli, emotional valence of the stimuli, current cognitive load, current emotional state, available time and resources, recognized pattern and activated script. System 1 is intuitive, fast, and cognitively light, while System 2 is deliberate, slow, and cognitively heavy. Executive override leads to dysrationalia override and then reflective calibration. It concludes with a response to or interpretation of encountered stimuli.


Back to Figure
The figure details the possible outcomes for both System 1 and 2 processes. When the cognitive process is applied, it can lead to positive and negative outcomes. In System 1, the positive outcome is quick, accurate, and useful results, while the negative may be quick but flawed erroneous results. In System 2, the positive outcome is a time consuming but accurate and useful result, while its negative might be a failed attempt to execute complex analysis within time, information, resource constraints.








Chapter Five Using Logic to Identify Tentative Truths


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Explain the basics of the scientific method.
	Define ‘truth’ in the context of policy analysis.
	Describe the role of the baseline in policy analysis.
	Characterize and differentiate deductive, inductive, and abductive reasoning.
	Explain the principles of causation and the use of causal reasoning in policy analysis.
	Use reasoning by classification to make sense of large collections of disparate information.
	Use both quantitative estimates and words of estimative probability to characterize the uncertainties associated with policy analysis.
	Describe the principles of Bayes’ theorem and explain the importance of the base rate in reaching valid conclusions.
	Identify the errors of logic and reasoning, and of rhetoric and debate, to which policy analysis is most vulnerable and describe ways of overcoming their adverse impacts.


In Chapter 3, I argued that the intellectual enterprise of the social sciences in general and of policy analysis in particular is fundamentally different from that of natural sciences like biology and physics. Given the difficulty of social and policy experimentation, the complex and variable nature of human behavior, and the inevitable time and resource constraints on policy analysis, we can’t simply transplant the scientific method from the physicist’s lab to the policy analyst’s office. But because of its ability to generate powerful insights, we shouldn’t discard the method entirely. Instead, we need to identify and retain those parts of the scientific method that are useful for policy analysis.

The scientific method sits at the intersection of logic and evidence. Evidence—our observations about the world around us—is the raw material of science, both as something we’re trying to theoretically explain and as something we use to test our theories. Logic, on the other hand, is our tool for making sense of our observations and stitching evidence together into consistent and coherent theories. When it comes to the scientific method, logic and evidence are two sides of the same coin, and are the subjects of, respectively, Chapters 5 and 6. Indeed, there are so many connections between logic and evidence that some topics in these two chapters could easily fit in the other chapter. It’s, thus, best to think of Chapters 5 and 6 as paired elements in a single holistic framework. And, in contrast to Chapter 4, which focused on the quick and intuitive nature of System 1 thinking, these next two chapters are anchored primarily in the analytic and deliberative nature of System 2 thinking. And in Aristotelian terms, Chapter 4 focused on ethos and pathos, while Chapters 5 and 6 focus on logos.


In this chapter, our discussion of logic starts in Section 5.1 with four basic points of departure, none of which is particularly complicated but all of which are important to the discussion that follows. Next up are five different types of logical reasoning often deployed in the service of policy analysis:

	Deductive and causal reasoning (Section 5.2),
	Inductive reasoning (Section 5.3),
	Abductive reasoning (Section 5.4),
	Reasoning by classification (Section 5.5), and
	Probabilistic reasoning and Bayes’ theorem (Section 5.6).


The chapter closes out with a review in Section 5.7 of a few logical errors and rhetorical tricks that you’ll want to avoid.




5.1 Starters: Points of Departure for Thinking About Logic

Before diving into the use of logic in policy analysis, I’d like to cover four topics that provide a foundation for the material that follows:

	The scientific method,
	The concept of ‘truth’ in policy analysis,
	The need to define the terminology used in a particular policy analysis, and
	The importance of articulating an analytic baseline or counterfactual.



5.1.1 The Scientific Method in the Context of Policy Analysis

You can think of the scientific method as a standard procedure for conducting research. In broad strokes, researchers start with a theory or hypothesis that explains how some aspect of the world works. Their hypothesis could come from a hunch or might reflect their interpretation of evidence they’ve already seen. Or it could be an extension of an existing theory, either their own or someone else’s.1 Scholars then predict what careful observation of real-world conditions would show if their hypothesis were correct. Next, they gather relevant evidence and compare their predictions against the collected data. In doing so, a researcher evaluates his or her theory by deciding whether the hypothesis is supported by the evidence and answers the question ‘does my theory explain my observations?’ Next up is a written summary of the research that provides detail sufficient to allow an interested reader to replicate the research if he or she wanted to. Researchers—at least in the academic world—typically submit their work to a peer-reviewed journal. A journal editor then asks two or three scholars to review the manuscript and advise whether it’s worthy of publication and, if so, whether revisions are needed. The process is typically anonymous in that the author doesn’t know identity of the reviewers.

1 We’ll talk more about where hypotheses come from in Section 5.4 when we review abductive reasoning.


Once a study passes peer review and is published, its results become part of the scholarly ‘conversation.’ A single study, however, is almost never considered definitive. Instead, it usually takes a collection of studies reaching similar conclusions before consensus emerges among scholars that the results are trustworthy (McNutt, 2018). Even if multiple studies are in alignment, the consensus is still often treated as provisional. Why provisional? If too many subsequent studies come along and refute it, the consensus view may change in what Thomas Kuhn refers to as a paradigm shift (1996).


Together, transparency and updating are the cleansing mechanism that gradually sweeps away scientific misunderstandings and errors—a sine qua non for scientific advancement.

(CRS, 2013)



This “cleansing” process of figuring out what is and is not true sounds great. But the mechanism doesn’t always work smoothly; sometimes, there is a stickiness to it. Kuhn pointed out that the scientists working in a field comprise a social community operating within an intellectual paradigm which sets boundaries on what types of new theory and evidence are allowed to change the conversation. It’s only when the accumulating weight of new information outweighs the comforting conventional wisdom of the community that the paradigm shifts, sometimes abruptly.

This description of the scientific method is based on how academic researchers—not policy analysts—approach the process. Policy research and policy analysis, while related, are different. The former takes place primarily in academic settings and is typically motivated by questions of the scholar’s choosing. He or she also sets the schedule, deciding when the study has reached a satisfactory conclusion. In contrast, policy analysis is almost always time and resource constrained in its efforts to support specific policy debates and decisions.

So, can policy analysis meet the standards of the scientific method? Yes and no. First, some of the impediments: While a seasoned policy analyst always tries to get someone to check his or her work, formal peer review is rare. What’s more, there is rarely time for original data collection, so analysts routinely synthesize the work of others. Finally, a thorough policy analysis may require insights from multiple academic disciplines and political perspectives; it’s unlikely to fit neatly within the bounds of any one scholarly conversation or paradigm, or find a home in the pages of an academic journal.

On the other hand, the scientific method has a lot to offer the aspiring policy analyst. The method demands rigorous critical thinking. It insists that conclusions be informed by sound evidence. It reminds the analyst to recognize the provisional nature of research. And it places a premium on transparency. As such, the scientific method is not just a recipe for conducting research. It’s also a mindset, a way of thinking about how to understand the world. Heineman, Bluhm, Peterson, and Kearny (1990) put it succinctly:


Essentially, when science is applied as a label to the pursuit of policy analysis, what is being described is the careful accumulation of data, rigorous study of possible interpretations and alternatives, and the articulation of reasons for the recommended course of action.

(p. 37)



For another example of what it means to apply the scientific method, we turn again to Nobel laureate Richard Feynman (1974) who urged CalTech graduates to bring to their work:


… scientific integrity, a principle of scientific thought that corresponds to a kind of utter honesty—a kind of leaning over backwards. … If you make a theory, for example, and advertise it, or put it out, then you must also put down all the facts that disagree with it, as well as those that agree with it. … In summary, the idea is to try to give all of the information to help others to judge the value of your contribution; not just the information that leads to judgment in one particular direction or another.

(p. 11)



Whether you’re a policy analyst or an academic researcher, if you wanted to explain the scientific method in just a couple sentences, it would be hard to do better than Feynman’s words.




5.1.2 What Is the ‘Truth’ That Policy Analysts Are Supposed to Speak to Power?

Aaron Wildavsky (1979) used the title of his textbook to give policy students their ultimate assignment: speak truth to power. His book is filled with helpful observations and provocative questions, but he never directly defines the word truth. Wildavsky comes closest when he observes that “[t]here is always more than one version of the truth and we can be most certain the latest statement isn’t it” (p. 404). James Mitchell (2007), a senior Canadian civil servant, put a finer point on the matter when he encouraged Canadian public servants to speak truth to power, admonishing them:


Not to tell [policymakers] what they want to hear, but rather what they need to hear; not hide the facts but bring them forward, even if the facts run counter to received wisdom, or someone’s preferred course of action. … Speaking truth to power is about the facts, and it can be about ideas, but it’s not about you and your ideas.

(p. 4)



So, speaking fact-based truth to power is your job, even though the truth is ephemeral and elusive? Sounds tricky. Perhaps we need to take a closer look at what it means for something to be factually true.

As noted in Chapter 3, the positivists of the mid-twentieth century were confident that the scientific method could be used to accurately characterize real-world conditions and correctly predict the impacts of policy interventions (Trochim, 2007). But postpositivist critics have made a strong case that existing paradigms, worldviews, and cultural forces drive the interpretation of observed data:


The rational ideal [of policy analysis] presupposes the existence of neutral facts—neutral in the sense that they accurately describe the world, but don’t serve anybody’s interest, promote any value judgments, or exert persuasive force beyond the weight of their correctness. Yet, facts do not exist independent of interpretive lenses.

(Stone, 2012, p. 314)



Especially when it comes to the social sciences and the often-freighted topics of public policy, it is frequently inevitable that we each construct our own understanding of reality. But that doesn’t mean that everything is relative and that you can claim whatever you want as true. Scientific inquiry and policy discourse are not the activities of a single person. (Note Mitchell’s warning that truth is not about what the individual analyst believes.) Instead, policy analysts are engaged in a social enterprise as folks work collectively—cooperatively or competitively, intentionally or accidentally, together or separately—on related topics. Reality is, thus, a matter of social construction. Trochim (2007) describes a path forward:


Because perception and observation are fallible, all constructions must be imperfect. … Everyone is biased, and all observations are affected (theory-laden). The best hope for achieving objectivity is to triangulate across multiple fallible perspectives. Thus, objectivity is not the characteristic of an individual; it is inherently a social phenomenon. … Objectivity is never achieved, but it can be approached.

(p. 20), emphasis added




The social, or collective, nature of figuring out what it means for something to be factually true is also apparent in the work of biologist Stephen Jay Gould (1994) who, in an influential essay on evolution, distinguished theory from fact. Theories are “proposed” while facts are “established.” The verb choice here is telling. He argues that theory is used to structure ideas in ways that arrange and make sense of facts while facts themselves:


… are the world’s data. Facts do not go away when scientists debate rival theories to explain them. … Moreover, ‘fact’ does not mean ‘absolute certainty.’ In science, ‘fact’ can only mean ‘confirmed to such a degree that it would be perverse to withhold provisional assent’.

(pp. 254–255)



Focus here on the word ‘perverse,’ the dictionary definition of which is “contrary to the accepted or expected standard or practice” (Oxford University Press, 2001). The dictionary doesn’t describe who is doing the accepting or expecting, but it seems clear that we’re talking about other people. If a fact has been confirmed to the point where denying it would be a perverse act, then we’re really saying that the truth depends on facts that are broadly confirmable by knowledgeable folks.

Bear in mind, however, that just because a claim is broadly acknowledged as credible, it may still not be a universal truth. Physicians spent a very long time believing that stomach ulcers were caused by persistent stress, only to later realize that the culprit was actually a bacterial infection. Similarly, it was once thought that the position of the continents on the earth’s surface was fixed, until the science of plate tectonics demonstrated that the continents are always on the move.

In short, when you speak truth to power, you don’t need (and can’t have) absolute certainty. You do, however, need to be on solid ground, relying on confirmed claims that reflect more than just your own idiosyncratic views of the world. You also need to be particularly careful with fringe points of view for which there is little support and with theories that are still being actively and seriously debated.




5.1.3 What Do the Words Mean?

If you don’t speak Arabic, it’s impossible to have an intelligent conversation with someone who speaks only Arabic. You wouldn’t use the same words to describe the same thing. A similar problem can crop up when you try to apply logical reasoning to public policy issues. Language—the written and spoken word—is the currency of policy discourse. Without a shared understanding of what the words mean, unambiguous dialogue is impossible. Imprecise concepts like poverty, crime, pollution, a good education—the list is virtually endless—mean different things to different people.


Take, for example, frequent calls for ‘border security’ on the United States’ southern border. Depending on who you talk to, you will hear very different explanations of what these two words are all about. For some, secure borders are a way to deny international terrorists easy access to potential targets or to minimize the flow of illicit drugs into the country. For others, secure borders provide a mechanism for ensuring an orderly and reliable flow of immigrant workers to US industries like food processing, agriculture, and high tech. Still others look at the issue through a normative lens, either as nativists with deep hostility toward foreigners or as multiculturalists ready to welcome almost all comers. Finally, in some cases, border security may not even be about movements from south to north, but instead about things going in the other direction, such as illegal guns and large quantities of illicit cash from the United States contributing to economic and social instability in Central American countries.

You may have in your own mind a crystal clear definition of what it means to ensure border security, but here’s the thing. If you talk about the issue with someone whose definition differs from yours, and you don’t first synchronize your definitions, you will talk past one another, using the same words but meaning different things. In turn, the odds of finding common ground will diminish accordingly.

And, as you’ll see in Section 5.7, some folks intentionally use ambiguous language to prevent you from clearly understanding what they’re saying. You might end up agreeing with them, only to find out later that what you agreed to was not what you thought it was. Similarly, a speaker may use the dog whistle effect—where a phrase is at the same time hot and emotionally charged for some people and benign and unremarkable for others—to trigger the emotions of one group without offending another.

What does all this have to do with the topic of logic? Words are the raw material of reasoning. If they are vague, subject to multiple interpretations, or intentionally manipulative, there’s no way for you to structure a meaningful logical argument of your own or to unambiguously interpret someone else’s logic. In short, you need to think about the most important terms and phrases being used in a policy debate and ask whether everyone in the debate is defining them in the same way.




5.1.4 Without a Baseline, It’s Easy to Get Lost

Often overlooked in policy reasoning is the need for a consistent analytic baseline. When someone tells you that a policy proposal is the best way to tackle a problem, your first question should be: compared to what? Policy analysis informs decisions about which path forward to take. The wisdom of taking one path over another depends on the attributes of both paths, not just the path taken. If we select Option A rather than B, we get all the positives (pros) and all the negatives (cons) of A. We also forfeit all the pros and cons of B. To focus only on a single option (i.e., the factual) is to omit consideration of the equally important counterfactual baseline. It’s the difference between Options A and B that should drive our decision, not the attributes of either option in isolation.

Two to three times a year, for example, the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) issues what is commonly referred to as its baseline report. Ranging from 50 to 150 pages, these reports detail projected Federal revenues and spending across all areas of the federal budget for the next ten years (CBO, 2018). Such projections provide a neutral and consistent baseline against which to assess the impacts of proposed legislation. CBO uses its baseline report to estimate, or ‘score,’ the budgetary impact of about 650 legislative proposals annually (CBO, 2018). It would be impossible to provide Congress with intellectually consistent cost estimates if CBO did not have a baseline from which to work.

Consider, for example, how a new climate regulation might affect the coal industry. An analyst could forecast that, under such a regulation, there will be tens of thousands fewer jobs in coal country by 2030 than there are today. But without more information, we can’t attribute the decline in coal jobs to the regulation. We need to know what the employment situation without the regulation will likely be—not today—but in 2030. Perhaps coal jobs will decline because of automation that allows coal to be mined with fewer workers or because many power plants switch from coal to natural gas. If the decrease in employment is likely to occur even if the regulation is not implemented, then it doesn’t make sense to argue that the regulation is the cause of the job loss. On the other hand, if a careful comparison between the likely state of the world in 2030 with the regulation and the state of the world without it indicates that employment will drop in the first case but not the second, then it would be reasonable to attribute the impact to the regulation. In short, baselines can make a big difference. Analysts who forget to set a baseline tend to get lost in their analysis.

A related issue has to do with the “shifting baseline syndrome,” a term coined by biologist Daniel Pauly (1995, p. 430). His focus was on figuring out the target size of the fish stock that should be used when fishery managers set annual catch limits for fishing boat operators. Should these policymakers aim to reach and sustain the fish stocks observed in 1980 or 1880? Picking one answer over the other has profound implications for how aggressive the catch policy should be. Pauly was particularly concerned that over time, fishery managers had become inured to declining stock levels. In turn, based on a shifting baseline, they set progressively less restrictive fishing policies than were appropriate.






5.2 Deductive and Causal Reasoning

Having defined the scientific method, described what it means to speak truth to power, advised you to define your terminology, and reiterated the importance of the baseline, I’d now like to pivot to the topic of logic itself. In particular, if you want to think logically about policy analysis, you need to master at least five distinct types of reasoning, the first of which is deductive and causal reasoning.

5.2.1 Deductive Reasoning

Deduction is a form of multistep reasoning that starts with a broad principle, adds a specific situation, and reaches (i.e., deduces) a conclusion. The broad principle could be descriptive (e.g., all persons must eat food to survive) or normative (e.g., all persons must be treated equally by the judicial system). A situation is then described (e.g., Grace is a person), and in the final step, a conclusion is reached (e.g., Grace must eat food to survive; Grace must be treated equally by the judicial system). A common form of deductive reasoning is a syllogism that has a three-part structure comprising two premises and the conclusion. The premises are the statements that come before the conclusion (i.e., the broad principle and the specific situation).

The power of deductive reasoning is that, if we do it right, we can be confident that our conclusion is correct. Moreover, any competent analyst looking at the same set of premises will reach an identical conclusion. But what does it mean to do it right? In short, deductive reasoning is sound if it satisfies two conditions: its premises must be true and its logic must be valid (Chatfield, 2018).

When it comes to testing the truth of the premises, if any of them are false (e.g., if some people can survive without food or if Grace is not a person but is a stuffed animal), then the reasoning is unsound because it is based on untrue premises, and we shouldn’t accept the conclusion. Sometimes, assessing the truth of the premises is straightforward (e.g., confirming that food is necessary for survival or that Grace is a person). But in other cases, testing the truth of the premises—especially the broad principle of the first premise—isn’t always easy. How do we ‘prove’ the truth of the claim that all persons must be treated equally? We’ll revisit the issue in our discussion of normative issues in Chapter 8 but, for now, keep in mind that sound deductive reasoning requires that all of the premises must be convincingly true.

Things can also be tricky when it comes to assessing the validity of the logic in a deductive claim. To be valid, the premises in the syllogism must be stated and arranged in a particular way, and the conclusion must be correctly framed in terms of the premises. This might be easier with an example. Suppose the town where I live has a local ordinance requiring all tattoo artists to have a license for the shop in which they work. Otherwise, they will be fined $1,000.2 My friend, Janice, is a tattoo artist.

2 To keep the logic clear in this simple example, I am assuming the local government exercises its authority flawlessly, always fining unlicensed shops and never mistakenly fining a licensed shop.



Let’s use deductive reasoning to figure out what we can conclude about the situation. Consider Exhibit 5-1. We start with the broad principle, framed as an if-then statement, as Premise 1. The first part of the premise (operating an unlicensed tattoo shop) is the antecedent while the second part (getting fined) is called the consequent. In other words, if someone operates without a license, then they will be fined. Accordingly, if Janice doesn’t bother with a license and starts inking customers (i.e., if we affirm the antecedent), then she will have to pay the fine. Our deductive syllogism is valid.


Exhibit 5-1 Valid Syllogism: Affirming the Antecedent

Premise 1: If you operate a tattoo shop without a license, you will be fined $1,000.

Premise 2: Janice operated a tattoo shop without a license.

Conclusion: Janice will be fined $1,000.



What if we get mixed up, and accidently affirm the consequent, rather than its antecedent? Exhibit 5-2 shows what happens. Note that Premise 1 (the if-then statement) is identical to the prior example, but Premise 2 has changed to reflect the fact that Janice was fined $1,000. This change to the syllogism’s structure invalidates it. Can you see why?


Exhibit 5-2 Invalid Syllogism: Affirming the Consequent

Premise 1: If you operate a tattoo shop in Town X without a license, you will be fined $1,000.

Premise 2: Janice was fined $1,000.

Conclusion: Janice operated a tattoo shop in Town X without a license.



Yes, Janice was fined, but we can’t be sure why. It might not have been for operating without a license, but another reason. Perhaps she repeatedly violated the town’s noise ordinance with live music on Saturday nights at the tattoo shop. Our mistake would be taking the fact that Janice was fined as evidence that she’s operating her shop without a license when nothing in the premises indicates that she has done so. In doing so, we have rendered the reasoning invalid and the conclusion untrustworthy.

So, does switching up the contents of a syllogism always invalidate it? No. Instead of affirming the antecedent in the if-then statement, we could use deductive reasoning to figure out what happens if the consequent didn’t occur. This is called denying the consequent and is illustrated in Exhibit 5-3. Again, Premise 1 stays the same, but in this case we consider the possibility that Janice has not been fined. If Janice isn’t fined, then it must be the case that she is not operating a shop without a license; otherwise, she would have been fined. Accordingly, the reasoning in our syllogism is valid.


Exhibit 5-3 Valid Syllogism: Denying the Consequent

Premise 1: If you operate a tattoo shop in Town X without a license, you will be fined $1,000.

Premise 2: Janice was not fined $1,000.

Conclusion: Janice did not operate a tattoo shop in Town X without a license.



As before, however, there is still a way to get things mixed up. As seen in Exhibit 5-4, rather than denying the consequent, we could deny the antecedent by claiming that Janice didn’t operate an unlicensed tattoo shop. In that case, can we be sure that she hasn’t been fined? No. As we saw before, there may be other reasons that Janice could be fined. Just because she obeys one local ordinance doesn’t mean that she obeys all local ordinances.


Exhibit 5-4 Invalid Syllogism: Denying the Antecedent

Premise 1: If you operate a tattoo shop in Town X without a license, you will be fined $1,000.

Premise 2: Janice did not operate a tattoo shop in Town X without a license.

Conclusion: Janice was not fined $1,000.



If a deductive claim (like our first and third examples in Exhibits 5-2 and 5-4) is valid, does that mean it’s true? Nope. In context of formal logic, validity and truth are two separate concepts. Even though the reasoning in both cases is valid, if Janice is not a tattoo artist or the town doesn’t regulate tattoo artists, then neither conclusion is true even though the reasoning is valid. To reach a sound conclusion, the structure of deductive reasoning must be valid, and its premises must be true. Another interesting feature of deductive reasoning is that our conclusion never reveals new information that isn’t already apparent from the premises. (You’ll see later that this is not the case with inductive reasoning.)

These four examples represent variations on the simplest form of deductive reasoning. We can make things more complex by linking, or chaining, multiple if-then statements together to form a new if-then statement. Perhaps Janice is on the verge of bankruptcy. Then we might have something like:

	Premise: If Janice operates her tattoo shop without a license, she will be fined $1,000.
	Premise: If Janice is fined $1,000, then she will go bankrupt.
	Conclusion: If Janice operates her tattoo shop without a license, she will go bankrupt.


Another type of syllogism is the disjunctive syllogism where the first premise (i.e., the broad principle) specifies mutually exclusive conditions. Here’s an example:

	Premise: Janice needs at least ten customers per day in the coming year to earn enough revenue to keep her business going or she will have to declare bankruptcy.
	Premise: Janice will have six customers per day in the coming year.
	Conclusion: Janice will declare bankruptcy.


These two examples hint at an important aspect of if-then reasoning. You need to think carefully about the necessity and sufficiency of the conditions that form the antecedent. If only one condition must be true for a conclusion to hold, we refer to it as necessary and sufficient.

For example, we might reason that if we increase the number of teachers at a school while holding the student body constant (i.e., the conditions that form the antecedent), then we can decrease class sizes (i.e., the consequent). This statement is only true if we have classrooms in which to hold additional, smaller, classes. In other words, if and only if we have spare space will increasing the number of teachers reduce class size. Suppose we don’t have spare space, just like we don’t have extra teachers. We need to be clear that having more teachers is necessary, but not by itself sufficient, to ensure that the conclusion holds. One without the other does not allow us to decrease class size. We can rework these considerations into a new statement: To decrease class size, we must both deploy more teachers and obtain additional space.




5.2.2 Causal Reasoning

If-then statements rely on causal reasoning to claim that an underlying mechanism links the antecedent to the consequent. In other words, the antecedent—if it is true—activates a real-world causal force that in turn leads to the occurrence of the consequent. Causal reasoning is an important part of policy analysis. We’ve already talked about it a couple of times. In Chapter 1, for example, we discussed the Five Whys technique to relate the causes of a policy problem to its consequences. The logic model described in Chapter 2 also prominently features causal reasoning when it connects inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes, and impacts with if-then statements. What’s more, at the heart of every policy proposal are causal assertions about its impacts after implementation. In such cases, the proposed policy is the cause and the claimed benefits are its effects.

Because causal reasoning is integral to a great many policy analyses, deepening your understanding of it is a good use of your time. Given your prior schoolwork and your life experience, you undoubtedly already have a good intuition about what it means for one thing to cause another. Philosophers of science have generally agreed that for us to believe that A causes B, three (or maybe four) things have to be true. First, A has to occur prior to B. This is referred to as temporal precedence and simply means that effects follow causes, not precede them. My coffee mug breaks after I drop it on the floor. It doesn’t spontaneously break and then jump to the floor.

Second, changes in A and B have to be correlated. This is usually referred to as covariance, meaning that if A goes up, then B goes up, and vice versa. When I turn up the heat on my stove, the water boils more quickly; when I turn it down, the water takes longer to boil. It’s not always the case that both A and B move in the same direction. When I turn on the furnace, my apartment gets warmer, but when I turn on the air conditioning, it gets cooler. For causal reasoning, we only need to see a consistent pattern in the covariance of A and B. If variations in the extent of B do not follow a pattern with respect to variations in the extent of A, then it would be hard to conclude that A is having a causal impact on B.

Third, even if changes in A and B are correlated, we need to rule out competing explanations of the covariance. Perhaps A and B are not causally connected, but are both effects of a third factor C which, when it fluctuates, creates the illusion of a relationship between A and B. You’ve undoubtedly heard the adage that correlation does not prove causation. A favorite example of stats professors is the correlation between ice cream sales and the murder rate in many cities. Evidence demonstrates that both move together in a similar pattern (i.e., they covary). Does this mean that eating ice cream induces homicidal tendencies? Hardly. It’s a function of the weather. On hot summer days, ice cream sales go up, so too does the murder rate as more folks spend time outdoors. There’s no causal connection between A and B; instead, there is a causal connection between C and A, and between C and B.

The fourth characteristic of a causal relationship isn’t, strictly speaking, a requirement, but more of a ‘nice to have.’ Ideally, to be as confident as possible that A and B are causally related, we will have a theoretical explanation of that relationship. A higher setting on my stove releases more heat energy into the pot, more quickly exciting the water molecules and reducing the time it takes for them to boil. Of course, the water will still boil more quickly even if I am clueless about the underlying physics. And it’s also true that, even if we have a causal theory, it could be wrong. (Folks used to believe that blood-letting cured illness.) Nonetheless, if we can’t explain why a causal relationship exists between A and B, we need to be more cautious about a claim built on that relationship.

Sometimes, things are more complicated than a bivariate causal relationship between cause A and effect B. Perhaps effect B requires the presence of other causes before it occurs, or maybe we won’t see effect B, unless other factors are absent. Such situations are referred to as multivariate relationships. For example, I might be riding my bike. My attention wanders (cause #1) and a dog darts across my path (cause #2). I notice at the last second and slam on the brakes, saving the dog but launching myself over the handlebars. Because I am wearing a helmet (cause #3), however, it’s all fine. So, if we want a multivariate causal explanation of whether I’m injured (i.e., the effect), we could say there are three causal factors at work—inattention, a dog, and the presence of a helmet. Even though multivariate reasoning is more complicated than bivariate reasoning, the same basic causal logic applies.

What does all this have to do with good policy analysis? It’s pretty straightforward. If a policy claim incorrectly reasons that a particular problem is the causal consequence of a specific driver, and then argues for a policy to address that driver, we shouldn’t be surprised later when the policy doesn’t mitigate the problem. Similarly, we might also be wrong in thinking that the policy will induce a change in that underlying driver. If implementing the policy has no causal effect on the underlying driver, then there will be no change in the problem itself.






5.3 Inductive Reasoning

In many ways, inductive reasoning is the opposite of deductive reasoning. Instead of going from broad principles to specific situations, we work from observations of specific situations and attempt to infer (i.e., induce) the principles, patterns, and theoretical mechanisms that explain those observations. Drawing inferences about the future is a special form of inductive reasoning and is referred to as projective inference. We’ll consider it more detail in Chapter 13 when we discuss the process of visualizing outcomes under different policy alternatives. After a short overview, we will take a look at two common forms of inductive logic: reasoning by example and reasoning by analogy.

While deductive reasoning has a comforting certainty to its conclusions,3 inductive reasoning can’t offer the same certainty. With induction, we’re looking for explanations of the available evidence. But no matter how thorough our investigation of specific situations, the possibility always exists that some contradictory evidence will emerge in an unexpected way that undercuts our inferred conclusions. Accordingly, unlike deductive reasoning, we can never be 100% sure that the results of inductive reasoning are true. In turn, two equally competent analysts might apply inductive reasoning to the same situation and reach different conclusions; if so, we cannot say definitively who is right.

3 If the premises are true and the logic is valid, then the results are definitively correct.


For a quick example, let’s go back to Janice, the tattoo shop owner. Suppose that despite the ordinance being on the books for years, the town has never fined someone for operating a shop without a license; further suppose Janice operates her shop without a license. Based on these facts, we could reasonably infer that Janice will probably not be fined for violating the licensure requirement. But a new district attorney may get elected who wants to prosecute scofflaws like Janice. Maybe neighbors upset by the rowdy music use the licensure requirement as a pretext to shut her shop.

The chance (even a small one) of getting it wrong is inherent in inductive reasoning. Why? We aren’t omniscient. We can never occupy a lofty enough vantage point to see all the relevant evidence—especially if it’s in the future—and thus cannot be sure we haven’t missed something important. And, unlike deductive reasoning, inductive reasoning lets us go beyond the evidence that’s directly in front of us when we infer broader principles, theories, and conclusions that we’ve not observed directly.

Consider a real-world example: the safety of genetically modified organisms (GMOs). There is generally a consensus among scientists that, despite significant political opposition, GMOs4 do not pose a significant risk to human health or the environment (Achenbach, 2015). But is that proof that GMOs are safe? No, it’s still possible that counterexamples could emerge and falsify a claim of no GMO risk. The act of balancing costs, benefits, and risk is a topic for a later chapter, but for now, keep in mind that policy controversies often originate in the inherent limitations of inductive reasoning.

4 At least those developed so far.


As mentioned earlier, a deductive argument is considered sound when its logic is valid and its premises true. The soundness of an inductive argument is assessed in a different, but parallel, manner. An inductive argument is said to be sound when it is both cogent and inductively forceful (Chatfield, 2018). An argument is cogent if its structure is clear, methodical, and convincing. Inductive force describes the likelihood that its premises are true. Putting the two concepts together, if we have strong evidence that the premises of an inductive argument are likely to be true, and if it is organized in a cogent manner, then we have a solid basis for accepting it as provisionally true.

The word provisional is very important here. With inductive reasoning, we never definitively prove our conclusion true, we only fail to falsify it. In turn, because inductive reasoning never offers complete certainty about the accuracy of its conclusion, we always need to qualify it. Provisional confidence is not, however, a binary concept. We can think of it as a continuum that captures the degree of confidence we have in our conclusion. A key element in inductive reasoning is, thus, figuring out how to characterize this uncertainty. We’ll talk in a more technical way in Section 5.6 about probabilistic reasoning, but for now, we’ll just use everyday language. Depending on the cogency and the inductive force of our reasoning, we can use a continuum of words such as very likely, likely, as likely as not, unlikely, and very unlikely, to describe how certain we are about the inductive conclusion we’ve reached.

When we engage in inductive reasoning by example, we do two things. We examine evidence and draw inferences from it. Evidence comprises examples gleaned from observation of the real world.5 We can focus on just about anything: people, nations, markets, biological and ecological systems—the list is literally endless. Observations can entail one case, several cases, surveys of dozens or thousands of people, transactional data with millions of records (‘big data’), experiments that manipulate natural or social phenomena to observe consequences, and just about everything in between. In general, having more examples (e.g., a bigger sample and more experimental results) will strengthen the inferences we make. In short, the first part of inductive reasoning by example is observing what’s going on in the world around us. The second part of inductive reasoning by example entails drawing inferences from these observations. In doing so, we try to create explanations of what we’ve observed.

5 As I mentioned before, evidence and logic are tightly linked within the scientific method. Evidence is the focus of Chapter 6. We touch on it only briefly here to illustrate key points about the logical reasoning process.


Sometimes the explanations are descriptive. We might, for example, want to understand poverty in our community, or we might want to characterize a hostile nation whose military threatens ours. We look at the evidence and come up with (i.e., infer) an organizing principle, a theoretical construct, or a consistent pattern that renders the evidence coherent and understandable.

In addition to descriptive inference, inductive reasoning can also be used in causal inference when we assess theoretical explanations of causal relationships. For example, we might look at programs that provide a stipend to all residents (i.e., a universal basic income) and try to infer the changes it causes in folks’ standard of living, or we might look at a history of encounters with hostile nations in an attempt to infer which diplomatic and military strategies lead to better outcomes and which do not.

Whether our inductive reasoning is descriptive or causal, our goal is to figure out which principles, patterns, and theories best fit, or explain, our observed examples. We might use advanced statistics or simple logic. We might apply qualitative or quantitative techniques, but the inductive task is the same:

	Collect evidence about examples of interest,
	Develop hypothetical principles, patterns, and theoretical mechanisms to explain observations,
	Use critical reasoning techniques to assess the alignment between hypotheses and observations, and
	Use evidence and reasoning to infer the strength of the hypothesis.


Let’s talk about another form of induction: reasoning by analogy. When we draw an analogy between two situations, we use inductive reasoning to infer that the characteristics of one situation can be applied to another situation. For example, suppose you’re the city manager of a town called Smithtown struggling with an increase in opioid deaths. You hear about Jamestown, a nearby city, that had a similar problem but brought it under control with changes in emergency services, a new addiction treatment program, and a clampdown on local drug dealers. You are considering duplicating the program in your city and trying to reason by analogy to decide if doing so is a good idea.6

6 In Chapter 14, we’ll take a deep dive into this process of looking to other jurisdictions for policy ideas.


You have to decide how similar Smithtown and Jamestown really are. You might compare social, demographic, and economic characteristics, consider whether the nature of the problem is similar in both places, and look at the health, human service, and police capabilities of the two governments. There will be differences; after all, they’re two different cities. But if the difference between them is sufficiently small or not otherwise relevant, then reasoning by analogy, you might infer that replicating the Jamestown program will work out well. On the other hand, there could be a key difference—maybe Jamestown has a community of mental health professionals, but Smithtown doesn’t—that invalidates the analogy. If so, you cannot implement the Jamestown program in Smithtown and expect the same results. Reasoning by analogy only works when both situations are truly analogous.

Reasoning by analogy is also often applied to normative issues. For example, an argument in support of the 19th Amendment (women’s suffrage) was that men already been given the right to vote. Thus, reasoning by analogy, justice, and fairness required that women be given the right to vote. To summarize the process of inductive reasoning by analogy, we need to:

	Review observable similarities and dissimilarities of two situations and satisfy ourselves that the situations are indeed comparable,
	Observe characteristics of the first situation not seen in the second, because it either hasn’t been fully characterized or reflects future events (e.g., it is a yet-to-be implemented policy), and
	Reason by analogy that even though we’ve not seen the characteristics of interest in the second situation, we think that they do or will exist because of the similarity of the situations.





5.4 Abductive Reasoning

Abductive reasoning lacks the long tradition of inductive and deductive reasoning, both of which originated with the Greek and Roman philosophers of antiquity. Abduction emerged during the pragmatist movement of the early 20th century. It embraces an iterative process a bit like continued questioning and answering. Its methods are more informal than induction and deduction, and some folks even refer to abduction as a form of argumentation rather than a form of reasoning (Chatfield, 2018). Either way, it can come in handy as part of policy analysis and belongs in your analytic toolbox.

Abduction is similar to inference in that it only offers provisional conclusions that can’t be proven definitively correct. But while inference reasons in one direction—from the specific to the general—abduction is iterative. It starts with a careful review of available evidence, uses inference to make educated guesses about hypotheses that could explain the evidence, uses deductive reasoning to predict the types of evidence that would be observed if each of the hypotheses were true, compares predicted to observed evidence, and then focuses on the hypothesis that appears to best explain the available evidence. In an iterative process, that hypothesis may get revised more than once as the analyst tries to align his or her explanation with the evidence, or gathers new evidence to test the hypotheses. As with inductive reasoning, conclusions reached with abductive reasoning should be qualified with an indicator of the analyst’s confidence in the conclusion.

Abduction requires both creativity and discipline. There is usually more than one potential explanation of what we see in our evidence. The creative part in this exercise is thus the process of conjuring up alternative hypotheses that might explain the evidence. The disciplined part of the process entails careful application of the scientific method (as described in Section 5.1.1) to figure out which of the hypotheses offers the most convincing explanation of the evidence. The principles of abduction also suggest that, all else equal, simpler explanations are preferred to more complex explanations. Abduction has been described variously as the “logic of what could be” (Hermus, van Buuren, & Bekkers, 2020, p. 23), the result of “informed judgment” (Dunn, 2018, p. 126), and “inference to the best explanation” (Chatfield, 2018, p. 103).

A good example of abductive reasoning is the Analysis of Competing Hypotheses (ACH) (George & Bruce, 2008). The idea is to come up with several different explanations of the evidence and then let them ‘compete’ with each other to select the most convincing:


The component parts of ACH are evidence and arguments on the one hand and hypotheses on the other. … The analyst then evaluates the consistency or inconsistency of each item of evidence or argument with each hypothesis. … Like the scientific method, ACH proceeds by trying to refute hypotheses rather than confirm them. … The most likely hypothesis is the one with the least evidence against it, not the one with the most evidence for it.

(Pherson & Huer, 2021, pp. 252–253, 257)



As an example, suppose you work for a local government and are trying to understand why vehicle/pedestrian accidents have increased sharply in the past year. You come up with three possible explanations. It might be that, with everyone working at home due to a pandemic, there are a lot more people walking the streets and, because of social distancing, many of them are actually walking in the street. An alternative explanation is the end of a police campaign targeted at both drivers and pedestrians to make sure everyone is being as safe as possible. Finally, you suspect that perhaps major construction in the Central Business District (CBD) has forced drivers and pedestrians into unfamiliar and potentially dangerous routes. Having come up with three alternative hypotheses, you lay out all the evidence you think might be relevant. You have information on the location and timing of the changes in accident patterns; you also notice that dog bites reported to the police are also up, suggesting that people and dogs are coming into more frequent contact. Exhibit 5-5 juxtaposes the hypotheses against the evidence.


Exhibit 5-5
[image: ]


For each cell in the matrix, you make a note of whether or not the hypothesis is consistent with the evidence. Once you’re done, you may be able to get a better sense of the best explanation of the situation. In this case, it looks like the pandemic is the most likely cause of the increase in accidents. It’s probably not the end of the police safety campaign because if it were, the accident rate would only be up locally, not statewide. Moreover, the road safety campaign probably didn’t affect the number of dog bites. In addition, the CBD construction is also not the likely cause because accidents are up in both the CBD and the neighborhoods, whereas the construction probably wouldn’t have affected pedestrian and vehicle routes outside the CBD. The only anomaly with the pandemic hypothesis is that the accident rate was trending up before the pandemic began. Abductive reasoning is iterative, so we wouldn’t stop here; we would look more closely at the anomaly. As with all policy analysis, we need a counterfactual; in this case, we would want to estimate what the accident rate would have been in the absence of the pandemic. We might take the trend from last year and extrapolate it to this year and then ask whether the accident rate is higher than expected. If it is, then we have more evidence in favor of the pandemic hypothesis.

As with inductive reasoning, we can’t reach a definitive conclusion with abductive reasoning, but we may gain considerable insight. Exhibit 5-6 compares the processes of induction, deduction, and abduction.


Exhibit 5-6
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5.5 Reasoning by Classification

Have you ever heard someone say that they’re trying to take a drink from a fire hose? If so, the speaker is telling you that he or she is overwhelmed by the amount of information coming their way and is struggling to make sense of it all. One of the best ways to deal with situations like these is to apply a special type of logic—reasoning by classification.7 Rather than dealing with each new piece of information as a separate and distinct item, you group like things in categories, where each item in the category is similar to other items in the category. These items could be just about anything: people, events, conditions, policies, causes, effects, the list is nearly endless. This process is sometimes referred to as binning, or bucketing, because you’re metaphorically sorting your information into bins or buckets.

7 Reasoning by classification is a form of inductive logic.


Doing so saves you from the hassle of trying to separately keep track of every item and its characteristics. Instead, you focus on the characteristics of the buckets, not the things in them.

For an example of how this might be useful in the context of policy analysis, look at Exhibit 5-7, which reports the results of a study of people using homeless shelters in Philadelphia in the early 1990s (Gladwell, 2006). Rather than describing the characteristics of each shelter user, we can sort them into three buckets: short-term users, episodic users, and chronic users. Each type of user is then described in terms of the frequency of shelter use, length of stay, and typical circumstance. Finally, the relative size of each category is captured by the fraction of all shelter users who fall into that category.


Exhibit 5-7
[image: ]

Source: Gladwell (2006), Summarizing the work of Culhane, D






When it comes to policy analysis, a categorization scheme like this can be very helpful. One might, for example, use it to figure out which social services would be most useful for each group. Perhaps the first group would benefit from rental assistance, the second from substance abuse treatment, and third from long-term mental health services or improved means of coping with physical disability. We might also decide that shelter users would be better served by three types of shelters, each matched to the needs of a specific user group. Finally, knowing the relative size of each group makes it easier to estimate the cost of the shelter system and changes we might make to it.

So, how can you systematically apply reasoning by classification? There are a few rules to keep in mind. First, when you develop your categories, they must cover all the possibilities. Every item you’re classifying must find a home in a category; orphan items are not allowed.8 This principle requires that the categories be collectively exhaustive.

8 If you get stuck with an item that just won’t fit into any of your categories, a work-around is to create a miscellaneous, or not-elsewhere-classified, category.


Second, each item must fit into only one category. Consider our example—it wouldn’t make sense to think of a shelter user as simultaneously a short-term user and a chronic user. Doing so would defeat the purpose of the classification. This principle requires that the categories be mutually exclusive. Together, the first two principles require that each item belong to one, and only one, category.

Third, in developing your classification scheme, the goal is a manageable number of categories. This principle can get a bit tricky because you’re balancing competing objectives. On the one hand, while the items in a category are unlikely to be identical, you do want them to be as similar (i.e., homogeneous) as possible. If there are too many differences among them, you won’t be able to draw conclusions that are broadly applicable to all members of the category. On the other hand, you also want as few categories as possible in order to lighten your cognitive load in understanding the information. Fewer categories, however, mean that you may be forcing too many dissimilar (i.e., heterogeneous) items into the same bucket; in turn, you won’t be able to characterize each bucket succinctly and accurately.

To visualize the tension between the two goals, consider the extremes. At one extreme is a classification scheme with a single bucket to which every item has been assigned. This won’t help much because everything ends up in the same bucket. Alternatively, you could have a bucket for every item. Doing so ensures the homogeneity of each bucket, but you’re simply recreating the fire hose problem.

Fourth, the process of reasoning by classification is context specific. The right number and correct definition of the categories depends on how you will use the classification scheme. Consider, for example, categorizing people based on age. If your interest is employment, you might have categories such as too young to work (0–16 years), early career workers (17–40), late career workers (41–65), and retirees (over 65). If your focus were demand for health care, you might have the pediatric years (0–18 years), early adulthood (19–40), middle age (41–65), seniors (66–75), and the geriatric years (over 75). Bear in mind that a classification scheme that works well in one case may be inadequate in another. And some phenomena may be too complex or poorly understood to sort into buckets.

An often-helpful extension of reasoning by classification is the 2×2 Table. Sometimes, when you’re trying to cope with a lot of complicated information, you suspect that the classification is about more than one thing. You can handle such situations by identifying two dimensions to the information (rather than just one) and then, for each dimension, figuring out at least two different values that the dimension might take on. For example, if you work on programs to encourage economic development in a state, you could split the state into urban and nonurban areas, and differentiate areas where the local economy is growing or shrinking.9 The result is a 2×2 table with four cells that represents the whole state: urban/growing, urban/shrinking, nonurban/growing, and nonurban/shrinking.

9 Sharp-eyed readers will note that I should have a category for a static economy that is neither growing nor shrinking. To keep things simple, we’ll assume that no area of the state has a perfectly static economy.


There’s a lot you can do with your table. Start by sorting all areas in the state into one of the four cells. Then, assess how similar (homogeneous) all of areas within each cell are. If you’re happy with the homogeneity, then you can start thinking about which policies make sense for each type of area. If you’re uncomfortable with the degree of dissimilarity (heterogeneity) within one or more of the cells, consider increasing the number of categories for either or both of the dimensions. Maybe it’s an oversimplification to use a binary differentiator for urban versus nonurban. Perhaps you need the additional nuance that would come from having, say, four categories: urban, suburban, exurban, and rural. Perhaps it’s not just a matter of whether the area is growing or shrinking. Perhaps growing areas need to be differentiated between those growing slowly and those growing rapidly. We’ve now turned our 2×2 table into a 4×3 table, with twelve cells instead of four, but the same analytic principles apply.10

10 You might also include more than two dimensions in your classification scheme. If you add, for example, a third dimension to capture whether the area is in the northern, middle, or southern part of the state, you’d have a three-dimensional classification scheme for sorting items. It would have 36 buckets (4×3×3). You can add more dimensions, but the number of buckets will grow quickly!






5.6 Probabilistic Reasoning and Bayes’ Theorem

This section discusses two related, but distinct, topics. The first is probabilistic reasoning writ large and the second is a specific application of probabilistic reasoning known as Bayes’ theorem.


5.6.1 Probabilistic Reasoning

The basics of probabilistic reasoning are pretty intuitive. When you flip a fair coin, there’s a 50% chance of heads and a 50% chance of tails (i.e., the odds of a particular side turning up are one in two; one divided by two is 0.50, hence, 50%). Or when you roll a single unloaded die, there’s 16.7% chance of getting any particular number (i.e., each face of the die has a one in six chance of ending up on top). In short, the probability of something is the likelihood that it will happen.

From there, things diverge depending on whether you’re a frequentist or a subjectivist. You’re a frequentist if you believe that probabilities make sense only for real-world events that are repeated, and where we can observe the outcome of each repetition. Measuring human longevity based on birth and death records for millions of people and computing the payoff of thousands of plays of a Las Vegas slot machine are both situations where a frequentist would be comfortable estimating numeric probabilities. A frequentist would, however, be unwilling to put a probability number on a one-off event such as the chance that the District of Columbia will become a state before 2023.

Subjectivists take a more expansive view of probability. They start in the same place as the frequentists: probabilities represent the likelihood that particular events will occur. But a subjectivist extends the concept to events that will occur only once. For example, a subjectivist might characterize a candidate’s chance of winning an election at 70%.11 Of course, the candidate will either win or lose; there’s no such thing as winning 70% of an elective office nor is there an opportunity to rerun the election 100 times to see if the candidate wins 70 of the contests and loses the other 30.

11 This is not the same as the candidate getting 70% of the votes. Instead, the subjectivist is saying there’s a 70% chance that the candidate will get more than 50% of the votes (assuming a two-person race).


Nonetheless, using probabilities to express our degree of subjective confidence in a prediction is intuitively appealing. For example, if I thought someone had a 95% chance of winning an election but ended up losing, I’d be really surprised. On the other hand, if I thought their chance was only 51% and they lost, I probably wouldn’t think twice about it. What’s more, subjective probabilities also have an important role not just in the prediction of future events, but also in qualifying conclusions reached through inductive reasoning.

You will recall from our discussion in Section 5.3 that inductive reasoning never yields definitive truths, but only provisional truths with varying degrees of inductive force. Subjective probabilities provide a handy tool for characterizing inductive force. Whether you’re a weather forecaster helping people decide if they should carry an umbrella, an intelligence analyst assessing the likelihood of geopolitical events, or a climate scientist describing the consequences of future climate change, your intellectual challenge is the same. Having inductively reasoned your way to a provisional conclusion, you need to find a way to effectively convey the provisionality of that conclusion to others. So, what’s next?

You could use narrative language, rather than numeric percentages, to express your sense of the inductive force of your conclusion. Narrative language, however, can be imprecise. I glossed over the issue earlier when I suggested that you use a continuum of words ranging from very likely to very unlikely to describe your confidence in an inductive conclusion. Doing so begs the question of what these words mean. If something is ‘likely’ to happen, does that mean there’s better than a 50–50 chance of it happening, more than a 90% chance, or something in between?

I don’t have an unambiguous answer for you. Relying on words alone is not ideal; several studies have revealed a wide divergence in the numeric probability that people attach to words such as ‘likely’ and ‘unlikely,’ or ‘could’ and ‘might’ (Mauboussin & Mauboussin, 2018; Tetlock & Gardner, 2015). If this terminology—sometimes referred to as words of estimative probability—is understood differently by analysts and their clients, then clear communication about uncertainty is impossible. This problem is not lost on folks responsible for characterizing uncertainty. As shown in Exhibit 5-8, more than one organization has attempted to address the situation by explicitly matching narrative descriptors of uncertainty to specific numeric probabilities. The first two scales are from the US Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI, 2015, p. 3),12 the third scale is from the US Global Change Research Program (GCRP, 2017, p. 7), and the fourth scale is from the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2010, p. 3). Also included in Exhibit 5-8 is a ‘crosswalk’ from numeric probabilities to various standards used in the US legal system (Weiss, 2008). Most of these probabilities aren’t codified in law but simply reflect Weiss’s attempt to think rigorously about the meaning of these legal standards.

12 The Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI) lets analysts use either of the two scales but requires that only one scale be used in any single work product. In other words, analysts may not intermingle terminology from the two scales in the same document.


[image: The exhibit depicts words of estimative probability.]DescriptionExhibit 5-8 Words of Estimative Probabilitya



As you can see from the examples in Exhibit 5-8, such efforts haven’t produced universal agreement. As just one example of the misalignment, consider that an outcome characterized as ‘very likely’ has a probability between 80% and 95% on the ODNI scale, a probability between 90% and 95% on the USGCRP scale, and a probability between 90% and 99% on IPCC scale.13

13 To be fair, there is no reason to expect (or institutional mechanism for) these organizations to align their work.



The difficulties of calibrating descriptions of uncertainty reach a peak at the intersection of the analyst’s work and the interpretation of that work by a client. The Washington Post quotes an unnamed senior Central Intelligence Agency officer:


Intelligence analysts ‘would rather use words than numbers to describe how confident we are in our analysis.’ Moreover, ‘most consumers of intelligence aren’t particularly sophisticated when it comes to probabilistic analysis. They like words and pictures, too. My experience is that [they] prefer briefings that don’t center on numerical calculation. That’s not to say we can’t do it, but there’s really not much demand for it’.

(Schrage, 2005)



There’s no obvious solution to this dilemma, other than to say that, given the client-oriented nature of policy analysis, your job is to convey the provisional nature of your findings to your audience in whatever way makes the most sense to that audience.




5.6.2 Reasoning From Evidence to Conclusions With Bayes’ Theorem

Statistics and probability theory are important tools in your analytic toolbox. But our focus here is the broader field of policy analysis, so I’ll leave it to other books and classes to give you most of those tools. But one concept from the field of probability is so important that we need to review it here. Developed by Thomas Bayes in the eighteenth century, it can guide us through the process of reasoning from evidence to conclusions. Bayes’ theorem, and extensions of it, now comprise a major subfield of probability theory and play a major role in data analytics and artificial intelligence. The math can get complicated, but you can grasp the essentials in an intuitive fashion. We’ll first describe Bayes’ theorem in general terms and then take a closer look at the importance of something called the base rate.

Two concepts are at the heart of Bayesian thinking: the evidence we have in front of us and the conclusions we infer from it. The direction of our reasoning is very important. We want to make sure we go from our evidence (e.g., the result of a blood test for a virus) to our conclusion (e.g., whether a patient actually has the virus), not the other direction. What do I mean by going the other direction? If I told you that 90% of sick people test positive and 90% of healthy people test negative for this virus, I haven’t given you the information you need to interpret a test result. Why? Because what I’ve given you entails reasoning from the conclusion (the health of person) to the evidence (their test result). That’s backward thinking, and we need to use Bayes’ theorem to get turned around.

Let’s use a fictitious example to illustrate Bayes’ theorem. Imagine a government agency tasked with screening applicants who want to immigrate to the United States. The agency uses a standardized protocol to evaluate applicants—a combination of a background check, personal interview, and review of job skills—that yields one of two results: the person passes the test and is deemed a genuine immigrant with benign intent, or the person fails the test and is deemed a bad actor with malign intent. People who pass the test are allowed entry; those who fail are turned away. The screening protocol result (pass or fail) is analogous to a lab test for a specific disease; the true status (benign or malign) of the traveler is akin to a person being healthy or sick. The test is imperfect, but it is the only evidence to work with. Of course, what the agency really cares about is not the test result, but the true character of the person being evaluated. The agency asks for our help to figure out how accurate the screening protocol is.

To assess the protocol’s accuracy, we commission a retrospective program evaluation that studies a random sample of several hundred applicants. The evaluation tells us that 90% of true bad actors fail the test while 75% of the genuine immigrants pass the test. Ninety percent sounds great, and 75% seems pretty good too. So, the agency is on solid ground with its protocol, right?

Not so fast. We’re reasoning in the wrong direction. We have the accuracy of the test results for each of the two groups of people (i.e., the likelihood of the test result depending on which group they’re truly in). But here’s the thing, we don’t actually know which group each person truly belongs in; we only know their test result. We need to flip the information around and ask two related questions:

	If they pass the screening test, what’s the probability that they’re a genuine immigrant? This outcome is known as a True Positive. (Hint: It’s not 75%.)
	If they fail the screening test, what’s the probability that they’re a bad actor? This outcome is known as a True Negative. (Hint: It’s not 90%.)


And, this is where we need the third bit of information, something called the base rate which is just a fancy way of specifying what percentage of the applicant pool are truly bad actors. Let’s suppose that our retrospective program evaluation established that it’s five percent. We can now use Bayes’ theorem to solve algebraically for the answer to our two questions, but I promised you an intuitive approach, so let’s skip the algebra and look at the graphic in Exhibit 5-9. In it is an image with 1,000 squares, sometimes called a pictograph, with each color-coded square representing one traveler.

[image: The figure depicts the application of Bayes’ theore to immigrant screening with the use of a pictograph.]DescriptionExhibit 5-9 Using a Pictograph to Apply Bayes’ Theorem to Immigrant Screening



Given the base rate of five percent, we infer that 50 of 1,000 applicants are bad actors. Ninety percent of them (or 45 applicants, shown as light gray squares) will fail the test and be turned away, but ten percent of them (or five applicants, shown in white squares) will be admitted. The other 950 applicants are genuine immigrants; 75% (713, in dark gray) will be admitted but 25% (238, in very dark gray) will be turned away. With this information, we can now work out the answers we need. A total of 718 folks pass the test; 713 (or just over 99%) of them are genuine immigrants while five (or a bit less than 1%) are bad actors. As for the 283 folks who fail the test, 45 (or about 16%) are bad actors while 238 (or 84%) are genuine immigrants.

Notice what we did here. At the start, all we had was our program evaluation with information about how each group (malign or benign) did on the test. At that point, the only thing we could do was reason from the person’s true character to their test result. But, since the agency doesn’t know each person’s true character, we needed to work in the other direction. We needed to go from the evidence we do have (i.e., the test result) to a probabilistic statement about their true character. We combined the two groups who pass the test (one benign and one malign), and then figured out what fraction of all test-passers fell into each of the two groups. We did the same thing for the two groups who fail the test.


Another way to graphically depict what’s going on with Bayes’ theorem is to use a probability tree to show the successive application of multiple probabilities to characterize all possible outcomes for a particular traveler. In the first image of Exhibit 5-10, we have a probability tree that uses the original information we had about the immigrant screening protocol. It starts with the true character of the traveler and, moving to the right, applies the information we have from the program evaluation about the accuracy of the test. The end points of the four branches of the tree represent the combined probabilities that come before it (e.g., the probability of a traveler having benign intent and passing the test is simply 95% times 75%, or 71.3%). Following the approach outlined above, we then ‘flip the tree’ so that we start with the test result and reason our way to a probabilistic statement about the true nature of the traveler. The flipped probability tree is shown as the second image of Exhibit 5-10. The probability estimates in each of the four end points are the same as the first tree, but we’ve rearranged them and then worked backward to complete the restructured tree. We’ll come back to it later in this section, but I need to point out now that the base rate of the phenomenon of interest (in this case, that five percent of travelers have malign intent) is an important driver of the results we derive with Bayes’ theorem. For now, hold the thought until we revisit it later.

[image: The figure presents the flipping the tree probability to apply Bayes’ theorem to immigrant screening.]DescriptionExhibit 5-10 Flipping the Tree: Using a Probability Tree to Apply Bayes’ Theorem to Immigrant Screening



Using either the pictograph or the flipped probability tree, we can now answer the questions posed a few paragraphs ago:

	If a traveler passes, what’s the probability that they’re a benign immigrant? 99.3% (or 713/718)
	If a traveler fails the test, what’s the probability that they’re a bad actor? 15.9% (or 45/238)


In short, a positive test should leave us quite confident that we’ve identified a benign actor, but a negative test is a really lousy indicator that the traveler is a malign actor.

We can take one more step here that is often very important in policy analysis by taking a look at the rate of true and false positives and negatives. Our Bayesian analysis yielded a true negative rate of 15.9% and true positive rate of 99.3%. By subtraction, we can discern that the false negative rate is, thus, 84.1% and the false positive rate is 0.7%. Exhibit 5-11 summarizes the results. The test is quite good at detecting bad actors and quite poor at detecting good actors. About 84% of those who fail the test and are turned away are actually true immigrants with benign intent.


Exhibit 5-11
[image: ]


One thing to note about our example: the impact of false positives and false negatives often play out in entirely different policy domains. To wax poetic for a second: A false positive denies a benign applicant the chance to participate in the US immigrant experience described in the welcoming words inscribed on the tablet held by the Statue of Liberty while a false negative allows a bad actor into the country, putting ourselves, our families, and our communities at the risk of grave harm. Making the trade-off between endangering the homeland and manifesting the American dream is a choice for policymakers, but as a policy analyst, your use of Bayes’ theorem will go a long way toward clarifying the consequences—positive and negative—of using this particular screening protocol.




5.6.3 The Base Rate

We skimmed over the topic of base rates earlier in this section. It is important to note, however, that base rates affect the likelihood of false positives and negatives when we’re sorting people (or things) into categories. Exhibit 5-12 shows what happens in our immigrant screening example when the base rate of malign actors (as a share of all applicants) is varied from 0% to 100%. If we compare, say, a base rate of 80% to a rate of 20%, the probability of a false positive jumps from 3% to 35% while the chance of a false negative drops from 53% to 7%.

[image: The exhibit illustrates the effect of base rate on inaccuracy of results.]DescriptionExhibit 5-12 Effect of Base Rate on Inaccuracy of Results



In sum, when you draw a probabilistic conclusion, it’s not just the likelihoods of the evidence in front of you that matters. You also need to set the context by considering the underlying chance of something being true or false in the first place (i.e., the base rate), before you then apply the evidence you do have. Failing to do so is called base rate neglect, and it threatens the validity of your conclusions.

What would have happened if we had ignored the base rate entirely? For starters, we wouldn’t have had the information needed to apply Bayes’ theorem. Perhaps more importantly, we would risk reaching the wrong conclusion from the evidence we do have. To make sure you understand the importance of the base rate to the conclusions you draw, let’s think about a simple story.


Hannah loved dance. She started lessons as a child and went to a high school that had an award-winning ballet group in which she was an avid participant. She danced the lead in three university ballet productions and had small roles in two ballets at a professional company. She was a good student and graduated from college with honors. Take a minute and think about which of the following two scenarios seems more likely to describe her situation ten years after graduation:

	Hannah is a lead dancer for a professional ballet company.
	Hannah is a registered nurse.


If you’re like most folks, you probably think it more likely that Hannah is a dancer rather than a nurse. Yes, you’re just guessing based on a four-sentence vignette, but given her personal history, it sure seems likely that she was destined for a career as a dancer.

For a reality check, however, think about how many professional ballet companies there are in the United States. I couldn’t find a definitive source, but Wikipedia lists 157 such companies (Wikipedia, 2020). Even if each designates several lead dancers, there are probably no more than a couple thousand people dancing lead roles at professional companies. On the other hand, there are about 3 million registered nurses in the United States (BLS, 2019). Given the numbers, it’s unlikely that Hannah made it as a professional ballerina and far more likely she became a nurse.


To use the language of Bayes’ theorem, the base rate for the probability that she’s a dancer is very small and the probability that she’s a nurse is much higher. In fact, if we say that there are 2,000 dancers and 3 million nurses, then a person picked at random from a population comprising only dancers and nurses (as implied by the question) has a 99.93% chance of being a nurse and a 0.07% chance of being a dancer. By ignoring the underlying probabilities (i.e., the base rate) when we’re reasoning toward a probabilistic conclusion, we risk getting it seriously wrong.






5.7 Watch Out for These Logical Errors

When analyzing complex public policy issues, it’s easy to overlook logical errors that threaten the quality of our reasoning. Detecting such errors is even tougher because participants in many policy debates—intentionally or otherwise14—are trying to mislead you. There are many different ways in which policy logic can run off the rails; describing them all would be a book unto itself. Accordingly, as summarized in Exhibit 5-13, this section only hits the highlights. First up are three errors of logic and reasoning found frequently in policy debates; we then look at a few rhetorical tricks often used to hide flawed logic.15

14 Recall the distinction in Chapter 3 between analysis as inquiry and analysis as advocacy and the discussion in Chapter 4 about the risks of fast System 1 thinking.


15 The material in this section represents an amalgam of ideas that originate in multiple sources. Specific factual claims and studies are cited in the usual fashion. The remainder of the material is based primarily on my personal experience but also reflects an integrated reading of less formal commentary offered by these websites, news reports, and blog posts: (Bensen, 2017; Dwyer, 2018; Dwyer, 2017; Richardson, 2018; Richardson, 2017).




5.7.1 Errors of Logic and Reasoning

Sometimes, the misuse of logic is unintentional. Rather than an attempt at deception, such mistakes result from working too quickly or not thinking deeply enough.


Falling Into the Is/Ought Trap

We talked about the is/ought dichotomy in Chapter 3 when we considered how descriptive and normative ways of thinking are intertwined in classical policy analysis models. Here we drill down on a related rhetorical mistake that deserves special mention. It’s easy to get tripped up by a claim that carelessly mixes descriptive statements about how the world actually works with normative statements about how the world ought to work. The trap—and its subtle nature—was apparent to philosopher David Hume (1739/1888) 280 years ago when he observed that:


In every system of morality … I have always [remarked] that the author proceeds for some time in the ordinary way of reasoning, and establishes the being of a God, or makes observations concerning human affairs; when [all] of a sudden I am [surprised] to find, that instead of the usual copulations of propositions, is, and is not, I meet with no proposition that is not connected with an ought, or an ought not. This change is imperceptible; but is, however, of the last consequence.

(pp. 469–470)



Here’s my example of what Hume is talking about: ‘Global warming will melt Artic ice to the point where polar bears are threatened with extinction, therefore, the world ought to dramatically reduce its use of fossil fuels.’ The first clause in the sentence is descriptive; we can examine the evidence and reasoning about whether and how warming may lead to the demise of the polar bear. But the second clause is a normative claim about what ought to be done; despite appearances, it does not follow logically from the descriptive claim. Deciding what to do about warming depends both on a thorough analysis of the pros and cons of alternative ways to respond to the descriptive claim and on the normative value we attach to both polar bears and the potential disruptions of strong climate policy.




Using Sloppy Inductive Reasoning

Applying inductive reasoning to policy analysis can be hard work. When we’re looking at a complex policy world driven by multiple forces that seem to change constantly, it’s easy to lose sight of the core principles of sound logic and slip into sloppy reasoning, especially when it comes to the inductive reasoning that lies at the heart of most policy debates. You’ve heard the adage: garbage in, garbage out. It applies here too. So, where might you go astray? Below are a few quick examples:

	Reasoning by Analogy entails inferring that what is known to be true of one case is likely to be true of a second similar case. For such inferences to be valid, the two cases must indeed be similar in all relevant respects. Don’t let superficial similarities lull you into treating two cases as analogous if they differ in important ways. You may want to adopt the default position that the cases are not similar until you’ve done enough research to convince yourself otherwise.
	Reasoning by Generalization entails inferring from a few studied cases to a larger universe of unstudied cases. A persistent threat to the validity of such generalizations is that the sample of cases may be too small to permit valid extrapolation, thereby creating significant uncertainty about your conclusions. Alternatively, the cases you’ve examined may not be a representative sample of the population to which you wish to infer, thereby biasing your conclusion.
	Reasoning by Classification entails sorting items (e.g., people, events) into groups and characterizing each group separately. If you have too few classifications, you may end up with too much heterogeneity in each group. When you then draw conclusions about the group, you may mischaracterize many members of the group.
	You Can’t Have It Both Ways: Imagine a governor who proposes to give every student a laptop. The state fiscal agency estimates the cost at $15 million—a political kiss of death. The governor picks up the phone to yell at the poor budget analyst, saying that the schools are already moving in this direction, and the cost will be negligible. There’s a contradiction here. If we’re on track to give the kids laptops, then we don’t need the bill. But if a lot of kids need the legislation to avoid being left on the wrong side of the digital divide, then we should expect a big price tag. The governor can’t have it both ways: either the proposal will have a low cost and little impact, or a high cost and a big impact. You may not be able to tell which view is correct, but you can be sure there’s a flaw in the governor’s thinking.


There are other ways you go wrong with inductive reasoning, but these four errors are both prevalent and pernicious in their potential threat to high-quality policy analysis.




Failing to Qualify an Inductively Reached Conclusion

Even if your inductive reasoning is strong and you avoid logical errors, there is another way to go astray. As explained in Section 5.3, when we’re characterizing the real-world conditions that create a policy problem or assessing the outcomes of a policy option, we can never achieve complete certainty. We’re not omniscient. If we are talking about the present, the possibility always exist that there may be a counterexample, lurking out there somewhere, that would falsify our conclusion, and if we’re talking about what will happen later in time, the intrinsic uncertainty of the future can never be fully mitigated.

So, unless you’re dealing with a value-oriented, normative claim based on only received wisdom (e.g., all persons are born with inalienable rights) or a specific, noncontroversial factual claim (e.g., in 2020, there were three fatal automobile accidents in Smithtown), you need to qualify the provisionality of your inductively reached conclusions. To do so, you can use the words of estimative probability like those shown in Exhibit 5-8; alternatively, you can use numeric probabilities to qualify your conclusion.

But what if you just don’t have the evidence or a logical basis to narrow your uncertainty? You still need to acknowledge its existence with words like ‘best guess,’ ‘highly uncertain,’ or ‘speculative.’ Yes, such words might make you feel like a less competent analyst, but the truth is actually the opposite. By being honest about uncertainty, you come closer to speaking truth to power than by pretending to be more confident than you really are. And, of course, if you’re not the author, but instead are on the receiving end of an inductively reached conclusion the provisionality of which has not been qualified, you should immediately suspect its validity and subject it to more scrutiny than you ordinarily would.






5.7.2 Watch Out for These Rhetorical Tricks and Traps

There is another collection of logical errors that happen by design rather than by mistake. This section reviews a few analytic tricks used to disguise weak logic.16

16 Several of these examples are inspired by Freeley & Steinberg (2014) (pp. 86–102).



Wily Word Choice



	Using ambiguous terminology to impede a coherent critique. If your opponent can’t understand what your point is, it’s hard for him or her to refute it.
	Making statements that are true but irrelevant. Tossing out true statements enhances a speaker’s credibility, even if they don’t have much to do with his or her argument.
	Failing to own the argument. Phrases like ‘People tell me …’ or ‘Everyone knows that …’ are ways to make a point, while keeping open the option to disown it if a strong counterargument arises.
	Using bombast to silence counterarguments. Speaking loudly and dramatically, interrupting others, and flooding social media discourages opponents and drowns out their perspectives.
	Including incongruous qualifiers. Some speakers make outlandish claims, but sneak in words that the audience might miss like ‘could’ or ‘may’ to ensure that technically they’re not lying.





Argument by Appeal



	Appealing to popularity, also known as the bandwagon effect. Just because an idea is popular, or because a popular person has endorsed it, that does not mean that it is necessarily valid.
	Appealing to authority, claiming that because someone in a position of power said something, it is true. Sometimes valid, sometimes not; if a person is an expert, their opinion may deserve deference.
	Appealing to nature, claiming that things observed in the natural world are desirable. The subordination in some species of females to males (and vice versa) doesn’t mean that human affairs should be the same.
	Appealing to tradition, claiming that a long history of a practice validates its desirability. But norms evolve over time; hence, tradition can’t definitively validate such practices.
	Appealing to emotion by citing dramatic examples in order to provoke an emotional audience response that affects its view of the speaker’s arguments (using pathos and ethos rather than logos).





The Structure, Rules, and Conduct of the Debate



	Going first to get an advantage. The party that initiates a debate often benefits by getting the first chance to define terms, identify topics in dispute, frame problems, and propose solutions.
	Shifting the burden of proof. Do you have to prove your proposal is a good idea or does the other side have to prove it’s a bad idea? Advocates typically opt for whichever approach makes it easier to get the win.
	Exploiting the advantage of the status quo. Change is difficult, and the status quo typically enjoys an advantage because of the benefits it confers on incumbent interests. Arguing to a stalemate usually leaves the status quo intact; advocates of change need stronger logic and better evidence to prevail.
	Using standard debate tactics. Whether it’s high school or collegiate debate, Model United Nations (UN), or law schools’ mock trial programs, students are routinely schooled to be on guard against a number of tactics. Alas, such tactics aren’t confined to educational settings, but also pop up in policy debates:	○ Attacking individuals rather than their ideas.
	○ Refusing to engage a meaningful argument by answering an analytic critique not with a thoughtful and logical response to the point at hand, but with an attack on some other issue.
	○ Offering multiple arguments on every point, to waste your opponent’s time and sap their cognitive energy.
	○ Offering a response with a sliver of truth or logic, in order to force an opponent to make a limited concession to the speaker, thus seeming to vindicate the speaker and weaken the opponent.
	○ Using a single flaw in an argument to incorrectly argue that the entire argument is invalid.
	○ Raising immaterial objections to others’ claims to distract from the weakness of one’s own argument.
	○ Mischaracterizing someone’s argument and then attacking the mischaracterization rather than the original argument.
	○ Changing the subject by responding to a point not being made, also known as a non sequitur.
	○ Evading the point. When a proposed solution to a problem is attacked, folks sometimes decline to defend the solution but instead make an even more vigorous defense of the problem.


	Changing the argument mid-debate. An advocate might start with a specific problem definition and policy proposal, but if his or her opponent has a strong counterargument, the advocate switches to a different problem or solution to make the counterarguments irrelevant.





Intentional Illogic



	Abusing a false dichotomy. An advocate may create a false choice by claiming that only two alternatives are available (e.g., socialized medicine or fully private free-market health care) when in fact many are.17
	Asking a loaded question with an embedded character attack. If you ask someone whether he or she has stopped abusing their partner, both answers—yes and no—make the person look like a criminal. For a policy analogy, consider a question that might be put to a political candidate: ‘Do you prefer very harsh punishment for all criminals or a lawless society?’
	Unleashing a zombie argument. An advocate may disingenuously put forth evidence, claims, problem definitions, or policy proposals that he or she doesn’t truly support and doesn’t intend to defend. Doing so is meant solely to confuse and distract the opponent and complicate the debate.
	Committing the fallacy fallacy. An argument may have a logical flaw or be put forth by an unskilled advocate, but that doesn’t make it an invalid claim. Against a weak opponent, you might win the debate, even though your conclusion is wrong.










Chapter Summary

We set the stage for this chapter’s review of logic with an initial discussion of four starting points: the scientific method, what it means to speak truth to power, the necessity of defining your terminology, and the importance of the baseline. From there, we pivoted to multiple forms of logical reasoning that are central to policy analysis, including deductive and causal reasoning, inductive reasoning, abductive reasoning, reasoning by classification, and probabilistic reasoning. We then explored how Bayes’ theorem can help us reason from evidence to conclusions.

17 Recall the advice of the classical model (Chapter 1) to consider a reasonable set of at least three policy options.


Along the way, several key themes emerged—the difference between the generally unbounded nature of academic policy research and the highly constrained nature of policy analysis, the collective and social nature of the ‘truth,’ the intrinsic uncertainty and provisionality of almost all policy-relevant conclusions, and the trade-off between false positives and false negatives. Finally, we reviewed a menu of logical errors that can confuse and complicate policy analysis. Such errors may be accidental or may be used intentionally to gain strategic advantage in a policy debate.




Discussion Questions



	Former President Trump claims that the 2020 presidential election was a massive fraud; others have argued that it was one of the fairest elections in recent years. How might you apply the scientific method to the question? How could you decide who is most likely telling the truth?
	Which policy issues are amenable to analysis with deductive reasoning? Where might deductive reasoning come up short? What role can inductive or abductive reasoning play in policy analysis?
	What types of reasoning would you apply if you were asked to assess the pros and cons of a new after-school tutoring program for elementary school kids?
	Pick a policy problem with which you are familiar. Can you identify at least three distinctly different hypotheses about why the problem exists? What kinds of evidence would support or undermine each hypothesis?
	What role does probabilistic reasoning play in thinking about if and how to address the prospect of global climate change? What do you think are the biggest uncertainties associated with climate policy? Could you describe those uncertainties with quantitative estimates or with words of estimative probability?
	Take a look at the latest edition of The New York Times or The Wall Street Journal. Find the lead editorial and read it carefully. Can you identify any of the logical errors that we discussed in Section 5.7?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit shows words of estimative probability. More than one organization has attempted to match narrative descriptors of uncertainty to specific numeric probabilities. The scales are from the US Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI), the US Global Change Research Program (GCRP), and International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC).


Back to Figure
The figure using a pictograph attempts to apply Bayes’ theorem to immigrant screening. The results include benign actor granted entry (712), benign actor denied entry (238), malign actor granted entry (5), and malign actor denied entry (45). The factors of the screening inlcude a base rate of malign actors at 5%, probability of malign actor failing test at 90%, and probability of benign actor passing test at 75%.


Back to Figure
The figure is of the flipping the tree probability to apply Bayes’ theorem to immigrant screening. The probability tree’s initial information taken from a random traveller includes benign (95%) and malign (5%) factors, with those benign passing the test (75%) and failing the test (25%). Both beign and passes make up 71.3% and beign and fails making up 23.8%. Those malign who passed the test make up 1%, and those who fail the test make up 99%. Both malign and passes include 0.5% and those malign and failed amount to 4.5%. The probability tree after being flipped with the Bayes’ theorem include the following data. The tested traveller passes at 71.8% and fails at 28.3%. Of those who pass, the benign ones are 99.3% and malign ones are 0.7%. With benign and pass accounting for 71.3%, and malign and pass at 0.5%. Of those who failed, benign ones are 84.1% and malign ones are 15.9%. Benign and fails amount to 23.8% and malign and fails are at 4.5%.


Back to Figure
The exhibit presents the effect of base rate on inaccuracy of results from an immigrant screening example. The probabilities are measured on a scale of 0% to 100%, against base rate fractions of applicants with malign intent in the range of 0% to 100%. False positive (dotted line) and false negative (curving line) rates are plotted.








Chapter Six Collecting and Evaluating Evidence for Use in Policy Analysis


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Develop a research puzzle and set of research questions to guide the evidence collection process within an individual policy analysis.
	Describe several types of evidence that are often relevant to policy analysis and how such evidence can be collected.
	Characterize the pros and cons of each type of evidence when it comes to policy analysis.
	Define four types of validity and, for each, describe threats to valid inference.
	Explain how an analyst can determine which specific pieces of evidence are credible and which should be discounted or ignored.
	Describe and apply an integrated framework for collecting and assessing evidence with the potential to answer relevant research questions.
	Differentiate confidence and uncertainty when it comes to assessing and using policy-relevant evidence.
	Characterize potential errors in the collection and interpretation of evidence that can undermine the validity of conclusions reached with policy analysis.


Having reviewed the types of reasoning that constitute the foundation of policy analysis, we turn now to the evidence to which such reasoning is applied. Why spend an entire chapter on the seemingly generic topic of evidence? To start, you can thank the brain’s System 1 mode of fast thinking. When operating in System 1, there’s no time to stop and consider the quality of the evidence; the brain simply relies on whatever evidence is readily available, without questioning its value or relevance to the matter at hand (Tetlock & Gardner, 2015). That’s fine if you’re trying to decide whether to hit the brakes when it looks like a car on a cross-street might run a red light, but in the context of policy analysis, you want to be more discerning about which evidence you rely on.

If mitigating System 1 mistakes isn’t enough to motivate you to learn more about collecting and analyzing evidence, consider the context in which policy analysis takes place. It’s intertwined with policymaking, surrounded by political disputes, competing claims, and differences over ethics and values. Evidence can be misinterpreted, inadvertently overlooked, intentionally neglected, and even fabricated. After studying 75 major initiatives between 1944 and 2007, Eggers and O’Leary (2009) concluded:


Too often policymakers begin with a theory, and then seek the facts that support the theory while discounting any evidence that does not support that theory. It’s the opposite of the scientific method, which requires looking at all the data, not just some of it.

(p. 30)




A final reason for taking a deep dive into evidence is an increased bipartisan interest in the topic in recent years. Yes, even in polarized Washington, there is consensus across party lines on this issue. In 2015, Republican House Speaker Paul Ryan and Democratic Senator Patty Murray teamed up to push for a commission to develop recommendations for facilitating the rigorous use of evidence in policymaking. The result was the Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018 (5 USC 311-315) which requires agencies to strategically collect and use data to assess the effectiveness and efficiency of their programs, policies, and organizations. Referred to as the Evidence Act, it passed the House with overwhelming bipartisan support (356 to 17) and was passed by unanimous consent in the Senate. President Trump signed it into law on January 14, 2019.

President Biden’s administration has moved aggressively to implement the Evidence Act. In June 2021, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB, 2021) issued strong and detailed guidance directing federal agencies to:


… use evidence … to further both mission and operations, and to commit to build evidence where it is lacking. … [H]eads of agencies … should engage in creating a culture of evidence in their agencies … This effort demands a comprehensive approach, and implementing this vision will require resources and prioritization from leaders. At the same time, this commitment to an evidence-based government cannot happen solely at the top or in isolated analytical offices, but rather must be embedded throughout each agency … OMB strongly believes that implementing the Evidence Act is not a compliance exercise … Agencies should not simply produce the required documents and then turn their attention elsewhere; success requires that agencies develop processes and practices that establish habitual and routine reliance on evidence across agency functions and demand new or better evidence when it is needed.

(pp. 2–3)



In short, for the three reasons noted above, developing your skills in collecting and analyzing data is time well spent. In this chapter, we’ll first discuss how you can decide what evidence to look for and where to look for it. We’ll then explore the validity and trustworthiness of different types of evidence. Next up is an integrated framework for thinking about how much confidence to have in your evidence. The final section alerts you to some evidence traps that might ensnare you if you’re not careful.





6.1 What Evidence Do You Need?

If you want your policy analysis to reflect the reality of the situation, you need to look around to see what evidence is out there. How can you organize the process of collecting the relevant evidence? Exhibit 6-1 gives an overview of that process.

[image: The exhibit depicts how search for evidence in a policy analysis is organized.]DescriptionExhibit 6-1 Organizing the Search for Evidence in a Policy Analysis



There are three critical initial steps; skipping any of them is a prescription for problems later. First, figure out your deadline. Do you have to be done a week from now, or a month from now? It may seem like a no-brainer, but I have seen plenty of talented policy analysts enthusiastically jump into a new project and forget to ask this basic question. The answer is critical to the process of collecting evidence. If you’re too ambitious and come up empty-handed at the deadline, that’s not good. But neither is settling for weak or incomplete evidence when you had, but didn’t use, the time to gather more information.

Second, figure out what resources are available to help you. Do you have a team of colleagues ready to go or are you working solo? Are you lucky enough to have research assistants, consultants, or other support that you can rely on? With help, you can launch a bigger effort to collect evidence than if you’re doing everything yourself.

Finally, make sure you have a crystal clear understanding of the context. What does your boss or client need from your work? Don’t necessarily take his or her first suggestion. If you can, engage your boss or client in a conversation about why they’re concerned about the topic, what kinds of questions they want answered, and what they hope to do with your work. This background context will be critical in structuring a policy analysis to yield a result that is as helpful as possible.

With these first three steps taken care of, you next want to define your research puzzle. The puzzle metaphor is intentional; it often helps to think of policy analysis as a puzzle solving exercise in which you’re trying to develop a complete and coherent understanding of the relevant issues (Winship, 2006). Typically, research puzzles are defined in the form of a broad, overarching question that you’re trying to answer. Exhibit 6-2 contains four examples of research puzzles used by some of my students over the past few years to develop policy analysis projects.1 The text in italicized bold face is the research puzzle that shaped each project. By solving the puzzle, the students were then able to give their client valuable insight about the policy issue of interest.

1 They come from a capstone class I teach for masters students in environmental policy, hence, the focus on environmental topics. Small teams of students work with an external client on a semester-long policy project.



Exhibit 6-2
[image: ]



If you’re having trouble coming up with the research puzzle for your policy analysis, one way to think about it is to decide what kind of intellectual challenge you’re facing (Mason, 2002, p. 18):

	Developmental Puzzles: How and why did the phenomenon of interest come to exist? Examples include traffic congestion in a metro area, systemic racism in a school district, or the relationship between Israel and Iran.
	Mechanical Puzzles: How does the phenomenon of interest work? Examples include how the elements of mass incarceration fit together, or how multilateral institutions like the World Bank and United Nations agencies interact in countries around the world.
	Comparative Puzzles: In what ways and why are two situations similar or dissimilar? Examples could include a comparison of two or more local jurisdictions with respect to public transit policy or a comparison of two countries’ responses to a global pandemic.
	Causal Puzzles: What are the causal drivers of the phenomenon of interest? We might, for example, look at what causes variations in student outcomes, life expectancy, or economic development and at the causal connections between policy and changes in such outcomes.


There are other heuristics unique to policy analysis that can help you define your research puzzle. They’re directly linked to the classical models of prospective and retrospective policy analysis:

	Problems: What is the size and nature of the policy problem? What are its drivers and downstream consequences?
	Proposed Policies: What are the merits of alternative ways of addressing the problem? What would it take to implement each successfully? Should we adopt a particular policy?
	Existing Policies: How can we improve, terminate, or replicate an existing public sector program? Are there exemplars of success (or failure) we can look to?
	Matters of Equity and Fairness: What is the right thing, ethically oriented and value-driven, to do in a particular situation?


Yes, these are broad, arguably vague, questions. To fine-tune your work, it may help to think about how you would go about solving the research puzzle. Do you plan to reason by deduction, induction, or abduction? Is your focus on normative and moral reasoning, or on descriptive forms of reasoning such as causal and probabilistic reasoning? What kind of conclusions do you hope to draw? To stimulate your thinking, here are six types of analytic conclusion you might try to reach and a fictitious example of each:

	Descriptive-Retrospective-Unconditional: The world has warmed by 0.80 °C since 1850.
	Descriptive-Retrospective-Conditional: If the 1997 Kyoto Protocol had been adopted by all countries, the world would have warmed by 0.75 °C since 1850.
	Descriptive-Prospective-Unconditional: The average temperature in New York City will be hotter in the summer of 2025 than it was in the winter of 2010.
	Descriptive-Prospective-Conditional: The world will warm by more than 2.0 °C if the world doesn’t cut greenhouse emissions 80% by 2050.
	Normative Value Judgments (matters of morality, or of right and wrong): All humans have a sacred duty of stewardship of the earth’s natural resources.
	Normative Policy Judgments (matters of public policy that ought, or ought not, be addressed): All countries should agree to binding caps on greenhouse gas emissions.


Developing a broad research puzzle is not formulaic. Think holistically about the suggestions I’ve made, and revisit your starting points (i.e., the deadline, resources, and context for your work). After finalizing the puzzle, the next step is to develop a set of specific research questions. Think about how evidence can be logically pieced together to solve the puzzle. Then, create questions to guide your search for evidence. Think of it this way: Answering each research question gives you at least one bit of information to help solve the puzzle.

You’ll see, in Exhibit 6-2, a series of questions for each illustrative research puzzle. Note that many of the questions are sequential; often, before you can answer one question, you need to answer another that logically precedes it. Doing so is known as recursive reasoning, meaning that you start with the puzzle writ large, or an individual question, and ask what upstream questions must be answered first, before you can answer the downstream questions or solve the entire puzzle.

Brainstorm several research questions before settling on a few about which you will gather relevant evidence. Develop a tentative list of questions and then step back and ponder what results you would have if you manage to successfully answer each. Would you be able to convincingly solve the research puzzle? If not, go back and think again. Treat the set of research questions as a blueprint for your policy analysis; if you don’t get it right, then you’ll have problems later, as would a carpenter who tried to build a house using a flawed blueprint.

Good research questions are specific, neutral, and don’t embed an answer (GAO, 2012). They should be clear and unambiguous (Mason, 2002). Taken together, your research questions—when answered—should add up to a sensible body of evidence that meaningfully addresses the research puzzle. As shown in Exhibit 6-2, sometimes there is a hierarchical structure where subquestions are clustered under higher-level questions. In other cases, all questions are of equal priority. Take care not to omit a research question, which if left unanswered, makes it impossible to generate a complete and coherent solution to your research puzzle.

Your next step is to figure out what is already known about the relevant topics. This is where an evidence search comes into the picture. Don’t reinvent the wheel; if evidence already exists to (even partially) answer your research questions, find it rather than take the time to recreate it (Section 6.2 describes several sources of information you might look at). Finally, identify the gap between the evidence you have in hand and what you’d like to know. This gap, and efforts to narrow it, will become the foundation of your efforts to collect evidence for your policy analysis.

Keep in mind that you only need to narrow the gap to the point where you have usable evidence. You don’t need to take the time or expend the resources to narrow the gap further than that. In short, you need a stopping rule. Pawson, Wang, and Owen (2011) give us a good example of a stopping rule:


We simply stop when we are satisfied that explanations are firm enough to carry the policy decision, at least for the time being.

(p. 543)



In other words, would gathering more evidence materially change your conclusion about, for example, which proposed policy is optimal or whether an existing program ought to continue or be terminated? If gathering more information wouldn’t change the key findings of your work, forget about it, and move on. On the other hand, if you really need more information, keep going with the evidence collection effort.

But what happens if, after doing your analysis (or running out of time), your findings aren’t “firm enough to carry the policy decision”? It’s an unfortunate, but not infrequent, situation in policy analysis. If you don’t have the time or resources to keep going, then stop and develop a clear and concise explanation of why the research questions couldn’t be answered with the available evidence. Remember: your goal is to speak truth to power, not to pretend that you have the truth when you don’t.

One last suggestion for your evidence collection process: stay focused. You might get excited about a new database with a great user interface, even though the data themselves aren’t particularly relevant to your work, or you could come across a kindly scholar who’s happy to spend hours talking to you, even though his or her expertise is applicable to only a sliver of your project. Readily available evidence may be helpful, but it just might be irrelevant, or worse, lead you astray (especially when thrust upon you by issue advocates). In short, look only for the evidence needed to answer your research questions and don’t get distracted along the way.




6.2 Where Can You Find Needed Evidence?

This section describes seven types of evidence that you might use to conduct a policy analysis:

	Public preferences,
	Stakeholder preferences,
	Expert opinion,
	Academic literature,
	Gray literature,
	Transactional, or ‘big,’ data, and
	Traditional journalism and social media.


Not all sources of evidence will be relevant or available in every case, but you’ll always want to consider whether you can glean useful evidence from each source.


6.2.1 Public Preferences

In a democracy, we aspire for government policy to reflect the views of the people. Public opinion is, thus, a primary source of evidence for policy analysis. But ‘the people’ don’t speak with a single voice. You’ll undoubtedly encounter divergent points of view, passion and apathy, bias and bigotry, well-informed opinions, and ignorant opinions. Your goal is not to discern a single, unified public preference (or to substitute your preferences for those of the public). But if you are committed to integrating democratic values into policy analysis, you need to understand the full range of public preferences relevant to the issue on which you’re working:


It may not be possible to get everyone to agree on the same interpretation [of abstract goals and values], but the first task of the political analyst is to reveal and clarify the underlying value disputes so that people can see where they differ and move toward some reconciliation.

(Stone, 2012, p. 14)



It’s hard to disagree with Stone’s (2012) sentiment here, but things get tricky when she aspires to give “every citizen an equal voice in policymaking” (p. 313). The problem is partly logistical. Ensuring that all voices are heard directly is virtually impossible, except in jurisdictions small enough to accommodate direct democracy. Stone (2012) acknowledges as much when she notes that citizen voices must be heard “indirectly through elected officials” (p. 313). So, how can we discern public opinion on specific policy issues? There are several choices:

	Elections provide some alignment between citizens’ and their representative’s views. But elections aren’t an especially precise mechanism for discerning public opinion on specific policy issues, particularly for citizens who voted for the losing candidate or didn’t vote.
	Lobbyists bring preferences and evidence to elected officials’ attention. But I once heard a Senate aide say that even though his office was relentlessly lobbied, he never heard the whole story because, as he put it, poor people don’t have lobbyists.
	Community input, such as meetings, conversations with local organizations, and systematic tracking of constituent comments are ways to understand the views of the citizens. But such techniques must be carefully managed to ensure they’re not highjacked by special interests or serve to give a forum only to those with the loudest voices.
	Opinion polling offers another means of ascertaining folks’ views, although it may provide only broad context rather than the detailed insights needed for policy analysis. Moreover, most surveys capture off-the-top-of-the-head opinions that may not reflect deliberative thought on the part of the respondent.
	Citizen deliberation processes can yield insight when, under the management of a neutral nongovernmental institution, a representative group of citizens is recruited to debate a policy issue. Results of the deliberation are summarized and made public (Chhetri, Ghimire, Wagner, & Wang, 2020). These deliberative processes have no formal authority but are sometimes influential in shaping policy debates. Their lack of formal authority and one-off nature, however, may limit their impact (Dryzek et al., 2020).


Having done your best to collect information about the public preferences most relevant to your policy analysis, you have one last task: metaphorically hearing the voices of those who can’t be heard. As before, I am not suggesting you insert your own personal preferences in lieu of theirs; instead, I am challenging you to figure out first who these folks are and second what they feel and believe so that you can reflect it as appropriate in your policy analysis. Doing so entails asking questions like:

	Who are the voiceless? Where can they be found?
	Why haven’t their voices been heard thus far in the process? Do they not care about a particular issue, or have they been systematically excluded?
	Who might be experiencing the consequences of the problem of concern? How and why are they experiencing it?
	Whose lives will be changed if new policies are adopted? How would those changes impact people, families, and communities?


Answering such questions may be a lot tougher than it sounds because the unheard may have profoundly different worldviews than you do. Approaching the task with empathy and open-mindedness will help; nonetheless, be prepared for some cognitive dissonance along the way.

I’ve emphasized citizen preferences and discussed them first because this book is about policy analysis in a democracy. But I am not naïve. You will frequently encounter clients who aren’t interested in the preferences of the general public. They may be politicians interested in only one slice of the electorate. They could be advocacy groups or government policymakers who already know what policies they support. Or they may be driven to take policy positions that reflect the political and economic power held by their patrons and donors, irrespective of the broader public interest.




6.2.2 Stakeholder Preferences

Stakeholders are folks who have a direct and tangible connection to the policy problems and policy options you’re analyzing. Stakeholders may currently be experiencing the cost and downside of a policy problem, or they may be beneficiaries of the status quo with an interest in seeing things remain as they are. Looking to the future, stakeholders’ fortunes and well-being could improve, or deteriorate, in different ways under the different policy alternatives you’re considering.

