
CHAPTER 2 

What Is the Classic Five-Step Model 

of How to Do Policy Analysis? 

Abstract This chapter summarises insights from many classic policy 
analysis texts. Most are client-oriented, describing key steps, including 
define a policy problem identified by your client; identifY technically and 
politically feasible solutions; use value-based criteria and political goals to 
compare solutions; predict the outcome of each feasible solution; and 
make a recommendation to your client. 

Keywords Policy analysis. Problem definition • Policy solutions • 
Cost-benefit analysis • Forecasting 

INTRODUCTION 

Classic models ofpolicy analysis are client-oriented. Most 'how to' guides are 
ex ante (before the event), focused primarily on defining a problem, and pre
dicting the effect ofsolutions, to inform a client's current choice. Few, such as 
Dunn (2017), also emphasise expost (after the event) policy analysis, to include 
monitoring and evaluating that choice. Most texts identifY the steps that a 
policy analysis should follow, from identifYing a problem and potential solu
tions to finding ways to predict and evaluate the impact ofeach solution. Each 
text describes this process in different ways, as outlined in Boxes 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 
2.4, and 2.5 (with the exception ofDUlU1, the italicized advice in boxed text 
is verbatim). However, for the most part, they follow the same five steps: 
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Box 2.1 Bardach (2012) and Bardach and Patashnik (2020) A 
Practical Guide for Policy Analysis 

1. Define the problem. Provide a diagnosis of a policy problem, 
using rhetoric and eye-catching data to generate attention. 

2. Assemble some ePidence. Gather relevant data efficiently. 
3. Construct the alternatives. IdentifY the relevant and feasible 

policy solutions that your audience might consider. 
4. Select the criteria. Typical value judgements relate to efficiency, 

equity, and fairness, the trade-off between individual freedom 
and collective action, and the extent to which a policy process 
involves citizens in deliberation. 

S. Project the outcomes. Focus on the outcomes that key actors 
care about (such as value for money), and quantifY and visual
ise your predictions ifpossible. 

6. Confront the trade-offs. Compare the pros and cons of each 
solution, such as how much of a bad service policymakers will 
accept to cut costs. 

7. Decide. Examine your case through the eyes of a policymaker. 
8. Tell your story. Identify your target audience and tailor your 

case. Weigh up the benefits oforal versus written presentation. 
Provide an executive summary. Focus on coherence and clarity. 
Keep it simple and concise. Avoid jargon. 

Note: With the exception ofDunn, the italicised advice is verbatim. 

1. Define a policy problem identified by your client. 
2. IdentifY technically and politically feasible solutions. 
3. Use value-based criteria and political goals to compare solutions. 
4. Predict the outcome of each feasible solution. 
S. Make a recommendation to your client. 

Further, they share the sense that analysts need to adapt pragmati
cally to a political environment. Assume that your audience is not an 
experienced policy analyst. Assume a political environment in which 
there is limited attention or time to consider problems, and some 

, 

Box 2.2 Dunn (2017) Public Policy Analysis i' 

~ 

1. What is the policy problem to be solved? Identify its severity, 
urgency, cause, and our ability to solve it. Don't define the 
wrong problem, such as by oversimplifying. 

2. 	What effect will each potentialpolicy solution have? 'Forecasting' 
methods can help provide 'plausible' predictions about the 
future effects of current/alternative policies. 

3. 	Which solutions should we choose, and why? Normative assessments 
are based on values, such as 'equality, efficiency, security, democracy, 
enlightenment', and beliefs about the preferable balance between 
state, conununal, and market/individual solutions (2017: 6; 205). 

4. 	What were the policy outcomes? 'Monitoring' is crucial because 
it is difficult to predict policy success, and unintended conse
quences are inevitable (2017: 250). 

5. Did the policy solution work as intended? Did it improve policy 
outcomes? Try to measure the outcomes ofyour solution, while 
noting that evaluations are contested (2017: 332-41). 

I 

tl 
t
.!; Box 2.3 MdtzerandSchwartz (2019) PolicyAnalysis as Problem-So1ving 

1. Define the problem. Problem definition is a political act offram
ing, as part of a narrative to evaluate the nature, cause, size, 
and urgency ofan issue. 

2. IdentifY potential policy options (alternatives) to address the 
problem. Identify many possible solutions, then select the 'most 
promising' for further analysis (2019: 65). 

;l l 
\ 3. Specify the objectives to be attained in addressing the problem and 
t, 	 the criteria to evaluate the attainment ofthese objectives as well 

as the satisfaction of other key considerations (e.g., equity, cost, 
equity, feasibility). 

