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POLICY ANALYSIS

What Governments Do,
Why They Do It,
and What Difference It Makes

WHAT IS PUBLIC POLICY?

“This book is about public policy. It is concerned with what governments do, why they
do it, and what difference it makes. It is also about political science and the ability of
this academic discipline to describe, analyze, and explain public policy.

Definition of Policy.  Public policy is whatever governments choose to do or not
to do. Governments do many things. They regulate conflict within society; they orga-
nize society to carry on conflict with other societies; they distribute a great variety of
symbolic rewards and material services to members of the society; and they extract
money from society, most often in the form of taxes. Thus public policies may regu-
late behavior, organize bureaucracies, distribute benefits, or extract taxes—or all these
things at once.

Policy Expansion and Government Growth. Today people expect government to
do a great many things for them. Indeed there is hardly any personal or societal prob-
lem for which some group will not demand a government solution—that is, a public
policy designed to alleviate personal discomfort or societal unease. Over the years, as
more and more Americans turned to government to resolve society’s problems, gov-
ernment grew in size and public policy expanded in scope to encompass just about
every sector of American life.

Throughout most of the twentieth century, government grew in both absolute
size and in relation to the size of the national economy. The size of the economy is usu-
ally measured by the gross domestic product (GDP), the sum of all the goods and ser-
vices produced in the United States in a year (see Figure 1-1). Governments accounted
for only about 8 percent of the GDP at the beginning of the century, and most gov-
ernmental activities were carried out by state and local governments. Two world wars,
the New Deal programs devised during the Great Depression of the 1930s, and the
growth of the Great Society programs of the 1960s and 1970s all greatly expanded the
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FIGURE 1-1 The Growth of Government
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size of government, particularly the federal government. The rise in government growth
relative to the economy leveled off during the Reagan presidency (1981-1989). The
economy in the 1990s grew faster than government spending, resulting in a decline in
the size of government relative to the economy. Currently, total government spending—
federal, state, and local—amounts to about 30 percent of the GDP. More than two-
thirds of this government spending—about 20 percent of GDP—is accounted for by
the federal government alone. The nation’s fifty state governments and 87,000 local gov-
ernments (cities, counties, towns and townships, school districts, and special districts)
combined account for less than one-third of total government spending—about 10 per-
cent of GDP.

Scope of Public Policy. Not everything that government does is reflected in gov-
ernmental expenditures. Regulatory activity, for example, especially environmental reg-
ulations, imposes significant costs on individuals and businesses; these costs are not
shown in government budgets. Nevertheless, government spending is a common indi-
cator of governmental funcrions and priorities. For example, Figure 1-2 indicates that
the federal government spends more on senior citizens—in Social Security and Medicare
outlays—than on any other function, including national defense. Federal welfare and
health programs account for substantial budget outlays, but federal financial support
of education is very modest. State and local governments in the United States bear the
major burden of public education. Welfare and health functions consume larger shares
of their budgets than highways and law enforcement do.
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What State and Local Governments Do
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WHY STUDY PUBLIC POLICY?

Political science is the study of politics—the study of “who gets what when and how.”
It is more than the study of governmental institutions, that is, federalism, separarion
of powers, checks and balances, judicial review, the powers and duties of Congress, the
president, and the courts. “Traditional” political science focuses primarily on these
institutional arrangements as well as the philosophical justification of government,
And political science is more than the study of political processes, that is, campaigns
and elections, voting, lobbying, legislating, and adjudicating. Modern “behavioral”
political science focuses primarily on these processes.

Political science is also the study of public policy—the description and explana-
tion of the causes and consequences of government activity. This focus involves a descrip-
tion of the content of public policy; an analysis of the impact of social, economic, and
political forces on the content of public policy; an inquiry into the effect of various
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institutional arrangements and political processes on public policy; and an evaluation
of the consequences of public policies on society, both expected and unexpected.
Public policy can be studied for a variety of reasons:

Scientific Understanding. Understanding the causes and consequences of policy
decisions improves our knowledge of society. Policy study helps us learn about the link-
ages between social and economic conditions in society, the responses of the political
system to these conditions, and the effects, if any, of government activities on these con-
ditions (see Figure 1-2). Policy studies incorporate the ideas and methods of econom-
ics, sociology, anthropology, psychology, history, law, and public administration, as
well as political science. It adds to the breadth, significance, reliability, and theoretical
development of the social sciences generally.