Stakeholders can be individuals, firms, nonprofit organizations, communities, governments (e.g., cities or states, or other nations), or agencies within a government, and may be relevant in different ways at different stages in the process of developing and implementing policy. Some stakeholders are important because they can champion a new policy; others are important because they are able to thwart policy change. Stakeholders can also tell you things about a policy issue that you would never have thought of on your own.

When it comes to gathering evidence about stakeholder preferences, you have two tasks: identify specific stakeholders and figure out what they think. Both tasks are much easier when it comes to self-identified stakeholders. Such folks lobby policymakers, sign petitions, write op-eds, are visible on social media, or run TV, radio, and online ads. Sometimes, they march in the streets or turn up en masse at public meetings. In short, self-identified stakeholders and their opinions aren’t hard to find.

It’s harder to characterize the interests of what might be called invisible stakeholders. These folks may not even realize there is a debate going on about policy issues that could affect them, directly or indirectly. A school kid and his or her parents, for example, could be directly affected if a school board redraws elementary school boundaries and the student ends up assigned to a new school. Indirect effects occur when a policy targeted at one group changes their behavior in ways that affect another group. For example, a city’s regulation of ride-sharing companies (like Uber and Lyft) might not even mention traditional taxi services. But because they compete for the same customers, regulating ride sharing will probably affect taxi drivers. If the city makes it harder for ride-sharing services to operate, then the taxi industry benefits, and vice versa. In short, when trying to identify stakeholders, don’t overlook invisible stakeholders who may be directly or indirectly affected by the policies being debated.





6.2.3 Expert Opinion

Google has made it so simple to find information online that it’s easy to forget how much we can learn by talking to a real person. There are plenty of smart people who know a lot about policy issues, but who stay out of the public eye and don’t share their expertise online. My advice is to find the time to push back from your keyboard, pick up the phone, and talk to some knowledgeable folks. The nature of human interaction means that you can often uncover a lot of information very quickly in a person-to-person conversation. Even a 15-minute call with a well-informed source will help you climb the learning curve.2 But don’t rely on one person to get the whole picture. He or she may not share your passion for neutral analysis and might inadvertently—or intentionally—give you only one side of the story. Chat with several folks to get insights from different perspectives.

2 If the expert is a busy person, you might have to settle for an email exchange, but the concept is the same.


So, who should you talk to? You’re looking for folks so deeply familiar with the issue you’re working on that their ‘off-the-top’ comments will be valuable. Before you pick up the phone, however, do your homework. Make sure you know the basics of an issue; don’t waste precious time on the phone asking questions that you could answer for yourself with a few seconds on the web. Create a loose list of questions or topics to guide the conversation, but leave ample time for follow-up questions that are prompted by the discussion itself.3 Toward the end of the conversation, be sure to ask whether there are any questions that you haven’t asked but you should have. (You’d be surprised at how often this one question yields valuable nuggets of information that you might otherwise not have found.)

3 Academics call these conversations semistructured interviews.


Finally, you may be lucky enough to work for an organization that has access to on-call expertise. If you work for the US Congress, for example, you can call on agencies like the Congressional Research Service. If you work in an executive branch agency, there is almost certainly a policy office, program evaluation group, or research and development function that employs folks with relevant expertise.




6.2.4 Academic Literature

Academic literature, which we touched on in Section 5.1.1, is peer reviewed and published in a scholarly journal or by a university press. While imperfect, peer review often ferrets out unfounded assumptions, incomplete data, and weak conclusions. The strongest policy claims, thus, rely on evidence from the peer-reviewed literature.

One difficulty with academic literature is that the intended audience is almost always other scholars rather than practicing policy analysts. In most journals, authors assume that readers have deep subject matter expertise and strong technical skills. Extracting actionable, policy-relevant insights from such literature can be tough for a policy analyst. Rather than trying to plow through an academic article from start to finish, study the abstract carefully, then read the introduction, scan the section and subsection headings, and read the conclusion (Keshav, 2007).

Depending on the topic, you may find a great deal of relevant literature. I just searched Google Scholar (which indexes only academic literature) for ‘best practices for policy reform’ and got 1.4 million hits. In other words, you almost certainly can’t find and read all the relevant academic literature. Even if you have two or three months to do an analysis, you probably can’t scan more than a few dozen academic studies. And if you have a tight timeline, you may have to be content to read a few abstracts. If you can find the right person, an academic expert may be able to help you navigate the literature.

Another way to narrow your search of the academic literature is to investigate the contents of What Works Clearinghouses maintained by both independent researchers and by government agencies. These sites collect retrospective evaluations of existing policies and programs. The Cochrane US Network (us.cochrane.org), for example, compiles a wide range of systematic evidence on various health-care programs while the Campbell Collaboration (campbellcollaboration.org) offers similar content focused on criminal justice, disability, education, international development, nutrition, and social welfare. The Pew and MacArthur Foundations manage the Results First Clearinghouse Database which links to nine clearinghouses with information about programs in fields like criminal justice, child welfare, education, and health (www.pewtrusts.org/en/projects/pew-macarthur-results-first-initiative).

Clearinghouses typically include studies from the academic literature about how well the evaluated programs actually worked in the real world and whether they created significant impacts. Such material can be helpful in two ways. First, evidence about whether a particular program has a track record of success can help you decide whether to include an analogous policy option in your analysis. Second, if you do decide to include it, historical evidence about its prior performance can then be used in the later parts of your analysis when you are weighing the pros and cons of the options under consideration.

You may recall from our discussion of the scientific method that the scholarly community doesn’t consider a single study definitive. Instead, it takes several studies, tackling a topic in different ways, to reach similar conclusions before a finding is accepted as provisionally true. Therein lies another problem for a policy analyst trying to rely on the academic literature. The typical journal article won’t give you a good handle on the degree of scholarly consensus on all the issues you care about. As a rough rule of thumb, however, the more times an article has been cited in other research, the bigger its impact on the scholarly conversation. Accordingly, it often makes sense to focus on widely cited academic studies.


There are two other types of academic literature that may be more useful to you. The first is a systematic review which synthesizes the literature on a particular topic. It will typically trace the arc of thinking on the topic, note broad themes within the literature, identify areas of consensus, and characterize ongoing academic debates. A related form of synthetic study is a meta-analysis, which collects studies that focus on measuring the same phenomenon. The term of art here is effect size, meaning a quantitative measure of the result of an intervention. A meta-analysis looks at the underlying data in each study and aggregates them. The result is an estimate of the effect size based not just on one study, but on a collection of studies.




6.2.5 Gray Literature

While the academic literature offers the strongest and most credible evidence, you may have a hard time finding directly relevant material. You can, however, often find an abundance of gray literature, which tends to be issue-specific and more up to date than academic literature. Gray literature refers to:


… a wide variety of unpublished or informally published information from different groups such as professional associations, research institutes, government agencies, and non-profit organizations.

(University of Vermont Libraries, 2017)



Gray literature relevant to public policy issues comes primarily from two sources: government agencies and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). As for government agencies in the United States, gray literature is produced by:

	Executive branch departments and independent agencies (like the Department of Defense or the Environmental Protection Agency);
	Units within the executive branch that have a specific data collection mission (like the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality or the Bureau of Labor Statistics);
	Congressional agencies (like the Congressional Budget Office, the Congressional Research Service, and the Government Accountability Office); and
	State and local agencies (like the California Legislative Analyst’s Office and the New York City Office of Management and Budget).


In addition, the Federal Reserve Board—not part of the executive or legislative branches—compiles statistics and does analyses of a wide range of topics related to the nation’s economy.


Some of the gray literature produced by government agencies is of very high quality. Programs in the Federal Statistical System, for example, operate under Statistical Policy Directives that dictate best practices and quality control measures (OMB, 2017). And more than twenty agencies have adopted formal scientific integrity policies to guide their work (CRS, 2021).

In other cases, government agencies have broad latitude to undertake analyses that result in publication of gray literature, such as program evaluations, agency reports, white papers, legislative testimony, budget justifications, and rulemaking documents. These analyses may originate in a request from Congress or may be initiated at the behest of political appointees in the Executive Branch. Such analyses are often a neutral and reliable source of evidence. But sometimes their ultimate purpose is to support a politically derived policy position. A case-by-case evaluation is needed to assess the quality and objectivity of the evidence in this type of governmental gray literature.

Nongovernmental gray literature is very diverse, ranging from neutral studies of specific issues to materials plainly advocating a particular point of view. When it comes to NGOs, gray literature is produced by think tanks, foundations, the National Academies of Science, multilateral institutions (like the World Bank), and advocacy groups from across the ideological and economic spectrum.

Gray literature is sometimes so flawed that it offers a weak foundation for a policy claim. Shoddy work by an inept analyst can be relatively easy to detect, but given the frequent weaponization of policy analysis, you should be cautious when looking at work published by advocacy groups. These groups intentionally abandon the goal of neutrality, often without acknowledging that they have done so. Strong writing, lots of facts and figures, a polished presentation, and an impressive website may camouflage a one-sided analysis intended only to achieve a political win.

Finally, there’s Wikipedia. Some people think of it as gray literature, others as social media. Either way, remember that all information on Wikipedia is crowd-sourced, meaning that almost anyone can change the content of the site at any time. It’s ok to check Wikipedia to stimulate your thinking on a topic and to find links to other sources you may want to check out, but serious scholars don’t consider Wikipedia definitive, and neither should you.




6.2.6 Transactional, or ‘Big,’ Data

Thanks to a revolution in information and communication technology, the types of data available to policy analysts are profoundly different from what were available even a decade ago. As transactions between citizens and government (like benefit transfers, issuance of drivers’ licenses, provision of health care, collection of road tolls, standardized testing of students … the list is long) have become increasingly automated, a by-product has been vast amounts of data. What’s more, new technologies like smart vehicle and road technologies, real-time air pollution measurements, and police bodycams, to name just a few, disgorge enormous quantities of data. Coupled with an internet capable of quickly transferring gigabytes of information, ‘big’ data are everywhere.

This is not a data science textbook, so I won’t talk about how to use transactional data for policy analysis, but I do want to make two quick observations. First, it’s important to be aware of the deeper insight you might be able to gain from the work of data scientists mining policy-relevant data. Second, be on the lookout for opportunities to combine datasets of administrative records in novel ways. Perhaps, for example, you can link income tax records to participant records from social welfare programs to study the causal impact of the program on participant earnings. Of course, privacy protection is an important concern, but researchers continue to develop methods to link and anonymize administrative data to protect privacy while still giving researchers what they need.




6.2.7 Traditional Journalism and Social Media

Traditional journalism comes from organizations that aspire to “seek truth and report it, minimize harm, act independently, and be accountable and transparent” (SPJ, 2014, p. 1). Examples include national and regional newspapers, newsmagazines, news services, and radio and television news. Often referred to as the first draft of history, traditional journalism can be a source of evidence to help you understand the context of an issue and point you to the stakeholders who are affected by an issue. But because it is deadline-driven, time- and space-constrained, and focused on newsworthy stories that hold its audience’s attention, traditional media is not a source of definitive evidence for your policy analysis.

One exception to this rule may be investigative, or long-form, journalism. Pulitzer Prize winning examples include The Boston Globe’s investigation of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church, the Anchorage Daily News and ProPublica’s series on the lack of police services in Alaskan villages, and The Wall Street Journal’s probe of fraudulent stock options for business executives (Pulitzer Prize Board, 2020).

The definition of traditional journalism does not extend to the free-form punditry of charismatic people on talk radio, cable news, or online. Even though such folks may address issues of public policy and sometimes sound like journalists, they are offering opinion and occasionally entertainment. You might tune in, but only to hear what folks are saying, not to gather reliable evidence.

Finally, remember that traditional journalism comes in three forms: reporting, analysis, and editorial opinion. The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal, for example, take a very similar approach to news reporting, but have multiple columnists whose analysis reflects different points of view. The two papers also offer radically different editorial opinions. Make sure you know what kind of journalism you’re looking at.

A tidal wave of information flows through social media every day. In general, it is a bad idea to rely on social media when doing policy analysis. During the 2020 US elections, for example, dozens of falsehoods circulated on social media. But given its ubiquity and the fact that researchers, think tanks, advocacy groups, and government agencies all take to social media to tout their latest findings and policy pronouncements, you can’t ignore it. So, how should you think about policy-relevant claims found on social media?

First, never forget that virtually all social media outlets are in the advertising business. Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram are free, not because of the high-mindedness of their shareholders, but because advertisers pay for access to you and your attention. The more time you spend looking at your feed, the more links you click, and the more items you like and share, the more money they make. Think about what this business model does to the motives of the social media companies. They don’t want to lose your eyeballs; instead, the algorithms that create your newsfeed try to keep you in an affectively charged state (interested, outraged, validated). Exposing you to both sides of an issue, pushing inconvenient truths to the top of your feed, and causing you cognitive dissonance might be great for policy analysis, but it is antithetical to the social media business model.

Second, look at the set of folks you follow on social media. Ask yourself whether you’re using social media for information or for affirmation of your worldview. If your newsfeed is composed primarily of influencers, pundits, and activists who share your ideological point of view, then it’s not a reliable source of news about public policy.4 There is no harm in using social media to broaden your thinking, but always click through to the source and subject that source—not the tweets about it nor the comments when it is shared—to critical review.

4 One assignment I give my policy students is to follow at least a couple dozen politicians, activists, and advocacy group whose views they disagree with. It is often an eye-opening experience for students.


If the original source is a blog, proceed with caution. Blog posts can be timely and insightful; several brilliant analysts maintain blogs. So do a lot of folks with fringe opinions. Blogs are easy to churn out and are not peer reviewed. They can be idiosyncratic and dependent on the attitudes, research skills, and whims of their authors. If you’re suspicious about a claim, visit websites like factcheck.org, snopes.com, politifact.com, or The Washington Post fact-checker to see if you can learn more.







6.3 Assessing the Validity of Inferences From Evidence

You’ve sifted through all the potential sources of information—from public and stakeholder preferences to expert option and big data to the academic and gray literature—to uncover evidence relevant to your policy analysis. But not all evidence is equally relevant; some of it is really important and some of it can be safely ignored. So, how can you sort the useful stuff from the not-so-useful stuff? For me, the most intuitive place to start is with the concept of validity.

Scientists use the word validity to capture the degree to which relevant evidence demonstrates that an inference, knowledge claim, or proposition is the best available approximation of the truth (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002; Trochim, 2007). Put another way, validity captures the quality of the fit, or degree of alignment, between:

	Our mind’s internal understanding of the external world, and
	The nature of the evidence we glean from that external world.


If the inferences you draw from your evidence don’t satisfy the tests of validity because they’re not the best approximation of the truth, then practically speaking, the evidence isn’t of much use. In this section, we’ll talk about construct validity, conclusion validity, internal validity, and external validity.


6.3.1 Construct Validity

A construct is our internal, or mental, representation of some aspect of the external world. In policy analysis, constructs typically capture the ways in which we think about public problems, their causes, their effects, and efforts to address them. You might remember from Chapter 1 our mock policy analysis of affordable housing in Arlington; that example was full of constructs including quality of life, affordability, development incentives, administrability, public housing, and about a dozen more. Each of these topics is a mental, or conceptual, representation of a particular phenomenon of interest.

Of course, if we just let constructs bounce around in our heads without testing them against reality, they wouldn’t be much use to us when it comes to policy analysis. So, from the real-world side of things, we use observation to collect evidence about phenomena of interest. Constructs are then linked to evidence in a process usually referred to as operationalization, in which we try to align our internal ideas and theories with our external observations and collected data. The better the fit between our construct and our evidence, the higher the construct validity. Exhibit 6-3 summarizes the process.
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Operationalization can go both ways. Sometimes, we look at evidence (collections of tents beneath freeway overpasses throughout a city) and attach to it a construct (perhaps, in this case, pervasive homelessness). In other cases, we go in the opposite direction, when we already have in mind a construct and then develop measures for which we’ll collect data to characterize the state of that construct in the external, real world. For example, we might be interested in the construct of a high-quality secondary education. To operationalize our construct, we need to identify measures that capture its essence and connect them to our internal mental representation. We might, for example, decide that the quality of secondary education can be operationalized by looking at metrics like test scores, graduation rates, or equality of postgraduation employment outcomes across socioeconomic lines.

Construct validity also comes into play when we engage in causal reasoning. We might have a theory that Cause A produces Effect B. In this context, both A and B are mental constructs; to test our theory, we need to find a way to operationalize both constructs with a collection of observations about each of them. To continue our example from above, we might have a theory about how to improve the quality of secondary education using, say, curriculum reform, smaller class sizes, and after-school tutoring. These three policy measures, each of which is its own construct, would then be viewed as potential causal drivers in changing educational quality; accordingly, we need to operationalize all three. What, specifically, would be changed in the curriculum? How much smaller would classes be? What would the nature and extent of the tutoring? Once we’ve operationalized all our cause constructs and our effect constructs, we can then collect the evidence we need to assess the causal relationships among them. We’ll talk more about this in Section 6.3.3.


Before leaving the topic of construct validity, we need to look more closely at the lower portion of Exhibit 6-3, which depicts the collection of evidence through the observation and measurement of real-world phenomena. Observational evidence can be qualitative or quantitative in nature. Qualitative evidence relies on a narrative about the things we’re interested in and the connections among them. It uses words, rather than numbers, to describe what’s being studied. Quantitative analysis relies at least in part on numbers to measure the constructs we’re trying to operationalize.




6.3.2 Conclusion Validity

Another test of validity captures the degree to which the conclusions and inferences that we’ve drawn from our evidence are sound, reasonable, and credible. For a long time, scholars referred to this concept as statistical conclusion validity with a heavy emphasis on whether all quantitative and statistical techniques had been properly applied. More recently, researchers have recognized that the concept can also be applied to qualitative research by simply asking whether “a reasonable conclusion” has been “inferred from the observations” (Trochim, 2007, p. 258). Let’s take a look at conclusion validity in three contexts: univariate quantitative, multivariate quantitative, and qualitative applications.

Univariate quantitative measures capture the behavior of a single variable. The average temperature in July, the percentage of voters who approve of the President’s performance, and the rate of violent crime in a city are all examples of phenomena that can be described with univariate statistics, such as their mean, median, and standard deviation. To ensure that inferences drawn from univariate measures exhibit conclusion validity, we need to check for the correct application of the appropriate statistical techniques. This isn’t a stats textbook, so I’ll just mention two key points:

	First, in most cases, we don’t study the entire population of interest, but instead analyze only a sample of cases. The thing to remember is that we want our sample to be as representative as possible, meaning that each member of the population is equally likely to be sampled.
	Second, samples need to be big enough to deliver the desired level of precision. If we’re looking at the percentage of folks who approve of the President’s performance, the margin of error for a sample of 100 people is about plus or minus ten percentage points.5 If the sample size is 1,000 people, the margin of error shrinks to about three percentage points. Though more difficult to obtain, when it comes to samples, bigger is better.



Multivariate quantitative analysis focuses on the association between two or more variables. Crosstabulation, correlation and covariance, and multiple regression are all multivariate statistical techniques. Each technique carries with it assumptions that must be satisfied and methods that must be followed for the result to be considered valid. As with univariate statistics, multivariate analyses exhibit the highest levels of conclusion validity when the data to which they are applied are most representative of the population. Similarly, sample size is also important for multivariate analysis, with larger samples allowing for more precise inferences.

5 Meaning that 95 out of 100 random samples of the population would yield an approval rating within this range.


Statisticians use probability theory to determine how likely it is that the observed relationship between two variables might have occurred by random chance within the sample, rather than because of a true association in the population. The statistical likelihood of a particular finding depends on both the true effect size and the sample size. If two variables are, in fact, highly correlated, a small sample may still allow you to distinguish that relationship from random variation, while a more modest effect may go undetected in a small sample. With a larger sample, you can detect smaller effect sizes and, if they exist, confirm that they are unlikely to have occurred by random chance.

But just because a relationship is unlikely to have occurred because of random sampling error, that doesn’t mean it’s substantively significant. Suppose a vocational education program raises average participant income by a miniscule amount, say, $10 per year. If your sample is big enough, you will be able to detect this effect and distinguish it from random chance, but in a real-world context, it hardly matters. In short, conclusion validity depends not only on the quality of your statistical analysis but also on how reasonable your interpretation of those statistics is.

Qualitative analysis doesn’t typically entail mathematical computation; nonetheless, conclusion validity is still important. Even if there isn’t a number anywhere to be found in an analysis, we can still assess conclusion validity. Recall the basic test of conclusion validity: are the inferences about a particular phenomenon that we’ve drawn from our evidence sound reasonable and credible? If so, those inferences can be said to exhibit conclusion validity.

This might make more sense with an example. Suppose we read a series of narrative case studies done by a researcher who visits several rural counties to investigate opioid abuse. She observes repeated patterns of conditions related to employment, health care, and education that systematically differ between counties severely affected by opioid abuse and those that are not. If she has selected the counties to study in an unbiased way, proceeded in a consistent and methodical way, and carefully and logically drawn her conclusions from the evidence she has observed (rather than from preconceived notions), we can feel comfortable ascribing conclusion validity to her findings.





6.3.3 Internal Validity and Causality

Internal validity focuses on the degree to which the inferred relationship between two constructs is a causal one. To confirm the internal validity of inferences related to causality, we need to do two things. First, we need to verify that the tenets of causal reasoning are met. As you may remember from Section 5.2.2, there are three mandatory and one optional test for assessing causality:

	Check for temporal precedence to ensure that the cause takes place prior to the effect.
	Confirm that there is covariation between the cause and the effect. Such covariation needn’t be linear, but it must be consistent and predictable.
	Rule out competing explanations that, if true, could have produced the observed pattern of covariation. Doing so leaves the posited causal relationship as the only plausible explanation of the observed relationship.
	Try to come up with a theoretical explanation of how and why variations in the cause are producing variations in the effect. With a theory in hand, you can be more confident about the inferred causal relationship than if you don’t know why the cause is producing the effect.


The second task is to incorporate the two forms of validity we just discussed, construct and conclusion validity, in your assessment of internal validity. This should make intuitive sense. If we haven’t convincingly operationalized both the cause constructs and the effect constructs, then inferences about their relationship are inherently suspect, no matter what observed evidence we have at hand. Similarly, if we can’t confirm the validity of the conclusions drawn about the nature and magnitude of the relationship between cause and effect (e.g., by checking that appropriate statistical techniques have been correctly applied and that any qualitative reasoning is logically sound), then we can’t make a valid causal claim.

The most powerful means of validating internal causality is the randomized experiment, which is often called the “gold standard” of research (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002, p. 13). As explained in Section 2.6, random assignment of participants between treatment and control groups ensures that, in a statistical sense, the two groups are identical save for the first group’s exposure to the treatment (examples of a treatment might include a new drug or medical procedure, a revised educational curriculum, or a program for former prisoners returning to their community). Any subsequent differences between the outcomes (i.e., effects) observed in the treatment and control groups can then be attributed to the treatment (i.e., the cause).


If a randomized experiment is infeasible, scholars often turn to multivariate quantitative analysis of whatever data are available, and endeavor to statistically control for factors (beyond the treatment itself) that might vary between folks who receive a treatment and those who do not. In this way, it may be possible to rule out competing explanations of the observed relationship between the cause and effect constructs, thereby satisfying the third test of causality. Of course, if a multivariate quantitative analysis can’t confirm a statistically significant relationship between cause and effect, after controlling for other variables that might distort our understanding of the causal relationship, then conclusion validity is absent and so too is internal validity.




6.3.4 External Validity and Generalizability

External validity refers to the degree to which findings from one study can be generalized to other situations. For starters, we can only meaningfully consider the topic of external validity after we’ve convinced ourselves that the inferences drawn from our evidence satisfy the tests of construct, conclusion, and internal validity. If they don’t, then we needn’t bother with external validity because these other tests provide the foundation upon which external validity rests.

If those tests are met, however, we can investigate whether it’s possible to generalize—in a valid way—from the study we have in hand to other situations where we might apply its findings. Other situations are traditionally characterized along four dimensions (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002):

	Units are the objects of study. They are the entities that are exposed to causes and that may consequently experience causal effects. Examples of units include people, groups, events, governments, institutions, relationships, or communities.
	The Treatment can include policies, programs, actions, events, or therapies to which units are exposed. The goal is to figure out whether treatment induces changes among treated units and whether lack of treatment is associated with the absence of such changes.
	Observations are the measured outcomes that researchers suspect are affected by treatment. In a well-designed study, observations credibly operationalize all the constructs being analyzed.
	The Setting is the location and conditions under which treatment is studied. It might refer to a school or workplace, or perhaps a geographical location. Conditions like the time of day, or the sense of safety felt by people in the study, might be relevant attributes of the setting.



When we assess external validity, we aspire to figure out if a causal relationship that has been credibly confirmed in one situation (i.e., a unique and specific combination of units, a treatment, a collection of observations, and a particular setting) can be reasonably generalized to other units, treatments, observations, and settings.

Doing so is not easy. Having passed the tests of construct, conclusion, and internal validity, you can be confident that the program or policy you’re looking at did work at a particular point in time and in a given context. But the fact that the policy worked (then and there) is not proof that the policy works (in general) or that the policy will work (here and now). These changes of verb tense are not trivial differences; they are at the heart of the issue of external validity (Cartwright & Hardie, 2012). We’ll spend more time on this topic in Chapter 14, when we talk about generalizing from existing policies when designing new policies. For now, just bear in mind that it’s a long path, with respect to causal reasoning, relevant evidence, and real-world implementation, to get from a successful policy in one place to a successful policy in another. And, unfortunately, sometimes that path leads to a dead end.






6.4 Can You Trust the Evidence You’ve Found?

Section 6.2 identified seven different information sources you might check to find evidence relevant to your policy analysis, and Section 6.3 laid out four tests of validity that if satisfied increase the likelihood that inferences drawn from your evidence are tentatively true. But even if you meticulously follow the advice in these two sections, you may still not be where you need to be with respect to your evidence. You will probably have uncovered contradictory evidence or evidence that, despite your best efforts, you don’t have the right technical skills to fully comprehend. After all, sophisticated policy analysis can get complicated. Few of us have the right experience and training to critically evaluate all the evidence. Just like we might consult a physician when dealing with a health issue, we are often forced to rely on the expertise of others when we analyze a policy issue.

Your approach to assessing expertise needs to be calibrated to which source of evidence you’re looking at. The easiest case is social media, where you should not presume the expertise of anyone who posts anything. If you click through to the original source, then you’re likely to find one another form of evidence and you can evaluate its analytical value accordingly. But if you don’t dig deeper, then social media content by itself does not deserve a place in your policy analysis.

When it comes to citizen preferences, my advice is to take them at face value. Whether you agree or disagree with those preferences, or whether they seem well founded or completely irrational, they are—by definition in a democracy—a source of evidence that must be considered. Stakeholder preferences are similar in that they reflect points of view that are undoubtedly relevant to your analysis, but you’ll want to cast a critical eye on any evidence proffered by those stakeholders. As the saying goes, people are entitled to their opinions, but not their own facts. Accordingly, you need to assess stakeholder-provided evidence in the same manner as you would the evidence you’ve collected yourself from experts, the academic and gray literature, traditional journalism, and the analysis of transactional data. The remainder of this section focuses on these sources of evidence.

How can you decide who to believe when you can’t be an expert in everything? As far as I know, you can’t check Yelp for ratings of scholars, pundits, and policy wonks. Philip Tetlock, a political scientist who has been studying the issue for close to 40 years, gives us a modern take on the risks you face when you rely on the expertise of others:


… every day, all of us—leaders of nations, corporate executives, investors, and voters—make critical decision on the basis of forecasts whose quality is unknown. Baseball managers wouldn’t dream of getting out the checkbook to hire a player without consulting performance statistics. … And yet when it comes to the forecasters who help us make decisions that matter far more than any baseball game, we’re content to be ignorant. … It is as though we have collectively concluded that sizing up the starting lineup for the Yankees deserves greater care than sizing up the risk of genocide in South Sudan.

(Tetlock & Gardner, 2015, pp. 3, 291)



This section aims to help you avoid the risks that Tetlock eloquently points out by figuring out who to trust. As a point of departure, let’s consider how the US judicial system defines expertise. Witnesses in court may offer an opinion only on things about which they have firsthand knowledge. But, if the witness is formally designated as an expert, then she may offer an opinion that goes beyond firsthand observation. The Federal Rules of Evidence specify that someone who is qualified:


… as an expert by knowledge, skill, experience, training, or education may testify in the form of an opinion … if (a) the expert’s scientific, technical, or other specialized knowledge will help the trier of fact to understand the evidence or to determine a fact in issue; (b) the testimony is based on sufficient facts or data; (c) the testimony is the product of reliable principles and methods; and (d) the expert has reliably applied the principles and methods to the facts of the case.

(U.S. Supreme Court, 2019)



If we parse this language, we observe a couple of things. Although expertise depends in part on a person’s background and capability, it also must fit the current situation appropriately. What’s more, the expertise must be relevant to the matter at hand, and it must be applied in an expert manner.

The expert whose evidence you rely on for your policy analysis might not clear the high bar set for an expert witness in a federal court, but you still want them to be as trustworthy as possible. As management guru Stephen M. R. Covey is fond of saying, trustworthiness depends on competence and character (2017). I think of competence as expertise and of character as the author’s propensity to use that expertise in appropriate ways. Below are three suggestions for figuring out whether someone’s statements are worth your trust.

First, consider the author’s competence. When it comes to competence, the Federal Rules of Evidence point us in the right direction. An author with the relevant skills and knowledge, and a well-earned reputation for successfully applying their talents to difficult problems, deserves more deference than an author who does not. Assessing competence—without personally knowing the author—can be difficult, but it’s worth a try.

	Google the author to figure out what credentials and work experience they have. Try to get a handle on their reputation—good, bad, or indifferent.
	Look for reviews of their earlier work and its strengths and weaknesses. Folks may find it difficult to repudiate earlier work even if new evidence suggests doing so would be wise.
	Even if you decide the author is an expert in one area, confirm that his or her expertise matches the subject at hand, and they haven’t fallen prey to the Dunning–Kruger effect.6


If you decide the author isn’t particularly competent, or that he or she is operating outside their areas of expertise, you really don’t have a choice. You need to discount (perhaps considerably) what they say.

6 See Chapter 4 for a refresher on the Dunning–Kruger effect as a source of cognitive error.


Next, apply the second element in Covey’s definition of trustworthiness and assess the author’s character. It can be hard to get a handle on character from a distance but if you can satisfy yourself that the author consistently tends toward open-mindedness, integrity, and transparency, then they deserve a higher level of your trust. You’re looking for indications that the expert is offering advice untainted by close-mindedness, conflict of interest, or an intent to mislead. These forms of bias, if undetected, can lead you to uncritically accept a policy claim that is, in fact, flawed. There are several questions you can ask about a particular piece of analysis that may tip you off to the presence of bias.

	Does the author’s job depend on supporting the interests of his or her employer? If so, it may be difficult to stake out positions contradictory to the employer’s.
	Is the funder of the work active in partisan politics? If so, the sponsor might endeavor to influence the analyst.
	Does the author work in an institutional environment with a single ideological perspective? If so, his or her work may not capture the full range of issues relevant to your analysis.
	Does the author have a personal interest in the outcome of the debate? If he or she is potentially a winner or loser under the policies being considered, it may be hard to set aside their economic interest and deliver an unbiased analysis.
	Does the author have a motive to be overly dramatic in their presentation? Driven by a desire for viewers, readers, likes, or upvotes, some authors focus on telling an exciting and sensational story rather than on conveying the subtleties and nuances of a complex issue.


If you detect bias, does that mean you need to disregard the evidence entirely? No. Despite the bias, it may contain useful information that you are able to independently validate. Your goal is to become a critical consumer of policy analysis, rather than someone who accepts all claims at face value.

Finally, look for humility about uncertainty. Our insight into past events and current conditions is often limited. Data can be incomplete, and key phenomena may be subject to debate. What’s more, visualizing the future under different policy scenarios is even tougher. But that doesn’t stop many folks from offering a forceful opinion about what will happen if a particular policy is, or is not, adopted. Ironically, rather than increasing your confidence in an author’s conclusions, bold statements that admit no uncertainty about current or future conditions should cause you to question his or her credibility. The following questions may help you figure out if the person behind the evidence meets this test.

	Does the claim display appropriate humility when characterizing the uncertainties associated with current conditions?
	Does the claim recognize uncertainty about the future? Are projected outcomes qualified with explanations about how and why events might turn out differently?
	Does the author mistakenly extrapolate from a single example to conclude that inherently uncertain events are in fact certain?
	Instead of providing quantitative forecasts only as point estimates, does the claim suggest a range of outcomes (e.g., a best case and a worst case) to capture future uncertainties?
	When describing uncertainty, is the claim clear about the meaning of the vocabulary it uses? For example, is the probability of a ‘likely’ outcome 51% or 90%? Phrases such as probably will, might not, extremely unlikely, and almost certain mean different things to different people.7


The author of a policy claim that displays absolute, unchecked confidence in their own conclusions does not deserve your full trust, and their evidence should be discounted accordingly.

7 Revisit Section 5.6 if you want a refresher on probabilistic reasoning and words of estimative probability.





6.5 An Integrated View of Collecting and Assessing Evidence for Policy Analysis

We’ve covered several topics related to evidence: figuring out what to look for, identifying where to look, and assessing the validity and trustworthiness of what you find. Now, let’s think about putting everything together. I’ve sketched an overview of the process in Exhibit 6-4 to guide this discussion. Like all stylized representations of a policy analysis process, it should be taken with a grain of salt. I’ve given the process a linear and algorithmic structure to help you follow its logic. Doing so is an oversimplification; in the real world, you would likely jump around within (and outside) the process. But the holistic view described here should get you on your way toward a well-reasoned, credible, and defensible evaluation of your evidence.

If you look at Exhibit 6-4, it may seem overwhelming. For now, just try to get the gist of it and save it for later reference. This process has three main parts. The first reviews the process of collecting and evaluating evidence—both on a piece-by-piece basis and in the aggregate. The second describes how to decide how much confidence in the evidence you’ve collected is warranted. And the third describes how probabilistic reasoning can be used to characterize the likelihood of uncertain outcomes or the degree of confidence in your conclusion.

In this context, it’s easy to mix up the words confidence and likelihood. Both are measured on a continuum and address similar concepts, but they have different meanings here. Confidence reflects the degree to which we believe our evidence provides a sound and credible basis for drawing a conclusion. Or, as the US Intelligence Community puts it, “confidence levels … reflect the scope and quality of the information supporting its judgments” (ODNI, 2011, p. 60). On the other hand, the word likelihood has a meaning akin to statistical chance. The ODNI explains: “Statements that address the subject of likelihood are intended to reflect the … probability of a development or an event occurring” (ODNI, 2011, p. 59).


[image: The exhibit features an evaluation of available evidence to answer research questions.]DescriptionExhibit 6-4 Evaluating the Available Evidence to Answer Your Research Questions



For example, a robust body of qualitative evidence on childhood development might give us high confidence that we understand how such development occurs, but might not be sufficiently detailed to permit quantified, probabilistic statements about various aspects of the development process. On the other hand, we might have a robust collection of evidence on a different topic (e.g., the relationship of national debt to economic growth) in which we have high confidence and that allows probabilistic reasoning (e.g., that a 20% increase in debt leads to a 2% decrease in growth).

The process in Exhibit 6-4 is sequential. Let’s look at each major element in the exhibit. The ultimate goal of this process is to come up with the evidence you need to solve your research puzzle and answer the associated research questions, so that’s where we start. Section 6.1 described how to come up with the puzzle and questions to guide your search, while Section 6.2 suggested seven types of evidence to consider. When you finish this step of the process, you will have a collection of evidence that needs to be reviewed on a piece-by-piece basis.

As described in Sections 6.3 and 6.4, for each piece of evidence, you want to think about the quality of its data, the validity of its reasoning, the potential for bias, the strength of its conclusion, its relevance to your research question, and how much you trust its source. If an individual piece of evidence doesn’t pass muster, meaning that it’s just not credible, you need to disregard it. After doing so, you then look at the remaining collection of credible evidence related to each research question and ask whether—given the quantity, quality, and level of agreement in the evidence—sound conclusions can be drawn. If the answer is no, then you’re done. The available evidence is simply insufficient to serve as a basis for further analysis. But if the answer is yes, you can then move to the next part of the evaluation.

The goal in this step is to figure out how much confidence you have in the evidence you’ve collected. At this point, you’re no longer characterizing individual pieces of evidence but instead are focused on the body of evidence relevant to each research question. Given the academic tradition of not relying on just one study to support a definitive conclusion, we assess confidence based on two underlying characteristics of the collection of evidence: the extent of the evidence (do we have only one or two data sources, or do we have many?) and the level of agreement within the evidence (do the studies and data point in the same direction, or are they all over the place?). As shown in the table labeled Level of Confidence, we intersect these two considerations to form a continuum of confidence from very high to very low. If you have low, or very low, confidence in the evidence, you’re almost certainly done. Further analysis of such evidence would likely strain credulity. If you have medium confidence in the evidence, you’ll have to make a case-specific judgment call about whether to move on to the next step or refrain from further analysis.

On the other hand, if you have high or very high confidence in your evidence, you need to figure out if you can apply probabilistic reasoning to your evidence. Does the evidence allow you to attach a credible probability estimate to the likelihood that something will occur in the future or to the likelihood that some description of current conditions is true? If the answer is yes, you would move to the next part of Exhibit 6-4, but if the answer is no, then you would stop and write up the results.

Let’s assume you’ve decided that you can reason probabilistically with the evidence you have. As shown in the exhibit, you would then capture the result of your probabilistic reasoning in a narrative form with words of estimative probability or in a numeric form with a specific probability (either a range or a point estimate) of the type we talked about in Section 5.6. You may recall that a frequentist will generally be comfortable attaching numeric probabilities only to repeatable events for which the outcome can be measured, while a subjectivist believes that probabilities are also meaningful for one-off events and for capturing the likelihood that a particular conclusion is true.

Finally, note that all paths in the algorithm end up in the same place—the creation of a traceable account. What exactly is a traceable account? It’s a written record that links your answer to each research question to the evidence base upon which it rests. The traceable account might be just a few notes for your own use, or it could be more expansive, suitable for sharing with others.

The rationale for creating a traceable account is twofold. First, the need to document how you reasoned your way from the evidence to the answers to your research questions creates a useful discipline for your thinking process. If you know you’re going to have to put down in writing is how you got from one to the other, you’ll be more inclined to follow a logical and consistent approach. Second, depending on the uses to which your analysis will be put, there may be a normative obligation to be transparent about your work. If your use of evidence will end up playing an important role in the policymaking process, then arguably you have an ethical obligation to be as clear as possible about the evidence upon which you relied and how you synthesized it to reach your conclusions.





6.6 Watch Out for These Evidence Traps

As shown in Exhibit 6-5, when it comes to the use of evidence within a specific policy analysis, there are several ways to go wrong. This section describes a few of the traps you’ll want to watch out for, either as you do your own policy analysis or as you review the work of others.8

8 The material in this section represents an amalgam of ideas that originate in multiple sources. Specific factual claims and studies are cited in the usual fashion. The remainder of the material is based primarily on my personal experience but also reflects an integrated reading of less formal commentary offered by these websites, news reports, and blog posts: Bensen (2017), Dwyer (2018), Dwyer (2017), Richardson (2018), and Richardson (2017).



Exhibit 6-5 Potential Errors in the Use of Evidence



	Evidence based on flawed generalizations	○ Cherry picking unrepresentative examples
	○ Conclusions from unrepresentative samples
	○ The small-n problem
	○ Changing your mind is OK


	Strategic misuse of evidence	○ Playing with evidence
	○ Who needs evidence?
	○ Valid evidence doesn’t change someone’s mind
	○ Neglecting to collect evidence to stall debate


	Statistical mishaps	○ The flaw of averages
	○ Absolute vs. percentage change
	○ Playing with arbitrary end points
	○ Playing with the baseline







6.6.1 Evidence Based on Flawed Generalizations

In Section 5.3, we talked about inductive reasoning, which entails looking at specific situations or examples and drawing inferences about broader principles based on those examples. This mode of thinking is, for example, at the heart of survey research in which we look closely at a sample drawn from a population and then generalize our findings from the sample to the population. It turns out that many of the statistical mistakes we might make in survey analysis have analogs in qualitative analysis.



Cherry-Picking Unrepresentative Examples

Sometimes, a speaker uses Aristotle’s concept of pathos to provoke an emotional response from an audience. He or she might elect to focus only on sensational examples of something—say alcohol-related accidents by teen drivers—to make a point. But a random sample is one in which every member of the population has the same chance of being selected. By cherry-picking dramatic cases, he or she can describe their tragic nature, but without a representative sample of teens (e.g., those who do and don’t drink, and those who do and don’t drive), cannot draw broad inferences about the problem.




Drawing Conclusions from an Unrepresentative Sample

Unlike cherry-picking, the mistake here is unintentional. Imagine you work for a Member of Congress and are in charge of tallying comments from residents who write, call, or email the office. Suppose contacts are running 80/20 against a particular policy. Does that mean a large majority of the district opposes the policy? Not necessarily. Remember, you only have information from the folks who bothered to contact the office. Those people are self-selected; they’re not necessarily a representative cross section of the residents in the district.




The Small-n Problem

Statisticians traditionally use the letter ‘n’ to denote the size of a sample. Beyond the need to have a broadly representative collection of individual cases, we also need to recognize the link between sample size and the precision of our estimates. There’s no definitive rule, but if you have fewer than several dozen cases, you won’t be able to draw very precise inferences about the population. A statistician can help you put a number on the precision of your estimate as a function of the size of the sample.




Changing Your Mind Is OK

For scientists, finding new evidence is typically a mechanism for greater insight and discovery. In the political world, however, if new evidence suggests a policy change is warranted, you may have a problem. Changing your mind is often seen as a sign of incompetence or weakness (Al-Khalili, 2020). As a policy analyst, it can be tough to come out and admit that a conclusion you’d reached previously is no longer valid. But in the long run, doing so typically enhances your reputation as an honest and transparent analyst. What’s more, if you heeded my suggestion about not overselling your conclusion in the first place, your humility then will be make it easier to change your stance now.






6.6.2 Strategic Misuse of Evidence

As noted in Chapter 3, when policy analysis is used for advocacy rather than inquiry, there are incentives for selective use of evidence. Indeed, emphasizing supportive evidence, and dismissing or ignoring contradictory evidence, are hallmarks of advocacy. Below are a few things to look out for.


Playing with Evidence

Sometimes, someone will assert that a particular piece of evidence proves a point. They might be right, but don’t take their word for it; instead, examine the evidence closely and the conclusion it purportedly proves. Decide for yourself. Similarly, you might encounter an assertion early in a debate that, at the time, no one objects to. The assertion then takes on a life of its own as it is repeated multiple times. Eventually, it can get accepted as valid evidence, even though it is not. In short, repetition does not strengthen weak evidence.




Who Needs Evidence?

Given the political processes that surround policy analysis, advocates sometimes come to policy debates with little to no evidence. The absence of evidence might suggest that the only available evidence would undercut the advocate’s case. As essayist Christopher Hitchens put it: “what can be asserted without evidence can also be dismissed without evidence” (Knowles, 2014). While this is simply a heuristic and can’t be proven valid in all cases, it reminds us that, in the absence of evidence, most claims are considerably weakened.




Valid Evidence that Doesn’t Change Someone’s Mind

An advocate may profess to be open-minded (a way to use Aristotle’s concept of ethos to engender positive feeling in an audience), but when confronted with sound and strong evidence, doesn’t adjust his or her position. This is a tip-off that you’re dealing with a close-minded person. You might be tempted to work harder to present better evidence, but if you don’t have such evidence, you be stuck. Better to call them out for their close-mindedness than get tangled up in an unwinnable argument over evidence.




Neglecting to Collect Evidence to Stall Debate

The case for new policy measures logically rests on the demonstration of a problem in need of attention. Opponents of policy action may thus oppose collection of information about the scope and magnitude of a potential problem to deny advocates the evidence upon which to make a case. There have long been, for example, heated debates about collecting information on the environmental impacts of concentrated animal feeding operations (Stecker, 2015). Environmental activists hope to use collected data as evidence to argue for increased regulation while the agriculture industry has generally resisted data collection efforts. Similarly, opponents of gun control were instrumental in the 1996 enactment of the Dickey Amendment prohibiting the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) from conducting public health research on the causes and impacts of gun violence because of what Representative Dickey called CDC’s “emotional antigun agenda” (CRS, 2019, p. 1).






6.6.3 Statistical Mishaps

Probability and statistics are core components of almost all graduate programs in policy analysis. There are plenty of ways to go wrong with statistical evidence. Don’t worry, I won’t try to summarize them all here. I do, however, want to address four that seem to come up frequently.


The Flaw of Averages

While the mean value of a collection of numbers is often a great way to summarize them, it can also be highly misleading (Savage, 2012). For example, even if the average income in a city goes up 5% in one year, that doesn’t mean everyone’s better off. Lots of folks could have lower incomes, but their losses may be more than offset by the great fortune of a few people in the town. In short, in policy analysis, you always want to investigate the full range of values rather than relying on a single point estimate.




Absolute vs. Percentage Change

When we compare the change in an important measure, we have two options. We can report the absolute numeric change, or we can report the percentage change. Look at Exhibit 6-6. Depending on how we present the data, we can tell two very different stories:

	Crime in State A has soared this year; it’s up by 43% compared to an increase of only 17% in State B. The increase in State A is 2.6 times the increase in State B.
	Crime in State B has soared this year; it’s up by 250 victims per 100,000 persons, compared to an increase of only 97 victims in State B. The increase in State B is 2.6 times the increase in State A.



Exhibit 6-6
[image: ]


Both stories correctly interpret the data but appear to reach different conclusions. Neither is right and neither is wrong. The bottom line is that you need to pay close attention to the difference between an absolute change and a percentage change, both when you’re doing policy analysis and when you’re analyzing someone else’s work.




Playing with Arbitrary End Points

When you have a series of data that fluctuates over time, you can distort its interpretation by modifying the end points of your analysis. For example, Exhibit 6-7 provides annual average global temperatures (NASA, 2020). The trend is generally upward over time, but I could honestly report that the temperature in 2019 was either down by 3% (compared to 2016), or up by 10% (compared to 2015). In short, changing the starting point by just one year radically changes the conclusion.

[image: The exhibit depicts the global land–ocean temperature relative to mean for the period 1950–1981.]DescriptionExhibit 6-7 Global Land–Ocean Temperature Relative to Mean, 1950–1981






Playing with the Baseline

On a Thursday morning in October 2020, the Federal government released its regular quarterly report on gross domestic product (GDP) (BEA, 2020). The news quickly spread across the web:

	US economic growth shatters record at 33.1% (Fox Business, 2020)
	GDP rose by a record 7.4% in the third quarter (Washington Post, 2020)


That’s a big difference: 33.1 vs. 7.4%! What’s going on? Turns out that the two headlines—based on the same government report—used different baselines. Third quarter GDP was 7.4% larger than second quarter GDP. But, if you annualize that rate (by assuming 7.4% growth continues for four quarters), you get 33.1% growth. So both headlines are right, but you couldn’t blame a person for getting confused. What’s more, if you compare the third quarter of 2020 to the same quarter in 2019, you get a decrease of 2.9%. The economy may have done great over the prior three months, but it’s still smaller than it was a year earlier, something you’d never know from the headlines.









Chapter Summary

When it comes to policy analysis, logic (the subject of the prior chapter) and evidence (the subject of this chapter) are two sides of the same coin. You can’t do high-quality policy analysis without using both. In this chapter, we began with the idea of using a research puzzle and a set of associated research questions to figure out what evidence to collect. We then moved on to seven types of evidence often important in policy analysis. We took a theoretical detour to consider four types of validity—construct, conclusion, internal, and external—to understand what it means to draw credible and defensible inferences from evidence.

Because none of us can be an expert on every topic, we also looked at the conditions under which we can trust evidence from others, observing that trustworthiness often depends on a combination of competence and character. Noting that academics rightly prefer a body of evidence to the conclusions of a single study, we looked at ways to consider the magnitude of evidence and the extent of agreement within it before deciding how confident to be in the evidence. We also distinguished the degree of confidence in the evidence from the degree of uncertainty in predictions from that evidence. Finally, we identified a few practical traps to avoid when it comes to collecting and using evidence in policy analysis.




Discussion Questions



	Think about a public policy issue with which you are familiar. If you were to undertake a policy analysis of the issue, how would you define the research puzzle? What three to five research questions would you endeavor to answer with your analysis?
	In the 2020 Presidential Election, 81 million people voted for Joe Biden, 74 million voted for Donald Trump, and 80 million eligible citizens didn’t vote. How would you use these results to discern public preferences on matters related to federal public policy? How important are the preferences of those who voted for Trump relative to those who voted for Biden? How about the preference of those who didn’t vote?
	Suppose your client tells you that she’s just heard about a successful after-school program in another city. She’s excited about the idea of introducing the program in your town. How would you go about deciding whether that’s a good idea? How would you use the principles of validity to assess whether the program actually works and whether it might work in your town?
	Pick a specific policy-related topic and express it in a phrase of three or four words. Enter that phrase in Google Scholar. How many hits did you get? How would you decide which of the search results deserve closer scrutiny?
	Pick the top three results from your search of Google Scholar and scan the original articles. How easy is it to understand the findings of those studies? Do you think any of the studies would be useful in doing a policy analysis of the topic? Why? Why not? Do you think the author(s) of each article qualify as ‘experts’? Do you trust the validity and truth of the articles’ conclusions? Why? Why not?
	Look at the latest edition of The New York Times or The Wall Street Journal. Pick one of the op-eds (i.e., an opinion piece written by someone other than the paper’s editorial board). Can you identify any invalid uses of evidence of the type that we discussed in Section 6.6?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit shows how the search for evidence in a policy analysis is organized. It begins with starters where deadlines, resources, and contexts are fixed. The process then moves on the research puzzle, which include intellectual challenge and policy heuristics, which depict the types of challenges encountered and kinds of policies to implement, respectively. Research questions are then iterated, which then implements search for evidence to answer those research questions and fill the gap in the policy analysis. Finally, closers include the stopping rule and focus.


Back to Figure
The exhibit illustrates the elements of construct validity. They include the construct, wherein mental representation of how the world works takes place. It then moves on to the actual operationalization, finally resulting in evidence of observations and measurements of real-world phenomena.


Back to Figure
The exhibit details an evaluation of available evidence to answer research questions. It starts with an evidence search where sources and techniques of available evidence is sought, wherein evaluation of each piece of evidence is done, finally the whole body of evidence is evaluated. If found to be sufficient, the level of confidence in the evidence is to be stated, with features such as very high confidence to very low confidence. If found to be relatively high, the likelihood of uncertain outcomes in validating a research question must be characterized based on estimate probability and numeric probability. Then present the findings of both likelihood of uncertain outcomes and degree of confidence by creating a traceable account to capture use of evidence. In the likelihood that there is no sufficient evidence, the inability of assessing confidence must be stated along with the inability to reason probabilistically in case of no sufficient probabilistic reasoning as well.


Back to Figure
The exhibit charts the global land–ocean temperature relative to mean for the period 1950–1981. On a scale of 0.00 to 1.50, the annual global temperatures are shown in a wavering pattern. The trend is generally upward over time.








Chapter Seven The Mindset of an Effective Policy Analyst


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Develop a sound, well-reasoned, evidence-based policy claim.
	Deconstruct policy claims made by others to assess their validity and potential value in policy debates.
	Describe an input-output framework for policy analysis.
	Explain how narrowing the scope, setting priorities through triage, applying Dual Process Theory, and increasing efficiency can overcome constraints that often limit policy analysis.
	Use back-of-the-envelope and Fermi-izing techniques to decompose tough analytic problems with limited data.
	Effectively communicate the results of policy in writing and verbally.
	Bring together the key characteristics of effective policy analysis to describe the mindset of a successful policy analyst.


We now turn our attention in this chapter to a view of policy analysis that integrates the processes of cognition from Chapter 4 with the themes of logic and evidence from the last two chapters. We’ll focus on the real-world constraints that can get in a policy analyst’s way and consider some suggestions for overcoming those constraints.

Section 7.1 presents a framework for integrating evidence and logic that will allow you to formulate a specific policy-relevant claim while Section 7.2 focuses on how you can critically evaluate—or deconstruct—policy claims made by others. We turn in Section 7.3 to strategies for coping with the real-world time and resource constraints that often prevent the classical models of policy analysis from being applied in their entirety. This section focuses on how you can still use policy analysis to make valuable contributions to policy debates. Section 7.4 takes a deep dive into one technique—decomposition—that is particularly helpful when doing policy analysis in a constrained world. Section 7.5 reviews the process of effectively communicating the results of your policy analysis. Finally, Section 7.6 describes the foundational mindset of a successful policy analyst: a framework for viewing the world of public policy in general and the role of the policy analyst in particular.




7.1 Frameworks for Policy Reasoning

In Chapter 5, we talked about the forms of logic most relevant to policy analysis: deductive, inductive, causal, abductive, and probabilistic reasoning, as well as reasoning by classification. Then, in Chapter 6, we focused on evidence: where to look for it, how to collect it, how to draw valid inferences from it, and how to evaluate our confidence in a body of evidence. Let’s talk now about how logic and evidence can be integrated into a broader framework for policy reasoning.

The purpose of policy reasoning is to substantiate a claim, i.e., make the case that a particular conclusion is, at least provisionally, true.1 For starters, it’s important to distinguish policy reasoning from other methods of trying to convince a reader or listener that a claim is true. If a policy-relevant claim is made without any rationale or explanation, or is supported only by empirical claims we can’t test (e.g., that magical forces, not viral transmission, explain the progression of a pandemic illness), or contains claims that are obviously flawed (e.g., that a public health program implemented in October improved health outcomes the previous March), then I would refer to it as an unsubstantiated assertion. Such assertions do not provide a sound basis for designing, analyzing, or implementing public policies.

1 In this context, I use the terms claim and conclusion interchangeably.


Turning to policy-relevant claims that are based on logic and evidence, Exhibit 7-1 depicts the content of a generic policy-relevant claim. The claim itself—the conclusion based on logic and evidence—provides the overarching context. Integral to the claim is the qualifier that reflects the provisional nature of the claim. The collection of reasons (#1 through #N), each based on some combination of evidence and logic, provides the foundation for the claim. Some reasons may themselves rest on other subordinate reasons to validate their veracity. In this example, Reason #1 depends on the strength of Subreasons A, B, and C. Finally, the strongest of claims anticipates potential objections to the claim and embeds a rebuttal to the objection in the claim itself.

[image: The exhibit illustrates the content of policy-relevant claim.]DescriptionExhibit 7-1 Content of Policy-Relevant Claim



You may recall from Chapter 3 that claims generally fit into one of two categories: descriptive or prescriptive. The content of a policy claim differs somewhat between the two categories, so to help illustrate the distinction, I developed the two illustrative policy claims, one descriptive and the other prescriptive, shown in Exhibit 7-2.


Exhibit 7-2
[image: ]


We can use these sample policy claims to make a couple of observations. First, while all aspects of the claim need to be backed by compelling reasons, not all reasons are equally important. If, in the first case, suburban construction of homes turns out to be unrelated to congestion, the increase in the number of cars and the increase in commute times are still strong indicators that the problem is getting worse, and the claim would likely survive the loss of this piece of evidence. On the other hand, in the second example, if a well-designed public opinion survey finds a majority of citizens are unwilling to raise taxes to fund the project, that’s a pretty strong indication that the counterargument about affordability is correct, and that the claim is flawed.

Second, we evaluate the strength of descriptive and prescriptive claims in different ways. For example, there is little normative reasoning in the first case. There is an implicit value judgment that waiting in traffic (i.e., the extra 15 minutes) is a bad thing, but that doesn’t seem controversial. Equally competent, open-minded analysts with access to the same data would thus likely judge the strength of the first claim similarly. On the other hand, the second case incorporates normative value judgments related to, for example, the desirability of increased mobility, the importance of meeting the needs of the poor and seniors, the desirability of lower taxes, and the social value of providing new jobs. Because these reasons offered in support of the claim originate in normative thinking, it may not be possible to reach agreement on them, even among well-intentioned and open-minded citizens, policy analysts, and policymakers. Structuring normative policy claims in a clear, logical, and transparent manner can make it easier to identify areas of agreement and disagreement and move more effectively toward resolving policy disputes (Robert & Zeckhauser, 2011; Stone, 2012).

To close out our discussion of frameworks for policy reasoning, let’s talk about the process of developing a policy-relevant claim. Exhibit 7-3 lays out one approach that may help you stay organized.2 You start by creating a preliminary version of the claim. Look at your evidence and ask what it shows. Think about how that evidence can be stitched together with logical reasoning to infer broader conclusions. Then, flip the process on its head and start over with the conclusions you think you can draw, and see if you can logically support them with the evidence you have. After you’ve iterated a couple times between available evidence and the potential claims it might support, you should have a draft of your tentative claim.

2 This approach is loosely based on the work of Toulmin, Ricke, and Janik (1979).


[image: The exhibit features the process of developing a claim.]DescriptionExhibit 7-3 The Process of Developing a Sound, Well-Reasoned, Evidence-Informed, Policy-Relevant Claim



Turn now to ‘hearing’ the counterarguments and objections to the claim. This can happen in two ways. You might show your draft to colleagues and ask them to spot the weaknesses in your evidence and thinking. Alternatively, you might do some personal role playing, and shift from being the author of the claim to be its fiercest opponent. Either way, the goal is to spot flawed logic, figure out if evidence is invalid or unreliable, determine whether any relevant evidence has been overlooked, identify any valid reasoning that you neglected to apply, and decide whether the qualifier is either too strong or too weak.

With these counterarguments and objections in hand, step back and think about how you might rebut them. Do you need to modify the claim? You could add or drop evidence, add or drop logical arguments, or rewrite the claim itself. If you think the counterarguments are unpersuasive, you could also stand pat and change nothing.

Once all that’s done, being mindful of the quality of the evidence and any counterarguments, objections, and rebuttals, you need to settle on the level of confidence you believe is appropriate for the qualifier. (Revisit Exhibit 6-4 if you want a refresher on this process.) Remember, there are few if any definitive truths to be found in policy analysis. Indeed, a properly qualified conclusion is often far closer to the truth than is a bold confident claim that admits no uncertainty. After taking care of all these steps, the result should be a sound, well-reasoned, evidence-informed policy claim.





7.2 Deconstructing Policy Claims Made by Others

Let’s pivot from the process by which you develop your own policy claim to the process by which you evaluate someone else’s policy claim. Pick an issue you’re interested in—pandemics, climate change, police reform, social inequality, national defense—and you probably won’t have trouble finding an intense and high-profile debate about it. One of the most important skills that an aspiring policy analyst can master is the ability to quickly and effectively deconstruct policy claims made by others.3 If the word deconstruct seems too abstract, then think about critiquing, unpacking, breaking down, or simply evaluating the claim. The point is that you need to critically examine the policy claim so that you understand what’s in it and what’s been left out, the extent to which it is supported by logic and evidence, and the degree to which it provides a sound basis for or against taking policy action.

3 I use ‘deconstruction’ colloquially to describe the process of critiquing a policy claim. I am not referring to deconstruction as characterized by postmodern philosophers, like Derrida, who use it to examine philosophical and literary texts.


When you deconstruct a policy claim, you first need to decide whether you’re looking at inquiry or advocacy. As we saw in Chapter 3, in the first case, the analyst aims for a neutral exploration of the issue while in the latter case, the analyst aims to win the argument in support of a specific policy action. Why is it important to decide which sort of analysis underlies the policy claim you’re deconstructing? If the claim’s author is motivated primarily by advocacy, then the claim won’t give you the whole story. You’ll need to hear other, competing, claims on the same issue and calibrate them with each other to figure out what’s really going on. On the other hand, if the author’s motive is inquiry, you will likely see a broader and more complete presentation of the issue.

Neither type of analysis is immune to problems. In both cases, the author may have relied on weak evidence or applied flawed reasoning or run out of time to do a more thorough job. Therein lies another important distinction between the two types of policy analysis. With an advocacy-based claim, analytic shortcomings may be either intentional or accidental. With an inquiry-based claim, such shortcomings are usually accidental.

When you’re deconstructing a policy claim, a second question to ask is whether the claim is complete. There are only two cases in which you don’t have to worry about whether the claim is complete. First, if an author maintains that there is no problem in the first place (rather than arguing for or against a particular policy option), then you only need to assess the strength of the evidence and logic being offered to demonstrate the absence of a policy problem. Second, and conversely, if an author claims that a particular policy problem demands action but doesn’t provide a policy solution, then you can limit your inquiry to the nature of the problem and of its causes and consequences.


But if the author is trying to make a convincing case for or against policy action, then—apropos of the classical model of policy analysis described in Chapter 1—he or she needs to deliver the five items listed in Exhibit 7-4. Of course, the simple fact that all five of these elements are present doesn’t mean you should accept the claim as valid since it can suffer other weaknesses. But if any of these elements is missing, then the policy claim does not—by itself—provide a sound basis for policy action.


Exhibit 7-4 Elements of a Complete Policy Claim



	Compelling problem definition
	Diverse set of viable policy options
	Criteria that surface all pros and cons of all options
	Sound approach to projecting the likely outcomes of each option
	Clear articulation of trade-offs across options




Another means of deconstructing a policy claim is to search for cognitive mistakes, invalid logic, and weak evidence:

	Cognitive errors: Look for mistakes that seem to result from flawed System 1 thinking, motivated reasoning, or hot cognition. As we saw in Section 4.6, there are multiple ways to go wrong here.
	Unsound reasoning: Evaluate the logic used in the claim and ask whether the author’s reasoning is sound. If you detect weak reasoning or rhetorical trickery, based on the suggestions in Section 5.7, you should discount the claim accordingly.
	Weak evidence: Check the evidence in the claim. You might not have time to fact-check all the data or to figure out if key evidence has been missed, but assessing whether the author has fallen into any of the traps mentioned in Section 6.6 will help you evaluate the evidence in the claim.
	Obvious flaws: Internal contradictions, tables that don’t add up, missing citations, grammar errors, and typos can be symptoms of deeper problems. If you can’t trust the author to sweat the details, you ought not trust him or her to competently execute the analysis itself.


Finally, watch out for heroic assumptions about implementation. Many claims propose a particular solution to a specific problem and confidently tout the benefits that will accrue from implementation of the proposed policy change. Reality is a bit more complicated. Even if enacted into law, words on a piece of paper—the new policy—have no effect; only the implementation of the policy generates tangible changes in real-world conditions. But that doesn’t stop many advocates from making the often-unrealistic assumption that implementation will be smooth, fully effective, and immediate. To discern whether this is the case with the claim you are deconstructing, consider several questions.

	Institutions: How many governmental actors must come into alignment to ensure effective implementation? To what degree do they share common interests? Or are they likely to work at cross-purposes?
	Complexity: How complex is the proposed policy? Is it a modest change from the status quo? Or is it radically new and different? The latter will face more daunting implementation challenges.
	Resources: Will the policy have sufficient human, financial, legal, and technological resources to allow implementation as anticipated by the advocate? Might its opponents starve it of resources?
	Unintended consequences: How might the policy incentivize unexpected behavior by firms, individuals, and institutions that undermines implementation?
	Winners, losers, and politics: Who wins and who loses under the policy? How powerful are winners and losers? How might winners facilitate implementation? How might losers impede implementation?


In short, because we get only the costs and benefits—not of the words on paper—but of the policy as actually implemented, you always need to think critically about implementation when you’re deconstructing a policy claim. If the claim ignores implementation or makes heroic assumptions about the timing or likelihood of successful implementation, then its conclusions may merit skepticism.




7.3 Policy Analysis in a Constrained World

Because policy analysis is client-driven, you rarely get to set the schedule. Your work invariably takes place under time and resource constraints that impede your ability to fully execute the classical models of policy analysis presented in Chapters 1 and 2. Accordingly, this section (and the next) gives you some suggestions for mitigating constraints while still generating useful results.



7.3.1 An Input-Output Framework for Policy Analysis

For starters, think of policy analysis as a production process, with inputs and outputs.4 Inputs are the time, cognitive effort, and human and data resources you invest in a policy analysis project. Outputs might be measured by the project’s ability to create insight that enhances the policymaking process. At the extremes, the value to the client of your final deliverable could range from useless to very helpful.

4 My focus here is a single project: a discrete, time-limited analysis of an issue in response to a specific client assignment.


Exhibit 7-5 illustrates the relationship between analytic effort (measured on the horizontal axis) and the value of the analytic result (measured on the vertical axis). The upwardly sloped line simply demonstrates that the more effort you expend, the more value you can create for your client. Imagine the maximum effort you can devote to the project. Maybe you only have a couple days to spare; perhaps the client must take a public position on an issue by Friday. Either way, your analytic inputs are capped at the level denoted on the horizontal axis by Point M. In turn, based on the relationship between inputs and outputs, the value of the best deliverable you can feasibly produce is capped on the vertical axis at V.

[image: The exhibit depicts the relationship between analytic effort and value of analysis.]DescriptionExhibit 7-5 Relationship Between Analytic Effort and Value of Analysis




The relationship between inputs and outputs is, however, rarely linear. Each hour you invest in your policy analysis doesn’t create the same incremental increase in value for your client. Look at Exhibit 7-6. In it, I illustrate two possible relationships between the input effort and the output value. In Case A, you’re able to generate a lot of valuable insight quickly with your initial investment of effort. Perhaps you’re already an expert in the topic, or the analysis is simple and straightforward. In Case B, it takes a lot of work before your analytic productivity improves significantly. Maybe you know nothing about the policy topic you’ve been asked to look at or you lack the technical skills to execute the analysis. Perhaps the policy issue is an intractable mess (e.g., a wicked problem). Either way, you invest significant upfront effort before you start to see the pay off. When we overlay constraint M on your time and effort, you can see that you’re in good shape if you can operate within Case A. On the other hand, if you’re stuck in Case B, you won’t have much of a deliverable when the deadline rolls around.

[image: The exhibit illustrates using the 80/20 principle to define a target zone.]DescriptionExhibit 7-6 Using the 80/20 Principle to Define the Target Zone



The steep incline at the start of Case A (which I’ve labeled as the ‘Target Zone’) reflects what is colloquially known as the 80/20 principle, which posits that in many cases, 80% of the result is attained with the first 20% of the effort. While it’s only a heuristic that shouldn’t be taken as a universal principle, the 80/20 principle does provide an aspiring policy analyst with hope that a valuable contribution to the policy process can still be made, even in a time-constrained and resource-constrained environment. The remainder of this section offers you a few suggestions for how to get closer to the Target Zone.




7.3.2 Narrowing the Scope of the Analysis

One way to meet a deadline is to downsize the task so that you can do a good job within the available time. Your output will be more modest than if you took more time. But, here’s the thing: you often don’t have more time. The choice is not between more or less time, but is between a complete, coherent deliverable, and a half-finished deliverable. In short, you need to adjust the scope of the analysis to allow you to hit the deadline with a product that doesn’t embarrass you.

One way to downsize a policy analysis is to reduce the size of your Criteria–Alternatives Matrix (CAM) (Carrigan & Shapiro, 2017; Patton, Sawicki, & Clark, 2013).5 The CAM arrays a full set of policy options against a complete collection of evaluation criteria. Because filling in each cell of the CAM requires evidence and analysis, each extra option or criterion increases your workload.

5 Revisit Chapter 1 if you need a refresher on how to set up and use a CAM.


If time is short, you might analyze only one or two policy options (presumably, the options most likely to be adopted). Similarly, you might consider only the evaluation criteria that are most important to your client. For instance, a client might ask you to estimate the governmental cost of a new legislative proposal. In that case, you’re filling in only one cell of the matrix. If your client doesn’t narrow the analysis for you, you may be able to do so on your own. Think about which criteria will probably surface the most important pros and cons of the options being debated (or, if you’re doing a cost–benefit analysis, the highest benefits and costs), and focus on only those criteria (Carrigan & Shapiro, 2017).

Another way to downsize your policy analysis is to opt for a “quick analysis” rather than a “researched analysis” (Patton, Sawicki, & Clark, 2013, p. 150). The difference is the extent of research and evidence collection. A quick analysis doesn’t entail any original data collection; instead, you synthesize only information that’s readily available, from colleagues, reference materials, or online, to conduct your analysis.6 By contrast, as its name implies, researched analysis entails a more extensive search for evidence to inform your policy analysis and comes closer to the classical policy analysis models described in Chapters 1 and 2.

6 If you opt for quick analysis, pay careful attention to the risks of relying on online sources, described in Chapter 6.


Again, there’s a trade-off here. A quick analysis will yield a less precise, less robust, analytic result, with a higher likelihood of overlooking something important, than would a researched analysis. In an unconstrained world, we’d obviously prefer the latter over the former. But if you’re working under a tight time constraint, it’s again a false choice; you’re not choosing between a quick analysis and a researched analysis. You’re choosing between a quick analysis and no analysis (e.g., relying only on hunch or intuition). If so, quick analysis is the better choice.

Over the course of my career, I’d guess that at least half of the policy analyses I’ve been involved with would qualify as quick analyses, with the rest characterized as researched analyses. My experience is not unique. In looking at empirical studies of public service, Abrams (2016) reported that “quick analysis is pervasive in public agencies” (p. 532). Getting good at quick analysis is thus an important element in your professional toolbox.




7.3.3 Speeding Up the Process of Analysis

Within the confines of a downsized analysis, there are several techniques you can use to speed up the analysis while minimizing the adverse impact on the value of your final analytic deliverable. You can think of these techniques as a form of triage, a concept drawn from the field of medicine. When a hospital, for example, receives a large number of patients in a short period of time, emergency room personnel will triage the patients, sorting them in priority order, based on the urgency of their conditions. A similar process can be used to prioritize the specific tasks within your policy analysis.

For starters, stay focused on evidence and analysis that has the potential to change the answer in a material way. If your client asks you which option, Policy A or Policy B, is best, you only need to study factors that might tip the balance from one policy to the other. You don’t need to collect a lot of ‘nice to know’ information that won’t change your answer to your client’s question.

Don’t take the time to come up with a precise estimate when an approximation will suffice. When a policymaker is deciding whether to support a particular policy option, for instance, it may be enough to know the rough magnitude of its cost. You might need only to offer a conclusion about whether the cost will be closer to $1 million or to $10 million. Perhaps your agency has been appropriated $25 million by the state legislature. The only relevant question may then be whether a policy will cost less than $25 million. Time spent coming up with a more exact estimate could very well be time wasted.

Don’t let the perfect become the enemy of the good. Sure, you can imagine a deliverable that surveys all the evidence, probes innovative policy choices, applies sophisticated analysis, and offers profound insights. Unfortunately, in a time-constrained and resource-constrained environment, a quest for such a result can impede your ability to deliver the most value possible for your client in a timely deliverable. With a deadline looming, time spent pursuing analytic ambitions you can’t achieve creates an opportunity cost: time not available for a modest, but still useful, analysis, or for other important work on another project. As tech entrepreneur and Amazon founder Jeff Bezos (2017) puts it:


Most decisions should probably be made with somewhere around 70 percent of the information you wish you had. If you wait for 90 percent, in most cases, you’re probably being slow.



Apply principles of metacognition to tap both System 1 and System 2 thinking. Even though it carries significant risks of cognitive bias and error, System 1 thinking has one very compelling advantage: it’s fast! If you’re on a tight schedule for a policy analysis, for example, System 1 may help you quickly focus on the concerns of key stakeholders, weed out infeasible policy options, and identify workarounds to political and institutional obstacles. Most importantly, it may help you figure out what kinds of analysis are possible given time and resource constraints.

The more subject matter expertise and professional experience you have, the more likely it is that your System 1 intuition will be reliable. But to be clear here: I am not giving you license to rely solely on your gut instincts while doing a policy analysis! Don’t forget that Section 4.6 identified 11 major failures of System 1 thinking that can cause even the smartest and most capable analysts to go wrong with fast thinking. And some policy issues are so complex and novel that there is no way to make sense of them without the careful, deliberative, analytic approach of System 2 thinking. In such cases, if you’re time-constrained, you need to be honest with the client, telling her or him that they’ve asked a policy question that you can’t answer on their time schedule.

To mitigate the risks of System 1 thinking, look back at Exhibit 4-4 which illustrated the principles of Dual Process Theory (DPT). It’s the integration of Systems 1 and 2 that seems to offer the most promise for better decisionmaking:


Popular books often draw a dichotomy between intuition and analysis—blink versus think—and pick one or the other as the way to go. … [But this] is another false dichotomy. The choice isn’t either/or, it is how to blend them in evolving situations. That conclusion is not as inspiring as a simple exhortation to take one path or the other, but it has the advantage of being true. (Tetlock & Gardner, 2015, p. 41)



In short, you need to maintain a metacognitive monitor on your work, and stay ready to apply an executive override from System 2 if needed to keep your System 1 thinking on track (Marrin & Torres, 2017). And don’t forget that the final element of DPT—reflective calibration—gives you the chance to self-inspect your work to help you figure out if you should trust it.


Finding patterns in available evidence may help speed your analysis. Champion grandmaster chess players can quickly recognize the details and consequences of upwards of 100,000 different chess positions (Amidzic, Riehle, Fehr, Wienbruch, & Elbert, 2001). In a chess game, there isn’t time to analyze each of several thousand positions; instead, grandmasters rely on pattern recognition as the source of their intuition about good and bad moves. Herbert Simon (1992) linked intuition to the process of cognition:


In everyday speech, we use the word intuition to describe a problem-solving or question-answering performance that is speedy and for which the expert is unable to describe in detail the reasoning or other processes that produced the answer. The situation has provided a cue; this cue has given the expert access to information stored in memory, and the information provides the answer. Intuition is nothing more and nothing less than recognition. (p. 155), emphasis in original



Kahneman and Klein (2009) build on Simon’s insights by noting our tendency to see intuition as inscrutable, perhaps even mystical. They welcome Simon’s definition of intuition as recognition because it


… demystifies intuition. … The recognition model implies two conditions that must be satisfied for an intuitive judgement (recognition) to be genuinely skilled. First, the environment must provide adequately valid cues to the nature of the situation. Second, people must have an opportunity to learn the relevant cues. (p. 520)



So, what does all this have to do with speeding up your policy analysis to meet a tight deadline? Pattern recognition can be a powerful technique to quickly deepen your understanding of a situation. This might make more sense with a quick policy example. You may remember from studying economics that when we see only two or three firms dominating a market, the conditions for an oligopoly might exist. If an oligopoly does arise, then firms might be tempted to behave collusively and charge higher prices than they otherwise would. The characteristics of an oligopoly represent a pattern that we can recognize and use to quickly organize a policy analysis of the situation. In short, our intuition that an oligopoly might exist will help us to decide what evidence to look for and guide us toward a range of possible policy options to address the situation.

But the pattern recognition technique comes with caveats. First, you must have mastered and committed to memory the characteristics of the patterns you aspire to reliably recognize. Doing so takes time and effort; you aren’t born with dependable intuitions about complex public policy issues. Second, when you apply your intuition in the form of pattern recognition, there must be appropriate signals from the situation to ensure that the pattern you have in mind actually aligns well with the facts and circumstances on the ground. Conceptually, this test of pattern recognition is the same test we used to assess construct validity (see Section 6.3.1). The pattern you think you recognize is the mental construct. The signals from the environment represent the evidence you have at hand. And the operationalization is the link between the two. As with construct validity, we want to confirm that the pattern we mentally see in the evidence is actually the pattern that’s guiding real-world events.




7.3.4 Improve the Efficiency of Your Policy Analysis Work

When we talked about retrospective evaluation in Chapter 2, we touched on efficiency, a concept that reflects the degree to which the maximum output is obtained from a fixed set of inputs, or conversely, the degree to which the inputs used to attain an output are minimized. Moreover, at the beginning of this section, I suggested that policy analysis should be set in the context of an input-output framework. Putting these two concepts together, it seems clear that if you undertake a policy analysis in a time-constrained and resource-constrained world, then you need to be as efficient as possible.

Chapter 15 includes a deep dive into the art and science of managing a policy analysis project. For now, I just want to make a few suggestions to enhance the efficiency of your policy analysis. First, make sure you know what your client is looking for—your work can’t add much value if it doesn’t meet the client’s expressed needs and will cost you precious time if the client sends you back to start over. Think carefully about the components of your planned analysis and how long each will take. Do you have time to get it all done before the deadline? If not, better to realize it at the outset than midway through the analysis when it’s too late to shift to another approach. Don’t shortchange planning; time spent upfront may save you time wasted later in the project. Finally, things inevitably go wrong; data turn out to be unavailable, people cancel meetings, and mistakes creep into spreadsheets. Be sure to build spare time into your schedule to fix glitches and still deliver a quality product on time. In short, the better you are at project management, the more efficient you will be at turning analytical inputs into a valuable deliverable for your client.

Many policy analysis projects are done by more than one person. Accordingly, your (and others’) ability to be effective team players can have a big impact on the efficiency of a policy project. Identify your own strengths and weaknesses; play to your strengths while managing your weaknesses to minimize their impact. Recognize when to lead and when to follow. Contribute the best of your thinking to the team but make room for new ideas from others. As a group, you don’t want to endlessly debate each issue, but you also don’t want to rush to closure on a topic before it’s been thoroughly examined, especially if someone is pushing their own ideas a bit too hard. Learn how to have constructive conversations about the analysis where you, as the adage says, disagree without being disagreeable.

Some of the things you can do to more efficiently manage a policy analysis project have to happen before you launch the project. I recommend that you pay attention to your professional development. Higher education gives you a good start, but successful policy analysts engage in lifelong learning. For one thing, the policy world is constantly changing. Issues come and go. New policies get tried; sometimes they work, sometimes they don’t. Science and technology profoundly shape (and reshape) the policy environment. New analytic techniques get developed (think big data science).

In short, keep up with developments in your field, so that when you’re in the middle of a policy analysis project, you’re not frantically trying to figure out what’s going on. The same is true of your technical skills. Do you, for example, find yourself using spreadsheets frequently, based on what you’ve taught yourself by trial and error? Maybe it’s time to take a class. Similarly, when I was back in grad school, behavioral economics didn’t seem to be on anyone’s radar screen; now it’s a mainstay of the curriculum. Investing in your own professional development isn’t just fun and exciting, it also has the more utilitarian impact of making you more efficient at your job. And efficiency is one of the best ways to cope with the inevitable constraints on policy analysis while still delivering high-quality work.






7.4 Decomposing Tough Problems

The previous section gave you a broad overview of how to streamline your policy analysis to accommodate time, resource, and information constraints. This section now looks specifically at one technique—decomposition—that can be an especially effective way to streamline your analytic work.

Nobel Laureate Enrico Fermi was a brilliant physicist. He had a reputation for tackling complex and seemingly impossible problems by breaking down, or decomposing, them into smaller, more manageable, problems that could be solved individually. He would then take these individual answers and combine them into a solution of the original problem (Abrams, 2011). It turns out that individual estimates don’t have to be especially precise to generate a reasonable answer to the big question because errors in the estimates often offset one another (Epstein, 2019). The process of decomposing big problems into little pieces is known as Fermi-izing a problem. Sometimes, it’s called a back of the envelope calculation, or BOTEC.

Not just physics problems can be Fermi-ized. The technique also works well for many of the questions that we often encounter in policy analysis. For instance, under the sponsorship of the Intelligence Advanced Research Programs Activity (IARPA), Phillip Tetlock and several colleagues directed a study between 2011 and 2015 in which about 2,800 volunteers regularly made probabilistic forecasts about specific geopolitical questions, such as “Who will win the January 2012 Taiwan Presidential election? Tsai Ing-wen, Ma Ying-jeou, or neither” (Mellers et al., 2015). Tetlock then identified the best of the forecasters in his sample by looking for high levels of accuracy in answering such questions over extended periods of time. Based on his work for IARPA, and empirical analysis of hundreds of forecasters and thousands of forecasts, Tetlock (2015) noted how well the Fermi-izing process can work:


The surprise is how often remarkably good probability estimates arise from a remarkably crude series of assumptions and guesstimates. (p. 278)



For an example of the Fermi-izing process, let’s try an exercise I use with students in my policy analysis class. It focuses on problem-solving by decomposition, with a back of the envelope calculation.

In class, I give students 20 minutes to Fermi-ize an answer to the following question: If Congress levied a one cent tax on Starbucks’ cardboard coffee cup sleeves, how much revenue would the Feds net annually? Students can’t check online sources; instead, they’re asked to rely only on intuition as they use a BOTEC process to decompose the problem. I have no idea what the right answer is, but that’s not the point. The goal is to practice the method. Below is a typical approach taken by my students:

	For starters, Congress can’t levy a tax on just one company. We need to assume all cup sleeves get taxed.
	There are about 325 million people in America; a quarter are probably kids who rarely drink coffee. Let’s assume there are 245 million adults. Not all of them drink coffee. Let’s guess that 60%, or 130 million, drink coffee daily.
	A lot of coffee drinkers probably brew it at home or use a workplace coffee pot, rather than buying it. Let’s say 25% are in this category, giving us about 110 million buyers.
	Most folks probably buy one cup per day, but some caffeine fiends buy more. Let’s assume an average of 1.5 cups per day.
	Folks likely don’t buy coffee every day; so, let’s limit ourselves to the working week. Five days times roughly 50 weeks in the year, gives us 250 working days.
	Our first approximation would be that about 41 billion cups of coffee (110 million buyers times 1.5 cups per day times 250 days) are sold each year.
	As good policy analysts, we know to expect a behavioral response to the tax. Folks might not want to pay the extra penny or folks might switch to reusable cup sleeves. Let’s suppose demand for cup sleeves drops by 10%. So, we cut our estimate to 37 billion cups.
	Lots of my students then multiply by a penny and declare an answer. But policy implementation is rarely perfect. Some coffee merchants will flout the law and not collect the tax. It’s a guess, but perhaps 5% of the cup sleeves will slip through the system, bringing the total down to 35 billion sleeves that actually get taxed.
	Finally, tax administration is not free. Remember, we’re interested in the net revenue, so we’ll need to cover the government cost of running the system. Let’s deduct another 10% for the cost of administration.
	So, a reasonable estimate might reflect 35 billion cup sleeves, times a penny per sleeve, minus 10% in administrative costs, or about $317 million per year in net revenue. Not chump change, but a small share of a $4.4 billion federal budget.


So, is $317 million the right answer? Almost certainly not, but it’s a much better answer than we’d get if we just guessed at the number without first thinking through all the pieces of the puzzle.

When you decompose a problem like this, there are several techniques to use. Try to deal in round numbers to make the math easier. Pay attention to decimal places; if you mistakenly assume the tax is $.10 rather than $.01, your answer will be off by a factor of 10. Take care not to mix up the units by, example, conflating the number of coffee drinkers with the number of cups of coffee.

I don’t want to oversell the Fermi process here. Yes, errors in the answers to individual questions tend to offset one another, thereby usually improving the accuracy of the final result. But if each subquestion is answered based only on intuition, the results will be less accurate than if each answer is carefully researched before being aggregated into a final estimate. If you have the time and resources, of course, the latter approach is preferred to the former. But, if your work falls into the first category, you owe it to your client to clearly qualify the provisionality of your findings with words like ‘rough estimate’ or ‘first approximation.’

To get better at the Fermi process, it helps to identify and commit to memory benchmarks that you can subsequently use to calibrate your numeric estimates. Statistician Joel Best (2008) puts it this way:


Having a small store of factual knowledge prepares us to think critically about statistics. … When interpreting social statistics, it helps to have a rough sense of scale. Just a few benchmark numbers can give us a mental context for assessing other figures we encounter. (p. 7)



As a practical exercise, I suggest you identify a policy issue that you’re interested in (e.g., housing policy in Detroit, criminal justice in urban areas, or international refugee migration) and put together what I call a Fermi Cheat Sheet. It’s a one-pager with the most important facts and figures relevant to your policy issue. One of my areas of interest is American research and development. Accordingly, I created the Fermi Cheat Sheet on R&D activity in the United States shown in Exhibit 7-7.

In it, I assembled the basic, big-picture data, on the topic. I can then use it as a benchmark as I encounter various policy matters. If someone suggests that the federal government spend an extra $100 million on R&D for renewable energy, I can quickly see that, even though that’s a big number, it pales in comparison to the total spending of $121 billion. Similarly, someone might hold up Israel as an exemplar and argue that the United States should also spend 5% of GDP on R&D. My cheat sheet quickly reveals the shakiness of the comparison, with the United States spending over 35 times as much per year as Israel does ($548 billion versus $15 billion).

Over a career spent analyzing issues in a particular policy domain, you will certainly develop an expertise in these kinds of benchmarks. But rather than accruing those data on an ad hoc basis over time, you can jumpstart the process by developing a few Fermi Cheat Sheets on the topics you’re most interested in. The process of Fermi-izing problems may feel a bit alien at first, but as one scholar put it:


The ability to think and calculate rapidly can be learned. The key words are practice, practice, and more practice. (Abrams, 2011, p. 8)






7.5 Share Your Results

Analytic competence and the ability to master a policy issue are prerequisites to doing your job well, but they’re not the only things that matter. At the end of the day, it’s what your audience understands, after looking at your work, that counts. Some aspiring analysts have trouble with this concept. Having worked hard on their policy analysis, they may dismiss a client who doesn’t understand their analysis as incompetent, closed-minded, or overly political. These criticisms might be valid, but they don’t negate the fact that the work won’t inform the decisionmaking process if the decisionmaker can’t follow its reasoning or grasp its conclusions. Like a doctor whose patient doesn’t understand the diagnosis or can’t follow a treatment plan, the analyst should focus on how to communicate more clearly and effectively. Doing so is likely a better use of time than blaming the client for the problem.


[image: The exhibit features a range of illustrations that show ‘Fermi cheat sheet’ research and development activity in the United States.]DescriptionExhibit 7-7 Illustrative ‘Fermi Cheat Sheet’ Research & Development Activity in the United States





Exhibit 7-8 Sharing the Results of Policy Analysis



	You need a good understanding of the audience
	You can’t explain what you don’t understand
	Written communication is as important as substance
	You need to master the art of verbal communication
	Watch out for the slippery slope of storytelling
	Check your personal agenda before communicating




Listed in Exhibit 7-8, and described in more detail later in this section, are a few things to keep in mind when it’s time to share the results of your policy analysis. First, if you want to ensure that your analytic work finds its way into the minds of your audience with nothing lost in translation, you need a good understanding of the audience’s skills, background, interests, and level of expertise. If your reader has been working on an issue for years, you should produce a different deliverable than if you are advising a newly elected politician with scant knowledge of the topic. In short, you need to have a specific audience in mind and speak clearly to that audience. Or, as billionaire investor Warren Buffet put it:


When writing Berkshire Hathaway’s annual report, I pretend that I’m talking to my sisters. I have no trouble picturing them: Though highly intelligent, they are not experts in accounting or finance. They will understand plain English, but jargon may puzzle them. My goal is simply to give them the information I would wish them to supply me if our positions were reversed. To succeed, I don’t need to be Shakespeare; I must, though, have a sincere desire to inform. (OIEA, 1998) emphasis added



In addition, recall from Chapter 4 the problem of mirror imaging. Think about the degree to which you share an intellectual and cultural connection to your audience. Don’t assume that your audience’s lived experience is the same as yours. Assumptions you take as fixed may be in fact be up for grabs in the minds of your audience. Finally, don’t be tone-deaf to the emotional content of your work. On topics like equality, justice, and personal rights, your readers and listeners may have an emotional reaction—positive or negative—to your work. I am not suggesting that you modify your conclusions to avoid offending audience sensibilities. But I am suggesting that you choose your words carefully to not needlessly trigger a negative affective response from your audience.

Second, though it may seem a no-brainer, you can’t explain what you don’t understand. A well-crafted policy analysis can be complex, blending incomplete evidence with careful inference to reach provisionally qualified conclusions. Seemingly minor points and nuances can be important to the conclusion. You need to have a crystal-clear understanding of how the work was done, what aspects of it drive the key results, and what makes it important. Anticipate questions that a reasonable person might ask (before they’re asked) and recraft your prose to avoid the need for the question in the first place. If you find that you don’t quite understand the analysis itself, suspend your writing and get the answers, before resuming the process of explaining the analysis.

My third suggestion is that you focus just as intently on the style and presentation of your written work as you do on the substantive and analytic components of the work itself. Let’s assume that, like Warren Buffet, you are motivated by “a sincere desire to inform.” How do you deliver on that desire? The Federal Plain Language Initiative points us in a useful direction:


The first time that members of your audience encounter your work, they should be able to find what they need, understand what they find, and use what they find to meet their needs. (PLAIN, 2011, p. i)



In short, being able to render complex, uncertain, and incomplete policy analysis in plain language is not just a ‘nice-to-have’ skill in your professional toolbox. To be a successful policy analyst, you need to be an effective communicator. For starters, the format, structure, length, and style of policy writing are not at all like a research paper, essay, short story, or article in an academic journal.

	Policy writing is brief, to-the-point, and clear.
	The most important conclusions are upfront, in the first paragraph, rather than buried at the end of the document.
	Five pages is long for a policy brief (two to three pages is the norm). If you need to cover more content, prepare a separate report to give additional detail and technical material.7
	Forget the vocabulary that you learned for standardized tests like the SATs and GREs; instead, use words that your least educated reader will understand.


Exhibit 7-9, which extracts and extends key themes from the Plain Language Guidelines, illustrates some of the techniques you’ll need to master. Practice your writing skills as often as you can. Ask for feedback from others. Your goal is to improve your writing, not protect yourself from criticism!

7 Policy reports, issued in conjunction with a policy brief, are often in the range of 30–40 pages. The writing style of these longer reports remains the same: succinct, to-the-point, and crystal-clear.




Exhibit 7-9
[image: ]

Adapted from PLAIN (2011, pp. iii–v).





Fourth, master the art of verbal communication. Sometimes, a client is too busy to even read your policy memo or prefers to engage in a back-and-forth conversation about your work. In such cases, analysts are often called on to deliver a verbal briefing that conveys their analysis and its results. Typically, such briefings include a ‘slide deck’ created with a software package like PowerPoint or Google Slides. Exhibit 7-10 provides some pointers on the creation and delivery of a verbal presentation.

And, of course, not all verbal communication takes place in formal briefings. Instead, you may be called on to extemporaneously explain your policy analysis to your client or others, and answer questions about your work. You may have heard of an elevator speech, which is a metaphor for your ability to convey an important point in the time it would take someone to ride the elevator to or from their office (i.e., a minute or two). If you’re asked for an off-the-cuff verbal description of your work, focus on the most important aspect of your work. Decide what your client cares about and speak to those issues. Hit the highlights and leave out all the details; you can explain the details if and when you’re asked. The ability to deliver a good elevator speech takes practice. Think about what you’d say, well before you’re put on the spot with an unexpected request to explain your work.

Fifth, watch out for the slippery slope of storytelling. Public policy students are routinely advised that the final step in policy analysis is telling the story.8 In the context of public policy, a story grabs an audience’s attention and engages them in a narrative that weaves together settings, characters, a plot, and often a moral (Cairney, 2020). But bear in mind that stories can be fiction or nonfiction. Giving analysts a green light to tell stories may lead to narratives that overemphasize some elements of a policy analysis while neglecting others, all for the sake of a better tale. The result can be a story that is closer to fiction than nonfiction:

8 See, for example, Bardach and Patashnik (2016).



Open any newspaper, watch any TV news show, and you find experts who forecast what’s coming. … With few exceptions, they are not in front of the cameras because they possess any proven skills at forecasting. … The one undeniable talent that talking heads have is their skill at telling a compelling story with conviction, and that is enough. (Tetlock & Gardner, 2015, p. 5), emphasis added



A great story with little substance behind it might satisfy the need of a media outlet to attract viewers, readers, and listeners, but it’s antithetical to the norms of high-quality policy analysis. In short, it’s fine to think of communicating with your audience as storytelling, but take care to stay in the realm of nonfiction and tell the whole story, not just the part that appeals to your audience’s emotions.



Exhibit 7-10 Suggestions for Verbal Briefings


[image: ]



Sixth, check your personal agenda before communicating your findings. It can be tempting, after completing a policy analysis, to come on too strong when sharing the results. Particularly if you are passionate about the issue and enthusiastic about a policy alternative that shows well in your analysis, it’s easy to slip into the role of an advocate. There’s nothing wrong with advocacy. It’s part of the democratic tradition. But if your passion leads you to shade your results, overemphasizing the positives of your preferred option and minimizing its downsides, you do your client a disservice by failing to expose her to all aspects of the policy issue at hand.