4. Assess the outcomes ofthe policy options in light ofthe criteria and 
weigh trade-offs between the advantages and disadvantages of 

j 
\' 	

the options. 
r 5. Arrive at a recommendation. Make a preliminary recommen
1 	 dation to inform an iterativeB(ocess, drawing feedback from 

clients and stakeholder group~(2019: 212). 

Note;.Meli;;~~~d Schwartz (2019: 22-3) also provide a table of 
'quite similar' steps ,described by Bardach and Patashnik, Pattonetai., 
Stokey and Zeckhat,tser, Hammond et aI., and Weimer andVining. 
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Box 2.4 Mintrom (2012) Contemporary Policy Analysis 

. 1. Engage in problem definition. Define the nature of a policy 
problem, and the role ofgovernment in solving it, while engag
ing with many stakeholders (2012: 3; 58-60). 

2. Propose alternRti:pe responses to the problem. Identify how gov
ernments have addressed comparable problems, and a previous 
policy's impact (2012: 21). 

3. Choose criteria for evaluating each alternative policy response. 
'Effectiveness, efficiency, fairness, and administrative efficiency' 
are common (2012: 21). 

4. Project the outcomes ofpursuing each policy alternative. Estimate 
the cost ofa new policy, in comparison with current policy, and 
in relation to factors such as savings to society or benefits to 
certain populations. 

5. Identify and analyse trade-offs among alternatives. Use your 
criteria and projections to compare each alternative in relation 
to their likely costs and benefits. 

6. Reportfindings and make an at;gument for the most appropriate 
response. Client-oriented advisors identify the beliefs ofpolicy
makers and tailor accordingly (2012: 22). 

Box 2.5 Weimer and Vining (2017) Policy Analysis: Concepu and 
Practice 

1. Write to Your Client. Having a client such as an elected policy
maker requires you to address the question they ask, by their 
deadline, in a clear and concise way that they can understand 
(and communicate to others) quickly (2017: 23; 370-4). 

2. Understand the Policy Problem. First, 'diagnose the undesirable 
condition'. Second, frame it as 'a market or government failure 
(or maybe both)'. 

(continued) 
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Box 2.5 (continued) 

3. Be ExplicitAbout Values (andgoals). Identify (a) the values to 
prioritise, such as 'efficiency', 'equity', and 'human dignity', 
and (b) 'instrumental goals', such as 'sustainable public finance 
or political feasibility', to generate support for solutions. 

4. Specify Concrete Policy Alternatives. Explain potential solutions 
in sufficient detail to predict the costs and benefits of each 
'alternative' (including current policy). 

5. Predict and Value Impacts. Short deadlines dictate that you use 
'logic and theory, rather than systematic empirical evidence' to 
make predictions efficiently (2017: 27). 

6. Consider the Trade-Offs. 	 Each alternative will fulfil certain 
goals more than others. Produce a summary table to make 
value-based choices about trade-offs (2017: 356-8). 

7. Make a Recommendation. 	'Unless your client asks you not to 
do so, you should explicitly recommend one policy' (2017: 28). 

policy solutions will be politically infeasible . Describe the policy prob
lem for your audience: to help them see it as something worthy of their 
energy. Discuss a small number of possible solutions, the differences 
between them, and their respective costs and benefits. Keep it short 
with the aid of visual techniques that sum up the issue concisely, to 

;~ 
minimise cognitive load and make the problem seem solvable (Cairney 
and Kwiatkowski 2017). 

Further, each of the approaches in Boxes 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, and 2.5 
describes the same core themes guiding the analysis. The core themes are 
described below. 

~ 
tr, 	 Most Policy Analysis Is Client-Oriented 

' :~ 

Having a client such as an elected policymaker, or governmental or non
governmental organisation, requires you to tailor your analysis to tlleir 
needs, including: 
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1. Meet their deadline, and be concise. Address the question they ask, by 
their chosen deadline, in a clear and concise way, that they can 
understand and communicate to others quickly (Weimer and Vining 
2017: 23; 370-4) . 

2. 	See problems and solutions through their eyes. Speak with the consum
ers of your evidence to anticipate their reaction (Bardach 2012). 
Find out how they seek to use your analysis, and their ability to make 
or influence the policies you might suggest (Meltzer and Schwartz 
2019: 49). Questions to your client may include: what is your organ
isation's 'mission', what is feasible in terms of resources and politics, 
which stakeholders do you want to include, and how will you define 
success (2019: 105-12)? 