Professional Advice.  Public policy can also be studied for professional reasons: under-
standing the causes and consequences of public policy permits us to apply social science
knowledge to the solution of practical problems. Factual knowledge is a prerequisite to
prescribing for the ills of society. If certain ends are desired, the question of what policies
would best implement them is a factual question requiring scientific study. In other
words, policy studies can produce professional advice, in terms of “if . . . then . . .” state-
ments, about how to achieve desired goals. Government agencies, as well as private pol-
icy research organizations (“think tanks”), are usually more concerned with the practical
application of knowledge about policy than with the development of scientific theory.

Policy Recommendations.  Finally, public policy can be studied for political pur-
poses: to ensure that the nation adopts the “right” policies to achieve the “right” goals.
It is frequently argued that political science should not be silent or impotent in the
face of great social and political crises and that political scientists have a moral obliga-
tion to advance specific public policies. An exclusive focus on institutions, processes,
or behaviors is frequently looked on as “dry,” “irrelevant,” and “amoral” because it does
not direct attention to the really important policy questions facing American society.
Policy studies can be undertaken not only for scientific and professional purpases bue
also to inform political discussion, advance the level of political awareness, and improve
the quality of public policy. Of course, these are very subjective purposes—Americans
do not always agree on what constitutes the “right” policies or the “right” goals—but
we will assume that knowledge is preferable to ignorance, even in politics.

'WHAT CAN BE LEARNED FROM POLICY ANALYSIS?

Policy analysis is finding out what governments do, why they do it, and wha differ-
ence, if any, it makes. What can be learned from policy analysis?

Description.  First, we can describe public policy—we can learn what govern-
ment is doing (and not doing) in welfare, defense, education, civil rights, health, the envi-
ronment, taxation, and so on. A factual basis of information about national policy is really
an indispensable part of everyone’s education. What does the Civil Rights Act of 1964
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actually say about discrimination in employment? What did the Supreme Court rule in
the Bakke case about affirmative action programs? What is the condition of the nation’s
Social Security program? What do the Medicaid and Medicare programs promise for the
poor and the aged? What agreements have been reached between the United States and
Russia regarding nuclear weapons? How much money are we paying in taxes? How
much money does the federal government spend each year, and what does it spend it
on? How large is the national debt? These are examples of descriptive questions.

Causes.  Second, we can inquire about the causes, or determinants, of public policy.
Why is public policy what it is? Why do governments do what they do? We might inquire
about the effects of political institutions, processes, and behaviors on public policies (Linkage
B in Figure 1-3). For example, does it make any difference in tax and spending levels

FIGURE 1-3  Studying Public Policy, Its Causes and Consequences

Society Paolitical System Public Policy
Institutions,
processes,
behaviors
A B
E F
onomic = oo
. olicies
conditions p
Including: Including: Including:
Wealth and income Federalism Civil rights
Inflation, recession, unemployment Separation of powers Educational policies
Educational achievement Checks and bhalances Welfare policies
Environmental quality Parties Health care policies
Poverty Interest groups Criminal justice
Racial composition Voting behavior Taxation
Religious and ethnic make-up Bureaucracy Spending and deficit
Health and longevity Power structures Defense policies
Inequality, discrimination Congress, president, courts Regulations

Linkage A: What are the effects of social and economic conditions on political and governmental in-
stitutions, processes, and behaviors?

Linkage B: What are the effects of political and governmental institutions, processes, and behaviors
on public policies?

Linkage C: What are the effects of social and economic conditions on public policies?

Linkage D: What are the effects (feedback) of public policies on social and economic conditions?

Linkage E: What are the effects (feedback) of political and governmental institutions, processes, and
behaviors on social and economic conditions?

Linkage F: What are the effects (feedback) of public policies on politicat and governmental institu-
tions, processes, and behaviors?
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whether Democrats or Republicans control the presidency and Congress? What is the
impact of lobbying by the special interests on efforts to reform the federal tax system? We
can also inquire about the effects of social, economic, and cultural forces in shaping public
policy (Linkage C in Figure 1-3). For example: What are the effects of changing public atti-
tudes about race on civil rights policy? What are the effects of recessions on government
spending? What is the effect of an increasingly older population on the Social Security and
Medicare programs? In scientific terms, when we study the causes of public policy, policies
become the dependent variables, and their various political, social, economic, and cultural
determinants become the independent variables.