In addition, if you don’t check your personal agenda, you might unintentionally use overly provocative language when presenting your findings. You might even question the competence or motives of those who disagree with you. Such language may make you feel good and get you a round of applause. But to an audience that doesn’t share your agenda, over-the-top language will be a turn off or maybe an insult, closing their minds to the information you have to share. Moreover, your credibility is one of your most important assets; don’t risk it by letting your personal agenda skew the presentation of your work.




7.6 The Policy Analyst’s Mindset

Mastering the art of policy analysis is a heavy lift. You need a toolbox full of analytic techniques, along with subject matter expertise in the policy domains in which you work. You need the ability to look at issues from multiple perspectives and to communicate effectively with diverse audiences. Along the way, you’re expected to guard against biases, make effective use of evidence, and wisely apply logic and reasoning to messy issues. What’s more, you need to deliver high-quality work, even though there is rarely as much time, information, or other resources as you’d like. And, if you’re in an advocacy role, you need to be skilled at strategic political thinking while preserving your personal integrity.

As important as all these skills and capabilities are, your work—and your career—won’t reach its full potential unless you’re grounded in the right mindset. By mindset, I mean the collection of attitudes and behaviors that you bring to your professional work. Prior chapters have previewed many of these themes. My goal here is to distil that material down into the essential characteristics of effective policy analysts. You can think of the six elements shown in Exhibit 7-11 as a job description of sorts. The remainder of this section discusses each element in turn.

[image: The exhibit depicts the policy analyst’s mindset, in lieu of a job description.]DescriptionExhibit 7-11 The Policy Analyst’s Mindset: A Job Description




7.6.1 Critical Thinker

Critical thinking is the number one characteristic of an effective policy analyst and skepticism is the cornerstone of critical thinking. What does it mean to be skeptical? All the evidence, theories, and claims upon which you might build your policy analysis need to be scrutinized before you accept them as valid. Your opening position should be that the material you’re looking at is potentially flawed, and that the author needs to convince you otherwise. Yes, it can be a lot of work to critically filter and validate all the information that comes your way. But a suspicion that an author has overlooked something, made a mistake, is biased, or is manipulating your emotions can protect you from inadvertently accepting weak evidence or unsound reasoning.

If taken to an extreme, however, uncontrolled skepticism can make you cynical, instinctively and deeply distrusting all claims, people, and institutions. Cynicism impedes clear thinking. Skepticism needs to be paired with a spirit of inquiry that motivates you to proactively seek out new information, rather than waiting for it to arrive in your inbox. In a word, you need to be curious, excited to learn new things and figure out why things are the way they are. An enthusiasm for discovery also helps you keep an open mind about the potential value and validity of new information. And a commitment to the neutral application of the scientific method will enhance your critical thinking skills.

What’s more, a substantial body of evidence suggests that intellectual humility is an important element of critical thinking. As we saw in Chapter 4, powerful psychic forces push us toward uncritical thinking: the discomfort of cognitive dissonance, the temptation of motivated reasoning, and a proclivity toward hot cognition all combine to make it easy to assume we’re right and others are wrong. But if you think you know it all, you almost certainly don’t! Listening respectfully to other points of view, remembering that you might just be wrong, a willingness to change your mind in the face of new evidence and strong logic, and the ability to differentiate an attack on your ideas from an attack on your worth as a person, are all elements of humility (Snow, 2018).




7.6.2 Pragmatic

Successful policy analysts are deeply pragmatic, focused on practical and commonsense approaches to public policy. Rigorous thinking and high-quality evidence are, of course, the goal, but a pragmatist pursues knowledge not for its own sake but for its ability to improve the quality of real-world policy decisions. In other words:


Pragmatism encourages us to orient ourselves to the concrete situations in which policy issues arise, focusing in particular on the opportunities or demands for action entailed by these situations. (Ansell & Geyer, 2017, p. 152)



Likewise, a pragmatic attitude can help you see time, resource, and knowledge constraints not as annoying impediments to your work, but as the defining characteristics of all policy analysis. Similarly, successful analysts recognize and acknowledge the legitimacy of political, budgetary, legal, and institutional constraints on the policymaking process. In short, they aspire to make the most valuable contribution to policymaking that is possible given the constraints.

In Chapter 3, we considered how the concepts of bounded rationality and satisficing often better explain policymaking than do the comprehensively rational perspectives embedded in classical policy analysis models. For example, both Lindblom and Simon argue that you can never collect and thoroughly analyze all evidence, and remove all uncertainty about the future, before a decision must be made. Instead, they tell us that we need to content ourselves with boundedly rational conclusions that are good enough for the matter hand. But pragmatic policy analysts don’t use these boundaries as an excuse for timid, narrow, or superficial analysis. Instead, they constantly push against the boundaries, always looking for ways to do the best possible work within these constraints. Accordingly, if you want to get good at the craft of policy analysis, aspire to become a ‘super-satisficer.’

A pragmatic analyst also realizes that if the analytic work stays stuck insider his or her head because of poor communication, then it becomes irrelevant. As we saw in Section 7.5, it doesn’t matter how amazing your work is. If you can’t explain it clearly, in a way that moves all that insight from your mind to the mind(s) of your audience, then in a word, you’ve failed.




7.6.3 Competent

An essential ingredient in the policy analytic mindset is a deep affinity for and lifelong pursuit of competence, defined here as the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to do the analyst’s job well. The nature of the required competence, of course, varies tremendously across career paths, job types, and personal interests. There are at least four competencies that may be relevant to your career:

	Domain expertise in, for example, health care, criminal justice, or foreign affairs,
	Procedural expertise in, for example, specific institutional rules, budgetary processes, and statutory and regulatory requirements applicable to the jurisdiction in which you work,
	Political expertise as regards the relevant stakeholders, political norms, and decision processes that affect your work, and
	Analytic expertise in the application of tools like cost–benefit analysis, program evaluation, systems analysis, policy design, or forecasting.


Beyond expertise in domains, procedures, politics, and tools, competence also requires intellectual agility. Effective analysts move easily from the micro level to the macro level, and back again. For instance, you may need to validate specific data in a spreadsheet one minute, and in the next, think broadly about the statistical techniques you’ll use to draw reasonable inferences from those data. Or you could spend the morning talking one on one with the clients of a social welfare program about their personal experience and the afternoon working with government accountants to understand nuances of the program’s budget. In short, you need to be able to see the forest and the trees at the same time.

Similarly, you need to be adept at looking at issues from more than one perspective or discipline. When, for instance, you’re designing a new policy option, you may need to think not only about how to make it optimal from a microeconomic perspective but also consider whether it complies with relevant statutory provisions or falls unequally across socioeconomic lines. It’s not easy to bounce around from discipline to discipline during a policy analysis, but the ability to do so is a skill worth mastering.

And given the ever-evolving environment in which policy analysis takes place, a commitment to lifelong learning is also important. If you don’t make the effort to stay current, your competence will grow stale and progressively less valuable over time.

Another element of professional competence depends on strong interpersonal skills. Successful policy analysts are usually team players, who can collaborate effectively with others and, in doing so, maximize their personal productivity. We touched briefly on teamwork in Section 7.3.4 and we’ll talk more about maximizing your interpersonal effectiveness in Section 15.2. For now, it’s important to recognize that the ability to work with others can be just as important to your professional career as your ability to execute a complex analysis or craft a winning political strategy.

The final aspect of competence in policy analysis is, somewhat ironically, the ability to recognize your own incompetence, or more specifically, the limits of your competence. Remember the Dunning-Kruger effect from Section 4.6? It crops up when subject matter expertise in one area tricks you into thinking you’re an expert in other areas. The problem isn’t particularly severe for novice analysts, who are usually acutely aware that they don’t yet know everything they need to. But, over the course of your career, as your competence grows, overconfidence can become more of a threat. The antidote? Always stay within your zone of competence; be humble when your work takes you outside that zone.




7.6.4 Tough-Minded

Effective policy analysts have a mental resilience that helps them maintain their equanimity amid dynamic, often ill-defined, sometimes chaotic, policymaking processes. Time can be short, resources limited, and expectations high. In a politicized situation, folks aren’t always kind and respectful; sometimes, they’re rude and dishonest. What’s more, I’ve encouraged you to live with cognitive dissonance, avoid hot cognition, and stay away from motivated reasoning. Doing so is likely to create at least some psychic disequilibrium for you. An ability to take it all in stride, without losing your cool, is an important professional skill.

For starters, you need to be sufficiently self-aware to realize that a criticism of your idea or of your analytic work isn’t necessarily a criticism of you. It can be hard, but try to avoid being self-defensive and instead welcome feedback on your work. For one thing, critical input from others can improve the quality of a specific deliverable. And, if taken as a learning experience, openness to feedback can improve your long-term career prospects as you learn to avoid mistakes and teach yourself more effective ways of working.


Another aspect of tough-mindedness is the ability to recover from inevitable setbacks. You’re human; you will make mistakes during your career (though hopefully not too many). Mistakes can be of your own creation: you might get too busy to meet all your commitments or think you’re more capable than you are. In turn, you miss a deadline or deliver a shoddy work product. Moreover, because policy analyses are produced under time and resource constraints, with incomplete information, you are always vulnerable to being proven wrong as time passes and hindsight makes clear where you were mistaken. Sometimes, setbacks originate from others who, in one way or another, undermine your work. It could be a political opponent who succeeds in making you and your analysis look incompetent or flawed, even when it is not. You might even have an incompetent boss, or a jealous colleague, who gets between you and a successful result. Stuff happens, even to the best analysts.

Accordingly, policy analysts who enjoy long run success tend to be tenacious and willing to persevere in the face of setbacks. Remember that you’re a smart, well-trained analyst, capable of making a difference. If you work hard, stay within your zone of competence, and protect your credibility, you deserve to be taken seriously. Self-confidence helps in this regard, but you don’t want to edge over into arrogance or cockiness. (Arrogant analysts often make mistakes that others don’t; they’re also not likely to be team players.) Finally, it pays to recognize that policy change often takes a long time—sometimes years or decades—and usually depends on a lot more than just your policy analysis. Don’t get discouraged if your work doesn’t immediately change the world.




7.6.5 Service Oriented

Policy analysis doesn’t take place in a vacuum. Clients, funders, and practitioners engage the process with particular objectives in mind. To be a successful analyst, you need a clear sense of the purpose of your work and of the role you personally serve in the policy analysis process. Roles can be differentiated based on the balance in your work between normative and descriptive issues, and by the primary purpose of your work: analysis as inquiry or analysis as advocacy.9 Exhibit 7-12 juxtaposes these two dimensions to identify four roles that policy analysts may play, each implying a different definition of what it means to be service-oriented.10 You’ll note that there is no role identified for advocates engaged solely in descriptive work. When you think about it, this should make sense. The act of advocacy is itself intrinsically normative as you argue that we should or should not take action on a policy issue.

9 Exhibit 3-4 categorized each task in classical policy analysis based on whether its focus is primarily normative or primarily descriptive, while Exhibit 3-5 distinguished analysis as inquiry from analysis as advocacy.


10 My characterizations of the Analytic Specialist, the Campaigner, and the Client Advisor are very loosely based on the work of three scholars (Jenkins-Smith, 1982; Weimer & Vining, 2017). The description of the Public Servant is inspired by the work of Stone (2012) and Denhardt and Denhardt (2007).



Exhibit 7-12
[image: ]


	The Analytic Specialist is motivated by the goal of inquiry but focuses on only the descriptive elements of policy analysis, deferring the inclusion of normative preferences and political considerations to other actors. His or her expertise focuses on domain and procedural matters or on the application of analytic tools. Service entails delivering the most technically sophisticated analysis possible. Exhibit 7-13 provides an example of this approach applied to the work of the US intelligence community.
	The Public Servant, like the Analytic Specialist, is motivated by inquiry but goes farther and considers normative as well as descriptive issues. But these normative values are neither the analyst’s own nor are they those of a client. Instead, Public Servants aim to reflect the values of the public writ large (conflicting though they may be) in their analysis. Service requires that voices across the political, ideological, and socioeconomic spectrum be (at least metaphorically) heard throughout the analysis, without sacrificing rigorous analysis of descriptive issues.
	The Campaigner is motivated not by the goal of inquiry but by the goal of advocacy. As such, both descriptive and normative considerations are selectively and strategically reflected in the analysis. The source of normative beliefs lies in the analyst’s personal preferences. He or she will typically seek employment with an interest group whose political agenda aligns with his or her own. For the Campaigner, service entails the use of analytic and political skills to effectively advance policies that comport with the analyst’s personal agenda.
	The Client Advisor, like the Campaigner, is also not motivated by the goal of inquiry but by the goal of advocacy. In turn, descriptive and normative elements are strategically included in the analysis. The client is a policymaker, likely a politician, and it is the client rather than the analyst, who determines which normative value preferences belong in the analysis. Client Advisors typically opt to work for clients with shared values, but in the case of a conflict, the client’s perspective prevails. Service thus entails the use of analytic and political skills to advance the client’s political agenda.


The service orientation may test an analyst’s personal integrity. Demanding clients and polarized debates can tempt an analyst to lose touch with the truth, misrepresent an analysis, or breach the ethical or legal constraints that apply to public service. We’ll revisit professional ethics in Section 15.1, but for now, keep in mind the words of a former colleague of mine: never do anything you’d be embarrassed to have your family or friends read about in the newspaper or see in their social media newsfeeds. In short, if you think something is ethical only if no one hears about it, then it probably isn’t.


Exhibit 7-13
[image: ]

Source: ODNI (2015)





Finally, it’s important to recognize the value of a deserved reputation for integrity and credibility. Being honest about what you do and don’t know to be true, routinely meeting the commitments you make to others, and honestly pursuing a mission of service are all elements of your reputation. Protecting that reputation has two benefits: it makes you a more credible and trusted analysts. It also helps you sleep at night.




7.6.6 Self-Aware

At the beginning of Chapter 4, I recommended that you embrace the principle of metacognition—thinking about how you think—as a means of improving your analytic skills. Here I’d like to go further and recommend that you work diligently to bring a broad sense of self-awareness to your work as a policy analyst. Regardless of whether we’re talking about gender, age, race, ethnicity, income, education, political party, ideology, or myriad other personal characteristics, it’s inevitable that who we are is intertwined with how we work:


A researcher’s background and position will affect what they choose to investigate, the angle of investigation, the methods judged most adequate for this purpose, the findings considered most appropriate, and the framing and communication of conclusions. (Malterud, 2001, pp. 483–484)



While you can’t (and don’t need to) sever the connection between who you are and how you work, you can manage that connection in productive ways by adopting an attitude of reflexivity (RWJF, 2006). The first step in doing so is to engage in some self-reflection to better understand how your identity and your preconceived notions about how the world works are affecting the ways in which you approach your professional life. The second step is to continuously monitor your own work, being alert to how the analytic choices you make, the normative positions you take, and the nature of your relationships with others are all potentially affected by internal psychic processes of which you are only vaguely aware.

For a demonstration of the value of reflexivity, let’s revisit the work of Philip Tetlock. After studying hundreds of forecasters, pundits, and public intellectuals and the quality of their commentary on domestic and international affairs, Tetlock identified two distinct analytic approaches at work (2005). Based on an essay by Isaiah Berlin, he dubbed these two mindsets of the fox and the hedgehog.


The intellectually aggressive hedgehogs knew one big thing and sought, under the banner of parsimony, to expand the explanatory power of that big thing to ‘cover’ new cases; the more eclectic foxes knew many little things and were content to improvise ad hoc solutions to keep pace with a rapidly changing world. (pp. 20–21)



Foxes also tend to be comfortable with ambiguity and contradiction while hedgehogs often force their existing theories onto new evidence without worrying about how good the fit is.

Tetlock noted that foxes were more likely to make accurate predictions, and that ironically, hedgehogs were not especially self-aware about their limited forecasting skills. Despite their superior predictive skills, foxes tend to be more self-critical and tentative about their conclusions. Hedgehogs, on the other hand, can be very self-assured and passionate about their opinions. Not surprisingly then, the more modest fox readily admits previous mistakes of reasoning and inference, while, when challenged, the enthusiastic hedgehog tends to double down and defend or rationalize his or her previous pronouncements.

You may be thinking that some of the characteristics of foxes and hedgehogs are reminiscent of concepts we’ve already discussed earlier in this section. You’re right about that. The reason I’m highlighting Tetlock’s work here is that the metaphors of the fox and the hedgehog neatly collect our earlier discussion into two distinct clusters, or mindsets—one useful for policy analysts and the other not. In short, the self-aware mindset of the fox provides a solid foundation for your career as a policy analyst and a fitting conclusion to this section.







Chapter Summary

This chapter brought together the themes of Part II of the book—cognition, logic, and evidence—to offer an integrated view of policy analysis aimed at building on and rebooting the classical models described in Chapters 1 and 2. We started by reviewing the essential ingredients of a strong, policy-relevant claim and examined methods for building your own policy claim. We next turned to the deconstruction of policy claims made by others to help you decide when to accept such claims as valid and when to discount or ignore them.

We also looked at several techniques for streamlining the analytic process to live within real-world constraints while still delivering valuable analytic insight to your client. In particular, we looked at one technique—decomposition or Fermi-izing of tough questions—when solid data are not available. Next up was a review of the principles of effective communication that all policy analysts should master. Finally, we wrapped all the material in Part II into a broad mindset that offers an enduring, adaptable, and lifelong professional development paradigm for a policy analyst.




Discussion Questions



	Pick a policy issue with which you are familiar and, in one sentence, make a policy claim (either a problem in need of action or a particular policy you support). What reasons would you offer in support of the claim? What logic and evidence is needed to substantiate each of those reasons? What counterarguments would you expect to hear in response to your claim? How would you respond to those counterarguments?
	Find an op-ed or editorial in The New York Times or The Wall Street Journal that advocates a change in public policy. Can you identify weaknesses in the logic or evidence used to support the claim? What changes would you make to the claim, while still reaching the same conclusion?
	If your client asks for an analysis of a complex policy topic, but only gives you a day to complete it, how would you respond? What steps could you take to ensure a useful result in the available time?
	Suppose the federal government decides to replace all diesel school buses in the United States with electric buses. Your client asks how much this will cost. Assume you don’t have time for anything other than a quick decomposition using Fermi’s method. Can you list all the elements that would go into your calculation?
	Pick a public policy measure you would like to see enacted. If you only had 60 seconds (the length of your client’s elevator ride) to verbally make the case for the new policy, how would you make the most coherent and persuasive case possible in the time available?
	Section 7.6.5 defined four roles that a policy analyst may play: the Analytic Specialist, the Public Servant, the Campaigner, and the Client Advisor. Which role do you think you’ll play in your first job after graduation? Do you expect to stay in that role for most of your career? How do you see the pros and cons of each role when it comes to your own career?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit depicts the content of policy-relevant claim. A policy-relevant claim must include a qualifier describing the likely truth of claim, along with substantial reasons why the claim is true with supporting evidence and logic. Each of the reasons stated must be backed up with subreasons. This is then open for potential counterarguments and rebuttals to objections of the claim.


Back to Figure
The exhibit depicts the process of developing a claim. It starts with drafting a complete claim, then hearing counterarguments and objections, further consideration of rebuttals to those arguments, modification of claims to reflect the arguments, qualifying truth of claim, and finalization of the claim.


Back to Figure
The exhibit is a depiction of the relationship between analytic effort (horizontal axis) and value of analysis (vertical axis). The upward sloping line shows the more effort spent will create more value for clients. Inputs are capped at Point M, and Point V shows the best feasible analytic deliverable.


Back to Figure
The exhibit illustrates the use of the 80/20 principle to define a target zone. The value of analysis to a client is shown on the vertical axis, and time and effort invested in policy analysis is shown on the horizontal axis. It shows two possible relationships between input effort and output value. Case A generates valuable insight quickly, whereas Case B requires effort to acquire productivity.


Back to Figure
The exhibit features illustrates ‘Fermi cheat sheet’ research and development activity in the United States. The first table depicts funding for the United States in R&D in 2017 for various governments. The second table shows country-wise R&D spending and % of GDP. The two pie charts document US R&D funding source and type of R&D in the United States. The two bar diagrams document R&D by agency in billion dollars and US business R&D spending as percentage of industry sales.


Back to Figure
The exhibit shows a policy analyst’s mindset, in lieu of a job description. The major factors to note include being a critical thinker, pragmatic, competent, tough minded, service oriented, and self-aware.








Part Three Looking at Policy Issues Through Different Lenses

[image: The image shows two individuals in a room. One seated at a board setting in puzzle pieces, while the other stands pointing towards more puzzle pieces lying scattered on the floor. The conversation between the two is in connection to the puzzle. The caption at the bottom of the image reads that you can’t figure out a puzzle if you don’t have all the pieces.]



Policy debates can be a chaotic mix of disparate parts—ideas, arguments, bits of evidence, moral claims—that have little to do with one another. The urge to simplify, to fit things into tidy boxes, can be powerful. One of the easiest ways to do so is to narrow your focus and interpret the world from a single perspective or discipline. For instance, if you’re a lawyer, your first instinct is probably to look at policy issues as legal matters. If you’re an economist, sizing up costs and benefits might seem like the way to go. If you work for a legislator or an advocacy group, you probably see things through a political lens.


The core theme of this third part of the book is that, while it might be tempting and perhaps even comforting to stay within one perspective,1 doing so is usually not a good idea. Recall, for example, our discussion in Section 4.6.3 about the framing of the climate change issue. The 2007 Stern Review used a cost–benefit analysis to look at the topic through the lens of microeconomics while the 2015 Papal Encyclical framed the issue in religious and moral terms. Both documents are thoughtful, coherent analyses that yield valuable insights about the topic of climate change. There is no obvious way to decide which one has the right perspective. In short, climate change has both an economic and an ethical and religious component. Dismissing one in favor of the other will almost certainly cause you to overlook important considerations that are relevant to your policy analysis:

1 Applying multiple perspectives simultaneously may induce cognitive dissonance, a phenomenon that you’ll recall from Chapter 4 most of us try to avoid whenever possible.



… reliance on disciplinary socialization means that, even in complex interdisciplinary problem arenas, professionals tend to make assumptions about other people’s goals, pay too little attention to what has occurred outside of their own specialty, and choose alternatives that are familiar to them.

(Wallace & Clark, 2018, p. 111)



It doesn’t have to be this way. Fortunately, when it comes to developing a deep appreciation of a policy issue, you don’t need to settle on one ‘correct’ perspective. As scholar Floyd Matson (1966) put it:


The point is rather that the two alternative perspectives or frames of reference are complementary, i.e., mutually exclusive if applied simultaneously but mutually ‘tolerant’ if considered as opposite sides of the same coin—differing faces of the same reality.

(p. 136)



The process of looking at an issue through multiple lenses can be referred to as a panoptic approach. A lens is a particular discipline or technique for investigating a topic. And a panoptic approach invites us to look simultaneously at the same policy issue from multiple vantage points (i.e., lenses) while using different techniques of observation. Harold Lasswell said as much when he identified multidisciplinarity as a key component of the policy sciences (deLeon, 2006).2

2 ‘Multidisciplinary’ suggests the use of multiple disciplines without implying their integration. By contrast, ‘interdisciplinary’ implies a synthetic blending of the insights of disciplines to reach a conclusion (Clark & Wallace, 2015).


A great example of multiperspective thinking can be found in Graham Allison’s classic text, Essence of Decision (1971). In it, he used three alternative lenses to evaluate the behavior of the Soviet Union in the context of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. The rational actor lens treats the Soviets as a single entity systematically pursuing its strategic objectives through military action. The governmental politics lens instead looks at Soviet policymakers as a collection of competing political interests, each enjoying differing degrees of success and failure during the crisis. Finally, the organizational process lens treats the Soviet government as a bureaucracy, the behavior of which is guided primarily by standard operating processes and governmental systems. No one lens is unambiguously right; all three help to explain Soviet behavior during the crisis.

A more recent example of a panoptic policy analysis model comes from Cohen who, after citing Allison, offers a multilens framework for analyzing environmental policy issues such as fracking, e-waste, and climate change (2014). He recommends looking at such issues through five lenses: values, politics, science and technology, economics and policy design, and sustainability management. While focused on environmental issues, Cohen’s commentary is broadly relevant to policy analysis in general:


The power of this approach is that the same facts are reinterpreted from several perspectives and different facts are brought to light by the different dimensions of the framework. One purpose of this framework is to counter analytic bias deep within the way we understand environmental problems. … Lip service to the notion that environmental problems are inherently interdisciplinary does little to amend the tendency to assume that one’s own discipline is the central one. When analyzing an environmental issue, ignoring other fields is an obstacle to improved solutions.

(pp. 13–14)



Beyond the ability of a panoptic approach to illuminate previously invisible aspects of a policy issue, a panoptic approach also has the practical virtue of relieving the analyst of the need to select and defend a single perspective or frame:


In an American political and social system often defined by polar politics and overwhelming complexity that result in a general lack of consensus, reaching agreements on how best to frame policy issues could be tantamount to impossible ….

(deLeon, 2006, p. 49)



Another reason to ensure that you’ve considered multiple perspectives, or frames, in your policy analysis is that political advocates will often select a frame that displays their policy claim in the most favorable way possible. If you accept someone else’s framing of an issue, you may unknowingly be manipulated into reaching a foregone conclusion (Lakoff, 2014).

Building on Allison’s and Cohen’s work, I offer below seven lenses through which policy issues can be productively viewed. In my experience, almost all policy debates revolve around one or more of these ways of looking at the world.3 The lenses are not ends in themselves; you don’t need to slog through a detailed analysis of a lens that’s not relevant to a particular policy issue. Instead, you can think of these suggestions more as a checklist to ensure you don’t miss anything rather than as a list of required elements for all policy analyses.

3 This approach reflects a core tenet of the book: Policy analysts must adjust their work to reflect the way that policy discourse happens in the ‘real world,’ not the other way around.


	The equity lens helps you better understand issues like equality, liberty, justice, stability and security, and wealth and poverty.
	The economics lens helps you appreciate how the behavior of firms, consumers, and markets relates to policy analysis and the conditions under which markets may fail to deliver efficient outcomes.
	The political lens helps you characterize and understand the role played by politics in policymaking and the motives of folks who participate in policy debates.
	The institutional lens helps you recognize how the behavior of governmental institutions, and the people who work in them, shapes policy.
	The legal lens helps you recognize constraints on policy created by constitutional, statutory, administrative, and common law.
	The sustainability lens helps you understand the tensions between the needs of current generations and those of future generations, as well as the balance between human needs and natural resources.
	The science and technology lens helps you understand how the natural sciences and engineered technologies intersect with policy analysis, and how the accelerating pace of technological change can lead to major social disruptions.


The process of incorporating these seven lenses into a policy analysis to yield a synthetic panoptic view of a particular policy issue is depicted in Exhibit III-1.4 As you examine a policy issue through these lenses, you might be wondering what you’re supposed to look for. At the broadest level, you’re hoping to be surprised when the panoptic approach triggers unanticipated insights that you might otherwise have missed. At a more granular level, you can think about the classical model of policy analysis and its focus on problems and potential policy responses. When you panoptically consider a policy issue, therefore, your goal is to do two things.

4 The equity and economic lenses are each reviewed in a chapter of their own (Chapters 8 and 9). The political and institutional lenses, which are closely related, are presented in Chapter 10. The legal, sustainability, and science and technology lenses are described in Chapter 11. These final three lenses are not directly related to each other, but are presented together in order to keep all four chapters of Part III at about the same length.




[image: The exhibit shows a panoptic analysis of looking at a policy through multiple lenses.]DescriptionExhibit PIII-1 Panoptic Analysis: Looking at a Policy Issue Through Multiple Lenses




First, you want to deepen your understanding of the policy problem by clearly defining it, identifying its constituent parts, characterizing its magnitude, and tracing its evolution over time (both in the past and as it might play out in the future). You may remember the Five Whys and Five So-Whats techniques from our discussion of the problem definition process in Chapter 1. We use these techniques to probe for the underlying causal drivers of the problem, as well as to better understand the full array of its downstream consequences. The multilens approach can be especially helpful in identifying causes and effects of the problem that you hadn’t previously appreciated. Try asking the Five Whys and Five So-Whats from within each lens. Depending on which lens you’re applying, the policy problem may look quite different from your initial assessment, or from the view gleaned through other lenses.

The second use of the seven lenses is to sharpen your understanding of potential policy responses to the problem. In some cases, one or more lenses may expose an insurmountable constraint (e.g., budgetary, legal, or technological) that makes a particular policy option infeasible. Alternatively, the panoptic approach might reveal a flaw in a potential policy solution that you can overcome with a change to its design. More expansively, the use of multiple lenses to examine each available policy option helps you minimize the chance of overlooking an important outcome—good or bad—that the option might create. Finally, a panoptic analysis can identify uncertainties in your analysis that, in turn, may help you qualify the provisional nature of your findings.

Recall the definition of the word ‘analysis’ from Part I. It means to break something apart into its constituent components to reveal intrinsic and potentially hidden characteristics that you might otherwise have missed. A panoptic approach will help considerably in this regard. Of course, after having broken a policy issue into smaller pieces, the final step is to reassemble those pieces into an integrated and holistic view of the issue, a task which is described in Part IV. But first, we’ll spend the remainder of Part III taking a closer look at each of the seven lenses.






Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit illustrates a panoptic analysis of looking at a policy through multiple lenses. Potentially relevant lenses such as science and technology, sustainability, legal, institutional, political, economic, and equity lenses are used to determine policy issues that include problems and potential solutions. These lead to determining a synthetic panoptic view of a particular policy issue.








Chapter Eight The Equity Lens


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Characterize the five elements of moral reasoning, and explain and differentiate two forms of moral reasoning: rationalism and social intuitionism.
	Use the ‘veil of ignorance’ test to limit the impact of your personal views on your assessment of moral reasoning used by others.
	Understand and apply the concepts of rights, duties, equality, liberty, justice, stability, safety, and security to specific public policy issues.
	Understand the elements of income inequality and poverty and their potential connection to matters of inequity.
	Evaluate the degree of alignment between the costs and benefits of specific public policies as a means of identifying potential inequities.
	Locate a present-day inequity in an historical arc that reflects both the past experience of key stakeholders and their anticipation of future events.
	Distinguish inequities that are the result of systemic processes from inequities that originate in the facts and circumstances of a particular case.
	Explain the nature of cumulative and systemic inequity.
	Understand the limitations of public analysis when it comes to reaching definitive conclusions about normative issues.


One way to view a policy issue is through the lens of equity. In this context, the word equity refers to value-oriented normative concepts like human rights and duties, equality, liberty and freedom, security and privacy, and justice and fairness.1 As we’ll see in this chapter, opinions on normative issues can be intensely personal, with such opinions—and the ways by which folks arrive at them—varying widely across society. Universally agreed and definitive constructions of right and wrong have eluded philosophers—and people in general—for centuries. Despite the intangible, ephemeral, and freighted nature of moral issues, policy analysis has an important role to play here.

1 In Section 6.1, I divided the types of conclusions you might draw from evidence into six categories, two of which were normative in nature. The first comprised normative value judgments (matters of right and wrong) and the second comprised normative policy judgments (which public policies ought to be adopted). This chapter focuses on the former, while Section 1.5 addressed the latter.


This chapter offers a few guidelines for tackling normative issues in your work. We start in Section 8.1 with a quick review of how the topic of moral reasoning has been approached by a small group of philosophers over the last couple centuries. In Section 8.2, we focus on one particular approach, a thought experiment known as the veil of ignorance. Section 8.3 then summarizes seven dimensions of equity that appear frequently in policy debates. Each of the next two sections focuses on a specific mechanism for thinking about inequity in the context of policy analysis. Section 8.4 explores how the passage of time can affect perceptions of equity, while Section 8.5 addresses the differences between an equitable process and an equitable result. Section 8.6 considers the impact of cumulative inequities experienced by a particular group, community, or segment of society. Finally, Section 8.7 addresses some of the limitations of policy analysis when it comes to offering definitive insight into normative issues.





8.1 Moral Reasoning

It should come as no surprise that most public policy debates entail at least some discussion of normative values. Take a look back at Exhibit 3-4 where each of the elements of the classical policy analysis models is characterized as either descriptive or normative. You’ll see about twenty instances in which normative considerations play the dominant role. A policy problem, for example, constitutes a gap between a descriptive as-is condition and a normative to-be condition. Similarly, the decision about which evaluation criteria warrant inclusion in a policy analysis is, intrinsically, one of normative values. As Deborah Stone (2012) puts it: “Sure, policy disputes entail some disputes over facts, but the deeper and more important conflicts are over values” (p. 312).

Integrating normative value-centric issues into policy analysis requires an understanding of moral reasoning—which incorporates concepts like ethics, values, principles, and religious tenets—as a means of deciding how, as a matter of public policy, people should treat one another. After a brief overview that describes one framework (there are many) for thinking about issues of morality and ethics, we’ll look at two schools of thought when it comes to moral reasoning.


8.1.1 A Framework for Moral Reasoning

Moral reasoning can cover a lot of ground, but almost always addresses one or more of the following five foundational topics (Haidt, 2007; Haidt & Graham, 2007):

	Harm and Care: Feelings of altruism toward others and their implications for the protection of vulnerable people
	Fairness and Reciprocity: Rights to resources or to just treatment by others and by institutions
	Ingroup Loyalty: Values of patriotism and cooperation with one’s own group and distrust of and reticence to engage other groups
	Authority and Respect: Importance of deference, duty, obedience to legitimate holders of power
	Purity and Sanctity: Living in a virtuous and sanctified, rather than a corrupt and profane, way


There is wide variation when it comes to specific viewpoints on these five topics, the importance of each topic relative to the others, and whether all five or only some are relevant to moral reasoning. Positions on these topics may cluster along ideological lines with liberals tending to put more emphasis on the first two and conservatives often emphasizing the latter three. Accordingly, this set of five topics does not, by itself, give you any guidance about how to resolve normative issues. Rather, you should view it as an organizing framework for deepening your understanding of how the parties in a policy debate may be thinking about the normative aspects of policy issues. Why is this important? Because the more thoroughly you appreciate the rationale behind folks’ moral reasoning, the better equipped you will be to characterize the nature and source of agreements and disagreements among the parties.

Two broad schools of thought exist about how we should approach the development of moral principles. The first, referred to as rationalism, uses logic to discern guidelines for moral and ethical behavior. By contrast, the second school of thought, known as social intuitionism, locates moral principles not in reasoning but in the reflexive domains of intuition, emotion, and perception.




8.1.2 Rationalism as a Form of Moral Reasoning

To illustrate how moral principles can be derived from a logical and deliberative reasoning process, let’s consider three examples from the field of political philosophy: utilitarianism, the categorical imperative, and the veil of ignorance (Lovett, 2011). Each is an attempt to derive a framework for ethics and moral philosophy based solely on the principles of rationality (Haidt, 2001). But, first a quick warning: these three approaches have generated probably tens of thousands of pages of review, enhancement, and critique over, in some cases, centuries; it’s impossible to provide even a summary in just a few paragraphs. My aim is not to describe the specific thinking embedded in each approach but instead to illustrate—in broad strokes—what it looks like when we attempt to derive normative conclusions solely from within a logic-based perspective.

The first example of a rationalist approach to moral reasoning is utilitarianism, developed in the late eighteenth century by Jeremy Bentham and advanced by John Stuart Mill in the mid-nineteenth century. In a nutshell, utilitarianism holds that a person’s behavior or a government’s action can be judged by the degree to which it maximizes the total utility (or happiness) of all people, weighting each person equally. At the time, utilitarianism was a radical break from prevailing norms because it weighted the happiness of a commoner, a French person, and a woman equal to the happiness of, respectively, a king or queen, an English person, or a man.2

2 Utilitarianism is also one of the logical foundations of cost benefit analysis (CBA) and motivates the summation of all costs and all benefits across all members of society in order to arrive at an estimate of the net benefits of a proposed policy, with the understanding that the policy option with the highest net benefits is optimal. CBA was introduced in Section 1.5 and we’ll examine it in more detail in Chapter 9.



Utilitarianism can, however, lead to some uncomfortable conclusions. For instance, it could be used to justify the public punishment of an innocent person to deter others predisposed to commit a crime. The utilitarian rationale for doing so might be that the averted pain and suffering of multiple potential victims outweighs the pain and suffering inflicted on the one innocent person. In short, “utilitarianism can diverge significantly from common sense morality” (Lovett, 2011, p. 6).

A second example of the rationalist approach comes from Immanuel Kant. Writing in 1785, he used a systematic approach, based on his version of rationality, to define moral behavior. One of his conclusions was the categorical imperative: that a person should behave only in accordance with principles that he or she believe can be appropriately universalized to all people (Bucciarelli, Khemlani, & Johnson-Laird, 2008). If you would not be satisfied by a world where everyone applied your moral reasoning to their actions, then your action cannot be morally justified. For example, I have a moral duty not to lie because I would not want to live in a world where no one felt compelled to tell the truth.

There is, however, a “serious loophole” in Kant’s framework (Lovett, 2011, p. 11). The problem with a universal imperative is that it needn’t treat everyone equally. For example, a bigot who discriminates against one social group could argue that doing so is morally acceptable because—believing in the legitimacy of bigotry—he or she would be content to see such behavior deemed universally permissible.

The third example of a moral framework built on a foundation of logic comes from John Rawls whose work spanned the last half of the twentieth century. Acknowledging an intellectual debt to Kant (and others), Rawls developed a theory of justice that he argued could be used to structure the institutions of a society, specify the rights and duties of its citizens, and define the mechanisms of societal cooperation. In particular, Rawls aspired to close the loophole in Kant’s universal imperative with a clever thought experiment intended to remove self-interest from moral reasoning.

Rawls asked us to imagine ourselves cloaked by a veil of ignorance that blinds us to our position in society. For example, we might be a wealthy, privileged member of the majority or we might be a poor, disadvantaged member of the minority; behind the veil, we simply don’t know. We are asked about the society in which we’d like to live, and our answer is then used to logically derive the structures and processes of a fair and just society. Worried that we might end up among the less fortunate, we would likely opt for a more equal society where the disadvantages for such folks are mitigated and institutional processes are in place to ensure their equitable treatment.




8.1.3 Social Intuitionism as a Form of Moral Reasoning

In the three examples we’ve just looked at—Bentham and Mill, Kant, and Rawls—moral reasoning is a philosophical exercise in which logical thinking is used to derive principled guidelines for differentiating right and wrong. In contrast, social intuitionism views the process of making moral decisions in a fundamentally different way. Rather than relying on reason and logic, this school of thought focuses on instinctive judgments of the type often seen in System 1 thinking. A prominent example of moral intuitionism is Thomas Jefferson’s list of self-evident ‘truths’ at the start of the Declaration of Independence. There was no need in 1776 America for a logical, reasoned defense of the principle that all men are created equal and possess unalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. These principles were perceived to stand on their own as intrinsically true.3 As two more examples, let’s take a closer look at the work of David Hume and Jonathan Haidt.

3 The fact that most folks today would not limit these rights to white, property-owning, men demonstrates the fluidity of conclusions reached through moral intuitionism.


Writing in 1739—a half-century before Kant—Hume argued that detailed logical explications and proofs were not the way that people actually decide which moral rules to live by. Instead, the rules of morality originate in human sentiments, perceptions, passions, and aesthetics. Hume writes that:


Reason of itself is utterly impotent in this particular. The rules of morality, therefore, are not conclusions of our reason … ‘tis vain to pretend, that morality is discover’d only by a deduction of reason. (Bucciarelli et al., 2008, pp. 121–122)



Hume’s framework doesn’t eliminate the reasoned use of evidence and logic when we’re trying to figure out the right thing to do. We still need to consider the consequences of our choices prior to taking action by, for example, determining who might be helped and who might be harmed by each of the choices open to us. But, according to Hume, it’s not until we attach an emotional value to each of those consequences that we have a moral basis for taking action (Haidt, 2001).

Fast forward about 250 years, and we find another social intuitionist, Jonathan Haidt, explicitly building on Hume’s thinking, albeit informed by a modern understanding of social and cognitive psychology (Bucciarelli et al., 2008). Drawing an analogy to dual process theory, he defines moral intuition as the:


sudden appearance in consciousness of a moral judgment, including an affective valence (good-bad, like-dislike), without any conscious awareness of having gone through steps of searching, weighting evidence, or inferring a conclusion. (Haidt, 2001, p. 818)




Moreover, he argues that personal moral intuitions have a strong social component rooted in cultural, religious, ethical, political, and civic norms, rather than in methodical reasoning processes (Haidt, 2001).

Accordingly, for proponents of the social intuitionist school of thought, moral reasoning does not lead to moral judgment; instead, the process usually runs in the other direction. Moral judgments are reached intuitively and quickly, and then after-the-fact reasoning is used to support the judgment.4 Haidt (2007) underscores the point with a clever analogy:

4 This thesis is consistent with the impact of hot cognition on normative thinking discussed in Section 4.4.



Moral reasoning is often like the press secretary for a secretive administration—constantly generating the most persuasive arguments it can muster for policies whose true origins and goals are unknown. (p. 1000)



Social intuitionists recognize that moral reasoning is not always subservient to intuitive instinct. Like the executive override of System 1 by System 2 in dual process theory, intuition can also be countermanded in the realm of moral reasoning. Such overrides are, however, the exception rather than the rule.

So, where does all this leave us? For starters, normative issues are pervasive in policy analysis, popping up in just about every step of the process. And even though they may not be framed as such, these issues are usually rooted in one or more of the foundational elements of moral reasoning: harm and care, fairness and reciprocity, ingroup loyalty, authority and respect, and purity and sanctity. In turn, if you aspire to address the entirety of an issue in your policy analysis, you’ll need to be ready to tackle normative issues. You might do so as an intentional consequence of rational thought of the type applied by Bentham, Mill, Kant, and Rawls. Alternatively, as suggested by Hume and Haidt, moral positions may be the by-product of quick and intuitive responses to particular situations based on cultural, religious, ethical, political, and civic instincts. I can’t tell you who has it right; my experience tells me that both perspectives are relevant to policy analysis and that as a policy analyst, you will often need to recognize how and why folks—including yourself—come to hold their moral positions.






8.2 Donning a Veil of Ignorance in Policy Analysis

Back in Chapter 1, when we talked about which evaluation criteria belong in your policy analysis, I included equity as an ‘on-off-the-shelf’ criterion that ought to be routinely considered for inclusion in every policy analysis. But deciding to include matters of equity in your policy analysis is easy; figuring out how to analyze equity is considerably tougher. Having reviewed the five elements of moral reasoning, and the concepts of moral rationalism and social intuitionism, you shouldn’t be surprised when you hear divergent normative viewpoints during a policy debate that are hard to reconcile. The analysis of equity issues is often like looking at a situation through different eyes. To do a complete analysis, you need to look through the eyes not only of those folks who are familiar to you and with whom you sympathize, but also through the eyes of folks whose points of view and lived experiences differ from your own.

Doing so can be hard. I’d thus like to offer a recommendation that builds on Rawls’ veil of ignorance test that we just talked about. But unlike Rawls himself, I don’t aim to use the veil of ignorance test to identify the optimal societal systems and structures writ large. Instead, my suggestion is that you always approach matters of equity in a particular policy analysis—at least initially—from behind a veil of ignorance. In this thought experiment, you might be wealthy and powerful, or poor and marginalized. You might be liberal or conservative, white or a person of color. You just don’t know. Ignorant of your personal circumstances, you would then assess the normative arguments surrounding the policy issue you’re analyzing. In many ways, the veil of ignorance test is a form of metacognition and a practical way of operationalizing a self-aware mindset.

As a simple example, consider a state legislature redrawing its Congressional district boundaries. You’re trying to decide if it is doing so fairly. The veil of ignorance means that you don’t know which party you belong to, and thus that your assessment of the redistricting process is untainted by self-interest. In general, we don a veil of ignorance in the hopes of reaching a conclusion not influenced by our personal stake in the outcome, our cultural background, or our ideological or political preferences.

But things can get more complicated than this simple example suggests when, behind your veil, you’re trying to imagine the circumstances you might face under different public policies. The veil of ignorance test works best when it’s based on an accurate understanding of the situations faced by different folks in society. That’s why, back in Section 6.2, when we talked about collecting evidence regarding public preferences, I suggested that you go out of your way to metaphorically hear the voices of those in society who can’t be heard and to figure out the concerns of invisible stakeholders.

I recognize that it’s virtually impossible to fully ignore your personal situation; after all, the veil of ignorance test is just a thought experiment. But while you may have a great deal of confidence in your own sense of how public policy should reflect normative considerations, don’t forget that your personal opinion is just one among many. Because policy analysis aims to inform the public policymaking process, you need your veil of ignorance to help you to think more expansively than just your own views. My goal in this chapter is therefore to help you ask the right equity-relevant questions in your policy analysis. You will find lots of questions, but not many answers. In a democracy, after all, the answers don’t come primarily from you (or from me) but from the community you serve (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2007).




8.3 Dimensions of Equity

When it comes to policy debates, most normative issues revolve around the concepts in Exhibit 8-1.5 To keep things simple, each category is presented separately; in policy debates, however, these issues are often commingled. My focus in this section is on diagnosing and understanding inequities; potential remedies for these inequities are reviewed in Section 8.7.

5 This section is inspired by Deborah Stone’s The Policy Paradox (2012). I have, however, added to, taken away from, and reinterpreted much of her work. Accordingly, she bears no responsibility for what follows.



Exhibit 8-1 Dimensions of Equity



	Rights and Duties
	Equality
	Liberty
	Justice
	Stability, Safety, and Security
	Wealth and Poverty
	Alignment of Benefits and Costs





8.3.1 Rights and Duties

When it comes to debating the equities associated with public policy, the conversation often turns to a discussion of rights. Rights occupy a special place in policy discourse. If a normative principle is deemed to be a right, it becomes an entitlement, a promise that society is obligated to deliver on. You can think of a right as a legitimate claim by one person on the behavior of others. The right to a public education, for example, obligates a community to provide schools for its children. A right to free speech prohibits others from impeding one’s ability to speak freely.


The real-world impact of a right varies widely. For starters, many asserted rights are not codified as a matter of public policy. In turn, no one is mandated to deliver on the right. For example, the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights—which is not fully reflected in US federal law—includes a positive right to medical care. In the United States, however, universal access to medical care does not exist. Accordingly, if a US resident can’t afford health insurance and is ineligible for government support, their notional human right to health care under the UN declaration isn’t much help. Because it hasn’t been enacted into law, it doesn’t impose an enforceable duty on someone else to provide health care. The lack of a codified right, however, doesn’t usually stop advocates of government health care spending from asserting a moral or ethical duty to enact public policies to provide such care.

At the other extreme, some rights are both codified and enforceable. Thanks to the Fourth Amendment to the US Constitution, for instance, if the police search your home without a warrant and find incriminating evidence, you have the right to have the evidence tossed out of court. Even for codified rights, however, enforcement mechanisms vary. For example, the US Civil Rights Act prohibits discrimination based on race, color, or national origin in any program or activity that receives Federal financial assistance. If you think your rights have been improperly denied under the Act, you can take the offending Federal agency to court, but only if you can prove intentional discrimination. If there are disparities across the lines of race, color, or national origin, but no evidence of discriminatory intent, you can’t go to court; instead, you must complain to the agency and hope it resolves the matter.

We can divide rights into two categories: A positive right is one in which others are obligated to do something for the right holder. A negative right is one where others are obligated to refrain from doing something that affects the right holder. Notice that every right possessed by an individual implies a duty on the part of another individual, or of society, to respect or satisfy that right. You can think of rights and duties as two parts of the same whole. Whenever a right is claimed, there is always a corresponding duty being asserted, either explicitly or implicitly. Exhibit 8-2 may help you keep the vocabulary straight.


Exhibit 8-2
[image: ]


Policy debates that focus on rights and duties can be very complex. In the short space we have here, there’s no way to provide a full overview of all the relevant material. But there are several questions you can ask as part of a policy analysis to organize your thinking about rights and duties:

	Who holds the right? Some rights are restricted to certain people. For instance, in several states, ex-felons do not have the right to vote; in other states, they do. In addition, not all rights are held by humans. For example, the US Supreme Court has decided that corporations—as nonhuman persons—have free speech rights.
	Has the right under debate been codified? While there may be little moral difference in your mind between a codified right and an asserted right, there is a practical difference. With an asserted right, advocates must rely on the power of persuasion to ensure the right is observed; if it has been codified, legal recourse may be available to enforce the right.
	Who has a duty to satisfy a negative right? Because negative rights obligate folks to refrain from doing something, it is the duty of people, firms, and governments to respect such rights (e.g., even if I find your remarks distasteful, I may not restrict your speech).
	Who has a duty to satisfy a positive right? A positive right obligates someone to provide a thing of value that is rarely free (e.g., education, health care) to the right holder. If the right has been codified, it often but not always falls to government to satisfy the right, and the cost to taxpayers becomes part of the debate about whether and how to observe that right.
	Does one right conflict with another? Protecting one person’s right may hinder the protection of another’s. As a simple example, consider a prohibition on employment discrimination based on disability. What happens when one employee’s service dog triggers a severe allergic response in another employee? Whose right should prevail?





8.3.2 Equality

Equality has become so embedded in our understanding of right and wrong that even a suggestion that people have been treated unequally is often taken to mean they have been treated unfairly. But what exactly do we mean by equality? In its narrowest reading, the word ‘equal’ means that two things are the same; 1/4 and 2/8 measure the same value. But human affairs are not as tidy as mathematics.


If you think about it, you’ll realize that while equality is a core value of modern democracies, we don’t actually want to treat all people equally all the time. If you need to go to the hospital, you want to see a professional who knows what they’re doing. In turn, you’re probably fine with the idea that the hospital can discriminate in its hiring between those who have medical credentials and those who don’t. You’re also probably ok with the idea that a local store can discriminate between those willing to pay for merchandise and those who would steal it. Similarly, if you support accommodations for people with disabilities, you are likely willing to endorse their differential treatment when it comes to, say, preferential parking, admission of service animals, or extra test-taking time in a classroom. In other words, the unequal treatment of folks—discrimination if you will—is often a routine, and normatively acceptable, fact of everyday life.

But we can’t stop here. If we did, we’d open the door to many kinds of inequality—racism, sexism, homophobia, and the like—we find morally offensive. When it comes to public policy, we thus need a more nuanced definition of equality: equality implies that people who are or should be similarly situated are to be treated similarly. To continue our examples from above, the physician and the quack are not similarly situated, nor are the customer and the shoplifter. It’s only when similarly situated folks (e.g., two well-qualified MDs, one a woman and one a man) are treated unequally that policy-relevant normative concerns may become important.

Such concerns usually arise when two factors come into play at the same time. First, there must be unequal treatment of specific types of people. The term protected class is often used to define groups to be shielded from unequal treatment. A good example of a policy intended to ensure equality is the Human Rights Code of Ontario, which prohibits discrimination based on:


… citizenship, race, place of origin, ethnic origin, colour, ancestry, disability, age, creed, sex/pregnancy, family status, marital status, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, receipt of public assistance … and record of offences. (OHRC, 2012)



In most jurisdictions, being poor, uneducated, a criminal, or an undocumented immigrant doesn’t put one in a protected class; hence, some discrimination against such groups is typically permissible, at least as far as the law is concerned.6

6 President Biden has directed federal agencies to ensure that their hiring practices do not discriminate against a broader set of protected classes than is used in Ontario including, for example, parents, caregivers, first-generation professionals, rural residents, veterans, non-English speakers, and military spouses (2021).



The second factor that gives rise to unacceptable inequality is the existence of a protected situation. For example, in Ontario, discrimination based on membership in one of the 17 protected classes is prohibited only in certain situations: when residents receive goods or services, buy or rent housing, enter contracts, seek or hold a job, or join a union or professional association (OHRC, 2012). Note that by defining protected situations to which antidiscrimination policies apply, we are also implicitly defining unprotected situations to which such policies do not apply. If Ontario had omitted housing from its list of protected situations, for example, then race-based inequality in housing would be legal.

Virtually all disputes about matters of equality revolve around the definitions of protected classes and protected situations. Such definitions are often contested, with some advocates arguing for more classes (e.g., transgender persons) to be protected from unequal treatment in additional situations (e.g., accessing social services from government-funded, faith-based groups). Conversely, other advocates assert that policy measures to promote equality can go too far, impeding citizens’ rights and liberties to choose when and how to interact with other members of society.

Another important aspect of equality which figures prominently in policy analysis arises from the difference between equality of opportunity and equality of results. Let’s start with opportunity. You might believe that everyone should have an equal opportunity to attend college. But not everyone takes advantage of the opportunities offered to them. For example, you might not be bothered when a hard-working, talented high schooler is given a spot at a prestigious university while the class clown who ditched school every other day is not. After all, a meritocracy in which everyone has the same opportunity to have their individual accomplishments fairly and equally rewarded seems reasonable.

In fact, the prospect of earning personal recognition or rewards that are not offered to everyone may incentivize hard work toward socially beneficial outcomes. In this case, however, the slacker failed to take advantage of the opportunity that was available.7 But if you were told that women or persons of color (i.e., members of a potentially protected class) were denied spots at the university, you probably would feel differently. If that’s your stance, you’re essentially saying that it’s ok to offer unequal opportunities based on merit, but not based on race or gender.

7 You might also think that an 18-year-old slacker deserves a second chance to get back on track. Most of us wouldn’t disagree, but would you go so far as giving the talented student’s spot at the university to the slacker?


Now let’s pivot to the equality of results. Consider two equally talented students from similar backgrounds who put forth equal effort at the same college. Both have identical opportunities, but one enters the world of corporate finance and earns a six-figure salary; the other chooses a career as an artist, and while talented, struggles to earn a living wage. Over the course of their careers, they accumulate highly unequal levels of wealth. Later, the financier’s child attends an elite private university while the artist’s child goes to the local community college. Even this simple vignette raises important questions about the link between equality of opportunities and equality of results:

	Does the inequality in wealth suggest an inequity? Maybe not. Our two graduates had the same opportunities. The inequality of results stems only from freely made personal choices.
	But were the opportunities truly identical? Perhaps it’s only in an unequal society that financiers earn so much more than artists.
	Even if our two graduates were treated equally, what about the kids? Given the inequality in parental wealth, has the artist’s child been denied an equal opportunity for success?
	Would it matter if the financier is a white male and the artist is a woman of color? Could racism and sexism possibly mean that life’s opportunities haven’t been offered equally?


Inequality can indeed be a vexing subject to analyze, but deciding whether you’re focused on equality of opportunities, equality of outcomes, or both is a good place to start.

One aspect of inequality that is typically beyond the reach of public policy is personal behavior that takes place outside of protected situations. When it comes to your choice of friends, a life partner, stores to patronize, candidates to vote for, places to hang out—the list is endless—you are under no legal obligation to treat others equally. You may be as inclusive, or as prejudiced, as you’d like. For example, you are not obligated to give all folks who show an interest in spending time with you an equal opportunity to become your friend in the same way we expect universities to give all applicants an equal opportunity to be admitted. In short, whether it’s an inappropriate intrusion on personal liberty or just impractical, we don’t aspire to use public policy to ensure equality among all people in all situations.8

8 We’ll talk briefly in Section 8.7 about how public policy might be used to remedy some forms of inequity.


As with questions of rights and duties, the topic of equality is an immense one. We can’t cover it in detail, but here are a few questions that may help deepen your analysis of issues related to equality:

	When it comes to ensuring equality, which groups of people, if any, should be designated as protected and which aspects of life, if any, should be designated as protected situations?
	Do people have equal opportunities to obtain and enjoy life’s amenities?
	Do we observe equality of results when it comes to obtaining and enjoying life’s amenities?
	Does the principle of meritocracy mean that observed disparities can be satisfactorily explained as the result of talent, hard work, personal choices, or other ‘acceptable’ causes?
	Are inequalities only isolated cases or do they result from widespread discrimination or bias against groups or individuals who deserve to have been treated equally?
	Why do inequalities exist? Are they the result of intentional bias, unintentional discrimination, or simply the choices freely made by those involved?
	Might the prospect of future rewards—even if unequal in their ultimate allocation—motivate beneficial and salutary behavior in the present?





8.3.3 Liberty

The concept of liberty is central to the American ethos of democracy. It’s in the opening line of the Declaration of Independence and the closing line of the Pledge of Allegiance. And, in 1775, as the colonies edged their way toward war with England, Patrick Henry famously uttered the words ‘Give me liberty or give me death.’ Strong stuff surely, but what exactly do we mean by the word liberty?

Liberty comes in two forms—one negative and one positive—that represent potentially competing visions of freedom (Stone, 2012).9 In the negative version, liberty allows you to do as you please, to use your talents, property, and time as you choose, free of interference or coercion from others. John Stuart Mill, an ardent proponent of liberty, made the case in 1859 as follows:

9 In this lexicon, the words positive and negative do not connote a judgment of better or worse.



[When a person’s conduct] merely concerns himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind, the individual is sovereign. (p. 13)



This is almost certainly the version of liberty that Henry had in mind back in 1775. By contrast, the positive notion of liberty—also rooted in the concept of freedom—goes on to suggest that liberty can only be realized when one is free to choose his or her own life path. Deprivation of material necessities like housing, education, and health care impedes one’s ability to live freely and attain their own version of liberty. In turn, liberty for all means that all must be free of the coercion of deprivation. Even Mill (1859/2001) argues that the right to liberty is not absolute. In doing so, he lends credence to the positive version of liberty:


There are also many positive acts for the benefit of others, which [one] may rightfully be compelled to perform; such as … to perform certain acts of individual beneficence, such as saving a fellow creature’s life, or interposing to protect the defenseless against ill-usage, things which whenever it is obviously a man’s duty to do, he may rightfully be made responsible to society for not doing. A person may cause evil to others not only by his actions but by his inaction, and in either case he is justly accountable to them for the injury. (pp. 14–15)



To be fair to Mill, he was writing before the emergence of the modern welfare state. While he implicitly endorses the use of public policy to promote the benefit of others, it’s not clear how far he’d be willing to go in supporting programs to redistribute wealth and income.

These two versions of liberty are often at the heart of ideological differences of opinion about the role of government. Conservatives tend to support the negative version of liberty and argue that government ought to minimize restrictions on individuals’ liberties, thereby ensuring the highest level of freedom possible. On the other hand, liberals tend to believe that to deliver on the positive version of liberty for all residents, it’s necessary for government to undertake programs to relieve the burdens of material deprivation (thereby enhancing the liberty of the beneficiaries). Because such programs aren’t free, proponents of the positive view are more willing to impose taxes to fund them or to use other public policies to protect poor and vulnerable communities, while those attuned to the negative view of liberty are likely to see such taxes and policies as infringements on liberty. Differences are also observed cross-nationally, with the negative definition of liberty having a more powerful political impact in the United States than in Europe, where the positive version is more evident in policy (Stone, 2012).

These competing visions of liberty set the stage for a perennial conflict in policymaking: how to balance a desire to liberate disadvantaged groups from poverty and deprivation with the desire to protect the liberty of others whose behaviors may need to be regulated or whose resources may need to be taxed to deliver on the positive version of liberty. This tension isn’t new:



… the practical question, where to place the limit—how to make the fitting adjustment between individual independence and social control—is a subject on which nearly everything remains to be done. (Mill, 1859/2001, p. 9)



Your policy analysis probably can’t render a definitive verdict on how and where to strike the balance between the two versions of liberty, but by answering the following sorts of questions, you should be able to generate insights that will help your client make better informed policy choices:

	To what degree does public policy constrain liberty and limit folks’ freedom to choose how to live their lives or to use their property, time, and resources as they see fit?
	Are there alternative ways to achieve the sought-after policy objectives with less coercive measures that constrain individual liberties to a lesser degree?
	To what degree do firms and other nongovernmental institutions exercise coercive power in ways that constrain individuals’ liberties?
	Do disadvantaged groups experience material or other deprivations that undermine their liberty and freedom to enjoy a full life?





8.3.4 Justice

In the context of public policy, justice can be defined as the consistent application of all government actions to all residents. Whether we’re talking about policing, the courts, elections, welfare programs, schools, drivers’ licenses, or building permits, we expect government processes to dependably operate in a fair, predictable, and nondiscriminatory way. If they don’t, concerns about injustice may arise.

When it comes to specific cases, the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments prohibit, respectively, the Federal government and the states from “depriv[ing] any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law.” The specific elements of due process vary across issues and jurisdictions. In death penalty cases, for example, due process is subject to close scrutiny, while in an agency’s adjudication of claims about improperly denied welfare benefits, the definition of due process is considerably more relaxed (Szypszak, 2011). Though not codified as law, a still-influential generic definition of due process, depicted in Exhibit 8-3, was offered in 1975 by Federal appellate Judge Henry Friendly. We’ll take a deeper dive into legal issues in Chapter 11.


Exhibit 8-3 Indicators of Due Process



	Unbiased tribunal
	Notice of proposed action and grounds asserted for it
	Opportunity to present reasons why proposed action should not be taken
	Right to present evidence and call witnesses
	Right to know opposing evidence
	Right to cross-examine witnesses
	Decision based exclusively on evidence presented
	Opportunity to be represented by counsel
	Record of evidence prepared by tribunal
	Written findings of fact and reasons for decision prepared by tribunal


Source: Friendly (1975)



The use of due process to deliver just outcomes applies primarily to the formal adjudication of individual cases. But the purpose of many public policies is to deliver justice at a broader scale to society as a whole. As you think about how to incorporate concerns about the topic of justice in your policy analysis, several considerations may be relevant. First, you need to delineate the boundaries of your analysis of justice. Are you looking at a single instance of injustice or a pattern of injustice? Are you looking at just one government program or are you looking at all government activities in a geographic area? What time frame are you investigating? The past year, or the past two or three decades (or centuries)? You can’t escape the need to bound your work to keep it analytically tractable. But always bear in mind that the individuals and communities you’re studying do not live the whole of their lives within your analytic boundaries.

You may, for instance, only be studying interactions between the police and the community over the past year. But remember that citizens interact with government not just through police departments, but also through schools, the health-care system, social welfare agencies, and other public services. Moreover, your study may be of the prior year, but members of the community and their families have a lifetime of interactions with both police and other parts of government. Finally, because not all inequities originate in government action and may instead stem from the behavior of individuals, firms, or nongovernmental institutions, a policy analysis focused only on the relationship between the police and the community in a particular locale or at a particular point in time may neglect the totality of a community’s lived experience. In short, the community’s understanding of justice exists within a web of concerns, many of which may go beyond the specific issue you’re studying.

Next, figure out if the injustice results from intentional policy or is the by-product of other factors. Most forms of intentional, government-approved discrimination have ended in the United States, but there was a time when discrimination and segregation were explicitly embedded in US policy. Moreover, some public policies are intentionally designed to not apply to all persons in the same way. Examples include:

	The denial of voting rights to ex-felons;
	The denial of drivers licenses to undocumented residents;
	Limitations on gender expression in the military;
	The exemption of incarcerated persons who work in prison from most minimum wage and labor standards; and
	The denial of Medicare benefits to noncitizens who aren’t permanent residents.


These sorts of cases are referred to as de jure (Latin for ‘of law’) disparities, meaning the differential treatment of individuals is explicitly permitted by public policy. Whether de jure disparities constitute an injustice is a matter of opinion, but they typically merit close attention in your policy analysis.

Even if the disparate treatment of individuals by government systems and processes is not codified as de jure public policy, the day-to-day operation of government policies may still have differential impacts on people. Such impacts are referred to as de facto (Latin for ‘of fact’), meaning that disparities exist irrespective of codified public policy. Such disparities can arise from the behavior of front-line government personnel (like police officers, social workers, or school administrators) who–without good cause–treat people differently. Such disparate treatment may be random or systematic. For example, a qualified applicant for public assistance might be turned away simply because the case worker is in a bad mood or because the case worker harbors a prejudice against the skin color of the applicant. In either case, an injustice is newly created each time a resident is treated inconsistently without good reason.

In other cases, de facto disparities may exist as the by-product of factors other than overt, and ongoing, discrimination. Consider, for example, elementary schools, the students of which are drawn from nearby neighborhoods. If residents of some neighborhoods are predominantly of one racial or ethnic background, then the schools will end up segregated by race or ethnicity as well. If the schools accept all neighborhood kids equally, irrespective of their background, then we’d say we’re seeing de facto rather than de jure segregation in the schools. (De jure segregation of schools was found to be unconstitutional by a unanimous Supreme Court in 1954.)

But even though observed disparities aren’t the result of intentional action in the present, they may still have an historical antecedent in de jure discrimination. After World War II, for example, Federal, state, and local governments, as well as many developers, lenders, and real estate agents, engaged in a variety of systematic tactics to perpetuate neighborhood segregation (Rothstein, 2017). In turn, even though the segregation of today’s schools in the prior example is not the result of current policy, it might stem from neighborhood segregation that was created by prior policy. In other words, you’re looking at an injustice that occurred in the past, the legacy of which persists today.

It’s also important to recognize that, legacy issues notwithstanding, even if a policy is neutral on its face, it may still have disparate impacts that cleave along socioeconomic lines. In the summer of 2021, for example, several state legislatures were considering changes to voting laws that would make it harder to vote by, for example, restricting absentee balloting, instituting strict voter identification rules, or making the voter registration process more complicated. Both the US Constitution and federal statutory law prohibit states from specifically subjecting poor or minority voters to different rules; such de jure discrimination would be impermissible. But because the propensity of citizens to vote varies across socioeconomic lines, making it harder to vote is likely to reduce turnout of certain types of voters. If such voters’ political inclinations are in one direction rather than another, then voting restrictions can have partisan implications. I’ll leave it to you to decide whether proponents of such restrictions are motivated by a valid fear of electoral fraud, by a calculated political strategy to win more elections, or by racial and social resentment. It’s also up to you to decide whether these new restrictions—neutral on their face—would constitute an inequity.

Finally, as you analyze issues of justice, you may find it helpful to focus on representativeness (i.e., the degree of alignment between the demographics of a community and that of specific components of government). For example, we typically expect fair representation of the community in the halls of government. As a proxy for procedural justice in the electoral and judicial systems, you could analyze the degree to which the racial, ethnic, age, and gender profile of elected officials, government employees, or judges and juries matches that of the community. A mismatch between the two suggests an area worth deeper investigation. Similarly, there are situations where, if government systems and processes are working in an unbiased and inclusive fashion, you would expect to find that the demographic makeup of those citizens who interact with government matches those of the community. You might thus compare the socioeconomic profile of the community to the profiles of people in the criminal justice system, to citizens who vote, to participants in social welfare programs, and to students and their performance in school. A perfect match does not preclude the existence of unjust policies, nor does a mismatch prove that injustice has occurred. Nonetheless, it’s often a good idea to investigate the representativeness of government systems and processes.

As you investigate matters of justice and injustice in your policy analysis, asking and answering the following sorts of questions may give you useful insights:

	Are all government policies in the area you’re studying consistently and uniformly applied across all residents?
	Are injustices rare and, when they do occur, distributed uniformly across the community? Or are they frequent or concentrated among particular members of the community?
	Does the injustice under study represent a single act of injustice or is it part of a larger pattern of injustice?
	Do potential injustices originate in specific features of codified current public policy or do they result from the unsanctioned action of individual civil servants?
	If injustices don’t emanate from current public policy, might they be the result of prior public policy?
	What is the broader context of historical justice (or injustice) that is relevant to the life experiences of those affected by current conditions or public policies?
	Are some individuals or communities subjected to multiple, cumulative injustices?
	Does the demographic profile of government officials and of citizens interacting with government match that of the community?





8.3.5 Social Stability, Safety, and Security

The Preamble to the US Constitution lists several reasons that motivate its adoption, one of which is to “insure domestic tranquility.” In using this language, the authors of the Constitution focus on an important goal of many public policies: to provide citizens with social stability, safety, and security. Whether it’s protection from neighborhood criminals, foreign terrorists, or abusive law enforcement personnel, the Constitution implies that government should take action to keep such actors from destabilizing society. By extension, we also typically look to government to mitigate the dangers of natural disasters (e.g., hurricanes, earthquakes, and pandemics) and of manmade calamities (e.g., oil spills, cyberattacks, and nuclear meltdowns). And, in an increasingly online, networked world, we expect that our privacy will be protected and that online systems will operate reliably.


The constructs of safety and security can, however, be tough ones for policy analysts. For one thing, the threats being defended against are not round-the-clock certainties, but happen episodically in ways that can be hard to predict. Policies in the public safety domain thus usually operate by reducing the probability of a bad outcome, rather than assuring its elimination. Effective criminal justice strategies, for example, may reduce crime, but don’t drive crime rates to zero. Similarly, design and operating standards for oil and gas companies may reduce the risk of a spill but cannot ensure that a spill never happens. The inability to fully eliminate risk is not intrinsic to public policy. You may conscientiously wear a seatbelt every time you get into a car, but that doesn’t guarantee you’ll never be hurt in an accident. The probabilistic nature of most things that threaten our wellbeing means that even after taking reasonable precautions, a residual risk will remain.

Moreover, reducing risk is rarely costless. It takes time, money, and other resources to prepare for disasters, implement measures to reduce their likelihood, forego the benefits that the risky behavior might create, or continuously and vigilantly monitor all potentially risky situations. Sometimes, emphasizing safety and security can even threaten other normative values, like civil liberties. Should, for instance, the military be able to torture a suspect who might have information about an impending terrorist attack? Should local governments invest in supplemental social and community programs in high-crime neighborhoods, even if it means raising taxes or reducing services elsewhere? Balancing, on the one hand, enhanced security and lower risks for individuals against, and on the other, monetary costs and potential threats to civil liberties is an important task for policy analysts.

Another conundrum for policymakers is that it’s not just the statistical risk of bad outcomes that affects people’s sense of security. The perception of the risk can be just as important as the reality of the risk. And, as we saw in the Chapter 4 discussion of cognition, recent and dramatic events can play an outsized role in our internal understanding of a risk. Early in my career, a colleague and I were analyzing an increasing fear of crime among residents in a once thriving, now decaying, Midwest industrial city. I came across data showing that crime rates had actually dropped in the prior year. I remarked, naively, that residents thus needn’t be concerned about crime. My colleague quickly pointed out that while crime might be dropping, the fear of crime was increasing and that such fears were antithetical to a safe and secure community. At that point, I began to truly appreciate that both the reality and the perception of reality are usually important in assessing folks’ sense of well-being.

Another challenge to social stability stems from the rapid pace of change in the information and communication technology arena. Whether it’s false information on social media, the loss of privacy when so much of our lives are lived online, or cyberattacks that hobble government and commercial systems, new technologies often have a destabilizing impact on our sense of safety and security. I am not arguing against all the wonderful things we can do with new technologies; I am simply noting the emerging, and perhaps poorly understood, nature of the impacts they may have on people’s lives.

When it comes to incorporating issues of safety and security in your work, answering the following sorts of questions may help you deepen your analysis:

	To what degree do people experience a sense of stability, safety, and security across all domains of their lives?
	Have risks to public safety been reasonably minimized in a way that is mindful of the cost of doing so and of the potential risk to civil liberties?
	Have policymakers unrealistically promised to eliminate all risk in a particular area? If so, what are the likely consequences if the risk is realized in the form of an adverse event?
	To what degree do calculable, objective measures of safety and risk differ from folks’ perceived experience of safety and risk?
	To what degree has personal privacy been appropriately protected, in person, in health-care settings, at school, at work, or at home?
	In what ways are new technologies changing social relationships—either for the better or in ways that disrupt communities?
	Are the critical information technology systems upon which government, business, and social media users rely sufficiently protected against hackers and other forms of disruption?





8.3.6 Wealth, Income, and Poverty

Human well-being is certainly about a lot more than just dollars and cents. But when we’re talking about issues like tax policy, access to food, shelter, and health care, or income inequality in society, policy debates often turn on matters of wealth, income, and poverty. Accordingly, this section gives you some ideas to consider as you integrate concepts related to material wellbeing into your policy analysis.

Let’s start by distinguishing income and wealth. Income is the money someone receives over a period of time while wealth is the total value of their financial holdings at a point in time. The median US income in 2019 was $58,600 per household while the median wealth was about twice as high at $121,700 (Federal Reserve Board, 2020). Income can come in the form of wages and salaries paid for working at a job or in the form of returns on investments made in interest-earning accounts, stocks, or bonds. When it comes to wealth, the usual approach is to deduct any liabilities (like the balance on a car loan or credit card debt) from the value of a person’s assets to compute their wealth, or net worth.

The distinction between income and wealth is important for at least a couple of reasons. First, wealth provides a safety cushion in the event of financial distress. An unexpected and costly illness, the loss of a job, or an eviction from one’s home can be disastrous for someone with no savings (i.e., no wealth), but may be much less disruptive for someone with sufficient wealth to tide them over until the event passes. Second, wealth affords its holder the opportunity to earn a return through investments that yield interest, dividends, or capital gains that enhance their income in future years. By contrast, if a worker is unable to accumulate wealth, then all their future income will depend only on continued work.

When we think about the equities (or inequities) associated with the distribution of wealth and income, we often consider two distinct perspectives. In the first case, we think about whether variations across society are equitable. It might be that all values of wealth or income are clustered in a narrow range, with the richest citizens not that much better off than the poorest citizens; or the distribution could be highly unequal with a few folks who are extraordinarily well off, and a large majority who are barely getting by. In contrast, the second perspective considers only the degree to which people fall below a threshold (e.g., an income-based poverty line) and asks whether the number and distribution of such folks across socioeconomic groups pose an inequity.


Let’s start with variations in wealth and income. Exhibit 8-4 reports the mean and median of both income and wealth for folks living in the United States. Both income and wealth vary significantly across racial and ethnic lines, as well as among folks with different levels of education. When it comes to certain groups—those without a high school diploma, Hispanics, and non-Hispanic Blacks—the median wealth is less than one year’s worth of income. By contrast, among those with a college degree, median wealth exceeds median income by more than threefold. When we look at mean values, the differences are more pronounced, as high-income and high-wealth households pull the mean value well above the median. And, if we look at the ratio of median wealth to median income, we also see significant disparities. The ratio for white non-Hispanics is over 8.0, while it is only about 2.4 for Black non-Hispanics and about 2.8 for Hispanics.


Exhibit 8-42019Thousands of Dollars
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a Includes social security and pension income, and public assistance such as Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), Supplemental Nutrition Assistance (Food Stamps), and Supplemental Security Income (SSI).

Source: Federal Reserve Board (2020, pp. 7, 11)





Analyzing the full distribution of wealth or income can get tricky. The mean and median values provide important information, but don’t capture variability across levels of income and wealth. Here are three other measures of variability income that you might consider:10

10 These examples all focus on income, but analogous measures can be computed for wealth.


	You could compare income earned by households at the top with those at the bottom. As shown in the upper panel of Exhibit 8-5, for example, the ratio of income earned by the top 20% (i.e., quintile) of households to the income of the lowest quintile has trended upward over time from about 9.5 in 1979 to 14.5 in 2017.
	You could focus only on folks at the top of the income scale. For instance, as shown in the middle panel of Exhibit 8-5, the top quintile earned a bit more than half of all national income in 2017. In a state of perfect equality, this group would earn 20% of all income. The top 1% of households earned 16.7% of all income.
	You could compute the Gini Index, which ranges from 0.0 to 1.0 and measures income inequality across a population. A value of 0.0 suggests perfect equality, with all households earning the same income, and 1.0 suggesting complete inequality, with one household accounting for all income in the country.


Before taking a deeper dive into the Gini coefficient, there’s another important factor we need to discuss when it comes to income inequality: the effect of public policy on the distribution of income.

In general, two types of public policies directly affect income: transfers and taxes. In addition to income from wages, investments, and pensions, many folks receive means-tested transfers from government.11 On the other hand, taxes reduce available income. The net effect is ‘annual household income after taxes and transfers.’

11 These data are for Federal transfers and taxes. Aggregated data on state and local transfers and taxes are sparse.



[image: The exhibit measures the income inequality in the US for the year 1979.]DescriptionExhibit 8-5 Measures of US Income Inequality: 1979–2017


Exhibit 8-6 shows these calculations for the average household in each income quintile. For folks in the lowest quintile, taxes and transfers raise income by a factor of 1.69 (from $21,300 to $35,900) while, for the highest quintile, the effect runs in the opposite direction as taxes and transfers reduce incomes by a factor of 0.74 (from $309,400 to $229,700). Another way to consider the effect of taxes and transfers is to compare their differential impact on households in the highest and lowest quintiles of income. Before taxes and transfers, the average household in the most affluent group earns 14.53 times as much as the least affluent group; after taxes and transfers, the ratio drops to 6.40. Households in the top quintile receive some transfers, but only about 6% of the amount received by the lowest quintile; on the other hand, households in the top quintile pay about 269 times as much in taxes.


Exhibit 8-6
[image: ]

Detail may not sum to totals, due to rounding.

Source: CBO (2020)





Having reviewed the impact of taxes and transfers, we can return to the Gini coefficient. As shown in the bottom panel of Exhibit 8-5, we can compute the coefficient before and after taxes and transfers. In the absence of such policies, the coefficient was 0.521 in 2017, but drops to 0.434 after taking into account taxes and transfers. Countries with a higher Gini index (more inequality) than the United States include South Africa, the Central African Republic, Brazil, and Mexico while countries with lower indexes (less inequality) include China, Japan, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom (World Bank, 2020).

Debates about the normative implications of inequality, and its upward trend in the United States, aren’t hard to find. You might believe that high levels of income and wealth are nothing more than appropriate, merit-based rewards for hard work and entrepreneurial talent. Alternatively, you might believe that inequality results primarily from the systemic denial of equal opportunities for success to some groups or individuals. Or, you might not care very much about its origins, but simply believe that inequality ought to be minimized.

As an alternative to thinking about material wellbeing as the difference between rich and poor, you could instead focus only on the extent to which members of a community are in poverty. As two economists at the Department of Labor observe, figuring out what it means to be ‘poor’:


… has been a challenge since at least the time of Adam Smith, with poverty referring to both one’s ability to meet basic needs and also to social exclusion. Thus, regardless of the mechanics of the measure, poverty is a social concept. In the U.S., poverty has been defined in terms of economic deprivation with a comparison of resources to meet particular basic needs of people living in the U.S. (Garner & Gudrais, 2018, p. 3)



The federal government uses two definitions of poverty in its published statistics. By one metric (the Official Poverty Measure), 12.3% of the US population (or 39.5 million people) lived in poverty in 2019. A slightly different metric (the Supplemental Poverty Measure) suggests that 38.2 million people, or 11.7% of the population, were in poverty in 2019. Yes, it’s confusing that there are two metrics, but the Census Bureau has spent the past decade trying to sort out the best way to measure poverty (Fox, 2018). Both metrics have pros and cons; together, they nicely illustrate the issue of construct validity that we talked about in Section 6.3.1. Depending on how we operationalize the construct of poverty, about 1.3 million people are either poor, or not poor.

Exhibit 8-7 provides additional detail on how poverty varies across demographic groups, using the Supplemental Poverty Measure. The data make clear that poverty in the United States is not uniformly distributed throughout the population. The problem is appreciably more acute among those without a high school diploma, Hispanic and Black residents, renters, foreign born noncitizens, and households headed by a single female or by unrelated individuals. Residents of the Midwest are somewhat less likely to live in poverty than residents in other regions of the country.

[image: The exhibit features a series of bar diagrams to determine poverty by demographic characteristics of supplemental poverty measure.]DescriptionExhibit 8-7 Poverty by Demographic Characteristics Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM), 2019



The COVID pandemic provides a compelling example of the interplay between public policy and poverty levels. In March 2020, near the start of the pandemic, the US poverty rate stood at 11.9%. It peaked at 17.3% in August 2020 and had dropped to 13.8% by May 2021 (CPSP, 2021). In that fifteen-month period, the US government provided over $5 trillion in COVID relief funding (CBO, 2021). The funding went to a wide variety of recipients, but much of it went to programs that directly aided individuals including enhanced weekly unemployment benefits, three rounds of stimulus checks, increases in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and increases in the Earned Income Tax Credit and the Child Tax Credit. Without COVID relief funding, the poverty rate would have hit 19.9% in May 2020 (in contrast to the observed rate of 14.3%). On a month-to-month basis, the observed poverty rate was, on average, 2.8% points lower than it would have been in the absence of Federal COVID relief (CPSP, 2021). Clearly, there is an important connection between public policy and poverty levels.

Money is, of course, only one aspect of human life, but it is an important one. Wealth and income can act as a shock absorber to help people cope with life’s ups and downs; what’s more, wealth and money allow folks to enjoy more of life’s material amenities today and create future opportunities for family and friends tomorrow. Conversely, living in poverty creates persistent vulnerabilities to shocks like job loss, ill health, or family breakup; for the poorest members of society, hunger and homelessness are persistent threats. And if you conceive of liberty as a positive right, poverty also intrinsically limits one’s ability to take advantage of all that life has to offer.

Thinking about how wealth, income, and poverty fit into your analysis will enhance your understanding of the relevant equity implications. You may want to ask the following sorts of questions:

	To what degree is the policy problem you’re looking at primarily a consequence of poverty (i.e., of the limited wealth or income) of affected groups of people?
	To what degree is the problem not one of limited resources of one group, but of disparities in income and wealth of one group relative to another?
	Is the distinction between wealth and income relevant to your policy analysis? If so, how?
	What are the underlying drivers of poverty, or of income and wealth inequality, in the situation you’re looking at?
	How effective are existing government transfer programs in mitigating the impacts of poverty? Are government tax policies contributing to poverty?
	How effective are existing government tax and transfer programs in mitigating the impacts of inequalities in wealth and income?





8.3.7 Potential Misalignment of a Policy’s Benefits and Costs

As we talked about in Chapter 1, one step in the classical model of prospective policy analysis entails making trade-offs across policy options with respect to their pros and cons. Doing so is necessary because all policies have positive and negative impacts, or to use the language of economics, benefits and costs. The degree of alignment of benefits and costs across individuals, groups, firms, geographic regions, governments, and industries can affect the relative equity of policies being analyzed.

Consider a simple example: a petroleum refinery that’s the source of hazardous air pollutants to which nearby residents are exposed. The refinery produces gasoline that fuels cars driven by folks throughout the region, the vast majority of whom live nowhere near the refinery. In this case, we have a misalignment between the costs of production (exposure to hazardous pollution) and the benefits of consumption (mobility for drivers). If we require pollution controls at the refinery, the price of gasoline (and the cost of driving) will rise for all drivers, but nearby residents’ health will also improve. Such trade-offs are a frequent component of policy analysis. To further demonstrate the potential for such misalignments, Exhibit 8-8 lists the eight types of public policies identified back in Part I, and for each, gives examples of how the benefits and costs of policies may fall on different sectors of society.


Exhibit 8-8
[image: ]

a See Introduction to Part I for more detail on the eight types of public policy.





You should always check for a misalignment between benefits and costs when you’re doing a policy analysis. If the benefits and costs—either of an existing policy or of a proposed policy—affect different sectors of society, you’ll want to go further and investigate potential inequities because:


The equity of a policy presumably depends on the distribution of net benefits; it seems implausible that one can determine whether a particular distribution of benefits is equitable without knowing how the costs are allocated. (Hammitt, 2020, p. 3)



To visualize Hammitt’s point, look at Exhibit 8-9, which shows the benefits and costs of two illustrative policy options. For simplicity, I have assumed that all impacts can be convincingly monetized. You’ll see that Policies A and B are similar in that they both create $1,500 in total benefits, $600 in total costs, and $900 in net benefits. The two policies differ, however, with respect to the alignment of benefits with costs. For Policy A, all three groups in society experience the same level of benefits and of costs, meaning that net benefits are the same for all three. In contrast, Policy B entails a misalignment of benefits and costs across groups, with Group 1 experiencing net benefits more than twice as large as Group 2, and Group 3 experiencing a net cost. If this were a real-world case, misalignment would deserve a prominent place in your policy analysis.

[image: The exhibit details the potential for misalignment of benefits and costs.]DescriptionExhibit 8-9 Potential for Misalignment of Benefits and Costs



What’s more, if the misalignment falls along racial, ethnic, regional, or other socioeconomic lines, you’ll probably want to pay more attention to it than if it falls broadly and randomly across society. Suppose, for example, Group 3 comprises primarily poor rural residents who lack college degrees while Group 1 is mostly affluent city-dwellers with advanced degrees. This isn’t proof of an inequity, but certainly deserves further investigation.

To help you think about the extent to which potential misalignments of benefits and costs are important to your policy analysis, consider these questions:

	For existing policies, are there situations where one part of society experiences most of the benefits while another part of society experiences most of the costs?
	Which parts of society will experience the benefits of the proposed policy options being evaluated? How about the costs of the options?
	To what degree are the costs and benefits of each proposed option likely to accrue to the same parts of society?
	To what degree do misalignments of costs and benefits reflect disparities along socioeconomic lines?







8.4 How Is the Inequity Under Study Related to the Passage of Time?

The previous section reviewed seven dimensions of equity that typically deserve attention in policy analysis. Not all seven will be relevant to all analyses; sometimes, there will be considerable overlap among them. Nonetheless, they provide the building blocks for normative policy analysis. We now turn our attention to a couple of equity-related topics that are broader in scope.

Let’s first consider how the passage of time relates to policy analysis. If we look at conditions only in the present moment—the degree to which an inequity exists today—we may overlook factors relevant to judging the equity of current policy. People remember the past and project themselves into the future. The injury of a prior inequity may still be felt today and fears about what’s to come can drive one’s assessment about the fairness of today’s situation. As you incorporate equity into your policy analysis, contemplate the arc of history: from the past, through today, and into the future.

Consider a quick example of the impact of the past on the present: the siting of the Dakota Access Oil Pipeline, which crosses land just to the north of the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation. In the summer of 2016, tribe members objected to the risk to their water supply posed by the pipeline. Ultimately, seeing as how the pipeline did not actually cross Reservation land, the courts allowed the pipeline to be built. But here’s the thing: the land underneath the pipeline was granted to the Sioux under the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1868 and improperly repossessed by the Federal government in the late 19th century. In 1980, the US Supreme Court agreed and observed that:


A more ripe and rank case of dishonorable dealings will never, in all probability, be found in our history. (United States vs. Sioux Nation of Indians, 1980, p. 388)



The Supreme Court did not, however, order the land returned to the Sioux, but instead ordered the Federal government to pay the tribe the financial value of the improperly taken land (which the tribe refused to accept). Don your veil of ignorance and put yourself in the position of the Standing Rock Sioux: the pipeline was being built across land that even the Supreme Court agrees was wrongly taken from you. When it comes to assessing the equity of the matter, one cannot look only at the present-day situation. Certainly, more than a century’s worth of history is relevant to understanding the grievances of the Sioux.

The passage of time may be equity-relevant not only when we look to the past, but also when we contemplate the future. When it comes to the impact of the future on today’s perceptions of what is a fair policy, consider the example of autonomous vehicles. Such vehicles currently operate to only a limited degree in just a few cities. But, as technology improves, they are sure to proliferate. In turn, folks who drive vehicles for a living could find themselves out of a job. The fact that autonomous vehicles aren’t in widespread use today doesn’t mean that professional drivers and their political allies aren’t concerned about potential inequities that may occur in the future. As a major trucking union puts it:


Autonomous trucks threaten the livelihoods of millions of truckers across the country. But job losses are expected to hit African American and Latino drivers particularly hard … [O]ne study shows that four million jobs will likely be lost if a rapid transition is made to automate the industry. That would be devastating in this well-paying field … African American … and Latino … workers are overrepresented in trucking, thus any such cuts would hit them particularly hard. (Teamsters Union, 2019)



In short, in the same way that we need to look to the past to better understand present-day inequities, we also need to appreciate how potential future inequities are perceived today.

As you contemplate the relationship between equity and the passage of time, try to characterize the normative reasoning (if any) that underlies current policy. Deepen your understanding of an issue by reviewing debates that took place when the current policy was adopted and by checking out any legal rulings that offer commentary on the equity of the status quo. Your goal here is to learn from the past. For example, you may think a particular group of people deserves a level of civil rights protection that the law does not provide. Figuring out why policymakers previously neglected to provide protection may clarify the equities of the situation you’re studying. Maybe current policy reflects the balancing of multiple inequities of which its designers were aware; in such cases, you might not be able to improve on that balance.

On the other hand, you might look at the normative basis of existing policy and decide that it’s no longer persuasive. For example, with the words “all men are created equal,” American colonists proclaimed their equality with men of similar standing in England, but were silent about inequalities between themselves and women and enslaved persons in the colonies. In other words, the historical understanding of the concept of equality isn’t especially relevant to an assessment of equality today.

Finally, think carefully about the equity of retroactive policies intended to correct problems that have only recently been recognized. A pertinent legal principle here is the US Constitution’s prohibition on the enactment of ex post facto laws which criminalize past behavior that was legal at the time it occurred.12 In 1789, the Supreme Court held in Calder vs. Bull that the prohibition applies only to criminal behavior for which a penal sanction is imposed. Accordingly, the government may not fine a chemical company (or imprison its executives) for environmental contamination caused by industrial activities that were legal at the time, but which have since been banned. The government may, however, require such companies to clean up the contamination in order to continue operations. Depending on the circumstances, the companies might also be held civilly liable for damages caused by their actions. This issue is playing out in debates about whether to hold fossil fuel companies accountable for damages caused by climate change given that production and consumption of oil, gas, and coal resources has been and continues to be legal. Some folks believe that these companies are clearly liable. Others argue that such companies should be held responsible only if it can be shown that they knowingly misled policymakers about the dangers of climate change. Still others maintain that it would be wrong to hold them retroactively responsible for legally producing fossil fuel resources that were widely put to beneficial uses throughout society.

12 The prohibition can be found in Article I of the Constitution. Section 9 constrains the Federal government while Section 10 limits the states.





8.5 Origins of Inequity: The Process or the Result?

Let’s turn now to the second equity-related issue that is broader in scope than the seven dimensions of equity delineated in Section 8.3. When we think about inequities that might necessitate a policy response, it’s often helpful to clarify whether the normative concern relates to a general process or to a specific case that has resulted from that process. The distinction is probably easiest to understand with an example from the criminal courts. Imagine a case where the defendant was convicted. Further imagine that we have a magic scanner that can tell us whether the verdict was correct or incorrect (i.e., the defendant was, respectively, guilty or innocent). In this case, our scanner tells us that the defendant was innocent, and thus wrongly convicted. We’d probably all agree that the verdict is unfair to the defendant.

But where do we go from there? Ideally, we would figure out if the inequity is confined to only the verdict itself or whether the injustice is a broader systemic one. The difference has important implications for policy analysis. If the system is fundamentally fair, then its breakdown in this case probably doesn’t indicate a need for policy reform. Maybe a witness lied in court and, when found out, is sent away for perjury and the defendant is released. Perhaps the verdict can be reversed on appeal. Depending on the circumstances, the wrongly convicted defendant might be entitled to monetary compensation. Or maybe we just have to accept that no system is perfect and occasionally makes mistakes that go unaddressed. Don’t get me wrong; I am not suggesting that an inequity hasn’t occurred or that we shouldn’t try to mitigate it. I am simply saying that in our imaginary case, the inequity is in the specific result rather than the general process.

Alternatively, the inequity might lie within the process itself. Such inequities could be unintentional. Perhaps the local government is cash strapped and can’t afford to fully fund the public defender’s office or maybe the system is being haphazardly run by folks oblivious to their own incompetence. On the other hand, the inequity could have an intentional origin. If, motivated by bigotry, the criminal justice system consistently treats folks differently, based on race, income, or some other unacceptable criterion, then we’re facing a different sort of inequity. Either way, we’d likely conclude that not only is the result unjust, but that the underlying process is also unjust.

The criminal justice system provides a vivid example of the difference between an inequitable process and an inequitable result. But this difference is also relevant to a broad swath of public policymaking. In a healthy democracy, where competing points of view and policy proposals are debated prior to a decision, we inevitably end up with some folks who are unhappy with the final result. But if all voices were heard and the decision was made by well-intentioned policymakers trying to balance competing interests, we’d be hard pressed to say that the process was inequitable. What’s more, folks whose preferences do not prevail are more likely to acknowledge the legitimacy of the final decision if they feel the process that produced it was an equitable one.

For example, imagine you’re a policy analyst asked to help a local government site a new waste incinerator. Nobody wants it in their neighborhood. No matter where it ends up, someone will be unhappy. Suppose the mayor wants you to identify the ‘fairest’ location for the new facility. If you’re honest, you really can’t say; doing so would require you to substitute your judgments about the relative equities of different locations for the judgments of the community. Instead, you might tell the mayor that although you can’t identify a fair outcome, you can help design a fair process. For example, you might make sure that all feasible sites are considered, that all members of the community have the opportunity to meaningfully engage the process, that all relevant information is widely shared, that decisionmaking processes are transparent, and that impacts on the selected neighborhood will be mitigated to the greatest degree possible.