3. 	Identify their beliefs. Anticipate the policy options worth researching, 
albeit while not simply telling clients what they want to hear 
(Mintrom 2012: 22). 

Only some discussions highlight the wider value of analysis. For 
example, Weimer and Vining (2017) emphasise the benefit of showing 
your work, to emphasise the general value of policy analysis, and antici
pate a change in circumstances or the choice by your client to draw 
different conclusions. Further, Mintrom (2012: 5) discusses the possi
bility that analysts, 'who want to change the world', research options 
that are often not politically feasible in the short term but are too 
important to ignore (such as gender mainstreaming or action to address 
climate change). 

Problem Definition Has a Technical Element, But Is Always 

About Power and Politics 


To some extent, problem definition is a technical exercise conducted with 
limited resources and in cooperation with others. Problem definition 
requires analysts to gather sufficient data on its severity, urgency, cause, 
and our ability to solve it (Dunn 2017). Recognise that you are not an 
expert in the policy problem, but don't define the wrong problem by gen
erating insufficient knowledge (Weimer and Vining 2017). Recognise the 
value of multiple perspectives, such as from many stakeholders with differ
ent views (Dunn 2017; Meltzer and Schwartz 2019 : 40-5; Mintrom 
2012: 3; 58-60). 
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This process may begin from a client's perspective, but avoid defining a 
problem so narrowly that it closes off discussion too quickly (Meltzer and 
Schwartz 2019: 51-2) . Place your client's initial 'diagnosis' in a wider 
perspective (Weimer and Vining 2017). Define the nature and size of a 
policy problem, and the role ofgovernment in solving it (Mintrom 2012). 
Then, frame it as 'a market or government failure (or maybe both)', to 
show how individual or collective choices produce inefficient allocations 
of resources and poor outcomes (Weimer and Vining 2017: 59-201). 

As such, problem definition is a juggling act, containing data, client 
perspectives, and a professional commitment to a wider view. As Mintrom 
describes, engage with your audience to work out what they need and 
when, use your 'critical abilities' to ask yourself 'why they have been pre
sented in specific ways, what their sources might be, and why they have 
arisen at this time', and present 'alternative scenarios' (2012: 22; 20; 27; 
81). Meltzer and Schwarz prompt you to ask yourself if you can generate 
a timeline, identity key stakeholders, and place a 'boundary' on the prob
lem. Establish if the problem is urgent, who cares about it, and who else 
might care (2019 : 46). 'Map' causation with reference to individual and 
structural causes, intended and unintended consequences, simple and 
complex causation, market or government failure, and/or the ability to 
blame an individual or organisation (2019: 48-9). Combine quantitative 
and qualitative data to frame problems in relation to severity, trends in 
severity, novelty, proximity to your audience, and urgency or crisis (2019: 

j: 53-4) . For Dunn (2017), 'problem-structuring methods' are crucial, to: 
compare ways to define or interpret a problem and ward against making 
too many assumptions about its nature and cause; produce models of 
cause-and-effect; and make a problem seem solvable, such as by placing 
boundaries on its coverage . These methods foster creativity, which is use
ful when issues seem new and ambiguous, or new solutions are in demand 
(2017: 54; 69; 77; 81-107). 

However, problem definition is primarily a political process involving 
actors exercising power-through argumentation-to make sure that 
policymakers see a problem from a particular perspective (2017: 79) . 
Policy analysts are not objective observers of this process . Rather, their 
analysis is part of a narrative to evaluate the nature, cause, size, and 
urgency of an issue (Meltzer and Schwartz 2019: 38-40). As such, ana
lysts need to find effective ways to be influential in that context (Bardach 

, 2012). They also need to reflect on their own biases, and those of their
! 
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clients, and how they might negotiate problem definition in that context 
(Meltzer and Schwartz 2019: 37-8; 50; 279-82). This political process 
extends to the evaluation of policies, since few problems are solved, and 
debates on the success or failure of previous initiatives often set the cur
rent agenda (Dunn 2017: 57). If so, recognise whose evaluations or 
interests seem to count in such debates. Put most starkly, facts about the 
impacts of policy on people have little meaning until we decide whose 
experiences matter, and our values and beliefs influence how we gauge 
success (Dunn 2017: 322-32). 