Consequences.  Third, we can inquire about the consequences, or impacts, of
public policy. Learning about the consequences of public policy is often referred to as
policy evaluation. What difference, if any, does public policy make in people’s lives? We
might inquire about the effects of public policy on political institutions and processes
(Linkage F in Figure 1-3). For example, what is the effect of Social Security reform on
Republican party fortunes in Congress? What is the impact of deficit reduction efforts
on the president’s popularity? We also want to examine the impact of public policies
on conditions in society (Linkage D in Figure 1-3). For example, does capital pun-
ishment help to deter crime? Are welfare programs a disincentive to work? Does
increased educational spending produce higher student achievement scores? In scien-
tific terms, when we study the consequences of public policy, policies become the inde-
pendent variables, and their political, social, economic, and cultural impacts on society
become the dependent variables.

POLICY ANALYSIS AND POLICY ADVOCACY

It is important to distinguish policy analysis from policy advocacy. Explaining the
causes and consequences of various policies is not equivalent to prescribing what policies
governments ought to pursue. Learning w/y governments do what they do and what the
consequences of their actions are is not the same as saying what governments ought to
do or bringing about changes in what they do. Policy advocacy requires the skills of
rhetoric, persuasion, organization, and activism. Policy analysis encourages scholars and
students to attack critical policy issues with the tools of systematic inquiry. There is an
implied assumption in policy analysis that developing scientific knowledge about the
forces shaping public policy and the consequences of public policy is itself a socially rel-
evant activity and that such analysis is a prerequisite to prescription, advocacy, and activism.
Specifically, policy analysis involves:

L. A primary concern with explanation rather than prescription. Policy recommendations—
if they are made at all—are subordinate to description and explanation. There is an
implicit judgment that understanding is a prerequisite to prescription and that undet-
standing is best achieved through careful analysis rather than thetoric or polemics.

2. Avigorous search for the causes and consequences of public policies. This search involves the
use of scientific standards of inference. Sophisticated quantitative techniques may
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be helpful in establishing valid inferences about causes and consequences, but
they are not essential.

3. Aneffort to develop and test general propositions about the causes and consequences of public
policy and to accumulate reliable research findings of general relevance. The object is to
develop general theories about public policy that are reliable and that apply to dif-
ferent government agencies and different policy areas. Policy analysts clearly pre-
fer 1o develop explanations that fit more than one policy decision or case
study—explanations thar stand up over time in a variety of settings.

However, it must be remembered thar policy issues are decided not by analysts but by
political actors—elected and appointed government officials, interest groups, and occa-
sionally even voters. Social science research often does not fare well in the political
arena; it may be interpreted, misinterpreted, ignored, or even used as a weapon by
political combatants. Policy analysis sometimes produces unexpected and even politi-
cally embarrassing findings. Public policies do not always wotk as intended. And polit-
ical interests will acceprt, reject, or use findings to fit their own purposes.

POLICY ANALYSIS AND THE QUEST FOR SOLUTIONS
TO AMERICA’S PROBLEMS

It is questionable that policy analysis can ever “solve” America’s problems. Ignorance,
crime, poverty, racial conflict, inequality, poor housing, ill health, pollution, conges-
tion, and unhappy lives have afflicted people and societies for a long time. Of course,
this is no excuse for failing to work toward a society free of these maladies. But our striv-
ing for a better society should be tempered with the realization that solutions to these
problems may be very difficult to find. There are many reasons for tempering our
enthusiasm for policy analysis, some of which are illustrated in the battle over educa-
tional policy.

Limits on Government Power.  First, it is easy to exaggerate the importance, both
for good and for ill, of the policies of governments. It is not clear that government
policies, however ingenious, could cure all or even most of society’s ills. Governments
ate constrained by many powerful social forces—patterns of family life, class structure,
child-rearing practices, religious beliefs, and so on. These forces are not easily man-
aged by governments, nor could they be controlled even if it seemed desirable to do so.
Some of society’s problems are very intractable.