The idea here is that if the process is fair and equitable, then its results are probably fair and equitable as well. Conversely, if special interests dominate policymaking and decisionmakers are beholden to only a small set of patrons, then we might conclude the problem lies in the system itself. Or if some folks in the community are—intentionally or unintentionally—excluded from the decisionmaking process, we might conclude the system is flawed. In turn, all decisions produced by such a system would be suspected of being intrinsically inequitable.

The notion that a policy analyst can’t analytically reason his or her way to a definitive conclusion about the equity of a policy proposal is at odds with the classical model of policy analysis discussed in Chapter 1. You may recall that the classical model assumes you can complete your Criteria-Alternatives matrix, assess the trade-offs, and identify the optimal policy choice. The foregoing discussion of process equity suggests otherwise. Majone agrees when he criticizes the classical model for


… its exclusive preoccupation with outcomes and lack of concern for the process whereby outcomes are produced. A lack of concern for process is justified in some situations. If the correctness or fairness of the outcome can be determined unambiguously, the way the decision is made is often immaterial; only results count. But when the factual or value premises are moot, when there are no generally accepted criteria of rightness, the procedure of decision-making acquires special significance and cannot be treated as purely instrumental. (Majone, 1989, pp. 17–18)



In short, when it comes to public policy, the equity of the policymaking process is often as important as equity of the policy itself.

There’s also a pragmatic reason why policy analysts should appreciate the difference between an inequitable result and an inequitable process: the former is harder to analyze than the latter. When it comes to the equities of a specific decision, case, or policy, there are numerous unique facts and circumstances that come into play: Why did the jury not accept the defendant’s claim of innocence? Did the county board truly listen to citizens affected by a redevelopment project? Did a lobbyist convince the legislator with the power of a good argument, or with a big campaign contribution? The one-off nature of individual situations and the inability of the analyst to peer inside the minds of all those who were involved can make it difficult to assess the potential inequities of a particular result.

The analyst’s job is easier when assessing the equities of a policy process (i.e., a collection of cases) rather than the outcome of a specific case because the sample size is bigger. Rather than looking at one case, you can analyze many cases for patterns that suggest an inequity. For example, if you see one racially homogenous jury in the courtroom of a diverse community, it might be the result of random chance. But if you repeatedly see such juries, there may be problems in the jury selection process.




8.6 Cumulative and Systemic Inequities

In the preceding sections, we looked at some of the potential origins of policy-relevant inequity. Now, let’s pivot to the perspectives of the individuals and groups who may experience such inequities. To start, it may help to distinguish whether an individual experiences only a single, isolated case of inequity or is subjected to repeated inequities. Consider, for instance, an election official’s one-off and mistaken denial on election day of the chance to vote due to confusion over the voter’s home address. If the denied voter happens to be someone whose interactions with government are otherwise consistent, reasonable, and fair, then we are likely looking at a less pressing matter of inequity than if the denied voter is a member of the community who often experiences inconsistent or wrongful treatment by government officials.

Another important consideration is whether those suffering inequities are spread randomly across the community or are concentrated within a single demographic group. You may remember the idea of a protected class from our discussion of equality back in Section 8.3.2. Such classes are defined by the characteristics of their members. We saw earlier, for example, that Ontario’s Human Rights Code extends protected status to persons of color, the elderly, and ex-offenders, among others. If the folks exposed to inequity are predominantly members of a protected class, then the inequity is arguably more severe than if a person’s membership in a protected class has no effect on the likelihood that he or she is exposed to an inequity.

You might also consider whether multiple types of inequities intersect within one person’s life. Perhaps a child suffers material deprivation as the result of parental poverty and also lives in a high-crime neighborhood that undermines his or her sense of safety and security. The child is thus exposed to two of the inequities we’ve discussed in this chapter. Or consider wage disparities across socioeconomic lines. In 2019, the median full-time wage of women was 90% of the median wage of all workers, while workers identified as Black earned 80% of the wage of all workers (BLS, 2021). But when we intersect race and gender, the median wage for Black women drops to 77% of the wage for all workers. In other words, the cumulative effect for Black women is greater than it is for either Black or female workers considered in isolation. As you think about the incidence of inequities in society, consider them holistically, rather than on topic-by-topic basis. It can be analytically easier to consider each inequity as a distinct construct, but when multiple inequities come together in one person’s life, the impact may be more than the sum of each inequity’s impact considered on its own.

Finally, think about whether the inequities you’re looking at rise to the level of being systemic. Such inequities are pervasive and affect multiple aspects of folks’ lives. They originate not in one–off events, but in the operation of multiple public and private systems like education, housing, employment, and the justice system. Systemic inequities may persist over time, as the legacy of conditions and events from the past affect conditions and events in the present. Moreover, as we talked about in Section 8.4, the sense of injury created by inequities experienced in the past (e.g., the mistreatment of the Standing Rock Sioux) can be passed down to descendants of those who experienced the inequity firsthand. Material deprivation may also be passed down in the form of intergenerational poverty. Systemic inequities may originate in public policy, in social norms and customs, or in both. Finally, if the inequity results from intentionally pernicious behavior by many actors, then the systemic inequity is arguably more severe than if it is the unintended result of actions taken by only a few people.

I can’t give you a precise definition of cumulative or systemic inequity or a definitive view of the relative importance of each of the factors mentioned above. But I am confident in saying that if you want to think broadly about inequity in the context of public policy, you need to pay special attention to situations in which multiple inequities come together for a single person, group, or community. Moreover, as an empirical matter, folks subjected to repeated inequities have a different relationship to public policy than do folks who rarely experience inequitable situations.




8.7 Equity Analysis: Putting It All Together

Recall the elements of moral reasoning that we discussed in Section 8.1: attitudes about altruism, fairness, reciprocity, group loyalty, respect for authority, and a desire for purity and sanctity. Given the deeply personal nature of those sentiments, we shouldn’t be surprised when folks find it hard to agree on what constitutes a policy-relevant inequity and what should be done about it.

First, folks can disagree about whether there is even an inequity in need of a policy response. One person, for example, might believe that a national poverty rate of 12% is a profound inequity that demands strong policy action, while another might see it as a normatively acceptable consequence of a meritocracy that rewards education and hard work. Similarly, someone might believe that government is obligated only to ensure the equity of current policies but needn’t worry about the legacy effects of prior policies. Proponents of this limited role for government might, for example, agree that public K-12 schools shouldn’t engage in de jure racial segregation, sending white kids to one school and students of color to another. But they might not be concerned if neighborhood segregation leads to continuing de facto school segregation.

In the second case, folks can agree that a problem exists but disagree about the best remedy. For most people, the 2020 murder of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer was a profound injustice, and was for many folks, also an example of a larger problem of abusive policing tactics targeted at particular groups. Some felt that the jury’s guilty verdict and the city’s $27 million payment to Mr. Floyd’s family ended the matter, while those who sought to ‘Defund the Police’ didn’t want to stop with the verdict and payout. Some advocates agitated for deep budget cuts in police departments around the country while others called for a collection of different police reforms. In short, shared outrage about the murder didn’t translate into a shared program of proposed policy changes.

You might be able to resolve certain disagreements with descriptive policy analysis. For example, some police reforms may be more effective than others in reducing police brutality, but may have high costs or significant adverse consequences. In such cases, the classical policy analysis model can serve you well. You would think creatively about opportunities for police reform and build a criteria-alternatives matrix to evaluate them in a consistent fashion. As long as you limit yourself to descriptive analysis of likely effects on police behavior, crime rates, and program costs, doing so will reveal some of the pros and cons of the alternatives and help you identify associated trade-offs.

But sometimes, disagreements are inherently normative, and the classical model of policy analysis won’t be much help. Consider, for example, a criminal justice reform that reduces police brutality but arguably also leads to increased crime as the result of less aggressive policing. Although traditional policy analysis will help you estimate the likelihood of the two outcomes, it cannot tell a community how to make a trade-off between reduced brutality and increased crime.

In short, many important normative issues in policy analysis aren’t simply a matter of right versus wrong. Sure, it’s wrong to cast two votes in the same election, steal books from the local library, or refuse to ride in a Uber because the driver is from another country, but sorting out right and wrong in such cases is a no-brainer. Policy analysis often vexes us with more difficult cases. Their difficulty emanates from the fact that policy choices are often between two options, both of which can be construed as the right thing to do (Badaracco, 1997). The decision is thus not a matter of right or wrong, but instead of calibrating inequities to discern which path is ‘least wrong’ or ‘most right.’

In the deeply personal domain of moral reasoning about public policy, how can policy analysis make a meaningful contribution to the debate? As a first approximation, if you identify a current policy causing an inequity, the obvious answer is to change the policy and bring the problem to a stop. Beyond that, things get trickier, sometimes, a lot trickier. Your initial move is to recognize that, when it comes to normative matters of fairness and equity, policy analysis by itself can’t identify the optimal path forward. But that doesn’t mean that anything goes; as a well-trained policy analyst, you don’t have license to make any normative claim that strikes your fancy. Instead, using the frameworks and vocabulary provided throughout this chapter, your goal is to:

	Transform a destructive and unproductive argument with clear and calm consideration of matters of equity.
	Clarify normative disputes by delineating areas of agreement and disagreement among the participants in a policy debate.
	Work backward from the disagreements to understand the principles and values that motivate divergent points of view.
	Build on areas of agreement among advocates to identify shared beliefs that may temper the intensity of the disagreement.
	Make sure you metaphorically hear the voices of the unheard and consider the interests of invisible stakeholders.
	Use your skills in logical reasoning, careful use of evidence, metacognition, and self-awareness to frame disputes in ways that make them easier, not harder, to resolve.
	Apply your communication skills to help the parties in a policy dispute better understand one another and the positions they’ve taken.


To be clear, the foregoing suggestions are not a panacea. Thoughtful analysis of normative disputes will often not resolve them. At best, it may make them easier to address. But don’t despair if, despite your hard work, the parties in a policy dispute remain diametrically opposed to one another. Such is the nature of democracy.





Chapter Summary

This chapter introduced the equity lens as the first of seven lenses through which policy issues should be considered. We observed that differences of opinion on matters of equity often originate in variations in folks’ fundamental approach to moral reasoning. I recommended that you don an imaginary veil of ignorance to limit the impact of your personal opinions on the conclusions you draw.

We then explored seven dimensions of equity that routinely appear in public policy debates. In many cases, there are tensions and contradictions embedded in these concepts, meaning that pursuit of one aspect of equity often compromises the ability to attain another aspect of equity.

We also considered how beliefs about the past and the future can influence our understanding of present-day inequities. In addition, an important distinction was made between an inequitable process and an inequitable result. We reviewed situations in which multiple inequities combine to affect particular individuals, groups, and communities. Finally, I recommended that you temper your expectations when it comes to the ability of policy analysis to offer definitive conclusions about normative issues.




Discussion Questions



	Think about the murder of George Floyd by a police officer and the Black Lives Matter movement that came to prominence in 2020. What specific issues of equity are associated with this case? To what degree did the jury’s conviction of the officer resolve the matter?
	What do you think about the veil of ignorance test? Can you think of examples where you view the equity of a particular situation differently depending on whether or not you’re wearing the veil?
	Think about the community where you grew up. Do you feel that there were significant inequities in public policy that adversely affected folks’ lives? If so, how might policy have been changed to mitigate such inequities? Why weren’t such changes implemented?
	To what extent do you think rising inequality of income in the United States is a major problem? Why? Why not? Who bears responsibility for inequality—folks with lower incomes or the system writ large?
	How much responsibility does government bear for correcting the inequities of the past as opposed to simply ensuring that additional inequities are not created anew by current policy? Why?
	Think about a policy-related inequity in the place where you now live. Can you identify three distinct options for mitigating it? What are the pros and cons of each option? Can you imagine the counterarguments to your preferred approach? Do those counterarguments have any validity?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit shows the measures of US income inequality for the year 1979. The ratio for the average household income before taxes and transfers from highest to lowest quintile is calculated in the first graph. The second graph charts the share of income before taxes and transfers earned by highest quintile and top 1 percent of all households. While the third graph depicts the effect of taxes and transfers on Gini coefficient.


Back to Figure
The exhibit illustrates a group of bar diagrams to determine poverty by demographic characteristics using supplemental poverty measure. The demographics measured include education, region, race and ethnicity, residence, nativity, and head of household.


Back to Figure
The exhibit portrays the potential for misalignment of benefits and costs. Benefits of policies, costs of policies, and net benefits of policies are shown. The costs of each of the policy choices with options A and B are shown in groups of three and overall society along with their policy choices.








Chapter Nine The Economics Lens


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Understand the characteristics of a competitive market at equilibrium and recognize its potential ability to deliver an economically efficient outcome.
	Use the principles of economics to project the behavior of firms and individuals as they respond to the incentives they face, especially when those incentives are affected by public policy.
	Appreciate how markets organize economywide production and consumption, reward beneficial behaviors, and provide resources for families, communities, and governments.
	Explain how market failures can make it difficult for a market to deliver an economically efficient outcome, and why such failures may justify a public policy intervention.
	Apply the Kaldor–Hicks compensation principle as a means of figuring out whether it’s possible for public policy to enhance efficiency in cases of market failure.
	Understand how cost–benefit analysis can be used to operationalize the Kaldor–Hicks principle in an analysis of alternative policy proposals.
	Recognize the limitations inherent in the use of traditional economic analysis when analyzing public policy issues.


Another way to look at policy issues is through the lens of economics. Economists study the production and consumption of goods and services, as well as capital investments and labor markets. They also study how prices affect the behavior of individuals and firms, and how transactions among buyers and sellers are aggregated by markets. In addition, the field of economics examines the ways in which trade-offs get made when constrained resources are allocated among competing priorities.

What does economics have to do with public policy? As we’ll see in this chapter, there are a number of important connections. First, the field of economics offers us a way of figuring out if and how public policies are enhancing or undermining the efficiency of the economy’s operations. Second, with its focus on behavioral responses to market signals, economics is a helpful tool for projecting the outcomes of policies that affect prices or production costs, or change the incentives that motivate the decisions of firms, workers, consumers, and investors. Finally, government itself constitutes a large portion of the US economy. In 2020, spending by localities, states, and the federal government totaled $3.8 trillion, comprising 18.3% of a $21 trillion economy (BEA, 2021). For all three reasons, it’s important for aspiring policy analysts to familiarize themselves with basic economic principles.1

1 Economics comprises two subfields: microeconomics and macroeconomics. The former focuses on individual firms and consumers and their interactions in the marketplace while the latter studies the economy as a whole. Our focus here is almost exclusively on microeconomics. Thus, I omit the prefix and refer simply to ‘economics.’


Economics is a vast subject, the study of which can be extraordinarily technical and complex. The purpose of this chapter is not to turn you into an economist (or to substitute for a full course in economics), but to convince you that looking at policy issues through the lens of economics can reveal important insights about the drivers of policy problems and about some of the pros and cons of alternative responses to those problems. The description in this chapter is offered in broad strokes, focused on only the conceptual essentials and a few relevant examples.

We start, in Section 9.1, with an overview of freely competitive markets and economic efficiency, and move to a discussion in Section 9.2 of how economics can be used to predict behavioral responses to public policy. The next section is a reminder of the important role played by markets in organizing productive activity in a large, complex economy. Section 9.4 reviews situations in which markets fail to deliver efficient outcomes. The next two sections describe how efficiency might be enhanced through public policy and how cost–benefit analysis can be used to evaluate alternative policies. Section 9.7 concludes the chapter with a summary of the limitations on the use of economics in policy analysis.




9.1 Competitive Markets and Economic Efficiency

Economists use the word market broadly to describe buyers and sellers as they engage in transactions to exchange one thing (usually money) for another (goods and services, as well as labor and capital investments). The concept can be used narrowly (e.g., the grocery stores serving a city) or broadly (e.g., the world’s oil market with a global group of buyers and sellers). If a market is free and competitive (defined below), then most economists argue that it will produce an efficient outcome (also defined below). In this section, we’ll define a competitive market and the idea of a market equilibrium. Finally, we’ll link the concepts of competitive markets and economic efficiency.


9.1.1 Characteristics of a Competitive Market

The concept of a competitive market is a cornerstone of modern economics. Markets are considered freely competitive if they exhibit all of the characteristics described below.

The legal system must protect property rights so that people are motivated to trade, rather than steal. If we could go to the grocery store and take what we wanted without paying, the store couldn’t stay in business. The legal system must also enforce contracts, so that parties to a transaction can be reasonably confident that everyone’s behavior will comport with agreed terms. If I buy a house, and stop making payments, the lender can go to court with the mortgage document and get an order to repossess the house. Without the right to enforce its contract, the lender wouldn’t make the loan.

Freely competitive markets comprise a sufficiently large number of buyers and sellers so that all are considered price takers, meaning that no one buys or sells a large enough quantity of a good or service that their individual behavior affects prices. Put another way, no market participant holds pricing power. For example, if there is only one seller in a market, it can set its price higher than it otherwise would because it doesn’t need to worry about being undercut by a competitor offering a lower price.

Buyers and sellers must be able to freely enter and exit markets as they choose. This means, for example, that sellers know that if supplying a market becomes too financially lucrative, other sellers may enter the market in an attempt to capture some of those returns. Likewise, firms and consumers must be free to shift their purchasing from one supplier to another, thereby creating pressure to offer competitive pricing of similar goods and services. In the aggregate, such mobility ensures that resources flow to their most highly valued uses.

For a market to be considered fully competitive, the goods and services being bought and sold in it must be very similar in nature. Commodities like corn, lumber, and steel best fit this definition. Transactions involving differentiated yet similar products, such as different types of family sedans, can also fit the definition. But if the disparities in the goods being sold, for example, motorcycles and minivans, become too great, then we’d say that they’re being traded in separate markets. Two markets may be connected when the products being traded are somehow related to one another. They may be substitutes, when consumers typically buy one product or the other (e.g., beer or wine) or they may be complements when consumers typically buy both products together (e.g., bicycles and bicycle helmets).

Information about the quality and key attributes of goods and services must be readily available. Such information ensures that the production, consumption, and pricing decisions of market participants reflect an accurate understanding of the true costs and benefits that will accrue from each transaction. Because an uninformed person’s behavior is unlikely to match what it would have been in the presence of full information, he or she will not achieve the most beneficial outcome possible. In particular, a freely competitive market requires that information be symmetrically available among market participants. Information asymmetry occurs when one party to a transaction possesses private information relevant to the transaction that is unavailable to the other party.

The goods and services being traded in a freely competitive market must be pure private goods, displaying both excludability and rivalry. The purchaser of a private good can exclude other parties from extracting value from the good. For example, if I own a car, then I can decide when, where, and by whom it will be used. Private goods are also rivalrous, meaning that if one party consumes a good, then it is no longer available to other consumers. If, for example, I buy wood to build a shed, then that wood is no longer available to other consumers.





9.1.2 Equilibrium in a Freely Competitive Market

If the criteria described in the prior section are satisfied, we define the market as freely competitive. The essential features of such a market can be depicted graphically, as in Exhibit 9-1. The vertical axis shows the price of the good (in this case, fictional widgets) while the horizontal axis measures the quantity of the good sold. The preferences of buyers are reflected in the demand curve while the situation of sellers is captured by the supply curve.2 The demand curve shows how many widgets would be purchased by buyers as a function of the price charged. The curve slopes downward because, as the price increases, consumers will likely buy fewer widgets. The supply curve shows how many widgets would be produced by suppliers as a function of the price. The curve slopes upward because, as the quantity increases, producers typically find it increasingly expensive to produce an additional unit of output.

2 For simplicity, the demand and supply ‘curves’ in Exhibit 9-1 are shown as straight lines.


[image: The exhibit shows the equilibrium in a competitive market for widgets.]DescriptionExhibit 9-1 Equilibrium in a Competitive Market for Widgets



Freely competitive markets are assumed to come into equilibrium at a point where no one has an incentive to change their behavior and all potential producers and consumers have decided if and how to participate in the market. The equilibrium occurs where the supply and demand curves intersect, thereby determining an equilibrium price and quantity. Before going on, however, it’s important to note that the idea of an equilibrium is more of a theoretical construct that helps us understand how supply, demand, and price interact in the marketplace, rather than a lawlike description of how markets universally operate in the real world (Arrow, 2010; Bryant, 1997).

While markets may tend toward equilibrium over time, we need to recognize that firms face relentless pressure to upset that equilibrium by driving down production costs, creating innovative products that their competitors do not offer, finding ways to make customers dependent on their goods and services, sustaining higher prices by controlling unique resources, and limiting competition (Hamel, 2000). Moreover, markets can be periodically pushed out of equilibrium, as economywide fluctuations in the business cycle (think economic expansions and recessions) sometimes cause capital resources to be underutilized and labor to go unemployed (Arrow, 2010; CBO, 2021a). In short, markets—even those that are free and open—are sometimes not in equilibrium. Nonetheless, thinking about the forces that push a market toward, or away from, an equilibrium can yield important insights for policy analysis.

For producers, the market equilibrium represents an optimum, because deviations from it (i.e., producing more or fewer widgets) would reduce producers’ financial gains. To understand why this is the case, consider that the supply curve combines the costs of production for all suppliers in the market. Suppliers are not motivated to bring more product to market at equilibrium because additional units have a cost higher than the market price, thereby reducing producer profits (e.g., you wouldn’t produce an additional widget only to sell it at a price less than it cost you to make it). Conversely, producers will be motivated to increase quantities up to the point at which cost just equals market price (i.e., to the equilibrium). A failure to do so implies that producers are passing up a ready opportunity to improve their returns by producing widgets at a cost lower than the price. The difference between the market price and the cost of production is referred to as producer surplus and in the aggregate (i.e., for all units being produced by all firms serving the market) is maximized at the equilibrium price. Producer surplus is measured by the area above the supply curve and below the equilibrium price.

From the perspective of consumers, the equilibrium is also an optimum. The demand curve reflects the quantity of a good that consumers will purchase at different prices. By subtracting the actual price paid from the willingness to pay (or total value received), the residual is a good measure of the net value, or utility, enjoyed by consumers. If a consumer is willing to pay $10 for a widget, but the market price is $6, then the net value would be $4 (i.e., he or she gets $10 of value but pays $6). If consumers collectively purchased more than the equilibrium quantity at the market price, they would be reducing their utility since the value received from the last few widgets purchased would be less than the price paid (i.e., you wouldn’t pay $6 for a widget if the value you attached to it is $3). Conversely, if consumers buy less than the equilibrium quantity, they are failing to maximize utility (since they can purchase more widgets at a price below the value they would receive). The difference between consumers’ willingness to pay and the market price is referred to as consumer surplus and in the aggregate (i.e., for all units being bought by all consumers in a market) is maximized at the equilibrium price. Consumer surplus is measured by the area under the demand curve and above the equilibrium price.

The sum of producer and consumer surplus is referred to as social surplus or, sometimes, social welfare. Seen graphically, social surplus is the area under the demand curve between the origin (i.e., the intersection of the two axes in the lower left of the graph) and the equilibrium quantity, minus the area under the supply curve over the same range. Movement to either side of the equilibrium reduces social surplus. To the right, production entails wasted resources, because the cost exceeds the value created. Conversely, production to the left of the equilibrium creates an opportunity cost where resources are suboptimally deployed (because of a failure to produce when sellers’ production costs are lower than consumers’ willingness to pay). In short, in freely competitive markets for purely private goods, the market equilibrium leads to the maximization of social surplus.

The foregoing discussion focuses on the market mechanisms by which the goods and services produced by firms are allocated to and among consumers. Economics offers two other helpful frameworks for understanding equilibrium conditions:

	The first framework describes the optimization of production processes as firms select a mix of inputs, such as labor from workers, capital from investors, and intermediate goods from other firms, to produce outputs at the lowest possible cost.
	The second framework explains how markets synchronize production and consumption to ensure that the mix of goods and services produced by firms aligns with consumer preferences and their willingness to pay for goods and services.


We won’t go through the details of these two additional frameworks, but irrespective of whether we’re talking about the allocation of goods and services to consumers, the optimization of production processes, or the synchronization of production with consumption, the bottom line is the same: across freely competitive markets, aggregate consumption, production, and pricing decisions of market participants come into an equilibrium from which no one has an incentive to deviate because doing so will only reduce their economic well-being.





9.1.3 Economic Efficiency

Economists define an efficient allocation of resources as one where it is not possible to make one person better off without making someone else worse off. An allocation that meets this test is referred to as Pareto efficient, named after the Italian economist who sorted out the concept around the turn of the last century. To better understand the concept of efficiency, it may help to think about its opposite: inefficiency. An inefficiency can arise if one or more of three conditions exist.

First, if goods and services are allocated inefficiently, there will exist potential transactions that would leave buyers and sellers better off compared to the status quo. For example, if we see two different prices for the same product, then an inefficiency may exist. Consider a grocery store that charges $2.50 for a gallon of milk, while another charges $3.00. You could buy milk from the first store and sell it to customers of the other store at a price above $2.50 but below $3.00. You and the other folks would be made better off without making anyone worse off, the definition of a Pareto efficient situation.

Second, inefficiencies may arise on the production side of a market. If firms don’t optimize their use of labor (i.e., workers) and capital (i.e., investments in plant, equipment, and other productive assets), it would be possible to produce the same quantities of goods and services but at a lower cost, or a greater quantity at the same cost. If, for example, you observe a manufacturer that could upgrade its assembly line to produce more output with fewer inputs, and still recoup the cost of the upgrade through a mix of higher revenue and cost savings, then you’re looking at a case of production inefficiency.

Third, if production decisions and consumer preferences aren’t aligned, firms will produce a mix of goods and services that doesn’t match what consumers want and can afford to buy; in turn, firms could produce a different mix at no additional cost that would better satisfy consumer preferences. The former Soviet Union experienced inefficiencies of this sort when central planners often misjudged the needs of consumers for finished goods and of firms for intermediate inputs. Combined with price controls, the result was frequent shortages, the occasional surplus, and a ubiquitous black market.

The concept of economic efficiency is also tightly linked to the concept of free trade. Free trade describes the ability of buyers and sellers to engage in transactions when they like and to refrain from trading when they believe doing so is not in their interest. In turn, we can assume that virtually all voluntary transactions are mutually advantageous for both parties.3 In other words, both parties must gain from doing business with each other; else, they wouldn’t bother to trade. Except in markets that have ‘failed’ (the subject of Section 9.4), free trade typically delivers transactions that are Pareto efficient: both parties are made better off, and no one is made worse off.

3 Exceptions include coerced transactions (e.g., extortion), consumption as the result of addiction (e.g., drug abuse), or hidden product defects (e.g., health and safety concerns). In international trade, there may be cases where trade restraints give one country a strategic advantage over another (Pindyck & Rubinfeld, 2009).


Why is efficiency such an important topic in economics and policy analysis? The answer is simple. Resources and budgets—for firms and consumers—are inevitably limited but, across the population as a whole, humans’ material wants and needs are essentially unbounded. And you may recall from Chapter 2 that improving the efficiency of a process allows us to produce more output without increasing the quantity of inputs. If we make a process more efficient, the value of the incremental increase in output (after subtracting the cost of improving the process) is essentially ‘free.’ If resources and budgets are constrained but wants and needs are unbounded, then efficiency is an important goal.

The concepts of market equilibrium and economic efficiency are closely connected. At an equilibrium, no one is motivated to change their situation, implying that no one can be made better off without making someone worse off. Accordingly, the equilibrium in a freely competitive market is also an efficient allocation. Given the traditional assumption in economics that social welfare is simply the sum of the welfare of all individuals in society, an important link can be drawn between the supply and demand framework we reviewed in the prior section and the concept of economic efficiency. If social surplus is at a maximum in a market, then it is not possible to make any market participant better off without making someone else worse off—the definition of Pareto efficiency. Freely competitive markets at equilibrium thus both maximize social surplus and meet the test of economic efficiency.

How does the concept of efficiency relate to policy analysis? For one thing, if a market is operating in a free and competitive fashion, then government intervention in that market cannot be justified as a means of increasing efficiency.4 In such cases, we expect the market—on its own—to achieve an equilibrium that maximizes efficiency. But if a market is not free and competitive, and unlikely to achieve an efficient outcome, public policies might be able to increase efficiency.5 Because improved efficiency generates more resources for whatever people value (i.e., for themselves, for their families, for their communities, or for the country or the world as a whole), schools of public policy have long given economics a prominent position in their curricula.6

4 There may be, however, other rationales for government intervention in the situation.


5 We’ll revisit the topic of how markets may fail to deliver efficient outcomes in Section 9.4.


6 I argued in Chapter 3 that while economics belongs in the curriculum, care must be taken not to overemphasize it and that its inclusion ought not come at the expense of other disciplines equally important to policy analysis.






9.1.4 Impact of Taxation on Efficiency

The supply and demand framework can also be used to illustrate the efficiency impact of government taxation. Take a look at Exhibit 9-2 which extends our analysis of the market for widgets. Suppose that government levies an excise tax of $T on each widget. The practical effect is to raise the supply curve by a distance equal to T. Whereas the original price and quantity were, respectively, P1 and Q1, things change after the tax. As widgets become more expensive, demand drops to Q2. The price paid by the buyer climbs to P2 while the price received by the seller drops to P3. The difference between P2 and P3 is equal to the tax T. The revenue to the government is simply the new quantity (Q2) times the tax T, which is also the same as the rectangle labeled abde.

[image: The exhibit determines the impact of efficiency of government taxation.]DescriptionExhibit 9-2 Impact on Efficiency of Government Taxation



While revenue to the treasury is one readily apparent consequence of the tax, there is another, more subtle, impact that comes in the form of an opportunity cost. It occurs because fewer widgets are being bought and sold. When quantity drops from Q1 to Q2, buyers and sellers are both worse off. Buyers lose the consumer surplus they would have enjoyed on those extra widgets while sellers lose the producer surplus they would have earned by selling those widgets. Together, the losses constitute what economists call a deadweight loss (depicted in Exhibit 9-2 as the triangle bcd). Whenever government taxes an activity (such as sales transactions, investment returns, income earned from work, or property ownership), it makes that activity less financially attractive than it otherwise would have been and thereby creates an opportunity cost.7 In short, taxation creates a burden that goes beyond the tax revenue itself. Of course, thinking holistically, we need to also consider the value created by the uses to which government puts those revenues. While taxation almost always creates a deadweight loss, the loss may be offset by the benefits of the associated government spending.

7 Different types of taxes create different levels of deadweight loss, but that’s a topic for another textbook.







9.2 People and Firms Respond to Incentives: Using Economics to Project Behavior

The fourth step of the classical model of policy analysis (described in Chapter 1) advises you to project the outcomes of the policy options you’re analyzing. You may be able to use the model of a competitive market to do so. A foundational concept in economics is that people and firms respond to incentives. Public policies often have a significant effect on the incentives faced by firms and individuals. Accordingly, if we can characterize how folks will alter their behavior as incentives change, economics gives us a powerful tool for policy analysis.

In a freely competitive market, individual consumers, for example, are assumed to buy a mix of goods and services as they aim to maximize their well-being, given their personal preferences, their financial resources, and the prices of goods and services. If prices change or a consumer’s income rises (or falls), economists are not surprised when the consumer changes his or her purchasing patterns. Such effects reflect a concept known as the elasticity of demand.

	The price elasticity of demand describes how people change their consumption of a good or service because of a change in its price. It equals the percentage change in the quantity purchased divided by the percentage change in the price. If, for example, the price elasticity of demand for gasoline is –0.25, then a 10% increase in the price will be met with a 2.5% decrease in demand.
	The cross-price elasticity of demand describes how people change their consumption of one good or service because of a change in the price of another. It equals the percentage change in the quantity purchased divided by the percentage change in another good or service’s price. If, for example, the cross-price elasticity of apples with respect to oranges is 0.50, then a 10% increase in the price of oranges will cause a 5% increase in the demand for apples, as buyers substitute apples for oranges.
	The income elasticity of demand describes how people change their consumption of a good or service because of a change in their income. It equals the percentage change in the quantity purchased divided by the percentage change in income. If, for example, the income elasticity of demand for avocados is 1.5, then a 10% increase in a person’s income will prompt a 15% increase in their purchase of avocados.


On the supply side, there is an analogous measure that captures how firms react to changes in the price of the goods and services they produce.

	The price elasticity of supply describes how firms adjust their production of a good or service in response to a change in its price. It equals the percentage change in the quantity supplied divided by the percentage change in the price. If, for example, the price elasticity of supply for gasoline is 0.40, then a 10% increase in the price will be met with a 4.0% increase in the quantity supplied.


These tools of economics can be useful in sorting out the impacts of government policy on production and consumption decisions. For example, if we’re trying to figure out how much money a government tax on cigarettes would raise, and how much it would decrease tobacco consumption, we could combine the market model described in Section 9.1, with the idea of elasticity we just discussed to work out an answer.8 I won’t go through all the calculations, but conceptually the process is straightforward. We start with the current price and the quantity of cigarettes purchased. We treat the tax as an additional cost of production. Using the elasticities of supply and demand, we find the intersection of the revised supply curve and existing demand curve and identify a new, posttax market equilibrium. At this equilibrium, we observe predicted cigarette consumption, the price to consumers, and the price received by producers (with the difference in the two prices being remitted to the government as taxes). Multiplying consumption by the tax rate yields total tax revenue. Dividing the projected change in consumption by current consumption yields the tax-induced, proportional reduction in cigarette use.

8 This example assumes we have valid estimates of current prices and quantities, as well as of the relevant elasticities. Revisit Chapter 6 for a refresher on the definition of valid evidence.


As another illustration of how economics can be used to project the impact of policy changes, recall the case of the minimum wage increase discussed in Section 4.2. You may remember that CBO projected that if the minimum wage were raised to $15 per hour, 1.3 million fewer workers would be employed. To derive this estimate, CBO relied on multiple empirical studies that estimated the elasticity of employment (i.e., the change in employment caused by a change in the minimum wage). After reviewing the literature, CBO settled on –0.25 as the appropriate estimate of this elasticity, meaning that a 10% increase in the minimum wage would be met with a 2.5% decrease in employment (CBO, 2019, p. 27).




9.3 Beneficial By-products of Markets

Beyond providing a means for attaining efficiency in consumption and production, markets serve other valuable functions. To start, it’s important to appreciate the role of economics in sorting out a staggeringly complex set of arrangements and relationships for producing goods and services. Consider the enormity of the task: the US economy has a gross domestic product of over $21 trillion, the equivalent of more than 140 million full-time workers, and almost 6 million commercial firms operating 7.9 million business establishments, woven together in millions of daily transactions (USCB, 2020).

To help you visualize the magnitude and complexity of this enterprise, Exhibit 9-3 shows an ‘input–output’ table for the US economy. In it, the economy is divided into 15 sectors (e.g., agriculture, mining, etc.). Each sector appears twice, once as a supplier of inputs (row headings) and again as a user of inputs (column headings). The easiest way to read the table is to look across the rows. The finance, insurance, and real estate sector, for example, provides $34 billion of inputs to agriculture, $43 billion to mining, $14 billion to utilities, and so on. Its total contribution to the economy is about $3.4 trillion (far right column). If you read down a column, you can identify which other sectors supply the sector in that column. Across the bottom are the number of full-time equivalent workers, firms, and establishments within each sector. This is just a high-level aggregation. The detailed version of the input–output table for the US economy is broken into 405 specific industries and is too big to reproduce here.9

9 You can look at it online at https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/index_industry_io.cfm.


[image: The exhibit determines the inputs and outputs among US industries in 2019.]DescriptionExhibit 9-3 Inputs and Outputs Among US Industries in 2019



You don’t need to master the details of the table. The point here is simply that the table makes tangible the processes described in the prior section—consumers’ purchase decisions, firms’ production decisions, and the synchronization of the two. While government policies in the United States certainly influence daily economic decisions, there is no central planning authority to orchestrate the workings of the economy. Moreover, efforts at central planning often fail, as in the Soviet Union and Mao’s China. In market economies, instead of central planning, there often seems to be what Adam Smith calls an invisible hand that brings order to economic activity. The driver of this invisible hand is not an overarching concern for social good, but rather an individual focus on self-interest. In Smith’s (1784) words:


[M]an has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is in vain for him to expect it from their benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail if he can interest their self-love in his favour, and show them that it is for their own advantage to do for him what he requires of them. … It is not from benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their own interests. … He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows how much he is promoting it. … [B]y directing [his] industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he is … led by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention. (pp. 21–22, Vol I, & p. 181, Vol II), emphasis added



The operation of the invisible hand depends, in large measure, on the concept of free trade that I mentioned back in Section 9.1.3. In other words, as folks freely engage in transactions that make them individually better off, they simultaneously generate the forces that animate Smith’s invisible hand.

The rapid pace of innovation in information and communication technologies is just one example of how profit-motivated behavior by entrepreneurs produces a great many goods and services that society values highly. When it comes to individuals, the prospect of a higher income or a more secure livelihood for themselves and their families may motivate them to pursue additional education or seek employment that most highly rewards their specific skills and talents.10 In doing so, they may be able to make a more valuable contribution to society than they otherwise would.

10 I am not suggesting that freely competitive markets ensure success and prosperity for everyone, but rather, only that such markets often create salutary incentives for individuals. For reasons beyond the scope of this section, hard work and talent are not always rewarded with increased income, wealth, and economic security.


Economic activity also provides a tax base to governments. Most of the revenues that finance government services and redistributive policies come from income, sales, and property taxes. Even though virtually all taxes create at least some deadweight loss, without the underlying economic activities upon which to levy taxes, there would be no tax revenue to fund government operations. In addition, as an employer, a firm offers its workers a way to earn the financial resources to help meet their family’s material needs. Moreover, as we’ve seen in the 2009 and 2020 recessions, employment is a cornerstone of community stability and well-being.

In short, when we look through the economic lens, we see how markets deliver a broad and diverse array of material goods and services that consumers willingly buy. Markets also provide a decentralized and dynamic mechanism for organizing the millions of transactions that take place every day in a complex, modern society. In addition, the prospect for market rewards motivates producers to develop new and innovative goods and services. Finally, markets are the foundation of the tax base and the source of jobs on which individuals, families, communities, and governments depend.




9.4 Market Failures May Undermine Efficiency

Markets are not always freely competitive. In such cases, the market is said to have failed. In the presence of market failure, privately motivated behavior is unlikely to maximize the sum of consumer and producer surplus and the market won’t efficiently allocate resources. Another way to think about market failure is that supply and demand curves—based on the private situations of buyers and sellers—no longer capture all the benefits and costs that accrue from market transactions. In turn, inefficiencies are likely and social welfare at the equilibrium will be lower than it could be.

Why is the idea of a market failure so important in policy analysis? If markets—on their own—are not freely competitive and thus not generating efficient outcomes, then as described in the next section, it may be possible to use public policy to enhance efficiency. Moreover, different types of market failures may point us toward different types of policy interventions. As an aspiring policy analyst, you should develop a basic understanding of at least four important types of market failures: public goods, limited competition, externalities, and imperfect information.


9.4.1 Public Goods

In Chapter 3, when we discussed the collective action problem, we previewed the topic of public goods. Public goods are nonrivalrous or nonexclusive, or both. As noted earlier in this chapter, rivalry exists when one person’s consumption of a good eliminates another’s opportunity to consume the same good; exclusivity captures the degree to which people can be prevented from consuming a good. To illustrate the potential inefficiencies associated with public goods, let’s consider three permutations.

Goods that are rivalrous, but nonexclusive may be overconsumed if demand exceeds available supply. Such goods are called common pool resources. Overconsumption occurs because of a divergence between individual and collective interests. One example is a congested highway where each additional driver slows everyone else down. Suppose you’re potentially one of those extra drivers, and you’re deciding whether to get on the road. Even though traffic is very heavy, taking the highway will still save you a few minutes over the next best route you could take. But because the road is congested when you join in, you slow everyone else down. Even if you cause only a small slowdown, when aggregated over all the other drivers, their collective extra wasted time may far exceed your modest individual time saving. If the flow of traffic could be managed (e.g., by controlling the onramps or by charging a toll), it would be possible to minimize the aggregate time spent commuting by all drivers. The inefficiency arises because, without such management, as drivers choose what’s in their individual best interest, they collectively create a situation in which everyone is worse off than they otherwise would be. This wedge between individual and collective interests is sometimes called the Tragedy of the Commons, a name taken from an influential article by Garrett Hardin (1968).

Goods that are nonexclusive and nonrivalrous are very unlikely to be supplied by private entities because there’s no way to charge consumers a price for consuming the good. The inability to exclude consumers allows free-riding, a phenomenon in which people consume a good without paying for it. The classic example is a national military defense that protects all residents of a country. Another example is a citywide rodent control program. If rats are eliminated, everyone benefits irrespective of whether they helped fund the program (nonexclusivity); moreover, the fact that one person’s property is rat-free doesn’t diminish the benefit to another person whose property is also rat-free (nonrivalry). An inefficiency arises when a nonexclusive, nonrivalrous public good has benefits in excess of costs, but private markets do not supply it.11

11 Private markets do supply pest control services to individual property owners seeking to rid their own property of pests. But because rodents are mobile, such services are unlikely to rid the entire community of the problem.


Goods that are exclusive, but nonrivalrous are sometimes supplied by private providers, but priced inefficiently. Because serving more consumers imposes no additional costs on a producer, the efficient price is zero. But producers won’t supply the good if they can’t get paid. An example is an existing private toll road that has ample capacity and is not congested. The inefficiency arises because, when the road owner does charge a toll, some folks will be deterred from using the road, even though they would benefit from doing so while not creating additional costs for other drivers or the road owner.




9.4.2 Limited Competition

The standard model of a free market assumes that many firms are ready and able to compete vigorously to produce and sell products that satisfy consumer preferences. In the absence of such competition, markets often fail to deliver an efficient outcome. In some cases, there is only one supplier in a market, a situation referred to as a monopoly. Natural monopolies exist when high upfront costs and low operating costs give one firm an enduring cost advantage over potential competitors, thereby creating a barrier to market entry for other firms. For example, after a gas, electric, or water utility has built the infrastructure to deliver its product to customers, it can serve those customers at a lower price than could a potential competitor that would have to charge higher prices to cover not only its operating costs (like the incumbent firm), but also the cost of building a second set of infrastructure.

In addition to natural monopolies, a monopoly may also be the eventual result of persistent efforts by one firm to continuously improve its market position. For example, one firm could buy up other firms in its industry, thereby reducing competition, taking advantage of economies of scale, and growing larger in the process. In addition, if an industry is capital-intensive (i.e., it takes a lot of money to get an enterprise up and running), it can be hard for new firms to enter the market and compete with incumbent firms. Moreover, if a large firm has sufficient financial resources, it can engage in predatory pricing by charging below-cost prices that its smaller rivals can’t match, forcing them out of business. Eventually, there may be only one firm left in the market. If so, it can then charge customers a higher price than if it had to worry about those customers defecting to its competitors.12

12 This narrative explains how things could unfold in the absence of public policy. In many countries, antitrust policy aims to limit these sorts of anticompetitive practices.


Similar complications can arise when, even though there is more than one firm, there are still too few firms to ensure a freely competitive market. Some large industries are dominated by only a few firms. Such cases are referred to as oligopolies. In the United States, for example, industries with four or fewer dominant firms include airlines, delivery services, cell phone service providers, search engine providers, and suppliers of computer operating systems (Shambaugh, Nunn, Breitwieser, & Liu, 2018). Fearful of a costly price war, firms in such industries may have a tacit understanding to hold prices artificially high or may engage in explicit collusion to manipulate prices.

A final situation where limited competition may undermine efficiency is in the production of similar but differentiated goods by multiple companies. You’ll recall that the standard market model assumes that firms are selling essentially identical products. But think about iPhones and Android phones, Miller Lite and Bud Light, or movies based on the DC and Marvel comic series. Even though we’re talking about very similar products—cell phones, light lagers, and superhero movies—there are also differences in the products on offer. In such cases, the unique features of one product may entice consumers to pay somewhat more to obtain those features, but ultimately, if the price rises too high, then the customer can shift to the other provider’s product. In short, producers face some competitive pressure—more than they would in a monopoly, but less than in a competitive market for identical goods and services.

If there is no competition because of a single monopoly supplier, or insufficient competition because of a handful of dominant firms in a particular market or because of similar but differentiated goods, then economic inefficiencies will likely result. The core concern with less-than-competitive markets is that firms can set prices at a level higher than they would if they feared being undercut by a competitor with a lower price. With limited competition, prices are not driven by production costs (as they are in efficient markets) but by the strategic pricing decisions of firms with market power. In turn, customers pay more, and fewer purchases are made, than would be the case in a freely competitive market.




9.4.3 Externalities

Externalities exist when the behavior of one party affects (or ‘spills over’ to) other parties who did not consent through a voluntary market transaction to experience that effect. For example, unregulated wastewater discharges from a factory may damage a downstream fishery. If so, the fishers are external to the transactions between the factory and its customers, and the cost of damages to the fishery is not reflected in the prices of the goods produced by the factory. In turn, the production of those goods is inefficiently higher than it would otherwise be.

Exhibit 9-4 depicts such a situation by extending the supply and demand framework we considered earlier in this chapter. Recall that the supply curve represents the cost of production. With a supply curve not corrected for the externality, we expect a price of P1 and a quantity of Q1 at the equilibrium. But with the externality in our example, production costs are understated because they don’t reflect the cost of the damages done to the fishery. Imagine that each widget produced by the factory causes $1 of environmental damage. To capture the full, society-wide cost of production (i.e., private costs incurred by the factory owner, plus the social cost of the environmental damage), we need to adjust the supply curve upward by $1 per widget to reflect the externality. After doing so, we can observe that the price would climb to P2, thereby causing the quantity to drop to Q2. From a society-wide perspective, the efficient level of production is Q2 rather than Q1. The extent of the inefficiency can be measured by multiplying the number of extra widgets produced (Q2–Q1) by the value of the externality ($1 per widget), and then subtracting the lost social surplus (producer and consumer surplus) that would result from the lower production of widgets after correcting for the externality. This impact is shown graphically in Exhibit 9-4 as the triangle outlined in heavy dashes. In other words, addressing the externality would yield the benefit of reducing the environmental damage but incur the social welfare cost of reduced widget production and consumption.

[image: The exhibit depicts a market for widgets with externality.]DescriptionExhibit 9-4 Market for Widgets With Externality



An important consequence of taking an economic perspective on externalities is that, even in a state of efficiency, some spillover from one party to another may occur. To continue our example from above, where the production of each widget causes $1.00 worth of environmental damage, if our goal is to achieve an efficient allocation, then we ought to aspire only to clean up to the point where the cost of control is just equal to the value of the damage done. If, for example, the cost of the pollution control technology is $1.50 per widget, then it is inefficient to install the technology. To see why this is the case, consider that we’d be spending $1.50 to avoid $1.00 of damage, thereby ‘wasting’ $0.50 per widget, a losing proposition. In short, from the perspective of efficiency, we want to reduce the wastewater discharge only when the cost of doing so is less than $1.00 per widget. In other words, within this framework, the optimal level of pollution is often not zero.

Externalities are not always negative. Positive externalities arise when the spillover from a transaction has a beneficial impact on a third party. One example is basic science research, where newly created knowledge cannot easily be kept secret by the entity that paid for the research. Knowing that some of the value will spill over to others, private firms are thus likely to invest less in such research than they otherwise would. This underinvestment in research in turn creates an inefficiency because additional investments in research could yield benefits in excess of their cost. This positive externality is often cited as a rationale for government support of basic research.




9.4.4 Imperfect Information

As described in Section 9.1.1, a cornerstone of an efficient and freely competitive market is that consumers are well informed about the attributes of the goods and services being traded. For some goods—perhaps vegetables bought weekly at the local grocery—it’s not hard for a consumer to be well-informed. He or she probably has lots of experience buying veggies and can readily inspect the produce for defects.

On the other hand, when it comes to goods that are bought infrequently or have difficult-to-observe characteristics, it may be harder for the consumer to make an informed decision (Allcott & Sunstein, 2015; Levy, Norton, & Smith, 2017). Sometimes those hidden characteristics might have negative consequences, as in the case with lead-contaminated tap water. On the other hand, the consequences could be positive, as might be the case with a used car that’s been well cared for, but where the prospective buyer can’t verify the car’s quality and thus reasonably assumes it’s in worse shape than it looks. (Why else would the current owner want to sell it?) To visualize these phenomena, look at the supply and demand graphs in Exhibit 9-5.

[image: The exhibit is an illustration of the consequences of incomplete information.]DescriptionExhibit 9-5 Consequences of Incomplete Information



In the left-hand panel, the higher of the two demand curves reflects preferences when consumers are unaware of the hidden undesirable attribute of the good. If consumers were aware of the product’s risks, there would be another demand curve, this one informed. It would be beneath the first curve. In turn, the equilibrium price would be lower (P2 instead of P1), as would the quantity (Q2 instead of Q1). The inefficiency arises because consumers, in their uninformed state, buy a quantity of the good, at a higher price, than they otherwise would, even though their extra consumption yields no benefit to them. The triangle outlined in heavy dashes measures the efficiency loss created by the extra product (Q2–Q1) bought by uninformed consumers at the higher price of P1.

In the right-hand panel, the higher of the two demand curves depicts the increased demand for a good with hidden desirable attributes that would result if consumers were better informed. The quantity sold would move from Q1 to Q3, while the price would climb from P1 to P3. In this case, the efficiency loss associated with uninformed consumption, again outlined in heavy dashes, reflects the lost opportunity for both producers and consumers to enjoy the welfare gains created by greater production.

The problem of imperfect information can be magnified when there is an asymmetry of information between buyers and sellers. The phrase adverse selection describes situations where either the buyer or seller is in possession of information unknown to the other and acts on that information in a way that disadvantages the other party. Consider, for example, the market for individual health insurance (i.e., insurance not provided by an employer or government program). Individuals have a great deal more information about their own personal health than does the insurance company. A healthy person may decide to skip the insurance and save the cost of the premium while a sickly person is more likely to purchase insurance, meaning that policy holders are likely to be less healthy than the population as a whole. In turn, premiums for the insured will be higher than they otherwise would be. A self-perpetuating cycle may result if premiums are raised to reflect the additional cost to the insurance company, driving more folks out of the market, and leaving only the sickest people behind who then face even higher premiums. Mitigating this process of adverse selection is one reason why the Affordable Care Act contained a mandate for all individuals to purchase health insurance if they weren’t otherwise insured.







9.5 Evaluating Opportunities to Enhance Efficiency

Let’s recap our exploration of the economics lens thus far. We reviewed the characteristics of freely competitive markets and noted that when at equilibrium, such markets provide an efficient allocation of society’s resources. We next looked at four market failures that can preclude an efficient outcome: public goods, limited competition, externalities, and imperfect information. In this section, we’ll look at a conceptual framework for enhancing efficiency in the presence of market failures while in the next we’ll consider cost–benefit analysis as a tool for implementing the framework. Bear in mind that even though there might be a theoretical opportunity to enhance efficiency, that doesn’t mean—as a practical matter—that a public policy response can necessarily improve on the current situation.

To start, let’s revisit our definition of efficiency (i.e., with an efficient, Pareto-optimal allocation, it is not possible to make someone better off without simultaneously making someone else worse off). If you think about it for a minute, you’ll see that this is a strong test. It is also an absolute test; an allocation is efficient, or it is not. Suppose we’re considering a public policy that would make many people substantially better off, but at the price of making just a few people slightly worse off. For example, perhaps the occupants of a group house regularly sit on the back porch and blast their loud music late into the night, keeping dozens of neighbors awake. Even though enacting a noise ordinance with ‘quiet hours’ that begin at 9 p.m. would benefit a great many people, doing so would make the group house occupants somewhat worse off. Accordingly, the policy would entail moving from a Pareto efficient situation to an inefficient situation.

At first glance, it might seem like we’re at the end of the story (at least with respect to economic efficiency). Instead, however, we could ask whether there is a path to a better outcome. Economists refer to such paths as potential Pareto improvements that could enhance relative efficiency. Imagine each sleepless neighbor would willingly contribute $1 for a good night’s sleep, and that those contributions when pooled, sum to $50. Offered $50, the music lovers might happily go inside and shut the door. Another potential Pareto improvement could run in the other direction, with folks in the group house paying every neighbor some amount as compensation for enduring the ruckus. In other words, even though the initial situation was Pareto efficient, we might still be able to improve on it.

This approach is called the Kaldor–Hicks compensation principle: a change to the status quo increases efficiency if those made better off by it could compensate those who lose out, and still have a bit left over. As another example of the Kaldor–Hicks principle in action, recall the widget factory with wastewater discharges that reduce the yield of a downstream fishery (i.e., the factory creates an externality). Suppose the installation of a fully effective pollution control technology would cost the factory owner $1 million. If the value of the lost fish is less than $1 million, then a public policy to require the equipment would be inefficient because its costs would exceed its benefits. Applying the Kaldor–Hicks principle wouldn’t change anything.

But, on the other hand, if the value of the lost fish was $2 million, then a public policy intervention might potentially enhance efficiency because the winners could compensate the losers and still come out ahead. How? In one scenario, the fishers could pay the factory an amount over $1 million but below $2 million in return for the factory’s installation of the pollution control device. The factory comes out ahead because, even after installing the equipment, it has more money and the fishers come out ahead because, even after paying the factory, the increased fish yield more than compensates them for the payment to the factory. In another hypothetical scenario, where the factory is liable for the loss incurred by the fishers, the factory could install the technology for $1 million, thereby avoiding a $2 million payment to the fishers. Again, the Kaldor–Hicks calculation is a theoretical one; no money ever needs to change hands for us to claim that a new policy mandating installation of the pollution controls is relatively more efficient than the status quo.


It is critically important to understand that the compensations are not in fact made. If they were, the change would then indeed be Pareto-superior. Thus the [Kaldor-Hicks] compensation principle is a test for potential Pareto superiority. Think of the gains from a change as its benefits and the losses from a change as its costs. Define net benefits as the sum of all benefits minus the sum of all costs. … Trying to maximize net benefits is thus the same as trying to maximize relative efficiency. (Friedman, 2002, p. 173), emphasis added



Essentially, the Kaldor–Hicks principle treats the economy as a single unitary entity. If gains from a policy change exceed losses, regardless of where in the economy the gains and losses occur, then the economy—as a whole—is presumed to be better off.





9.6 Cost–Benefit Analysis

A rigorous application of the Kaldor–Hicks compensation principle requires that we enumerate all the costs and benefits of the policy options being studied. As previewed in Section 1.5 and alluded to above by Friedman, the process of cost–benefit analysis (CBA) is conceptually simple: monetize all the costs and benefits of each proposed policy change and select the one with the highest net benefits. The apparent simplicity of this framework, however, obscures substantial complexity (and at least some controversy) when it comes to performing the calculations. A thorough review of CBA is not feasible in the space we have here. Indeed, there are entire textbooks, and semester-long courses, devoted to the topic. This section will, accordingly, only preview some of the most important highlights of the method, as illustrated by a ‘real-world’ CBA of an environmental regulation.

The starting point for a cost–benefit analysis is the Criteria-Alternatives Matrix (CAM) which, as we saw in Chapter 1, arrays all policy options under consideration against all evaluation criteria relevant to the policy decision. Each cell of the matrix contains the projected outcome of one option with respect to one criterion. To convert the contents of the CAM into a CBA, we need to attach a monetary value to each outcome in the CAM. This may make more sense with an example.

In 2015, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) revised its regulations related to ground-level ozone, an air pollutant with adverse respiratory and cardiovascular health effects (EPA, 2015). The prior standard was 75 parts per billion (ppb), and EPA was considering whether to lower it to 70- or 65-ppb. Ultimately, EPA settled on the 70-ppb standard and changed its regulations accordingly. Exhibit 9-6 shows some of the projected benefits of changes to EPA’s ozone standard, taken from the CBA of the regulatory revisions. Each of the avoided health impacts (e.g., 80 fewer cardiovascular hospital admissions) is akin to the content of a single cell in a standard CAM.


Exhibit 9-6
[image: ]

Source: EPA (2015)





EPA estimated the benefits of improvements in public health. More specifically, for each type of health impact, EPA first combined toxicology models with demographic data to predict the number of cases under each standard (i.e., 75-, 70-, and 65-ppb). Then, because the CBA estimated the incremental impact of the regulatory changes, the projected numbers of cases in the 70-ppb and 65-ppb scenarios were subtracted from the number of cases in the 75-ppb scenario to compute the avoided health impacts of each scenario. The Agency next estimated the economic benefit of avoiding a single instance of that impact. For example, avoiding one pollution-related premature death is assumed to have a value of $10 million while avoiding the exacerbation of someone’s asthma (not requiring medical treatment) is valued at $60 per case. The right-hand column of the exhibit describes the basis of the valuation.

With these estimates in hand, the final three steps were straightforward. First, EPA multiplied the number of cases avoided for each health impact by the monetary benefit of avoiding one case of that impact. If the number of cases was expressed as a range (e.g., 316–660 premature deaths), this process produced a range for the value of the associated impact. Second, the Agency used a process known as discounting to adjust the result in cases where the benefits were expected to occur over time rather than in a single year.13 Third, EPA added up the benefits across all types of health impact, including impacts expressed as a range, to compute a total (e.g., total benefits of $2.9–$5.9 billion).

13 To discount a cost or benefit that occurs n years in the future, we divide it by (1+r)n, where r is the discount rate. In policy analysis, r is typically between 0.02 and 0.10. This calculation converts a future cost or benefit into its present value. The process is akin to earning interest on an account balance, where next year’s balance is higher than this year’s. In short, it’s more valuable to have $1 in hand today that the promise of $1 in the future.


When it comes to the cost side of the ledger, EPA first identified which entities (primarily power plants, factories, and other industrial processes) would be required to modify their practices and then identified which technological changes would be needed. Finally, it used engineering cost estimation techniques to put a price tag on compliance costs. The Agency didn’t identify uncertainties in the cost estimates, so the result is a point estimate rather than a range of values. The 70-ppb standard was estimated to have an annual cost of $1.4 billion in 2025 while the more stringent 65-ppb standard would cost $16.0 billion. Exhibit 9-7 presents the results of EPA’s CBA of the two policy options.


Exhibit 9-7
[image: ]

Source: EPA (2015)





For the 70-ppb standard, total benefits are predicted to exceed total costs by at least $1.5 billion, and perhaps by as much as $4.5 billion. The 70-ppb standard thus unambiguously satisfies the Kaldor–Hicks principle, thereby enhancing efficiency relative to the status quo. Results are not as clear for the 65-ppb standard, where net benefits could range as high as $14 billion per year, but also might be negative (i.e., that costs exceed benefits by $1.0 billion). Given uncertainty in the economic value of the health benefits, EPA’s analysis suggests that the 65-ppb standard could impose costs greater than benefits; in other words, it might not satisfy the Kaldor–Hicks principle.

Having reviewed EPA’s ozone analysis, let’s think more broadly about what it takes to use CBA to apply the Kaldor–Hicks principle to a policy analysis. There are at least three important factors you need to consider. First, you need to decide who has standing, i.e., whose costs and benefits will be included in your tally. Doing so might be straightforward, as in the case of a local road project where you decide that road users and folks living near the road comprise the universe of people potentially affected by the project and who should thus be given standing in your CBA. Thinking about the concept of standing in this way may also help you identify affected parties who might otherwise have been neglected. For example, costs and benefits experienced by marginalized communities will be reflected in a well-executed CBA, even though such folks usually don’t have lobbyists to represent their interests to policymakers.

On the other hand, the issue of standing can be controversial. Consider the US government’s estimate of the social cost of carbon (SCC). The SCC monetizes the adverse climate impacts of emitting one additional ton of carbon dioxide at a particular point in time. In its final year, the Obama administration estimated the SCC for the year 2030 at $60 per ton. Three years later, using the same models and the same discount rate, the Trump administration concluded that the 2030 SCC was $8 per ton (GAO, 2020), but early in the Biden administration, the SCC was pegged at $62 (IWG, 2021).

What accounts for these wide variations in the SCC? Standing. When the Obama team tallied up the adverse impacts of climate change, it considered global impacts. The Trump team limited itself to impacts experienced within the United States. In other words, the former granted standing to the world’s 7+ billion residents while the latter granted it to only the 325 million or so people living in the United States. The difference is more than an academic technicality. Using the higher estimate of the social cost of carbon means that application of the Kaldor–Hicks principle would justify much more aggressive (i.e., up to seven times more costly) policy measures to reduce emissions. Within a month of coming into office, however, the Biden Administration reversed course and again extended standing to all global residents (and updated the figures for inflation), yielding an SCC for 2030 of $62.

The second factor to consider when conducting a CBA is how to monetize the impacts of the policies being considered. Sometimes, measuring costs and benefits is conceptually straightforward. If, for example, we need to put a price tag on a pollution control technology or on medical care, we can almost certainly find the data we need by looking at ‘real-world’ market transactions to observe the typical price paid for these goods and services. Such valuations reflect what economists call revealed preferences, meaning that they reflect not what people say they value, but instead reflect what people actually value as demonstrated by their willingness to spend their own money on the good or service.

But for things not traded in markets, like clean air or folks’ aversion to suffering an illness, there often isn’t any market data to rely on. In some cases, however, it may be possible to infer a revealed preference indirectly from available market-based data. For example, we might be able to put a price on air pollution by comparing housing prices in polluted and unpolluted neighborhoods. Such valuations have the advantage that they are based on observed spending patterns (i.e., they are revealed preferences), but their accuracy depends on the quality of the statistical analyses that underlie them.

When market data are not available to compute, directly or indirectly, a revealed preference, CBA practitioners often rely on stated preferences. Doing so entails use of what are referred to as contingent valuation methods that rely on surveys or behavioral experiments to estimate how much people would be willing to pay to secure a positive outcome or to avoid a negative one (i.e., as if those harms and benefits were being freely traded in a marketplace). Such techniques have their limitations, chief among them that it’s easy for folks to say they value something when they know they don’t actually have to spend any money on it. Exhibit 9-8 summarizes the three approaches for monetizing impacts in a CBA.


Exhibit 9-8 Methods for Monetizing Impacts



	Revealed Preferences	○Direct: Observation of market transactions
	○Indirect: Statistical analysis of related transactions


	Stated Preferences	○Contingent valuation based on surveys and experiments






The third factor to consider when using a CBA to apply the Kaldor–Hicks principle is how to ensure that your analysis captures all impacts of the proposed policy changes. The omission of a cost or benefit will invalidate your findings if the omitted impact is sufficiently large to change your conclusion about which policy offers the highest net benefits. This is a two-part test. First, even though you may have been able to compute a dollar value that measures a particular impact, you need to convince your audience (or client) that your estimation technique and its result are valid. Consider, for example, that EPA values premature deaths averted by its regulation at $10 million each. But not everyone believes that putting a price tag on human life—even if only in a statistical sense—is ethically acceptable. If the monetary benefit of avoided premature deaths is excluded from the calculations, it won’t be possible to draw a valid conclusion about whether revision to the ozone standard would satisfy the Kaldor–Hicks compensation principle.

Assuming you succeed in coming up with convincing monetary estimates of the impacts you’ve identified, your second challenge is to ensure that you haven’t overlooked anything. If you haven’t been able to monetize all impacts of a policy, you need to be cautious in your use of CBA. For example, EPA’s regulation to control ozone pollution was expected to also reduce other pollutants like oxides of nitrogen. But EPA lacked the data needed to quantify and monetize the benefits of reductions in these pollutants, and thus left them out of the CBA. In turn, total benefits were underestimated. Similarly, EPA valued each averted case of many health impacts (e.g., a hospital admission for asthma) as the cost of medical care plus the lost wages that resulted from being unable to work for a period of time. No monetary value was assigned to the inconvenience, discomfort, and distress of going into the hospital. If such impacts were monetized, then the benefits of the policy change would be higher.

You might think these are minor details, and they could be, depending on their effect on aggregate costs and benefits. Leaving out a few benefits doesn’t affect the conclusion with respect to the 70-ppb standard, for which the measured benefits are sufficiently high to satisfy the Kaldor–Hicks principle. But omission of these benefits may have tainted the conclusion about the 65-ppb standard, where you’ll recall, there was some chance that costs would exceed benefits. Had the omitted benefits been included, the more stringent standard may have more convincingly met the Kaldor–Hicks test.

Taking a step back, it’s clear that when it comes to cost–benefit analysis, there are often data gaps, methodological constraints, and future uncertainties that prevent you from relying on your CBA to render a definitive judgment on the merits of the available policy choices. Nonetheless, CBA imposes a valuable rigor on the process of policy analysis. CBA asks you to systematically inventory all impacts—good and bad—of the choices being debated, to estimate the magnitude of each of those impacts, and to measure those impacts with a common monetary metric. Doing so provides commensurability among policy options, thereby facilitating direct comparisons among them. As one of my professors once told us: “The final destination you reach in your CBA may be an imperfect one, but the journey will certainly be an enlightening one.”




9.7 Limitations of the Lens of Economics

The field of economics helps us understand how large parts of society—producers, consumers, and markets—interact with each other and with public policies. Your work as a policy analyst will certainly be enhanced by an ability to consider policy issues from an economic perspective. That said, economics provides only one perspective on policy issues, and an incomplete one at that. This section briefly reviews some of the limitations on the view that can be gleaned through the lens of economics. Exhibit 9-9 gives you a preview of what we’ll cover.


Exhibit 9-9 Things to Remember When Incorporating an Economic Perspective in Policy Analysis



	Markets don’t always ensure an efficiency-maximizing outcome.
	Economic efficiency ignores the distribution of wealth, income, and other resources.
	CBA and the Kaldor–Hicks compensation principle both have important shortcomings.
	The public good is about more than just economic efficiency.
	Policymakers are often not focused on economic efficiency.




First, it’s important to remember that in the presence of a market failure, we shouldn’t expect an efficiency-maximizing outcome. As we reviewed in Section 9.4, there are a variety of situations in which markets will almost certainly not deliver an efficient outcome including the provision of public goods, limited competition, externalities, and imperfect information. Some of these situations, such as a single supplier in a market or pollution that causes an externality, may be easy to detect. In other cases, like subtle efforts to limit competition, for example, or imperfect information among market participants, it may be harder to recognize and verify the market failure. Why is this important? As a policy analyst, you can’t assume that a seemingly free market satisfies all the conditions under which we expect it to reach equilibrium and deliver an efficient outcome. You need to analyze the evidence before reaching such a conclusion. This can be especially important in policy debates when the beneficiaries of market failure defend the status quo by making appeals to the value of a freely competitive market, even though the market in which they are operating doesn’t meet the definition of an efficient market.

Even if you don’t see major failures in the market you’re studying, you can’t assume it’s delivering a Pareto efficient equilibrium. As discussed in Section 9.1.2, most firms work assiduously to avoid getting stuck at the intersection of the supply and demand curves where the price they receive barely covers their production costs. Instead, the most profitable firms are those who can “lock in customers” and “lock out competitors” (Hamel, 2000, p. 102). Or as a typical management strategy textbook advises:


[A company must] search for and develop the strategic control points in its industry. The purpose of a strategic control point is to protect the profit stream that the business design has created against the corrosive effects of competition and customer power. (Slywotzky, Morrison, & Andelman, 1997, p. 52)



Consider, however, that the “corrosive effects of competition and customer power” to which the authors refer are the same forces that push markets toward equilibrium. The consequence, in the words of the UK Minister of Science and Innovation, is that:


[T]he assumption that the market economy is one of perfect competition … is a completely unrealistic view of the world, as can be seen by a quick trip to any shopping center or car showroom. (Sainsbury, 2020, p. 82)



In other words, if firms can block competition to the detriment of customers, we can’t expect an efficiency-maximizing market outcome.

Other indicators of inefficiency include price discrimination and underutilized labor and capital resources. Consider a grocery store that charges its club members a lower price for bread and other staples. Known as price discrimination, this tactic helps maximize profits, but the presence of two prices for the same good is a hallmark of an inefficient allocation. Moreover, as we saw earlier, the effect of economywide business cycles, especially contractions and recessions, can disturb a market’s equilibrium and may lead to inefficiencies like unemployed labor and underutilized capital assets. In short, markets with failures, and those not at equilibrium, don’t maximize efficiency.

Second, it’s important to recognize that the concept of economic efficiency ignores the distribution of wealth, income, and other resources. If all we care about is maximizing social surplus (i.e., the sum of consumer and producer surplus), it’s clear that moving from an inefficient situation to a more efficient one is a good idea. But even if we’ve corrected all market failures and reached an efficient market equilibrium, an excessive focus on efficiency can blind us to another important feature of market economies. To understand it, let’s work backward for a second. Look at Exhibit 9-10. In a freely competitive market, an equilibrium is an endpoint (3) that reflects an efficient allocation of all resources. Equilibrium is reached via a process where market participants (consumers, workers, firms, and investors) in a freely competitive market trade their way (2) to the best outcome given their circumstances. The result is efficiency both in consumption and in production, and in the alignment of the two. But what comes before all this trading? We start with what economists refer to as endowments (1), which reflect the initial distribution of wealth, income, and other resources (like education, talent, and opportunities for advancement) across market participants.

[image: The exhibit depicts an overview of efficient markets.]DescriptionExhibit 9-10 Overview of Efficient Markets



And here’s the thing: the test of efficiency is silent about endowments. We could have vast inequalities in wealth and income, yet a freely competitive market would still deliver an efficient result. If folks are poor, then an efficient market helps them allocate their meager resources to best meet their needs, but it doesn’t alleviate their poverty. In short, while we need to appreciate the advantages of an efficient, rather than inefficient, allocation of resources, we also need to recognize that efficiency by itself provides no assurance that the final allocation of resources will be normatively desirable.

Interestingly, according to economist Gabriel Zucman, the focus on economic efficiency that anchors the curriculum of many economics departments (and, I would argue, policy schools) is somewhat of an historical anomaly:


During the postwar decades, economics was almost entirely about questions of efficiency, of demonstrating that a market economy worked better than a planned one. But this was a historical parenthesis, economics in a Cold War context. Historically, economics was about questions of distribution [of wealth and income] … Now, in the 21st century, we’re rediscovering the importance of distributional issues. (Meyerson, 2021, p. 7)



Third, despite the insights they can yield, both cost–benefit analysis and the Kaldor–Hicks compensation principle have important shortcomings. For starters, CBA treats a dollar of benefit equally, irrespective of where in society it is experienced, meaning that it ignores distributional consequences.14 And, as we saw in Chapter 8, a key source of inequity in public policies is the misalignment of costs and benefits. In such cases, one part of society enjoys the benefit of a policy while its costs fall on another part of society. CBA can be used to identify and characterize such misalignments, but the technique itself does nothing to resolve them.

14 Some scholars suggest the use of “distributionally weighted CBA” in which costs and benefits experienced by different socioeconomic groups are weighted to reflect normative considerations (Boardman, Greenberg, Vining, & Weimer, 2011). There is, however, no consensus on how such weights should be developed.


Moreover, CBA typically gives more emphasis to the preferences of those who are more affluent.15 To understand why this is the case, consider a fictitious example. Imagine a large city that, based on prior projects, has budgeted half a million dollars to develop a neighborhood park. City officials want to use CBA to select the neighborhood for the new park. The cost side of the ledger is straightforward; the cost is $500K. But neighborhood parks are not bought and sold in markets, so things get trickier when it comes to benefits. To measure benefits, the city needs to discern the neighborhood’s willingness to pay for the park’s amenities.16 Using a contingent valuation survey, the city discovers that a wealthy neighborhood values the park at $1 million, but that a poor neighborhood with twice as many residents (who struggle to make ends meet) is only willing to pay $100K. Clearly, putting the park in the rich neighborhood maximizes net benefits ($500K); indeed, within a CBA framework, putting the park in the poor neighborhood creates net costs of $400K. But in a democracy, where a principle of one person/one vote is observed, if the matter were put to a vote, the park would end up in the poor neighborhood, a result at odds with the CBA. In short, to the degree that a CBA relies on willingness to pay in order to value impacts, it will amplify the preferences of the wealthy relative to those of less affluent folks.

15 Sometimes, data limitations eliminate this potential problem when only a single value for willingness to pay is applied to all persons. For example, in EPA’s ozone RIA, rich and poor alike were assumed to value the avoidance of an asthma exacerbation at $60, and every life (from a newborn to an octogenarian, irrespective of race, ethnicity, wealth, or income) was valued at a consistent $10 million.


16 Assuming that the park’s benefits are limited to one neighborhood and don’t spill over to other parts of the city.


Another concern about the use of CBA to select an optimal public policy stems from its reliance on the Kaldor–Hicks compensation principle. As described in Section 9.5, this principle treats the economy as an entity unto itself. If the aggregate benefits of a proposed policy are greater than its aggregate costs, then the policy is deemed to make the economy—as a whole—better off. Gains and losses, however, are experienced not by an intangible entity called ‘the economy,’ but by real people (workers, consumers, and investors). And while the Kaldor–Hicks compensation principle helps us think about ways we might use policy to improve efficiency, it’s important to remember that the principle does not require that winners from a policy change actually compensate losers, only that they could do so. Because winners don’t compensate losers, the Kaldor–Hicks principle opens the door to adoption of policies that create or exacerbate inequities without actually satisfying the Pareto test of efficiency that at least one person is made better off without making anyone worse off.

Fourth, the public good is about more than just economic efficiency. If we look at policy issues solely through the lens of economics, we are left with the idea that aggregate social welfare is nothing more than the sum of everyone’s individual welfare, and that the source of an individual’s welfare is nothing more than the collection of goods and services they buy in markets. But because, as we saw in Chapter 8, normative considerations are an intrinsic part of policy debates, a policy analysis based only on economic efficiency is almost certainly incomplete. If you listen to debates about the typical policy issue, you’ll hear arguments about what’s best for society that go far beyond economic efficiency and which are instead rooted in politics, ideology, and morality. Philosopher Michael Sandel (2020) puts it this way:


The technocratic conception of politics is bound up with a … belief that market mechanisms are the primary instruments for achieving the public good. This way of thinking about politics is technocratic in the sense that it drains public discourse of substantive moral argument and treats ideologically contestable questions as if they were matters of economic efficiency, the province of experts. (pp. 19–20)



As one quick example, consider that most economists would view the offshoring of a factory to a country with lower labor costs and more lenient environmental laws as an efficiency-enhancing change. Why? Because consumers will enjoy lower prices, shareholders will enjoy increased returns, local residents will enjoy cleaner air and water, and unemployed workers will find new jobs as labor markets re-equilibrate. Moreover, adverse impacts in the second country would be outside the scope of the typical CBA. Missing from the analysis, however, would be the disruption of personal, family, and community lives caused by the offshoring, as well as the ethical dilemma of letting a country ‘export’ pollution by moving production to a country with lax environmental controls. Economics doesn’t do especially well when it comes to measuring the dignity of work, the value to a community of a stable economy, or the morality of adverse impacts on individuals who lack standing for purposes of a CBA.

Fifth, policymakers are often not focused on economic efficiency. Politicians, in particular, spend a good deal of time looking after their constituents’ interests. While spending taxpayer resources on a public project may look like a cost from within a CBA, the recipients of that spending will experience it as a benefit. And politicians get reelected, at least in part, by delivering benefits to voters. Based on an empirical study of Congressional decisionmaking, John Kingdon concluded that:


Efficiency does not always carry the day, particularly as an issue moves from the community of specialists … into a larger political arena. Some respondents even argued that political processes systematically favor inefficiency. [One respondent] spoke of large-scale, expensive subway systems: “… they take so much money, they are so inefficient, that there is a great deal of support for them.” Then he added, in an absolute masterpiece of pithy summary, “For a politician, the costs are the benefits”. (p. 137), emphasis in original



If policymakers often aspire to implement policies without regard to economic efficiency, does it make sense to anchor policy analysis in an economic framework that puts a premium on efficiency? That’s a tough question and it lacks a definitive answer. You might answer yes on the grounds that analysts should guide policies toward greater efficiency because doing so will make best use of society’s limited resources. You might answer no on the grounds that, in a democracy, analysts are obligated to help properly elected policymakers implement their own decisionmaking rubrics, irrespective of economic efficiency. Either way, you’re taking a normative stance about the appropriate role of a policy analyst. It’s up to you; I can’t answer the question for you.

Having reviewed these five reasons why a policy analysis focused only on economics will come up short, you might think I am arguing against the inclusion of economic analysis in policy analysis. Far from it. Not only does economic analysis force a logical and methodical approach to understanding real-world conditions, it can also reveal lots of policy-relevant insights. It just won’t reveal everything you need to consider when it comes to public policy. You can think of it this way: a policy analysis comprised exclusively of economic analysis is almost certainly incomplete, so too is a policy analysis that ignores the economic interactions of prices and markets with consumers, workers, producers, and investors.





Chapter Summary

This chapter introduced the economics lens as the second of seven lenses through which policy issues should be considered. We looked at the role played by market prices in pushing buyers and sellers toward an equilibrium and observed that under certain conditions, the equilibrium represents an efficient outcome. We noted the value of efficiency in generating the most value from society’s resources. Because firms and people typically respond to incentives, economic analysis can be a key part of policy analysis. Markets also play an important role in organizing economywide production and consumption decisions, creating rewards for entrepreneurial innovation and other salutary behavior, and providing resources for individuals, families, communities, and governments.

We then examined cases where markets may fail to deliver efficient outcomes. Examples include the failure of markets to supply public goods, the inefficiencies that result from limited competition, the propensity of externalities to create adverse consequences for entities not a party to a market transaction, and the inefficiencies that result when market participants are not fully informed about the attributes of goods and services.

I characterized CBA and the Kaldor–Hicks compensation principle as flawed, but useful, tools to analyze policies that aspire to address such market failures. The chapter closed with a review of the limitations of economic analysis and noted that policymakers often don’t pay much attention to the scholarly definition of economic efficiency and instead routinely make policy decisions based on other, noneconomic considerations.




Discussion Questions



	Why is efficiency so important in policy analysis? Do you think that policymakers should make enhancing the efficiency of markets a high priority? Why? Why not?
	Do you think that most markets in the United States meet the test of being freely competitive? Why? Why not? What are the implications for public policy?
	Can you think of companies with too much market power? If so, would a change in public policy be appropriate? What are the pros and cons of taking policy action to address such situations?
	Do you see CBA as an appropriate way of making policy decisions? What are the pros and cons of using CBA in policy analysis?
	How comfortable are you with the idea of attaching a monetary value to all impacts of policy options being analyzed? Are there some impacts more or less suitable for monetization?
	In what ways are equity and efficiency connected? How should policymakers reconcile tensions between the two concepts?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit features the equilibrium in a competitive market for widgets. The vertical axis shows the price of goods, and the horizontal axis measures the quantity of goods sold. Buyer preferences are shown in the demand curve and the situation of sellers is shown by the supply curve. The demand curve shows the widgets purchased by a buyer as a function of a price. Consumer surplus and producer surplus are determined by supply and demand.


Back to Figure
The exhibit illustrates the impact of efficiency of government taxation. Price per widget is shown on the vertical axis, and quantity of widgets on the horizontal axis. After-tax price, original price, and after-tax price received by the seller are determined as well as original quantity and quantity after tax imposed. Supply with tax, original supply, and demand are connecting factors that determine tax revenue, tax on each widget, and deadweight loss created by tax.


Back to Figure
The exhibit is a determination of the inputs and outputs among US industries in 2019. A range of producing industries are calculated for values of inputs by industry in billion dollars. The values by industry include agriculture, forestry, and fishing, mining, utilities, construction, manufacturing, wholesale trade, retail trade, transport and warehousing, information, finance, insurance, and real estate, professional and business services, education, health, and social assistance, arts and food services, other services, and government, and the total is determined.


Back to Figure
The exhibit is a depiction of a market for widgets with externality. The graph shows price per widget on the vertical axis and quantity of widgets on the horizontal axis. Efficient price and original price is calculated against adjusted supply, original supply, and demand. The value of environmental damage from production of one widget is measured and the inefficiency created by externality is determined.


Back to Figure
The exhibit features the consequences of incomplete information. The graphs depicts two opposing views: one of good with hidden undesirable attributes and the other of good with hidden desirable attributes. The price and quantity are determined for both based on supply, uninformed and informed demand, and inefficiency created by uninformed consumption


Back to Figure
The exhibit illustrates an overview of efficient markets. Endowments such as initial allocation of wealth, income, and other resources lead to freely competitive markets such as consumption, production, and alignment of consumption and production, which finally leads to equilibrium such as efficient allocation of resources.








Chapter Ten The Political and Institutional Lenses


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Explain connections between politics and policy, recognizing that politics can be the unapologetic pursuit of self-interest, a means of realizing shared societal goals, and sometimes, a theatrical performance.
	Recognize the political conditions that make policy change more likely and those that make it less likely.
	Make educated guesses about how the politics of a particular situation will play out, based on the policy options being considered.
	Understand feedback loops that connect the accumulation of wealth in the marketplace to the exercise of political power in the formulation of public policy.
	Assess the degree to which governmental institutions can be trusted to effectively implement public policy and deliver expected outcomes.
	Characterize differences between commercial and governmental institutions, and assess the impact of those differences on the ability of government to successfully implement policy.
	Define the principal-agent problem and explain how it may lead to suboptimization in the performance of governmental institutions.
	Explain the principles of federalism and describe how the interplay among federal, state, tribal, and local governments can affect public policy.
	Incorporate issues related to taxation and governmental spending into a policy analysis.


This chapter describes two closely related lenses through which you might look to better understand a policy issue. Both lenses focus on the day-to-day workings of government itself. We’ll start in Section 10.1 with the political processes that drive policymaking and then in Section 10.2, review the institutions of government and consider the roles they play in shaping and delivering public policies.



10.1 The Political Lens

It’s hard to ignore politics when you think about public policy. The media, with its 24/7 news cycle, covers politics like a spectator sport, tracking who’s up and who’s down, which agenda is winning, and which is losing. I don’t know about you, but my newsfeed is full of opinions, post-truth claims, and fragmentary facts from pundits and influencers trying to shape political debates. I’d like to offer a less febrile way of thinking about politics and the exercise of political power in the context of policy analysis.

Section 10.1 starts with a few definitions and Section 10.1.2 presents the Multiple Streams Framework, which is one framework—among several—that scholars have developed to describe the political drivers of policy change. Section 10.1.3 explores how the substantive content of policies affects political debates while Section 10.1.4 introduces the concept of political economy and notes some of the connections between money and politics.

10.1.1 Getting Started


Politics vs. Policy

Politics and policy are distinct constructs but are bound together. Think of politics as a production process comprising structural mechanisms, institutional rules, and human behavior that produces public policy as its output. Or think of them as two sides of the same coin. Mead (2013) uses the term ‘statecraft’ to describe how politicians try to reconcile policy and politics by devising policies that will be effective and politically acceptable (p. 390). Policies that don’t attract sufficient political support don’t get enacted. On the other hand, if too many politically motivated changes are made to an otherwise sound policy, it may become so distorted that it doesn’t mitigate the original problem, or worse, creates new ones (Eggers & O’Leary, 2009). Political processes are hardly formulaic:


Decisions made in the public sector are the result of efforts to balance competing societal interests, resolve power conflicts, and appease groups with widely divergent values, not the end-point of a linear, rational, instrumental exercise.

(Newman, 2017, p. 1)



But this book is meant for policy analysts, not politicians. It’s also not an instruction manual for political operatives. We thus won’t take a deep dive into politics, but the discussion would be incomplete if we didn’t spend at least some time on the links between politics and policy analysis.

We first touched on the topic of politics in Chapter 1 when I advised against the use of political feasibility as a criterion in a criteria-alternatives analysis. Exhibit 10-1 recaps the highlights of that discussion; the remainder of this section explores key links between policy analysis and politics.


Exhibit 10-1
[image: ]

Source: Chapter 1





Politics is the animating driver of the processes by which public policies are proposed, debated, modified, and sometimes enacted by government. Politics also explains why some issues are kept off the agenda, rather than considered and debated. The substance of political action and the exercise of political power within these processes are in turn shaped by the motivations, intentions, and tactics of the participants.





Targets of Political Attention

Politics refers to both the behavior of people inside government as they engage in the process of creating and implementing public policy, and the behavior of people outside government who try to influence that process. There are generally three phases of policymaking where politics come into play:

	The Legislative Phase: During this phase, statutory law is debated and sometimes enacted. Policymakers engage one another in negotiations in attempts to secure passage of proposals they support or defeat proposals they oppose. At the same time, stakeholders outside government often pressure lawmakers to take positions that reflect their preferences.
	The Regulatory Phase: At the Federal level, and in most states, executive agencies are often tasked with drafting regulations that turn statutory language into specific requirements. Political efforts to shape this process are aimed at the appointed officials and civil servants developing the regulations. Such efforts usually originate outside government, but sometimes, one agency (or level of government) lobbies another.
	The Implementation Phase: After statutory and regulatory language is codified, political processes often continue as stakeholders aim to influence program implementation. Legislators may be pressured to modify budgets to strengthen or weaken a program. Appointed officials may be pushed to enforce regulatory requirements more or less aggressively. And program administrators may be lobbied to adjust a program’s operations to benefit a stakeholder.


The tactics used by nongovernmental actors seeking to influence public policy can be split into two types: inside and outside. Inside tactics are aimed directly at policymakers. The most fundamental tactic for influencing policymakers is to vote them into or out of office. Other examples include lobbying a government official, working for, or donating to a political campaign, speaking at a public hearing, or submitting comments on a proposed regulation. Outside tactics are meant to indirectly pressure policymakers through the media and public opinion. Examples include advertising and social media campaigns, having advocates appear on news and entertainment programs, petitions and letter writing initiatives, and public protests and demonstrations. Political advocates often combine inside and outside tactics to enhance their impact; coalition building—where like-minded individuals, interest groups, and industries join forces—offers another mechanism for amplifying political power.





The Inescapable Nature of Politics

Before going on, it’s important to remind ourselves why politics is intrinsic to policymaking. Recall Chapter 3’s discussion of the collective action and preference aggregation problems. Collective action problems arise when we need to decide if and how to act as a group, rather than individuals, while sharing the costs and benefits of doing so. Preference aggregation problems exist because philosophers and social scientists still haven’t come up with a formula for fairly and unambiguously integrating the diverse preferences of multiple people into a single point of view that can serve as the basis of new public policies. Back in Chapter 3, I argued that because these are inherent features of democracy, policy analysis can never—by itself—be used to derive the optimal path forward.

Instead, we are forced to look to institutional and political mechanisms—democratic elections, the separation of powers among branches and levels of government, and an independent judiciary—to help to modulate the conflicts and bargaining that inevitably accompany efforts to act collectively while respecting the preferences of citizens. In short, when you combine a commitment to democracy with the inescapability of the collective action and preference aggregation problems, the push and pull of politics in policymaking becomes inevitable.




The Origins of Political Opinions

Positions taken by folks in the policymaking process may reflect one or more considerations. First, positions may reflect participants’ material concerns—tangible costs and specific benefits—about the policies being debated. An individual, for example, might pay more in taxes or receive more generous services because of a change in public policy while a firm might be advantaged or disadvantaged by a regulatory change or by new international trade policies.

Second, ideological principles may drive political positions. If someone is a liberal or a conservative, or a free-marketeer or a democratic socialist, for example, then ideology will often drive his or her policy preferences. Ideology and morality often go hand in hand. As discussed in Chapter 8, moral reasoning lies at the heart of how folks identify right and wrong. Morality-driven politics influences issues like the death penalty, abortion rights, assisted suicide, prayer in schools, and rights for transgender persons.

Third, social identity—the interwoven nature of a person’s intrinsic sense of self and his or her membership in various social groups—often drives political preferences. Identities can emerge along virtually any dimension of the human experience, such as race, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, education, wealth and income, religion, or geographic region. Allegiance to a political leader, party, or movement, or antagonism toward another leader, party, or movement may also be a source of social identity. Empirical evidence suggests that, for many people, social identity plays a powerful role in determining political opinions and beliefs:


… voters, even the most informed voters, typically make choices not on the basis of policy preferences or ideology, but on the basis of who they are—their social identities. In turn, those social identities shape how they think, what they think, and where they belong in the party system.

(Achen & Bartels, 2017, p. 4)



Fourth, political sectarianism—an extreme form of social identification—appears to explain the beliefs and behavior of at least some folks in the United States (Finkel et al., 2020). Having reviewed cognitive processes in Chapter 4, these tendencies should sound familiar to you. Sectarianism takes these tendencies to extreme and intense levels:

	Othering: Seeing those with competing views as alien and fundamentally different from oneself
	Aversion: Holding a deep-seated suspicion and distrust of those with different opinions
	Moralization: Ascribing evil and malevolent intentions to folks who hold dissenting views


Some scholars have argued that political sectarianism is on the rise in the United States and, moreover, that it has important implications for policymaking:


When politics becomes an identity-based struggle against depraved opponents—when ideals and policies matter less than dominating foes—government becomes dysfunctional. … Insofar as politicians are pursuing unpopular policies, they are incentivized to destroy the idea of objectivity altogether ….

(Finkel et al., 2020, p. 536)



Political sectarianism is likely to have motivated many of the individuals who attacked the US Capitol on January 6, 2021 in a failed attempt to stop certification of the 2020 Presidential election. Moreover, political sectarianism—rather than careful consideration of the evidence or a principled stand based on a coherent world view—often seems to drive opinions about issues like the origins of COVID, the nature and purpose of the US southern border, how to address the legacy of slavery, the wisdom of vaccines and facemasks, and the threat posed by climate change. I’m not sure about the best antidote for political sectarianism. For now, I suggest simply that you be aware of the phenomenon and think of it as one more element to observe as you look through a political lens in policy analysis.

To recap, depending on whose behavior you’re analyzing, and the context of a specific policy decision, the relative political importance of citizens’ and stakeholders’ material concerns, ideological principles, social identity, and politically sectarian beliefs will vary. Of course, it’s not just individual citizens who participate in politics, and politics is about more than just elections. Politics is also about how politicians both shape and react to the preferences and behavior of citizens. Moreover, it’s about the efforts of firms, trade associations, unions, advocacy groups, nonprofit institutions, and government agencies to influence all phases of the policymaking process.




Politics as a Simultaneously Mercenary, Noble, and Theatrical Process

Political analysis can be tough, in part, because there are at least three versions of politics and it’s often hard to tell which you’re looking at. Sometimes, politics is mercenary, entailing unapologetic attempts to protect or expand the interests of one group, often at the expense of another. But politics can also take on a more noble character as folks engage in good-faith discussions with a shared sense of purpose about finding the best course of action. Stone contrasts these first two aspects of politics when she compares the “dark self-interested side of political conflict” with a second vision of politics as a “valuable creative process for social harmony” (2012, p. 10). In my experience, however, there is also a third version of political discourse that is theatrical in nature. In such cases, the positions espoused and the rhetoric offered have little to do with governance and public policy but instead are more like a performance in which the speaker—usually a politician or media pundit—plays to the audience to evoke an emotion-laden response of solidarity and affinity.

In short, sometimes politics is a fight in which participants seek only to vanquish the other. Politics can also be a benevolent mechanism for realizing our collective aspirations for a well-governed society. And sometimes, politics is nothing more than a series of performances from politicians who seem more interested in reelection than in governing and news personalities looking to increase their ratings. Given its complex and dynamic nature, the politics of policymaking can certainly appear chaotic. Compared to the precision of microeconomics and quantitative methods, political and social affairs are undeniably more difficult to analyze and evaluate. Stone juxtaposes politics and traditional policy analysis (which she refers to as the rationality project):


From inside the rationality project, politics looks messy, foolish, erratic, and inexplicable. Political events seem to leap outside the categories that logic and rationality offer.

(2012, p. 10)



While it may induce cognitive dissonance, I suggest that you always keep all three aspects of politics—mercenary, noble, and theatrical—in mind. But rather than writing off politics as inscrutable and impervious to useful analysis, I also suggest that you familiarize yourself with a few basic concepts.





10.1.2 Policy Streams, Windows, and the Roles of the Policy Analyst

You may have heard the expression that politics is like ‘herding cats,’ or keeping a bunch of independently minded folks heading in the same direction. Former Los Angeles Deputy mayor Michael Keeley has a better metaphor:


Think of city government as a big bus … divided into different sections with different constituencies: labor, the City Council, the mayor, interest groups, and contractors. Every seat is equipped with a brake, so lots of people can stop the bus anytime. The problem is that this makes the bus undrivable.

(Eggers & O’Leary, 2009, p. 138)



Herding cats and driving crowded buses are great metaphors, but let’s see if we can go a bit deeper.