Policy Instruments Can Be Technically Feasible But Politically 

Infeasible (or Vice Versa) 


Bardach's (2012) classic advice is to assess a potential policy solution's 
technical and political feasibility. Some solutions may appear to be techni
cally effective but too unpopular. Therefore, identify the relevant and fea
sible policy solutions that your audience might consider, preferably by 
identifying how the solution would work if implemented as intended. 
Think of solutions as on a spectrum of acceptability, according to the 
extent to which your audience will accept (say) market or state action. 
Then, establish a baseline to help measure the impact of marginal policy 
changes, and compare costs and benefits in relation to something tangible 
(such as money). Your list can include things governments already do 
(such as tax or legislate), or a new policy design. Focus on the extent to 
which you are locking-in policymakers to your solution even if it proves to 
be ineffective (if you need to invest in new capital) (Bardach 2012). 

In other words, political feasibility can relate strongly to the status quo 
and extent to which a new policy looks like it represents major change . In 
that context, Mintrom recommends trying to generate knowledge about 
how governments have addressed comparable problems in the past or in 
relation to another problem, and identifying the cause of that policy's 
impact and ifit would have the same effect in this case (2012: 211; 76-7). 
In doing so, consider the wider political context, to anticipate how policy
makers, implementers, target populations, and publics would react, and 
policymaking context, in which policies and institutions already exist to 
address most policy problems in some way (2012: 20) . 

While Meltzer and Schwartz (2019: 65-9) incorporate such strategies, 
they also note the new development of policy instruments derived from 

lit 

') 
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the study ofpsychology and behavioural public policy (2019: 79-90; John 
2018). More importantly, they focus on the role of 'design thinking' to 
help identify-at least initially-a wider range of possible solutions. In 
doing so, learn from design principles-including 'empathy', 'co-creating' 
policy with service users or people affected, and 'prototyping'-and com
pare alternatives in 'good faith' rather than keeping some 'off the table' to 

ensure that your preferred solution looks good (2019: 66; 90-1). In that 
context, new issues arise, such as the need to be beware that new ideas are 
not backed by evidence of success, or 'best practice' ideas that have been 
applied only at a smaller scale or in a very different jurisdiction (2019: 70). 

Use Political Goals and Value Judgements 
to Compare Alternatives 

The evaluation of each potential solution is necessarily normative. It 
requires value judgements to decide which solution will produce the 'best' 
outcome, so recognise the political nature of policy evaluation based on 
your measures to determine success (see also Compton and 't Hart 2019; 
McConnell 2010; Ostrom 2011). Typical measures relate to many quite
vague values to which analysts need to attach greater meaning, including: 
efficiency, equity and fairness, the trade-off between individual freedom 
and collective action, the extent to which a policy process involves citizens 
in deliberation, and the impact on a policymaker's popularity (Bardach 

..,'. 2012). Therefore, one pragmatic solution is to focus on the outcomes that 
key actors care about, such as value for money (Bardach 2012). If so, 
establish if your solutions will meet an agreed threshold of effectiveness in 
terms of spending, or present many scenarios based on changing your 
assumptions underpinning each prediction (Bardach 2012) . 

'Prescription' methods help provide a consistent way to compare each 
potential solution, in terms of its feasibility and predicted outcome, com
bined with normative assessment (Dunn 2017: 55; 190-2; 220-42). 
Some aspects of assessment are, at first, technical. For example, 'compre
hensiveness' describes how many people, and how much of their behav
iour, you can influence while minimising the 'burden' on people, 
businesses, or government (Meltzer and Schwartz 2019: 113-4), while 
'mutual exclusiveness' regards the extent to which different objectives do 
the same thing (2019: 114). However, evaluation is primarily about the 
choice between normative criteria such as: 

" . 
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1. Effectiveness. The size of a policy's intended impact on the problem 

(2019: 117). Or, the impact ofan institution on social and economic 

life, such as a level of political stability (Mintrom 2012: 49). 


2. Equity (fairness). 	The impact in terms of 'vertical equity' (e.g. the 

better off should pay more), 'horizontal equity' (e.g. you should not 

pay more if unmarried), fair process, fair outcomes, and 'intergen

erational' equity (e.g. don't impose higher costs on future popula

tions) (2019: 118-19). 


3. Feasibility (administrative, technical). 	The likelihood of this policy 

being adopted and implemented well (2019: 119-21). 


4. Cost (or financial feasibility) . Who would bear the cost, and their 

willingness and ability to pay (2019: 122). 


5. Efficiency. 	To maximise the benefit while minimising costs (2019: 

122-3). Governments can promote 'efficient' policies by (a) pro

ducing the largest number of winners and (b) compensating losers 

(Mintrom 2012: 51-2). Or, define efficiency in relation to (a) the 

number ofoutputs per input and/or (b) a measurable or predictable 

gain in outcomes, such as 'quality-adjusted life years' in a population 

(Weimer and Vining 2017: 25-6). 


