
A Practical Guide for Policy Analysis – Reading Notes  

The problem solving process is a process of trial and error; therefore, it is iterative in nature 
and steps should be taken tentatively  

Policy analysis channels conflict by showing that some arguments are in some sense superior to 
others; it helps build community by providing a common ground of rules and conventions for 
rational discourse  

I. The Eightfold Path 
1. Define the Problem 

 

Crucial step – gives both reason for doing work and sense of direction for evidence 
gathering 

 

Go beneath the “issue rhetoric” 

 

Think of Deficit and Excess 

 

Definition should include a quantitative feature 

 

Do not define the solution into the problem with a sloppy defn 
2. Assemble Some Evidence 

 

Economize on data collection by asking what data could be turned into “information” 
and thence into evidence 

 

Evidence has three purposes 
i. Assess the nature and extent of the problem 
ii. Assess the particular features of the concrete policy situation 
iii. Assess policies that have been thought to have worked effectively elsewhere 

 

You can often make excellent use of educated guesses 

 

Evidence gathering is an opportunity to touch-base, gain credibility, broker 
consensus 

 

Consult with those who you expect would disagree with you 
3. Construct the Alternatives 

 

Start off comprehensive 

 

Always include the option of “let current trends proceed” 

 

Model the system 
i. Overly elaborate models can hide what’s going on in the system 
ii. Overly rigorous models may preclude factors that are not easily quantified 

 

Model types 
i. Market – equilibration through exchange 
ii. Production – like a factory? 
iii. Evolutionary – process of change over time through competition and 

selection 
4. Select the Criteria 

 

Policy story has two plot lines: the analytical (facts) and the evaluative (value 
judgements) 

 

Evaluative criteria 
i. Efficiency (failures of utility: poor, non-humans) 
ii. Equality, equity, fairness, “justice” 
iii. Freedom, community 
iv. Process values 

 

Weight criteria 



i. Political process assigns weights 
ii. Analyst assigns weights 

 
Practical criteria 

i. Legality 
ii. Political acceptability 
iii. Robustness under conditions of administrative implementation 
iv. Improvability 

5. Project the Outcomes 

 

Make use of metaphors behind the models 

 

Use social science models where they are helpful 

 

Use multiple models 

 

Break-even estimates: 
i. Given what I know for sure about the costs of this alternative, what is the 

minimum help we need get from Condition X to ensure adequately offsetting 
benefits? 

ii. How reasonable is it to believe that Condition X will actually produce that 
minimum? 

 

Sensitivity analysis: Monte Carlo simulation – assesses sensitivity across all variables 

 

Beware of undesirable side-effects 
i. Moral hazard 
ii. Overregulation 
iii. Rent-seekers (monopolists) 

 

Outcomes matrix 
6. Confront the Trade-Offs 

 

Money vs. good or service for citizens 

 

Privately borne costs vs. social benefits 

 

Multi-attribute problem – can’t define trade-off in meaningful terms 
7. Decide! 
8. Tell Your Story  

II.  Assembling Evidence 

 

Getting Started 
o A few facts or even vague recollections plus some intelligent reasoning can usually 

move the project onto firm footing surprisingly quickly 
o Research strategy will exploit certain predictable changes in your potential for 

gaining and utilizing information: 

 

Locating relevant sources 

 

Gaining and maintaining access to sources 

 

Accumulating background information as leverage 

 

Protecting political credibility 

 

Locating Relevant Sources 
o Most policy research is derivative rather than original 
o Policy researcher’s role is mostly discovering, collating, interpreting, criticizing, and 

synthesizing ideas and data others have developed already 
o Nearly all likely sources of information are either documents or people 
o Beware of getting stuck in one medium and ignoring the other—especially as a result 

of personal preference 
o It is useful to consult people and documents in alternating order 



o Use documents and people to uncover new sources of information (other documents 
and people) 

o Research tools 

 
Lexis-Nexis 

 
JSTOR (scholarly journals) 

 
CQ Researcher Online and National Journal (feature-length journalistic 
articles) 

o Use of second-hand sources is especially important in seeking political feasibility data 
o It is wise to invest a good deal of time initially in canvassing a variety of possible 

sources and developing a broad overview of both the policy area and what means 
there are to learn about it 

 

Gaining Access and Engaging Assistance 
o Often informants will speak with you simply out of common courtesy or vanity 
o More powerful yet is the appeal to an informant’s political self-interest 
o Potentially useful information sources are to be found in retired officials and in 

agency officials who are part of a dissident faction 

 

Conducting a Policy Research Interview 
o Informants are sensitive about the political implications what they tell you—

especially since they know you are not entirely disinterested 

 

Protecting Credibility 
o Defending against politically inspired criticism 

 

Attempt to touch base with any party who might later try to undermine the 
report by claiming to have been ignored 

 

Seek out “experts” who can bolster issues on which you feel most uncertain 

 

Pay special attention to opponents and identify those propositions they are 
most likely to attack—bolster these and make polite mention of 
counterarguments 

o Preparing for premature exposure 

 

Craft research timeline so as to get data that meets foreseeable political 
demands 

 

Get answers to the crudest kinds of questions fast  

III.  “Smart (Best) Practices” Research 

 

A “practice” is a tangible and visible behavior but also an expression of an underlying idea 
about how the actions entailed by the practice work to solve a problem or achieve a goal 

 

One way for a practice to be “smart” is by uncovering “free lunches”—latent potential to 
generate something of public value relatively cheaply 

 

Another way of being “smart” is ideological and psychological—by disrespecting 
conventional boundaries 

 

A smart practice consists of: 
o Latent potential for creating value 
o Mechanism for extracting and focusing that potential 

 

Secondary features of a smart practice include: 
o Implementing features 
o Supportive features 
o Optional features 



 
In adapting a smart practice from a source site, you should be rigorous in reproducing the 
logic of the basic mechanism while leaving maximum flexibility as to the specific means to 
carry it out 

 
Allowing for variation and complexity 

o Characterization should be generic and flexible, not prescriptive and overly precise 
o Characterization of the basic mechanism of a smart practice is not necessarily 

simple; it could be complex 
o Specimens of a smart practice in the real world look rather different from one 

another and require careful interpretation 

 

One should explain how and why smart practices fail, collapse, backfire, and generally make 
people sorry they ever tried them—i.e. their generic vulnerabilities (potential weaknesses of 
the practice that are somehow connected with its basic causal structure) 

 

Think about what might be done at reasonable cost or risk to improve the prospects of the 
smart practice 

o Safeguarding strategies 
o Enhancement strategies  

Appendix B: Things Governments Do 

 

Taxes 

 

Regulation 
o Prices and outputs in natural monopolies 
o Social regulation – correct imperfections arising from poor market information or 

from excessive frictions resulting from the use of civil law 
o Entry, exit, output, price, and service levels in supposedly oligopolistic industries 

 

Subsidies and Grants 
o Incentive effects – stimulate activities that neither markets nor nonprofit nor 

voluntary action appears to produce in adequate quantity or quality 
o Wealth effects – transfer resources to people or organizations or levels of 

government to make the recipients wealthier 

 

Service Provision 
o Desired services 
o Paternalistic services 

 

Agency Budgets 

 

Information 

 

Structure of Private Rights 

 

Framework of Economic Activity 

 

Education and Consultation 

 

Financing and Contracting 

 

Bureaucratic and Political Reforms  