The Multiple Streams Framework of Policymaking

As I mentioned in Chapter 2, policy scholars have been working for years to develop a theoretical explanation of how issues come to be on the political agenda and of the forces that shape the likelihood of policy action. I noted that there are at least seven prominent theories of the policy process, none of which is universally recognized as correct. Our focus here is not political science, so I’ve selected one of these theories simply as a way to organize the discussion that follows.

In 1984, John Kingdon developed what is referred to as the multiple streams framework.1 While his framework isn’t a perfect fit for all policymaking situations, it has enjoyed widespread application in academic literature (Herweg, Zahariadis, & Zohlnhofer, 2018) and, at least to me, provides an intuitive way of thinking about politics and policy. Kingdom’s approach starts with the idea of three streams—problems, policies, and politics—that constantly flow through public debates about societal issues.

1 Kingdon’s empirical work focused on major policy initiatives (like healthcare reform in the Clinton and Obama administrations and deregulation of the airline, rail, and trucking industries in the Carter administration). His framework may be less relevant to smaller scale policy decisions made during daily government operations, particularly those made by public servants without the involvement of politicians and within existing authorities.


First, the problem stream describes the dynamic ways in which issues come to be viewed as problems in need of a public policy response. Recall from Chapter 1 that a policy problem is a gap between a descriptive as-is condition and a normative to-be condition. Accordingly, problems rise and fall in importance in the problem stream when public and stakeholder perceptions of the current as-is conditions change or when normative to-be goals in a particular area evolve. These forces can push in both directions: problems can become more prominent if current conditions appear to deteriorate or if our aspirations grow more ambitious; conversely, problems may become less salient—or drop off the agenda entirely—if conditions improve or if we become inured to defects of the status quo.

Second, the policy stream describes the work of folks who develop, analyze, and debate policy options to address problems in a particular policy domain.2 Often referred to as “policy wonks,” they can be found in government, think tanks, advocacy groups, academia, or consultancies (Wheelen, 2011, p. 519). They spend their time working out the details of how new public policies might be designed and implemented, paying attention to both efficacy and political desirability. Within the policy stream, which Kingdon described as a “primeval soup,” you may see fully specified policy proposals, as well as fragments of policy ideas that have yet to form into coherent whole policies (Kingdon, 2011, p. 116).

2 A policy domain is a specific substantive area like criminal justice, education policy, or environmental protection.


Third, the political stream describes the evolving and interacting flow of public opinion, interest group advocacy, media coverage, electoral results, and the fortunes of politicians and their parties. Sometimes, conditions in the political stream are conducive to significant change (e.g., in the aftermath of a decisive election) and sometimes they are not (e.g., during a stalemate between two equally matched political parties). Political coalitions among advocacy groups with similar—though not necessarily identical—interests may also form and splinter as the political stream rolls along. Such coalitions can either impede or enhance the prospects for policy action.

If the problem, policy, and political streams flow together for some period of time, then a policy window may open. An open window represents a confluence of forces that facilitate policy action, while a closed window suggests that policy change is exceedingly unlikely. More specifically, an open policy window occurs when there exists broad recognition of a problem in need of attention, a sufficiently popular policy option able to address the problem, and a suitably strong political coalition to enact the option into law. If any one of these three elements is missing, then the window won’t open.

But just because a policy option is popular, as we saw earlier, that doesn’t make it a good idea. In many cases, policymakers feel compelled to take action—any action—when dealing with a crisis or unexpected turn of events with broad consequences such as the attacks of September 11, the 2008-2009 housing crisis, or the repeated energy supply shocks of the 1970s and 1980s. Such events can lead to an open policy window even though the best course of action is highly uncertain. In turn, policymakers often face intense pressure to ‘do something’ and frequently worry more about being blamed for inaction than taking the time to come up with an effective policy response to the crisis (Grossman, 2018).

The final element in Kingdon’s framework is the role played by policy entrepreneurs who connect the streams, find ways to open policy windows, and push policy initiatives through those windows. They work in the executive or legislative branches of government, think tanks, interest groups, private firms, or as lobbyists. Many are what Wheelan calls “political hacks,” a term not meant to be pejorative:


[H]acks have a deep understanding of the political process and a keen appreciation of what is politically feasible at any given time.

(Wheelen, 2011, p. 520)



In addition to being political hacks, policy entrepreneurs have several other talents. They know how to frame and reframe policy problems to enhance the case for action. They know how to adjust the design of a policy option to mollify its critics without undermining its efficacy (or the support of its proponents). And they are skilled in political deal making. Kingdon describes their work:


They hook solutions to problems, proposals to political momentum, and political events to policy problems. … Without the presence of an entrepreneur, the linking of the streams may not take place.

(Kingdon, 2011, p. 182)



To recap, while Kingdon’s multiple streams framework might not fit every situation, it reminds us that policy action is most likely when a salient problem has a popular (though not necessarily effective) policy solution that can engender sufficient political support to permit its enactment. If the problem, policy, and political streams never come near each other, policy action is unlikely.




The Role of a Policy Entrepreneur vs. the Four Roles of the Policy Analyst

Is the role of a policy entrepreneur the same as that of a policy analyst? It depends. Bardach and Patashnik seem to answer in the affirmative when, in their book on policy analysis, they tell readers:


All policy is political, whether the politics takes place in a backroom or within a legislature, an organization, or a community. You must build support and neutralize opponents. To do this, at the interpersonal level, you must make arguments, frame and reframe ‘the facts,’ call in favors, and imply threats. At the organizational and institutional levels, you must mobilize allies, manipulate arenas and calendars, offer (and extract) concessions, and negotiate side payments.

(Bardach & Patashnik, 2016, p. 165)



Bardach and Patashnik’s repeated use of the pronoun “you” implies that they’d prefer that policy analysts also be skilled political operators. I think that’s going too far. While I wouldn’t recommend that aspiring policy analysts ignore politics, there are many policy-analytic roles where politics has little to do with an analyst’s daily work. In Chapter 7, I identified four types of policy analysts:

	The Analytic Specialist
	The Public Servant
	The Campaigner
	The Client Advisor


How can we square this typology of policy analysts with Kingdon’s definition of a Policy Entrepreneur? For starters, the balance between working as a political hack or as a policy wonk varies across the four types of analysts. Because both the Campaigner and the Client Advisor are hacks who embrace the ethos of policy analysis as advocacy, their work readily aligns with that of the Policy Entrepreneur. Depending on the person and the job he or she holds, the alignment might be complete or only partial.

When it comes to the Analytic Specialist and the Public Servant, however, neither of them typically functions as a Policy Entrepreneur. Both roles are closer to that of the policy wonk and both embrace the ethos of policy analysis as inquiry. The Analytic Specialist doesn’t typically consider politics, and political analysis is rarely a part of his or her work. On the other hand, the Public Servant does aim to incorporate normative and political considerations in his or her work but only as a mirror of public sentiment rather than as something to be shaped or manipulated by the analyst. Accordingly, the Analytic Specialist and the Public Servant are more likely to study policy problems from a neutral perspective and to design policies independently of their client’s or their own political preferences.





10.1.3 Policy as a Driver of Politics

Arguments heard in political debates usually reflect the specifics of the policies being considered. This section describes two techniques for thinking about how policy may drive political debates.



Making an Educated Guess About How the Politics Will Play Out

The political agendas of those affected by public policy are not always transparent; lobbying and the calling in of political debts usually happens behind closed doors. Moreover, the political power of key players may remain unknown until policy debates move to the point where the players feel compelled to exercise their power. Nonetheless, you may be able to make an educated guess as to how the politics will unfold on an issue by investigating the issues described below and summarized in Exhibit 10-2.


Exhibit 10-2 Connections Between Policy and Politics



	How do the politics of the status quo affect the policy problem you’re studying?
	Who will be directly affected by the policy changes you’re analyzing? Who will be indirectly affected?
	If policy action is taken, will costs occur right away, with benefits deferred until later?
	Who will be made better off by the policy changes being analyzed? Who will be worse off?
	How big will their wins and losses be?
	Are the wins or losses concentrated among a small group or are they broadly spread across society?
	How politically powerful are the winners? How about the losers?




Start by thinking about the politics of the status quo as it relates to the policy problem you’re analyzing. Current conditions tend to occupy a politically privileged position, in part because existing programs create stakeholders who resist change and because institutional inertia usually makes it easier to block change than to champion it. Next, figure out who will be directly affected by the policies you’re analyzing. Section 6.2 provided some suggestions about how to do so. Bear in mind that politically relevant effects may be material, ideological, or identity based. Then think about who will be indirectly affected. Policy impacts don’t always stay where they are first experienced; sometimes, they diffuse across society. An excise tax on one type of firm may, for example, reduce profits for upstream suppliers and increase costs for downstream consumers. Even though these folks wouldn’t directly pay the tax, they may still politically oppose its adoption.

Is there a mismatch in the timing of costs and benefits? As we saw in our discussion of both equity and economics in the prior two chapters, the costs and benefits of government action often fall on different parts of society. We can extend this thinking to contrast folks who experience current conditions with those who will experience future conditions. Politicians’ time horizons often don’t extend beyond the next election. While this phenomenon makes government attentive to current citizen needs, it can cause a problem if measures are needed now to avoid problems later. Consider policies to combat climate change: today’s politicians may not be in office when the benefits of such policies are realized.

Look at your completed criteria-alternatives matrix and ask which stakeholders will do better, and which will fare worse, under each of the policy options you are considering. As a first approximation, expect winners to be political supporters and losers to be opponents. Ask how big the wins and losses are for each of the stakeholders. All else equal, you can expect big winners to be stronger proponents of a policy than stakeholders with smaller wins. Similarly, expect opposition to grow as the size of a stakeholder’s loss increases.

Consider whether wins and losses are concentrated among a few stakeholders or diffused across many stakeholders. A small group of stakeholders who incur big wins or losses may be motivated to exert concerted pressure on policymakers. But if small wins or losses are spread across a large group, it may be costly and logistically challenging to build a coalition to take political action. Finally, think about how politically powerful the winners and losers are. If the affected parties are already influential, well-connected, or members of an existing coalition, their potential wins and losses may have a bigger political impact on policymaking than similar wins and losses among disadvantaged, disorganized, or disenfranchised stakeholders.

As you contemplate all these factors, you can’t be sure you’ll uncover everything relevant to the politics of the particular policy issue you’re analyzing. In many cases, you’ll need to watch unfolding policy debates closely to figure out who is participating and to assess their motives for doing so.




Policy Bundling as a Driver of Politics

You will also want to evaluate whether the politics of the issue you’re studying might be affected by a phenomenon known variously as log rolling, horse trading, or policy bundling. I know it doesn’t sound very scientific or systematic, but bundling refers to a process in which disparate policy measures—even those that have little to do with each other—with divergent stakeholders are melded into a single piece of legislation, thereby creating support to pass the full package when its individual components might not attract sufficient support to permit enactment. Conventional wisdom in Washington DC, for example, is that bundling explains why the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, or food stamps)—a social welfare program—is under the auspices of the Agriculture Department rather than the Department of Health and Human Services. SNAP has 33.1 million urban beneficiaries and only 6.8 million rural beneficiaries (Cunnyngham, 2018, p. 16). This imbalance might hinder support for the program among politicians representing rural areas, but combining a social welfare program with farm support programs creates a winning political coalition.

Another example of policy bundling at the Federal level is often seen in high priority, so-called ‘must-pass’ legislation. Examples include spending bills without which large portions of government would shut down, increases in the debt limit without which the government could not pay its bills, and the annual Defense authorization bill which sets policy for ongoing military operations. When it comes to the waning days (and sometimes hours) of debates about must-pass bills, legislative text from virtually any policy domain may get attached to the bill under consideration. In other words, a specific proposal which, on its own, stands no chance of enactment can suddenly become politically feasible if its sponsors can convince legislative leaders to include it in a must-pass bill (often in exchange for the votes of those sponsors). As Congressman Frank said, “anything can be the basis of a deal” (Binder & Lee, 2015, p. 246), or as novelist Charles Dudley Warner observed in 1850, “politics makes strange bedfellows” (Safire, 2008, p. 707).





10.1.4 Political Economy: The Link Between Money and Politics

An ideologically diverse group of political economists like Adam Smith, Karl Marx, and Friedrich Hayek, among many others, have pondered the link between politics and markets. These scholars investigate how political power is used to influence public policies that affect markets in ways that favor some groups and disadvantage others. They also study feedback loops in which wealth accumulation confers political power that in turn enhances wealth accumulation. Governments, for example, set many of the rules that dictate the operation of markets, as well as tax and spending policy, thereby affecting the fortunes of firms, investors, consumers, and workers.

One common phenomenon in the feedback loop between politics and markets is referred to as rent-seeking, in which firms try to persuade policymakers to restrict competition or market-entry to boost the profits of industry incumbents (a violation of the conditions for a freely competitive market and an efficient, social-welfare maximizing equilibrium) at the expense of consumers and excluded firms (Krueger, 1974).

In this context, it should come as no surprise that political power may be used to advance and protect economic interests. MIT economist Daron Acemoglu puts it this way:


[S]tates throughout history and even today serve the interests of the political elite and are part of their economic problems, not their solution. But this is not because the state is unnecessary or evil, but because of who controls it and what capacities it has invested in and developed. … We cannot benefit from so many things we take for granted without a powerful state, but then civil society and our institutions need to be even more powerful in order to be able to control the state ….

(2016, p. 7)



We don’t have space to explore the field of political economy in detail here. Nonetheless, I suggest you always consider how the symbiotic relationship between wealth and power may affect policymaking.


Money and Politics

In the United States, in particular, money and politics are tightly linked. The Supreme Court has held that spending money to promote political opinions is a form of speech protected by the First Amendment, that corporations have rights to free speech, and that the ability of corporations and unions to make political contributions should not be limited. In turn, large sums of money now routinely flow into both the electoral and lobbying processes. Let’s look at each process in turn.

When it comes to spending on election campaigns, the 2020 Federal election was very expensive. A total of $13.9 billion was spent, comprising $7.3 billion for Congressional races and $6.6 billion for the Presidential race (Center for Responsive Politics, 2021d).3 About 4.5 million donors (about 1.4 percent of the population) gave more than $200, about 91,200 folks donated more than $10,000, about 5,100 donors contributed over $100,000, and 64 donors gave more than $5 million (Center for Responsible Politics, 2021b). Casino magnate Sheldon Adelson donated $218 million and former New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg donated $152 million (Center for Responsive Politics, 2021a).

3 These figures include all money spent by presidential candidates, Senate and House candidates, political parties, and independent interest groups trying to influence federal elections during the 2019 to 2020 cycle.


Firms, unions, trade groups, and advocacy groups also try to influence the content of public policy by lobbying legislators and executive branch agencies.4 Sometimes these entities hire lobbyists who work for multiple clients; in other cases, lobbyists are full-time employees of the firm or interest group they represent. In 2020, about 11,500 active, registered lobbyists represented clients before the Federal government. One view of lobbying is that it’s nothing more than an effort to make the specialized and subject-specific expertise of lobbyists available to supplement the generalized expertise of policymakers and their staffs. Another view of lobbying is that it’s a mechanism by which special interests undermine the public interest.

4 Their right to do so is guaranteed by the First Amendment which protects the right to “petition the government for a redress of grievances.”


Either way, a lot of money goes into lobbying. Annual spending on lobbying (not including campaign contributions) is about $3.5 billion (Center for Responsive Politics, 2021c). To get a sense of this process, look at Exhibit 10-3 which lists the ten biggest spenders on lobbying. Similar patterns, albeit smaller in scale, exist at the state and local levels.


Exhibit 10-3
[image: ]

Source: (Center for Responsive Politics, 2021c).








The Impact of Money in Politics

What does all this money—for campaign contributions and lobbying—get for the folks who spend it? Most US residents believe that money buys political influence (Pew Research Center, 2018), but social scientists have had a tough time proving the case. Recall our Chapter 5 discussion of the inference process: it can be hard to establish causality when multiple factors are at play and we can’t run experiments. In this case, we have lots of spenders—whose preferences may vary widely—supporting politicians with differing degrees of power and influence over policy. What’s more, drawing a causal link between a specific donation and a politician’s vote on a particular matter requires that we get inside the politician’s head to understand his or her motivation: was it the donation or a genuine sense of what’s best for society that motivated the vote? Finally, to protect reputations and avoid hints of corruption, politicians and lobbyists rarely publicize their relationships. As a result, despite decades of research, scholars have only limited direct evidence that money affects public policy (Koerth, 2019; McKay, 2020).

Nonetheless, a few studies provide strongly suggestive evidence. Firms, for example, adjust their contributions to specific politicians as those politicians join or leave Congressional committees with jurisdiction over the company’s affairs (Neff Powel & Grimmer, 2016). In another study, corporate spending on lobbying (not campaign contributions) was shown to lead to tax breaks for the lobbying firm in subsequent years (Kelleher Richter, Samphantharak, & Timmons, 2009). Finally, lobbyists’ campaign contributions were statistically linked to changes in particular legislative provisions during debates in the Senate Finance Committee during enactment of the Affordable Care Act (McKay, 2020).

It seems very unlikely that corporations, unions, and advocacy groups would spend billions of dollars a year lobbying public officials and contributing to election campaigns if doing so didn’t yield tangible benefits in the form of more favorable public policies. What’s more, anecdotal evidence suggests a continuing link between money and politics. Barney Frank, a member of Congress who served sixteen terms in the House of Representatives, puts it this way:


[Some legislators] say ‘Oh, [contributions don’t] have any effect on me.’ Look, if that were the case, we would be the only human beings in the history of the world who, on a regular basis, took significant amounts of money from perfect strangers and made sure that it had no effect on our behavior. That is not human nature (2012).



Frank goes on, however, to note that money is not the only driver of policy positions taken by politicians. He stressed the importance of public opinion within a Member’s District:


… if the voters have a position, the votes will kick money’s rear end any time. I’ve never met a politician … who, choosing between a significant opinion in his or her district and a number of campaign contributors, doesn’t go with the district (2012).



What’s the bottom line here? Lobbying and contributions from donors, be they corporations, advocacy groups, unions, or wealthy individuals almost certainly influence the policymaking process. But, to the extent that Representative Frank has it right, engaged, vocal citizens can still have a significant impact.




What Happens When the System Itself Is the Problem?

I’d like to make one last point before leaving the topic of politics and policy. Every year, I encounter a few students who are getting a degree in public policy or public administration not because of an interest in advising policymakers on specific public policy decisions or in serving in government, but instead because they have larger aspirations to fundamentally revamp the country’s political and economic systems and to redistribute wealth and power in society. These students often see the system itself as the problem and are interested in overhauling the infrapolicies driving societal outcomes.5 They also often embrace a strong version of political economy: that money and politics are tightly linked in a powerful reinforcing feedback loop that strengthens the wealth and power of those at the top and excludes the rest of us. They may attribute such cleavages to systemic racism, hostility toward immigrants, or disrespect for once prosperous communities that have suffered job losses and economic dislocation.

5 Refer back to the Introduction to Part I for an explanation of the concept of an infrapolicy.


These students often aspire to completely rethink society’s approach to issues like criminal justice, property rights, political corruption, bias in the media or higher education, and wealth and poverty, along with pretty much everything in between. In my experience, their preferences range from progressive democratic socialism to small-state libertarianism to a strong law-and-order state. But policy analysis has limits when it comes to sorting out the pros and cons of fundamentally different ways of organizing government, the economy, or society as a whole.

In short, the classical model of policy analysis isn’t a good fit if your goal is a radical restructuring of the social order. Imagine, for example, building a criteria-alternatives matrix where the policy options were democratic socialism, free-market capitalism, social-welfare capitalism, or small-state libertarianism. Such labels are so generic that any form of rigorous policy analysis would require you to add dozens, maybe hundreds, of specific details about how each of these political-economic systems would work. What’s more, you’d also have to add countless (likely controversial and contradictory) criteria to measure the degree to which each system would deliver a free, just, and prosperous society. Finally, you would need to project how each form of governance would perform with respect to each of the numerous evaluation criteria. There’s nothing wrong with thinking through the pros and cons of particular paths forward, but it would strain credulity to think we could settle on the optimal forms of society, the economy, and the political system, using only the methods of classical policy analysis.

If you’re one of these students, don’t worry, the field of policy analysis still has a lot to offer you. Its analytic tools are, for example, needed to analyze the individual policy changes that would accompany such sweeping reforms. Metacognition, critical thinking, evidence-informed analysis, and the ability to apply panoptic analysis will also stand you in good stead as you pursue your vision of a better society.

* * *

To recap our discussion of the political lens, there are several key takeaways. Politics and policy should be seen as two sides of the same coin; we rarely see one without the other in both policymaking and implementation. Because people form political opinions based on a mix of material interests, ideology, and identities, politics can be simultaneously a means of unabashedly promoting self-interest and a sincere pursuit of mutual cooperation to achieve collective goals. Politics may also be little more than a theatrical means of expressing one’s social identity and may sometimes edge over into political sectarianism. Even though policy theorists are still debating the mechanisms by which issues do and don’t command the attention of policymakers, I suggested that you might find Kingdon’s framework helpful. In it, the merging of the problem, policy, and political streams opens the window for policy change. We next considered how politics is often, but not always, driven by the types of policies being debated. We wrapped up with a review of the connection between politics and markets, and of the role of money in politics.







10.2 The Institutional Lens

Governmental institutions—the departments, agencies, and military services that employ government workers, procure goods and services, give grants, and execute government functions—are the primary mechanism by which public policies are delivered in society. In turn, the behavior of these institutions can have profound effects—positive or negative—on the consequences of public policies. Accordingly, it’s important to consider the role of institutions when you’re analyzing a new policy proposal, or trying to evaluate an existing policy. As a case in point, a prominent environmental economist attributes the failure of policymakers to implement market-based climate policies to an “institutional blindspot” in economics:


Why then are economic methods not the central tools for implementation of environmental policy? One reason may be that these tools have been developed in an intellectual laboratory that, for the most part, is free from consideration of institutions that influence how they will be used. These institutions include the agencies that implement regulations, the broader legal structure of business and government, and existing regulations.

(Burtraw, 2013, p. 110)



Looking through an institutional lens can thus add valuable insight to your policy analysis.6 This section reviews a few institutional issues relevant to policy analysis. The first section addresses public trust in government institutions while the second considers some of the differences between government and commercial institutions. The third section introduces the concept of a principal-agent problem and discusses implications for public sector agencies. The fourth section addresses federalism and intergovernmental relations while the fifth focuses on the financing of government institutions.

6 We’ll address the legal and regulatory issues that Burtraw mentions in Chapter 11.


10.2.1 Can Government Institutions Be Trusted to Address the Problem?

Before we even get to the question of which government institution should implement a particular policy, you should first ask yourself why the issue you’re analyzing is ultimately a matter of public policy. As noted in the Chapter 8 discussion of equity, many things happen every day throughout society that are in some way unsatisfactory. It does not follow, however, that a public policy response is always the best way to deal with the situation. Because the appropriate role of government in society is a contentious issue, I can’t give you definitive guidance on this point. A libertarian, for example, would typically argue in favor of the smallest possible role for government while a democratic socialist is likely to be comfortable with a much greater role for government. In short, while I can’t say where you should end up on the question of the appropriate role of government, I can say you should start your policy analysis by asking and answering the question of why the problem you’re looking at should be the responsibility of a government institution, rather than being left to private actors to address.

Once you’ve convinced yourself that a policy response is needed, your next move is to figure out whether an existing agency, or perhaps a new agency, can be counted on to successfully implement the selected policy option. Bear in mind that successful implementation is not ensured and is often elusive. Maybe we are looking at a wicked problem—like human trafficking or global terrorism—for which there is no easy solution. Perhaps the obvious policy response is too expensive or exceeds the capability of government to deliver it. In the policy analysis literature, these concerns fall under the heading of government failure, a concept akin to the idea of a market failure that we discussed in Chapter 9, where governments predictably struggle to deliver effective public policies. As much as you might like to use public policy to tackle a problem, you need to be realistic about what government can and can’t do.

I won’t go into detail, but you should also recognize that over the past 40 years in the United States, there has been a substantial debate about the intrinsic ability of government—especially the Federal government—to competently address many policy issues. In his first Inaugural Address, President Ronald Reagan famously claimed that “government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem” (1981, p. 2). To a large degree, this is political rhetoric. A moment’s reflection yields dozens of examples where government institutions have profoundly improved US residents’ quality of life. Local governments educate our children, police our streets, and provide water and sewer services. States operate colleges and universities, build roads and public transit systems, and administer public welfare programs. And the Federal government’s Social Security and Medicare systems protect seniors, the military maintains national security, and regulatory agencies facilitate food safety, environmental quality, and consumer financial protection. But multiple successes don’t mean that government institutions routinely handle all policy issues successfully:


Federal employees still make miracles every day, but many do so against the odds created by poorly designed policy, antiquated administrative systems, uncertain funding, widening skill gaps, and uncertain political leadership. … [M]any Americans have come to believe the worst about the federal government. Some of these doubts are rooted in partisan conflict and a drum beat of antigovernment rhetoric, but some reflect the escalation of government failures.

(Light, 2020, p. 14)



Scholar Donald Kettl argues that both liberal and conservative policymakers bear responsibility for the current situation:


[T]he twin ideals of [governmental] competence and responsiveness have faded because of neglect from the left and assault from the right. Liberals have developed a disconcerting habit of launching big ideas without paying much attention to how to make them work. … But conservatives have been complicit as well. Instead of repealing policies they disagreed with, they have savaged the bureaucracies charged with administering them. Through hiring freezes, political attack, and ultimately ‘starving the beast,’ they have undermined the agencies charged with responsibility for administering the law. In the process both liberals and conservatives have eroded confidence in government’s ability to work.

(2017, p. 639)



The issue of public trust in government is an important one when it comes to designing and implementing policy. The Directorate for Public Governance at the OECD7 recently concluded that:

7 The OECD is the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, a multilateral group of 37 democracies established in 1961. It functions like a global think tank on matters of governance.



Lack of trust compromises the willingness of citizens and business to respond to public policies and contribute to a sustainable economic recovery. Trust is the foundation upon which the legitimacy of public institutions is built and is crucial for maintaining social cohesion. Trust is important for the success of a wide range of public policies that depend on behavioural responses from the public.

(OECD, 2020)



If you’re still not sure about the importance of trust in government, think about the public response to mask mandates and vaccination campaigns during the COVID pandemic. Whether folks took the advice of public health officials seemed to depend, in large measure, on whether they trusted the government to be acting in their best interest.

For an historical perspective on the issue of trust, look at Exhibit 10-4. You will see that public confidence in the federal government has deteriorated over the past 20 years to the point where barely more than 40 percent of all US residents have a great deal or fair amount of trust and confidence in it. Note, however, that, save for a dip around the time of the 2009 Great Recession, confidence in state government is typically about 20 percentage points higher than it is in the federal government. And local governments enjoy an even higher level of public trust, consistently hovering around 70 percent. In other words, declining public trust in government is primarily a problem for the federal government, with states and especially localities enjoying appreciably higher levels of support.

[image: The exhibit depicts the trust in the government by level.]DescriptionExhibit 10-4 Trust in Government, by Level of Government



A policy analysis textbook isn’t the best place for a deep dive into the complex issues of citizen trust in government. My reason for introducing these issues is simply to alert you to the fact that they exist, and to provide context to your work. Nonetheless, you may want to glance at Exhibit 10-5 which summarizes OECD’s recommendations for enhancing trust in public institutions. In brief, OECD argues that trust in government depends on its competence in delivering services and in its ability to manifest a set of values that engender public confidence.8 These drivers are built on specific policy objectives that can be enhanced or undermined by institutional behavior.

8 You might note a parallel here to our discussion in Section 6.4 when we defined the trustworthiness of an individual expert as a function of his or her competence and character.



Exhibit 10-5
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Source: Adapted from OECD (2017, p. 24).







10.2.2 Context: The Difference Between Commercial and Government Institutions

There are many similarities between the operations of a business and a public agency. Both types of organization invest in productive assets and employ workers to deliver goods and services to customers and citizens. They create bureaucratic governance structures to implement rules and procedures that ensure consistency in their operations. They execute similar internal functions like personnel management, accounting, procurement, and facilities management. These similarities notwithstanding, applying an institutional lens to your policy analysis will reveal profound differences between commercial enterprises and government institutions. This section briefly describes five such differences.

The first difference is that the public sector often lacks a singular overriding objective for the enterprise. Executives and managers in the private sector can focus uniquely on maximizing shareholder value. Of course, doing so requires that they meet their customers’ needs at the right price, provide a work environment acceptable to their employees, and maintain their reputation among relevant stakeholders, but ultimately, every business decision can be calibrated against a single objective: its contribution to the financial health of the company. On the other hand, managers in the public sector are often expected to attain multiple, sometimes competing, objectives that may change over time.9

9 We saw this phenomenon in our Chapter 2 discussion of retrospective analysis, when I noted that deciding on a program’s goals and objectives is the first step in conducting a program evaluation.


Most of us would probably agree that the purpose of government is not to turn a profit, but beyond that, agreement among those within and outside government may be elusive. For example, when an agency’s stakeholders have different views on the appropriate role of government in a particular policy domain or on the relative importance of one aspect of an agency’s mission vis-à-vis another, a public institution may lack a single guiding principle upon which to base decisions. Instead, it must balance competing objectives in ways that its private sector counterpart need not.

A second difference between private and public institutions lies in their origin stories. Think of a private firm as a group of owners, managers, and workers who voluntarily come together to pursue their own economic interests. By contrast, public policies come into existence when an ‘enacting coalition’ of politicians and interest groups legislatively enact a particular institutional response to a social concern (Moe, 2005, p. 220). The success of the enacting coalition comes at the expense of factions that didn’t support creation of the new institution. Moreover, the general public is compelled to deal with the new institution and pay for it with their taxes, even if they don’t support its mission. Yes, private firms face competition, but they can usually rely on their owners and executives to back their efforts to deliver profits. Moreover, firms deal with customers who usually voluntarily choose to pay for goods and service rather than being compelled, as taxpayers are, to hand over their money.

Third, public institutions are expected to be prudent stewards of taxpayer resources, while delivering goods and services not typically sold in a marketplace. In a private firm, it’s easy to tell if production at a particular level is a good idea: if revenue exceeds cost, thereby generating profit, then production is beneficial for the firm. But when it comes to services like national defense, safe communities, or educated students, we lack clear price signals about the value of these government outputs, making it difficult to decide how much of each to produce. Often, to value a government service, we have to envision a counterfactual in which the program did not exist and then view the benefit of the program as the adverse consequences that are avoided by the existence of the program.10 Doing so is hardly a precise process. Government institutions may thus produce goods and services even if the cost of doing so exceeds the social value created (Edwards, 2015).

10 I am indebted to an anonymous reviewer of an earlier draft for this insight.


Fourth, government agencies face little, if any, competition for most of the goods and services they supply. If a public works department doesn’t fill potholes or the department of motor vehicles treats customers poorly, citizens can’t take their business elsewhere. Even when alternatives are available, they aren’t free. Parents can send their kids to private school but must pay the tuition. Why is this lack of competition important? As we saw in Chapter 9, economic market forces create relentless pressure on private firms to keep customers happy and production processes efficient. Limited competition to provide government services may lead agencies to deliver suboptimal service because doing so doesn’t pose an existential risk in the same way it might for a private business. I’m not saying that government agencies don’t typically do the best they can with the resources they have. But I am saying that, when you look through an institutional lens, you’ll see that the lack of competition alters the environment in which public institutions operate.

Fifth, government institutions typically work under personnel and procurement rules which, while well-intentioned, may impede mission execution (Linquiti, 2015). Employment, for example, in federal agencies, and in most states and localities, is governed by civil service rules. Established to reduce political intrusion into the government workplace, the rules can be rigid, limiting public sector managers’ ability to hire, promote, transfer, and dismiss employees. In turn, it may be hard to deploy the right person to the right job at the right time. The system by which the federal government procures goods and services is also highly regulated. Its goal is to minimize fraud and abuse, provide fair access to government contracts, and ensure the government pays a reasonable price, but the system is so complex that it often discourages firms—including those with new and innovative approaches—from participating. Private firms also have personnel and procurement systems, but rarely are they as inflexible as those found in the public sector.




10.2.3 The Principal-Agent Problem: Sub-Optimization within Organizations

As you look through an institutional lens at the behavior of institutions, you may notice that they don’t always operate at an optimal level of performance—delivering the highest level of service given the available resources. Instead, you may see examples of suboptimization. In the public sector, such examples can originate in the five factors described above. But there is another, ubiquitous, phenomenon that can undermine institutional performance of any institution: the principal-agent problem. After a quick definition, we’ll talk about four key implications specific to public sector institutions.

A principal is someone who has the ultimate responsibility and authority to control an organization’s operation.11 Because such a person can personally undertake only a limited set of activities and is rarely expert in all aspects of the work to be done, other folks referred to as agents are routinely enlisted to support the principal’s work. In a business setting, a firm’s owners are its principals, and its employees, managers, and contractors are its agents. When it comes to government, we could view the public in general as the principal, or we could think of elected politicians as principals. But either way, government employees are agents in a role distinct from that of their principal’s. The divergence between principals and agents when it comes to incentives, expertise, and the ability to monitor behavior is referred to as the principal-agent problem.

11 For simplicity, I refer to a single principal. In some cases, the principal is actually a group of individuals, such as multiple shareholders in a private firm or a city council comprised of equally empowered members.


A discrepancy between the incentives of principals and agents is one driver of the problem. A principal wants his or her agents to diligently pursue his or her objectives (as if the principal were performing the work personally), but usually lacks the time, capacity, or expertise to continuously monitor the agents’ behavior. Agents, on the other hand, have different motives. They may not be interested in working as hard as the principal might like (a phenomenon referred to as shirking) or they may have personal career ambitions that take them in directions inconsistent with their principal’s preferences. Think, for example, of police officers, social workers, and health department inspectors whose daily activities are not usually observed firsthand by their bosses. Such agents may have their own notions about how to do their jobs, irrespective of the principal’s wishes. Subject to limited oversight, such agents have frequent opportunities to prioritize their own objectives over those of their principal. Moreover, agents who supervise other agents, can amplify their personal preferences by directing subordinates to advance their own, rather than the principal’s, agenda. In this environment, where both parties understand the incentive structure and information is not shared equally, principals have reason to distrust their agents and even those agents who do embrace the principal’s agenda may not put forth their best effort, if they think their work may go unrecognized (Moe, 2005).12

12 I once had a boss often given the unenviable task of trying to coax subordinates to embrace the latest, but typically unpopular, corporate initiative. They’d nod in agreement but go back to their desks and resume business as usual. He referred to this as the “Say yes. Do no.” phenomenon, a perfect example of a principal-agent problem!


Such problems exist in both the public and private sectors but have unique characteristics when it comes to public institutions. Four implications of the principal-agent problem in the public sector are described below in broad terms. It’s important to recognize that these aren’t lawlike descriptions about how all bureaucracies behave. Think of them as vulnerabilities you might see when you look through an institutional lens at an agency unable to align the motives and incentives of its principals and agents.

The first manifestation of the principal-agent problem in the public sector stems from routine changes in political leadership brought on by electoral cycles. Most public agencies are staffed by civil servants with a limited number of political appointees in senior roles. Civil servants tend to spend long portions of their careers in public service while political appointees may serve for only two or three years. Civil servants are also apt to have more expertise in their agency’s workings than do the political appointees they serve. Moreover, government workers tend to be protected by personnel rules that limit the ability of political executives to fire or reassign them. Finally, the personal political preferences of career staff may, or may not, align with the agenda of the political administration they serve.

A second manifestation of the principal-agent problem is a phenomenon known as turfism, or empire-building, in which some government managers aspire to accumulate greater budgetary and human resources, as well as power and authority, for their own agency or unit within it (i.e., their own ‘turf’). Such accumulation often comes at the expense of other government agencies and units, even when those other entities might be able to better use the resources and authorities to serve the public. Turf-oriented bureaucrats may also avoid cooperation with other governmental organizations, so as to not undermine their own power and that of their agency, even if cooperation among agencies would lead to better outcomes.13

13 They may also believe that the burden of cooperating with other agencies (often referred to as transaction costs) exceed the benefits of cooperation. We’ll return to this topic in the context of the complexity of joint action.


The motives of such managers may vary. They may want to enlarge their domain of operation and enjoy the sense of power that comes with supervising more employees and commanding more financial resources. They may have close relationships with legislators, interest groups, and regulated entities that would be threatened if another agency encroached on their turf.14 Or they may hope to be viewed as a more important ‘player’ on issues that capture media and public attention. And, of course, they may truly believe that their agency is the best equipped to serve the public interest and that therefore that their actions are not a form of self-aggrandizement but of public service.

14 A close relationship between an agency and the entities it regulates can lead to regulatory capture, defined as “insider domination of the policymaking process resulting in regulation for the benefit of the industry rather than the public” (Lindsey, Teles, Wilkinson, & Hammond, 2018, p. 11).


A third manifestation of the principal-agent problem is its impact on government spending patterns. In a private firm, if a manager finds a way to reduce costs, there will usually be a corresponding increase in profitability. In most organizations, this manager will earn accolades for his or her contribution to the bottom line. By contrast, in a public institution, if a manager doesn’t spend his or her full budget in a particular year, he or she may find that next year’s budget has been cut. In turn, there will be fewer staff and less money to cope with whatever demands arise in the subsequent year. This phenomenon creates a perverse incentive, sometimes referred to as ‘use it or lose it,’ in which public agencies are tempted to spend their full budgets every year, even if the funds aren’t put to especially beneficial uses or if another agency could put the resources to better use. A converse problem arises when an agency needs more budgetary resources to accomplish its mission than are available but is unable to convince senior executives or lawmakers of the need for extra funding.

A fourth manifestation of the principal-agent problem can be an excess of rules, procedures, and paperwork, often referred to as red tape. As noted above, agents like police officers, social workers, or health inspectors often have wide latitude in the exercise of their duties and their behavior can be hard to monitor. In turn, principals may try to control agents’ behavior with detailed prescriptions about how jobs are to be done and extensive reporting requirements intended to document compliance with these prescriptions. Excessive red tape is not limited to the internal workings of a single agency. A state may, for example, delegate a public health program to its local governments, but hoping to constrain the behavior of the localities, may also impose burdensome recordkeeping and reporting rules. The local government (the agent) may fail to see value in the red tape while the state government (the principal) may see it as an important mechanism for aligning the agent behavior’s with the principal’s objectives.

Red tape thus represents a quintessential example of a policy tradeoff. For starters, even the word itself is loaded; for most listeners, it’s pejorative. But the origins of red tape lie in the reasonable desires of principals seeking consistent implementation of government programs, greater efficiency by streamlining routine operations, and protection against agents operating at cross purposes with institutional objectives. On the other hand, red tape can stifle innovation, limit agents’ ability to deal with unique situations, and sap agent morale. Striking the right balance—enough but not too much red tape—is not an easy task and depends on case-specific details.

These four principal-agent problems tend to be bigger concerns in the public sector than in the private sector. The primary reason for the difference lies in the loose links between principals and agents. Citizens can always complain to elected representatives, legislators might hold oversight hearings, or a program evaluation might identify problems, but these approaches all entail a circuitous path for synchronizing the behavior of public sector agents with the objectives of the relevant principals. In this context, it’s not surprising that principal-agent problems are common in public sector institutions.



10.2.4 Federalism: Intergovernmental Governance

Responsibility for public policy in the United States is distributed among Federal, state, tribal, and local governments. This system of governance is referred to as federalism and entails shared power, authority, and monetary transfers across levels of government. Based on the amount of money being spent (see Exhibit 10-6), it’s clear that all levels of government play a major role in policy delivery.


Exhibit 10-6
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a Excluding transfers among governments; does not include spending by tribal governments.

Sources: (OMB, 2020; USCB, 2018).





In 2018, total government spending in the United States was about $8.5 trillion. The Federal government spent about half of the total, while states and localities together spent the other half.15 (Of course, Federal spending comes from a single government, while the states represent 50 jurisdictions and localities represent tens of thousands of governments.)

15 These data predate the COVID-19 pandemic when government spending rose dramatically.


Policy analysts need to understand federalism because it affects the causes and effects of many policy problems, in addition to the feasibility and desirability of potential policy choices. Intergovernmental policymaking is a big topic, so we’ll only hit a few highlights, starting with a descriptive review of the most important elements of the system, and then tease out a few practical implications.


Elements of the US System of Shared Governance

Federal‐‐State Relationships: Article VI of the Constitution specifies that it, along with Federal statutes, comprises the supreme law of the land. While establishing the supremacy of Federal policy, this language is not an unqualified grant of power to the Federal government. States are also considered sovereign authorities within the Constitutional framework. The Tenth Amendment specifies that “the powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.”16 The national government, for example, has the sole authority to engage in international diplomacy, to declare war and maintain a military, and to set immigration policy. On the other hand, states may not deny due process and equal rights to their citizens, enter foreign treaties, or mint money. Similarly, states may not regulate interstate commerce while the Federal government may not regulate exclusively intrastate commerce.

16 This language always confuses me! ‘United States’ refers to the national government while ‘States’ refers to individual states.


Tribal‐‐Federal‐‐State Relationships: There are over 570 Federally recognized American, Indian, and Alaskan Native tribes and villages, about half of which occupy designated areas of land. There are about 326 such Federal reservations, for which the Federal government holds the land title in trust for the tribe(s) who live there (BIA, n.d.). The Supreme Court held in Worcester v. Georgia (1832) that tribes have a status akin to nationhood and possess an inherent right to self-government. The tribes and the Federal government have a government-to-government relationship. In February 2021, President Biden issued a Presidential Memorandum reiterating a federal commitment to respect tribal sovereignty, comply with treaty obligations, and engage in meaningful consultation with tribes (CRS, 2021c).

But because the Constitution gives the Federal government ultimate authority over ‘Indian tribes’ in the United States, tribal political sovereignty is not absolute. It can be limited by Congress, the Federal courts, or as the residual impact of treaties signed between tribes and the Federal government. Native Americans are US citizens and are entitled to all the rights and protections extended to all other Americans. With few exceptions, states do not have jurisdiction over tribal lands that lie within their borders. Tribes are free to enact civil and criminal laws that differ from those of the surrounding states. They may also establish taxes and exclude others from tribal lands. At the same time, states and tribes can establish relationships and share authorities with each other on a sovereign-to-sovereign basis. Codified agreements between states and tribes often cover topics such as law enforcement, environmental protection, and casino gambling on Native American land (BIA, n.d.).

State‐‐Local Relationships: The US Constitution is silent when it comes to the existence and authority of local governments. Instead, localities are creations of the state in which they exist, and their power depends on the states’ delegations of authority to them. States generally use one of two approaches. In the first group of states, known as Dillon Rule states, local governments have only the authority explicitly delegated to them by their state. If there is no such delegation, power remains at the state level. The second group of states are called Home Rule states. There is variation across states, but in a Home Rule state, localities are free to enact any public policy except in cases where the state has specifically prohibited local authority.17 The way I think about it is as a matter of defaults. In a Dillon Rule state, in the absence of a specific grant of authority to localities, jurisdiction defaults to the state while in a Home Rule state, in the absence of a prohibition on local action, it defaults to the local government. If you work at the state or local level, make sure you understand the division of authority between the state and its local governments (as well as any authorities shared with Tribal governments).

17 The variations reflect differences in the types of local actions that are subject to home rule and whether the concept of home rule is codified in a states’ constitution or in an act of its legislature.


State-to-State Relationships: Article 1 of the Constitution allows states to voluntarily enter into enforceable contracts with other states; these arrangements are known as interstate compacts. There are about 200 interstate compacts (NCIC, 2006). They typically address issues like apportionment of water rights for rivers that flow through multiple states, the resolution of boundary demarcation disputes, mutual assistance agreements to share police and fire services during emergencies, transit systems that operate across state lines like the New York-New Jersey Port Authority, and agreements to address transborder air and water pollution.

National-International Relationships: While the United States is a sovereign country over which other nations have no formal power, the country has entered into a number of global relationships that are relevant to domestic public policy. The United Nations is the primary example, but other examples include the United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement (the trade agreement that is the successor to the NAFTA Treaty) and the Montreal Protocol (a global agreement to phase out the production and consumption of substances that deplete stratospheric ozone). Depending on the nature of the international agreement, Federal and state policymakers often take action to bring US law into alignment with international commitments.




The Operation of Shared Governance

Having described the key players in the system of shared governance—the Federal government, states, localities, tribes, and international bodies—and considered the relationships among them, we turn now to the pragmatic implications of these relationships.

We saw in the previous section that the Constitution simultaneously grants and denies powers and authorities both to the states and to the federal government. But there are many policy areas where both levels of government are constitutionally permitted to act, and neither is prohibited from acting. Accordingly, the demarcation between Federal and state public policy is anything but sharp. In many policy domains, the federal government, states, and localities are all active. As Exhibit 10-7 illustrates, the three levels of government often spend considerable sums of money in the same general policy area. If you begin working in a policy domain with substantial participation from multiple levels of government, one of your first To Do’s is to make sure you understand the relationships among levels of government in the area in which you’re working.


Exhibit 10-7
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Sources: (OMB, 2020; USCB, 2018).





These intergovernmental relationships can take on many different forms. Sometimes, individual programs explicitly involve multiple levels of government. For example, most Federal environmental laws, the Medicaid low-income healthcare program, and the national guard’s reserve military units are all programs jointly administered by the Federal government and the states. In such programs, however, it’s important to recognize that considerable interstate variability may be the result. As Burtraw points out in the context of climate policy, these variations can be important:


Most economic analysis focuses on national policy within a uniform model of governance and implicitly assumes the harmonization of climate policies at the subnational level. However, harmonization is not guaranteed; the design and implementation of policy in a federal union will diverge in important ways from policy in a unitary government. Economic advice built on the assumption of a unitary model of governance may not achieve the expected outcome in a federal system because of interactions with policy choices made at the subnational level ….

(2013, p. 112)



In some cases, programs operated at one level of government must meet mandatory obligations imposed by higher levels of government (e.g., under Federal law, local schools must ensure disabled public-school students are given opportunities for academic success). In other cases, conditional grant funding is used to incentivize, but not require, states to act (e.g., to raise their minimum drinking age to 21 or lose Federal highway grant funds).

In other situations, Congress decides a nationwide approach is appropriate and preempts state action that would complicate a national program. For example, in 2019, Congress reauthorized the Terrorism Risk Insurance Program Act, which provides a Federal framework for privately issued insurance against terrorist incidents. It also prohibits states from regulating terrorism insurance. Federal preemption of state law often reflects pressure from firms that operate across state lines because it relieves them of the challenges of complying with a patchwork of potentially inconsistent state laws. According to the Congressional Budget Office, 37 Federal bills were enacted between 2015 and 2020 that explicitly preempted state action in one or more policy domains (CBO, n.d.).

The relationships among levels of government are also characterized by the intergovernmental flow of substantial financial resources. Exhibit 10-8 traces the flow of money among levels of government. The Federal government transfers about $740 billion per year to states and localities, with most going to the states. The states also support their local governments; in the aggregate, localities receive over $600 billion from higher levels of government. And in some cases, localities transfer money to their states.


Exhibit 10-8
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Source: (USCB, 2018).





In policy areas where states are free to set public policy independently of the Federal government, you will find considerable variability in state-level policies—even on some high-profile issues:

	There are 28 states that have a death penalty while 22 do not (DPIC, 2020).
	Fourteen states have legalized adult recreational use of marijuana, 36 have established comprehensive medical marijuana programs, and the remaining states either prohibit marijuana or have only limited medical programs (NCSL, 2021).
	Thirty states have used Federal funding under the Affordable Care Act to expand Medicaid coverage to more people than the original program, 12 states declined to expand Medicaid, and 8 states have opted for other mechanisms to expand Medicaid (NASHP, 2020).
	Five states do not impose a statewide sales tax; among those states that do, five levy a tax of seven percent or more and six impose a tax at or below four percent (Cammenega, 2021).
	Five states do not have a minimum wage, two have a minimum below the Federal standard of $7.25 per hour, 14 states have a minimum equal to the federal level, and 29 states have a minimum above the federal level (USA Facts, 2021).


A discussion of Federalism would be incomplete without mentioning the long and contentious history of states’ rights. Arguments about the proper balance of power and authority between the federal government and the individual states have been around since the country’s inception (Newbold, 2008). The topic was central to debates about the adoption of the Constitution in the 1780s, at the core of the Civil War over slavery in the 1860s, and integral to disputes about the role of the Federal government in reducing segregation and enhancing civil rights in the 1960s. In the words of one scholar, federalism is America’s “endless argument” (Donahue, 1997, p. 16). It seems likely to remain so for the foreseeable future.

As you think about whether a policy issue would be best addressed at the Federal, state, or local level (or some combination thereof), here are a few things to consider:

	Local officials may better understand their communities and be able to devise policies that more effectively meet constituents’ needs than policymakers in a state capital or in Washington, DC. (And as we saw above, citizens have more trust in local government than in other governments.)
	Policy variability across states and localities gives residents the freedom—albeit assuming their willingness to relocate—to best align their personal preferences with the taxation, spending, and other policies of the jurisdiction in which they reside.
	If a policy issue in one jurisdiction is connected to the same issue in a nearby jurisdiction, coordination among jurisdictions may be advisable. If, for example, water pollution crosses jurisdictional boundaries, it may make sense to address the problem through agreements between the affected governments or by elevating the issue to a higher level of government.
	If you think a mix of Federal, state, and/or local jurisdictions should respond to a policy issue, expect to experience the complexity of joint action. The more agencies and levels of government that are involved in designing and implementing a policy, the greater the opportunities for inefficiencies, administrative difficulties, and unintended consequences.
	If you’re thinking about using more than one institution to implement a policy, be sure to weigh transaction costs against the benefits of a multi-agency approach. Institutions can synchronize their work with careful coordination, shared systems, and an alignment of incentives. But these arrangements don’t just appear; they require active, intentional effort. If the transaction costs get too high, the result may be a dysfunctional program or suboptimal outcome.
	Sometimes lower levels of government lack the capacity to handle calamities like natural disasters, public health crises, or economic upheaval. Higher levels of government typically have larger tax bases, bigger workforces, and a greater ability to borrow money and mobilize other resources.
	In some cases, it makes sense to handle a policy issue at a higher level of government simply to enhance coordination. The design of interstate highways, the operation of the air traffic control system, and research into the health risks of industrial chemicals are three examples of activities that can be done more efficiently if coordinated at the highest level possible.
	A nationwide policy may reduce undesirable competition among states (i.e., a race to the bottom). States typically aim to maximize business activity to protect jobs and tax revenue. They may thus be tempted to reduce tax rates and regulatory burdens to entice firms to locate in the state. Once one state pursues this strategy, others may feel compelled to keep pace. As each state acts in its narrow self-interest, all states may become worse off. Nationwide policies may be nationally uniform, or may allow individual states to set stronger, but not weaker, policies.
	There may be some issues about which you feel so strongly that there is no room for variability among states or, if you’re working at the state level, among localities. Perhaps you believe the issue is a matter of fundamental human or civil rights, or that the problem is so severe that only a response at the highest possible level of government is acceptable.


Finally, there’s one last point to keep in mind when it comes to the topic of states’ rights. In my experience, normative arguments about states’ rights in a federalist system are sometimes politically highjacked to support a foregone conclusion, rather than reached as the result of a coherent and rigorous application of the principles of federalism to a specific set of facts and circumstances.

Consider a fictitious example. Suppose you believe that automobiles ought not be painted red. If you thought you had strong political support, you might argue for a Federal ban on red cars and a preemption of states’ authority to regulate the color of cars, knowing that if you succeed, you’ll have achieved universal policy success. On the other hand, if you test the political winds and conclude that a national policy is not in the offing, you might rethink your claim that the issue is a matter of national prerogative and instead become a proponent of states’ rights. After all, you might persuade at least a few states to prohibit red cars, thereby attaining partial success.

Another way in which debates about federalism become politicized reflects variations in the intensity or enthusiasm with which states approach their assigned role in the federal system. States vary widely, for example, in how aggressively they enforce Federal environmental standards (EPA/OIG, 2011). Policymakers interested in a de facto weakening of environmental protection may thus argue for more devolution of authority to states, knowing that enforcement is weaker in some jurisdictions. At times, the politics cut in the other direction when a state takes a more aggressive approach than preferred by Federal authorities. For example, the Trump administration moved in 2019 to curtail California’s longstanding Clean Air Act authority to set tailpipe emission standards more stringent than in other states (Joselow, 2019).

It may seem cynical, but in my experience, political advocates often become proponents of states’ rights only after realizing that they’re unable to attain a political win at the national level and fall back to seeking enactment of their preferred action in whichever states are most hospitable to their point of view. On the other hand, if states begin to adopt policies to which advocates object, Federal action to limit states’ rights may become the preferred strategy. In short, whenever you hear an argument about states’ rights, ask yourself whether it reflects a nuanced and principled understanding of federalism or if it’s an argument of convenience aimed at maximizing the chance of a political win.






10.2.5 Financing the Institutions of Government

Virtually all public programs create costs, most of which are borne by today’s taxpayers. But when borrowed money (e.g., Federal deficit spending, or state or local bond proceeds) is used to fund a program, future taxpayers are on the hook to cover the costs.18 In this section, we’ll start with a quick review of the types of costs associated with government programs and then look at different sources of revenue for financing them. Finally, we’ll consider how government might raise the money for the policies you’re considering. This material is not intended to make you an expert in government finance; rather, the idea is to illustrate the types of issues that may come up as you look specifically at financial matters through an institutional lens of policy analysis.

18 In this discussion, I am focused on costs to the government, not the broader construct of cost that we covered in Chapter 9 that reflects the effect of a policy on overall economic social surplus.


In all but the most affluent jurisdictions, there isn’t enough revenue to accommodate all potentially valuable uses of public monies, making tradeoffs inevitable. Policymakers must trade off stakeholder demands for government benefits and services, with a general aversion to higher taxes. Enacted policies thus reflect political and normative judgements about which problems and stakeholders merit attention. There’s an adage in the public budgeting world: ‘Don’t tell me what you value; show me your budget and I will tell you what you value.’ If policymakers opt to spend little or nothing on a particular issue, they are signaling that they value it less than they value issues for which they do provide funding.

In virtually every policy analysis, you’ll want to think about the kinds of costs that each policy option might create for government. You don’t want to overlook items with a big price tag, so be expansive in your thinking. The list below can get you started; of course, given your specific policy option, there may be other taxpayer costs not mentioned on the list. Note that the examples aren’t mutually exclusive. Take care not to double count (e.g., when debt service costs are incurred to pay a contractor to build a new toll road).

	Government worker salaries, health and pension benefits, work facilities
	Information and communication technology
	Construction of infrastructure
	Ongoing operation and maintenance of government facilities and equipment
	Utilities such as water, power, natural gas
	Consumable supplies that must be replenished
	Grants to states, localities, and the nonprofit sector
	Contracts used to procure goods and services
	Subsidies for firms and transfer programs for individuals
	Debt service (interest and principal repayments) on borrowed funds


Two types of government spending deserve special attention. First, when it comes to the number of people who ‘work’ for the government, be sure to think beyond direct government workers. There are, for example, about 3.9 million Federal civilian employees, military personnel, and postal workers (Light, 2019). But if you’re trying to tote up personnel costs, it’s important to recognize the Federal government executes much of its work by hiring contractors (firms and individuals) and by giving grants to organizations that execute government-like functions. Even though their paychecks bear the name of a contractor or grantee, the money to cover those checks comes directly from the Federal government. Light estimates that there are about 4.1 million people employed by Federal contractors and another 1.2 million working for Federal grantees, bringing the size of what Light calls the blended workforce to about 9.2 million workers.19 About 39 percent are directly employed by the Federal government and the other 61 percent are employed by contractors and grantees (Light, 2019).20

19 Light’s analysis includes subcontractors and subgrantees, in addition to prime contractors and grantees.


20 Data on government contractor and grant-supported workers at the state and local level are not readily available.


Second, when it comes to grant funding, it’s important to recognize that government funding is an important source of support for nonprofit organizations in the United States. Nearly a third of all revenue for such organizations comes from federal, state, or local governments. In 2012, governments paid nonprofits of all types about $137 billion; nonprofits specializing in human services received about $81 billion from government. About a third of all health and human service nonprofits receive more than 60 percent of their revenue from government sources and about three-quarters receive at least 10 percent (Pettijohn & Boris, 2013). In other words, without government support, the nonprofit human services sector in the United States would almost certainly be appreciably smaller.

Let’s move from the spending side of the ledger to the revenue side. Different levels of government rely on different sorts of taxes to finance their operations. There is considerable variation across state and local jurisdictions, but as Exhibit 10-9 shows, in the aggregate the Federal government primarily relies on income taxes and on Social Security and Medicare taxes (which are also levied on income) while the states rely on a mix of income taxes and sales and excise taxes. Finally, the predominant source of tax revenue for local governments is the property tax.21

21 Recall that localities derive all their powers from the states in which they are located. State level policies can thus constrain the set of tax revenue options that a local government is permitted to adopt.



Exhibit 10-9
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a Included in ‘other’ category.

Detail may not sum to total due to rounding; as explained in the text, state and local totals exclude revenues from non-tax sources.

Sources: (OMB, 2020; USCB, 2018).





In addition to tax revenues, governments collect funds from other sources. Examples include revenue from government-run businesses like water, electricity, natural gas, and sewerage utilities; services like trash collection, park entry fees, road tolls, and public transit systems; retail sales of alcoholic beverages; and tuition for higher education; as well as interest earned on monies held in the public treasury.

What does this discussion of institutional financing have to do with policy analysis? It depends. If you’re trying to revise school district boundaries, realign transit routes, or identify the best location for the new city library, financing may not matter much. On the other hand, if you’re devising a new policy that will cost a significant sum, you may need to consider its financing. Having worked out the likely government cost of each option you’re analyzing, you can then take one of four approaches.

	You might decide that the specific financing mechanism is not germane to the policy decision. Either you’re confident that sufficient funding is already available, or your client prefers to treat the funding choice as a secondary question to be answered later, perhaps during the next budget cycle when all spending priorities are considered.
	You might identify a funding source for each policy option, perhaps a dedicated tax or a user fee. The funding source would then be seen as integral to the option itself, and its pros and cons evaluated accordingly. One characteristic of a dedicated funding source is that it ensures that funds designated for the associated program cannot be diverted to other uses.
	Rather than identifying a new revenue source for each new policy being considered, you might instead identify an existing program to cut when the new policy is enacted. The expenditures no longer needed for the existing program would thus ‘pay-for’ the cost of the new program. This approach makes the new policy revenue-neutral, but obligates you to compare the pros and cons of eliminating the existing program to those of creating the new policy.
	You might specify that costs will be debt financed. States and localities are generally prohibited from running budget deficits but can issue bonds to cover capital investments in long-lived assets. Debt financing at the Federal level occurs when a new program is funded by a mix of tax revenues and general borrowing.


There is no one correct way to reflect financing considerations in your policy analysis. Regardless of the approach you take, be sure to apply it consistently. It will distort your conclusions if you consider financing for only some, but not all, of the policies being compared.

* * *

To recap our discussion of the institutional lens, which focused on the behavior of governmental agencies tasked with implementing public policies, there are several key takeaways. I first suggested that you always consider the questions of why a particular problem is the government’s to address and whether its institutions are up to the task or might instead exhibit government failure. Along the way, we observed that the public seems to have the most trust in local government, followed by the states and then the federal government.

I suggested that there are five key differences between public institutions and commercial enterprises that often hinder the performance of government institutions. Next, we examined how the principal-agent problem—the potential misalignment of incentives between the person(s) ultimately responsible for an institution’s performance and those delegated the responsibility for executing its functions on a daily basis—may lead to suboptimization within government institutions. We then moved on to the topic of federalism and noted how the interplay among federal, state, tribal, and local governments can have significant impacts on public policy. Finally, we briefly considered how issues of taxation and spending can be reflected in policy analysis.







Chapter Summary

This chapter presented two lenses through which you can examine policy issues: the political lens and the institutional lens. A summary of the material relevant to each lens appears as the final paragraphs of Sections 10.1 and 10.2.




Discussion Questions



	Pick a policy issue in which you’re interested and think about the politics that drive debates about it. To what degree are these debates motivated by unabashed self-interest, good faith attempts at problem-solving, expressions of social identity, or political sectarianism?
	How can the multiple streams framework be used to explain political debates about immigration, climate policy, or a national minimum wage?
	To what degree do you think money inappropriately influence politics? Do you think systemic reform is needed? If so, what types of policies do you think would be appropriate?
	Does government deserve the trust of citizens? Why? Why not? What would you do to enhance trust in government?
	Think of an amusement park operated by a commercial entity and a wilderness area operated by the National Park Service. What principles should guide the operation of each? How are they different? How are they the same?
	Suppose you’re designing a new policy to enact reforms in policing in communities of color. What roles would you expect federal, state, tribal, and local governments to play? What revenue sources would you tap to cover the cost of such reforms?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit determines the trust in the federal, state, and local governments. On a scale of 0% to 90%, the percent of respondents saying they have a great trust in government for handling their problems is calculated for the period 2000–2020.








Chapter Eleven The Legal, Sustainability, and Science and Technology Lenses


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Explain how the rule of law and the operation of the legal system affect the nature and scope of permissible public policies.
	Distinguish legal reasoning from policy reasoning.
	Characterize the four types of law relevant to policy analysis and the role played by the three branches of government in crafting public policy.
	Describe how and why sustainability is a contested concept that, despite its contested nature, typically reflects five basic themes.
	Portray sustainability in terms of capital stocks, benefit flows, consumption and investment decisions, and society’s ability to meet the needs of present and future generations.
	Characterize the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals and describe their historical development.
	Describe the mechanisms that link research and development to scientific and technological change.
	Anticipate the circumstances under which scientific and technological advances will be disruptive, with the potential to create broad, persistent, and adverse societal changes.
	Pose appropriate research questions to organize a policy analysis that effectively integrates scientific and technological considerations into its methodology and findings.


Having introduced you to the lenses of equity, economics, politics, and institutions, this chapter looks at three more lenses—the legal, sustainability, and science and technology lenses—that may be relevant to your work as a policy analyst.1 Together, these seven lenses should help you see policy issues in a more holistic and comprehensive fashion than if you only considered one or two.

1 As mentioned in the introduction to Part III, these three lenses are not directly related to one another, but are grouped together in one chapter simply to ensure that all four chapters of Part III are roughly the same length.




11.1 The Legal Lens

As you consider the legal lens, you’ll see connections to the four lenses we’ve already discussed. We often look to the legal system to ensure justice and to remedy societal inequities. The legal system also has a profound influence on the business environment in which the economy operates. Similarly, at the core of many political disputes are questions about what the law should and shouldn’t allow. Finally, the legal system is both a product of and a profound influence on the institutions of government.

As we’ll discuss in this section, however, unless you pause to also view policy issues through a legal lens, you’re at risk of overlooking an important part of public policy. Multiple legal constraints—constitutional, statutory, regulatory, and procedural—limit the nature and scope of permissible public policies, as well as the processes by which they are implemented. Accordingly, by incorporating a legal perspective into your policy analysis, you may uncover insights that you might have otherwise missed. The first section below motivates the discussion by linking the legal foundations of democratic governance to the practice of policy analysis. The next section describes the different types of law that give public policy its tangible legal form. The final three sections consider the specific role played by each of the three branches of government—legislative, executive, and judicial—in lawmaking.

11.1.1 How Does the Legal Lens Relate to Policy Analysis?

The classical models of policy analysis typically focus on figuring out the most cost-effective or the fairest and most equitable means of addressing a public issue, often at the expense of legal analysis. To a degree, this is understandable; policy analysts are taught to broadly imagine new public policies as alternative paths forward and to think expansively about the pros and cons of each path. The focus is on figuring out which policies will work and, in particular, which will work best. In doing so, it’s easy to mistakenly assume that any existing laws and regulations that contribute to the problem can be swept away and that any that remain can simply be made to conform with the preferred policy option. But such an approach is too simplistic. Legal issues pervade the policymaking and implementation processes; analysts ignore them at their peril. There are at least three reasons why you should apply a legal lens to policy analysis.


Public Servants as Good Shepherds of Governance

Not all policy analysts are public servants who work for government, but many are; moreover, analysts who work outside of government frequently interact with those who are public servants. It thus behooves all policy professionals to understand the legal context of government service. As Kettl puts it:


Public organizations exist to administer the law and every element of their design—their structure, staffing, budget, and purpose—is the product of legal authority (2015, p. 55).



The centrality of legal authority in public service has important normative implications. Heller coined the term “good shepherd” to describe the idea that public servants have multiple duties (2018, p. 73). They must respect and promote:

	The rule of law;
	The separation of powers among the executive, legislative, and judicial branches of government;
	Shared governance among federal, state, tribal, and local government; and
	The rights and freedoms afforded to citizens by the constitution.


The Rule of Law: When Chief Justice John Marshall wrote in 1803 that the “government of the United States has been emphatically termed a government of laws, and not of men,” he was describing the constitutional foundation for the rule of law (Marbury v. Madison, 5 U.S. 137). Adherence to the rule of law requires that elected officials, government employees, judges, and law enforcement personnel predictably comply with the written laws, policies, and principles that legitimate the exercise of their powers. It also prohibits arbitrary, capricious, and nontransparent acts by public servants (Hill & Lynn, 2016). Moreover, the rule of law means that disputes among citizens, institutions, and governments can be resolved in a consistent and predictable manner through channels open to all citizens. Meeting such challenges can be a tall order for public servants from whom we expect consistency and predictability even when their government positions afford them considerable discretion in ambiguous situations (Hill & Lynn, 2016). Stephanie Newbold puts it this way:


Without being educated in the legal environment of public administration, it becomes increasingly challenging for future civil servants to understand how they will use their discretionary authority in responsibly sound, legal manners (2011, p. 473).



When relevant policies and principles are precise and unambiguous, observing the rule of law may not be too difficult. But in a system of separate powers and shared governance, things can get murkier.

Separation of Powers: In the federal government, the states, and many localities, government authority is distributed among executive, legislative, and judicial branches of government, in a system referred to as checks and balances. The constitutional rationale for such an approach is that by spreading governmental power across multiple institutions, no one institution (or person) can garner excessive power that leads to authoritarian abuses (Hill & Lynn, 2016). Shared power may be a great antidote for tyranny, but it complicates things for public servants when they must answer to three branches of government while working within the bureaucratic and institutional constraints of public agencies (Newbold, 2011). Doing so often necessitates a balancing act:


[P]ublic administrators … should learn to think like judges as well as legislators and executives, because they are all three of these. In a regime of separated powers, administrators must do the work of statesmen.

(Rohr, 1990, p. 83)




It’s important to recognize that this struggle among the branches of government for legal control of public policies is not an unintended quirk but an intrinsic feature of US government (Newbold, 2008). Or, as an app developer might put it: it’s a feature, not a bug, of the system.

Intergovernmental Relations: In the last chapter, we explored shared governance among federal, state, tribal, and local actors in the context of the institutional lens. Here, when we look through the legal lens, we focus more narrowly on constitutional and statutory requirements that shape these relationships. The idea may be clearer with an example. As mentioned in Chapter 10, the federal government sometimes attaches conditions to grants given to states, incentivizing but not requiring them to adopt specific policies. By doing so, the federal government avoids running afoul of the constitutionally protected sovereignty of the states. But use of this strategy faces constitutional limitations. In 2010, for example, the Affordable Care Act offered states generous financial aid to expand their Medicaid programs to cover more uninsured people. States that declined to expand Medicaid not only wouldn’t get this new support; they would also have to forfeit all federal funding for their existing Medicaid programs. But likening the arrangement to a “gun to the head,” the Supreme Court held that:


Congress may offer the States grants and require the States to comply with accompanying conditions, but the States must have a genuine choice whether to accept the offer. The States are given no such choice in this case: They must either accept a basic change in the nature of Medicaid, or risk losing all Medicaid funding. The remedy for that constitutional violation is to preclude the Federal Government from imposing such a sanction.

(National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius, 567 U.S. 519, 2012)



In short, when we’re talking about shared governance among levels of government, the federal government doesn’t have carte blanch to impose requirements on the states. Moreover, this is just one example. The language of federal and state constitutions, statutory law, and treaties with Native American tribes together have a profound effect on the nature of intergovernmental relationships in the United States.

Rights of Citizens: Government plays a key role in protecting the rights of citizens. Indeed, many of the most important rights are protections from improper government behavior (e.g., restrictions on free speech or on illegal search and seizure). In other cases, government enforces rights threatened by private institutions (e.g., discriminatory employment practices). Finally, when citizens interact with government—whether it’s dealing with the police, getting a driver’s license, or seeking a welfare benefit—they are entitled to due process. (You may want to revisit Exhibit 8-4 for a refresh on the elements of due process). The existence of citizens’ rights thus creates a duty for public servants to, at a minimum, respect these rights, and at best, to promote them. As Newbold puts it:


[T]he legal approach to public administration … emphasizes procedural due process, substantive rights like those found in the Bill of Rights and the Fourteenth Amendment; and values associated with equity and fairness (2011, p. 466) internal citations omitted.



Accordingly, when you look through a legal lens, you’ll want to think about whether the problem you’re analyzing or the policies you’re considering promote or hinder the protection of citizen rights.

What does being a good shepherd have to do with the legal elements of policy analysis? To start, when you’re investigating the causes of a policy problem, ask yourself whether the rule of law is being threatened by public agencies acting in an arbitrary, capricious, or non-transparent fashion or failing to respect citizen rights. If you see a dysfunctional public policy, ask whether the implementing agency is being pulled in different directions by the executive, legislative, and judicial branches or is being forced to work across federal, state, tribal, or local levels when doing so doesn’t make sense. And, when you think about new public policies, be sure to consider whether your planned approach truly respects the rule of law and the rights of citizens. Finally, think about whether a new policy can engender sufficiently aligned support from the legislature and executive to ensure success.




Law Is Often the Raw Material from Which Policy Is Made Tangible

In addition to helping public servants be good shepherds of governance, a second rationale for applying the legal lens is that it reminds us that new public policies are typically operationalized in the form of law.2 As a policy analyst, you need to think not only in conceptual terms about the policy options you’re analyzing but also about how those options can be described in writing as sensible, coherent, and internally consistent legislation. If enacted legislation doesn’t match the thinking implicit in your analysis, you can’t expect it to yield the outcomes that you’ve projected for it. Moreover, you also want your enacted policy option to survive judicial review. If it is struck down over constitutional concerns or because it doesn’t comport with relevant statutory authority, or is interpreted by courts in unexpected ways owing to vague or contradictory language, then you won’t have accomplished much.

2 Public policy may also come in the form of new policies and procedures applied by government agencies in their daily operations, but that are not codified in law.



Where should you focus your legal lens? Typically, two types of law are relevant to policy analysis: substantive law and procedural law. In my work on environmental issues, for example, domain-specific substantive legal requirements originate in statutes like the Clean Air Act and the Safe Drinking Water Act, as well as in the regulations that the Environmental Protection Agency and other agencies issue as a means of implementing statutory law. Relevant procedural law includes the Administrative Procedure Act (APA), which prescribes the processes for promulgating regulations, and the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), which dictates how the environmental impacts of federal actions are to be studied. Both APA and NEPA are silent about policy outcomes; they only define process requirements. In short, to stay abreast of relevant legal issues, you need to pay attention to both substantive and procedural law, often across multiple branches and levels of government.

What does the idea that law is the raw material of policy have to do with policy analysis? For one thing, when you project the outcomes of policy proposals, you need to do so with an eye toward their legal interpretation. Think about how your generalized description of a policy option will be rendered into formal legal language and subsequently interpreted by the courts. That’s the version of the policy you want to use for your analysis, not a vague idea of what the policy is all about. Moreover, unless you’re analyzing a policy that will change underlying statutory law, remember that all new policies must comport with existing substantive law and be put in place in accordance with relevant procedural law.




Legal Thinking and Policy Thinking Are Not the Same Thing

The third motive for applying a legal lens to policy analysis is that legal logic and policy logic can sometimes lead to different conclusions. Nowhere is this more apparent that at the US Supreme Court. Split decisions often grab the headlines, but the Justices agree more often than you might realize. Between 2005 (when John Roberts became Chief Justice) and 2019, the Supreme Court decided 1,160 cases (Spaeth et al., 2020). The vote was unanimous in almost half of the cases, and in two-thirds of the cases, the margin was four or more votes (e.g., 8 to 1 or 7 to 2). It was only in the remaining one-third of cases that the court split sharply (e.g., in a 6-3 or 5-4 vote).

The unanimous (and near unanimous) cases nicely illustrate the distinction between policy and legal thinking. To draw a policy conclusion, you consider alternative ways to address an issue and figure out how to best move forward. Legal reasoning isn’t the same. Drawing a legal conclusion entails identifying the legal requirements applicable to a case and making a decision based on the combination of the law and case-specific facts. Whether the outcome constitutes good policy or matches public sentiments is not often the focus of legal logic (Szypszak, 2011). When seven or more Justices from across the ideological spectrum see a case the same way, it’s a safe bet that the legal logic is straightforward.


Consider, for example, a 2021 dispute between Noah Duguid and Facebook. Duguid never had a Facebook account but kept getting texts saying that someone was trying to log in to his account. Despite being asked to stop, Facebook kept texting him.3 He sued Facebook for violating the Telephone Consumer Protection Act (TCPA) of 1991, but lost. For a unanimous Court, Justice Sotomayor wrote:

3 Apparently, the person who used to have Duguid’s phone number did have a Facebook account, hence the texts.



TCPA proscribes abusive telemarketing practices by … imposing restrictions on making calls with an automatic telephone dialing system [which] is a piece of equipment with the capacity … to produce telephone numbers to be called, using a random or sequential number generator … The question before the Court is whether that definition encompasses equipment that does not use a random or sequential number generator. It does not. … Duguid’s quarrel is with Congress, which did not define an autodialer as malleably as he would have liked. … This Court must interpret what Congress wrote.

(Facebook, Inc. v. Duguid, 592 U.S., 2021, opinion, pp. 1, 12), internal citations omitted



In other words, from a legal point of view, it didn’t matter what Congress intended when it enacted TCPA 30 years earlier. What mattered was what the law said. Nor did it matter whether the Court’s opinion was smart policy for today’s world which, according to the L.A. Times, it most certainly wasn’t:


Few things unite Americans like our shared hatred of robocalls, which have become a daily affliction for far too many of us. … [The] ruling undermining the main federal law against robocalls was a slap to the face. … [T]he justices laid out a roadmap for telemarketers, scammers and the rest of the robocall fraternity to ping your phone with impunity. … Now would be the time to open a window and scream.

(Healey, 2021)



The takeaway here is that courts don’t—or at least aren’t supposed to—apply policy considerations in support of decisions that can’t be justified by the law itself (Heller, 2018).

But things aren’t always so straightforward. Recall that about a third of the Supreme Court’s decisions are closely split. In such cases, there is more than one way to apply legal principles to the matter at hand and, in turn, legal reasoning doesn’t lead to a single unambiguous conclusion. Instead, the Justices engage in a form of legal reasoning that looks a lot like policy reasoning.


Consider, for example, a voting rights case from Arizona that made headlines when it was decided in July 2021. By a six to three margin, the Court ruled that Arizona could prohibit anyone other than a family or household member from collecting absentee ballots and that the state could discard ballots received at the wrong location. Writing for the majority, Justice Alito opined:


[The] mere inconvenience [of voting] cannot be enough to demonstrate a violation of the [Voting Rights Act]. … [T]he mere fact there is some disparity in impact does not necessarily mean that a system is not equally open or that it does not give everyone an equal opportunity to vote. … Every voting rule imposes a burden of some sort, and therefore in determining … whether a rule goes too far, it is important to consider the reason for the rule [and o]ne strong and entirely legitimate state interest is the prevention of fraud.

(Brnovich v. Democratic National Committee, 594 U.S., 2021, opinion, pp. 17–19)



Writing in dissent, Justice Kagan vehemently disagreed:


[T]he Court … fears that the statute Congress wrote is too ‘radical’—that it will invalidate too many state voting laws. So the majority writes its own set of rules … Wherever it can, the majority gives a cramped reading to broad language. And then it uses that reading to uphold two election laws from Arizona that discriminate against minority voters. … [T]his is not how the Court is supposed to interpret and apply statutes. … What is tragic here is that the Court has (yet again) rewritten—in order to weaken—a statute that stands as a monument to America’s greatness … The majority’s opinion mostly inhabits a law-free zone.

(Brnovich v. Democratic National Committee, 594 U.S., 2021, dissent, pp. 2–3, 20), internal citations omitted



What does the difference between legal thinking and policy thinking have to do with policy analysis? As the Facebook case makes clear, when it comes to legal reasoning, it often doesn’t matter what policymakers originally intended or whether the current state of affairs reflects sound policy. What matters is what the written law says. But as the Arizona voting rights case makes equally clear, legal reasoning is hardly a formulaic process akin to linear algebra. Instead, legal reasoning can lead to starkly different conclusions, often aligned with the ideological or political preferences of the jurists. Accordingly, when developing a new policy proposal, be sure to think like an appellate judge and ask whether what you’ve written will lead to a legal interpretation that matches your intent. If it doesn’t, take the time to go back and redraft the proposal to ensure that legal reasoning leads to the same conclusion as your policy reasoning.





11.1.2 Types of Law

There are four types of law relevant to policy analysis: constitutional law, statutory law, administrative law, and common law. This section briefly describes each type of law. To start, constitutional law is the supreme law within a jurisdiction. In addition to the US Constitution, each state has its own constitution. Article VI of the US Constitution, in what is often referred to as the Supremacy Clause, makes state law subordinate to the US Constitution. It’s important to remember, however, that this supremacy is not absolute or unconditional. As we discussed in Chapter 10, the constitution explicitly gives the states several sovereign powers and also, by virtue of the Tenth Amendment, reserves to the states powers that aren’t otherwise prohibited to them.

If you were educated in the United States, you are probably familiar with the US Constitution. One thing that may be less familiar to you is the diverse content of state constitutions. If you’re working at the state, tribal, or local level, you’ll want to familiarize yourself with the relevant state constitution:


One cannot make sense of American state government or state politics without understanding state constitutions. After all, it is the state constitution—and not the federal Constitution—that creates the state government, largely determines the scope of its powers, and distributes those powers among the branches of the state government and between state and locality. It is likewise the state constitution that structures political conflict within the state and provides mechanisms for its resolution.

(Tarr, 2000, p. 3)



The second type of law relevant to policy analysis is statutory law, which is likely the first thing that comes to mind when someone mentions ‘the law.’ Statutory law is any form of binding public policy enacted by a legislature at the federal, state, or local levels. Published statutes are typically available in two formats: as a chronological record of enacted legislation and as a code organized by topic. The former may be of historical interest, but it’s not much help when you’re trying to figure out which statutory laws are relevant to a particular issue. For example, a law may have been passed in 1990, amended in 1995, and amended again in 2000. Sorting through a multiyear chronological history to integrate multiple legislative actions can be an overwhelming—and error-prone—task. The second format, which is known at the federal level as the United States Code, is typically the go-to source for understanding the current state of statutory law. It captures in one place the cumulative effect of all enacted legislation in a topic area.


The third type of law is administrative or regulatory law. Administrative law—discussed in more detail in Section 11.1.3—originates in the executive, rather than legislative, branch of government. Administrative law is subordinate to statutory law, meaning that the executive branch may only promulgate4 regulations as authorized by the legislature. Most, but not all, states develop, promulgate, and implement regulations using processes similar to that of the federal government (Justia, 2018).5 As with statutory law, administrative law is typically published in two ways: chronologically (at the federal level, in the daily Federal Register) and topically (at the federal level, in the Code of Federal Regulations).

4 In legal parlance, legislation is ‘enacted’ while regulations are ‘promulgated.’


5 If state-level administrative law is especially relevant to your policy analysis, be sure to take a deep dive into the requirements of the state you’re interested in. State-to-state variations may be important (Saiger, 2014).


The final type of law is common law, comprising the collection of judicial decisions relevant and applicable to a topic. Common law does not originate in the prospective enactment or promulgation of a statute or regulation, but is instead created retrospectively as courts resolve cases brought before them. The power of courts to establish common law was affirmed by the Supreme Court in Marbury vs. Madison (5 U.S. 137, 1803). Common law—discussed in more detail in Section 11.1.4—is built on the notion of precedent that like cases should be decided in a like manner. Figuring out which common law is germane to a specific policy topic, however, can be a lot more work than finding the relevant statutes and regulations. You’ll need to find, read, and understand all relevant court decisions—which may have been rendered over many years in multiple jurisdictions—and then extract the key legal conclusions before you can characterize pertinent common law. You’ll likely need the help of an attorney.

In short, all three branches of government make law. The legislative branch enacts statutory law, the executive branch promulgates administrative law, and the judicial branch creates common law. Let’s take a closer look at the lawmaking activities of each branch.



11.1.3 Law Originating in the Legislative Branch

The legislative branch plays a central role in creating public policy. As long as their actions comport with the US Constitution, or the relevant state constitution if we’re talking about a state legislature, lawmakers have broad authority to enact, modify, or repeal public policies across a wide range of issues. They must also obtain Presidential or gubernatorial approval of legislation or muster a supermajority if it is vetoed. Moreover, enacted legislation is always subject to judicial review.


Legislatures also shape the legal environment of public policy in other ways. They typically hold the power of the purse, meaning that they authorize spending for government programs. A fully funded program is likely to have a much bigger impact than a similar program starved for resources. For example, even if a particular policy is codified as binding law, but little or no funding is available to support its programmatic activities or enforce compliance with its requirements, then its practical impact may be negligible. In most jurisdictions, the legislature also exercises oversight of the executive branch and can hold hearings at which senior administration officials are expected to explain, defend, and answer criticisms about policy issues and existing programs. Such oversight can have a significant impact on how policies are implemented. Finally, the legislature must confirm many Presidential or gubernatorial nominees for positions in the executive branch and the judiciary. The US Senate’s refusal to consider President Obama’s nomination of Merrick Garland to the Supreme Court in 2016, thus opening the door to confirmation of a more conservative justice in 2017 nominated by President Trump, is testimony to the ability of the Senate to shape the US legal landscape.



11.1.4 Law Originating in the Executive Branch

In describing executive branch law, I’ll focus on the federal government. There are some variations across states, but in general, the states operate in a similar fashion. The President and the rest of the executive branch play a key role in creating and enforcing the legal authorities of the US government. Along the way, they are bound by numerous legal constraints. When looking through a legal lens at the work of the executive branch, two phenomena are particularly prominent: the power of the President to shape policy writ large and the role of administrative law as a source of public policy. We’ll consider each in turn.


Presidential Authority

The President’s authority originates in Article II of the Constitution, but has been expanded considerably over the years by delegations of authority from Congress, decisions of the federal courts, and the sheer complexity of managing an enterprise as big as the federal government. To start, congressionally passed legislation doesn’t become binding law until the President signs it. If he or she elects not to sign or to veto a bill, it doesn’t become law unless two-thirds of the House and Senate vote to override the President’s action.

Moreover, each President selects about 4,000 individuals for positions in the federal government. More than 1,200, including Cabinet secretaries, agency heads, and other senior executives, require Senate confirmation (Partnership for Public Service, 2021). These officials play a critical role in policymaking: they initiate and negotiate legislation in Congress, oversee the process of designing and implementing regulation, and set agency policy agendas and funding priorities. In doing so, they are essentially creating public policy. In addition, 94 of the Senate-confirmed appointments made by the President are of US attorneys who represent the federal government in both criminal and civil matters (DOJ, 2021). US attorneys have immense discretion over which criminal cases to initiate and how to settle civil cases involving the federal government (Nelson & Ostrander, 2016).

In addition to naming several thousand senior members of his or her administration, the President exerts legal control over the executive branch by issuing Presidential directives such as Executive Orders and other proclamations. Depending on the administration, such directives may be called memoranda, decisions, notices, or findings. Directives must be within the President’s constitutional and statutory authorities, but if they are, they constitute binding constraints on the behavior of federal officials and their oversight of federal agencies. For example, even though President Trump was unsuccessful in overturning the Affordable Care Act, he was able to use executive authority to direct federal agencies to constrain its implementation and to give states more control over the program.

Presidential directives remain in effect across changes in administration, but can always be revoked or modified by subsequent Presidents. The norm in recent years has been for Presidents to issue a flurry of directives in their first few days in office, setting priorities for their new administration and often reversing the policies of their predecessor. When it comes specifically to Executive Orders, for example, President Biden issued 37 in his first 70 days in office, while President Trump issued 23 over the same time period (Federal Register, 2021).

Finally, the President’s authority extends into the judicial branch through the authority to appoint trial and appellate judges (including Supreme Court justices). There are 870 federal judges subject to Presidential appointment and Senate confirmation (U.S. Courts, 2021). Other federal judges—like magistrates and bankruptcy judges—are selected by these Presidentially appointed judges.




Administrative Law

The belief that Congress writes federal law, while not incorrect, is incomplete. A substantial portion of Federal law actually comes from the executive branch as administrative law. New policy analysts often find it surprising to learn just how prevalent administrative, or regulatory, law is in the United States. As Susan Yackee (2019) puts it: “Given the pervasiveness of rulemaking, U.S. public policy may be better conceived of as chiefly regulatory rather than chiefly legislative” (p. 39).

Within this system, Congress doesn’t forfeit its constitutional authority to legislate but instead delegates it to an executive branch agency. Such delegations typically occur when Congress wants to set a broad policy but then take advantage of an agency’s technical expertise to identify the best particular way to implement that policy (CRS, 2021b). For example, when Congress enacted the 1990 Amendments to the Clean Air Act, it set out a broad legal framework for addressing multiple air pollution issues, but also tasked the Environmental Protection Agency with issuing dozens of regulations to fill in the details. Just because a requirement is imposed by an executive branch agency rather than enacted as legislation doesn’t make it any less binding. The D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals has made it clear that noncompliance with an agency regulation is like breaking a law passed by Congress (National Latino Media Coalition v. FCC, 816 F.2d 785, 1987).

At the federal level, agency rulemaking is conducted pursuant to the Administrative Procedure Act. The APA generally requires that an agency develop a draft of its proposed regulation and publish it in the Federal Register for ‘public’ comment. While many comments are indeed received from the general public, proposed regulations often attract detailed submissions from trade groups, unions, and other advocacy groups. This isn’t surprising. Most citizens don’t have time to monitor and comment on complex regulatory proposals, particularly because there are usually dozens of federal rulemakings underway at the same time. Instead, those with the most at stake—potential members of a regulated community or the probable beneficiaries of a new program—are likely to pay close attention to proposed rules. Moreover, some empirical evidence suggests that business groups tend to provide more technical and sophisticated comments during the rulemaking process and that in turn agency officials may be more responsive to such comments than to those raised by the general public (Yackee, 2019).

After reviewing the comments, and incorporating any that it finds persuasive, the agency will then revise its proposed rule and issue a final regulation. After publication, the final rule is codified in the Code of Federal Regulations, which comprises 50 titles, 200 volumes, and about 185,000 pages of material (GW/RSC, 2021). Many of these pages are informational, rather than prescriptive law. So, for another perspective on the extent of Administrative lawmaking, consider statistics on the number of “major” final regulations issued every year.6 On average, under both the Obama and Trump administrations, about 86 such regulations were issued annually, while in the George W. Bush administration, the number was about 62 per year (GW/RSC, 2021). Prior to publication of both proposed and final rules, agencies must get approval from an office within the White House (led by a political appointee) that ensures the regulation rests on sound policy analysis, is consistent with its statutory authorization, and reflects the policy priorities of the incumbent Administration.

6 Major rules are defined as those likely to result in an annual economic effect over $100 million, a major increase in costs or prices, or significant adverse effects on competition, employment, investment, productivity, innovation, or trade.


Once issued in final form, regulations are subject to review by both Congress and the courts. Congress can nullify a regulation within 60 legislative days of its promulgation under the Congressional Review Act (CRA), but such action requires the signature of the President, an unlikely outcome if it was the President’s administration that issued the regulation in the first place. A federal court can also invalidate all or part of a regulation if it finds that the executive branch agency exceeded its statutory authority, violated the constitution, acted in an arbitrary or capricious manner, or failed to observe procedures required by the APA. The courts can also compel an agency to act if it fails to take specific action when it is legally obligated to do so (CRS, 2020c).

In addition to the legislative function (of rulemaking) within administrative agencies, there is often also a judicial function. Many agencies grant permits, issue compliance orders, and award financial benefits to individuals (e.g., disability payments or unemployment insurance). In the event of a dispute about an agency action, the aggrieved party’s first recourse is typically to appeal the action within the agency itself. Such proceedings are often overseen by independent agency officials known as administrative law judges. If a person is dissatisfied with the outcome of an agency’s adjudication process, he or she may appeal the decision to the courts but only after having exhausted all of the available administrative remedies offered by the agency in question (Honigsberg & Ho, 2019).





11.1.5 Law Originating in the Judicial Branch

The judicial branch makes law as it decides cases brought before it. As noted above, the cumulative collection of court decisions comprises common law. This section first provides context with a brief overview of how the US legal system operates and then moves to the mechanisms by which courts create common law.


Overview of the Legal System

To understand the judicial origins of law, you need a basic understanding of the legal system. To start, there are important differences between criminal and civil cases. In criminal cases, the defendant is alleged to have committed an offense against the people writ large or society in general. The government initiates criminal cases and the result can be imprisonment or monetary fines for a defendant found guilty. Conviction must be based on proof beyond a reasonable doubt.

On the other hand, civil cases are disputes between parties: individuals or groups of individuals, firms, or institutions. The party bringing a civil case is the ‘plaintiff’ while the party from whom action is sought is the ‘defendant.’ The government may also be a party to a civil suit—either initiating the case as the plaintiff or being named as a defendant. With few exceptions, no one can be jailed as a consequence of a civil case. Instead, the successful party is awarded monetary damages, or the losing party may be compelled to change its behavior. The threshold of proof in a civil case is lower than it is in a criminal case. To prevail, a party must only demonstrate by a preponderance of evidence that their position is correct.


At the federal level and in most states, there is a three-tiered court system.7 The first tier comprises courts of original jurisdiction. Legal cases start (and often end) with such courts, which sort out the facts based on evidence offered at trial and then apply relevant law to render a decision. Juries may be used to ascertain the facts and then apply the law—as instructed by the judge—to reach a verdict. In other situations, there is no jury and the judge decides on the facts before applying the law.

7 Some states have only a two-tier court system.


In general, if the defendant in a criminal case (or either party in a civil case) is dissatisfied with the outcome, they may appeal to the next higher court. But here’s the thing: In most situations, you can appeal only on the basis of an error in the application of the law to a case, not because you think the ‘fact-finder’ (i.e., the jury or the judge in a judge-only case) got the facts wrong. You can also appeal if you think a procedural error occurred during the trial (e.g., that the judge mishandled jury selection). Moreover, the higher court, while it must receive your appeal, is not obligated to hear your case if it doesn’t believe that the lower court made a procedural mistake or that it erred in applying the law. If a party objects to the decision of an appellate court, it may appeal to the Supreme Court in the jurisdiction (except in states with only one level of appellate court).

In civil cases, access to the court system is not automatic. In order to pursue a case, the plaintiff must establish its ‘standing.’ Doing so entails demonstrating that the plaintiff has suffered an actual injury that is not hypothetical, that there is a causal link between the defendant’s behavior and the injury, and that the injury could be redressed by a favorable court decision (Kim, 2021). The plaintiff must also establish that the court receiving the complaint has jurisdiction over the matter, that statutory law doesn’t preclude the case, and that other procedural tests (e.g., timeliness) have been satisfied. Finally, a plaintiff cannot ask a court to decide matters of public policy when such issues ought to be the purview of the executive or legislative branch. The Supreme Court puts it this way:


[We are reticent] to invalidate the acts of the Nation’s elected leaders. … Members of this Court are vested with the authority to interpret the law; we possess neither the expertise nor the prerogative to make policy judgments. Those decisions are entrusted to our Nation’s elected leaders, who can be thrown out of office if the people disagree with them. It is not our job to protect the people from the consequences of their political choices.

(National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius, 567 U.S. 519, 2012)







The Creation of Common Law

Common law is built on the principle of stare decisis (Latin for let the decision stand) which aspires to create predictability and consistency about what public policy does and does not require of citizens, firms, and institutions (Honigsberg & Ho, 2019). Common law originates in courts’ decisions about individual cases. The outcome of a case reflects three elements. First, the facts are established through the presentation and evaluation of evidence (or, in the case of an appeals court, by review of the lower court’s fact-finding). Second, the applicable law, which may include constitutional, statutory, administrative, or common law, is characterized. Third, the established facts are evaluated in light of the applicable law to reach a decision (i.e., the guilt or innocence of a criminal defendant, the successful party in a civil case, or at the appellate level, whether to sustain or overturn a lower court’s judgment).