6. Sustain ability. Such as when governments prioritise environmental 

sustainability to mitigate climate change (Mintrom 2012: 52-7). 


7. The protection of human rights and 'human flourishing' (Mintrom 

2012: 52-7). 


~ 
For Weimer and Vining (2017: 25-6), we should treat values as self

evident goals. They exist alongside the 'instrumental goals'-such as 
'sustainable public finance or political feasibility'-necessary to generate 
support for policy solutions. Further, effective analysis requires us to 
reduce the cognitive load ofpolicymakers when comparing each option's 
benefits in relation to different criteria. So, explain potential solutions in 
sufficient detail to predict the costs and benefits of each 'alternative' 
(including current policy), and compare specific and well-worked alter
natives, such as from 'academic policy researchers' or 'advocacy 
organisations' . 

When explaining objectives and criteria, 'label' your criteria in relation 
to your policy objectives (e.g. to 'maximise debt reduction') rather than 
using generic terms (Meltzer and Schwartz 2019: 123-7). Produce a 
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table-with alternatives in rows and criteria in columns-to compare each 
option, and quantifY your policies' likely outcomes, such as in relation to 
numbers of people affected and levels of income transfer, or a percentage 
drop in the size of the problem. Consider making a preliminary recom
mendation to inform an iterative process, drawing feedback from clients 
and stakeholder groups (2019: 212) . 

Some Values and Methods Seem to Dominate Policy Analysis 

Efficiency and effectiveness tend to be prioritised values, and analyses of 
each include: 

1. Cost-benefit analysis (CBA) to (a) identifY the most efficient out
comes by (b) translating all of the predicted impacts ofan alternative 
into a single unit of analysis (such as a dollar amount), on the 
assumption (c) that we can produce winners from policy and com
pensate losers (otten known as the Kaldor-Hicks compensation cri
terion) (Weimer and Vining 2017: 352-5, 398-434). 
• 	 CBA is a dominant but problematic economics method based on 

the idea that one metric-such as a $ value-can be used to pre
dict and compare outcomes (2017: 209-17). 

• 	 The principle of CBA may be intuitive, and it can help to identifY 
(a) the financial and opportunity cost of your plans (what would 
you achieve if you spent the money elsewhere?), compared to (b) 
the positive impact of your funded policy (Meltzer and Schwartz 
2019: 141-55). 

• 	 However, a thorough CBA process is resource-intensive, vul
nerable to bias and error, and no substitute for choice. It 
requires you to make a collection of assumptions about human 
behaviour and likely costs and benefits, decide whose costs and 
benefits should count, turn all costs and benefits into a single 
measure, and imagine how to maximise winners and compen
sate losers (2019: 155-8) 

2. Cost-effectiveness analysis 	(CEA). One alternative is CEA, which 
quantifies costs and relates them to outputs (e .g. number of people 
atlected, and how) without trying to translate them into a single 
measure of benefit (2019: 181-3; Dunn 2017: 217-9) 
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3. Public agency strategic analysis (PASA) to identify ways in which 
public organisations can change to provide more benefits with the 
same resources (Weimer and Vining 2017: 435-50; see O'Flynn 
2007 on benefits such as 'public value'). 

These measures can be combined with other thought processes, such 
as with reference to 'moral imperatives', a 'precautionary approach', and 
ethical questions on power/powerlessness (Meltzer and Schwartz 2019: 
183-4) . Mintrom (2012: 21) emphasises 'prior knowledge and experi
ence' and 'synthesising' work by others alongside techniques such as 
cost-benefit analyses. Further, while such methods help us combine 
information and values to compare choices, note the inescapable role of 
power to decide whose values and which outcomes, affecting whom, 
matter (Dunn 2017: 204). Policy benefits some social groups more 
than others. 

Be Efficient and Pragmatic When Gathering Evidence 

Dunn (2017: 4) describes policy analysis as pragmatic and eclectic. It 
involves synthesising usable and policy-relevant knowledge (see Lindblom 
and Cohen 1979) and combining it with experience and 'practical wis
dom', to help solve problems with analysis that people can trust. This 
exercise is 'descriptive', to define problems, and 'normative', to decide 
how the world should be and how solutions get us there. 

