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INTRODUCTION

of more conventional disciplines-economics, political science, law, and
numerous substantive areas such as environmental science- all working on
policy problems.
The Washington Monthly published an article recounting two exercises in
policy analysis of the same program. One utilized the full armamentarium of
the social sciences and concluded that the program was a failure. The other,
conducted by the School of Public Policy at Berkeley, Wildavsky's own insti
tution, and focusing more on perceptions and "softer" criteria declared the
program a success.
In the terms of the New Institutionalism preferences were argued to be a
function of a logic of appropriateness rather than a logic of consequentiality
(March and Olsen, 1989).
Donald Chisholm's book on non-hierarchical coordination (1989) came
out of the same Oakland project that the implementation book did, and was
directly influenced by Wildavsky and this conceptions of policy and
policymaking.
Although for those of us who have been doing public policy for some
decades this phrase is associated with Aaron Wildavsky, the original use was
by the Society of Friends (Quakers) in the Seventeenth Century.
As a grad uate student I regularly trooped through the snow in East Lansing,
Michigan carrying boxes ofIBM cards to the computer center, all to test the
Davis, Dempster and Wildavsky models for the state budget. Trying to
explain to my current graduate students the idea of using cards, and that one
could only get one run of the data each day, is somewhat like telling one's
grandchildren stories of the good, or not so good, old days.
This statement may be somewhat hyperbolic, but it is notable the extent to
which political science and public policy analysis grounded in political sci
ence, invest little time and energy in understanding and explicating this cru
cial political document. !3ut also consult The GEeD Journal of Budgeting,
and the work of Jon Blondal .
As well as the extreme partisanship, the deinstitutionalization 'of the US
Congress helps to account for the continuing inabilities to pass a budget in
a timely manner.
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Aaron Wildavsky

((What is Policy Analysis?
Why do you ask ?"'"'
Anonymous

It would be a disservice to suggest that my images ofpolicy analysis sprang
full blown from imagination, or with the exact order into which these
ideas have been pressed here. These conceptions are shaped by what was
happening to me-devising a curriculum for a school of public policy,
as much in an effort to understand analysis as to teach it-and to the
country- the social programs of the sixties, filtered through one to two
hundred analyses a year done by students and colleagues. That I came to
analysis via the study of budgeting, in which politics and economics are
intertwined, may account for my refusal to dissolve one into the other
and my preference for trying to keep them together as political economy.
Though now I think of myself as a political economist, I was first a political
scientist. The capacity to make decisions in the future, to mobilize sup
port for substance-that is, political rationality- is as least as important as
generating economic growth so that there will be resources to allocate.

A. Wildavsky ([d )
University of California, Berkeley, Berkeley, CA, USA
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Since policy analysis is about people, a category in which I am forced to
include myself, my experiences matter.
Having begun with modest expectations (poiitics discourages heroics)
I have not been disillusioned by the difficulty of finding programs that
work well. There was little reason to believe that speaking truth to power
(if only we had either!) would be more successful now than in the past.
Problem -solving may, however, give way to problem succession (cut one
off and another sprouts). Instead of attending only to trouble (how far
have we fallen short?), I have learned also to ask whether our current dif
ficulties are better or worse for people than the ones we used to have. On
this score, as I will try to show, modest optimism is justified. It is no mean
accomplishment that the federal government has put its money where its
mouth is by increasing both absolutely and proportionately the amounts
devoted to social-welfare programs. It helps to learn what government is
worse at doing (changing citizens' behavior) and what it is better at doing
(moving money). Then we would be less surprised that citizens are better
able to get government to change what it does than they are at getting
government to change the way their fellow citizens behave.
In the beginning, however, were the words-attractive, elusive, frus 
trating. How can you teach (or write a book about) a subject if you can't
say what it is?
At the Graduate School of Public Policy in Berkeley, I discouraged dis
cussions on the meaning of policy analysis . Hundreds of conversations on
this slippery subject had proven futile, even exasperating, possibly dan
gerous. For whenever my colleagues and I began our courses by asking
"What is a policy analysis?" or, a choice that proved to be worse, "What
is a problem?" student anxi-e ty rose alarmingly. The classroom crackled
with tension. It was as if students felt the faculty were withholding some
thing vital-the strange and simple secret of analysis (which we must have
known because students couldn't learn it). Perhaps analysis was like one of
T.S. Eliot's creatures in Old Possum )s Book ofPractical Cats.
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Yet our promise of pie in the sky by-and-by, though designed ofcourse,
to soothe the raging beast, was proved by experience. Students did learn
to do analysis; and if our observation and their job experience were any
guide, students not only felt but were more competent. What was it, then,
that could be learned but not explained, that all of us could sometimes
do but that none of us could ever define (at least to anybody else's satis
faction)? Our inscrutable ineffable friend, policy analysis. Cold comfort;
those who can't say what it is, teach, and those who can do policy analysis,
still can't say how it was possible to do it.
A first clue came from an unusual aspect of our teaching experience:
policy analysis is better taught backward. Instead of beginning by for
mulating a problem, considering alternative solutions, developing criteria,
applying criteria to data, and so on, students' work improved when exer
cises went the other way around. The best way to begin learning was to
apply strong criteria to good data, go on to create criteria and discover
alternatives, and, after numerous trials, formulate problem at the very end.
Why did anxiety decline and confidence rise when entering through the
back door? Possibly, formulating the problem was more like the end than
the beginning of analysis.
Reflection, accompanied by observation of research in public policy,
revealed that creativity consists of finding a problem about which some
thing can and ought to be done. In a word, the solution is part of defining
the problem. Mike Teitz tells about a soldier in New Zealand who was
ordered to build a bridge across a river without enough men or mate
rial. He stared along the bank looking glum when a Maori woman came
along asking, "Why so sad, soldier?" He explained that he had been given
a problem for which there was no solution. Immediately she brightened,
saying, "Cheer up! No solution, no problem ."
Problem -finding is analogous to inventing or theorizing. In invention
the task is not to compile a list of all unfulfilled human needs (or even the
shorter list of those which deserve fulfillment), but to connect what might
be wanted with what can be provided. The prizes in science go to those
who choose problems that turn out to be interesting and solvable. So, too,
in policy analysis, the most creative calculations concern finding problems
for which solutions might be attempted. No wonder, then, that students
go into shock the first week if they are (in effect) asked to create original
social inventions. Even their teachers usually can't do that on demand.
Because policy analysis presumes creativity, a subject on which much is