Appellate courts, which typically have three or more members, decide cases based on majority rule. When an appellate court reaches its decision, it publishes an opinion, which is a narrative explanation of how the decision was reached. Each judge may publish his or her own opinion to explain their position on the case, but often there is one opinion written on behalf of the majority and another on behalf of the dissenting judges. Common law grows out of a compilation of these court opinions. If you want to develop an intuitive feel for the nature of judicial policymaking, I suggest you identify three or four recent Supreme Court cases related to a policy topic you care about. Reading the opinions in these cases will help you understand the subtleties and nuances of legal reasoning, and appreciate at least some of the legal principles relevant to your area of interest.

The content of legal opinions can be separated into two categories: the holding and dicta. The holding in a case specifically defines the case-relevant law, explains how that law fits with the established facts in the case at hand, and presents a reasoned connection between the facts and the law to yield a case-specific decision. The remainder of the published material—which may include commentary on arguments made by the parties, a review of tangentially related legal principles, and dissenting opinion(s)—comprise dicta. The distinction between the holding and dicta is a crucial one because only the holding—and not dicta—creates binding precedent to be followed in future decisions (Honigsberg & Ho, 2019). While nonbinding, however, dicta is not irrelevant. It may be cited in future cases to support a legal argument, but will not be treated by other courts as definitive.

So, what does this whole process have to do with the idea that the courts make public policy through common law? It’s pretty straightforward. If courts have the authority to interpret and apply both statutory and administrative law and to assess whether such law meets constitutional requirements, and if courts’ decisions are viewed as precedents that bind all branches of government, then the judiciary is clearly an important actor in the policymaking process.

As we saw before, courts have a strong preference for avoiding policy questions that they believe ought to be answered by the legislative and executive branches of government. But judicial deference to the other branches is not unlimited. In the same case cited earlier, the Supreme Court noted:


Our deference in matters of policy cannot, however, become abdication in matters of law. …Our respect for Congress’s policy judgments thus can never extend so far as to disavow restraints on federal power that the Constitution carefully constructed. And there can be no question that it is the responsibility of this Court to enforce the limits on federal power by striking down acts of Congress that transgress those limits.

(National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius, 567 U.S. 519, 2012)



The relevance of the judiciary to public policy is also made plain by the behavior of advocacy groups from across the ideological spectrum. Such groups not only lobby Congress and the executive branch; they often also engage in legal advocacy. They may, for example, bring a suit aimed at invalidating a new regulation or, conversely, at compelling an agency to issue a regulation that it might not otherwise issue. Particularly in an era of partisan Congressional gridlock, where advocates can’t achieve their goals through legislation, they often feel compelled to turn to the courts to advance their cause.
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To recap our discussion of the legal lens, there are several key takeaways. For starters, without an appreciation of how law and the legal system work, you risk misunderstanding the causes of a policy problem or the legal feasibility of alternative policy solutions to it. Moreover, public servants derive their authority from the law and, in turn, have a legal duty to comply with it, irrespective of whether or not it reflects optimal public policy. In addition, if you hope to predict how a court might rule on a particular issue, you need to apply narrow legal reasoning rather than more expansive policy or normative reasoning. When doing so, bear in mind that there are four types of law in the United States. Statutory law originates in the legislative branch, administrative law in the executive branch, and common law in the judicial branch. These three forms of law are subordinate to the fourth: the US and relevant state constitutions. Not all policy issues depend heavily on legal issues, but many do. If you neglect to look at your analysis through a legal lens, you can miss important aspects of the situation.







11.2 The Sustainability Lens

As you investigate policy problems and ponder policy options, you can often gain valuable insight by looking through the lens of sustainability. As we’ll see below, despite a prominent place in policy discourse in recent decades, the word sustainability means different things to different people. But irrespective of its precise definition, the concept can be helpful to a policy analyst. In this section, we’ll start with a working definition of sustainability and then move to a framework that incorporates capital stocks and benefit flows as a way of thinking about whether a particular policy, strategy, or behavior is sustainable. We’ll close with a review of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.

11.2.1 Sustainability as a Contested Concept

The idea of sustainability has been around for centuries. In Western culture, it emerged in Germany in the 1700s as foresters recognized that harvesting more wood in a season than naturally regrows over the same period would eventually decimate a forest and was thus unsustainable. The topic emerged again in the early 1900s as folks like John Muir and Gifford Pinchot argued about whether Western lands should be left in a pristine and untouched condition or managed to maximize production of timber, fish and game, minerals, and other natural resources. In the 1960s and 1970s, the popular environmental movement led to new federal legislation to protect land, air, water, and endangered species.

A pivotal shift in thinking about sustainability took place in 1987 when, under the auspices of the United Nations, the Brundtland Commission issued a reported entitled Our Common Future. It led to the creation of the UN Commission on Sustainable Development at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. In the report, Norway’s Prime Minister Gro Brundtland pushed beyond a strictly environmental view of sustainability to instead put human needs at the forefront of the issue and to introduce matters of poverty, technology, and governance of the relationship between today’s society and that of the future:


Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it two key concepts: the concept of ‘needs,’ in particular the essential needs of the world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organization on the environment’s ability to meet present and future needs.

(UN/WCED, 1987, p. 54)



While the Brundtland Commission defined sustainable development, it did so in very broad strokes. To translate the concept into practical policy choices, many details need to be worked out. But, as with all definitions, there is no way to ‘prove’ that a particular definition is the right one. After all, the definition of a word is nothing more than a shared understanding among people about what the word means. If you and I use a word like sustainability to mean two different things, there’s no objective standard to which we can appeal to resolve the matter.8

8 As mentioned in Section 5.1.3, one of a policy analyst’s first tasks is to clarify the terms of the discussion.



This definitional problem is particularly acute here. The word ‘sustainability’ conveys an aura of positivity, beneficence, and desirability that comes not from a careful analysis of its implications, but because in popular speech, ‘unsustainability’ is universally seen as a pejorative, always a bad thing. Admitting that you’re engaged in an unsustainable practice is akin to admitting you’re behaving in a foolish or reckless fashion. In turn, this phenomenon creates a strong incentive to label actions you support as sustainable and actions you oppose as unsustainable. Politicians, advocates, and corporate advertisers are all fond of attaching the modifier ‘sustainable’ to concepts they endorse.

Scholar Lisa Pettibone searched the literature for a clear definition of the word sustainability but eventually concluded that sustainability is a ‘contested concept’ about which there are likely to remain residual differences of opinion (2014, p. 10). She ultimately concluded that “Sustainability is not a concrete policy programme; it is a world view, or dare I say, a political ideology” (p. 12).

Pettibone does, however, identify five principles of sustainability that are ubiquitous in policy and academic discourse and also generally agreed upon by most participants in these debates:

	Ecological limits: Sustainability takes as given that natural resources are limited, and that human consumption and production of these resources has the potential to exceed natural limits.
	Long-term outlook: Sustainability encourages us to look beyond the next few years and the needs of today’s population to consider the needs of future generations in light of population growth and evolving societal and natural conditions.
	Complex systems view: Sustainability resists simplistic formulations of how the world works and emphasizes the interconnectedness of disparate elements in both the human and natural worlds, geospatially and dynamically over time.
	Deliberative, collective, purposive: Sustainability emphasizes thoughtful and intentional governance of both natural resources and the human world, with a focus on collective and inclusive decisionmaking.
	Reflexive management: Sustainability acknowledges the complexity of human and natural systems and the difficulty of making good choices. It asks us to pay attention to unfolding events, learn from mistakes, and adjust our approach to reflect experience.9



Although these five considerations seem reasonable, I am mindful of what Pettibone calls the contested and ideological nature of sustainability. So, I’ll stop short of recommending that you structure all your policy analysis work to incorporate these elements of sustainability. On the other hand, I’m confident that by at least considering them, you may see aspects of an issue you may have otherwise overlooked.

9 In Chapter 7, I suggested that reflexivity is part of self-awareness and an important characteristic of the mindset of an effective policy analyst.




11.2.2 Sustainability as Capital Stocks and Benefit Flows

If you want to go beyond Pettibone’s five elements of sustainability, you may find it useful to think about sustainability in terms of capital stocks and benefit flows. Doing so requires that we begin with a basic framework and then link it to sustainability. To start, a capital stock is a long-lived asset capable of producing a flow of benefits over time.10 For example, a government bond produces a flow of interest payments to the bondholder and a factory produces a flow of products to be sold by the factory owner. The concept originates in the business world where capital assets (along with human labor) are an integral part of a firm’s ability to turn inputs into outputs. When applied to the concept of sustainability, this framework comprises four types of capital stocks: natural, manufactured, human, and social. Exhibit 11-1 depicts several examples of each type of capital stock.

10 In Chapter 8, we defined wealth as a person’s net worth at a point in time and his or her income as earnings over a period of time. In other words, wealth is a stock and income is a flow.
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The next element in the framework reflects the uses to which benefit flows are put. We can do one of two things with a benefit flow: consume it today or invest it for tomorrow. The difference is easiest to see with a simple example of an interest-bearing savings account. In January, you deposit $100 (the capital stock) and a year later you get, say, $5 in interest (a benefit flow). You can either reinvest the earnings and start the new year with a balance of $105, or spend it on your favorite coffee drink and start the new year with a balance of $100. Spending it today meets your desire for current consumption while reinvesting makes it available for future consumption.

For a real-world example, consider the discovery of substantial oil reserves in the North Sea in the late 1960s (Solow, 2019). Two countries stood to benefit: Great Britain and Norway, and both pumped roughly similar quantities of oil from beneath the North Sea in the ensuing decades. The two countries, however, took very different approaches to public policy. Norway used the proceeds to establish a Sovereign Wealth Fund to invest its oil revenues. The fund now has a balance of over $1 trillion (Smith, 2021). Norway uses earnings from the fund to supplement its annual budget, but doesn’t draw more from the fund than it has earned, meaning the value of the fund will be preserved indefinitely. Great Britain, on the other hand, used oil revenues to cover then-current government spending and to finance tax cuts (Elliot, 2012). Norway’s strategy converted a nonrenewable natural resource (oil) into another form of capital asset (investments in stocks, bonds, and real estate) that continues to generate a benefit flow. Having used revenues to finance current consumption, Great Britain doesn’t have this option.

Nobel Laureate Robert Solow uses this framework to help us think about how certain policies might be seen as sustainable or unsustainable. He starts by observing that:


If ‘sustainability’ is anything more than just a slogan or expression of emotion, it must amount to an injunction to preserve productive capacity for the indefinite future.

(1992, p. 7)



If we assume that productive natural, manufactured, human, and social capital assets are measurable quantities denoted, respectively, as N, M, H, and S in Exhibit 11-1, then we can think of a society’s total productive capital (K) as equal to N + M + H + S. Preserving productive capacity for future generations means that—on an ongoing basis—we divert enough of today’s benefit flows away from current consumption toward reinvestment for the future to ensure that K (total productive capital) doesn’t diminish, thereby preserving its ability to generate benefits in the future. If we were to let K decline over time, then our behavior would be considered unsustainable because, once K reaches zero, society’s productive assets would have lost their ability to generate benefits.

Holding K constant is considered weak sustainability. Doing so is viewed as sustainable because society’s total productive asset base is not being allowed to depreciate. But it’s a weak form of sustainability for a couple of reasons. First, if population grows while K remains constant, then per-capita productive capital will decline, and individual members of future generations will have access to less productive capital than members of today’s generation. Second, holding K constant without worrying about the mix among the four types of capital implies they are perfect substitutes when, in many cases, they are not.

In order to avoid the problem, we might instead embrace the concept of strong sustainability, in which none of the individual elements of productive capital (N, M, H, or S) are allowed to depreciate and where policymakers endeavor to increase total productive capital (K) over time to accommodate population growth. The trouble with this version of sustainability is that it assumes zero substitutability among asset types. Strong sustainability would, for example, prohibit Norway (and Great Britain) from extracting North Sea oil because doing so would result in a decrease in natural capital.

To steer a middle course between weak and strong sustainability, Serageldin and Steer propose a concept they dub sensible sustainability (1993). They embrace the premise of weak sustainability that total capital assets (K) must not depreciate. But their approach allows for carefully considered substitutions among asset types that reflect a deep understanding of thresholds below which an asset becomes unproductive, of the need to jointly deploy capital from multiple categories (e.g., trees from a forest (N), a pulp and paper mill (M), and mill workers (H)) to produce a product (e.g., paper), and of where geographic boundaries should be set (e.g., must a single forest be preserved or are we concerned only about the total amount of forest land in a country?).

The topic of sustainability can quickly get very complex. In addition to the vexing decision of whether to pursue strong, weak, or sensible sustainability, you’ll quickly discover that efforts to attach a specific number to the value of each type of productive asset poses extraordinarily difficult analytic challenges. Indeed, unlike national statistics generated for gross domestic product, unemployment, interest rates, and the like, no national entity regularly collects, analyzes, or reports data on the value of natural, human, or social capital (Boyd et al., 2018). And the data for manufactured capital are incomplete (Solow, 1992). But, for the purposes of policy analysis, the framework of capital stocks and benefit flows suggests a few simple questions, the answers to which can generate substantial insight:

	To what degree are current practices sustainable over the long run? To what degree are policy options under consideration likely to create solutions that lead to sustained positive changes that persist over time?
	Does the policy issue entail depreciation of a productive asset, such as irreversible damage to the natural environment, the neglect of deteriorating public infrastructure, or inattention to increasingly irrelevant skills and abilities of workers whose jobs are being displaced by automation?
	If so, what measures can be taken to maintain the benefit flows from such assets? If the specific depreciating assets cannot be restored, what other types of productive assets are being established to create a benefit flow to replace the lost benefits of the depreciating asset?
	To what degree does population growth or increasing affluence imply that productive assets must generate greater flows of benefits in the future than they do today? If so, what steps are being taken to enhance the size and productivity of those assets?
	To what degree are renewable assets like forests, fisheries, agricultural land, and natural landscapes and habitat being used in sustainable ways (rather than being overexploited), thereby ensuring their availability to future generations?
	The indefinite use of nonrenewable resources like oil, gas, and coal is, by definition, unsustainable because only a finite quantity of the resource exists. Accordingly, are these resources being used in the most efficient manner possible, and perhaps more importantly, are the associated benefit streams being reinvested to increase the stock of other forms of productive capital for the future or are the benefits being diverted to current consumption?


While economists, development specialists, and statisticians have been grappling with the best way to measure and model multiple types of productive assets, the benefit streams from each, and the consumption and reinvestment of those benefits, policymakers working internationally through multilateral institutions like the United Nations have simultaneously developed another framework for thinking about sustainability. We turn to it in the next section.



11.2.3 The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals

The United Nations’ approach to sustainable development has evolved over the three decades between the 1987 Brundtland Commission report and the 2015 UN adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (UN/DESA, n.d.). At the Agenda’s core are seventeen specific goals:


The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide a blueprint for the transition to a healthier planet and a more just world—for present and future generations. With concrete targets, the Goals aim to end poverty and hunger, expand access to health, education, justice and jobs, promote inclusive and sustained economic growth, while protecting our planet from environmental degradation.

(UN/DESA, 2019)



Exhibit 11-2 lists and gives a brief definition of each SDG. As you look at the goals, they may strike you as a description of a utopian society where all policies and social activities are aligned and moving in a positive direction. It may also seem naive to think that all the SDGs can be achieved in a real-world context. I suggest you view the goals as aspirational and recognize that their highest value is in reminding policymakers about the trade-offs between human needs and environmental constraints and between the needs of current generations and those of future generations.


Exhibit 11-2
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Source: (UNGA, 2020)





The UN and other multilateral development organizations like the World Bank and International Finance Corporation, along with many national, regional, and local governments, are working to infuse the Sustainable Development Goals throughout their operations and to mobilize financial and technical assistance to support the pursuit of the SDGs. Adopted toward the end of the Obama presidency, the SDGs were not a high priority for the Trump administration. As of early 2021, information on the federal government’s SDG website is sparse, with multiple data gaps and outdated information. Despite Federal inaction, however, many other US-based entities have used the SDGs as an important guide to policy development and program implementation:


… American leadership is not absent. Cities, states, universities, philanthropies, corporations, and NGOs have embraced the SDGs to advance social, economic, and environmental progress in communities across the United States, providing a platform for American local and global engagement on sustainable development.

(Pipa & Brown, 2019)



As you consider how, if at all, to incorporate the SDGs into your policy analysis work, there a few things to keep in mind.

	The SDGs don’t have the force of law. Unless codified by federal, state, or local governments, the SDGs don’t create binding obligations for individuals, firms, or governments.
	Pursuit of all 17 SDGs implies the need to make trade-offs among individual goals. For example, faster economic growth (SDG#8) may lead to more pollution from production (SDG#12); similarly, construction of new infrastructure (SDG#9) may threaten terrestrial ecosystems (SDG#15). The SDGs have little to say about how to make such trade-offs.
	Each SDG is an aspirational goal, not a tangible public policy proposal. Operationalizing each goal requires that specific policies be developed to reflect the circumstances of the jurisdiction for which they’re being considered. In turn, achievement of the SDGs depends largely on the successful implementation of well-designed policies.
	The SDGs leave unanswered many policy-relevant questions including, for example, the appropriate role of government in achieving them, the best means of avoiding market and government failures when pursuing them, and how to work across jurisdictions when coordinated action is needed.


Given these limitations, you may wonder why I am bothering to take the time to present the SDGs. One practical reason is that sustainability in general and the SDGs in particular have entered the US policy discourse over the past several years. Being familiar with at least the basic concepts will help you be a more effective participant in such conversations.

Moreover, when you look at policy issues through the lens of sustainability, the SDGs can serve as a checklist of things to look for. It may turn out that a policy you’ve developed may support progress toward more than one goal, perhaps giving you additional ideas about how to improve its design to maximize its positive impact. Conversely, you may realize that despite your best intentions, a policy that you’re working on may have adverse impacts on the pursuit of one or more of the goals (i.e., an unintended consequence). At a minimum, you’ll want to stop and think about whether the potential upsides of the policy justify its potential downsides. Alternatively, you may go back to the drawing board to develop an improved version of the policy to avoid undermining the SDGs.

[image: ]

To recap our discussion of the sustainability lens, we first noted the contested nature of the word itself. We then considered three possible ways of interpreting the concept of sustainability. We looked at Pettibone’s five-part framework comprising ecological limits, a long-term outlook, a complex-systems view, deliberative and collective decisionmaking, and a reflexive approach that embraces continual learning. We then defined sustainability in terms of natural, manufactured, human, and social capital stocks and their associated benefit flows. Doing so allows us to conceptualize the process of preserving productive capacity to meet the needs of future generations. Finally, we looked at sustainability as the pursuit of the 17 sustainable development goals that grew out of the 1987 Brundtland Commission report. While extraordinarily ambitious, the SDGs provide policy analysts with an aspirational checklist by which to examine both current conditions and potential new public policies.





11.3 The Science and Technology Lens

Looking through the lens of science and technology is especially important at a time when the pace of change is accelerating. Consider the smartphone. The iPhone was introduced in 2007 and smartphones reached near universal market penetration in little more than a decade. There are about 270 million smartphone users in the United States (Newzoo, 2020). The impacts of smartphone technology on society have been profound. Many people spend hours a day focused on their phones. Twitter and Facebook were launched a couple years before the iPhone, but smartphones were like steroids for social media platforms, which in turn reshaped politics, celebrity, and journalism. Mobile technology has radically altered how we shop, bank, socialize, and get from Point A to Point B. It has also facilitated political action and street protest, on both the left and the right. The ubiquity of smartphones has given rise to the scourge of distracted driving, disputes over siting of cell towers, and concerns about privacy and identity theft. Moreover, the ability to film law enforcement officers as they interact with the community has changed society’s understanding of policing. These changes are all the more remarkable (and disruptive) because of the speed with which they happened.

But smartphones are just one of many scientific discoveries and technological advances rapidly reshaping society. These changes have important implications for public policy. Policy may, for example, hinder or facilitate disruptive scientific and technological progress which, depending on your perspective, could be a good thing or a not-so-good thing. And emerging concerns, like the ethics of genetic engineering, the consequences of global warming, or illegal behavior on the ‘dark web,’ may force policymakers to address issues they’ve not encountered before. Technological progress also has large impacts on the economy, as startup ventures eager to become the next Google, Amazon, or Facebook work tirelessly to render existing business models obsolete. As startups displace incumbent firms, the demise of once prosperous industries and the loss of jobs often take a political turn, with policymakers stuck in the middle. Finally, as you think about how policy proposals might play out in the future, you can’t take the current state of science and technology as a given; instead, you must be alert to the potential impact of future disruptive technological and scientific changes on the performance of new public policies.


This section offers a few suggestions for thinking about science and technology in the context of policy analysis. We start with a quick review of the relationships among research, development, science, and technology and then turn to the mechanisms of disruptive changes. Finally, we’ll take a look at some ways in which you can incorporate scientific and technological change into policy analysis.

11.3.1 The Nature of Scientific and Technological Change

We first need to clarify a few terms. Let’s start with science. We encountered the term earlier when I defined the scientific method as operating at the intersection of logic (Chapter 5) and evidence (Chapter 6). In this context, we go beyond policy analysis itself and consider the implications of science for society writ large. In short, the scientific method refers broadly to efforts to understand how the world works. It aims to characterize the behavior of and causal connections among phenomena of interest, in fields like chemistry, physics, biology, ecology, psychology, and economics.

On the other hand, technology necessitates more than a purely scientific understanding of these phenomena and includes intentional efforts to manipulate them to useful ends. For example, think of tangible manufactured products. Both the product itself and the process by which it is made are instances of technology. Suppose you’re an engineer designing the brake system for an automobile. The movements of the car will reflect the laws of physics related to mass, force, and thermodynamics, but the performance of your brake system will also depend on how you design and manufacture it. The former is science; the latter is technology. Technologies are not confined to tangible objects. They may also be intangible, like the supply chain algorithms used by Amazon, the techniques used by a skilled craftsman to make furniture, or the systems used to administer the nationwide banking system.

In short, science is about understanding how the world works, and technology is about applying that understanding to create useful outcomes. Though distinct, the two concepts are linked. Sometimes, science precedes technology; other times, it’s the reverse. Technology development, for example, often begins with scientific understanding and progresses to a technical solution (e.g., based on their understanding of electromagnetism and the properties of materials, engineers design new methods of producing batteries for electric vehicles). Sometimes, newly emerging scientific phenomena stimulate technology development (e.g., the COVID pandemic set off a race to develop new vaccines and therapeutics, and climate change has intensified work on renewable technologies).

In other cases, efforts to solve technical problems are the driving force behind scientific research. For example, developers may be in the midst of a technology development project when an unexpected problem forces them back to their labs to answer a scientific question (e.g., during deployment of commercial nuclear power in the 1950s, theoretical physicists were called in more than once to do additional basic scientific research in order to resolve technological problems that were impeding progress (Stoneham, 2010)). We also sometimes look to science to help us understand the effects of technologies, particularly as regards their environmental, health, and safety impacts (e.g., the climate effects of fossil fuel combustion, the health effects of smoking, or the efficacy of vaccines).

Advances in both scientific knowledge and technical knowhow typically result from research and development (R&D). R&D is the systematic and creative process of accumulating new knowledge and developing new applications of that knowledge. R&D comprises three activities. Basic research increases the stock of fundamental knowledge about phenomena of interest without regard to its specific application. Applied research also aims to increase the stock of knowledge but is targeted at practical knowledge needed to facilitate or support a specific application or end use. Finally, experimental development takes basic and applied research and combines it with newly developed practical and experiential knowledge to create new products or processes or to enhance existing products and processes (OMB, 2021). In general, basic research focuses on science, experimental development focuses on technology, and applied research focuses on both.

The results of R&D are usually new technologies, a deeper scientific understanding, or a combination of the two. But when it comes to applying a science and technology lens to policy analysis, we can’t stop there. We need to go further and think about how innovations generated by R&D spread widely (or only narrowly) throughout everyday life. In short, we need to think about the move from technology development to technology deployment. After studying two centuries of technological progress, Joseph Schumpeter used the phrase “creative destruction” to describe how successful technologies come to permeate society (1943, p. 83). Schumpeter’s critical insight is that two events must happen before innovation affects society in a meaningful way. First, researchers and entrepreneurs must create new ways of doing things that offer firms and consumers tangible benefits that exceed those of the status quo. Second, users of the new technology must decide that its lower costs, increased productivity, or other benefits are sufficiently valuable that they are willing to abandon or, in Schumpeter’s words, destroy business as usual and embrace the new technology (Linquiti, 2015).

When considering whether to adopt a new technology, a firm or consumer typically considers three factors: cost, performance, and uncertainty (Tassey, 1997). If a new technology is more expensive than an existing technology (e.g., electric vehicles relative to gas-powered vehicles), then the motivation to adopt it will be weaker, especially if its performance improvement over the status quo is modest. On the other hand, if the new technology offers substantial benefits relative to the current approach (e.g., a mobile phone versus a landline), then its adoption may be quick even if it carries a higher price. In addition, uncertainty may impede the diffusion of new technology. If there are questions about the performance or reliability of the new technology or about the ease of integrating it with existing ways of doing business (e.g., a car buyer’s concern that there won’t be sufficient charging capacity to make an electric vehicle practical), then its adoption will likely lag.

The final characteristic of scientific and technological innovation worth noting reflects the cumulative or aggregated effect of individual choices about technology adoption. Both the extent and speed of technology adoption matter. If only a few firms and consumers move to the new technology, its social impact will likely be modest. And even if large numbers of firms and consumers make the change, but do so slowly, over a long period of time, then adaptation to it may not be especially difficult. But if, as with smartphones, large numbers of firms and consumers rapidly move to the new technology, then the consequences can be much more disruptive, a topic to which we turn in the next section.



11.3.2 The Potentially Disruptive Consequences of Scientific and Technological Change

The story of technological disruption is as old as civilization itself. The printing press displaced scribes. Automobiles displaced horse and buggy transportation. Broadband streaming services have (largely) displaced over-the-air TV broadcasts. With a moment’s reflection, you can probably come up with your own examples of Schumpeter’s creative destruction. The future looks no different:


Groundbreaking emerging technologies—in fields such as artificial intelligence, quantum computing, gene editing, hypersonics, autonomy, and nanotechnology—are widely anticipated to have substantial economic and social impacts, affecting the ways people work, travel, learn, live, and engage with others and the surrounding world. The impacts are likely to be felt by people of all ages, across most industries, and by government.

(CRS, 2020, p. 1)



To further illustrate the types of scientific and technological changes that may have significant societal effects, Exhibit 11-3 provides the titles of analyses done by the science and technology support agencies of the US Congress and the UK Parliament in recent years. As you can see, the list is long and diverse.


Exhibit 11-3
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a US GAO: Government Accountability Office; UK POST: Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology. The GAO “Science and Tech Spotlight” series was initiated in September 2019, the UK POSTnote series in May 1989.

Sources: (GAO, 2021b; POST, 2021)





Slow and incremental changes in science and technology usually pose less of a challenge for policymakers (and thus policy analysts) than do disruptive changes. Disruption is not a precise concept, but it’s clear that there are several important drivers of the phenomenon.

	Rapid change gives firms and individuals less time to adapt to new ways of doing things, potentially causing a misalignment between their preferred approach and the approach necessitated by the new technology.
	Radical change necessitates more extensive modifications of current practices to accommodate new technologies; such modifications may be costly, difficult, or force the abandonment of existing assets prior to the end of their useful life.
	Convergent technologies bring together multiple disparate functions in one application, causing potentially disruptive changes across multiple domains. For example, smartphones offer in one device the functionality of a telephone, camera, address book, calculator, radio, television, and a library of books, among many other features. In turn, this single technology doesn’t just disrupt one aspect of current practices, it disrupts several at the same time.
	Novel technologies that lack historical analogues are more disruptive than technologies that are simply a new means of achieving an existing function. For example, the shift from horses to automobiles (a novel technology) was far more disruptive than the current shift to hybrids and electric vehicles, which don’t fundamentally change the nature of personal mobility.
	Widespread change that affects large numbers of firms, consumers, and workers may be more disruptive than changes that are concentrated within small sectors of society. Geographic reach is also important. Changes confined to a single region are apt to be less disruptive than nationwide changes.


Given the often-significant disruption caused by technological change, it’s important to recall why such change happens in the first place. New technologies generally diffuse through society only if firms or consumers find value in them. Otherwise, no one would be interested in changing their current practices. If you see new technologies being adopted, then it’s a safe bet that at least some folks are being made better off by them. At the same time, the diffusion of new technologies also suggests that firms and individuals with a stake in the status quo may be suffering adverse consequences. You can think about it this way: it’s great to be on the innovative side of Schumpeter’s creative destruction, but if you’re part of the enterprise that’s being destroyed, it’s a different matter.

In short, technological change routinely produces winners and losers. Sometimes the losses are tangible as firms lose market share and workers lose jobs. In other cases, the losses are intangible, as, for example, once prosperous communities face economic decline or, as we considered in Chapter 8, when technological change disturbs folks’ sense of security and personal sense of control over their own lives. With profits at risk for firms, livelihoods at risk for workers, and a sense of stability at risk for folks in general, it’s no wonder that disruptive technological changes can be controversial. Such controversies often become politicized as innovators seek changes in public policy to facilitate their success, and beneficiaries of the status quo aspire to use public policy to obstruct change:


[P]olitics are often neglected by … researchers, who tend to assume widespread support for progress in science and technology. In [several] cases, the losing interest groups were able to convince politicians to block, slow, or alter government support for scientific and technical progress. … Exactly who are these ‘losers’? Depending on the form it takes and the economic and political environment in which it appears, technological change can threaten labor, corporations, consumers, governments, and so on. … Resisters can organize and use their financial or electoral clout to influence government to slow technological change via a range of mechanisms: taxes, tariffs, anti-trust legislation, licensing, standards setting and regulations, manipulation of guidelines for research, and so on.

(Sapolsky & Taylor, 2011, pp. 33–34)



To better understand and potentially predict these political controversies, it may be helpful to recall some of the questions we introduced in Chapter 10 in the context of the political lens:

	Who wins and who loses as a consequence of the technological change?
	How big are their wins and losses?
	How politically powerful are winners and losers?
	Are the wins and losses concentrated among a small group or broadly spread across society?


Having looked through the science and technology lens to consider the potential societal disruption and subsequent political disputes caused by advances in scientific knowledge and technical knowhow, it’s time to consider how such issues may affect your policy analysis.



11.3.3 Incorporating Scientific and Technological Change in Policy Analysis

The links among science, technology, and public policy have been evident for decades. For example, the Technology Assessment Act of 1972, which established the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment (OTA), noted that:


As technology continues to change and expand rapidly, its applications are large and growing in scale; and increasingly extensive, pervasive, and critical in their impact, beneficial and adverse, on the natural and social environment. Therefore, it is essential that, to the fullest extent possible, the consequences of technological applications be anticipated, understood, and considered in determination of public policy on existing and emerging national problems.

(2 USC 472(2)(a,b))



Alas, OTA no longer exists. In 1995, amid sporadic accusations of liberal bias and a desire to cut Congressional spending, OTA became a target for then House Speaker Newt Gingrich and OTA was shut down. It operated for more than 20 years, and at its peak, in the early 1990s, OTA had a staff of over 200 and an annual budget of about $20 million (CRS, 2020). OTA’s Congressional sister agencies—the Congressional Research Service and the Government Accountability Office—have picked up some of its functions but not at the same scale or level of activity. Even though the institutional capacity to provide advice about science and technology has diminished, according to the National Academy of Public Administration, the need for such advice has not:


Profound scientific and technological changes that are accelerating in this century pose ever greater challenges for the U.S. government to consider how to anticipate issues arising from these advancements, and then fashion a responsive public policy in a timely manner. Congress not only seeks to adequately protect the American people from abuses and downside risks inherent with these changes, but also to consider policies that might harness them in order to enhance safety and prosperity for the Nation’s citizens.

(Fretwell, Rejeski, Hendler, Peroff, & McCord, 2019, p. 1)



Congress, of course, is just one group of policymakers who need advice about science and technology. Other branches of the federal government, as well as state and local policymakers have similar needs. But the (mostly) unmet need of Congress for such advice illustrates the importance of the topic and motivates my suggestion that you consider it in your policy analysis.

There are different ways in which issues of science and technology might relate to public policy. Exhibit 11-4 describes several ways to characterize such issues. Depending on your approach, different research questions will be relevant.

As you work to answer the research questions posed by Exhibit 11-4, several specific topics merit your consideration. In particular, GAO’s Science, Technology Assessment, and Analytics Team has suggested that six aspects of technological change deserve routine consideration by policymakers: economics, ethics, privacy, safety, security, and social stability (GAO, 2018). While there is some overlap among these categories, consideration of all six will reduce the chance of overlooking something important. But be sure to think expansively as you consider these factors, particularly because the impacts of technological change can be far-reaching.



Exhibit 11-4
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Source: Based, in part, on GAO (2021).




Economics: Because technological change is typically associated with creative destruction, it affects firms, industries, workers, consumers, communities, and countries. For example, robotics and automated manufacturing will reshape the workforce, increasing the need for some skills and rendering others obsolete. Jobs will disappear in some sectors while worker shortages may occur in others. Global trade may also be affected, as some countries deal more effectively than others with these changes.

Ethics: Technological change can raise ethical questions that society hasn’t previously addressed. For example, genome editing offers the possibility of preventing or treating debilitating diseases but runs the risk of creating unanticipated and undesirable hereditary modifications in the population writ large. The prospect of engineering the essence of life itself also raises profound moral and ethical questions.

Privacy: The right to hold one’s personal information confidential is a core value in the US national ethos; technological change has the potential to undermine that right. For example, brain–computer interfaces are systems that connect the brain to external devices as a means of treating hearing or vision loss. Such systems, however, mean that signals from within one’s brain are being digitized and manipulated on devices accessible by others.

Safety: Evolving technologies play an important role in safety, ranging from the personal level (e.g., 3-D printable guns) to the community level (e.g., 911 emergency systems) to the global level (e.g., national military capabilities). For example, hypersonic weapons, not yet a reality but currently under development, would reach speeds up to 3,800 mph and be very challenging to defend against. Countries that possess such weapons would enjoy a substantial military advantage over those that don’t, potentially upsetting the global balance of power, stimulating an arms race, or leading to armed conflict (GAO, 2019a).

Security: As discussed in Chapter 8, a sense of security and well-being is an important element of healthy community life. But cybercrime, identity theft, and the posting of defamatory content on social media are all made easier by a highly networked world. Moreover, the digital divide—where less prosperous communities don’t have ready access to the internet—means that many folks are being increasingly left behind as more and more essential activities move online.

Societal Stability: Some emerging technologies have the potential to fundamentally alter human relationships. Consider, for example, the proliferation of deepfakes, which are videos, photos, or audio clips that appear to authentically represent a real person but are in fact generated using artificial intelligence. The latest animated Hollywood movie might be enjoyable, but the technology can be put to more sinister uses. According to GAO, most current deepfakes are pornographic and often victimize women. And, in a post-truth era, deepfakes have the potential to undermine public confidence in audiovisual material and to sway the electoral process or provoke civil discord (GAO, 2020).


In suggesting that you incorporate the prospect of scientific and technological change in your policy analysis, I am not asking you to predict the future with complete accuracy. The path of technological change is circuitous. Some anticipated changes may never materialize, and others may emerge unexpectedly (CRS, 2019b). But continuous attention to the potential for major scientific and technological change not only minimizes the risk of surprises but also will allow more time for thoughtful and proactive policy responses to changes if and when they do occur.
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To recap our discussion of the science and technology lens, we identified several important considerations. We reviewed the ways in which scientific and technological innovations originate in R&D and then diffuse through society. Technological changes may be particularly disruptive when they are rapid, radical, convergent, novel, and widespread. Moreover, because technological change is usually the result of creative destruction, it typically produces both winners and losers who often resort to political action to advance their interests. When thinking about the potential impacts of disruptive scientific and technological change, policy analysts should consider six types of impacts: economic, ethical, privacy, safety, security, and social stability.







Chapter Summary

This chapter presented the final three lenses through which you can examine policy issues: the legal lens, the sustainability lens, and the science and technology lens. A summary of the material relevant to each lens appears as the final paragraph of, respectively, Sections 11.1, 11.2, and 11.3.




Discussion Questions



	As we saw in this chapter, the executive and judicial branches play prominent roles in policymaking. To what degree do you think this is appropriate? Has the legislative branch delegated too much authority to the executive? Has the role of the judiciary been inappropriately expanded in recent years as the result of vaguely worded or outdated legislation?
	Think about a recent Supreme Court case that was decided by a closely split court. Which side do you think was right? To what degree is your opinion shaped by legal reasoning or by policy reasoning? Do you think the Court applied the right form of reasoning to the case?
	How would you define sustainability? Is the concept of sustainability sufficiently precise to permit its inclusion in all policy analyses? Why? Why not?
	Pick one of the Sustainable Development Goals that interests you. How would you incorporate it in a policy analysis? What aspects of that SDG seem most relevant, least relevant? What aspects are ambiguous? Would pursuit of that SDG compromise the ability to attain other SDGs?
	Think about driverless autonomous vehicles. As they become more popular, what’s sorts of impacts will they have on society? Which of those impacts are a matter of public policy? Which new policies, if any, would you recommend to address a proliferation of autonomous vehicles?
	Identify a disruptive technological change that you suspect will become widespread in the next decade. How will it affect society? What are its upsides and downsides? What, if any, if a client or important stakeh changes should be made to public policy to increase its positive impacts or to limit its negative impacts?
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The exhibit lists sustainability as capital stocks and benefit flows. The capital stocks include natural capital, manufactured capital, human capital, and social capital. Benefit flows can be achieved through reinvestments and consumption, to meet the needs of the present and future generations.








Part Four The Building Blocks of Policy Analysis



[image: The image is an illustration of two individuals rowing along a narrow river bend, heading towards a waterfall. One of the rowers, with a map in his hand, quips that the camp is around the bend, unaware of the impending waterfall first. The caption for the image states that without the right map, you may have trouble reaching your destination.]

Let’s take our bearings. Part I of the book introduced you to the classical models of prospective and retrospective policy analysis. Both are powerful tools for generating insight into important policy issues but also frequently come up short for several inescapable reasons. Accordingly, I argued that we need a new understanding of policy analysis, a rebooted version of the field that strengthens its foundation while also expanding its scope.

Part II focused on the foundation by first stressing the importance of metacognition—how we think about thinking—and then describing the integration of logic and evidence to yield the strongest possible conclusions about both current conditions and future outcomes. Part II wrapped up by describing the mindset of an effective policy analyst.

Part III then focused on an expanded understanding of policy analysis that goes beyond the typical subjects of applied microeconomics, political science, and quantitative methods. In Part III, I advocated a panoptic approach that looks at policy issues through multiple lenses at the same time. In particular, I identified seven lenses that almost always deserve consideration when doing policy analysis: equity, economics, politics, institutions, the law, sustainability, and science and technology.

Having broadened the discussion in Part III, I’d now like to narrow our scope here in Part IV. While the first three parts of the book reviewed analytic processes in which we use critical thinking to break phenomena of interest down into their constituent parts, this part of the book focuses on putting the pieces back together to yield a more holistic view of things. The tools you’ll find here in Part IV can help you better map out the contexts in which policy issues arise and solutions are attempted. With such a map in hand, your policy analysis can better reflect the reality of the situation that you’re dealing with and improve your chances of success. And it may help you avoid the kind of mishaps that await our unsuspecting canoeists in the cartoon. In particular, the four chapters in this part of the book will help you learn how to:

	Use systems thinking to develop a deeper appreciation of the causes and effects of policy problems, to better understand the interrelationships among them, and to appreciate public policy as an intervention in complex and dynamic systems (Chapter 12),
	Recognize that all public policies can be viewed as actions taken today with the potential to change conditions in the future, meaning that the ability to visualize the future is an essential skill for all aspiring policy analysts to master (Chapter 13),
	Apply inclusive, user-focused design principles to revise existing policies and programs, to create new policy options that reflect a coherent theory about how change happens, and to strategically align the components of individual programs and policies (Chapter 14), and
	Complement your analytic and cognitive skills with practical skills that can help you conduct policy analysis in an efficient, ethical, and emotionally intelligent fashion (Chapter 15).


The final section of Chapter 15 comprises an afterword for the book as a whole. It recaps the key takeaways that, at least for me, are the most important. My hope is that, five years from now, even if many of the details of the book have left your mind, you might still be able to recall these takeaways.












Chapter Twelve Incorporating Systems Thinking in Policy Analysis


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Explain systems thinking and characterize its primary components.
	Describe the rationale for incorporating systems thinking into policy analysis.
	Build a problem tree that clarifies the causes and consequences of a public policy problem.
	Build an influence diagram that describes the broader system in which a policy problem arises and that identifies important causal relationships among the elements of the system.
	Build a causal loop diagram that not only describes a system and its constituent elements but also depicts feedback loops and time lags.
	Explain causal polarity, stocks and flows, and balancing and reinforcing feedback loops.
	Explain the trade-offs among the three forms of system maps.
	Identify the limitations of systems thinking when it comes to policy analysis.


Unintended consequences frequently undermine the efficacy of new public policies. Whether it’s a highway widening project that only leads to more traffic, a national prohibition on alcohol that leads to an increase in organized crime, or a military incursion that destabilizes a country and leads to civil war, new policies can sometimes leave their sponsors regretting their enactment. Such unintended consequences typically have their roots in a narrow focus on a single problem and a single solution. Policymakers often fail to recognize that public policy is only one element in a complex mix of factors that drive the outcomes of policy. Moreover, many policy issues are multifaceted conditions, like crime or income inequality, that have multiple causes and effects.

Unfortunately, the classical model of policy analysis, with its starting point in a single ‘problem’ and its linear progression toward a recommended policy, can make matters worse. Sometimes, a dysfunctional public program (i.e., a failed prior attempt to solve a problem) causes new and unexpected effects. In short, the world is often much more complicated than suggested by the classical model of policy analysis. Systems thinking can be helpful in such cases because, by looking at the totality of the situation, it may suggest multiple intervention points for public policy and help us anticipate the likely outcomes of such interventions, especially when those outcomes are not directly and immediately connected to the intervention.

This chapter starts in Section 12.1 with a definition of systems thinking and then turns in Section 12.2 to the links between it and policy analysis. Each of the next three sections reviews a specific technique for systems analysis—problem trees, influence diagrams, and causal loop diagrams—while Section 12.6 compares the three techniques by highlighting their similarities and differences. Finally, Section 12.7 reviews the limitations of systems analysis and the risks of mistaking your understanding of a system for the system itself.





12.1 What Is Systems Thinking?

For this chapter to make sense, we need to start with a definition of systems thinking. The highlights are listed in Exhibit 12-1. At its core, a systems perspective recognizes that many of the things we care about—policy issues, human behavior, the natural environment, or public health, to name just a few examples—arise not in isolation but occur in a larger context in which multiple factors play an important role in shaping the nature, behavior, and consequences of the thing we care about. A system comprises a set of elements whose interconnections determine—at least in part—their behavior.1 An element can be just about anything: a person, a virus cell, a government institution, a private firm, a car on the highway, an endangered species, or a nation-state.

1 Another driver of an element’s behavior are its intrinsic characteristics, which exist irrespective of the other elements in the system.



Exhibit 12-1 Key Aspects of Systems Thinking



	Interdependent relationships among elements
	Emergent phenomena at the system level
	Dynamic perspective that considers past, present, and future
	Potential time lags between causes and effects
	Delineation of system boundaries
	Differentiation of stocks and flows




To constitute a system, the elements must be in interdependent causal relationships with one another. In other words, a change in one element leads to changes in other elements, or in the first element itself. For example, a group of buyers and sellers is a system (i.e., a market) because the behavior of each market participant has an effect on other participants. If a new low-cost producer enters the market, buyers benefit when the market equilibrates at a lower price and existing producers suffer by virtue of the additional competition for their customers. By contrast, a bag of potato chips doesn’t comprise a system because the elements are not in a causal relationship. Taking one chip from the bag doesn’t change the nature of the remaining chips.

Exhibit 12-2 lists some common examples of systems that you might run across in your work as a policy analyst. You’ll notice that in some cases, multiple systems are linked such that we care not only about the behavior of each system but also about the nature of the linkages between them.


Exhibit 12-2
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An important feature of a system is that its behavior can be characterized simultaneously at two levels: the micro and the macro. At the micro level, we study the behavior of a system’s individual elements and the nature of their interdependent relationships with the other elements of the system. At the macro level, we take a more holistic perspective and study the behavior of the system as a whole. At the macro level, we’re interested primarily in emergent phenomena that are not apparent from the individual elements themselves but only emerge when the elements of a system interact. For example, the cars on a highway (and the capacity of the roads on which they’re driven) are elements in a system. If too many folks try to go somewhere at the same time (e.g., morning rush hour), new phenomena emerge: congestion, stop and go traffic (with more fender-bender accidents, more air pollution, and lower fuel economy), and longer commute times. In short, a system is more than just the elements that comprise it; it’s also an entity unto itself.

In addition to studying the behavior of individual elements at the micro level and emergent system behavior at the macro level, systems analysis also encourages us to take a dynamic view of the phenomenon we’re studying. In most cases, the current state of affairs doesn’t exist in isolation of the prior state of affairs. Past events and conditions typically go a long way toward explaining the current situation. For example, historical practices of redlining (i.e., formal policies that excluded families of color from owning homes in some neighborhoods) go a long way toward explaining current patterns of residential segregation in many US cities (Rothstein, 2017).

Moreover, systems analysis helps us make more educated projections about how the future may unfold as the result of the interaction of a system’s elements and its propensity to display emergent behavior. Over the past couple of decades, for example, an increase in the number of women admitted to medical schools has led to an increase in the number of female physicians; seeing med schools and professional practice as a single system allows us to anticipate the changing composition of the physician workforce in the years to come as the result of admission decisions being made today.2 Doing so can be particularly important in policy analysis when we’re thinking about introducing a policy intervention in one part of the system and trying to anticipate how other parts of the system may change as a consequence.

2 Of course, there are many other factors that could be incorporated into a systems analysis of women in the medical workforce, including pay equity, advancement opportunities, differences across gender lines in fields of specialization, and so on.


The dynamic nature of systems also alerts us to time delays that create potential lags between a change in one element and a subsequent change in another element. A new highway, for example, may initially lead to reduced congestion but later—after a few years—lead to more suburban housing development and a return of congestion. By contrast, a lane closure on an existing highway at rush hour will exacerbate congestion within minutes.

As a practical matter, systems analysis requires us to set boundaries on the scope of our analysis, or put another way, on what is inside and outside the system. If we don’t find a way to bound our analysis, we can end up with an unmanageably large set of things to consider. Suppose we’re looking at a proposed change to the minimum wage. Should we just consider folks who currently have a job? Those who might hold jobs in the future? Should we look only at employment effects or extend the analysis to consumers who might pay higher prices or to business owners who might earn lower profits? Should we consider impacts on workers in foreign countries? There is no ‘correct’ answer to these questions. In policy analysis, we often take a pragmatic approach to setting the system boundary. If a potential effect of a contemplated policy action would be relevant to the thinking of policymakers as they decide what to do, then we want to set the system boundary expansively enough to capture that effect. Conversely, if the potential effect would have no bearing on the decision, we can set the boundaries more narrowly.

Deciding on the system boundary is not a trivial task; the decision can have a profound effect on the outcome of your analysis. If you define a particular phenomenon as beyond the boundary of the system, you’re essentially saying that it (and the people affected by it) don’t matter to the decision being made. That might be true, but it’s best to be intentional in such cases, rather than excluding it simply by accident. As an example, recall from Chapter 9 that the Trump Administration estimated the social cost of carbon at $8 per ton of carbon dioxide while the Biden Administration pegged the number at $62 per ton. The primary driver of the difference between the two estimates is the analytic boundary. In the first, the boundary is a national one, focused only on impacts within the United States, while in the second case, the system is defined more expansively and includes the entire world.

Another feature of systems analysis is the attention paid to the difference between stocks and flows. A stock is a quantity measured at a point in time while a flow is a quantity measured over time. Continuing the example from above, the number of women graduating each year from medical school is a flow while the number of women who are practicing physicians at a particular point in time is a stock. Similarly, when we talked about sustainability in Chapter 11, we observed that a capital asset such as a factory (a stock that exists today) is capable of generating a stream of benefits (flows that occur in the future). As yet another example, if we want to use systems analysis to understand rush hour congestion on local roads, we need to think not only about how many cars are on the road at one time (a stock) but also about how many cars are entering and exiting the highway (inflows and outflows) over the course of the morning and afternoon commutes. Systems analysis can help us avoid the mistake of mixing up stocks and flows.



12.2 Why Incorporate Systems Thinking in Policy Analysis?

When we identify a policy problem and consider potential policy solutions, we are implicitly applying a mental map of how the world works. We need a mental map because the systems we’re interested in are largely invisible (Eggers & O’Leary, 2009), comprising intangible behavioral tendencies and emergent phenomena that may exist only in passing. If we’ve understood the world correctly, then our analysis rests on a solid foundation. Unfortunately, complex systems usually drive the reality of difficult societal challenges while simple or erroneous mental models often drive policy (Sterman, 2000). If the gap between the reality of the system and our mental map of it is too large, then like the unsuspecting canoeists in the cartoon in the Introduction to Part IV, we may be in for a surprise. In such cases, a new policy may not only fail to solve the problem, it may make the problem worse or cause other problems.

In some cases, the classical model of policy analysis is the culprit. In a well-intentioned effort to teach students to find order in the chaos of the real world, policy schools may inadvertently encourage reductionist thinking that focuses narrowly on only one aspect of a situation or, as discussed throughout Part III, applies only a single analytic lens when a panoptic view is needed. And, later in their careers, omnipresent time, resource, and information constraints may tempt analysts to settle for a simple, yet flawed, view of how the world works. As Einstein is reported to have said: “Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler” (Sessions, 1950, p. 89). Systems thinking is a prerequisite to sound policy analysis for at least three reasons:

	Policy problems arise in systems
	Public policies are implemented in systems
	Policy-relevant systems are largely invisible


Given the potential value of systems thinking in policy analysis, it’s worth our time to delve a little deeper into the link between the two. Let’s start with the concept of policy resistance, which refers to the tendency of an intervention (such as a new policy measure) to be undermined at least partially by the system’s reaction to the new measure itself (Ghaffarzadegan, Lyneis, & Richardson, 2011; Lane, 2016; Sterman, 2012). For example, when it comes to energy efficiency improvements, we often see what is referred to as the rebound effect. If you buy a high mileage car, you may end up driving more because you can go farther on a dollar’s worth of gas. If a policy analyst doesn’t take account of the rebound effect when estimating the impact of a vehicle mileage standard, he or she will overestimate its impact in reducing fuel use and vehicle emissions. As another example, consider efforts to fight forest fires which, when successful, preserve trees and other fuel that in turn can lead to more intense and destructive fires in the future (U.S. Forest Service, 2003). Policy resistance often means that only some fraction of the hoped-for improvements are actually achieved by the policy.

Systems analysis can also be helpful in identifying unintended consequences. Of course, a system doesn’t distinguish intended from unintended consequences. There are only consequences. We introduce a policy measure and the system reacts; it’s usually our failure of foresight that leads us to label some outcomes as unintended. Consider the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Two expected outcomes were realized: the removal of Saddam Hussein as the country’s leader and an answer to the question of whether Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction. But there were unintended consequences as well: the collapse of civil society and a failure of hoped-for democratic governance. Many have argued that these consequences could have been anticipated and mitigated with a holistic and long-term view of how events might unfold. The value of systems thinking is that it pushes us to consider the many interdependent relationships in a system and how they play out over time. If we’ve done a good job of characterizing the system before acting, we have a means of looking at a proposed policy measure and tracing its likely impacts on the other elements of the system. In doing so, we stand a better chance of anticipating its consequences, rather than being surprised by them after policy adoption.

Finally, systems analysis can be particularly helpful when it comes to managing wicked problems. Examples of such problems include climate change, global terrorism, human trafficking, and the pernicious effects of money in politics. You’ll recall from Chapter 3 that wicked problems have characteristics that make them especially difficult, or even impossible, to definitively resolve, including great complexity, significant uncertainty, and widely divergent societal viewpoints about how to address them. Rather than solving wicked problems, we can realistically hope only to manage them in ways that mitigate their most harmful consequences. A systems perspective gives us an expansive view of such problems and helps us monitor the impacts of efforts to manage them, potentially allowing us to make better policy and management decisions going forward.

The case for applying systems thinking to policy analysis was summarized in a 2012 National Research Council Study which, paraphrasing Sterman (2006), concluded that:


Perhaps the most important location where systems thinking is called for is in making decisions and crafting policies that help navigate the complex structures that populate the world in which we live. Moreover, because there is a lack of a meaningful systems thinking capability, policies often fail or worsen the problem they are intended to solve. In a world that is interconnected, systems thinking is an iterative learning process in which we replace a reductionist, narrow, short-run, static view of the world with a holistic, broad, long-term dynamic view, reinventing our policies and institutions accordingly.

(NRC, 2012, p. 62), internal quotation marks removed





12.3 Representing a System with a Problem Tree

You can apply systems thinking to policy analysis in one of three ways. Moving from simpler to more complex approaches, you might create a problem tree, an influence diagram, or a causal loop diagram. We’ll discuss each in turn below, as well as the similarities and differences among the three approaches.

A problem tree focuses on just one part of a system. Back in Section 1.1, we saw that the classical model of prospective policy analysis uses a problem definition as its point of departure, so let’s start there. More specifically, I suggested that a policy problem exists when there is a gap between current circumstances (i.e., a descriptive as-is condition) and our preferred circumstances (i.e., a prescriptive to-be condition). I recommended that you use the Five Whys technique to uncover the causal drivers of the problem and the Five So-Whats technique to identify its consequences. Doing so will certainly deepen your understanding of the problem, but in many cases, we need to go further.

Why is that? Because one limitation of the Five Whys and Five So-Whats technique is that it encourages linear thinking. When we ask why something happened, the technique assumes we get a single answer. In the Toyota Production System example, we asked why the factory machine stopped working and learned that it was because the circuit overloaded and tripped the circuit breaker. We then asked why the circuit overloaded, and so on. The same is true for answers to so what questions, where each consequence is assumed to have one follow-on consequence of its own. The result of this approach is a linear chain of causality with each factor having only one cause and one effect. In the world of public policy, things are usually more complicated.

As we talked about in Chapter 5, many phenomena are multivariate in nature, meaning that several factors combine to produce a result and, in turn, that each result may combine with other factors to yield multiple consequences. Rather than characterizing a policy problem with a linear chain of causes and effects, you can create a problem tree. The metaphor of a tree is intentional; the problem is the trunk, the causes are the roots, and the effects are the branches. Arrows denote causal relationships and point from causes to effects. A problem tree can be a helpful heuristic tool when you’re faced with “a complex and vaguely defined problem” (Veselý, 2008, p. 69).

This may make more sense with an example. Exhibit 12-3 depicts a problem tree focused on workers over the age of 50 but younger than their official retirement age. The concern is that the level of employment of these workers is lower than we’d like. In probing the causes of the problem, we find some attributable to the individual worker (like their attitude or skillset) and some attributable to employers (like age discrimination or an unwillingness to offer flexible working arrangements). In turn, these drivers can lead to one of two consequences: either the worker gives up and leaves the workforce or the worker persists in seeking a job but remains unemployed. Either choice exacerbates the problem of too few older, preretirement age, workers. The problem tree technique also helps us sort out the consequences of the problem, some of which affect the economy and some of which affect the workers themselves.

[image: The exhibit portrays an illustrative problem tree, specifically the employment of older workers.]DescriptionExhibit 12-3 Illustrative Problem Tree: Employment of Older Workers



Think back to the practice assignment I suggested in Section 1.1 when I asked you to draft a one paragraph problem definition for a policy issue you care about. I suggest that you now try something similar. Take the problem, causes, and consequences that you previously articulated in prose, and convert them into a problem tree like the one shown in Exhibit 12-3. There’s no right or wrong approach here. Simply trying your hand at creating the tree will help you understand what the method is all about.

Bear in mind, however, that a problem tree is only a heuristic tool—a rule of thumb—to help you differentiate between the important and unimportant aspects of a policy issue. A colleague could come along and build a different tree, emphasizing alternative causes and effects, perhaps even identifying a different core problem. Moreover, two problem trees representing the same situation but built for separate clients would also likely vary because of differences in normative assumptions about what constitutes a problem in the first place and which consequences are worth worrying about. The value of building a problem tree is often as much in the discipline it imposes on your thinking process as it is in the final product. Ultimately, the appropriate test of a problem tree isn’t whether it’s precisely right. Instead, ask whether the tree is helpful in creating insight and a common understanding when it’s shared among participants in a policy debate.



12.4 Representing a System with an Influence Diagram

As useful as a problem tree can be, the method has its limitations. Most importantly, it implicitly assumes that events flow in one direction only—from causes to effects, or in graphic form, from the roots of the tree to its branches. Unless you’re careful when looking at a problem tree, you might mistakenly think that addressing the causes of a problem is sufficient to solve the problem. In reality, there is often feedback when the consequences of an event circle back and change the conditions that gave rise to an event in the first place. As described in Section 12.2, this phenomenon can create policy resistance. Moreover, problem trees don’t specify the nature of the causal relationship between two factors. Sometimes, the relationship is positive, meaning that both factors move in the same direction (e.g., an increase in the first factor leads to an increase in the second); in other cases, the relationship is negative, meaning that the two factors move in opposite directions (e.g., where a decrease in the first factor leads to an increase in the second).3 Whether a relationship is positive or negative is referred to as the polarity of the causal connection between the two factors.

3 Note that the terms positive and negative are given their mathematical meaning and don’t connote normative notions of good or bad.


Both of these issues—the need to illustrate feedback effects and to depict causal polarity—can be accommodated with an influence diagram. As with a problem tree, the major elements of the system are mapped out, and the causal connections among them are identified. Any element can be causally connected to any other element, and the polarity of the causal relationship is indicated in the diagram. There is no standard convention for denoting polarity:

	Positive relationships may be depicted with a plus sign (+), an S (for ‘same’), or a solid line that ends with an arrowhead, while
	Negative relationships may be depicted with a minus sign (−), an O (for ‘opposite’), or a dotted line that ends with a small square.


Exhibit 12-4 displays an illustrative influence diagram based on the work of development specialists interested in fostering microscale agriculture in Ethiopia. Rather than oversimplify the situation, the project managers identified fifteen different factors that play an important role in the food security of households. They next identified 23 causal connections—some positive and some negative—among these factors. With a deeper and more holistic view of the situation, the odds of designing successful policy interventions increase appreciably. A naïve approach might, for example, assume that household well-being can be enhanced by giving each landowner a few goats or cattle. While that might be true, the influence diagram lets us see that doing so could lead to more area being set aside for grazing, with less available for crops. In turn, this may lead to higher cropping intensity, undermining soil fertility and crop production, leading to a decrease in income from crop sales and reducing household grain stocks.

[image: ]Exhibit 12-4 Illustrative Influence Diagram: Relationship Among Livestock, Crop Production, Capital, & Food Security in an Ethiopian District




If you took my suggestion in the prior section to mock-up a problem tree, you might now want to try to convert it to an influence diagram. To do so, you would first think more expansively and add any system elements that didn’t fit within the narrower, more linear framework of a problem tree. Next, for each causal relationship in the diagram (i.e., each arrow from one box to another), identify its polarity. Finally, identify any additional causal relationships that capture the ways in which consequences from one element may feed back to become causal drivers of another element. Doing so may entail adding arrows that run from top to bottom or left to right (or vice versa), as needed.


As with a problem tree, the primary purpose of an influence diagram is not to yield a formulaic model that precisely characterizes the system you’re looking at. Instead, its best use is as a means of ensuring that you’re taking a holistic view of the situation and considering how the pieces fit together. Moreover, an influence diagram can be the basis of a conversation with colleagues, clients, and stakeholders in which you consider each element and the causal relationships among them.4 As you collectively and iteratively work on the diagram, you will likely develop new insights that are relevant to your policy analysis.

4 As we’ll see later in this chapter, however, there are some circumstances in which the complexity of an influence diagram may hinder communication with folks who don’t have the time or inclination to ponder its details.




12.5 Representing a System with a Causal Loop Diagram

Causal loop diagrams (or CLDs) are like influence diagrams on steroids.5 Their goals are the same—to describe how a system works and to project its behavior—but a CLD adds several features. First, while an influence diagram may depict feedback effects, a CLD requires that feedback loops be made explicit and then characterizes them as either reinforcing (amplifying) or balancing (compensating) loops. Recall that feedback occurs when a change in one variable leads to a change in other variables that then—either directly or indirectly—‘feeds back’ to a change in the behavior of the first variable.

5 If you’re really adventurous, CLDs can be turned into mathematical models that simulate all aspects of a system over time. More on this later in the chapter.


As a simple example of a reinforcing loop, consider a savings account that pays interest. At the beginning of the year, you make a deposit. You start the second year with the original deposit, plus the interest earned over the first year. Because you start with more money, you earn more interest in the second year than in the first. As the process repeats (or is ‘reinforced’), the account balance grows by a greater and greater amount each year. As a simple example of a balancing loop, consider the rabbits who live in my backyard. For a few months every year, their numbers increase but eventually the foxes who live nearby discover their presence and the rabbit population soon declines. Later, the then-hungry foxes head elsewhere in search of food and the rabbit population rebounds. In other words, an increase in the number of rabbits provokes an increase in the number of foxes, in turn, reducing (or ‘balancing’) the number of rabbits, until the cycle repeats again.

A second difference between a CLD and an influence diagram is the former’s more rigorous treatment of the passage of time. As noted in Section 12.1, effects sometimes quickly follow the events that trigger them; in other cases, effects take a long time to become apparent. In a sped-up world where information, money, and products move quickly around the world, we can easily overlook the time it takes for public policies to have a meaningful impact on the problems they’re intended to address. In a CLD, lags are noted with two small lines perpendicular to the causal arrow to which they apply.6 By forcing the user to characterize each causal link as working quickly or slowly, a CLD provides a disciplined way to sort out how long it may take to experience the effects of a policy change.

6 In a computerized simulation of a CLD, time lags must be precisely specified (e.g., so many days, months, or years) between the occurrence of a cause and the subsequent occurrence of the effect.


A third feature of a causal loop diagram is the careful delineation of stocks and flows. As mentioned previously, conflating stocks and flows can lead to serious confusion. If we quantify the stocks and flows in a CLD, we can gain considerable insight into a system’s operation. As another simple example, let’s consider a young gig worker named John, who drives episodically for Uber and lives in his parent’s basement. John decides whether to work on any given day based on the balance in his bank account (the stock). If it’s below $500, he puts in four hours of driving and earns $70 (an inflow). Otherwise, he hangs out with friends, going to the movies and eating fast food. His lifestyle costs him $40 per day (an outflow). We can use a CLD to characterize John’s situation. If you look at the left portion of Exhibit 12-5, you’ll see that his behavior constitutes a balancing feedback loop. As his bank balance goes down, he eventually heads out to earn more money but only after waiting for the balance to drop below his self-imposed threshold of $500. When he does work, he earns $70 which is not quite enough to cover two days of spending. Accordingly, he sometimes needs to work two days in a row, but sometimes, a day of work is enough to top up his bank account. When a balancing feedback loop has a delay, we often see oscillating system behavior. As shown in the righthand portion of Exhibit 12-5, John’s bank balance oscillates between about $460 and $530 over the month, as the result of this balancing feedback loop.

[image: The exhibit graphically projects an illustration of a balancing causal loop.]DescriptionExhibit 12-5 Illustration of a Balancing Causal Loop



A causal loop diagram can also describe more complex systems with more than one feedback loop. Look at the population model shown in Exhibit 12-6. For starters, note that it contains both stocks and flows. The population is a stock while births and deaths represent, respectively, inflows to and outflows from the population. The population at the end of a year is equal to the population at the start of the year plus births during the year minus deaths during the year. These inflows and outflows are driven by, respectively, the application of the birth and death rates to the overall population.

[image: The exhibit depicts an illustration of population dynamics using a causal loop diagram.]DescriptionExhibit 12-6 Illustration of Population Dynamics Using a Causal Loop Diagram



When it comes to births, the feedback loop is reinforcing (denoted by the encircled letter R). With the number of births measured as a fraction of total population, when population increases, so does the number of births. Conversely, when it comes to deaths, the feedback loop is balancing (denoted by the encircled letter B). As the population shrinks, fewer people die each year. The overall behavior of this system is driven by three variables: the initial population, the birth rate, and the death rate.

Assuming an initial population of 1 million people, Exhibit 12-7 depicts the population under two scenarios for the birth and death rates. When the birth rate is higher than the death rate, the population increases and when the reverse is true, the population decreases. As shown by the graphs, the speed and magnitude of population changes depend on the values of the birth and death rates.

[image: The exhibit illustrates the population over time under alternative birth and death rates.]DescriptionExhibit 12-7 Population over Time Under Alternative Birth Rates and Death Rates




As a final example of a complex causal loop diagram, let’s build a CLD from scratch based on a narrative description of a system. We’ll rely on informal work done by Benson and his colleagues to understand factors driving an increase in Mexico’s murder rates in 2017.


From the outside, an obvious factor is that Mexico is a conduit for some of the world’s most prominent drug trafficking. Therefore, as a natural result of an industry that is both lucrative and illegal, constant violence between gangs and onto civilians is expected. Nevertheless, although we found through a variety of reports that the murder rate in Mexico was spiking, this simple answer of cartel warfare turned out to not be the full story. In actuality, stronger government enforcement has led to destabilization of Mexican cartels and gangs, and ironically, increased the murder rate. Essentially, captured leaders and other high ranking officers leave a bloody power vacuum, causing massive infighting between members jockeying for higher positions. Also attempting to fill this power vacuum are new, local gangs looking to snag a portion of the drug trade’s immense profits. Meanwhile, other members abandon their destabilized organizations and turn to other illicit and violent activities that utilize their illegal skillsets, bringing their criminality into previously untouched neighboring states. As a result, murder rates increase across the board. So in part the murder rate is rising because of successful efforts to disrupt the drug trade. Short-term wins can spark new longer-term problems.

(Benson, 2019, p. 207) emphasis in original



For our purposes here, we’ll assume that the system has been accurately described. Benson’s group initially had a simplistic view of the system and thus a fundamental misunderstanding of the problem. If you look at the top part of Exhibit 12-8, you can see a graphic depiction of their initial causal reasoning. The drug business is violent and dangerous. If murders are going up, it must be because the drug trade is increasing. Based on this understanding, a policymaker might hope to drive down the murder rate by targeting drug cartel leaders to undermine the drug trade. The lower portion of Exhibit 12-8 presents this approach diagrammatically. More law enforcement will decrease the number of cartel leaders, in turn diminishing the drug trade and reducing the murder rate. But as noted, the murder rate is going up, not down. A complex situation was being oversimplified.

[image: The exhibit projects a simplistic mental model that may overlook important characteristics of a system.]DescriptionExhibit 12-8 A Simplistic Mental Model May Overlook Important Characteristics of a System




By converting Benson’s narrative prose into the causal loop diagram depicted in Exhibit 12-9, we can more easily see the nature of the system and the causal connections between its elements. As law enforcement officials have arrested and imprisoned current cartel leaders, they have disrupted the drug trade but also set in motion a series of other events that actually increased the number of murders.

[image: The exhibit illustrates the causal loop diagram to determine the relationship between drug trade and murder rate.]DescriptionExhibit 12-9 Illustrative Causal Loop Diagram: Relationship between Drug Trade and Murder Rate



There are several feedback loops in this diagram. To keep things simple, I’ve elected to highlight only two. The first is a balancing loop in which, as the number of current cartel leaders is reduced, the number of violence-prone rivals attempting to seize leadership is increased. The second is a reinforcing loop which captures the totality of the overarching—and initially counterintuitive—phenomenon that Benson describes: as law enforcement pressure is increased, the murder rate climbs. I also incorporated three lags in the causal loop diagram. It’s only conjecture on my part, but I suspect there would be a delay before the rival cartel leaders and violence-prone local gangs consolidate their control and restore the drug trade to previous levels. I also added a lag between a change in the number of disaffected cartel members and the point when criminal enterprises outside the drug trade are affected.


In addition, if we want to visualize what might happen to the drug trade and the murder rate in the future, the causal loop diagram would be a big help. For example, we could consider the degree to which law enforcement sustains the pressure on the cartels (and their new leaders), whether cartel rivalries persist or are resolved, and whether law enforcement prioritizes new nondrug criminal enterprises.

As mentioned earlier, a fully specified causal loop diagram can be converted into a computerized simulation model in which the behavior of each element is predicted and tracked over time.7 Doing so requires that all causal relationships be specified mathematically, that stocks and flows be measured in commensurable units, and that all time lags are consistently quantified. Doing so can be a tall order. For example, if we eliminate five senior cartel leaders, how many rivals will violently vie for power? Three? Five? Ten? What’s the right metric for ‘criminality’? The number of murders? The number of assaults? Something else? These are tough analytic issues that defy easy answers. Back in Chapter 5, I mentioned the adage ‘garbage in, garbage out’ to describe situations where we apply sophisticated analytic tools to inputs that we know to be flawed. In such cases, we can’t have much confidence in the results.

7 Simulation software includes Vensim®, AnyLogic, and Stella® Architect.


Nonetheless, causal loop diagrams can be a powerful tool for clarifying your thinking about messy and complex situations. And, for a confined system with a manageable number of elements (e.g., traffic congestion in a specific location), a computerized system simulation model might very well yield valid results. But even if you never convert your CLD into a simulation model, the process of creating it will force you to take an expansive, dynamic, and holistic view of your subject and give you a way to visualize how the system will operate over time.



12.6 A Problem Tree, Influence Diagram, or Causal Loop Diagram?

There are similarities and differences among these three approaches to systems thinking. To start, there are some tasks common to all approaches. You first need to decide which elements belong in your system map (i.e., what goes in each box in the diagram). Start with the ‘Five Whys’ and ‘Five So-Whats’ technique, but if you come up with more than one answer to each question, it’s fine to include all of the causes and consequences as separate elements in your diagram.

In addition, try asking the ‘Who?’ question a few times. Start by reviewing the material in Chapter 6 on identifying relevant stakeholders and then consider questions such as:

	
If there is a change to public policy, who will be directly obligated to change their behavior? What aspects of their behavior will likely change? In what ways will it change? Might they opt to ignore the new policy?
	Who will be incentivized—though not required—to change their behavior? Would a new policy alter incentives based on changes in prices, taxes, or subsidies? How would firms’ opportunities to earn profit or avoid losses, or individuals’ opportunity to earn more or less income, change?
	Based on the likely reactions of parties directly affected by public policy, what are the follow-on consequences among those who are indirectly affected?


Whether you’re building a problem tree, influence diagram, or CLD, be sure to capture the causes and consequences of the behavior of all relevant stakeholders. By forcing yourself to systematically characterize who is affected by current conditions or who will be impacted by a potential policy change, you will inevitably have to describe the relevant relationships.

When it comes to drawing the arrows that depict causal relationships between the system’s elements, keep in mind Chapter 5’s definition of causality. To claim that one thing causes another, we need to ensure that cause temporally precedes effect, that cause and effect predictably covary, that competing explanations of covariation have been ruled out, and, ideally, that we have a plausible theoretical explanation of why the cause produces the effect.

Systems thinking doesn’t require that all elements in the system and the causal relationships among them be quantified. You might think, for example, that social media fosters political sectarianism, or that an increased police presence contributes to a sense of well-being among citizens concerned about crime but a sense of discomfort among those worried about police misconduct, or that a winning local sports team engenders camaraderie and civility among residents. While some parts of these three examples might be amenable to quantification, some are not. Moreover, characterizing in formulaic terms the causal relationship among these elements (e.g., a ten-point increase in the local team’s win record leads to a 20 percent increase in civility) would strain credulity. If you think an element, or the relationship between two elements, drives the system’s behavior, then the elements and relationships belong in your system map even if they can’t be precisely measured or formulaically expressed.

One of the most useful features of a systems analysis is that it helps you identify feedback loops. If you find that you want to draw two arrows—pointing in opposite directions—between the same two elements in your system, be careful. In simple cases, like interest earned on the balance of a bank account, the operation of the system will be clear. But feedback often takes a circuitous route as a change in one element affects other elements before feeding back to produce a change in the first element. Remember John, our gig worker? His bank balance increased when he went out and worked, but not otherwise. That’s why, back in Exhibit 12-5, we had to first add the lag to capture his eccentric approach to working and, second, include the act of earning money as a stand-alone element to portray how his episodic labor affects his bank balance. This vignette illustrates an important point: there is no single correct way to diagram a system. The ultimate test of a system map is whether it captures all relevant features of the system and unambiguously conveys how it works.

The final common feature of attempts to capture and describe the operation of a system is that such attempts usually turn out better if approached iteratively and collaboratively. Iteration is needed because the first draft of a system map is invariably incomplete. The act of creating it demands that you think through causes and effects; if you’re doing it right, expect to be surprised as new factors come to light and you have to add elements and rearrange the arrows in your system map. Collaboration is also needed because, for most complex policy issues, rarely does a single person (i.e., you) have all the answers to all the relevant questions. You’ll probably need help from subject matter experts and from stakeholders affected by policy problems and proposed attempts to remedy them. Getting such help can ensure that you don’t overlook important elements of the system. Finally, if you’re like me, the simple act of sharing my work and trying to explain it to others often reveals shortcomings in my own thinking.8

8 If you want to make sure you have a solid command of a subject, try teaching it to someone else. You’ll quickly find the gaps in your understanding of the subject.


When it comes to differences among problem trees, influence diagrams, and causal loop diagrams, Exhibit 12-10 contrasts the key features of each approach and notes some important differences. Moreover, as shown in Exhibit 12-11, there is a trade-off between the time and effort needed to prepare the system map and its degree of analytic sophistication and rigor. Problem trees are simplified views of a relatively small portion of the system map. As such, they can usually be developed more quickly than influence diagrams or CLDs. Their narrow focus, however, means that important elements of the system may be overlooked.


Exhibit 12-10
[image: ]


[image: The exhibit depicts the methods of systems analysis, particularly trade-offs.]DescriptionExhibit 12-11 Methods of Systems Analysis: Trade-offs



If you take a broader and more rigorous view of the system, as you do with an influence diagram or causal loop diagram, you will undoubtedly develop a deeper understanding of how the system works. The price you’ll pay, however, is that it takes more research and subject matter expertise to go beyond a basic problem tree. Such trade-offs are common in policy analysis. As discussed in Chapter 7, policy analysts often face a tension between their ability to produce a comprehensive, thoroughly researched deliverable and the constraints created by time, resource, and information limitations. The three variants of systems analysis provide an apt illustration of how this dilemma may play out. You might hope to develop a complete causal loop diagram, but have to settle instead for a problem tree.




12.7 A Caveat: Don’t Mistake Your System Map for the System Itself

Systems analysis can be a powerful tool for gaining insight into a policy issue and for thinking through the consequences of potential policy interventions. But no matter how hard you work on your system map, you’re always at risk of overlooking something important or misunderstanding a key causal relationship, particularly if, owing to time and resource constraints, you’ve only been able to prepare a problem tree rather than an influence diagram or causal loop diagram.


On the other hand, don’t mistake the complexity of a system map for an indicator of its accuracy. Most folks have a tendency to see detailed descriptions as more credible than those couched in simpler terms (Kahneman, 2011; Tetlock, 2005). The simple fact that your system map contains a large number of elements with many causal connections does not—by itself—make it a better representation of reality than a simpler map. It could be, but only if each piece of the map reflects strong evidence and sound inference. In short, systems analysis is not a panacea. As one scholar put it:


… businesses do not live in a neat, orderly world where causal relationships are always clearly defined and where causality always works in one direction only. The business environment is much more interactive, full of ‘feedbacks’ where some ‘downstream’ development reacts back upon, and alters behavior ‘upstream.’ Perhaps most important, it is full of unplanned, or accidental developments that then turn out to have an important set of consequences of their own. It is essential to emphasize the unexpected and the unplanned, even if—especially if—it renders serious quantification impossible.

(Rosenberg, 1990, p. 168)



So, does that mean that systems analysis is a fool’s errand? Not at all. While your system map is not the system itself any more than a map of New York City is an actual city, it still can help you find your way to your destination. The map may leave out some streets and include others that don’t exist. It may occasionally send you in the wrong direction, but relying on a map is probably a better idea than randomly walking up and down city streets trying to find your destination.

Moreover, when it comes to systems thinking, the policy analyst is often also the mapmaker. In some ways, the act of creating the map can be as valuable as the finished product. To build a system map, you need to think critically about all the elements relevant to the policy issue you’re studying and how they’re interconnected, look at the situation through all seven of the lenses described in Part III, and consult with colleagues and stakeholders to help you understand how the system really works. Systems analysis is a lot like planning in general. As President Eisenhower often said:


In preparing for battle I have always found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.

(Nixon, 1990, pp. 234–235)



In short, I am making a nuanced argument here. You can never achieve an omniscient, holistic, and perfect understanding of a system. You’ve heard this point before. Back in Section 3.2.4, we noted Charles Lindblom’s argument that achieving a synoptic, or comprehensive, view of a policy-relevant situation is impossible. Moreover, Herbert Simon’s boundedly rational decisionmaker who aspires only to satisfice by picking the first option that appears good enough for the situation at hand is unlikely to have any use for a sophisticated systems analysis.

But this is not an argument for ignorance. At a worst, building a system map is likely to be immensely educational. At best, the result will be a solid foundation upon which to build a policy analysis. Either way, Lindblom’s and Simon’s word provide a cautionary tale. I can assure you—without even having seen it—that your system map is imperfect: I suggest you always keep that thought in mind. As we saw in Chapter 7, the best policy analysts always bring an element of humility to their work.

Another persistent challenge faced by systems analysts is making their work understandable to their clients. In policy analysis, we often aspire to map complex and evolving systems. The social, economic, and political components of such systems may resist simple characterization. The result of trying to capture all relevant factors in one system map can sometimes seem overwhelming. If you have any doubt, take a look at Exhibit 12-12, which was prepared by the United Kingdom’s Foresight Programme (UK GOS, 2010).

The purpose of the project was to understand likely land use patterns in the United Kingdom over the coming 50 years with an emphasis on sustainability and on obtaining the highest economic and social benefit from land use decisions. Some readers may find the result—147 elements and 276 causal links among them—a bit intimidating. But, in my opinion, if a policy analyst aspires to think holistically about a complicated issue, he or she has little choice but to embrace the complexity.

But not everyone feels the same way. Influence diagrams have even made the front page of the New York Times, and not in a good way. In an article entitled “We Have Met the Enemy and He is PowerPoint,” we learn about a dense, hard-to-read influence diagram of US counterintelligence efforts in Afghanistan. The diagram—with over 100 elements and about 250 causal links among them—was shown to General Stanley McChrystal, leader of American and NATO forces in Afghanistan. His reaction?


“When we understand that slide, we’ll have won the war,” General McChrystal dryly remarked, as the room erupted in laughter.

(Bumiller, 2010, p. 1)



The article went on to note that influence diagrams are often derisively dismissed by military leaders as “spaghetti charts” that can “hypnotize chickens.”

Ultimately, the problem here wasn’t necessarily one of a flawed analysis but instead was more likely one of a flawed approach to working with a client. When folks get tested for COVID, they’re not looking for an explanation of the genomic structure of the virus. They just want to know if they’re sick. Similarly, when you conduct a sophisticated systems analysis as part of a policy analysis, it’s typically not a good idea to overwhelm your client with all the details of your work. Instead, think of your system map as a library of information from which you can extract useful insights for your client. You only need to share those insights, not the minutiae of how they were created. Of course, if asked, you can always share your system map with your client, but my advice is to wait to be asked before showing your “spaghetti chart” to the client.


[image: The exhibit illustrates an influence diagram of the UK land use futures project.]DescriptionExhibit 12-12 Influence Diagram: UK Land Use Futures Project (147 Elements & 276 Causal Links)



From time to time, some of my students—frustrated with the complexity of systems analysis and anxious to move quickly to address societal problems they care deeply about—complain that I’m overcomplicating things by asking them to think holistically, panoptically, and systemically about all of the factors related to their issue of concern. I’ve never come up with a great response to their concerns, other than to point out that the world is a complicated place and to remind them that it’s not only public policy that can be exceedingly confusing. Smart phones, robotic surgery, animated feature films, modern automobiles, and jetliners capable of flying halfway around the world are just a few examples of fantastically complex undertakings that take thousands of hours to develop and produce. It seems to me that tackling profound societal challenges is worthy of a similar level of effort.





Chapter Summary

This chapter argued that systems thinking is an important skill for aspiring policy analysts to master. I recommended systems thinking as a means of seeing policy issues in a holistic context and for lowering the chances of unintended consequences in the aftermath of a policy’s implementation. The value of systems analysis stems from the fact that policy problems arise in systems, that policy interventions take place within systems, and that policy-relevant systems are largely invisible.

We reviewed the defining characteristics of all systems and considered three different ways of mapping the key features of a system: problem trees, influence diagrams, and causal loop diagrams. Problem trees are quick and straightforward to prepare, but are not comprehensive in scope. By contrast, causal loop diagrams are much more expansive but can take considerable time and effort to prepare. Causal loop diagrams can also be hard to understand at a quick glance and are not an optimal means of describing a complex system to a busy policymaker. We closed with a review of the pitfalls of mistaking a system for the system itself and a reminder to always bring an element of humility to your analytic work.




Discussion Questions



	Pick a policy issue that you’re concerned about. If you were to draw a map to characterize the system in which it arises, what elements would you include? What relationships among the elements are most important? Where would you draw the system’s boundaries?
	Consider the problem of high school dropout rates that differ across socioeconomic lines. Can you think of causal drivers with a positive link to the problem? How about drivers with a negative link?
	Can you come up with an example of a policy-relevant reinforcing loop? How about a balancing loop?
	Problem trees are relatively easy to develop, but how useful are they? Does their simplicity undercut their value?
	Causal loop diagrams can be difficult and time consuming to develop. Are they worth the effort?
	Is systems analysis a lot of work for little payoff? What are the upsides of incorporating systems thinking in policy analysis? How about the downsides?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit is an illustrative problem tree of employment of older workers. The main problem, low employment of workers over 50 but younger than retirement age, is reasoned through effects and causes. Effects include greater social security trust fund deficit, weaker economy, lower quality of life for affected workers, higher costs for social security system, smaller workforce, social isolation of affected workers, and lower standard of living for affected workers. The causes mainly include disinterest in finding and keeping a job, early retirement or exit from the workforce, unemployment while remaining part of a workforce, insufficient skills and flexibility, age-related disability, unavailability of flexible working arrangements, and age discrimination.


Back to Figure
The exhibit depicts an illustration of a balancing causal loop, where an individual’s bank balance is determined by hours worked and money earned. An oscillation is depicted in John’s bank balance where his earnings oscillate over the month as a result of the balancing feedback loop.


Back to Figure
The exhibit is of an illustration of population dynamics by use of a causal loop diagram. In regards to population stock, inflows represent the births (R), while outflows represent the deaths (B) and are driven by the application of increase and decrease in birth and death rates to the overall population.


Back to Figure
The exhibit is a depiction of the population over a period of time under alternative birth and death rates. The population as per joint effect of reinforcing birth rate of 1.0% and balancing death rate of 2.5% saw a steep decline from 1,000,000 population to 250,000. Whereas the joint effect of reinforcing birth rate of 2.4% and balancing death rate of 1.5% saw a sharp increase from 1,000,000 to 2, 250,000 of population.


Back to Figure
The exhibit is of a simplistic mental model that may overlook important characteristics of a system where drug trade equals to an increase in the murder rate. Whereas police intervention through law enforcement targeted at current cartel leaders result in a decrease in current cartel leader activity but increase in drug trade and murder rates.


Back to Figure
The exhibit shows an illustrative causal loop diagram to determine the relationship between drug trade and murder rate. It shows a balancing loop where policy intervention through law enforcement targeted at current cartel leaders reduces current cartel leader activity, thereby further resulting in decline in activity among violence-prone rival cartel leaders and local gangs but an increase in the current cartel members, drug trade, and murders, which rise due to non-drug trade criminality.


Back to Figure
The exhibit shows the trade-off method of systems analysis. Th trade-off between ease of preparation and analytic rigor determine the problem tree, influence diagram, and casual loop diagram.


Back to Figure
The exhibit is an illustration of an influence diagram for the UK land use futures project. They include 147 elements and 276 causal links. Some of the factors that influence climate change include agricultural water use, frequency and height of storm surges, frequency of extreme rainfall events, overland water runoff, sea level rise, changes in seasonal events, average UK temperature, growing season, GHG removal from atmosphere, sequestration of organic C, GHG emissions from cropland, and GHG emissions from livestock.








Chapter Thirteen Using Policy Analysis to Visualize the Future


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Determine which aspects of the future need to be characterized in order to conduct a comprehensive and credible policy analysis.
	Develop succinct and unambiguous evaluation criteria.
	Explain projective inference and distinguish it from descriptive inference.
	Visualize future policy outcomes using disciplined calculation, microeconomic analysis, and extrapolation from evidence and experience.
	Explain the plurality of the future and the role of probabilistic projections in policy analysis.
	Use the expected value approach, sensitivity analysis, and breakeven analysis to make decisions under uncertainty.
	Describe scenario planning and how it can be incorporated in policy analysis.
	Understand and apply specific skills to improve the accuracy of predictions about the future performance of today’s policy choices.


Since its earliest days, the policy sciences movement has recognized the importance of anticipating how conditions in the future would be affected by policy actions taken in the present (Rothwell, 1951). Seventy years later, Scoblic and Tetlock put a modern spin on the topic:


Every policy is a prediction. Tax cuts will boost the economy. Sanctions will slow Iran’s nuclear program. Travel bans will limit the spread of COVID-19. These claims all posit a causal relationship between means and ends. … This makes every policymaker a forecaster.

(2020, p. 10)



To provide policymakers with wise and suitably qualified advice, policy analysts thus need to visualize the future as clearly as possible.1 This chapter offers you a few tools for doing so. But first a caveat: none of these suggestions will give you a crystal ball that can see the future with 20/20 vision. These tools can only give you some insight into the future and help you make better forecasts than you otherwise might.

1 In prospective policy analysis, visualizing the future is the central task. There is an analogous process in retrospective program evaluation. Rather than visualizing the future, however, you need to visualize an alternative version of the past in which the program being evaluated didn’t exist (i.e., a counterfactual scenario).


We start in Section 13.1 with the process of figuring out which aspects of the future need to be characterized in a policy analysis. Section 13.2 explores the process of using projective inference to describe a future that hasn’t yet occurred. A key theme is that it’s usually a mistake to think about a single future; instead, with multiple possible outcomes, the future is actually plural. Section 13.3 reviews some of the techniques from classical policy analysis for projecting the future while Section 13.4 offers a couple of ideas—systems analysis and scenario planning—as a means of supplementing traditional approaches. Finally, this chapter closes with a few suggestions for honing your predictive skills.




13.1 What Aspects of the Future Do You Need to Visualize?

As noted in Section 4.2, trade-off-free policy options don’t exist. All policy proposals (including sticking with the status quo) have pros and cons that manifest themselves over time. A key task for policy analysts is thus to identify trade-offs among those pros and cons. Comparing policies is much easier when we use a criteria-alternatives matrix to consistently apply a fixed set of evaluation criteria to each policy option. In turn, the future you need to visualize is the performance of each option with respect to each criterion.2

2 Not all policy analyses endeavor to visualize the future under all criteria and all policy options. Depending on client needs, you might look at all criteria but only for one option, at all options but only for one criterion, or at the performance of a single option with respect to one criterion. In other words, you could be trying to populate an entire criteria-alternatives matrix, a single row, a single column, or a single cell with projections of the future.


As explained in Chapter 1, ‘off-the-shelf’ criteria for evaluating policy proposals include the cost, efficacy, equity, and administrability of the policies being evaluated. But the choice of criteria is always sensitive to the decision context. If a client or important stakeholders are especially interested in a particular attribute of the policies being evaluated, then the analyst should consider converting that attribute to a criterion for the analysis. Moreover, a careful assessment—based on systems thinking—of the potential for unintended consequences will likely point the way to additional criteria that belong in the analysis. Below are a few more suggestions about using criteria to think about the future consequences of policy action.

For starters, when you’re defining evaluation criteria, avoid generalities. Instead strive to be specific and succinct in each criterion (Hammond, Keeney, & Raiffa, 1999). Try to express each criterion in a single sentence by trading nuance and detail for brevity and clarity. The discipline imposed by the one-sentence test will force you to focus on the most important idea and leave out the rest, but be careful not to create a two-in-one evaluation criterion. Think about this criterion: ‘Reduce delays in airport security queues while minimizing the chance that a potential terrorist is allowed to fly.’ Sounds like a laudable goal, right? The trouble comes because delays and threats are two distinct constructs. Yes, they’re linked, but combining them into a single criterion sets up an intractable analytic problem. Imagine a proposal to end screening at the airport. Delays would vanish, but risks would likely increase. How would you report the performance of this proposal with respect to the two-in-one criterion? Will it perform very well? Or very poorly? In short, we need two separate criteria: ‘minimize screening time’ and ‘maximize the chance of detecting a potential threat.’

In addition, take care not to mix up evaluation criteria with the metrics used to assess them. Imagine you went for a run and a friend asks you how it went. You might answer that it was difficult because the course was hilly, and it was a hot, sunny day. In this case, the difficulty of the run is akin to an evaluation criterion, and you’ve operationalized your assessment with two metrics: hilliness and weather. Metrics can take different forms depending on how much time and information you have. Suppose you’re trying to come up with metrics for a criterion along the lines of ‘minimize the health risk associated with air pollution.’ If time is short and resources limited, you might have to settle for an expert’s subjective judgment whether, for each policy option, air quality would be poor, fair, or good. Conversely, with the right scientific data and appropriate simulation modeling tools, along with enough time and resources, you might be able to predict for each policy option the number and severity of adverse health effects.

Moreover, you need to be intentional as you select metrics to operationalize each criterion. At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter what you say your criterion means in an abstract sense. It’s what you measure with your metrics that brings the criterion to life within your analysis. If your metrics don’t capture the full meaning of the criterion you are trying to operationalize, then the results of your policy analysis will have gaps whenever that criterion is used.3 Recall the example of your hot and hilly, and therefore difficult, run. In that case, weather and hilliness comprised the definition of difficulty. It wouldn’t matter if the roads were full of potholes and there was no drinking water. Without metrics for potholes and water, they would have no bearing on an assessment of the difficulty of your run.

3 This challenge should sound familiar. It’s an example of the issue of construct validity that we talked about in Section 6.3.1.


You should also ensure that your evaluation criteria are oriented toward outcomes rather than the mechanical steps that might be taken to try to create those outcomes. In other words, when judging policy alternatives, focus on the ends not the means. To use the language of logic modeling from Chapter 2, I am suggesting that you focus your evaluation criteria on outcomes and impacts, rather than outputs. For example, in the hope of improving student learning, we may aspire to put more teachers into classrooms in order to reduce class sizes. A means-oriented criterion would look something like ‘Minimize the number of pupils per teacher’ while an end-oriented criterion might be ‘Maximize student learning outcomes.’ The more expansive language of the second phrase better captures our ultimate objective and reminds us not to be satisfied with a policy that reduces the student/teacher ratio but doesn’t actually improve learning outcomes.

As a last check before you finalize your evaluation criteria, test them and the associated metrics against the policy alternatives being considered (Hammond et al., 1999). Think about how each alternative performs with respect to each criterion. Which alternatives look good? Which alternatives come up short? Do these results match your intuition? Are you happy with the result? If not, you should revisit the criteria and metrics you plan to use in your analysis. Otherwise, you now have in hand a list of the characteristics of the future that you’ll want to visualize.



13.2 Projective Inference: Characterizing a Future that Hasn’t Yet Happened

Now that we have a sense of what aspects of the future we’re interested in, let’s consider how we might think about a future that hasn’t yet taken place. You may recall from Chapter 5 that a key feature of inductive logic (where we reason from specific evidence to general principles) is that we can never prove that an inferred conclusion is definitively true. Instead, we accept its provisional truth after failing to falsify it. This approach—referred to as descriptive inference—makes sense when we’re describing current conditions where it is at least conceptually possible to find a counterexample that falsifies our conclusion. But what happens when—in a process referred to as projective inference—we want to draw conclusions about the future? How does the principle of falsification apply? Unfortunately, it doesn’t. Projective inference is all about the future, so until the future arrives, we can’t subject the inference to potential falsification. Because we want to take policy action now, not later, the falsification test won’t help us judge the validity of our projected policy outcomes. In short, characterizing the future is intrinsically different from characterizing the present.