Disagreement over the Problem.  Second, policy analysis cannot offer solutions to
problems when there is no general agreement on what the problems are. For example,
in educational policy some researchers assume that raising achievement levels (measures
of verbal and quantitative abilities) is the problem to which our efforts should be directed.
But educators often argue that the acquisition of verbal and quantitative skills is not the
only, or even the most important, goal of the public schools. They contend that schools
must also develop positive self-images among pupils of all races and backgrounds,
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encourage social awareness and the appreciation of multiple cultures, teach children to
respect one another and to resolve their differences peacefully, raise children’s awareness
of the dangers of drugs and educate them about sex and sexually transmitted diseases,
and so on. In other words, many educators define the problems confronting schools
more broadly than raising achievement levels.

Policy analysis is not capable of resolving value conflicts. If there s little agree-
ment on what values should be emphasized in educational policy, there is not much that
policy research can contribute to policymaking. At best it can advise on how to achieve
certain results, but it cannot determine what is truly valuable for society.

Subjectivity in Interpretation.  Third, policy analysis deals with very subjective top-
ics and must rely on interpretation of results. Professional researchers frequently inter-
pret the results of their analyses differently. Social science research cannot be value-free.
Even the selection of the topic for research is affected by one’s values about what is
important in society and worthy of attention.

Limitations on Design of Human Research.  Another set of problems in systematic
policy analysis centers around inherent limitations in the design of social science research.
It is not really possible to conduct some forms of controlled experiments on human
beings. For example, researchers cannot order children to go to poor schools for several
years just to see if it adversely impacts their achievement levels. Instead, social researchers
must find situations in which educational deprivation has been produced “naturally” in
order to make the necessary observations about the causes of such deprivation. Because
we cannot control all the factors in a real-world situation, it is difficult to pinpoint pre-
cisely what causes educ\égional achievement or nonachievement. Moreover, even where
some experimentation is permitted, human beings frequently modify their behavior
simply because they know that they are being observed in an experimental situation. For
example, in educational research it frequently turns out that children perform well under
any new teaching method or curricular innovation. It is difficult to know whether the
improvements observed are a product of the new teaching method or curricular improve-
ment or merely 2 product of the experimental situation.

Complexity of Human Behavior.  Perhaps the most serious reservation about pol-
icy analysis is the fact that social problems are so complex that social scientists are
unable to make accurate predictions about the impact of proposed policies. Social sci-
entists simply do not know enough about individual and group behavior to be able to give
reliable advice to policymakers. Occasionally policymakers turn to social scientists for
“solutions,” but social scientists do not have any. Most of society’s problems are shaped
by so many variables that a simple explanation of them, or remedy for them, is rarely
possible. The fact that social scientists give so many contradictory recommendations
is an indication of the absence of reliable scientific knowledge about social problems.
Although some scholars argue that no advice is better than contradictory or inaccurate
advice, policymakers still must make decisions, and it is probably better that they act
in the light of whatever little knowledge social science can provide than that they
act in the absence of any knowledge at all. Even if social scientists cannot predict the
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impact of future policies, they can at least attempt to measure the impact of current and
past public policies and make this knowledge available to decision makers.

POLICY ANALYSIS AS ART AND CRAFT

Understanding public policy is both an art and a craft. It is an art because it requires
insight, creativity, and imagination in identifying societal problems and describing
them, in devising public policies that might alleviate them, and then in finding out
whether these policies end up making things better or worse. It is a craft because these
tasks usually require some knowledge of economics, political science, public adminis-
tration, sociology, law, and statistics. Policy analysis is really an applied subfield of all
of these traditional academic disciplines.

We doubr that there is any “model of choice” in policy analysis—that is, a single
model or method that is preferable to all others and that consistently renders the best
solucions to public problems. Instead we agree with political scientist Aaron Wildavsky,
who wrote:

Policy analysis is one activity for which there can be no fixed program, for policy analy-
sis is synonymous with creativity, which may be stimulated by theory and sharpened by
practice, which can be learned but not taught.!

Wildavsky goes on to warn students that solutions to great public questions are not to
be expected:

In large part, it must be admitted, knowledge is negative. It tells us what we cannor do,
where we cannot go, wherein we have been wrong, but not necessarily how to correct these
errors. After all, if current efforts were judged wholly satisfactory, there would be little need
for analysis and less for analysts.

There is no one model of choice to be found in this book, but if anyone wants
to begin a debate about different ways of understanding public policy, this book is a
good place to begin.

NOTE

L. Aaron Wildavsky, Speaking Truth ro Power (New York: John Wiley, 1979), p. 3.
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