Weimer and Vining (2017) suggest that, ideally, you would have the 
time and resources to (a) produce new research and/or (b) 'conduct a 
meta-analysis' of relevant evaluations to (c) provide 'confident assess
ments of impacts' and 'engage in highly touted evidence-based policy 
making'. However, 'short deadlines' and limited access to 'directly rele
vant data' prompt you to patch together existing research that does not 
answer your question directly (2017: 327-39; 409-11). Consequently, 
'your predictions of the impacts of a unique policy alternative must nec
essarily be guided by logic and theory, rather than systematic empirical 
evidence' (2017: 27) and 'we must balance sometimes inconsistent evi
dence to reach conclusions about appropriate assertions' (2017: 328). 
This pragmatism extends to identifying the potential to adopt and tailor 
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f 
generic policy instruments (2017: 205-58), 'borrowing' proposals or 
models from credible sources, and 'tinkering' (using only the relevant 
elements of a proposal) to make sure they are relevant to your problem 
(2017: 26-7; 359).t In other words, gather relevant data efficiently, to reflect resource 
constraints such as time pressures, and think about which data are 

t
'. 
! 

essential and when you can substitute estimation for research (Bardach 
\ 2012) . Meltzer and Schwartz (2019: 231-2) describe policy analysis as !. 

applied research, drawing on many sources of evidence, quickly, with:Ii~ 
limited time, access to scientific research, or funding to conduct a lot 
of new research (2019: 231-2). However, they seem more ambitious 
than Bardach (and perhaps the others), since analysis requires careful 
analysis of a wide range of policy-relevant documents (including the 
'grey' literature often produced by governments, NGOs, and think 
tanks-Davidson 2017) and available datasets, perhaps combined with 
expert interviews, focus groups, site visits, or an online survey (2019: 
232-64). 

Communicate Clearly and Concisely 

Bardach (2012) suggests that communicating with a client requires 
coherence, clarity, brevity, and minimal jargon . So, identify your target 
audience and tailor your case, and weigh up the benefits of oral versus 
written presentation . Quantify and visualise your predictions if possi
ble. Ask yourself if this is such a good solution, why hasn't it been 
done already (20l2)? This emphasis on clarity and brevity is a feature 
of each text (Mintrom 2012 : 82-6, and Weimer and Vining 2017: 
23; 370-4). 

For Dunn (2017: 19-21; 348-54; 392) 'policy argumentation' and the 
'communication of policy-relevant knowledge' are central to policymak
ing. He identifies seven elements of a 'policy argument' (2017: 19-21; 
348-54), including (a) the claim itself~ such as a description (size, cause) or 
evaluation (importance, urgency) of a problem, and prescription of a solu
tion, (b) what supports the claim (including reasoning, knowledge, 
authority), and (c) what could undermine it. Then, the key stages ofcom
munication (2017: 392-7; 405; 432) include : 
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1. 'Analysis', focusing on the 'technical quality' of the information, and 
whether it meets client expectations, challenges the 'status quo', and 
suggests that something can be done. 

2. 'Documentation', focusing on synthesising information from many 
sources, organising it into a coherent argument, translating from 
jargon or a technical language, simplifYing, summarising, and pro
ducing user-friendly visuals. 

3. 'Utilisation', by making sure that (a) communications are tailored to 
the audience (its size, existing knowledge of policy and methods, 
attitude to analysts, and openness to challenge) and (b) the process 
is 'interactive' to help analysts and their audiences learn from 
each other. 

A 	(General Method ofCommunicating in a Policy Process) 
Smith (2015) goes further to note that, in government, policy analysts 
often write (1) on behalf ofpolicy makers, projecting a specific viewpoint, 
and (2) for policymakers, requiring them to (a) work remarkably quickly 
to (b) produce concise reports to (c) reflect the need to process informa
tion efficiently. Actors outside government are less constrained by (1), but 
still need to write in a similar way. Their audience makes quick judgements 
on presentations: the source of information, its relevance, and if they 
should read it fully. Smith's (2015) 'General Method of Communicating 
in a Policy Process' identifies the questions to ask yourself when commu
nicating policy analysis, summarised as follows. 

Step 1: Prepare 

• 	 To what policy do I refer? 
• 	 Which audiences are relevant? 
• 	 What is the political context and the major sites of agreement/ 

disagreement? 
• 	 How do I frame the problem, and which stories are relevant to 

my audience? 
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Step 2: Plan 

• What is this communication's purpose? 
• What is my story and message? 
• What is my role and interest? 
• 'For whom does this communication speak?' 
• Who is my audience? 
• What will they learn? 
• What is the context and timeframe? 
• 	 What should be the form, content, and tone of the 

communication? 

Step 3. Produce 

• Make a full draft, seek comments during a review, then revise. 