So, where does this leave us? In my view, there are at least three means by which we can assess the validity of projective inferences. The first is a conceptual test that focuses on the soundness of the methods and evidence used to project the future. We look for careful and systematic data collection, appropriately applied statistical analysis of quantitative evidence, thorough and nuanced exploration of qualitative data, a holistic and sophisticated understanding of the behavior of relevant systems, and high fidelity with the principles of logical inference (including internal and external validity). If any of these elements is missing, then any resulting visualization of the future is inherently suspect.

Second, it’s not enough that our approach to visualizing the future is built on solid evidence and sound reasoning. Whenever we can, we need to test it empirically against real world conditions. As mentioned above, we can’t test a projection against a future that has yet to occur, but we can often find analogous situations in the past or the present to serve as proxies for the future. For example, scientists trying to predict the path of future climate change typically validate their models by going back in time and, using only the evidence that would have been available in the past, test their models’ ability to replicate observed conditions. If model outputs match historical observations, that’s an indicator that a model’s projections of the future are more credible than if it can’t replicate prior observations. Similarly, if we build a system map that seems to accurately describe how conditions in one location are causally linked, we might take the map and apply it to another location. If the system map seems to also explain conditions in the second location, that’s an indicator that we’re on the right track.4 In short, if your analytic approach is successful in ‘projecting’ empirical observations based on past evidence or on current evidence from other settings, then you can be more confident in the approach as a reliable means of visualizing the future.

4 Unfortunately, the converse is not true. If the system map doesn’t perform well in the second location, it may have nothing to do with the accuracy of the map but instead result from differences between the two locations.


The third test of projective inference depends, somewhat ironically, on how you qualify the provisional nature of your conclusion. Remember that we can never prove the truth of an inductively inferred claim. Instead, we can only assess its plausibility. As described in Chapter 6, by using either words of estimative probability or numeric probabilities, we indicate to our audience how likely it is that our conclusion is actually true. The same thinking can be applied to projective inference. Based on the results of the first two tests noted above—the soundness of the evidence and the reasoning and the ability of the projection method to reproduce empirical observations—we can characterize our confidence in the conclusion. Is, for example, there an 80 percent chance that our projection is correct, or is the probability only 40 percent? The point here is that the quality of a projective inference cannot be evaluated in isolation of the qualification you attach to it. Excessive optimism or pessimism in the qualification can invalidate your projective inference irrespective of how well it performs on the first two tests described above.



13.3 Visualizing the Future in Classical Policy Analysis

The classical models of policy analysis don’t usually entail systems thinking. Instead, the approach tends to be narrower. A systems analyst might describe the difference as holistic versus reductionist thinking. This section describes three techniques for visualizing the future frequently associated with classical policy analysis while the next section takes a more expansive approach. When I describe the classical methods as reductionist, I don’t mean to denigrate them. Policy analysis is an applied discipline, practiced under time, resource, and information constraints. Reducing problems to manageable dimensions, considering only a few readily available options, or choosing a quick analysis over a deeply researched analysis are all commonsense, pragmatic responses to the realities of policymaking in a complex setting. These methods are often the best we can do.

13.3.1 Completing the Criteria-Alternatives Matrix

The criteria-alternative matrix lies at the core of the classical model of policy analysis. Policy students are traditionally taught to complete the matrix using one of three techniques. The first approach to visualizing the future under different policy options is simply a careful and internally consistent accounting of the factors that drive the likely outcomes of policy changes, using what might be refered to as disciplined calculation. Such models do not incorporate formal modeling of human behavior or dynamic changes in outcomes over time. At one extreme, this approach is little more than the disciplined guesswork of the Fermi method. Recall, for example, how, in Section 7.4, we took a ‘quick and dirty’ approach to projecting the likely future revenue from a tax on coffee cup sleeves.

At the other extreme of disciplined calculation are sophisticated accounting models that incorporate multiple variables and the connections among them. As an example, suppose you’re doing a policy analysis of competing proposals for a new program to treat opioid abuse. You might build a model that starts with the number of people in need and then applies the proposed eligibility criteria under each policy option. Your model might next incorporate your estimate of the propensity to participate in order to compute the number who would be served. You might go farther by adding metrics for program success (e.g., the fraction of treated clients expected to be substance-free one year after the program) and for program cost (e.g., the cost per client per year). You would then apply the model to the next policy alternative to predict the number of people who are successfully served by the program and the total program cost. For this form of disciplined calculation, you should build a spreadsheet model that will let you go back and easily change your inputs to reflect new insights, better data, or additional requests from the client. Doing so will save you time and effort compared to doing all your computations on a one-off basis with pen, paper, and a calculator.

Another approach to visualizing the future in classical policy analysis is to apply the tools of microeconomics to predict how firms and individuals will behave in response to changes in public policy. As we discussed in Chapter 9, traditional microeconomics historically assumed that firms are profit-maximizers and that consumers allocate their scarce resources to maximize their personal well-being. Modern microeconomics now includes behavioral economics, a subfield that explicitly integrates empirical evidence about firm and individual behavior rather than relying solely on predictions deduced from assumptions about the propensity of firms and consumers to continuously optimize their responses to market conditions.

Microeconomics gives us a set of powerful tools for visualizing the future. As discussed in Section 9.2, we can use supply and demand elasticities for projecting the revenue raised by a tax (or the government outlays associated with providing subsidies), as well as how the prices and quantities of the item being taxed (or subsidized) are likely to change in response to public policy. Economists often calculate both short-run and long-run elasticities which, in turn, permit the calculation of policy impacts that evolve over time. In Chapter 9, we also reviewed how Congressional Budget Office (CBO) studied potential increases in the Federal minimum wage by conducting microeconomic analysis of the ways in which firms and workers would react to an increase in the Federal minimum.

Microeconomics may be less helpful when it comes to visualizing impacts that go beyond goods and services bought and sold in markets (e.g., normative issues of social justice). But it may still be very helpful in understanding some of the origins of such issues (e.g., poverty or income inequality), as well as in providing insight into how firms and individuals will likely respond to policies to address them. For example, a redistributive tax policy may be motivated by normative concerns about income inequality. While microeconomics can’t tell us whether one distribution of income is more or less fair than another, it can help us both to identify the market-based drivers of wealth and poverty and to predict how inequality may change as firms, workers, and households respond to new income redistribution policies.

A third approach to visualizing the future relies on extrapolations from existing evidence and historical experience. It is depicted in Exhibit 13-1. The basic idea is that we first study real world conditions—which may be from the past in our current location or from the present but in another location—and come up with a causal theory to explain how policy action is linked to policy outcomes. Such studies may reflect purposefully designed policy experiments or may be nonexperimental in nature with statistical techniques used to discern causal relationships in available data. We then apply our theory to project how the future will play out under the policy options we’re evaluating. Two forms of reasoning are applied during the process. The first is inductive reasoning where we infer a causal theory that explains our specific observations. With a broad principle established, we then use deductive reasoning to apply our theoretical understanding to the specific facts and circumstances relevant to our policy analysis.

[image: The exhibit illustrates a visualization of the future with evidence and experience.]DescriptionExhibit 13-1 Visualizing the Future with Evidence and Experience



We’ve discussed different aspects of this process in earlier chapters. Rather than repeat that material, I’ll just hit the highlights:

	In Section 1.4, when we discussed the process of projecting outcomes in the classical model of policy analysis, we reviewed how you might extrapolate from policy results in one jurisdiction to project likely results in another jurisdiction.
	In Section 2.6, when we discussed how to establish a counterfactual for retrospective impact evaluation, we looked at four methods for estimating the impacts of a program including a before and after comparison, a comparison to a projection based on past trends, a difference-in-differences comparison of treatment and comparison groups, and a randomized controlled trial.
	Sections 5.2 and 5.3 discussed the processes of, respectively, deductive and inductive reasoning. As noted above, both types of reasoning are needed to visualize the future based on extrapolations from existing evidence and historical experience.
	Section 6.3 reviewed the requirements for establishing the validity of a causal theory and noted the cumulative nature of construct, conclusion, internal, and external validity. If the test of external validity is not met, then we are unable to extrapolate from one case to another.


I recognize that this is a lot of material to master before you can have confidence in your visualization of the future under alternative policies. But as I said in Chapter 6, it’s hard to overstate the importance of establishing external validity and generalizability when you’re relying on extrapolation to reach a conclusion. The fact that a policy worked (then and there) is not evidence that the policy works (in general) or that it will work (here and now) (Cartwright & Hardie, 2012).



13.3.2 The Future Is Plural: Avoiding the Flaw of Averages

In many cases, the ultimate impact of a policy depends on how multiple uncertainties play out. It’s tempting to give your client a definitive number—a point estimate—of the cost or impact of a policy option. In doing so, however, you are taking a future with many possible outcomes and acting as if there is only one version of the future. As Pherson and Huer put it:


… an intuitive trap [is] assuming a single solution, thinking in terms of only one likely (and predictable) outcome instead of acknowledging that “the future is plural” and several possible outcomes should be considered.

(2021, p. 25)



Imagine you’re in the mountains on a backpacking trip. You need to wade across a stream marked with a sign that says ‘Average Depth: 3 Feet.’ As a six-footer, you tie your expensive camera equipment to the top of your backpack and start across. You’re near the far edge when you step into a deep pool and go completely under. You clamber out, and as you ponder your ruined equipment, you realize that just because the average depth is three feet, that doesn’t mean there aren’t parts of the stream where the water is much deeper. You’ve become a victim of the Flaw of Averages (Savage, 2012), a concept we first discussed in Chapter 6 as an example of a mistaken use of evidence. Funny story perhaps but what does it have to do with visualizing the future as part of policy analysis?

This might make more sense with a policy analysis example. Suppose you’re estimating the cost of an after-school tutoring program where college students help high schoolers with their homework. You’re not sure how many students will sign up, how many hours of help each will need, or even how much you’ll have to pay the tutors. Think of these three considerations as the input variables to your analysis. The output is your projection of how much the program will cost. You take your best shot and assume 50 students will ask for a tutor, each will need eight hours of help per month, and you’ll have to pay the college students $16.50 per hour. Accordingly, you tell your client that the program will cost $6,600 each month.

You’ve probably done your client a disservice by burying the uncertainty inherent in your analysis. By providing your client a single point estimate, you’ve implicitly told him or her that there’s one version of the future when, in fact, there are many. Suppose that instead of 50 students a month, we get 35 or 65 in the program, and that the number of hours per student might be four or twelve, rather than eight. Finally, imagine that despite our best guess of $16.50 per hour as the cost of a tutor, we might end up paying as little as $15 or as much as $18 per hour. Now, instead of one future, we have 27 versions of the future (each one a combination of the three permutations of each variable.). Assuming all combinations of the three variables are equally likely, we can compute a cumulative probability distribution of the type shown in Exhibit 13-2.

[image: The exhibit depicts 27 possibilities for program costs.]DescriptionExhibit 13-2 The Future Is Plural: 27 Possibilities for Program Cost



The average is still $6,600 per month but we can now generate a lot more information. For example, if your client told you that the budget was $9,000, you could use the graph to discern that there is about an 85 percent chance that the cost will be within budget. (Case #23 lies on the vertical line associated with $9,000 and when we read over to the left axis for Case #23, we get the probability of about 85 percent.) You could also use the information in Exhibit 13-2 to draw other conclusions. There is, for example, a 27 percent chance that the cost will be less than $4,000 and a 63 percent chance that the price will be under $6,800.5

5 Now might be a good time to glance back at Section 5.6 for a quick review of probabilistic reasoning.


And yet even this is an oversimplification. Rather than 27 discrete versions of the future, there is an almost infinite number of possibilities. Instead of having 35 or 50 or 65 students in the program, we could have anywhere between 35 and 65 students. Heck, we could even have more than 65 or less than 35. Similar uncertainty applies to the other two input variables. In more complex situations, where there are multiple input variables that can probabilistically take on a wide range of values and which may interact in complicated ways, policy analysts often resort to a technique known as Monte Carlo modeling, or stochastic simulation modeling. This method entails repeated simulations—often several thousand iterations—in which different values are generated for each input variable. The resulting outputs of each simulation are recorded and then used to generate probabilistic forecasts of the range and likelihood of key output variables. Software packages like @Risk and Crystal Ball make it relatively easy to do Monte Carlo modeling within a spreadsheet.



13.3.3 Making Decisions for Uncertain Futures

In this section, we’ll review the basics of a method that uses a decision tree to depict how the future may unfold and then applies a technique referred to as expected value analysis to identify potentially superior choices. It builds directly on the plural and probabilistic nature of the future that is described in the prior section. There are four basic elements in this type of analysis. We first specify a set of decision alternatives that represent the different courses of action we might take. We next identify the relevant states of nature, which constitute the uncontrollable and uncertain future events that dictate how well (or poorly) each decision alternative will perform. Third, we need to estimate the probability of each state of nature. Finally, we estimate the payoff of each potential outcome, where an outcome represents the combination of one decision alternative and one state of nature. To illustrate, let’s look at an example.

Suppose you are in charge of firefighting for a county in the western United States prone to wildfires during the summer. A key part of your plan is the use of aerial tankers capable of dropping large quantities of fire retardant from the air. Though very effective, the tankers don’t come cheap. Several companies own and lease tankers to localities (like yours), states, and the federal government. You can lease a tanker on an exclusive use (EU) basis, meaning that for the duration of the fire season, yours is the only agency that can use the aircraft. Or, you can lease a tanker on a call-when-needed (CWN) basis, meaning that when a major fire erupts, you contact the company and they send you the plane within 24 hours. The cost differential between an EU and a CWN lease is significant. The cost comprises two elements—one fixed for the season and the other dependent on the number of days of use. In this hypothetical example, an EU tanker costs $1.5 million for the season, plus $10,000 per day of use, while a CWN tanker requires a $200,000 fee for the season but then costs $80,000 per day of use.

Which type of lease should you sign on behalf of your county? Of course, as a prudent steward of taxpayer money, you want to select the least cost option. A problem arises, however, because to figure out which option is cheaper, you need to know how many days during the fire season will require use of an air tanker. To keep things simple, we’ll assume that the number of fire days could be 5, 25, or 40. (The method works exactly the same if you want to analyze any number of days; the math just gets more tedious.) Exhibit 13-3 lays out our decision situation.


Exhibit 13-3
[image: ]


As you can see, neither option is unambiguously superior to the other. If you need to have the tanker in the air for 40 days of the fire season, the CWN option is much more expensive than the EU option ($3.4 million versus $1.9 million). But, if there are only five days when the tanker is used, the situation reverses, and the CWN option becomes a lot less expensive ($600,000 versus $1.55 million). If you’re an optimist, you might assume the best case (a five-day fire season) and select the CWN options, thereby saving almost a million dollars. But if you’re a pessimist, you might select the EU option, knowing that even though you might spend $1.9 million, you’ll be protected against having to spend even more with the CWN option.6

6 If you’re committed to the Good Shepard model of public service (see Chapter 11), it’s not your optimism or pessimism that matters. Instead, your approach should match the risk preferences of the County Board or county residents in general.


But rather than relying on intuition, or pessimistic or optimistic views of risk, can we do better? If we have credible probabilities for the likelihood of each state of nature, then the answer is yes. We can use what is called an expected value approach. The basic rule is to calculate the expected cost of each decision alternative by first multiplying the probability of each outcome by the payoff of each outcome under that alternative and then summing the results for each alternative. We then repeat the process for all other decision alternatives.

The decision rule is then to select the alternative with the lowest expected cost. The method also works when there are both costs and benefits to each alternative; in such cases, we first add costs and benefits to yield a net number before multiplying by the relevant probability. Moreover, sometimes we are interested in the option with the highest benefits, rather than the lowest cost. The method works the same way, but the decision rule is reversed (i.e., select the option with the highest net benefits). All of these calculations can be depicted in a decision-tree format, as shown in Exhibit 13-4.

[image: The exhibit is a pictorial depiction of a decision tree for an aerial firefighting decision.]DescriptionExhibit 13-4 Decision Tree for Aerial Firefighting Decision



By looking at the decision tree, we can see that the EU option has an expected value of $1.7 million while the CWN option has an expected value of $1.8 million. According to our decision rule, we should opt for the EU option because, on average, doing so will save $100,000. It’s important to recognize that the actual cost that we observe in the future will not be $1.7 million. It will be $1.90 million, $1.75 million, or $1.55 million. This method asks us to imagine many, many repeated versions of the future: 20 percent of the time, the cost will be $1.90 million; 40 percent of the time, it will be $1.75 million; and 20 percent of the time, it will be $1.55 million. On average, the cost will be $1.7 million (i.e., the expected value). In other words, as we saw in our discussion of the flaw of averages, while an average value conveys important information about an unknown situation, it doesn’t convey all of the relevant information.

It’s also important to recognize that the probabilities used to characterize the future states of nature can affect the outcome significantly. For example, if we decrease the probability of a 40-day fire season from 20 to 10 percent and increase the chance of a 5-day season from 40 to 50 percent, the least cost option switches, with the CWN option having an expected value of $1.52 million while, at $1.665 million, the EU option now has a higher expected value. This should make intuitive sense. As the likelihood of a shorter fire season goes up, paying for the season-long EU option is less likely to save money.

There are a couple of additional analyses you can do once you’ve set up a decision-tree framework. First, if the results show one option only narrowly better than another, it’s time for what we call sensitivity analysis. With sensitivity analysis, we assess the extent to which our conclusions are sensitive to changes in our inputs. In this case, we’d look at how the gap between the expected values of the two options changes as we vary the probabilities assumed for the states of nature or change the cost elements of the options. If the least cost option remains the same even as we make big changes in the inputs, we say that our result is robust. On the other hand, if our conclusion is highly sensitive to changes in the inputs, we need to be careful about putting too much confidence in our conclusion.

Second, if you’re having doubts about the accuracy of the probabilities you’ve used to measure the likelihood of each state of the world, consider conducting a breakeven analysis. With a breakeven analysis, you work backward from the outcomes of the decision choices and ask yourself what value of the input decision variable (in our example, the number of days with fires) would tip the answer from one choice to the other. Some basic algebra tells us that, given the cost of the two firefighting options, the breakeven point is approximately 19 days. In other words, if there are 19 days of fire, the CWN option and EU option have about the same cost. So, rather than coming up with the probabilities of each of three states of the world (5, 25, or 40 days of fire), we reframe (and simplify) the problem by asking whether it’s likely that there will be more than 19 days of fire. If the answer is yes, then the EU option has the lowest cost; otherwise the CWN option is cheaper.

Finally, always bear in mind that the expected value approach can offer meaningful decision guidance only if all of the important consequences of the decision choices have been incorporated in the analysis. If, for example, the 24-hour delay in the arrival of the air tanker under the CWN option means that additional land will be burned, with potential property damage or loss of life, then our expected value analysis is incomplete. To address such a shortcoming, we’d need to come up with a way to quantify and monetize the additional consequences.





13.4 Visualizing the Future in a Rebooted Policy Analysis

In this book, I argue that the classical version of policy analysis provides a great foundation for aspiring analysts. But it is not enough. It doesn’t provide sufficient guidance about how to tackle many of the tasks typically given to policy analysts; hence, the proposed ‘rebooting’ suggested by the book’s title. One area where the classical model can come up short is when you’re told to fill in the cells of your criteria-alternatives matrix with projections of the future. Yes, the methods described in the prior section can yield significant insight. Such approaches can work well when:

	There is limited uncertainty about current circumstances and about the factors that will drive future conditions
	You have a well-defined problem, a manageable set of well-defined policy options, and a definitive set of evaluation criteria


But these methods can falter in the face of wicked problems, rapidly changing conditions, and an unpredictable future. Below are a couple of suggestions for handling such situations.

13.4.1 Setting Your System Map in Motion

Traditional maps have two primary uses. The first is to provide an accurate depiction of the relevant terrain. The second is as an aid to navigation. The same is true of a policy-oriented system map, irrespective of whether it’s a problem tree, influence diagram, or causal loop diagram (CLD). Let’s consider how we might use a system map to better visualize the future (i.e., as an aid to navigation). The basic idea is to set your map in motion by introducing a policy intervention that changes one or more of its elements or causal links. You then use the map to trace the likely consequences as those changes spread across the system.

If you look back at the population model in Exhibit 12-6, you’ll see a simple example of this process. The middle and lower panels of the exhibit display the impacts of changes in the birth and death rates. Suppose, for example, that the upper panel in Exhibit 12-7 (with a birth rate of 1 percent and a death rate of 2.5 percent) represents the status quo. If we introduce public health measures that reduce infant mortality and extend life expectancy, leading to birth and death rates of 2.4 percent and 1.5 percent respectively, we can expect the system to respond as shown in the lower panel. Instead of declining to about 220,000 people over a hundred years, the population would increase to about 2.4 million.

If you’ve built a CLD in which all elements are quantified, you can use software tools to simulate the impact of changes to different parts of the system. But even if you’re working with a problem tree, influence diagram, or CLD that’s not fully quantified, you can still use a system map to visualize the future without specialized software. To do so, you need to take a qualitative but disciplined approach to figuring out how a policy intervention will affect a system. As long as you are methodical, trace causal impacts through the entire system, and keep good notes, your system map will let you see how a policy change in one part of a system will affect the rest of the system.




13.4.2 Scenario Planning

Scenario planning takes the plurality of the future a step further than the probabilistic forecasts described in Section 13.3.2. Rather than predicting the future under each proposed policy option, scenario planning first creates multiple visions of the future—each referred to as a scenario—independent of specific policy options.7 Planners don’t worry about the probability of each scenario or whether it satisfies a normative goal about what the future should look like. Instead, the test of a good scenario is that it represents a plausible description of what the future might hold (Ramirez, Churchhouse, Palmero, & Hoffman, 2017). Having developed a set of plausible scenarios that capture the range of possible future outcomes, scenario planning then asks what policies might be appropriate and how each policy would fare under each version of the future.

7 We got a glimpse of this approach in Chapter 11 when we looked at potentially disruptive scientific and technological changes that could be on the horizon. Exhibit 11-3 listed several examples.


This inverted analytic process goes by different names, including backwards analysis, bottom-up planning, or context-first (Lempert, 2019). Scenario planning can be a complex exercise and is not applied in the same manner by all practitioners, but the basics are straightforward:


The aim of scenario thinking is to identify important strategic uncertainties surrounding the policy area [of concern] and to explore how they might play out in the future. … Scenarios are not predictions. They are not meant to be ‘right’ or ‘wrong,’ ‘good’ or ‘bad,’ but to offer interesting (and in some cases challenging, stretching, or controversial) pictures of the future.

(UK GOS, 2017, p. 52)



We first establish a timeframe, usually a minimum of five to ten years, sometimes a couple of decades, and occasionally 50 or more years. We next identify the key drivers most likely to produce major societal change over the planning horizon. Doing so is not a formulaic process conducted the same way in each case; instead, scenario planning relies heavily on consultation with stakeholders and subject matter experts who are familiar with relevant conditions or who are likely to be affected by changes in those conditions. To jump start the process, we begin by asking whether major change is possible along dimensions such as:8

8 This list is drawn from Stapleton (2020).


	Political (elections, public opinion, protest movements)
	Economic (cycles of prosperity and recession, patterns of development)
	Social (lifestyle preferences, cultural norms)
	Technological (new products, processes)
	Legal (evolving requirements across levels of government)
	Public health (disease, health-related behaviors, medical therapies)
	Environmental (weather, climate, ecosystems)
	Demographic (population growth and decline; local, regional, and international migration)


You’ll note some similarity of these potential drivers of societal change to the seven lenses of panoptic analysis that we talked about in Part III. The key difference is that the lenses are policy-centric, intended to help us understand the nature of specific policy problems and the constraints and opportunities for particular policy actions. On the other hand, the societal drivers considered in scenario planning are much broader. You can think about it this way: With the panoptic use of the lenses, we start with a policy issue and broaden our focus to understand its context. With scenario planning, we work in the opposite direction. We start with drivers of broad societal change and then, having characterized multiple scenarios, narrow our focus to develop and evaluate specific policies in the context of each scenario.

After identifying the potential drivers of societal change, our next task is to decide which to incorporate into our analysis. The selected drivers then become the basis of the scenarios to be analyzed. Our goal is to identify drivers of change that have two characteristics. First, the most relevant drivers will be those about which there is the greatest uncertainty; if a particular societal change is all but inevitable, there will be little value in building multiple scenarios to consider alternative paths for that change. Second, we’re interested in drivers with the greatest potential impact on societal conditions. Drivers potentially responsible for only small changes in conditions don’t merit much attention.

Exhibit 13-5 depicts this process graphically. On the vertical axis is the degree of uncertainty and on the horizontal axis is the likely impact. I’ve divided the plot into four quadrants (based on the compass). For example, drivers of societal change about which there is little uncertainty and only minimal impact (i.e., are not especially relevant to scenario planning) are placed in the southwest quadrant. Moreover, drivers in the northwest and southeast quadrants likely don’t merit detailed analysis because they are either, respectively, not particularly impactful or not particularly uncertain.9 Conversely, as we move to the upper right (i.e., the northeast quadrant), the drivers become more relevant to scenario planning since these drivers exhibit high uncertainty and have potentially large impacts on society.

9 That doesn’t mean you should ignore drivers in the southeast quadrant. Such drivers are likely to have a big impact on society, but because they are virtually certain, there’s no need for scenario planning. Instead, you can directly apply the classical model of policy analysis to figure out how to move forward (UK GOS, 2017).


[image: The exhibit is an analysis of drivers of societal change.]DescriptionExhibit 13-5 Analyzing Drivers of Societal Change



Having identified a handful of relevant drivers of societal change that are both important and uncertain, we move to the next phase of scenario planning where we combine these drivers to form scenarios. An example may help. Assume we’re doing regional planning and have identified three drivers—climate, the economy, and social cohesion—for which the future is both very uncertain and especially important in shaping the fate of the region in coming years. In the simplest case, as depicted in Exhibit 13-6, we consider two possible paths for each driver, where the future societal changes ultimately turn out to be either major or minor.10

10 More sophisticated versions of scenario planning consider many futures for each driver and more than a handful of drivers. Software tools are available to analyze hundreds of possible futures to identify policies most likely to be effective across many scenarios. Doing so makes the work more complex, but the basic idea is the same.


[image: The exhibit depicts the key drivers of societal change in illustrative scenario planning. ]DescriptionExhibit 13-6 Illustrative Scenario Planning: Key Drivers of Societal Change



We continue the example in Exhibit 13-7 in which we combine the possible pathways for each driver to form scenarios. With two permutations for each of three drivers, we end up with eight potential scenarios. It’s possible that you might decide that one or more scenarios is sufficiently unlikely that it can be dropped from further consideration. In this case, for example, we might decide that in the face of extreme climate change and an abrupt economic decline, it’s unlikely that gradual reconciliation across socioeconomic lines will happen. Accordingly, we might drop Scenario 7 from further analysis.

The next step is to develop a narrative description of what the future ‘looks like’ in each scenario. Doing so is primarily a qualitative exercise in which policy analysts, subject matter experts, and stakeholders work collaboratively to characterize conditions that would likely result if the drivers embedded in the scenario actually came to pass (Stapleton, 2020). Doing so requires mental discipline. The narrative—which might be a few paragraphs or a few pages—needs to take as given that the societal drivers play out as specified in the scenario. For example, in our illustrative regional planning case, a normally optimistic analyst who believes social reconciliation is likely may encounter cognitive dissonance when working on Scenarios 2, 4, 6, and 8 which presume continued tension across socioeconomic lines. The point of scenario planning is to force ourselves to consider alternate versions of the future. Accordingly, personal predictions need to be set aside when developing scenario narratives.

Finally, scenario analysis is linked back to policy analysis in a process referred to as policy stress-testing (UK GOS, 2017). Doing so entails applying the classical paradigm—problem, alternatives, criteria, projections, trade-offs—to each scenario, one scenario at a time. Doing so might reveal that a particular policy option is a great idea under one scenario but could be problematic in another. The key departure from the classical model, however, is that rather than predict a single future and identify the optimal policy, the inverted approach of scenario planning allows for multiple futures and seeks policy options that perform well in a range of plausible futures. Such options are referred to as robust (Lempert, 2019).

It’s not the norm with scenario planning, but you can combine scenario planning with the type of probabilistic thinking described in the prior section (Scoblic & Tetlock, 2020). To do so, we need to assign a probability to each scenario to capture the likelihood that the scenario would actually come to pass. Across all scenarios, the probabilities must sum to 100 percent. Especially in cases where we can’t find a policy option that performs well in all scenarios (i.e., a robust policy), it may make sense to focus on options that perform well in the most likely of the scenarios.



Exhibit 13-7
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13.5 Honing Your Predictive Skills

Given the important role played by projective inference in high quality policy analysis, it’s worth your time to think about how you can get better at it. For starters, think about the cognitive biases, heuristic traps, and the risks of System 1 thinking, motivated reasoning, and hot cognition that we discussed in Chapter 4. All of these tendencies can impede your ability to develop high quality projections of how policy choices made today will affect conditions in the future. In addition, think back to the distinction I made in Chapter 7 between foxes and hedgehogs. These labels originate in the work of Philip Tetlock who studied the cognitive styles of pundits who made hundreds of predictions about political and policy matters over several years (2005). Foxes assimilate many points of view and sources of information when they think about the future, while hedgehogs apply a single overarching world view to explain all situations. Foxes are intellectually humble and quick to admit flawed thinking, whereas hedgehogs are highly confident in their predictions and rarely own up to their mistakes. And most relevant to this discussion, foxes are much better at correctly projecting future outcomes than are hedgehogs. Accordingly, as an aspiring policy analyst, I suggest that you adopt the approach of a fox rather than a hedgehog. For a reminder of some of the other differences between the two cognitive styles, you may want to take a look back at Section 7.6 in which I described the mindset of an effective policy analyst.

As mentioned in Section 7.4, Tetlock and his colleagues continued their research into the topic when they undertook a study for the Intelligence Advanced Research Programs Activity (IARPA) between 2011 and 2015. In it, close to 3,000 volunteers made about 150,000 probabilistic forecasts in response to geopolitical and economic questions. Each question was specific and time-limited, so it was possible to assess whether the forecast proved correct or not (i.e., a particular candidate won or lost a foreign election, or military hostilities did or did not occur in a specific location prior to a cutoff date). Tetlock’s team then studied the attributes of the most accurate forecasters and the methods they used to make their predictions (2015).

The best of the forecasters scored higher than average on intelligence tests but were typically not at the top end of the scale. In other words, you don’t have to be a genius to be a good forecaster. You do, however, have to be thoughtful, curious, and open-minded. It also helps to have domain expertise: a solid understanding of the issues, history, and players relevant to the topic you’re studying. But such expertise is not necessarily indicated by academic degrees or professional credentials; instead, it comes from actually putting in the time to study and understand a topic. The best forecasters were also more willing to revise their forecasts. Rather than making an initial forecast and staying with it, the top performers frequently revised their predictions as new information came in.

In addition, the folks who were the best at predicting answers to the study’s questions were numerate, at ease with numbers, and able to put them to practical use. They also tended to be adept at probabilistic reasoning. You certainly don’t need to be a statistician to be a good forecaster, but you do need an intuitive feel for the difference between odds of 60/40 and odds of 40/60. Moreover, you need to appreciate the logic of Bayesian reasoning (as we discussed in Section 5.6.2) in which the background probability of an outcome in general (i.e., the base rate) needs to be combined with case-specific evidence to yield a valid estimate of the probability of the outcome in the particular situation at hand.

Tetlock and his colleagues also observed that practice improves the accuracy of predictions. The more predictions a person made, the better they got at the process. But such improvements depend on a feedback loop in which each person learns whether his or her forecast was accurate and knows that others—in this case, the researchers—are paying attention to their accuracy. Accordingly, over the course of your career, you’ll want to monitor your predictive skills. Don’t be afraid to go back and find your mistakes—you can learn from them!

The same process is also applicable at the institutional level. The Congressional Budget Office (CBO), for example, annually publishes a review of the accuracy of its prior-year projections of government spending and revenue in an effort to improve its future forecasts. CBO also regularly releases comparisons of its economic projections with those of other government agencies and private forecasters (CBO, 2021c). Though it may feel awkward to subject your forecasts to after-the-fact public review, based on Tetlock’s work, doing so almost certainly has the benefit of improving the quality of your projections about future conditions.

Working in teams was also shown to improve the quality of forecasts in the IARPA project, as hearing other points of view and explaining your own point of view to teammates can create a kind of scrubbing process in which faulty thinking comes to light, and multiple insights from different people are integrated into a single prediction. When it comes to teamwork, however, there is an important caveat. Yes, teams outperform individuals but only if there is constructive, rather than destructive, confrontation among team members.11 Open, collaborative debate improves quality of a forecast, but if debate devolves into nothing more than arguments among folks with entrenched points of view, then it doesn’t help.

11 You might want to revisit Section 3.3.1 on the difference between a good-faith argument and a fight. And in Chapter 15, we’ll revisit the topic of how to enhance your teamwork skills.






Chapter Summary

This chapter started by describing how policy action taken in the present is invariably motivated by expectations of its impacts in the future. In turn, visualizing the future under alternative policy measures is an integral part of policy analysis. I noted that the specific aspects of the future that need to be visualized depend on the evaluation criteria that you select for use in your criteria-alternatives matrix. We next reviewed the theoretical basis of projective inference and considered the projection methods typically associated with the classical model of policy analysis.

We discussed the plurality of the future and the role of probabilistic projections in policy analysis. The techniques of expected value analysis, sensitivity analysis, and breakeven analysis were then presented. We next considered other ways of visualizing the future in a rebooted version of policy analysis, including systems analysis and scenario planning. The chapter concluded with a review of empirical evidence about what it takes to make more accurate forecasts of the future.




Discussion Questions



	Is it possible that trying to visualize the future is so difficult and error-prone that it’s not worth the effort? Why? Why not? If it is worth the effort, how can you judge in the present the quality of projections about the future?
	Pick a policy reform you would like to see implemented. What impacts do you expect it to have? What unintended consequences might it cause? How sure are you about your predictions of what will (or won’t) happen after the policy is implemented?
	Can you come up with three policies that might be implemented in lieu of the policy you picked in the prior question? What evaluation criteria would you use to capture the pros and cons of each alternative? How would you project future outcomes of each policy with respect to each criterion?
	What do you think of the expected value approach for probabilistic decision-making? Under what circumstances would it work well? Under which circumstances might it lead a policymaker to the wrong conclusion?
	Pick a policy reform that you support and the context in which it would be implemented. Can you develop five different scenarios about how that context will have changed a decade from now? How well will your preferred policy perform under the five different scenarios? Can you imagine a policy that would perform well in all scenarios?
	Do you like working with colleagues in groups? Or do you usually feel like it’s a lot of drama for very little gain? How often do you get new insights from colleagues that you find to be genuinely valuable to your thinking?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The exhibit is a visualizing of the future with evidence and experience. Study of the past where recent means distant and here means elsewhere can lead to a building up of a causal theory, which can be used to project future outcomes of alternatives under analysis.


Back to Figure
The exhibit portrays graphically 27 possibilities for program costs. The projected program cost range from $2,000 to $12,000 against cumulative probability in percentages ranging from 0% to 100%.


Back to Figure
The exhibit depicts the decision tree in relation to an aerial firefighting decision. A procurement decision is the starting point which branches into exclusive use and call when needed based on decision alternative and expected values. Exclusive use (EV=$1.7m) includes basis of states of nature and probabilities and their corresponding payoffs: 40 days of use (20% at $1.90m), 25 days use (40% at $1.75m), and 5 days use (40% at $1.55m ). Call when needed includes the same at 40 days of use (20% at $3.40m), 25 days of use (40% at $2.20m), and 5 days of use (40% at $0.60m).


Back to Figure
The exhibit graphically depicts an analysis of the drivers of societal change. On the vertical axis is the degree of uncertainty, and on the horizontal axis is the likely impact. They become higher or lower based on increasing relevance to scenario planning.


Back to Figure
The exhibit is a depiction of the key drivers of societal change in relation to illustrative scenario planning. Three main drivers include climate change, state of economy, and social cohesion. Each one is based on two factors, respectively, minimal change vs extreme change, sustained growth vs abrupt decline, and gradual reconciliation vs continued tension.








Chapter Fourteen Designing and (Re)Designing Public Policies


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Characterize the differences between design for analysis and design for implementation.
	Find proposed or existing policies and adapt them for use in a different jurisdiction.
	Recognize how public policies affect the choice architecture faced by individuals, firms, and other institutions.
	Explain policy options including mandates, command and control instruments, market-based instruments, nudges, public–private partnerships, outreach campaigns, and information disclosure.
	Recognize the importance of policy sequencing and explain how it can be used to increase the chances of successful policy implementation.
	Develop strategically aligned policy designs that are built on a convincing theory of change, reflect sound logic modeling, facilitate ongoing learning, and provide flexibility to future policymakers.
	Explain and apply the principles of user-focused policy design to remedy an incomplete understanding of a policy issue and minimize the risk of confirmation bias and mirror imaging.
	Explain and differentiate three forms of stakeholder consultation: participation, engagement, and inclusion.
	Use stakeholder mapping and analysis to develop policy designs that engender support and minimize opposition at each step of the implementation process.


Take a second and think about this question: If there are three frogs sitting on a log, and two decide to jump off the log and into the swamp, how many frogs are left behind?

Most folks instinctively say that there’s one frog left, but they’re wrong. There are still three frogs on the log, because deciding to do something is not the same as doing it. When it comes to public policy, good intentions are not enough. If you want to have a meaningful impact on a policy problem, you need to design and implement a sensible, workable, and strategically coherent policy. This chapter addresses the process of designing new, and redesigning existing, public policies. As an aspiring analyst, you’ll want to master these skills; if a particular public policy lacks a sound design, the chances that it will mitigate a policy problem are slim.

The chapter opens with a series of questions you need to answer before jumping into the policy design process. The next section looks at how you can take successful policies from one place and adapt them for use in another. We then consider how to develop new policy options from scratch when you don’t have other examples to work from. Next up is a review of how to use theory of change thinking and the principles of strategic alignment to improve the quality of a policy design. The final two sections of the chapter focus on working with stakeholders to design policy options. We first consider user-focused design thinking as a means of coming up with policy options and then review a pragmatic technique for keeping track of what it will take to engender support and minimize opposition at each step of the implementation process.





14.1 Starting Points

Before thinking about alternative designs for a particular policy, it’s important to clarify the context for your efforts. As shown in Exhibit 14-1, you need to answer some basic questions before getting started. If you’re using a retrospective program evaluation to redesign an existing policy, the answers to many of the questions may be obvious; nonetheless, it’s a good idea to quickly run through them to ensure that you don’t overlook opportunities for beneficial changes to the program you’re working on. We’ll discuss each topic in turn below.


Exhibit 14-1 Starting Points



	Why government?
	Which level of government?
	New or existing agency?
	Build or buy?
	Legal constraints?
	Budgetary constraints?
	One and done?
	Design for analysis (DFA) or design for implementation (DFI)?
	Point of departure: Problem, policy proposal, or existing program?
	Symbolic or instrumental?




Start by asking yourself why the problem at hand is the government’s to solve. It may be that markets, civil society,1 or families and individuals are better able to address the problem than is government. Even if it makes sense to look to government for action, bear in mind that public policy is not a panacea; success is not assured. In Section 10.2, we talked about the concept of government failure in which a number of factors—like electoral cycles, the principal–agent problem, and the absence of a singular overriding objective—may impede government’s ability to deliver results consistent with a policy’s intent. And remember, maintaining current policy is always an option. The status quo may be a lousy situation, but it might be the best we can do (at least with respect to public policy).

1 Civil society comprises a wide array of nongovernmental organizations such as nonprofit institutions, charities, trade associations, religious groups, colleges and universities, media and journalists, and civic groups.


Once you’ve concluded that it makes sense to consider government action to address a particular issue, ask yourself which level of government—federal, state, tribal, or local—offers the best prospect for a successful outcome. Our discussion of federalism in Chapter 10 highlighted the pros and cons of using different levels of government to address policy issues while Chapter 11 reviewed the legal environment in which federal, state, tribal, and local governments operate. Sometimes it makes sense for a particular level of government to act on its own, as in the case of foreign affairs and defense at the national level or water and sewage systems at the local level. In other cases, a federalized response in which different levels of government collaborate to execute policy (e.g., the design and operation of the interstate highway system) may be appropriate. Finally, governments at the same level may find it effective to coordinate policy, such as when local governments in a metropolitan area work together on transportation and air quality issues.

Of course, the answer to the ‘which level of government’ question depends, at least in part, on context. If you work for a local official, for example, there may be pressure to focus on policies that can be enacted at the local level. Nonetheless, you still need to be ready to answer the question of why, in this example, the local—rather than state or federal—government should take action. Even if your boss doesn’t ask the question, opponents of the policy you propose probably will.

Having settled on the appropriate level of government to implement a particular policy, consider whether an existing agency, department, or bureau—or a newly established entity—should be given responsibility for implementation. With an existing agency, you may be able to tap into technical expertise and a network of stakeholder relationships that facilitate a successful result. On the other hand, an existing agency may be trapped in a standard way of doing business that impedes its ability to implement a policy that is a radical departure from the status quo. In such cases, you might elect to establish a new agency that can bring a fresh and innovative perspective to program implementation. Doing so, however, will likely take more time because the agency must be organized and staffed before it can begin implementation.

The final question to ask is whether nongovernmental partners can or should be given a role in program implementation. In the private sector, this is often referred to as the ‘build or buy’ decision. In the government sector, this decision plays out as a choice between delivering a program using only public employees (i.e., the ‘build’ option) and using a mix of contractor and grantee resources to support program delivery (i.e., the ‘buy’ option). Recall from Chapter 10 that only 39% of the federal government’s blended workforce of about 9 million workers are directly employed by the government while the other 61% work for the private and nonprofit sectors. You may not be able to definitively answer the build or buy question for a particular policy until after you get farther into your policy analysis, but it’s important to bear in mind from the outset that looking to nongovernmental partners to support a program is almost always a possibility.

As you initiate the policy design process, you also need to identify factors that may constrain your choices. While you don’t want to be timid about pursuing whatever new and innovative policies seem best suited for the policy problem in front of you, you need to be realistic and avoid spending time and effort on policies that have no chance of enactment. For starters, when you look through a legal lens, it’s obvious that your policy design needs to be legal. Policymakers at all levels of government are constrained by their constitutional and statutory authorities. Yes, in some cases, the enactment of new policy alters the legal regime, but policymakers are nonetheless bound by court decisions, statutory preemption of their authority by higher levels of government, and by state and federal constitutions.

Another practical reality is that you and your client face budgetary constraints. If there is a fixed budget available to address a particular policy issue, it doesn’t make sense to design policies that cost significantly more unless the intent is to use the greater cost as an argument for increasing the budget. Moreover, don’t assume that just because the money appears to be available, spending it to address the policy issue at hand is its best use. All spending creates an opportunity cost; money spent on one problem is money not available to be spent on another (or not raised from taxpayers in the first place).

Another constraint arises if you’re in a one-and-done situation, meaning that there’s only a single opportunity—at least for the foreseeable future—to tackle a problem, rather than a chance to create an evolving policy design that will be part of an ongoing effort to address the problem. Recall our discussion of Kingdon’s theory of the policy process in which change typically occurs only when the problem, policy, and political streams align, and a policy window opens. If you think the window will remain open for a long time, you can consider policy designs that incorporate experimentation, learning, and improvement over time, because the open window affords you and your client the opportunity to adjust the policy’s original design. If you expect the window to close soon, you’ll be forced to design the best policy you can based on available information, knowing that you probably won’t be able to come back later and fix problems that are only discovered after implementation begins.

Policy design is often an evolutionary process (Eggers & O’Leary, 2009). It starts with an idea or a notion about how a new program might work or how an existing program might be revised. Typically, such ideas get refined, with more detail added as debate and discussion unfolds. As policy designs enter the political arena, they typically undergo additional changes to attract supporters and mollify opponents. After formal enactment into law, government agencies must then work out the details of implementation. If politicians have been highly prescriptive in the policy, there may be little latitude for additional policy design on the part of government agencies. Conversely, if lawmakers leave things vague, public administrators may have broad discretion to consider alternative designs for the program.

As a policy analyst, you may be asked to support any part of this process. Accordingly, when you’re trying to come up with a policy design, it’s important to know where you are in the process. You can think of a continuum defined by two end points. In one case, prior to policy enactment and well before implementation, you engage in design for analysis (DFA). In other cases, after policy action becomes certain, you engage in design for implementation (DFI). As Exhibit 14-2 shows, DFI requires more specificity and affords you less freedom to consider alternative designs than does DFA.

[image: ]Exhibit 14-2 Types of Policy Design



With DFA, your goal is to develop policy designs that capture the possibilities for action and allow thoughtful analysis of the pros and cons of different paths forward. DFA is most appropriate in the early stages of policy analysis when, for example, you’re asked to address a particular policy problem.2 In such cases, you need to come up with alternative policy options to narrow the gap between the status quo and the state of the world we’d like to see. Similarly, you might be handed an incomplete policy idea and be asked to form it into a coherent policy option for further discussion.

2 Watch out for ‘Potemkin Problems,’ policy problems strategically defined by a political advocate in such a way that the only obvious solution serves the advocate’s self-interest. In such cases, there may not even be a problem.


On the other hand, with DFI, you know that a program will be implemented, and your objective is to design a specific and detailed approach likely to deliver the policy’s intended outcomes and impacts. Or you might be dealing with a program that has been implemented and where your objective is to apply DFI to the results of a retrospective evaluation and redesign the program. In short, design for analysis is meant to support policy making while design for implementation is meant to support policy delivery. We’ll look again at both types of design work later in the chapter.

A final issue to resolve before diving into policy design reflects the distinction between symbolic and instrumental policies. The former signals that policymakers are aware of and appreciate the gravity of a particular policy issue, despite the fact that policy action may do little to change real world conditions:


Even if government policies do not succeed in eliminating poverty, preventing crime, and so on, the failure of government to try to do these things would be even worse. Individuals, groups, and whole societies frequently judge public policy in terms of its good intentions rather than tangible accomplishments. Sometimes very popular programs have little positive tangible impact.

(Dye, 2011, p. 326), emphasis in original



While a symbolic policy validates stakeholder concerns, an instrumental policy goes further and aims to have a material impact in mitigating the problem. And, as we saw in Chapter 10, policymakers sometimes feel compelled by a crisis to ‘do something’ even though a well thought-out policy is not available. Ideally, of course, we’d like all public policies to lead to genuine improvements in real world conditions, but that may not be possible. In such cases, your job is to come up with policy designs that adequately reflect symbolic values or demonstrate action in the face of a crisis, but do so at the least possible cost and with minimal adverse impact on other policy objectives.




14.2 ‘Borrowing’ Policy Options From Elsewhere

Having asked and answered the questions posed in the preceding section, you’re ready to start the process of designing policy options.3 One way to begin is with someone else’s policy proposal or an existing policy from another jurisdiction that is then adapted to fit local circumstances. In this section, we’ll start with some places to look for ideas, move to the process of extrapolating from one jurisdiction to another, and then talk about how to use an existing policy as a template for building a new design.

3 As discussed in Chapter 1, when it comes to policy analysis, strong options are actionable, specific, descriptive rather than evaluative, and genuinely viable rather than dummy options.




14.2.1 Sources of Policy Options

Issue advocates—lobbyists, interest groups, op-ed writers, bloggers, politicians, and many think tanks—who argue for and against policy changes often offer up their preferred policy alternatives. While such proposals may lack detail, there is often good reason to include them in your analysis. Because they are part of the ongoing debate, you and your client will almost certainly want to understand the pros and cons of these proposals in order to be informed participants in the discussion. That said, a warning is in order. While it’s fine to include an advocate’s proposal in your analysis, never uncritically accept an advocate’s claims about the outcomes of their policy. Advocates are hardly an unbiased source of information; it’s your job to figure out whether their claims are true.

A second way to come up with policy alternatives to include in your analysis is to find out what neighboring jurisdictions are doing. Few policy problems are truly unique. If your city or state is wrestling with a policy issue, there’s a good chance that another city or state is in a similar situation. Take a look at policies that have been implemented elsewhere (as well as policies that were considered but not implemented). While you can start with web-based research, try to reach out and have a real-time conversation with officials in other jurisdictions who work on the same issues that you do. In many policy areas, there are national networks of professionals working in the same field (e.g., the Association of State and Territorial Solid Waste Management Officials or the Association of State and Territorial Health Officials). Reaching out to these folks will undoubtedly give you some good ideas and help build your personal network at the same time.

A third source of potential policy alternatives for you to consider can be found in libraries of model policies, typically focused on states and localities. Given that the United States comprises tens of thousands of subnational governments, there can be significant economies of scale in policy development when one entity develops a complete and coherent policy template that can be adopted by policymakers in multiple locations. For example, the National League of Cities provides a model ordinance on accelerating broadband deployment at the local level (NLC & NATCO, 2018), the American Society of Heating, Refrigerating and Air-Conditioning Engineers publishes a high-efficiency building code that states and localities can adopt (ASHRAE, 2016), and the Vermont League of Towns and Cities provides a set of model local ordinances on a wide variety of topics (VLTC, 2019).

You should be aware, however, that developers of model policies are not always disinterested participants in the policymaking process. The American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), for example, attracted substantial negative press coverage when it was revealed as the source of several conservative policy templates related to, for example, stand-your-ground gun laws, gender-based bathroom rules, and pro-business right-to-work statutes (Rossman, 2019). But ideologically conservative groups are not the only authors of model legislation. A joint investigation by USA Today, The Arizona Republic, and the Center for Public Integrity reviewed thousands of legislative bills introduced mostly between 2010 and 2018 in the 50 states and in Congress for similarities to model legislation drafted by special interests. It found over 10,000 bills that had been copied almost verbatim from the models. About 2,100 of them were enacted into law. About half of the enacted bills matched models drafted by industry, approximately 40% came from conservative groups, and about 7% came from liberal groups (O’Dell & Penzenstadler, 2019). To be clear, I am not arguing against ideologically driven policy alternatives or those than originate in the business community; rather, I am simply suggesting that you take care not to unthinkingly accept a model policy without a good understanding of its origin and purpose.

A fourth place to look for ideas about policy alternatives that might belong in your analysis are What Works Clearinghouses maintained by independent researchers and government agencies. We first discussed these sites in Chapter 6 as a source of evidence about the results of existing programs. In this context, browsing through a clearinghouse’s content may give you examples of successful policies that could become the basis of a policy design suitable for your jurisdiction.




14.2.2 The Replication Challenge

Once you’ve found an existing policy to use as a template for a new policy design in your location, what’s next? You’ll need to correctly understand the basic mechanisms—the program’s key features and components—that are responsible for its success in the first location (Bardach, 2004; Bardach & Patashnik, 2016). Doing so requires that you satisfy the tests of both internal and external validity that we talked about in Section 6.3. The former allows you to draw valid conclusions about the causal processes in the program that has been studied, while the latter permits you to generalize those conclusions to other situations. In other words, you need to ensure that you extract the ‘right’ lesson from the first location so that it can be effectively replicated in the second. The ‘right’ lesson requires that you not only understand the causal connection between the program and its results in its original setting but that you express that lesson in a suitably generalized form that it can inform action in another setting.

In their book Evidence-Based Policy, Cartwright and Hardie illustrate this point with a story of two international nutrition programs, one in Tamil Nadu that succeeded in substantially reducing childhood malnutrition and another in Bangladesh, explicitly modeled on the first, which failed (2012). In Tamil Nadu, nutrition education for mothers was combined with supplemental food for children. Together, these two program components led to the program’s success, but when replicated in Bangladesh, it had virtually no effect. According to Cartwright and Hardie, the difference was cultural. In the second case, the role played by husbands and mothers-in-law undermined program success. Because mothers often did not control household food purchases, their enhanced knowledge of nutritional principles did not change consumption patterns. Moreover, they often had little control over allocation of food within the household, meaning that supplemental food was diverted from children to other family members. In short, designers of the Bangladesh program extracted an incomplete causal theory from Tamil Nadu. It wasn’t mothers per se who needed nutritional education, it was those who control food purchases and distribution within the family who needed a better knowledge of nutritional principles and a willingness to behave differently.

Beyond ensuring that you correctly understand what factors contribute to the success of the policy you’re ‘borrowing’, it’s helpful to also understand which program features do not. You need not expend the time or effort to duplicate these nonessential components as you develop your policy design. Moreover, if you see implementation problems in the first case, try to link those problems to specific program features. If you can, adjust these features in your policy design so that you don’t inadvertently replicate problems that could have been avoided. The bottom line? While it’s a great idea to model your policy design on successful programs operating elsewhere, never lose sight of the fact that simple replication of a successful program in one location doesn’t guarantee success in another.




14.2.3 Discerning Design Elements in Existing Policies

Rather than thinking about policies from elsewhere as potential templates to be replicated, you can also think of them as defining the design elements of policy in a particular area. A design element is a component of a system that can take on a variety of different forms. Think of the seats in a car; they can be covered in cloth, leather, or vinyl. The seat in need of a covering is the design element. Cloth, leather, and vinyl represent the design choices available to specify the nature of the design element. In algebraic terms, a design element is a variable and design choices are the values that the variable can take on.

When you’re developing policy designs, you first need a complete set of design elements. For each, you then need to make design choices. If you overlook important elements when coming up with your policy design, you will end up with an incomplete, or not fully specified, result. As a simple example, think of a local property tax system in which the design elements are the types of properties to tax, the tax rate, the assessment system, and the process for making case-specific adjustments. If your policy design is silent about any of these elements, you haven’t painted a complete picture of how the policy would work, thus impeding both further analysis of it and actual implementation should it be enacted in its incomplete form.


How can you use existing policies to identify design elements and choices? Through a process of deconstruction and reconstruction. You first deconstruct an existing policy to discern its key design elements and then develop alternative specifications of each element. Finally, you ‘mix and match’ these choices to reconstruct new policy designs. Exhibit 14-3 illustrates the process with a continuation of the property tax example. Extracting the design elements from a policy in place elsewhere only requires careful study of the tangible features of the other program. By contrast, the specification of design choices in your jurisdiction affords you creative license to imagine alternative ways of specifying each element. You have even more flexibility as you combine choices from across elements to form new policy options. In this simple example, we can choose among 81 options (i.e., the number of permutations when there are three choices for each of four elements) for further analysis.


Exhibit 14-3
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14.3 Build Policies From Generic Approaches

Rather than looking to other jurisdictions for policy designs to consider, you might opt to build them on your own. The ability to do so is an important skill for policy analysts, since you may not always be able to find analogous cases elsewhere or if you and your client are interested in developing a new approach that hasn’t been tried before (Bardach & Patashnik, 2016). Recall from the Introduction to Part I that virtually all public policies take one or more of the approaches shown in Exhibit 14-4. As you think about what alternatives to include in your analysis, scan this list, select two or three items that seem most relevant, and then for each one, spend some time trying to answer questions like these:

	If I built a policy option that fit this category, what would it look like?
	How would it work?
	Who would do what, and by when?



Exhibit 14-4 Types of Government Activity



	Implement infrapolicies to maintain societal systems and facilitate other policies
	Regulate the behavior of individuals, firms, and institutions
	Provide services
	Allocate rights to public resources
	Redistribute wealth and income
	Levy taxes, spend money, and provide subsidies
	Endeavor to foster economic development
	Facilitate the flow of information




As you work iteratively to answer these questions, you’ll find yourself designing policy options. Ultimately, successful policy development requires a deep appreciation of the problems of concern, the systems in which they arise, and the needs, motives, and behaviors of those who will be affected by the policy. Nonetheless, you have to start somewhere, and this section provides a broad overview of the policy design process, while subsequent sections offer more specific suggestions.



14.3.1 Choice Architecture

Public policies generally aim to change the behavior of firms, individuals, or institutions. Such behavior, in turn, is the result of decision choices made by these actors over time. Policy design is thus a kind of choice architecture that creates the context for, and influences the nature of, the behavioral decisions that people make (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). In the same way that a building’s architecture influences how people use it, the architecture of a public policy influences if and how people will change their behavior in response to it. And just like a residential architect who can design a wide range of different types of houses, a policy analyst can also come up with a variety of different designs intended to serve the same policy purpose.

One way to characterize the choice architecture implicit in a specific policy option is to describe the extent of coercion it exercises over folks’ behavior. Some policies are outright mandates that leave no room for variation across society. No one is legally allowed to enter the country without a passport, opt out of paying their taxes, or set up a storefront operation to sell hard drugs. Mandates can either compel behavior (e.g., you must appear for jury duty when called) or prohibit behavior (e.g., you may not exceed the speed limit when driving a car).

Other policies impose tailored mandates, the effect of which varies based on specific circumstances. A local building code may apply one set of standards to new construction while exempting existing buildings (a process known as grandfathering). Similarly, the stringency of many federal labor laws depends on the size of the firms, with large firms subject to stronger mandates than small firms. Finally, some mandates come with procedures for seeking a variance in a specific case. For example, a zoning ordinance may prohibit the subdivision of one lot into two, but if the landowner seeks and is granted a variance, then the land can be subdivided, but not otherwise.

Prescriptive policies that leave little or no discretion in the hands of regulated firms and individuals are sometimes called command and control policy instruments. Such instruments may be easier for governments to implement because compliance (or the lack thereof) is usually readily apparent; public officials don’t have to do a great deal of case-specific analysis to determine if a firm or individual has complied with the policy. But because they are blunt instruments—applying the same standard across a regulated community—command and control instruments may lead to inefficiencies in cases where the same policy objective could be achieved more cost-effectively if the regulated entities had been given the flexibility to take a different approach.

Creating a policy-driven choice architecture can be more than simply deciding which activities are permissible and which are not. Public policy can also have a profound impact on the material costs and benefits of alternative decision choices. If a policy increases the cost of doing something, either by imposing a tax or by issuing a regulation that drives up costs, firms and individuals are less likely to engage in the costly activity. For example, taxes on tobacco products are often levied primarily to discourage smoking while capital reserve requirements for banks drive up the cost of doing business but are intended to ensure the stability of the banking system. You are still free to buy cigarettes or operate a bank, but it will cost you more to do so. Conversely, if costs are reduced, perhaps in the form of a direct subsidy or as government provision of a free service, we will likely see more of the activity. Tax credits for renewable energy and technical assistance to farmers from agricultural extension agents are two examples of policies intended to increase the level of a particular activity. Finally, liability law is a form of choice architecture that often motivates firms and individuals to take action to protect others for fear of being held liable and responsible for paying damages to injured parties.

Policies that explicitly use taxes and subsidies to influence behavior are sometimes called market-based instruments (MBIs) because, after a new policy leads to changes in the effective price of goods and services, market forces then largely dictate how firms and individuals respond to the policy. In contrast to command and control instruments, MBIs allow regulated entities the flexibility to choose how to respond to public policy. Though they may be more complex to administer, by letting members of the regulated community take account of case-specific costs and benefits, such instruments may lead to more cost-effective attainment of a policy objective than would a command-and-control approach.

A less coercive form of policy design is a nudge (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Nudges are small changes made in choice architecture to push people toward the policymaker’s objectives. Nudges often are built around the decision heuristics we discussed in Chapter 4. For example, knowing that people are apt to leave the status quo intact if nothing is pressing them to make a change, choice architects often set the choice that is presumed to be best for the user as the default. Examples include automatically enrolling new employees in retirement plans, having folks designate their organs for donation when they get a driver’s license, or shipping printers preset to double-sided printing to save paper. But users can still easily change the default choice. Philosophically, nudges are a form of libertarian paternalism that combines two constructs:


The libertarian aspect of our strategies lies in the straightforward insistence that, in general, people should be free to do what they like – and to opt out of undesirable arrangements if they want to do so. … The paternalistic aspect lies in the claim that it is legitimate for choice architects to try to influence people’s behavior in order to make their lives longer, healthier, and better.

(Thaler & Sunstein, 2008, p. 5), emphasis added



Nudge-based policies are typically targeted at individuals (e.g., workers, drivers, students) rather than at firms or institutions.


Another popular policy instrument is a public–private partnership which entails an agreement between government and a private entity. Both parties voluntarily enter the agreement, typically because both see value in doing so. These partnerships span a wide range of policy domains. A local government, for example, may agree to build a sports stadium for a team that then leases it for a long period of time. The locality will collect tax revenue on the associated economic activity and endear itself to fans of the home team while the team will pay less than if it had to build its own stadium. Similarly, the federal government’s Energy Star® program is a partnership between the Department of Energy (DOE) and manufacturers of energy-using equipment like appliances, lighting, copiers, computers, and data centers. Participating manufacturers must meet efficiency standards and are in turn allowed to use the Energy Star® brand and logo to market their products. The value to DOE comes in the form of lower energy demand and reduced pollutant emissions—two core elements of the Department’s mission.

The least coercive forms of policy-driven choice architecture are campaigns to inform and influence action without imposing any incentives for action or disincentives for inaction or requiring folks to formally opt-in or opt-out of a default choice. Public outreach campaigns urging people to get vaccinated, wear their seatbelt, or put on sunscreen aim to change behavior, but there are no government penalties for failing to take action. Some policies contain a mandate to disclose information but are silent about how that information is to be used. Mandated truth in lending disclosures, food information labels, and mileage stickers on new cars all help consumers make more informed choices but do not dictate how consumers are to use the disclosed information in making decisions.




14.3.2 Policy Sequencing

In addition to designing policy options to beneficially affect choice architecture, you should also pay attention to issues of timing. For example, to minimize disruption and transition costs, you might phase in a new policy over time rather than make it immediately effective upon enactment. Extra time will allow folks to learn about the new initiative, figure out how they will respond to it, and take preliminary steps to get ready for its implementation. Especially for complex new policies that represent a big change from business as usual (e.g., the Affordable Care Act), firms and individuals may need time to adjust to the new way of doing things. Remember, your goal is to facilitate smooth and effective implementation in order to reap the benefits of the new policy, not to play gotcha and penalize folks who haven’t been able to figure it out or who really do need more time to comply. Of course, allowing more time for implementation brings with it the downside that the policy problem will be allowed to persist for a longer period of time while the policy is being put in place.

As you think about phasing policies in (or out), you needn’t think only about the passage of time on the calendar as a trigger for policy action. You might also tie changes in policy to real-world conditions. A more formal way of describing this distinction is as a difference between time-dependent and state-dependent policy triggers. A time-dependent trigger, for example, might end a mandate to wear a mask during a pandemic after six months. By contrast, a state-dependent trigger approach might mandate mask wearing until infection rates drop below a certain number of new cases per day. While a state-dependent policy trigger can make for a more effective policy, it does require that we have ready access to reliable data about the value of the state variable. If, for example, we don’t have valid data about infection rates, then it wouldn’t make sense to trigger an end to the mask mandate based on infection rates.

We’ve talked before about a policy problem as a gap between a descriptive as-is condition and a normative to-be condition. In turn, you can think about the policy you’re designing as a plan for closing that gap. Sometimes, it’s not possible to close the gap (i.e., make the transition from one state of the world to another) all at once with a single policy tool. Sometimes, we need to sequence specific policies over time to create a transition pathway from the status quo to the future envisioned in our broad policy (Letzler, 2017; Pahle et al., 2018). Sometimes, the need is political. Perhaps stakeholders are not ready to embrace your full policy proposal at the outset. Starting with a more modest, and less controversial, approach may lead to conditions where a more expansive policy becomes politically acceptable over time. Consider, for example, the progressive expansion of federally funded health care in the United States: first for the poor and elderly in 1965, for disabled persons in 1972, for uninsured children in 1997, for prescription drug coverage in 2006, and for additional low-income and middle-income households in 2010 (CMS, 2021).

Sometimes the need for policy sequencing originates in practical or technological constraints. While, for example, you might want to mandate use of renewable energy to meet 100% of US energy demand, numerous impediments stand in the way. Technological challenges—like grid-scale energy storage with batteries or similar techniques—must be solved first. Moreover, construction of a new nationwide energy infrastructure will take decades, not just a few years. Accordingly, in this example, you need to think sequentially as you design your new energy policy and consider which intermediate policies are appropriate for each stage of the transition process.

On the other hand, you may be constrained by choices made in the past by previous policymakers. Referred to as path dependency, this phenomenon limits your choices in the present. If, for example, a highway built in the 1960s led to the breakup of a previously cohesive neighborhood with a diaspora of residents moving elsewhere, it may be difficult to reestablish the neighborhood community, even if the highway is removed. Sometimes, irreversible changes are the inevitable consequence of policy change. The point is not to avoid such policies—their advantages may far exceed their disadvantages—but to be mindful of how the policies designed and implemented today may create path dependencies that constrain policymakers in the future.





14.3.3 Policy Design to Facilitate Learning

As we talked about in Chapter 13, visualizing the future to understand how today’s policy choices will affect tomorrow’s outcomes is, at best, an imperfect art. Rather than assuming our crystal ball has 20/20 vision and that we’ll be able to design the ideal policy from the start, we need to be cautious. Of course, you want to design the best policy you can, but equally important is designing a policy that allows for learning and improvement over time. Two elements of a policy design can help in this regard.

First, as you design a new policy, try to build in features that enable performance monitoring. If you can, track outcome and impact measures, as well as metrics related to inputs, activities, and inputs. It’s much easier (and less costly) to collect such information in real time as a program is underway than to come back later as part of a retrospective program evaluation and try to reconstruct data that weren’t intentionally collected in the first place. Putting resources into monitoring and information collection will create an opportunity cost in that fewer resources will be available for program operation. But it’s almost certainly a price worth paying since the collected information will enable you to learn from experience and continuously improve the policy.

The second opportunity to learn over time – after policy enactment – is independent of the policy itself and has more to do with the broad context for the policy. The idea here is to design flexible and adaptable policies that can be adjusted as circumstances not directly linked to the policy change. Such policies are sometimes referred to as real options (Linquiti & Vonortas, 2012). Like financial options, they give you the right but not the obligation to take a future action. Suppose you’re in a suburban community with a growing population. You’re not sure about school enrollments over the next couple of decades. Rather than projecting the number of school kids 20 years from now and building enough schools to accommodate them all, you might build one school now and acquire the land to build a second school in the future if needed. If you don’t set aside the land now, it may get used for other purposes and if enrollments grow, you won’t have a place to build the new school. In short, procuring the land now creates the option, but not the obligation, to build a school in the future if enrollments grow.






14.4 Building Policies Inside the Studio: Theory of Change and Strategic Alignment

Back in Chapter 2, I drew a distinction between working inside the studio and working outside the studio. In the former, your efforts are focused within your own organization and build on the knowledge and expertise that you and your colleagues already possess. In the latter, you reach out to affected stakeholders, subject matter experts, and relevant public servants to assess and fill the gaps in your own knowledge and expertise. Moreover, design for analysis takes place primarily inside the studio while design for implementation mostly happens outside the studio. We’ll talk about policy design inside the studio in this section while the next addresses policy design done outside the studio.

Once you decide that a policy option (either borrowed from elsewhere or built from generic tools) might be relevant to the analysis at hand, your next step—inside the studio—is to ensure that its design is based on a credible theory of change and that its component parts are strategically aligned to maximize the chances of success. Let’s take a closer look at each objective.


14.4.1 Theory of Change

As noted in Chapter 2, a theory of change is a logical, transparent causal explanation of how we expect to get from our intended policy intervention to the beneficial outcomes we aspire to create. It requires a clear specification of our expected results and of the indicators that would demonstrate success. Logic models—based on causal reasoning—can be used to depict the theory of change implicit in a policy design. We start with inputs and activities (taken together, the policy design) and draw direct causal links from the design to its outputs and then to its results (i.e., its outcomes and impacts).

Because a logic model links policy design, a theory of change, and program results, it can be a useful tool to develop new designs for policy. Exhibit 14-5 depicts an iterative process in which you consider variations in the design by using a theory of change to connect them to the results. You can also work backwards by using the desired results to reverse engineer a policy design potentially capable of generating those results. It may take a few iterations to adjust your policy design and refine your theory of change to produce a logical and internally consistent design that you’re happy with. At this point in the process, the design needn’t be perfect. If you’re engaged in design for analysis, you’ll have opportunities during your policy analysis to identify its strengths and weaknesses. And if you’re engaged in design for implementation, you can change the design as you go outside the studio to consult with stakeholders and refine the policy’s design.

[image: The figure demonstrates how to use theory of change to link policy design to results of interest.]DescriptionExhibit-14-5 Using a Theory of Change to Iteratively Link Policy Design to Results of Interest







14.4.2 Strategic Alignment

The success of an organization—public or private—depends in no small measure on the degree of alignment among its components and with the environment in which it operates. If different parts of an organization work at cross-purposes, pursuing different or even contradictory objectives, we shouldn’t be surprised if results are unsatisfactory. Moreover, if an organization is out of synch with its environment, perhaps pursuing goals not highly valued by its customers, clients, or citizens, or making poor use of available inputs, its performance will almost certainly suffer. Accordingly, as you develop designs for public policy, you need to come up with designs that are both internally and externally aligned.

There are at least two ways to think about alignment. The first is to ensure that your policy design reflects a coherent integration of mission, strategy, and tactics. There is a hierarchical relationship among these concepts. The mission is the overarching purpose of an organization, program, or policy—its reason for existence. A strategy broadly explains how the mission will be achieved with an approach that builds on strengths and opportunities and mitigates weaknesses and threats. Finally, tactics are the mechanism by which the strategy is executed on a day-to-day basis. In well-run organizations, missions shift only slowly over time, strategies evolve more quickly but nonetheless offer needed stability and serve as a reliable guidepost for tactical decisions. Tactics can be adapted much more frequently to address changing conditions, but ideally, they are always in alignment with the mission and strategy.

Suppose US policymakers decide to take strong action to address climate change. The broad mission might be to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to limit global warming and to encourage other countries to do the same. At a strategic level, policymakers might decide that a market-based mechanism, like a tax on fossil fuels that pushes up the cost of carbon-intensive goods and services, is the best strategy to achieve the mission. Finally, at a tactical level, policymakers would need to decide on, among other things, where in the chain of commerce to tax fossil fuels, what the tax rates should be, and what to do with the tax revenues. Ideally, all elements of the policy would be strategically aligned to achieve the mission. But suppose, for example, policymakers simultaneously subsidize production of ethanol from corn or collect below-market royalties from oil and gas producers on federal land, both policies likely to increase emissions. By doing so, policymakers have created strategic misalignments that undermine achievement of the mission. Sometimes, misalignments must be tolerated as the price of achieving political consensus, but to the extent you can, try to create policy designs where the mission, strategy, and tactics all point in the same direction.

The second perspective on alignment entails consideration of the degree to which a public policy has been designed to create a complementary relationship among its value proposition, its legitimacy and support, and its operational capacity. This vision of strategic alignment originated at the Kennedy School of Government in the 1990s (Moore, 2000). A policy’s value proposition is an articulation of how its outcomes and impacts are beneficial (i.e., create value) for society. Its legitimacy and support reflect the degree to which it is embraced by policymakers who enact it into law and provide funding to keep it going. And its operational capacity depends on having sufficient resources and the technical know-how to deliver on the value proposition. If any of these three criteria go unmet, policy success is unlikely.

To illustrate, consider a simple example: local trash collection. Value is created for citizens by virtue of regularly removing an unsightly, smelly, and unhealthy nuisance from homes and neighborhoods. Moreover, trash collection is typically seen by policymakers across the ideological spectrum as an important and legitimate function of local government, worthy of their support and funding. Finally, most localities have figured out how to competently pick up the trash on a regular basis. It’s thus no mystery why local trash collection is ubiquitous and has been for decades.

This all seems so straightforward that you could be excused for thinking that the idea that value, support, and capacity need to be aligned is little more than a no brainer:


At a conceptual level, this simple model is not very challenging. All it says is that in order for a strategy to be a good one, it has to be valuable, authorizable, sustainable, and doable. What could be more obvious than that? Operationally, however, the concept proves to be very challenging indeed. It generally proves quite difficult to lay out a strategy in which all of these bases are touched. Yet, to fail to do so is to court disaster.

(Moore, 2000, p. 198)



The political sustainability of public policies often follows predictable patterns (Patashnik & Weaver, 2020). Continuing political support for a policy can be jeopardized under a number of conditions, including, for example, situations where:

	A policy is adopted by a narrow margin in the face of strong opposition;
	There is a long lead time before the policy gets up and running, especially if the policy creates a concentrated group of losers in the short run;
	Operation of the policy demands collaboration among agencies and levels of government, not all of whom support the policy; or
	The policy is costly, and politicians must regularly take explicit action to keep it funded.



To the extent that you can design policies that will attract broad support from the outset, deliver their benefits quickly, ease the burden on those adversely affected by the policy, allocate implementation responsibility to supportive agencies and levels of government, and to the extent possible, rely on a dedicated funding source, you will enhance the political sustainability of your policy design.

As just one example of what can go wrong in the absence of alignment among the three factors, consider the story of the now defunct Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) that we heard back in Chapter 11. Over its two-decade lifespan, OTA produced more than 750 analytic deliverables on science and technology issues; at its peak, OTA had an annual budget of $20 million and a staff of over 200 (CRS, 2020). OTA certainly delivered on two of the three drivers of strategic alignment: it provided its clients with valuable insights not available elsewhere and it repeatedly demonstrated its capability to produce high-quality deliverables. OTA’s undoing came when it lost the political support of conservative ideologues unhappy with some of its work and of budget hawks looking to reduce federal spending.

At the same time, however, be careful not to undermine the coherence and logic of your policy design by being too accommodating of political interests. Sometimes, the price of political support may be too high, if it leads you and your client to make changes to the policy that undermine it to the point of rendering it ineffective, and thus unable to deliver on its value proposition. Yes, you want to see your policy garner political support and become law, but you don’t want to end up regretting it later (Eggers & O’Leary, 2009; Mead, 2013).

The broad takeaway lesson here for policy design is to pay attention to strategic alignment. Aim to create policy options in which the mission, strategy, and tactics are clear, coherent, and in synch with one another. Moreover, think carefully about a policy’s value proposition, its ability to gain political legitimacy and continued support from policymakers, and its operational capacity to deliver on its value proposition. If any of these are in doubt, revisit your policy option and look for ways to adjust its design to overcome such deficiencies.






14.5 Building Policies Outside the Studio: Design Thinking

At this point, you might be done with the policy design process. If you’re engaged in design for analysis, you can now subject the policies you’ve developed to further analysis in which you project their outcomes and identify trade-offs among their pros and cons. On the other hand, if you’re engaged in design for implementation, you likely need to develop a more detailed specification of how each policy would work. Doing so requires close attention to the interests of those folks whose support is needed to ensure effective implementation. Moreover, if the policies you’re working on provide a public service or regulate a group of firms or consumers, you’ll want to develop a good understanding of the needs of the folks who will be served or the interests of those who will be regulated.


14.5.1 Rationale for Stakeholder Consultation

There are at least two reasons why you need to take account of the opinions and interests of folks outside your studio—one normative and one pragmatic. For starters, in a democracy, we tend to think that all points of view deserve a hearing and that people ought not to be subjected to policies that haven’t been crafted with their concerns in mind. You might argue that the electoral process meets this requirement and that letting citizens vote officials in and out of office eliminates the need for consultation on specific policy measures. Conversely, you might find elections too blunt an instrument for capturing all viewpoints on all issues; if you fall into this group, you probably view working outside the studio when designing new policies as a normative obligation for public officials.

But even if you don’t feel a normative obligation to consult with stakeholders during policy design, I’d like to suggest a couple of pragmatic reasons for doing so. If you ignore stakeholders as you hone your understanding of the problem and plan for implementing new policy measures, you’re losing an opportunity to build consensus and support that will later facilitate effective implementation. And, as we talked about in the previous section, if a lack of support turns into outright opposition, your new policy may encounter repeated failure during implementation. Moreover, as a policy analyst working inside the studio, there are inevitably things you don’t know—about the issue, about the affected community, and about how your policy design will be received by those who have to deal with it after it’s implemented. Failing to consult stakeholders in a meaningful way risks a suboptimal policy design that doesn’t work nearly as well as it could have if only you had taken the time to develop a solid understanding of stakeholders’ needs and concerns before rolling out your new policy.

In broad terms, you can think about three levels of stakeholder consultation. Participation implies that stakeholders are permitted to provide feedback before a policy is finalized. A public agency might publish a draft policy online and allow interested parties to submit comments. Alternatively, members of the public might be given an opportunity to speak about a proposed policy at a public hearing. A more intensive form of consultation is engagement, where there is more of a two-way conversation between members of the public and the officials responsible for developing policy. Such conversations entail back and forth discussions about the nature and severity of the problem and about the pros and cons of different ways of addressing it. Participants in the conversation may be self-selected, or public officials may reach out to known stakeholders in an ad hoc fashion to solicit their feedback. Finally, the most collaborative form of stakeholder consultation is inclusion, in which public officials intentionally reach out to a wide cross section of the community and work diligently to ensure that a diverse set of voices and perspectives are included in the conversation about how to shape pending public policy.




14.5.2 Emerging Trends in Policy Design Thinking

The past few years have seen a newfound enthusiasm among scholars and public officials for incorporating design thinking into policy analysis and implementation planning (McGuinness & Slaughter, 2019; Olejniczak, Borkowska-Wasak, Domaradzka-Widla, & Park, 2020; van Buuren, Lewis, Peters, & Voorberg, 2020). Several governments have even launched policy design labs—dedicated teams of staff who apply design principles to issues of concern—to support policymaking within their jurisdiction. Not everyone views the concept of design thinking in the same way, but there are some common themes:


Fundamental to all design thinking approaches is the aim to develop a deepened understanding of stakeholders’ contexts, particularly those of the user or citizen for which any service is being designed. … Successful design-oriented conversations are most vividly illustrated perhaps by what they are not. They don’t accept obvious and conventional problem definitions, allow extensive debates, or concentrate primarily on evaluating options visible from the start. Instead, they first explore the problem definition itself as a hypothesis, seek to understand rather than to argue with others’ differing perspectives in an inquiry-focused conversation, and look for solutions to emerge during the process.

(Liedtka & Salzman, 2018, pp. 13–15)



McGuiness and Slaughter (2019) suggest that there are four elements to design thinking. The first is that it is people-centered, meaning that even though traditional policy research and analysis still plays a key role, at least as important is a focus on individuals—citizens, users, regulated entities—who are affected by public policy and on their perceptions and experience of policy issues. Getting outside your studio and talking to people is thus an integral element of design thinking.

A second element in design thinking is its experimental nature. With problem definitions and claims about the efficacy of new policies always taken—at least initially—as hypotheses to be confirmed, experimentation holds a special place in design thinking. Quick, iterative attempts at small-scale projects allow for trial and error and an acceleration of the learning process about what works and what doesn’t (Hermus, van Buuren, & Bekkers, 2020). Moreover, lessons learned are quickly fed back into the analytic process as the problem definition and potential policy choices are updated to reflect the experimental results. The goal is not to conduct an analysis that leads to the best policy, but instead it is to work experimentally to find a better policy than the one currently under consideration (Liedtka & Salzman, 2018). This constant iteration is quite different from the linear framework of the classical forms of policy analysis that we looked at in Chapters 1 and 2 (Fukayama, 2018).

The third component of design thinking is an evidence-focused approach. Although it values folks’ firsthand subjective experience with policy issues and government programs, design thinking doesn’t dismiss the value of tangible indicators of real-world conditions. For example, the ubiquity of large data sets in an increasingly automated society combined with the analytic power of data sciences means policy designers can understand policy issues in new ways. Moreover, by focusing on the results of policy experimentation and impact evaluation, design thinking aspires to incorporate empirical realities, rather than untested hunches, into the design process.

The final element of design thinking is a long-term perspective on scalability. The early stages of design thinking entail pilot projects, small-scale experiments, and close coordination with individuals, but many policy issues are broad in scope and large in scale. It’s great if creative, talented social entrepreneurs steeped in design principles can create one-off examples of successful, user-oriented policies, but ultimately the biggest impact will be experienced if success can be scaled up to large applications. A recurrent question that therefore demands an affirmative answer during design is, can this be scaled? While design thinking emphasizes starting small and experimentally, its practitioners must always be concerned with whether a proposed approach has the potential to be expanded to serve large numbers of people. If it doesn’t, it may not justify a substantial investment of time and resources.

Design thinking is not relevant in all cases. If there are fundamental disagreements among competing political and economic interests, then inclusive, user-oriented conversations may not yield common ground (McGuinness & Slaughter, 2019). Moreover, some aspects of public programs are highly specialized and would benefit less from public consultations than programs with large and diverse communities of affected individuals. But in most areas of public policy, iterative and creative design thinking, with its focus on individuals, experimentation, evidence, and scalability, can help you do a better job of policy development and implementation.






14.6 Building Policies Outside the Studio: Stakeholder Analysis

Consulting with stakeholders—including the public writ large—during the process of policy development can be messy, contentious, and confusing (Liedtka & Salzman, 2018). You might end up in the middle of disputes among groups with decidedly different points of view. Even with a trained facilitator skilled at leading meetings to elicit all points of view, encourage creative collaboration, and create connections among diverse parts of the community, things can still go wrong. You might find public meetings hijacked by special interests or those with the loudest voices. You may face demands to structure a public program in ways that aren’t feasible or affordable, or that would create adverse consequences for others. You won’t be able to make everyone happy in every situation, but the alternative is not to stay inside the studio and ignore stakeholders.

Stakeholder consultation often works best when it is an iterative process in which you first ‘do your homework’ inside the studio to understand as much as you can about the issue before going outside the studio to solicit input from stakeholders. Depending how much (or how little) you feel you know about stakeholders’ needs, you might start with nothing more than a few talking points to structure the conversation and spend most of your time listening to (rather than talking at) stakeholders. Ideally, you’ll hear how they think about the issue and learn more about what they think might work, and what might not, when it comes to the specific features of a policy. On the other hand, if you already know a good bit about the issue and the concerns of stakeholders, you might do more preparatory work and draft a problem statement or policy proposal before meeting with stakeholders to get their reaction to your ideas. Based on the feedback you receive, you would then update your proposed approach to the issue and, if you have time, solicit input on a revised draft. Depending on time and resources, and how successful you are along the way, this iterative process might cycle through multiple loops as you work with stakeholders to create the most effective policy design you can.

It can be hard to stay organized, and to think strategically, as you go through this iterative process of consulting with stakeholders and revising your policy design. Accordingly, the remainder of this section offers some advice based on a framework that a colleague and I created to plan and implement international development assistance projects (Strelneck & Linquiti, 1995).

As shown in Exhibit 14-6, the framework entails four tasks. During the first task, based on your logic model, all key process steps that lie between enactment and successful implementation are identified, with a particular focus on inputs and activities. In the second task, all relevant stakeholders (inside and outside government) are identified. Stakeholders are either potential beneficiaries of the policy who might be persuaded to champion its implementation or potential opponents who might be tempted to thwart successful implementation. The list of process steps is then juxtaposed against the stakeholder list to create a matrix. In the third task, each cell of the matrix is evaluated as to whether the indicated stakeholder may play a role—positive or negative—in that particular step. Fourth, for each cell with a relevant stakeholder, you need to develop a plan for how to gain that stakeholder’s support or negate their opposition during implementation. Back in Chapter 10, we heard from the Deputy Mayor of Los Angeles who likened policymaking to driving a bus full of stakeholders, each with a brake pedal at their seat and the power to stop the bus. Now imagine that each seat also has a gas pedal. In this fourth step, you’re trying to come up with a plan for each phase of implementation to ensure that as many stakeholders as possible have their foot on the gas pedal and are staying away from the brake pedal.


Exhibit 14-6 Stakeholders and Implementation Planning



	Identify all process steps between policy enactment and successful implementation
	List stakeholders whose support must be gained, or opposition mitigated
	Identify all combinations of stakeholders and process steps relevant to implementation
	For each combination, develop a plan for managing the stakeholder relationship




Let’s look at an example of this four-task approach to implementation planning. It’s from my policy analysis class and entails conducting an implementation analysis for an initiative launched by President Obama to address a shortage of science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) teachers in K-12 education. At the time, it was described as follows:


[The plan would] invest $100 million to help train 100,000 new educators over the next decade. … Obama will ask Congress for $80 million to support new Department of Education grants for colleges that provide innovative teacher-training programs. The president also is set to announce a $22 million commitment from private companies that will support the effort. … The investment is intended to address a problem that the president thinks could ultimately threaten the nation’s global competitiveness. U.S. companies have called on the government to help produce more highly skilled workers to keep pace with job openings in new high-tech industries.

(Nakamura, 2012)



Given this description, our first task is to characterize the complete path from program implementation to its beneficial impacts (i.e., its implicit theory of change and the associated logic model). In general, each step in the process should display the same level of specificity and detail and be concrete enough to facilitate further analysis. There is no one right formulation of this process, but an example is shown in the left-hand column of Exhibit 14-7. While the first few steps in the process seem obvious, many students overlook the later steps. The point of the program is not simply to train new STEM teachers, but, according to the President, to enhance the nation’s global competitiveness. We thus need to use the program’s implied theory of change to define all the steps that lead from the start of the logic model to its conclusion.


Exhibit 14-7
[image: ]


The second task is to identify the relevant stakeholders. As shown in the right-hand column of Exhibit 14-7, it’s best to think expansively about who they might be. Be sure to include self-identified stakeholders who have already expressed an interest in the policy, as well as invisible stakeholders who could be affected by it but who are as yet unaware of its development. Some stakeholders might be obvious—like the agency running the program or the grantees that it gives money to—while other stakeholders may have only a tangential relationship to the program but might be relevant at a particular step. Remember, we are interested not only in stakeholders who might support the program but also in those who might oppose it. In many school districts, for example, teacher unions are powerful actors whose cooperation would be needed before local school monies are diverted toward STEM education and away from other activities. (Note that the President’s initiative doesn’t provide funding to school districts to pay the new STEM teachers; it only pays for teacher training.)

Having listed the necessary steps in program implementation and identified key stakeholders, we create the matrix shown in Exhibit 14-8. In the third task, we use a checkmark to denote each combination of a process step and stakeholder that we suspect will be relevant to successful implementation. For example, I checked the box at the intersection between US technology firms and the hiring of program graduates in school districts. Because such firms don’t hire or pay local teachers, this might seem counterintuitive. But if the new initiative succeeds in training 100,000 teachers in STEM subjects, it seems likely that at least some of them will seek employment not as teachers but as professionals in the tech industry (especially if the President is right that these industries are facing worker shortages). It may not be a bad thing if this happens, but it would certainly undercut the theory of change implied in the program’s logic model.



Exhibit 14-8
[image: ]

a This table is not based on detailed study of actual programs or economic conditions, but instead is a hypothetical example meant to illustrate the application of the method described in the text.





With the matrix in hand, the fourth task is to come up with a plan to address each cell in the matrix where there is a critical combination of a process step and a particular stakeholder (i.e., where there is a checkmark). Such plans may lead to revisions in the policy design. To continue the example from above, we’d want to figure out a way to ensure that the program’s graduates end up teaching K-12 students rather than going to work in industry. For example, in exchange for the STEM training they receive, teachers might be required to teach in a K-12 school for five years after program completion. Not all critical intersections between stakeholders and the implementation process will necessitate a change to the policy design. Instead, you may simply need to think about how to maximize stakeholder support, or minimize stakeholder opposition, during each stage of program implementation.

As you work through the matrix, you may find stakeholders with divergent interests who nonetheless are in alignment about a specific policy action, a situation sometimes referred to as the Bootleggers and Baptists phenomenon.4 This phrase was coined by an economist who worked for the Federal Trade Commission and is the tale of how two groups—one an enthusiastic proponent of alcohol consumption and the other adamantly opposed—might come together in support of a ban on Sunday sales of alcoholic beverages (Yandle, 1999). Bootleggers—unafraid of illegality—are happy to have their competition (i.e., legal liquor stores) forced to close their doors one day a week while the teetotalers of the religious group would be pleased to see their moral instincts codified in law, if only for one day a week. Similarly, during international negotiations in the 1980s to protect stratospheric ozone, a somewhat surprising alignment between environmental groups and chemical manufacturers emerged. Both supported the Montreal Protocol, the former because it banned harmful ozone depleting substances and the latter because it opened the door to the manufacture and sale of more profitable replacement chemicals. In short, as you work through developing your implementation plan, stay focused on the actions you need stakeholders to take, without insisting that all stakeholders embrace the same rationale for action.

4 I’ve always been a bit uncomfortable with this vocabulary as it seems to imply a moral equivalence between the two groups, but Yandle’s article has been cited close to 400 times, so I thought you should hear about his ideas.


A final thought: As you think about the likely behavior of each stakeholder at each step of the implementation process, remember the advice in Chapter 4 about the risks of mirror imaging and confirmation bias. You’re not trying to figure out how you would react at each step in the implementation process but are trying to figure out how stakeholders would behave. That’s why you need to get out of your office and away from your laptop to talk to folks. Moreover, if you’re intentionally inclusive, hearing voices from across the socioeconomic and ideological spectrums, you’ll learn even more. Put yourself in others’ shoes, be mindful of the incentives they face and the constraints that affect their actions, figure out how you can design your policy to elicit cooperation, and avoid actions that undermine program effectiveness.

Using this framework for implementation planning won’t eradicate opposition to your policy, eliminate implementation difficulties, or guarantee a successful outcome, but it will minimize the risk of unpleasant surprises and improve your chances of having a meaningful impact on the problem you seek to address. Indeed, one scholar goes so far as to claim that implementation planning and stakeholder analysis are “perhaps the most important set of skills” for an aspiring policy analyst to master (Fukayama, 2018, p. 2).





Chapter Summary

This chapter described a variety of techniques for developing sound, workable policy designs potentially capable of mitigating policy problems. We started with a series of questions that you need to ask and answer before getting started. Perhaps most importantly, you need to figure out whether you’re engaged in design for analysis or design for implementation.

We next looked at processes for finding proposed or existing policies and adapting them for use in a different jurisdiction. Choice architecture was introduced as the context for different types of public policies, including mandates, command and control instruments, market-based instruments, nudges, public–private partnerships, outreach campaigns, and required information disclosure. Policy sequencing was presented as a mechanism for increasing the chances of successful policy implementation.

We then considered how policy designs can be crafted inside the studio, with a focus on designs that facilitate ongoing learning and provide flexibility to future policymakers, as well as on strategically aligned policy designs that are built on a compelling theory of change and reflect careful logic modeling.

We next looked at policy design outside the studio. The principles of user-focused policy design were described, and we reviewed three forms of stakeholder consultation: participation, engagement, and inclusion. We concluded by reviewing how stakeholder mapping and analysis can be used to develop policy designs that engender support and minimize opposition at each stage of implementation.




Discussion Questions



	Can you think of a policy that you would like to see enacted? Can you succinctly explain its Theory of Change? Could you draw a logic model to illustrate how it will create outcomes and impacts?
	Do you think policymakers should rely on models provided by outsiders as the basis of policies they enact? What are the upsides of relying on such templates? How about the downsides?
	Imagine you’ve been asked by the City Council to come up with five distinctly different policy options for addressing homelessness. What options would you list? Now suppose the request came from the Secretary of the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development. What options would you list? Are your two lists the same? Why? Why not?
	How does path dependency affect the policy options available to the United States for reducing greenhouse gas emissions?
	How do you feel about symbolic policies? Is it ethical for policymakers to adopt policies that they know will have no meaningful impact on people’s lives? What are the risks of symbolic policies?
	Identify a public policy that you think serves an important purpose and is effective at creating impacts. How would you describe its mission, strategy, and tactics? How would you describe the policy’s value proposition, the source of its legitimacy and support, and the nature of its operational excellence? What is the level of strategic alignment among these components of the program?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The figure is a depiction of how theory of change can be used to iteratively link policy design to results of interest. Policy design, which includes inputs and activities, is converted to outputs and thereafter results of interest, which include outcomes and impacts. The process is impacted by theory of change and reverse engineering.








Chapter Fifteen Having an Impact While Preserving Your Integrity


Learning Objectives

By studying this chapter, you should be able to:

	Explain the content of a typical code of ethics and distinguish ethical behavior based on rule-following from behavior based on ethical reasoning.
	Define the concept of emotional intelligence.
	Explain how the emotional content of interpersonal relationships affects the tangible content of policy analysis.
	Explain the four stages in the lifecycle of a typical project and identify major considerations relevant to the successful execution of each stage.
	Describe how a policy analyst often serves as an intermediary among multiple actors and the steps that can be taken to become more effective in this role.
	For each of about a dozen analytic questions often asked of policy analysts, identify the analytic techniques most likely to be valuable in answering such questions.
	Describe the key takeaway themes of the book as a whole.


The preceding 14 chapters have focused on the cognitive and analytic skills needed to conduct high quality policy analysis. By contrast, this chapter addresses a somewhat disparate collection of practical skills that may enhance your personal effectiveness as a policy analyst on a day-to-day basis. We start in Section 15.1 with a review of how the topic of ethics can be integrated into your work life. From there, we turn in Section 15.2 to a few ideas about how the concept of emotional intelligence can affect your ability to work effectively in team-based settings. Next, Section 15.3 extracts a few principles from the discipline of project management that may help you deliver quality work, on time and within resource constraints. Section 15.4 depicts the policy analyst as an intermediary among multiple actors and gives you some advice about how to be successful in such a role, while Section 15.5 offers a few specific suggestions about how to pick and choose analytic techniques to match the types of assignments you’re likely to receive from your client. And, befitting the final section of a final chapter, Section 15.6 offers an afterword that recaps some of the most important takeaways of the book.




15.1 Preserving Your Professional Ethics

You can think of ethics as a set of moral principles that guide a person’s conduct. You undoubtedly already have a sense of right and wrong in your personal life. The purpose of this discussion is to think more broadly about how to convert personal ethics into a set of professional ethics that apply to your work as a policy analyst. But first a quick caveat: I can’t give you a definitive set of normative rules by which to conduct your professional life. That’s something you need to come up with on your own. This section will introduce some key concepts and highlight a few challenges, but ultimately, you need to personally wrestle with these issues to decide how to conduct your professional life.

There are two basic ways to answer the ethical questions you encounter in your work life: rule-following and ethical reasoning. Rule-following depends on a codified set of do’s and don’ts that tell you which behavior is permissible and which is not. Ethical reasoning, on the other hand, starts with broad principles and applies them to specific circumstances to discern an ethical course of action. In my experience, most folks apply a combination of reasoning and rule-following to address ethical concerns.

When it comes to rule-following, you’ll find that many governments, businesses, and professional associations have put in writing a set of standards (i.e., a code) with which they expect their employees or members to comply. To get a sense of what these codes look like, flip to the appendix for this chapter. In it, you’ll find four examples of formal ethics codes. Two are directed at folks who work for government; the third is for project management professionals working in both the public and private sectors, and the fourth is for lobbyists whose job is to advocate on behalf of their clients with government policymakers. These four codes are meant to be illustrative: they’re not a comprehensive collection of ethical principles applicable to all policy analysts. But you will find several elements that turn up more than once.

	Tell the truth: Honesty is a cornerstone of most codes of ethics; although as we’ll see in a minute, there is a distinction between a prohibition on lying and a directive to always tell the complete and whole truth.
	Avoid conflicts of interest: By virtue of being employed (and paid) as a professional, most codes of ethics presume that you have a duty to put the legitimate interests of your employer ahead of your own personal interest. If, for example, you were doing an analysis of policies to encourage electric vehicles while also owning stock in an electric vehicle manufacturing company, your professional and personal interests might conflict, calling into question the neutrality of your policy recommendations. And if you work in a nonpartisan setting, your personal political preferences shouldn’t influence the work you do.
	Protect confidential information: Whether it’s personally identifiable data about individuals or information provided by someone to you in private, or simply the details of a particular policy analysis project that hasn’t been publicly released, the general rule is that such information should be held confidential. I once had a boss who sternly admonished employees to never talk about their work in crowded elevators.
	
Follow the law: Though you might have thought it obvious, ethics codes often explicitly mandate adherence with the law. The rationale for doing so is that even if undetected by law enforcement, illegal behavior is still a breach of the code and inconsistent with the values of the organization. (Such a provision may also save the organization from being penalized if improper behavior is the result of an individual employee’s action, rather than organizational policy.)
	Report wrongdoing of others: Not all ethics codes include a duty to report, but many do. The idea is that a professional’s obligation goes beyond personally refraining from unethical behavior to include monitoring the behavior of others and alerting appropriate authorities about improper behavior. The goal is to create a culture of accountability in which ethical behavior becomes a social norm, not just a matter of avoiding detection.
	Treat others equally without regard to identity: Most ethics codes include a proviso that calls for equal treatment of all individuals across race, gender, and other socioeconomic and identity-based lines, although not all codes call out the same set of groups for protection against discrimination. Professionals are also usually expected to refrain from favoritism and nepotism as they discharge their duties.


If you compare the first pair of ethics codes in Appendix 15-A to the second pair, you’ll notice a key differentiator. The first two are targeted at employees who work for government, while the second two are not. You may recall from our review of the legal lens in Chapter 11 that public servants are expected to be good shepherds of governance, with respect for the rule of law, the separation of powers, the principles of federalism, and the rights of citizens. Both the American Society for Public Administration (ASPA) Code of Ethics and the regulations for federal executive branch employees demand loyalty to the constitution and adherence to the law; moreover, both anchor their ethical principles in notions of service to the public and the advancement of the public interest.


The rule of law is widely held to be a bedrock principle of democracy. … The rule of law might well be treated as a foundational concept in every introductory course, in every course on administrative ethics and in every course on managing, planning, and policy making.

(Lynn, 2009, pp. 803–810)



By contrast, the ethics codes for project management professionals and for lobbyists emphasize the analyst’s obligations to his or her clients, rather than to the public writ large. The difference is more than semantic; it has profound implications for the ethics of policy analysis. Back in Chapter 3, I distinguished analysis as inquiry from analysis as advocacy.1 If we intersect the two types of analysis with the two types of ethics codes, it seems fair to conclude that policy analysts in the public sector are generally obligated to practice analysis as inquiry while those working outside of government have more latitude to practice analysis as advocacy. In turn, the ethical standards applicable to an Analytic Specialist or a Public Servant differ from those applicable to a Client Advisor or a Campaigner.2

1 See Exhibit 3-5 for a review of the differences between the two types of analysis.


2 See Chapter 7 for more specific definitions of the four types of policy analyst.


One practical ethical implication of this difference relates to one’s obligation to tell the truth. As mentioned above, lying is always impermissible, but the nature of required truth-telling varies based on one’s position. According to the lobbying industry’s code of ethics, for example, a lobbyist must be truthful when describing the negative impacts of a proposed policy on his or her client but needn’t explain the positive impacts on folks who are not the client. In other words, in a democracy grounded in argument and debate, we don’t expect advocates to argue both sides of an issue; instead, we expect advocates to take one side and leave it to others to make the counterarguments. By contrast, note the requirement in the ASPA Code that public servants “fully inform” and “provide … comprehensive … information” to those in positions of authority. Such language leaves little room for selective truth-telling and subtle advocacy.

Does that mean there’s no role for advocacy within government? Not necessarily. Note that the federal ethics regulations apply to civil servants—career employees in the executive branch—whose positions are, at least notionally, nonpartisan. By contrast, policy analysts working in the role of client advisor to an elected politician or political appointee usually aren’t expected to refrain from partisan politics, thereby opening the door for policy analysis as advocacy within government.

This brief discussion—which only scratches the surface of rule-based ethics—is meant to convince you of the need to think carefully about your role as a professional and to consider how applicable standards shape the ethical environment in which you work. Familiarizing yourself with such standards before you face an ethical challenge is usually a good idea as it allows you to think about the meaning of the standard in an unhurried way. Doing so can also help you avoid transgressing an ethical standard of which you were unaware.

A shortcoming of rule-based ethics is that you can often find yourself in a situation where there doesn’t seem to be an applicable rule. Let’s look at three quick examples. Suppose your employer imposes a general prohibition on conflicts of interest, a standard that you embrace and aspire to meet. It seems clear to you that you can’t own stock in a company that might be affected by your policy analysis, but what about your spouse or parents? Or how about investing in a mutual fund with dozens of holdings, only one of which is in the company of concern? The rule isn’t specific enough to give you definitive guidance.

Second, consider a situation where two elements of an ethics code point to different actions in the same case. Suppose you are a nonpartisan civil servant working for an elected politician who is planning to implement a policy which, while not unconstitutional or otherwise illegal, will have a profound adverse impact on a disadvantaged community. If word gets out about the plan, political opposition will likely arise and stop the proposal. But if the client attaches the proposal at the last minute to must-pass legislation, it will be enacted. You have a duty to hold nonpublic information confidential, but you also have a duty to serve the public interest. Do you leak the proposal to a sympathetic journalist, or do you stay quiet? Does the fact that you may be fired if you’re caught leaking have any bearing on the ethics of the matter?

Third, let’s assume you’re a government employee in the executive branch personally devoted to the principle of serving the public trust. Further suppose that you are being pulled in multiple directions by equally legitimate sources of political power. Perhaps you’re working on a court-ordered regulation being promulgated pursuant to a statutory mandate where your boss—a Senate-confirmed political appointee—has strong opinions about how to proceed:


In a healthy separation of powers system, Congress, the President, and the courts are constantly struggling to control the mission, objectives, and policy goals of executive departments and agencies … If public organizations operate under the assumption that elected and appointed members of the legislative, executive, and judicial branches are directing them in different directions, resembling a tug-of-war contest, that is par for the course in a separation of powers system.

(Newbold, 2008, p. 342)



In all three cases, rule-following cannot give you a definitive answer about how to proceed. Instead, ethical reasoning comes into play as you sort out what to do. As we saw back in Chapter 8, there are two broad schools of thought about how to engage in such reasoning. Some folks anchor ethical principles in rational processes, where careful logical reasoning is used to discern the appropriate course of action (e.g., the type of reasoning used by Bentham, Mill, Kant, and Rawls). Other folks (like Haidt and Hume) argue that moral reasoning is a form of social intuitionism rooted in culture, religion, and social identity.

I won’t presume to tell you how to engage in moral reasoning when you’re confronted with an ethical challenge. But I will offer you two pieces of advice. First, if your concern is a question of right versus wrong, the answer is easy. Do the right thing. It’s when two ethical principles conflict, and you find yourself in a right versus right situation, that things get tricky.3 Avoid the temptation to oversimplify the matter to save yourself from cognitive dissonance. Instead, try to get comfortable with ambiguity and be ready to consider ethical trade-offs associated with one course of action over another.

3 The notion of a right versus right dilemma should ring a bell. We talked about it back in Section 8.7.


Second, if you’re facing an ethical challenge, it’s often a good idea to seek counsel from friends and colleagues, rather than resolving the matter in the privacy of your own mind. Most public agencies (and many private organizations) have a designated ethics officer or general counsel’s office whose job is to help you resolve ethical issues. A robust discussion of an issue will almost always identify important considerations you might have overlooked. As I mentioned earlier, if a course of action seems ethical only if no one else finds out about it, then it’s probably not.




15.2 Maximizing Your Interpersonal Effectiveness

Most of the material in the book so far has focused on improving your hard skills—the cognitive and analytic tools you need to conduct policy analysis. Along the way, however, I’ve hinted at another set of skills that are also important. Chapter 7, for example, defined the mindset of an effective policy analyst as comprising critical thinking, pragmatism, competence, tough mindedness, a service orientation, and cognitive self-awareness. We also saw in Chapter 13 that folks who work constructively in a team setting are often better at forecasting the future than folks who are not team players. Such soft skills can help you work more effectively with others, including clients, colleagues, supervisors, subordinates, stakeholders, and even adversaries. While you certainly need strong cognitive and analytic skills to succeed as a policy analyst, you may find that mastering the soft skills—sometimes referred to as emotional intelligence—will make you an even more successful policy analyst.

Salovey and Mayer are typically credited as the first scholars to offer an integrated definition of the concept of emotional intelligence (1990). Daniel Goleman later generated considerable public interest with a best-selling book on the topic (1995). Over subsequent years, permutations of the concept have emerged in the literature, but most definitions are similar and resemble the following:


[Emotional intelligence is] the set of abilities (verbal and nonverbal) that enable a person to generate, recognize, express, understand, and evaluate their own, and others’, emotions in order to guide thinking and action that successfully cope with environmental demands and pressures.

(Van Rooy & Viswesvaran, 2004, p. 72)



You can think of emotional intelligence as comprising four specific elements: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and relationship management (Berman & West, 2008). As shown in Exhibit 15-1, the components of emotional intelligence reflect two dimensions: the focus of attention (yourself or others) and the requisite ability (to recognize or to act).4

4 Although he uses a somewhat different five-part taxonomy of emotional intelligence, Daniel Goleman (2019) provides further insight into these concepts.


	Self-awareness: In the same way that metacognition helps you understand your own analytic thinking methods, self-awareness in the context of emotional intelligence refers to your ability to recognize and understand your own feelings, sentiments, and motivations.5 Emotionally self-aware folks are also adept at identifying the specific situations that trigger changes in their own mood or attitude.
	Self-management: Once aware of their emotions, people with high emotional intelligence regulate those emotions in productive ways. By limiting the impact of negative emotions on behavior, strong self-management skills allow you to be more effective in stressful situations. Similarly, such skills may help you channel positive emotions to enhance your performance. You may also find yourself more open-minded and less defensive when receiving critical feedback about your work or your behavior. In short, self-management can help you avoid the mistakes of quick, emotion-driven, System 1 thinking.
	Social awareness: While the first two elements are internally focused, the concept of social awareness reflects your ability to perceive and understand the emotional state of others. Doing so requires empathetic appreciation of verbal and nonverbal cues, both in one-on-one interactions and in group settings. Moreover, social awareness means that you recognize the effect of your words and actions on the emotions of other people.
	Relationship management: The final element of emotional intelligence is the ability to take the insights provided by the first three elements and use them to improve the quality of your relationships with others. By tuning into your own emotions, and the emotions of others, you may be able to develop more effective ways of managing your relationships with others.



Exhibit 15-1
5 Revisit Section 7.6 if you want to compare cognitive self-awareness to emotional self-awareness.


[image: ]


Taken together, these four abilities comprise emotional intelligence. Interestingly, a person’s level of emotional intelligence isn’t fixed for life. As one ages, or matures, emotional intelligence appears to increase. Moreover, people can improve their emotional intelligence through self-reflection, practice, mentoring, and training (Berman & West, 2008; Goleman, 2019). There is a large body of social science evidence that emotional intelligence is predictive of a diverse set of outcomes related to:


… academic performance, emotional labour, job performance, organizational citizenship behaviour, workplace deviance, leadership, life satisfaction, stress, trust, team process effectiveness, and work-family conflict.

(Miao, Humphrey, & Qian, 2017, pp. 177–178), internal citations omitted



Several scholars have also argued that emotional intelligence is particularly important in the public sector. Many public sector jobs, such as social work, education, law enforcement, and health care, create emotionally intense work settings where emotional intelligence can be especially valuable (Guy & Lee, 2015). In addition, while they may not refer to it as emotional intelligence, many large US cities have incorporated its core principles in their human resource and professional development training for their workers (Berman & West, 2008). Having emotionally intelligent staff can also help a public agency better serve its public mission. Stakeholders, for example, often bring strong emotions to policy issues and, as we saw in our discussion of social intuitionism as a form of moral reasoning, many normative values have at least partial roots in personal emotions. Because policy analysis entails the analytic integration of emotion-driven concerns and reason-driven concerns, a high level of emotional intelligence can be particularly important for public servants (Vigoda-Gadot & Meisler, 2010).





15.3 Managing a Policy Analysis Project

We touched briefly in Section 7.3 on the idea that you can view policy analysis as a production process where the finished product is the analytic deliverable itself. Except for small projects completed by one person in just a day or two, policy projects can almost always benefit from the application of project management principles. There is a well-established body of knowledge about project management that originated in large engineering and construction projects but has since found its way into the high-tech sector, government procurement, and corporate initiatives of all types (PMI, 2017). Even at the smaller scale of a policy analysis project, application of these management principles increases the likelihood of a successful conclusion to your analysis and minimizes the chances of missed deadlines, shoddy work, or budget overruns.

Accordingly, this section reviews some of the key principles of project management and offers a few suggestions that may help you stay organized. You can start by thinking of a project as having a lifecycle composed of four stages: initiation, planning, execution, and closeout (PMI, 2017). Depending on which project stage you’re in, different considerations will be relevant.

	Project Initiation: The initial decision to launch a policy analysis project is an important one. It defines the purpose, scope, and boundaries of the work. A failure to reach agreement on these basic considerations can doom a project before it even starts. Think about questions like the following:	Why are we doing this project? What do we hope to learn? What would a successful outcome look like?
	What are the client’s expectations for the project? Who are other relevant stakeholders for the project and what are their expectations?
	How will differences of opinion about the project—from internal team members and external stakeholders—be handled? Can we address such differences now, before the project starts?
	How much time and what resources are available to complete the project?
	What specific deliverables must be produced? What is the required length, format, and content of each deliverable?


	Project Planning: It can be tempting to jump right into a new policy project (especially in a field you care about). But resist that temptation and spend time up front planning the project and mapping out how all its pieces will fit together. Doing so will save you time (and probably wasted effort) later. Do a premortem in which you imagine that the project has failed; take steps now to mitigate the imagined cause of failure. Be sure to reserve time in the schedule to recover from inevitable mistakes and often incomplete first drafts of deliverables. Try to answer questions like these:	What research questions are we trying to answer? What is already known about these questions?
	What methodologies might we use to answer the research questions? What are the pros and cons of each approach?
	How have similar projects been executed by others in the past? What lessons can we learn from their experience?
	What specific tasks must be executed to achieve a successful result? How are the tasks related? How long will each take? Can all the tasks be executed within the available schedule?
	Who is available to work on the project? Which tasks will each person work on?
	Are we sufficiently skilled and competent to do a good job? Do we need to look outside our organization for the skills needed to do the project?
	Based on the premortem, what could go wrong during the project? What actions can we take—both now and during the project—to mitigate the risks of serious problems?
	What specific steps do we plan to take during the project to ensure that all work is of high quality, finished on time, and completed on budget?


	Project Execution: Once the project is underway, good management can keep things on track. Don’t let your project plan gather dust on the shelf; use it on an ongoing basis to monitor progress. If things go awry, be proactive and address problems promptly. Make sure someone is personally responsible for each task, rather than relying on a vague sense of collective responsibility for the whole project. Along the way, you’ll need to answer questions like these:	How will we monitor the progress of each task and ensure the integration of all project components? How will all members of the team be kept informed about other aspects of the project on which they’re not directly working?
	How will decisions be made when important issues arise during project execution? Who has the authority to make which decisions?
	What sorts of regular progress reporting is needed? How will performance metrics be collected, analyzed, and reported? To whom will they be reported?
	Should we be creating interim deliverables that are sent to the client or stakeholders for review and feedback (and to build enthusiasm and buy-in for our work)?
	If things go wrong (e.g., interim deadlines get missed, data collection comes up short, a key person gets sick for several days), how will we identify problems with sufficient lead time to develop and take corrective action?


	Project Closeout: It can be easy, in the press of day-to-day business, to send off the final deliverables and then forget about the project. That’s often a mistake. Taking time to carefully wrap up a project often pays dividends later. A few months after a project, the client may come back and ask for follow-on work, or you may get assigned a similar project with a different client. If you’re working as a consultant for an external client, final payment may be withheld until all closeout activities are completed.	How will we know the project is done? Might we be expected to continuously revise the project deliverables for an undefined period? Or does submission of a final deliverable define the end of the project?
	What are the logical follow-on projects that might be suggested to the client (or to others) now that this project has finished?
	How will all project materials be archived and remain accessible if needed in the future?
	What lessons did we learn during the project? What worked well and what didn’t? If we could do it over, how might we change our approach to better serve our client?




My first boss believed that there were three core elements in any policy analysis project: the speed with which it needed to be completed, the human resources that were available to work on it, along with any prior relevant work, and the rigor and depth of analysis in the final product. These elements, he said, are always in tension and you can’t maximize on all three. If you want a top-quality deliverable in a short period of time, you need a lot of smart people working on it or need to tap into a deep trove of directly relevant prior work. At the other extreme, if you only have one part-time junior analyst, you either must give him or her a long time to get the project done or lower your expectations about the quality of the deliverable that can be produced in a limited period of time.

I’ve come to appreciate my boss’s insight: there is an inescapable tension among quality, schedule, and budget that can make it hard to achieve all objectives within one policy analysis project. But that doesn’t mean success is impossible. For starters, you need to think about project management as conceptually distinct from the policy analysis itself. You need to become proficient at both management and analysis. Moreover, coming up with good answers to the questions posed above—before you launch your policy analysis project—will go a long way toward improving your management of a policy project and the production of a finished product of which you can be proud.




15.4 The Policy Analyst as an Intermediary

One of the most important—and difficult—roles that a policy analyst may be asked to play is that of an intermediary among folks with different political and ideological perspectives, levels of subject matter expertise, and analytic and technical skills. Especially when the role is played under time constraints, a policy analyst can be like a traffic cop dealing with a crowded intersection at rush hour, trying to get everyone quickly on their way without any accidents.

Exhibit 15-2 depicts this situation as one in which the policy analyst receives, processes, and transmits information among multiple actors. Not all situations fit this model. Sometimes it’s just you and the client, or you and your boss. But if you find yourself acting as the traffic cop, this stylized model may help you to think about each of these players and how you can work effectively with them.

[image: The figure presents a situation where a policy analyst acts as an intermediary.]DescriptionExhibit 15-2 The Policy Analyst as an Intermediary



When it comes to clients, we’ve already looked at the processes of discerning their objectives, translating those objectives into research questions to be answered with evidence and logic, and working under time, resource, and information constraints to come up with advice for clients. It’s also important to recognize that not all clients are the same. Some are in nonpartisan government positions while others are outside government acting as advocates pursuing a political agenda or as researchers in a think tank or similar organization. Some are political appointees who feel a sense of urgency to enact major policy initiatives before their term of office ends. Others are senior public servants in the middle of a long career. Some know a great deal about the relevant issues; others are novices. Some clients are interested in making a sharp break from their predecessors; others respect precedent and are less interested in going in new directions. Some clients (and bosses) are micromanagers, checking and questioning every aspect of your work; others take a hands-off approach and give you wide latitude to exercise your discretion. And to use the words of Charles Wheelen, some clients are policy wonks and others are political hacks.6 Taking the time to understand and appreciate your client’s motives, capabilities, and even workstyle, can help you play the role of intermediary much more successfully.

6 If you need a refreshers on the vocabulary of hacks and wonks, see Section 10.1.2.


There are two other client-like actors who may affect your work: your boss and your client’s boss. Let’s clarify these roles with an example. Imagine you’re an analyst at the Government Accountability Office working on a study for Congress. Your direct supervisor—who is not the client—is a GAO employee. The client is a senior staff person on the Congressional committee that requested the study. That client, in turn, answers to his or her boss—the member of Congress to whom they report. You’re likely to have an interactive, two-way, relationship with your client and your boss, but probably not with your client’s boss.

Difficulties can arise when these folks give you different, and sometimes conflicting, guidance about your policy analysis. Your boss may think he or she knows what the client needs, but perhaps the client has told you something different. In addition, I’ve also had the experience of working with a client, diligently answering questions that he or she posed with an agreed-upon methodology, only to find out later that the client’s boss had very different ideas about how the policy analysis should have been done. There’s no sure way of avoiding such problems, but to the extent you can, seek to build consensus among all these folks by:

	Involving them in framing the research questions,
	Asking for their explicit approval of your approach to data collection and analysis,
	Getting agreement on the specifications for analytic deliverables,
	Gently asking your client to check with his or her boss to get buy-in on the approach, and
	Sharing interim drafts of deliverables to get feedback while there’s still time to act on it.


Another set of actors whose actions may affect your work are folks intentionally trying to influence the conclusions you draw. Typically, they’re stakeholders who are either affected by an existing problem or who may be affected by policy changes being debated. They could be members of the general public, or they could be paid lobbyists advocating on behalf of a particular interest. Traditional journalists and social media influencers may also be relevant as they disseminate their views about the issues you’re working on. As a policy analyst, you’ll want to keep abreast of the latest news on topics that your client cares about, particularly as it relates to your analysis and the research questions you’re trying to answer. In Exhibit 15-2, I’ve depicted this as a one-way relationship in which you monitor, but don’t attempt to influence, information coming from these actors. As described in our Section 15.1 discussion of ethics, you almost certainly have a duty of confidentiality to your client that means that unless your client asks you to engage them, you shouldn’t be telling outsiders about your work before it’s been publicly released. Of course, your client and his or her boss are usually free to engage whomever they like in whatever fashion they choose.

The final source of information you’ll need to manage originates with academic researchers, other subject matter experts, and the peer-reviewed and gray literature:


Policy analysts play critical roles as intermediaries between custodians of knowledge and policymakers. Their training should include the ability to understand the academic literature on a topic at a far deeper level than most journalists have the time or, often, the analytic skill set to uncover. Identifying and connecting pertinent knowledge and analysis should be a core principle of public policy education.

(Hird, 2017, p. 76)



Another way to think about this process is that your role is to bridge the gap between policy analysis and policy research. You want your policy analysis to be based as solidly as possible on strong evidence, but you often don’t have the time or expertise to do all the relevant research yourself. In turn, you’re forced to rely on the expertise of others.

Unfortunately, there’s not always a good match between the work of the research community and the needs of policymakers. Sometimes, the work is complex, technical, and inaccessible to the untrained audience; in other cases, it may not be directly on point, providing some but not all the evidence you need. Finally, because real-world policymaking reflects a mix of political considerations, ideological stances, budgetary constraints, and institutional considerations, academic expertise can rarely provide definitive answers about how to address a particular policy issue. That’s where you come into the picture; as a policy analyst, your job is to locate and understand the work of relevant experts, and then figure out how to integrate it with the other considerations your client cares about.

And if there are academic researchers who work in your area of interest, don’t be shy about suggesting potential topics for their future research. They may not take your suggestion, but I have found that most policy researchers strive to be relevant. The more they know about the needs of policymakers, the more targeted their work can be.




15.5 Matching Techniques to Tasks

As we talked about in Chapter 3, one of the most persuasive complaints about classical policy analysis models is that they are rarely applied from start to finish in the sequential fashion in which they are taught. Prospective policy analysis, for example, doesn’t always begin with a problem definition and proceed step-by-step to a policy recommendation. Similarly, debates about the value and performance of existing programs often don’t work methodically from a careful specification of a program’s purpose to a blueprint for program reform. Instead, policy analysts often get tasked with assignments that don’t fit neatly into the frameworks suggested by classical models. Moreover, even if the assignment generally fits the classical model, policy analysts are routinely given assignments that entail applying a part—and sometimes only a small part—of the model.

Accordingly, this section aims to help you figure out which approaches described in previous chapters may be applicable to a particular policy analysis assignment. Before getting into specifics, however, bear in mind that several considerations will almost always be relevant and applicable to your work as a policy analyst, including:

	The inescapable pathologies of policy analysis in a democracy (Section 3.2),
	The obstacles that often impede use of policy analysis (Section 3.3),
	The importance of metacognition to check your own biases (Chapter 4),
	The need to base policy claims on sound logic and credible evidence (Chapters 5 and 6),
	The need to communicate results in ways that your audience truly understands (Section 7.5),
	The value of bringing the right mindset—critical thinker, pragmatic, competent, tough minded, service-oriented, and self-aware—to your work (Chapter 7.6), and
	The need to look at policy issues through multiple lenses at the same time (Part III).


Beyond these general considerations are several other factors that may come into play depending on which tasks land on your desk or in your inbox. Below are about a dozen short vignettes that describe typical policy analysis assignments using words you might hear from your client. Following each vignette are references to specific parts of the book that may be especially helpful.7 In each case, I take as given that you and your client are serious about using policy analysis to come up with a response (rather than a public relations strategy that glosses over the issue).

7 For brevity, I identify only those parts of the book most applicable to each vignette. Other considerations, from elsewhere in the text, may also be relevant.


	Scope Out a Policy Issue: I’ve been hearing more about Issue X. What’s going on? Someone just told me that the problem is getting worse quickly and said we need to adopt Policy Q. Are they right?	Deconstruct policy claims made by others to assess their validity (Section 7.2)
	Decide if there is a problem (a gap between a descriptive as-is condition and a normative to-be condition); if so, characterize its magnitude and its causes and effects (Section 1.1)
	Engage in analysis as inquiry rather than analysis as advocacy (Section 3.3)
	Locate the issue within the system in which it occurs (Chapter 12)
	Visualize how relevant events may unfold in the future (Chapter 13)


	Mitigate an Injustice: Someone, or some group, is being treated unfairly or subjected to discrimination or abuse.	Remind yourself of the risks of mirror-imaging and confirmation bias and of assuming that others’ lived experience is the same as yours (Section 4.6)
	Review the principles of moral reasoning (Section 5.4)
	As you gather evidence about the situation, take care to hear all voices in the community, not just those with ready access to policymakers (Section 6.2.1)
	
While looking at the issue through multiple lenses, pay particular attention to the equity lens (Chapter 8), the political lens (Section 10.1), and the legal lens (Section 11.1)
	Apply inclusive, user-focused design principles to ensure that attempts to mitigate the injustice reflect an accurate understanding of the circumstances of the group exposed to the injustice, as well as of groups that may be affected by policy change (Sections 14.5 and 14.6)


	Fix a Dysfunctional Current Policy: Constituents are constantly complaining about Policy X. What should I do? The program we run just received a disastrous program evaluation. My favorite program just got bad press coverage. What’s our next move?	Recall that all policies entail trade-offs between pros and cons (Section 1.5) and be prepared to tolerate cognitive dissonance (Section 4.2)
	Use retrospective analysis to understand how well the current policy is meeting its objectives (Chapter 2)
	Apply the logic of prospective analysis to figure out if there is a better way to address the problem than continuing the current policy (Chapter 1)
	Apply the principles of policy design, including theory of change thinking and strategic alignment, to modify the current policy (Section 14.4)


	Replicate a Successful Policy: Policy X, from the next town, is really popular with voters. Let’s do the same thing here. We can’t afford Policy X, from the next town. Give me a cheaper version.	Use the classical model of prospective policy analysis to decide whether Policy X is really a good fit for conditions in this town (Chapter 1)
	Review the requirements for drawing valid inferences from one case and generalizing them to another case (Section 6.3)
	Methodically investigate the policy’s operation in the next town and adjust it as appropriate for this town (Section 14.2)
	Think about designing a new policy tailored to this town rather than trying to replicate another policy (Section 14.3)


	Make Sure Nothing Goes Wrong when We Implement Policy X. I’m up for reelection and can’t afford a fiasco.	Remind your client about the intrinsic uncertainty of the future (Chapter 13)
	Ensure that Policy X reflects a solid theory of change and is strategically aligned (Section 14.4)
	
Apply inclusive, user-focused design principles to stakeholder analysis and implementation planning (Sections 14.5 and 14.6)


	Forecast the Results of a Proposed Policy: We want to enact Policy X. How much will it cost? Is it a good idea?	Remember that whether Policy X is a good idea depends on how it compares to other policy choices (including sticking with the status quo) and what criteria are used to evaluate it (Chapter 1)
	Apply systems thinking to consider the context into which Policy X will be introduced (Chapter 12)
	Estimate the cost (and other effects) of Policy X (Sections 13.3 and 13.4)


	Figure Out a Way to Say my Policy Proposal Won’t Cost Anything. Otherwise, it won’t get enacted because people are complaining that it’s too expensive.	Refresh your memory on the ethics of truth-telling (Section 15.1) and review what it means to speak truth to power (Section 5.1.2)
	Remind your client that all policies entail trade-offs between pros and cons (Section 1.5) and that policies with low costs often have little impact (Section 5.7.1)
	While looking at the issue through multiple lenses, pay particular attention to the economics lens to better understand the likely costs and benefits of the proposed policy; the new policy may be costly, but perhaps benefits outweigh costs (Chapter 9)
	If a plausible—but incomplete or uncertain—argument can be made that the proposal has no cost, then make the argument, but don’t represent your conclusion as the product of policy analysis as inquiry (Section 3.3)


	Solve a Policy Problem: I am really worried about Problem X. How should we fix it? My constituents are constantly complaining about Problem X. We have to do something.	Characterize the magnitude of the policy problem; identify the causes and consequences of the problem (Section 1.1)
	Look at the problem through all lenses to better understand the nature of the complaints and understand how folks are experiencing the problem (Part III)
	Locate the problem within the system in which it occurs (Chapter 12)
	Use inclusive consultation with stakeholders and design multiple options for further analysis (Chapter 14)
	Apply the classical model of prospective policy analysis (Chapter 1)
	
Counsel your client to resist the urge to “just do something” to avoid implementing a policy that doesn’t work, or worse, has unintended adverse consequences (Section 10.1.2)


	Develop an Advocacy Strategy: I want to get Policy X enacted. Give me the best strategy for a win.	Initially, in private, engage your client in policy analysis as inquiry to discern the specific details of the client’s preferred course of action, and then switch to policy analysis as advocacy to develop the strategy (Section 3.3.2)
	Figure out if your client’s political opponents are willing to engage in a good faith debate about how best to proceed or are only interested in a political fight (Section 3.3.3)
	While looking at the issue through multiple lenses, pay particular attention to the political and institutional lenses (Chapter 10) and the legal lens (Section 11.1)


	Give me the Answer by the End of the Day (or Week): I need to know how much this policy will cost, or how many people it will serve. I don’t have time for you to do a big, complicated analysis. Just give me the answer, and it better be right!	Review the principles of doing policy analysis under time, resource, and information constraints (Section 7.3), particularly the use of quick analysis, back of the envelope calculations, and Fermi-izing (Section 7.4)
	Remind your client about the intrinsically uncertain nature of the future (Sections 13.3 and 13.4)
	Apply a project management mentality to your policy analysis so that you can be as efficient as possible (Section 15.3)
	Manage your client’s expectations carefully about what you will and won’t be able to produce by the deadline (Section 15.4)
	Qualify your conclusions as appropriate to reflect your level of confidence in the available evidence and the certainty you have (or don’t have) about your conclusions (Exhibit 6-4)


	Rapid Technological Change is Out of Control. We need to get a handle on the situation and protect folks from invasions of privacy, loss of jobs to automation, and serious environmental consequences.	Decide if there is, or will likely be, a significant problem; if there will, characterize its causes and effects and evaluate alternative options for addressing it (Chapter 1)
	While looking at the issue through multiple lenses, pay particular attention to the economics lens (Chapter 9), the sustainability lens (Section 11.2), and the science and technology lens (Section 11.3)
	
Apply systems thinking to put your client’s concern in a broader context (Chapter 12)
	Use scenario planning to visualize alternative versions of the future that capture different pathways for scientific and technological change and look for policies that perform well under multiple scenarios (Section 13.4.2)


	Let’s Adopt this Package of Policies: We’re facing multiple related problems, and we need to move on multiple fronts at the same time. We can’t do this on an incremental basis.	Recognize that the classical model of prospective analysis (Chapter 1) will be of limited use because of its focus on a single problem and identification of a single preferred policy option
	Treat the package of policies as a single option and then develop alternative packages of policies that might be used instead to address the problems of concern; subject all the packages to the classical model of prospective analysis (Chapter 1)
	Combine systems thinking with an influence diagram or causal loop diagram to track multiple related problems and to consider multiple simultaneous interventions in a system (Chapter 12)
	If there are one or two problems among the set under analysis that seem most pressing, narrow your focus to those problems and use the principles of inclusive, user-focused design to come up with potential policy options (Chapter 14)


	I Need you to be my Research Assistant: I am a policy wonk engaged in policy research, rather than policy analysis. There is no client; I just need your help with this research project, and you have all sorts of great skills.	Refresh your memory on the difference between policy research and policy analysis (Introduction to Part I)
	Recognize that policy research is usually—but not always—conducted within the confines of a single academic discipline, rather than applying a panoptic, multidisciplinary approach (Part III)
	Recognize that policy research usually constitutes analysis as inquiry, but sometimes may be undertaken as analysis as advocacy; make sure you understand the circumstances you’re in (Section 3.3.2)
	Know that policy research, like policy analysis, depends on strong evidence and sound reasoning, but with many fewer time and resource constraints; accordingly, policy research is usually held to a higher standard of quality (Section 5.1)




Over the course of your career, you will almost certainly encounter assignments that differ from these thirteen vignettes. But these assignments are among the most common, and the suggestions offered above are meant to get you started. As you progress in your career, many of these techniques will become second nature.




15.6 Afterword: A DOZEN Takeaways

Having worked your way through a few hundred pages and dozens of concepts, frameworks, and suggestions, you might be wondering how to prioritize what we’ve covered over the past fifteen chapters. Several studies suggest that students new to a subject often struggle to identify the most important principles of their chosen field; in turn, it becomes harder than necessary for them to master that field (Angelo, 1993). Accordingly, this section gives you a quick list of what—at least to me—are the twelve most important takeaway messages of the book.


15.6.1 Although Incomplete, the Classical Models Provide a Solid Foundation for Policy Analysis

The classical models give you a reliable framework for organizing your work. They help you stay focused on important issues like the core problem in a prospective analysis or the intended impacts of a program being retrospectively evaluated. They push you to approach policy analysis in a rigorous and consistent fashion, collecting and evaluating the best available evidence. Moreover, the models help you ground your work in sound logic by appropriately applying deductive, causal, inductive, abductive, or Bayesian probabilistic reasoning. And these models focus on the inevitable trade-offs entailed in taking one path rather than another. When confronted with a confusing and complicated policy issue, the classical models are usually a good place to start your analysis.




15.6.2 Policy Analysis Can Help Frame and Clarify Policy Disputes in a Post-Truth World

It can be hard to make sense of the claims, counterclaims, half-truths, and occasional outright lies that you may hear during debates about important policy issues. One of the most valuable contributions you can make as a policy analyst is simply to organize these arguments into a coherent framework. Discounting evidence- and logic-free nonsense is an important first step, although take care not to discount the underlying concerns of those whose voices deserve to be heard in a democracy. Creating a common vocabulary where words are understood in the same way by all concerned is also important, as is deconstructing policy claims to characterize their strengths and weaknesses. Distinguishing descriptive claims where evidence and logic are critical from normative claims that depend on value-oriented moral reasoning can help identify sources of disagreement. And recognizing the difference between analysis as inquiry and analysis as advocacy, and between a good-faith argument and a fight, can also help keep things sorted.




15.6.3 Policy Analysis Can Never Offer Comprehensive Rationality or the Certainty of the Natural Sciences

Policy analysis is an applied discipline, aimed at providing the best answers that can be developed under time, resource, and information constraints to support policymaking in real time. Triage is an ever-present part of most policy analysts’ lives, necessitating trade-offs between analytic rigor and an on-time deliverable. The challenge is made even more difficult because the focus of policy analysis is human affairs rather than the more predictable natural world and because policy analysis aspires to project the future outcomes of today’s policies. While the scientific method can guide your analysis, you won’t find the precision of fields like chemical engineering or mathematics when it comes to policy analysis.




15.6.4 Policy Analysis Cannot Overcome the Intrinsic Challenges of Democratic Governance

A commitment to a democracy, in which all voices are given equal weight, limits the scope of policy analysis. In the absence of demonstrably correct and formulaic ways of aggregating the preferences of citizens, resolving collective action problems, or solving wicked problems, policy analysis can never deliver a definitive recommendation about the optimal policy. High quality policy analysis can provide policymakers with the best available evidence, logical reasoning, and clarity about the trade-offs of policy choices, but it can never render a final judgment about which public policies are appropriate. Instead, we have to look to the institutions of democracy—elections, the branches and levels of government, and the rule of law—to make such judgments.




15.6.5 Policy Analysis Can Give Voice to the Unheard, Even if No One Listens

Advocates in policy debates sometimes struggle to have their voices heard, but many folks never even get involved in the debate. An important role for policy analysts is thus to surface the perspectives of people who would otherwise not be heard. Unheard voices may be those of folks intentionally excluded from, or too disaffected to participate in, the conversation. In some debates, invisible stakeholders would participate if only they knew that the problems and policies under discussion could directly affect their interests. Future generations (e.g., those impacted by today’s climate policies) also have no way to participate (beyond relying on the current generation’s empathy for its descendants). And, in many cases, there is no advocate for the counterfactual, no one to ask what would happen if a different policy were enacted. In all these cases, policy analysis may be able to yield insight into what these voices would say if they could be heard. Not being part of the conversation, of course, they often lack political clout; so you shouldn’t be surprised if policymakers give their preferences short shrift.




15.6.6 Policy Analysis Is a Mindset as Much as It Is a Collection of Techniques

While there are many analytic techniques that an aspiring policy analyst should master, it’s equally important that you develop the right mindset for your work. Metacognition, for example, helps you to understand how emotions can influence cognitive thought processes and in particular, how an aversion to cognitive dissonance may distort your understanding of reality. Moreover, biases and blind spots can creep into your work as the result of fast System 1 thinking, hot cognition, and directionally motivated reasoning. Embracing the right mindset—critical thinker, pragmatic, competent, tough-minded, service-oriented, and self-aware—can go a long way toward making you a more successful policy analyst. Finally, emotional intelligence, an orientation toward ethics, and the ability to serve as an intermediary among multiple actors who may have divergent interests will serve you well during your career.




15.6.7 Without a Panoptic Approach, Policy Analysis Can Be Blind to Important Realities

Most graduate programs in policy analysis focus on microeconomics, quantitative methods, and sometimes, political science. No doubt, these topics are very important. But they are not enough. If you listen to policy debates about, say, the response to COVID-19, policing in communities of color, or the electoral implications of misinformation in social media, you’ll quickly conclude that economic efficiency, theories of the political process, and sophisticated statistical analysis often play a limited role in policymaking. Without the multidimensional perspective afforded by a panoptic approach, you can easily overlook policy-relevant considerations that, if integrated into your policy analysis, would allow you to offer your client a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the issues. Policy analysis needs to pay as much attention to matters of equity and justice, institutional constraints, the legal regime, sustainability, and science and technology as it does to economics and political science.





15.6.8 A Policy Analysis That Is Not Clearly Understood by Its Target Audience Is a Waste of Time

As an applied discipline, the value of policy analysis is best measured by the quality of its contribution to the decisionmaking process. No matter how rigorous, insightful, and clever a policy analysis is, if its conclusions are not effectively conveyed to and understood by its intended audience, then the analysis won’t contribute to policymaking. Aspiring policy analysts should thus pay as much attention to honing their communication skills—in writing, in oral briefings, and in real-time conversations with clients and colleagues—as they do to perfecting their analytic skills. Success is not guaranteed; even if you’re a superb communicator, clients may still be unwilling to invest their time and effort in understanding your work. But if your communication skills are weak, then even a motivated client may get little, if anything, out of your work.




15.6.9 A Policy Analyst Using a Simplistic Mental Map of a Complex System Often Gets Lost

In the face of complex policy challenges and time, resource, and information constraints, it can be easy to slip into reductionist thinking, focusing on only a narrow slice of reality. The result can be a simplistic mental map of how a complex world works. But policy problems arise in systems, public policies are themselves interventions in those systems, and to make things even harder, the systems are invisible. Holistic systems thinking can help you to make sense of the multiple lenses in a panoptic framework, to appreciate the interdependent causal relationships that permeate policy-relevant systems, to reassemble the insights you’ve gleaned from your critical analytic thinking, and to anticipate behavioral responses to public policies. With a flawed map of the system you’re analyzing, you shouldn’t be surprised if you get lost.




15.6.10 Inclusive, User-Centered Design Can Improve the Quality of Public Policy

Ineffective or dysfunctional public policies have two downsides. They not only waste taxpayer resources and fail to mitigate the problems at which they’re targeted, they can exacerbate citizen cynicism about government’s ability to address important issues. Learning how to design successful policies is thus an important skill for policy analysts. Putting users—who may be program beneficiaries, regulated firms, citizens being served, or anyone else who interacts with a program—at the center of the policy design process is a great way to start. And intentional inclusion rather than waiting for stakeholders to self-identify can yield both a more democratic process and a more effective program. Built on a sound theory of change, a program in which the mission, strategy, and tactics are well-aligned and where the value proposition, legitimacy and support, and operational capacity are in synch is more likely to succeed than one where its elements are working at cross purposes or where it lacks the capacity to deliver on its value proposition.




15.6.11 High Quality Policy Analysis Captures the Plurality of the Future, Rather Than Obscuring It

Pherson and Heuer’s astute observation that the future is plural has profound implications for policy analysis. The fact that public policy is implemented in the present but creates consequences in the future means that policy analysts can’t escape the need to contemplate the future. But since your crystal ball lacks 20/20 vision, how can you tell a client what will happen if he or she opts for one policy over another? You can’t. The best you can do is to describe alternative versions of the future and perhaps offer a judgment about the likelihood of each. Or you might think of alternative futures as scenarios, the likelihood of which cannot be estimated, and instead search for policy choices expected to perform well under multiple scenarios. Either way, your job as a policy analyst is not to pretend that you have perfect foresight but instead to help your client understand how the future may unfold.




15.6.12 Policy Analysis Can, at Best, Speak Only a Provisional Truth to Power

For the many reasons described throughout the book, policy analysis can’t yield absolute truth. In the face of competing ideologies, divergent values, the exercise of political power, and inevitable constraints on policymaking, the truth is as much socially constructed as it is based on real-world conditions. But that doesn’t mean that everything is relative and that anything goes. When applied to policy analysis, the scientific method with its emphasis on the best available evidence and sound reasoning can yield profound insights. When appropriately qualified, conclusions derived from high quality analysis have the potential to change public policy for the better. While you might have once thought that policy analysis could deliver definitive truth, I hope I’ve convinced you that it can’t. But don’t get discouraged. The alternative to provisional truth is not absolute truth. It’s usually deceptive rhetoric, uninformed hunches, and the unchecked exercise of political power.

[image: ]

And that’s where you come into the picture. My hope is that you are able to take some of the ideas described in this book and integrate them with your innate talent and passion. I also hope that you are better prepared now than you were when you first picked up the book to make a meaningful contribution to resolving the policy issues that you care most about. I wish you the best of luck.







Chapter Summary

This chapter focused on practical techniques that can help you become a more effective policy analyst. Such skills are an important complement to the cognitive and analytic techniques described in previous chapters. We started by considering the topic of professional ethics and looked at different codes of ethics. Two ways of answering ethical questions were described: ethics as rule-following and ethical reasoning. We then moved to the topic of emotional intelligence and observed that the emotional aspects of your interactions with others can affect your ability to successfully engage citizens seeking public services, stakeholders trying to influence policymaking, and colleagues with whom you are directly working.

We then turned our attention to the principles of project management and noted that application of such principles to your policy analysis work can improve the quality of the deliverables you produce and the likelihood they will effectively serve your client’s needs. We continued our look at management with a review of the ways in which a policy analyst serves as an intermediary among multiple actors and considered some suggestions for being more effective in that role. We saw in earlier chapters that the classical models of policy analysis—both prospective and retrospective—are rarely used in their entirety by policy analysts who are responding to assignments from clients. In this chapter, we therefore looked at about a dozen assignments that policy analysts often do receive and talked about specific approaches that might be useful in each case. Finally, this chapter closed with a review of the key themes—the takeaways—of the book as a whole.




Discussion Questions



	What do you think about the use of ethics codes in organizations? Do most folks know about and adhere to them? Or are they just compliance exercises that don’t have any effect on how the organization works?
	What ethical standards seem most important to you? What sorts of activities and behaviors seem out of bounds due to ethical concerns? Are there some areas where you think the ethics codes we looked at (in Appendix 15-A) go too far, defining some forms of acceptable behavior as unethical?
	How do you feel about the concept of emotional intelligence? Is it a useful framework for enhancing teamwork? Or does the concept seem too ephemeral to be of much use? Do you think it could lead to the manipulation of others’ emotions for selfish purposes?
	Think about a group project in which you have participated where the outcome was a good one and another where the outcome was not good. Why did the first project succeed? Why did the second project fail? What’s more important: project management skills or substantive policy analysis skills?
	I suggested that sometimes a policy analyst can be like a traffic cop, trying to keep multiple people happy while moving information back and forth among them. What do you think of this metaphor? Would you enjoy playing such a role? Or does it seem like a thankless task that you’d rather avoid?
	In Section 15.6, I listed the book’s top takeaway messages. What do you think of the list? Are there topics on the list that didn’t belong? Were important topics left out? And, what about the book as a whole, did it cover topics it needn’t have? Did it overlook topics that it should have addressed?





Descriptions of Images and Figures
Back to Figure
The figure is a depiction of a situation where a policy analyst acts as an intermediary. It depicts the process wherein a policy analyst receives, processes, and transmits information, which may be between a client, or you, or your boss. The other influencers may include the public, stakeholders, advocates, journalists, and social media, with the types of sources of data including researchers, subject matter experts, peer-reviewed literature, and gray literature.








Appendix 15-A Ethics Codes From Four Organizations

This appendix provides four illustrative ethics codes that may be relevant to your work as a policy analyst. The first is for US federal government employees; the second, from the American Society for Public Administration, is aimed at public servants in general; the third, from the Project Management Institute, is aimed at managers directing projects on behalf of both public and private sector clients; and the fourth is for government relations professionals lobbying public officials.

Standards of Ethical Conduct for Employees of the Executive
Branch (5 U.S. CFR 2635, 2021)

Public service is a public trust. Each employee has a responsibility to the United States Government and its citizens to place loyalty to the Constitution, laws and ethical principles above private gain. To ensure that every citizen can have complete confidence in the integrity of the Federal Government, each employee shall respect and adhere to the principles of ethical conduct set forth in this section …

	Public service is a public trust, requiring employees to place loyalty to the Constitution, the laws, and ethical principles above private gain.
	Employees shall not hold financial interests that conflict with the conscientious performance of duty.
	Employees shall not engage in financial transactions using nonpublic Government information or allow the improper use of such information to further any private interest.
	An employee shall not … solicit or accept any gift or other item of monetary value from any[one] seeking official action from, doing business with, or conducting activities regulated by the employee’s agency, or whose interests may be substantially affected by the performance or nonperformance of the employee’s duties.
	Employees shall put forth honest effort in the performance of their duties.
	Employees shall not knowingly make unauthorized commitments or promises of any kind purporting to bind the Government.
	Employees shall not use public office for private gain.
	Employees shall act impartially and not give preferential treatment to any private organization or individual.
	Employees shall protect and conserve Federal property and shall not use it for other than authorized activities.
	Employees shall not engage in outside employment or activities, including seeking or negotiating for employment, that conflict with official Government duties and responsibilities.
	Employees shall disclose waste, fraud, abuse, and corruption to appropriate authorities.
	Employees shall satisfy in good faith their obligations as citizens, including all just financial obligations, especially those—such as Federal, State, or local taxes—that are imposed by law.
	Employees shall adhere to all laws and regulations that provide equal opportunity for all Americans regardless of race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, or handicap.
	Employees shall endeavor to avoid any actions creating the appearance that they are violating the law or the ethical standards set forth in this part. Whether particular circumstances create an appearance that the law or these standards have been violated shall be determined from the perspective of a reasonable person with knowledge of the relevant facts.


American Society for Public Administration Code of Ethics(ASPA, 2013)8

8 The 2013 ASPA Code of Ethics is reproduced with the permission of the American Society for Public Administration.


The ASPA Code of Ethics is a statement of the aspirations and high expectations of public servants. These practices serve as a guide to behavior for members of ASPA in carrying out its principles. The code and these practices are intended to be used as a whole and in conjunction with one another. An ethical public servant will consider the full range of standards and values that are relevant to handling a specific matter and be committed to upholding both the spirit and the letter of this code. ASPA members are committed to:

	Advance the Public Interest: Promote the interests of the public and put service to the public above service to oneself.
	Uphold the Constitution and the Law: Respect and support government constitutions and laws, while seeking to improve laws and policies to promote the public good.
	
Promote Democratic Participation: Inform the public and encourage active engagement in governance. Be open, transparent and responsive, and respect and assist all persons in their dealings with public organizations.
	Strengthen Social Equity: Treat all persons with fairness, justice, and equality and respect individual differences, rights, and freedoms. Promote affirmative action and other initiatives to reduce unfairness, injustice, and inequality in society.
	Fully Inform and Advise: Provide accurate, honest, comprehensive, and timely information and advice to elected and appointed officials and governing board members, and to staff members in your organization.
	Demonstrate Personal Integrity: Adhere to the highest standards of conduct to inspire public confidence and trust in public service.
	Promote Ethical Organizations: Strive to attain the highest standards of ethics, stewardship, and public service in organizations that serve the public.
	Advance Professional Excellence: Strengthen personal capabilities to act competently and ethically and encourage the professional development of others.


Project Management Institute Code of Ethics and Professional
Conduct (PMI, 2019)9

9 Copyright and all rights reserved. Material from this publication has been reproduced with the permission of PMI.


As practitioners of project management, we are committed to doing what is right and honorable. …

Responsibility is our duty to take ownership for the decisions we make or fail to make, the actions we take or fail to take, and the consequences that result. …

	We make decisions and take actions based on the best interests of society, public safety, and the environment.
	We accept only those assignments that are consistent with our background, experience, skills, and qualifications.
	We fulfill the commitments that we undertake …
	When we make errors or omissions, we take ownership and make corrections promptly …
	We protect proprietary or confidential information that has been entrusted to us …
	We inform ourselves and uphold the policies, rules, regulations, and laws that govern our … activities.
	We report unethical or illegal conduct …
	We only file ethics complaints when they are substantiated by facts.
	We pursue disciplinary action against an individual who retaliates against a person raising ethics concerns.


Respect is our duty to show a high regard for ourselves, others, and resources entrusted to us …

	We inform ourselves about the norms and customs of others and avoid engaging in behaviors they might consider disrespectful.
	We listen to others’ points of view, seeking to understand them.
	We approach directly those persons with whom we have a conflict or disagreement.
	We conduct ourselves in a professional manner, even when it is not reciprocated.
	We negotiate in good faith.
	We do not exercise the power of our expertise or position to influence … others in order to benefit personally at their expense.
	We do not act in an abusive manner toward others.
	We respect the property rights of others.


Fairness is our duty to make decisions and act impartially and objectively …

	We demonstrate transparency in our decisionmaking process.
	We constantly reexamine our impartiality and objectivity …
	We provide equal access to information …
	We make opportunities equally available to qualified candidates.
	We proactively and fully disclose any real or potential conflicts of interest to the appropriate stakeholders.
	When we realize that we have a … conflict of interest, we refrain from … attempting to influence outcomes … until we have made full disclosure, … have an approved mitigation plan, and … obtained consent to proceed.
	We do not hire or fire, reward or punish, or award or deny contracts based on personal considerations …
	We do not discriminate against others based on, but not limited to, gender, race, age, religion, disability, nationality, or sexual orientation.
	We apply the rules of the organization … without favoritism or prejudice.


Honesty is our duty to understand the truth and act in a truthful manner both in our communications and in our conduct.

	We earnestly seek to understand the truth.
	We are truthful in our communications and in our conduct.
	We provide accurate information in a timely manner.
	We make commitments and promises, implied or explicit, in good faith.
	We strive to create an environment in which others feel safe to tell the truth.
	We do not engage in or condone behavior that is designed to deceive others …
	We do not engage in dishonest behavior with the intention of personal gain or at the expense of another.


National Institute for Lobbying & Ethics | Code of Ethics(NILE, 2021)10

10 The 2021 Lobbyists’ Code of Ethics is reproduced with the permission of the National Institute for Lobbying & Ethics.


This professional code of conduct is recognized by the profession, clients, and employers as the standard by which the profession should adhere and conduct itself. Members of our organization are required to accept this code as a condition of membership.

Honesty and Integrity: A lobbyist should conduct lobbying activities with honesty and integrity.

	A lobbyist should be truthful in communicating with public officials and with other interested persons and should seek to provide factually correct, current, and accurate information.
	If a lobbyist determines that the lobbyist has provided a public official or other interested person with factually inaccurate information of a significant, relevant, and material nature, the lobbyist should promptly provide the factually accurate information to the interested person.
	If a material change in factual information that the lobbyist provided previously to a public official causes the information to become inaccurate and the lobbyist knows the public official may still be relying upon the information, the lobbyist should provide accurate and updated information to the public official.


Compliance with Applicable Laws, Regulations, and Rules: A lobbyist should comply fully with all laws, regulations, and rules applicable to the lobbyist.

	A lobbyist should be familiar with laws, regulations, and rules applicable to the lobbying profession and should not engage in any violation of such laws, regulations, and rules.
	A lobbyist should comply with all campaign finance laws, regulations, and rules. Additionally, a lobbyist should remain informed on updates in campaign finance laws that affect their rights and responsibilities, as a lobbyist and a citizen, under the First Amendment right to participate in the political process.
	A lobbyist should not cause a public official to violate any law, regulation, or rule applicable to such public official.


Professionalism: A lobbyist should conduct lobbying activities in a fair and professional manner.

	A lobbyist should have a basic understanding of the legislative and governmental process and such specialized knowledge as is necessary to represent clients or an employer in a competent, professional manner.
	A lobbyist should maintain the lobbyist’s understanding of governmental processes and specialized knowledge through appropriate methods such as continuing study, seminars, and similar sessions in order to represent clients or an employer in a competent, professional manner.
	A lobbyist should treat others—both allies and adversaries—with respect and civility.
	A lobbyist should participate in continuing education and training programs, including those addressing compliance with laws, rules, and ethical standards applicable to the profession, on an annual basis.


Conflicts of Interest: A lobbyist should not continue or undertake representations that may create conflicts of interest without the informed consent of the client or potential client involved.

	A lobbyist should avoid advocating a position on an issue if the lobbyist is also representing another client on the same issue with a conflicting position.
	If a lobbyist’s work for one client on an issue may have a significant adverse impact on another client’s interests, the lobbyist should inform and obtain consent from the other client whose interests may be affected of this fact even if the lobbyist is not representing the other client on the same issue.
	A lobbyist should disclose all known conflicts to the client or prospective client and discuss and resolve the conflict issues promptly.
	A lobbyist should inform the client if any other person is receiving a direct or indirect referral or consulting fee from the lobbyist due to or in connection with the client’s work and the amount of such fee or payment.


Due Diligence and Best Efforts: A lobbyist should vigorously and diligently advance and advocate the client’s or employer’s interests.

	A lobbyist should devote time, attention, and resources to the client’s or employer’s interests that are commensurate with client expectations, agreements, and compensation.
	A lobbyist should exercise loyalty to the client’s or employer’s interests.
	A lobbyist should keep the client or employer informed regarding the work that the lobbyist is undertaking and, to the extent possible, should give the client the opportunity to choose between various options and strategies.


Compensation and Engagement Terms

	A lobbyist who is retained by a client should have a written agreement with the client regarding the terms and conditions for the lobbyist’s services, including the amount of and basis for compensation. The agreement should include the subject of expenses, and the lobbyist should charge only those expenditures made on behalf of the client and in furtherance of the objective pursued on the client’s behalf.
	The fees charged by a lobbyist should be reasonable, taking into account the facts and circumstances of the engagement.
	A lobbyist shall disclose to other clients and, if requested, to government officials the existence of any agreement for the receipt of contingent fees or bonuses for obtaining or preventing the enactment of legislation.
	Upon termination of representation, a lobbyist should take steps to the extent reasonably practicable to protect an employer’s or client’s interests, such as giving reasonable notice to the employer or client, allowing time for employment of another lobbyist, and surrendering papers and property to which the employer or client is entitled.


Confidentiality: A lobbyist should maintain appropriate confidentiality of client or employer information.

	A lobbyist should not disclose confidential information without the client’s or employer’s informed consent.
	A lobbyist should not use confidential client information against the interests of a client or employer or for any purpose not contemplated by the engagement or terms of employment.


Public Education

	A lobbyist should seek to ensure better public understanding and appreciation of the nature, legitimacy, and necessity of lobbying in our democratic governmental process. This includes the First Amendment right to “petition the government for redress of grievances.”
	A lobbyist is encouraged to devote a not insubstantial amount of time each year to providing lobbying or related services to persons or organizations that are pursuing objectives that advance the public good but who do not have the resources to compensate lobbyists to represent them in that endeavor.


Duty to Governmental Institutions: In addition to fulfilling duties and responsibilities to the client or employer, a lobbyist should exhibit proper respect for the governmental institutions before which the lobbyist represents and advocates clients’ interests.

	• A lobbyist should not act in any manner that will undermine public confidence and trust in the democratic governmental process.
	• A lobbyist should not act in a manner that shows disrespect for government institutions.
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All Persons 121.7 748.8

By Education

No HS Diploma 30.8 39.6 20.5 137.8 0.67 3.48
HS Diploma 45.8 63.8 74.0 305.2 1.62 4.78
Some College 51.2 79.0 88.8 376.4 1.73 4.76
College Degree 95.7 176.5 308.2 1,519.9 3.22 8.61
By Race

White non-Hispanic 69.0 122.8 188.2 983.4 2.73 8.01
Black non-Hispanic 40.3 59.6 24.1 142.5 0.60 2.39
Hispanic 40.7 58.5 36.2 165.5 0.89 2.83

Other 55.7 112.0 74.5 657.2 1.34 5.87
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No poverty: End poverty in all its forms everywhere

Zero hunger: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and
promote sustainable agriculture

Good health and well-being: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for
all at all ages

Quality education: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all

Gender equality: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls

Clean water and sanitation: Ensure availability and sustainable management of
water and sanitation for all

Affordable and clean energy: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable,
and modern energy for all

Decent work and economic growth: Promote sustained, inclusive, and
sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent
work for all

Industry, innovation, and infrastructure: Build resilient infrastructure,
promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization, and foster innovation

Reduced inequalities: Reduce inequality within and among countries

Sustainable cities and communities: Make cities and human settlements
inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable

Responsible consumption and production: Ensure sustainable consumption
and production patterns

Climate action: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts

Life below water: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine
resources for sustainable development

Life on land: Protect, restore, and promote sustainable use of terrestrial
ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt
and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss

Peace, justice, and strong institutions: Promote peaceful and inclusive
societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all, and
build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels

Partnerships for the goals: Strengthen the means of implementation and
revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development
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The IC Analytic Standards are the core principles of intelligence analysis and are to
be applied across the IC. ... The Standards also promote a common ethic for
achieving analytic rigor and excellence and for personal integrity in analytic practice.

All IC analytic products shall be consistent with the following five Analytic

Standards, including the nine Analytic Tradecraft Standards.

A.

Objective: Analysts must perform their functions with objectivity and with awareness
of their own assumptions and reasoning. They must employ reasoning techniques
and practical mechanisms that reveal and mitigate bias....

. Independent of political consideration: Analytic assessments must not be

distorted by, nor shaped for, advocacy of a particular audience, agenda, or
policy viewpoint. Analytic judgments must not be influenced by the force of
preference for a particular policy.

. Timely: Analysis must be disseminated in time for it to be actionable by customers.

Analytic elements have the responsibility to be continually aware of events of
intelligence interest, of customer activities and schedules, and of intelligence
requirements and priorities, in order to provide useful analysis at the right time.

. Based on all available sources of intelligence information: Analysis should be

informed by all relevant information available....

. Implements and exhibits Analytic Tradecraft Standards, specifically:

1. Properly describes quality and credibility of underlying sources, data, and
methodologies ...

2. Properly expresses and explains uncertainties associated with major analytic
judgments ...

3. Properly distinguishes between underlying intelligence information and
analysts’ assumptions and judgments ...

4. Incorporates analysis of alternatives ...

5. Demonstrates customer relevance and addresses implications ...

6. Uses clear and logical argumentation ...

7. Explains change to or consistency of analytic judgments ...

8. Makes accurate judgments and assessments ...

9. Incorporates effective visual information where appropriate ...
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To what degree do animal feeding
operations (AFOs) threaten surface water
quality in Delta County, Colorado?

o What is the AFO situation in Delta County?

e How might AFOs threaten surface water
quality?

e How have Western communities similar to
Delta County dealt with AFOs and surface
water quality issues through policy?

e What policies, if any, in regard to AFOs
would be appropriate for Delta County?

Source: Adapted from Schultz, Shattuck, and Streight
(2018).

Is there potential for the yellow lance—a
freshwater mussel—to sustain healthy
populations in the Hawlings River?

e What are the attributes of suitable habitat?
o To what degree do portions of the

Hawlings have these attributes?

o Where is there suitable habitat?

e What are the biggest threats (habitat
conditions, humans, policies) to the survival
of the yellow lance in the Hawlings?

o Are there point or nonpoint pollutant
sources that threaten water quality in the
Hawlings?

o What are the primary land uses in the
watershed and how could these uses be
affecting the water quality of the river?

e Are there any planned restoration projects in
the watershed and, if so, how might they
affect yellow lance habitat?

Source: Adapted from Brierre, Ross-Dyjak, Martin,
Sivulka, and Woolford (2019).

What would it take to have successful urban
farming in Baltimore?

What obstacles have impeded the efforts of
Baltimore’s urban farmers to establish successful
operations?

Which cities, with socioeconomic conditions
similar to Baltimore's, have established
successful urban farming sectors?

Of the obstacles observed in Baltimore, how have
other similar cities overcome them with policy
and/or programmatic solutions?

What factors explain the success of programs in
other cities?

Source: Adapted from Bartels, Gottschalk, Hopp, and Nozaki
(2017).

How can the conservation and restoration of
mangroves reduce coastal vulnerability to
climate change in the Philippines?

Which areas are most vulnerable to coastal

hazards in the Philippines?

o What are the main constituents of
vulnerability?

o What is the most appropriate method for
integrating all constituents into one metric?
What are the most appropriate sites for mangrove
conservation and restoration among those areas

identified as vulnerable?

o Where are the most vulnerable sites in those
areas?

o What are the effects of existing mangroves in
reducing coastal vulnerability?

o Where would ecosystem services provided by
restoring and conserving mangroves benefit
the most people?

Source: Adapted from Cogswell, Veiga, and Li (2015).





OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-table24.jpg
Ratio of
Highest to

Lowest

Annual market income, $21,300 $46,500
Social Security, Medicare,

Unemployment Insurance,

and Workers’

Compensation

Plus means-tested $14,900 $7,100
transfers, such as TANF,

SSI, Food Stamps, and

Medicaid

Minus federal taxes paid, $300 $4,300
such as individual income

taxes, payroll taxes,

corporate income taxes,

and excise taxes

Equals annual income after ~ $35,900 $49,300
transfers and taxes

Ratio of before and after 1.69 1.06
income due to taxes and
transfers

$74,900

$3,600

$10,500

$68,000

0.91

$113,400

$1,700

$20,300

$94,800

0.84

$309,400

$900

$80,600

$229,700

0.74

Quintile

14.53

0.06

268.67

6.40

Inapplicable





OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-fig19.jpg
Policy-relevant
claim

Qualifier describing
likely truth of claim

!

!

1

!

Reason #1
why claim is true

* Evidence
* Logic

Reason #2
why claim is true

Reason #N
why claim is true

* Evidence
¢ Logic

* Evidence
* Logic

Potential counter-
arguments and

rebuttals to likely

objections to claim

Subreason A why
reason #1 is true

%

Subreason X why
reason #2 is true

4_{ Subreason

Subreason B why Subreason’Y why Subreason
reason #1 is true reason #2 is true
Subreason C why Subreason Z why Subreason
reason #1 is true reason #2 is true






OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-table17.jpg
Claim: Traffic congestion on the local
highway has almost certainly gotten
worse over the past year.

Reason 1: More drivers are using the road
at the same time.

Evidence: Rush hour traffic volume has
grown from 1,000 to 3,000 cars per hour in
the past year.

Reason 2: Drivers spend a great deal of
time sitting in traffic; drivers can't do
anything productive while stuck in traffic.

Evidence: The average commute time has
gone from 30 to 45 minutes.

Reason 3: Suburban development has put
additional pressure on the road system.

Evidence: 5,000 new homes have been built
in the outer suburbs over the past 10
years.

Likely counterargument: Traffic is worse
because of ongoing construction that will
end soon.

Rebuttal: The problem was getting worse
before the construction; it is likely to
continue doing so even after the project is
finished.

Claim: Our city should construct a light
rail system to better connect residential
areas to commercial districts.

Reason 1: It will be easier to travel from
home to work and from home to
shopping areas.

Evidence: Citizens have told elected
officials they want faster and cheaper
ways of getting around town than using
their car.

Reason 2: A light rail system is the best
way to help the poor and the elderly to
participate more fully in community life.

Evidence: A policy analysis looked at
options for better integrating the poor
and elderly in the community, and light
rail was identified as optimal.

Reason 3: Construction of the light rail
system will provide desperately needed
jobs for unemployed residents.

Evidence: The 3-year construction project
will employ 500 workers at good wages.

Likely counterargument: Light rail is very
expensive, and our city can't afford it.

Rebuttal: Our city has a large tax base
that can be tapped to raise extra money,
and a cost-benefit study has shown the
project to have net benefits.
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Type of

- Illustrative Research Design Options

Assessment

Formative
Program
Evaluation

Summative
Program
Evaluation

Summative
Evaluation of
Outcomes

Summative
Evaluation of
Impacts

o Compare program activities to authorizing statute, regulations, or other policymaker
decisions

e Compare program activities to project plans, schedules

e Compare actual allocated financial and human resources to resources expected at
program initiation

o Investigate state of management systems, fitness for purpose

e Interview a diverse range of people with firsthand knowledge of implementation
progress

e Characterize early outputs of program and assess degree of alignment with
expectations

e |f possible, compare early outputs to provided inputs to develop preliminary
assessment of efficiency

In addition to the research design options noted above, consider additional options:

o Compare program activities and outputs to stakeholder expectations

e Compare program performance to quality, cost, or efficiency expectations

e Assess variations in program performance across different locations, target groups,
or program components

e Interview a diverse range of people with firsthand knowledge of program outputs

e Conduct in-depth case studies of areas where program performance appears
especially strong or especially weak

e Assess if and how mediating factors external to the program affected its internal
operations

e Compare program outcomes to stakeholder expectations about efficiency and
effectiveness
Assess change in outcomes for participants before and after exposure to the program

e Characterize causal linkage between program outputs and program outcomes

e Assess variations in outcomes across different locations, target groups, or program
components

e Assess if and how mediating factors external to the program affected its outcomes

In addition to a summative evaluation of each outcome (see above), compare outcomes for:

e Randomly assigned participating treatment group and nonparticipating control
group (assuming random assignment is both ethical and feasible)

e Program participants and a comparison group of nonparticipants closely matched
on key characteristics

e Participants at multiple points in time before and after program participation with
statistical analyses
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The Audience

o ldentify the specific audience for your work

o Think about the information they need to
extract from your work

o Write in a way that allows the audience to
easily get the information they need

o Address separate audiences separately, but
maintain a consistent message

Cultural Competence

o Recognize that different communities may
use language differently

o Recognize that the audience will interpret
text based on its lived experience and
educational background, not yours

o If English is audience's second language,
consider translation

Word Choice

o Use short, simple words

o Omit unnecessary words

o Give common words common meaning

o Use same term consistently for a specific
thought or object

o Avoid legal, foreign, technical jargon

Minimize abbreviations and acronyms

Organization of the Text

o Organize text to meet readers' needs

o Organize text in a logical way
— Chronological organization
— General to specific
— Most to least important

o Provide definitions, abbreviations, and
acronyms near the start of the text

Headings

o Use headings to show document structure

o Try to limit headings to three sublevels

o Use helpful headings
— Question headings
— Statement headings
— Topic headings

o Avoid long headings that take two lines

Style

o Highlight key points in bold or italics, but
don't overdo it

o Use bullets for lists of things

°

Word Use
o Verbs
— Maximize active voice
— Minimize passive voice
— Use simplest form of a verb
o Nouns and pronouns
— Don't turn verbs into nouns
— Don't turn nouns into verbs
— Do speak directly to audience with
pronouns
— Avoid gendered language
Strength of statement
o Must indicates a requirement
o May suggests choices
o Should and ought denote a normative
stance
o Could and might denote uncertainty
Use contractions as appropriate
Sentences
o Write short sentences
Include only one idea in each sentence
Keep subject, verb, object close
Avoid double negatives
Avoid exceptions to exceptions
Put main idea before exceptions,
qualifiers
Paragraphs
o Write short paragraphs
o Cover only one topic in each paragraph
o Use a topic sentence, usually the first
o Use transition words to link paragraphs
Other Aids to Clarity
o Use examples and lists
o Use tables, rather than text, to make
complex material easier to understand
Highlight important concepts
Minimize cross-references
Design text layout for easy reading
dit for Clarity
Read, edit, and rewrite
o Read text out loud; edit until text ‘sounds’
clear

© © 0 © ©

o Mo o o
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US GAO Technology Assessments

50 to 200 pages, issued 2015 to 2020

e 5G wireless: capabilities and challenges for an
evolving network

o Artificial intelligence: benefits and challenges of
technologies to augment patient care

o Artificial intelligence: benefits and challenges of
machine learning in drug development

« Artificial intelligence: emerging opportunities,
challenges, and implications

e Chemical innovation: technologies to make
processes and products more sustainable

e COVID-19: data quality and considerations for
modeling and analysis

e Critical infrastructure protection: protecting the
electric grid from geomagnetic disturbances

o Forensic technology: algorithms used in federal
law enforcement

o Internet of things: status and implications of an
increasingly connected world

e Irrigated agriculture: technologies, practices,
and implications for water scarcity

e Medical devices: capabilities and challenges of
technologies to enable rapid diagnoses

e Municipal freshwater scarcity: using technology
to improve distribution system efficiency

e Nuclear reactors: status and challenges in
development and deployment

e Reducing freshwater use in hydraulic fracturing
and thermoelectric power plant cooling

US GAO Science and Tech Spotlights
2 to 4 pages, issued September 2019 to March 2021

5G wireless

Agile software development

Air quality sensors

Blockchain and distributed ledger technologies
Consumer electronics recycling

Contact tracing apps

Coronaviruses

COVID-19 modeling

COVID-19 testing

COVID-19 vaccine development

US GAO Science and Tech Spotlights,
continued

CRISPR gene editing

Deepfakes

E-cigarettes

Genomic sequencing of infectious pathogens
Herd immunity for COVID-19
Hypersonic weapons

Nuclear microreactors

Opioid vaccines

Probabilistic genotyping software
Quantum technologies

Social distancing during pandemics
Tracing the source of chemical weapons
Vaccine safety

UK POSTNotes
4 pages, issued February 2020 to February 2021

3D bioprinting in medicine

A resilient UK food system

Artificial Intelligence and health care
Bioenergy with carbon capture and storage
Climate change-biodiversity interactions
Cloud computing

Digital sequence information

Edge computing

Food and drink reformulation to reduce fat,
sugar and salt

Food fraud

Heat networks

Infrastructure and climate change
Interpretable machine learning
Low-carbon aviation fuels

Managing land uses for environmental
benefits

Marine renewables

Mental health impacts of COVID-19 on NHS
staff

Natural mitigation of flood risks

Online extremism

Online safety education

Remote sensing and machine learning
Screen use and health in young people
UK insect decline and extinction
Woodland creation
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Funding for U.S. R&D in 2017 ($B) R&D R&D as % of
Country | oending ($B)|  GDP
Basic Applied Experimental Total - =
research research United States $548 3%
China $496 2%
Business $26 $59 $296 $381 European Union $430 2%
Japan $171 3%
Federal govt 39 38 45 121
Y ¢ ¢ & g South Korea $91 5%
Nonfederal govt $2 $2 $1 $5 India $50 1%
Higher Educati Russia $42 1%
igher Education = =
and Non-profits 2 il $6 $41 Taiwan $39 3%
Australia $21 2%
Total $91 $109 $348 $548 el $15 5%

U.S. R&D Funding Source

Higher
Education &
Non-profits
7%

Nonfederal
govt
1%

Federal govt
2

Business
70%

Type of R&D in U.S.

Basic
research
17%

Experimental
development
63%

Applied
research
20%

R&D by Agency ($B)

All other Federal Agencies Bl $5
Dept of Transportation § $1
Dept of Commerce B $2
Dept of Agriculture | $3
National Science Foundation mm $6
NASA e $13
Dept of Energy i $14

Dept of Health and Human Services I 34
Dept of Defense = 45
$0 $10 $20 $30 $40 $50

U.S. business R&D Spending
as Percentage of Industry Sales

Aerospace Products & Parts
Computer Systems Design
Computer & Electronic Products
Pharmaceuticals & Medicines
Software Publishers

Scientific R&D Services 25%

Benchmarks

* Basic research: Work to acquire new knowledge without any particular application or use in view

* Applied research: Work to acquire new knowledge directed toward a specific, practical objective

¢ Experimental development: Work, drawing on knowledge gained from research and practical experience,
directed to producing new or improving existing products or processes

* U.S.GDP ($B): $21.4 trillion (2019)

¢ U.S. Federal spending ($B): $4.4 trillion (2019)
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Probability Tree with Initial Information

Passtest| | Benign & Passes
(75%) test (71.3%)
Benign
(95%)
Failtest | | Benign & Fails
(25%) test (23.8%)
Random
Traveler
Passtest| | Malign & Passes
(1%) test (0.5%)
Malign
(5%)
Failtest | | Malign & Fails
(99%) test (4.5%)

Probability Tree after Being ‘Flipped’ with Bayes Theorem

Benign | | Benign & Passes
(99.3%) test (71.3%)
Pass test
(71.8%)
Malign | | Malign & Passes
(0.7%) test (0.5%)
Tested
Traveler
Benign | | Benign & Fails
(84.1%) test (23.8%)
Fail test
(28.3%)
Malign | | Malign & Fails
(15.9%) test (4.5%)
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Starters

¢ Deadline
* Resources
e Context

v

Research Puzzle

Intellectual challenge Policy heuristics
Nature of problem

¢ Developmental °
¢ Mechanical ¢ Merits of new policy
« Comparative * Fix/end/replicate existing policy
e Causal ¢ The ‘right thing’ to do
Research Questions

* Reflect conclusions you hope to draw
lteration based on logic and evidence

* Taken together, answers let you solve puzzle

¢ Specific, neutral, unambiguous

'

The Search for Evidence

* Evidence needed to answer research questions
* Evidence in hand
* Evidence gap to be filled with policy analysis

'

Closers
* Stopping rule
* Focus
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umber of Days of Fire

Lease an Exclusive Use Aircraft

Fixed Cost $1,500,000 $1,500,000 $1,500,000
Variable Cost ~ $400,000 $250,000 $50,000
Total Cost $1,900,000 $1,750,000 $1,550,000

Lease a Call-When-Needed Aircraft
Fixed Cost $200,000 $200,000 $200,000
Variable Cost ~ $3,200,000 $2,000,000 $400,000
Total Cost $3,400,000 $2,200,000 $600,000
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Accidents are up in Central
Business District (CBD)

Accidents are up in
neighborhoods

Accidents are up across
the state

The increase in accidents
began last year

The number of dog bites
has increased this year

Hypotheses
Number of
pedestrians greatly
increased due to
folks working at
home during
pandemic starting in
ET)]

Unclear

Consistent

Consistent

Inconsistent

Consistent

vehicle/pedestr accidents

Police department
ended its long-
running Pedestrian
Safe Campaign in
January

Consistent

Consistent

Inconsistent

Inconsistent

Inconsistent

Major construction
in the CBD began
last year and
continued this year,
disrupting vehicle
and pedestrian
routes

Consistent

Inconsistent

Inconsistent
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Inconsistent





OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-fig10.jpg
Outcome

Positive

Negative

Cognitive
process
applied

Quick, accurate,

Quick, but flawed,

s useful result erroneous result
Failed attempt to execute
System 2 Time consuming but complex analysis

accurate and useful result

within time, information,
and resource constraints






OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-fig47.jpg
Agricultural
water use

storm surges

Frequency Frequency
and height of extreme

Overland
water runof
rainfall events

fD Gea level r|39

Changes in
seasonal
events

Growing

Average UK
temperature

climate
change

Impact of

o \'\

GHG removal
atmosphere

Sequestration
of organic C

emissions
from cropla

=€

emissions
from livestock,






OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-fig53.jpg
Design for Design for
Analysis Implementation
(DFA) (DFI)

Required

specificity of design LLETE

Less

Freedom to
More <—— consider alternative ——>
designs






OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-fig54.jpg
Policy Design Results of Interest
Inputs —> Activities \——> Outputs ——> Outcomes —> Impacts

f Theory of Change T

Reverse Engineering





OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-fig18.jpg
o o

o n

- o
(0) Alewouy
ainyesadwa |





OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-fig33.jpg
Price per
widget
Adjusted
supply

3
&
&

A
S
6\6\6“‘;@“% Original
W oy supply

Efficient price (Pp) F-—-—-——-—————— - — >« ¢

Original price (Py) +—-——-—-——-—————

Value of
Environmental
Damage from
Production of

One Widget

Demand

Efficient  Original Quantity
quantity quantity e
(@) (@)





OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-table13.jpg
Typically return Typical Share of All
Category to Shelter? Typical Stay Circumstance Shelter Users (%)

Short-term Users  No 1-2 days Temporary loss of
accommodation

Episodic Users Periodically, 3 weeks Heavy drug user 10
especially in winter

Chronic Users Frequently Long-term, Mentally ill/ 10
sometimes years Physically disabled
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System 1 Thinking

Speed of
Cognition

Motivating
Objective

Affective
(Emotional)
Content of
Cognition

Fast
Intuitive
Cognitively easier

Accuracy Motivated
Reasoning

Analyst endeavors
to best approximate
true conditions,
irrespective of
personal
preferences

Starts with analysis
and reasons
toward conclusion

Hot Cognition

Stimulus creates
affective response
based on emotion
and feeling

Affect often arises
nearly instant-
aneously but may
evolve over time
Affect may be
positive or negative

System 2 Thinking

e Slow
e Deliberative
e Cognitively harder

Directionally
Motivated
Reasoning

e Analyst endeavors
to make strongest

case for a preferred

conclusion
o Preferred
conclusion comes

from analyst, client,

or prior analysis
e Starts with
conclusion and

constructs analysis

to support it
Cold Cognition

e Stimulus creates

response that lacks

emotional content

e May be present
from point when
stimulus first
encountered or
may appear over
time (as things
‘cool off")

System 1 thinking prone to bias
and cognitive error

Used by analyst with relevant
expertise, however, System 1 may
yield high-quality results quickly
System 2 thinking usually offers
high-quality results, but may be
infeasible given time, resource,
and information constraints of
real-world policymaking

Accuracy motivated reasoning
aligns with policy analysis as
inquiry

Accuracy motivated reasoning
(behind closed doors) can be
used as part of policy analysis as
advocacy to anticipate
counterarguments

Directionally motivated
reasoning aligns with policy
analysis as advocacy
Unrecognized directionally
motivated reasoning undermines
policy discourse when one-sided
analysis mistakenly viewed as
neutral

Affect an important driver of
values and normative preferences
Hot cognition may lead to unwise
use of System 1 fast thinking or
directionally motivated reasoning
Hot cognition used
simultaneously by multiple
analysts and policymakers may
lead to polarization and
unproductive policy arguments
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Doing a good job of political analysis inside a policy analysis is almost
impossible.

Political bargaining among policymakers doesn’t follow a predictable pattern.
The political feasibility of a policy option can change quickly and without warning.

A politically popular policy may be a bad idea and a politically unpopular policy
may be a good idea.
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Negative Rights

Positive Rights

| have a right to free speech.

| have a right to the satisfaction
of my basic human needs (e.g.,
food, shelter, health care).

Others have a duty not to
impede my speech; | may not
impede others’ speech.

Others have a duty to assist
me in meeting my basic
human needs; | must assist
others in meeting their basic
human needs.
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Skeptical but not cynical
Neutral commitment to scientific method
Humble, curious, and open-minded

Critical thinker

VAN

. Embraces real-world context of policy analysis
Pragmatic * Adept at satisficing
Knows value of analysis is lost if not effectively communicated

VAN

Appropriate domain, procedural, political, and analytic expertise
Competent e Committed to lifelong learning
Team player

/AN

Maintains equanimity in policy maelstrom
Self-confident, but not arrogant
Tenacious in the face of setbacks

Tough minded

J
~

Embraces role: analytic specialist, public servant, campaigner, or client advisor
Displays personal integrity
Develops and maintains deserved reputation for credibility

Service oriented

Adopts an attitude of reflexivity
Self-aware « Embraces multiple small theories, rather than one big theory
Intellectually and personally modest, rather than enthusiastic know-it-all
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Purpose of
Characterization Sample Research Questions

Describe status of
and challenges to
the development of
a new technology

Identify policy
measures to
facilitate
development and
deployment of a
new technology

Understand the
scientific
implications of a
technology

Assess opportuni-
ties and challenges
that may result
from the use of a
technology

Assess policy
options related to a
technology

What is the current state of efforts to develop the technology? What are the
potential applications of the technology?

Does the maturity and readiness of the technology vary across different
applications or sectors where it is being developed?

What technical and economic challenges to the development of the technology
exist?

How likely is it that such challenges can be overcome by the technology’s
developers? How quickly might they be overcome?

How does the new technology compare to existing technologies with respect
to cost, performance, quality, and uncertainty?

What is the likely market penetration of the technology?

What policy and market barriers might impede development and deployment of
the technology? How might such barriers be overcome through public policy?
Are competitive incumbent technologies receiving implicit or explicit support
from current public policies? If so, should those policies be modified?
Which potential new technologies merit supportive public policies and which
do not?

To what degree might a new or existing technology pose environmental,
human health, or occupational safety risks?

How are scientific phenomena (e.g., the global climate or the state of infectious
disease) and the associated risks likely to change over time?

To what degree might a new or existing technology mitigate such risks?

What are the expected benefits of the technology in its intended
application?

What sectors of society and the economy might be directly affected by the
technology?

Might there be impacts on sectors other than the ones in which it is deployed?
How disruptive might the effects be, as a consequence of how rapidly and
radically the technology changes the status quo, how widely it is deployed, and
the types of existing technologies it displaces?

What unintended consequences may arise from deployment of the
technology?

How might the direct and indirect impacts of the technology differ across
socioeconomic or regional lines, or among industries or other sectors of the
economy?

What are the costs and benefits of new and existing technologies?

To what degree is government intervention to steer the course of technology
likely to be beneficial?

If deemed beneficial, which policy tools would be most useful?

What policy options could be used to minimize adverse consequences and
maximize positive impacts associated with a transition to the new technology?
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e Legal doctrines that make it easier or harder for landlords to evict tenants.

e Legal doctrines that facilitate or impede aggrieved parties’ ability to seek legal
redress for recent or historical injuries caused by others.

Regulate behavior

e Zoning laws that dictate what landowners can and cannot do with their property
to the benefit or detriment of their neighbors.

e Pollution control regulations that improve public health but impose compliance
costs on firms.

Provide services

e Federal services that benefit all (e.g., national defense) even though not
everyone pays Federal taxes.

o Narrow services that benefit a few (e.g., a specific highway project) that are
financed by broad taxes that may be paid by nonbeneficiaries (e.g., folks who
don’t use the highway).

Allocate rights to public resources

e Policies that dictate how publicly owned resources like forests, fisheries, and
national parks may be used by private entities and the fees—if any—that must
be paid to the government.

e Protections for endangered species that limit development on private land.

Redistribute wealth and income

e Policies that redistribute resources from middle- and upper-income taxpayers
to the poor.

e Policies that impose tariffs on imported products, raising prices for domestic
consumers to the benefit of domestic firm owners and their employees.

Levy taxes, spend money, provide subsidies

o Decisions to tax similar activities at different rates (e.g., higher taxes on income
from wages and salaries than on income from capital gains and dividends).

e Decisions about which activities to subsidize (e.g., renewable vs. fossil fuel
energy).

Endeavor to foster economic development

e State and local policies that use public funds to support private activities such
as a stadium for the local sports team or tax relief to a firm looking to locate a
new facility.

e Fiscal policies that stimulate the economy during a recession but create debts
to be repaid by future taxpayers.

Facilitate the flow of information

e Policies that require plain language disclosures for firms issuing credit cards,
perhaps making folks less likely to take on burdensome new financial
obligations, to the detriment of lenders.

e Vehicle mileage information that helps consumers purchase more efficient
vehicles, thereby reducing their spending on gasoline to the detriment of oil
companies.
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case for preferred option

Selective: Use only evidence that best supports the
argument being made

Motivated by desire to win, analyst focuses only on best
evidence and strongest logic to support the preferred
option and attack other options

Hide analytic uncertainty that may undermine argument

Affective: Rely on intuition, emotion, ideology,
symbolism; analyst changes view only if politically
expedient

Avoid: Reviewers may identify weaknesses in the
argument, undermining its persuasiveness

All stakeholders have effective advocates; all points of
view have voice; clash of advocates in the marketplace
of ideas uncovers all factors relevant to policy choice

Problem of concern

Understand entirety of issue; clarify nature of problem;
alert policymakers to upsides and downsides of policy
choices

Identify and consider broad range of policy options
that take fundamentally different approaches to
problem

Display all strengths and weaknesses of all options;
identify trade-offs of options relative to each other

Broad: Use all evidence even if doing so undermines
ability to draw definitive conclusions

Motivated to understand all aspects of problem and
potential responses to it, analyst faces time and
resource constraints that limit depth, extent of
analysis

Expose analytic uncertainty so policymakers
understand the risks associated with their choices

Cognitive: Appeal to reason, evidence, and
deliberative processes; analyst changes view only if
evidence or logic dictate

Welcome: Reviewers may identify weaknesses in the
analysis, so that they can be addressed or
acknowledged

Analyst has responsibility to give voice to all
stakeholders and points of view so that policymakers
needn't rely only on vocal advocates to identify all
factors relevant to policy choice
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Step of Purpose of Type of
Logic Model | Evaluation Assessment Common Evaluation Questions

e Inputs Program Formative: Early Have adequate resources been made available?
e Activities  Evaluation to  phase of program e Has reasonable progress been made toward
e Outputs Assess or new activity implementation? If not, why not?

Efficiency within program e How well do assumptions made during

program design match “real-world”
conditions?

e |s program being implemented as envisioned?
If not, why not?

e Have problems emerged? If so, why?

e Have corrective actions been taken? If so, how
well have they worked?

e What, if anything, should be done differently?

Summative: e To what degree was program implemented as
After full envisioned?

implementation e Were intended outputs delivered?

e Did program have unintended side effects?

of program
e Were program resources used to produce
outputs as efficiently as possible? If not, why
not?
e Outcomes Impact Summative: Outcomes
e Impacts Evaluation to  After full
Assess implementation e Were intended program outcomes attained? If

not, why not?

e Was there a demonstrable link between outputs
and outcomes?

e Did program produce unintended side effects?

e Did outcomes vary over time or across program
components? If so, why?

e Were outcomes commensurate with resources
invested?

Effectiveness  of program

Impacts

e What would the state of the world have been in
the absence of program (i.e., counterfactual)?

e How has the state of the world changed as a
causal consequence of the program?

e Did program cause the envisioned impact? If
not, why not?

e Within program, was any particular approach
more effective than another in creating
impacts?





OEBPS/images/10.4135_9781544372600-table19.jpg
When you create a set of slides, be mindful that they are only an aid to the presentation, not a textual
presentation that you read to the audience.

Use graphics and images to get your points across, but take care not to get too cartoonish in your
style.

Words are fine, but don't get carried away. Use key words and phrases only, rather than complete
sentences.

Don't put more than four or five main bullet points on a single slide.

Ensure that all bullet points on the page have parallel grammar (e.g., they all start with a verb or are all
noun phrases).

Make sure the font size is big enough to read from the back of the room, and that the text color
contrasts well with the background color of the slide.

Be sure to proofread your slides! It's really disconcerting to be at the front of the room, with no idea
why everyone in the room is giggling.

When it comes to delivery of the presentation, aim for a natural and engaging style. Think of yourself
as a travel guide giving your audience a tour of your work.

Vary your style, tone, and speed from time to time to keep your audience engaged.

Highlight the parts of your work that are most relevant to your audience, rather than slogging
through every detail of your analysis.

Try to connect to your audience; don't turn your back on the audience by staring up at your slides.
Instead, use a monitor or laptop in front of you to keep track of your slides.

Smile, make eye contact, and assume a relaxed, but confident, posture.

Figure out how much time you have and watch the clock; losing track of time and racing through
the last part of your presentation is a rookie mistake.

Practice your presentation at least once, and probably more.
People can't read and listen at the same time. If possible, reveal one bullet at a time.

When you pull up a content-heavy slide, give the audience a few seconds to absorb it before
starting to speak.

Always number your slides to facilitate conversation with the audience (so that they can ask
questions like, “What did you mean, back on slide 6, when you said ...?").

Don't finish by saying “the end.” Instead, use the last slide and the last couple minutes to drive
home three to five important takeaways that you want your audience to remember.
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Revised Standard

Total Costs $1.4 billion $16.0 billion
Total Health Benefits $2.9 to $5.9 billion $15.0 to $30.0 billion

Net Benefits $1.5 to $4.5 billion $1.0 to $14.0 billion
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