Smith (2015) provides two 'checklists' to assess such communications: 

1. Effectiveness. Speak with an audience in mind, highlight a well
defined problem and purpose, project authority, and use the right 
form of communication. 

i/,; 2. Excellence. Focus on clarity, precision, conciseness, and credibility. 

~ 
~, Smith (2015) then focuses on specific aspects of this general method, 
~ ;- including: 
'. 

K • Framing involves describing the nature of the problem-its scope, 
>,, and who is affected-and connecting this definition to current or 
" new solutions. 

• Evaluation requires critical skills to question 'conventional wisdom' ~ 
~ 

and assess the selective use ofinformation by others. Use the 'general 
method' to ask how others frame problems and solutions, then pro
vide a fresh perspective. ~' 

• 	 Know the Record involves researching previous solutions. This pro
cess reflects the importance of 'precedent': telling a story of previous 
attempts to solve the problem helps provide context for new debates 
(and project your knowledgeability). 
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• 	 Know the Arguments involves engaging with the ideas of your 
allies and competitors. Understand your own position, make a 
reasoned argument in relation to others, present a position paper, 
establish its scope (the big picture or specific issue), and think 
strategically (and ethically) about how to maximise its impact in 
current debates. 

• 	 Inform Policymakers suggests maximising policymaker interest by 
keeping communication concise, polite, and tailored to a policymak
er's values and interests. 

• 	 Public Comment focuses on the importance of working with admin
istrative officials even after legislation is passed (especially if 
'street-level bureaucrats' make policy as they deliver-Lipsky 19S0; 
Tummers et al. 2015). 

Communicate Risk and Uncertainty in a Responsible 
and Ethical Way 

It is difficult to monitor policy outcomes, far less predict them. Even the 
most effective methods to extrapolate from the past are flawed, and it is 
important to communicate levels of uncertainty (Dunn 2017: l1S-23). 

'Monitoring' methods help identifY levels of compliance with regula
tions if resources and services reach 'target groups', if money is spent cor
rectly (such as on clearly defined 'inputs' such as public sector wages), and 
if we can make a causal link between the policy inputs/activities/outputs 
and outcomes (2017: 56; 251-5) . Monitoring is crucial because it is so 
difficult to predict policy success, and unintended consequences are almost 
inevitable (2017: 250). However, tlle data gathered are usually no more 
than proxy indicators ofoutcomes. Furtller, tlle choice of indicators reflect 
what is available rather than necessarily valuable (note the tale of the 
'drunkard's search' in Hogwood 1992), 'particular social values', and ' the 
political biases of analysts' (Dunn 2017: 262) 

These problems of monitoring solutions pale into significance with 
problems of predicting them. As Spiegelhalter (201S) describes, there is 
continuous scientific uncertainty about the ability of our data to give us 
accurate knowledge of tlle world, such as when: 

7:: 
'I' 

~ 
I',.., 
t 

(i 
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1. We use a survey of a sample population, in the hope that (a) respon
dents provide accurate answers, and (b) their responses provide a 
representative picture of the population we seek to understand. In 
such cases, professional standards and practices exist to minimise, but 
not remove biases associated witll questions and sampling 
(Spiegelhalter 201S: 74). 

2 . Some people ignore (and other people underestimate) the 'margin 
of error' in surveys, even though they could be larger than the 
reported change in data (201S : IS9-92; 247). 

3. Alternatives 	to surveys have major unintended consequences, such 
as when government statistics are collected unsystematically or Otll 
erwise misrepresent outcomes (201S: S4-5) . 

4. 'Correlation 	 does not equal causation' (see also Pearl and 
Mackenzie 2019). 
• 	 The cause of an association between nvo things could be either of 

those things, or another thing (Spiegelhalter 201S: 95-9; 110- 15). 
• 	 It is usually prohibitively expensive to conduct and analyse 

research to minimise doubt, such as by using multiple 'ran
domised control trials' to establish cause and effect in the same 
ways as medicines trials (201S: 104). 

• 	 Furtller, our complex and uncontrolled world is not as conducive 
to the experimental trials of social and economic policies. 

5. The misleading appearance of a short-term trend often relates to 
'chance variation' rather than a long-term trend (e.g. in PISA educa
tion tables or crime rates-201S: 131; 249) . 

6. The algorithms used to process huge amounts of data may con
tain unhelpful rules and misplaced assumptions that bias the 
results, and this problem is worse if the rules are kept secret 
(201S: 17S-S7). 

7 . Calculating the probability of events is difficult to do, agree how to 
do, and to understand (201S: 216-20; 226; 239; 304-7). 

S. The likelihood of identifYing 'false positive' results in research is 
high (201S: 27S-S0). Note the comparison to finding someone 
guilty when innocent, or innocent when guilty (201S: 284 and com
pare with Gigerenzer 2015 : 33- 7; 161- 8) . However, the profes 
sional incentive to minimise these outcomes or admit the research's 
limitations is low (2018: 278; 287; 294-302) . 
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How to Communicate Evidence Responsibly 
Further, it has become common to use the phrase 'lies, damned lies, and 
statistics' to suggest that people can manipulate the presentation of infor
mation to reinforce whatever case they want to make. Common examples 
include the highly selective sharing of data, and the use of misleading 
images to distort the size ofan effect or strength ofa relationship between 
'variables' (when we try to find out if a change in one thing causes a 
change in another). Spiegelhalter highlights the great potential to mis
lead, via: 

1 . deliberate manipulation, 
2. a poor grasp of statistics, and/or 
3. insufficient appreciation of (a) your non-specialist audience's poten

tial reaction to (b) different ways to frame the same information 
(2018: 354-62), perhaps based on 

4. the unscientific belief that scientists are objective and can communicate 
the truth in a neutral way, rather than storytellers with imperfect 
data (2018: 68-9; 307; 338; 342-53). 

Potentially influential communications include (2018: 19-38): 

1. The choice of image, with bar or line-based charts often more useful 
than pie charts (and dynamic often better than static-2018: 71) 

2. The point at which you cut ofT the chart's axis to downplay or accen
tuate the difference between results 

3. Framing the results positively (e.g. survival rate) versus negatively 
(e.g. death rate) 

4. Describing a higher relative risk (e.g. 18%) or absolute risk (e.g. from 
6 in 100 to 7 in 100 cases) 

5. Describing risk in relation to decimal places, percentages, or num
bers out of 100 

6. Using 	the wrong way to describe an average (mode, median, or 
mean-2018: 46) 

7. Using a language familiar to specialists but confusing to-and sub
ject to misinterpretation by-non-specialists (e.g. odds ratios) 

8. Translating numbers into words (e.g. what does 'very likely' mean?) 
to describe probability (2018: 320). 
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These problems with the supply of information combine with the ways 
that citizens and policymakers consume it. People use cognitive shortcuts, 
such as emotions and heuristics, to process information. It can make them 
vulnerable to manipulation, and prompt them to change their behaviour 
after misinterpreting evidence in relation to risk (2018: 33; Gigerenzer 
2015: 2-13; Kahneman 2012). 

In that context, your first aim as a policy analyst is to become a skilled 
consumer of information. Then, you may be asked to gather and present 
data as part ofyour policy analysis, and to not mislead people. Therefore, 
your second aim is to become an ethical and skilled communicator of 
information. In each case, a good simple rule is to assume that the ana
lysts who help policymakers learn how to consume and interpret evidence 
are more influential than the researchers who produce it. The technical 
skill to gather and analyse information is necessary for research, while the 
skill to communicate findings is necessary to avoid misleading your 
audience. 

Therefore, responsible analysts communicate the degree of uncertainty 
related to any estimate (Meltzer and Schwartz 2019: 128-32), predict the 
most likely outcomes of each alternative, while recognising high uncer
tainty (2019: 189-92). If possible, draw on existing, comparable, pro
grammes to predict the effectiveness of yours (2019: 192-4), combine 

10: 	 such analysis with relevant theories to predict human behaviour (e.g. con
sider price 'elasticity' if you seek to raise the price of a good to discourage 
its use) (2019: 193-4), apply statistical methods to calculate the probabil
ity of each outcome (2019: 195-6), and modifY your assumptions to pro
duce a range of possibilities. 

WHAT Is MISSING FROM THESE POLICY ANALYSIS 'How 
TO' GUIDES? 

The next three chapters highlight what is missing from such classic analy
ses, with the first point magnifYing the importance of the other two. First, 
new studies of policy analysis highlight a clear sense of change in the role 
of policy analysts. The old story of a small group of technocratic analysts, 
using scientific methods to inform one government directly, has given way 
to a new story of highly competitive and political analysis across many 
levels and types of government. Second, this shift in story prompts us to 
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seek a much more comprehensive sense of the wider policymaking context 
in which analysts operate. Policy analysis texts give us a taste of the policy 
process, but only specialist research can give us the full meal. Third, these 
texts also introduce the idea that the production and use of policy-relevant 
knowledge is itself a political act. However, they only scratch the surface 
of the ways in which we can understand the politics of knowledge and 
evidence. 
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