When you notice a cat in profound meditation,
The reason, I tell you , is always the same:
His mind is engaged in rapt contemplation
Of the thought, of the thought, of the thought of his name:
His ineffable effable
Effanineffable
Deep and inscrutable singular Name _
\,~
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written but little is known, our inability to teach analysis directly is easy
to understand. (The injunction "Be Creative!" is notoriously unhelpful.)
Problems of Implementation
What tools does the policy analyst use? Qualitative political theory, for
refining our picture of where we want to go; quantitative modeling, for
systematizing guesswork on how to get there; microeconomics, for dis
ciplining desire with limited resources, and macro-organization theory,
for instilling the will to correct errors: each has its place. Policy analysis,
however is one activity for which there can be no fixed program, for policy
analysis is synonymous with creativity, which may be stimulated by theory
and sharpened by practice, which can be learned but not taught.
Creativity in policy analysis may have social roots. History is food for
thought. All who have lived through the exalted promises and disap
pointed hopes fed by the social programs of the sixties, to come to our
times, are seared by that experience. Much of the scholarship of the seven
ties, my own included, has been an effort to understand what went wrong
and to learn how things might be made to work better, or whether gov
ernment should take some actions at all. The more government attempts
to do, the larger its difficulties. For in that greater attempt it must inter
vene further in personal behavior or extract more of personal income.
Diogenes notwithstanding, it appeared easier to find an honest man than
an effective program. Why?
Visiting Washington, I heard the plaintive cry that prospects which
looked rosy there would dissipate in the hinterlands of this vast continent.
In response I started an action-research project in Oakland, California.
When Jeff Pressman told me that a program designed to create minor
ity employment there was credited with stopping riots. I asked him to
investigate. It turned out that little had happened. As simple as the project
appeared, it had run into numerous detours, delays, and blind alleys. To
discover why something that seemed simple actually was so convoluted,
we wrote a book on Implementation l to show how the complexity of joint
action-multitudes of agencies, innumerable regulations, stacked-up lev
els of government- made it difficult to move. The reforms of the past
lay like benign booby traps, which could make one stumble even if they
did not explode. Yet all this had been set up for reasons that once seemed
good.
The more the nation attempted to control public policy, the less con 
trol there seemed to be. A troublesome parallel aspect of this expand
ing public sector was the feeling that unintended consequences were
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over-whelming the ability to cope. Vast changes were taking place amid
suspicion that here was change for change's sake alone. Immobility and
change appeared to be different sides of the same coin. Increasingly poli 
cies led lives of their own, independent of human volition. I wondered if
policy could possibly be its own cause.
Indeed, it was possible. The larger each policy grows in its own sec 
tor, the more it insinuates itself into the man-made environment with
which we must contend. More and more public policy is about coping
with consequences of past policies-years of controversy over spending a
billion dollars of federal money in New York City on highways or subways
go on without a word about responding to its transportation needs but a
million words about using other people's money-and less and less about
events in society. The more we do, therefore, the more there is for us to
do, as each program bumps into others and sets off consequences all down
the line. In this way past solutions, if they are large enough, turn into
future problems. And who is to deal with such problems? Naturally, those
people paid to work at it full time, namely, the bureaucracy. That is how
the bureaucratic sectors of policy become at once the strongest stokers
and the most determined dampers of change. In the growing bureaucra
tization of public policy, we experience direct consequences of the good
things we have done-in alleviating poverty, improving medicine, increas
ing safety, purifYing the environment, and all the rest. Why then do we feel
so bad about the good we have tried to do?
The title of Chap. 2, "Doing Better and Feeling Worse," expresses the
contradiction: health rates for all sectors of the population have improved;
access to medical facilities for the poor and elderly are more nearly equal;
yet the feeling of crisis in health care grows. Unwilling to try either a
market solution, abolishing insurance and subsidy, or a bureaucratic solu
tion' abolishing private medicine, we keep funneling in more money and
complaining about the inflation that comes out. Where does the fault lie,
then-with policies that have undesirable side effects, or with people who
want the policies, but not the resulting perils?
Comparing the social state of the nation before and after these social
policies, however, I wonder if we would be willing to trade current prob
lems for those we used to have. I would not. I don't consider the sixties a
disastrous decade nor would I go back willingly to a time when race, pov
erty, environment, and a host of other difficulties were ignored. Perhaps,
instead, we need to ask if present standards for judging public policies are
appropriate.

XXXVl

INTRODUCTION: ANALYSIS AS ART

Thinking that social ills are puzzles that can be solved (once and for all,
as President Carter might say) instead of problems that may be alleviated
or eventually superseded, can make us despondent when they do not yield
to our ministrations. A good comparison is to do something, as opposed
to nothing, and then evaluate the result. The rub there is that you don't
know whether some other action might have been better or worse. A bet
ter comparison is to contrast the problems we have now with those we
had before. Instead of thinking of permanent solutions we should think of
permanent problems in the sense that one problem always succeeds and
replaces another. Then we might ask whether today's answers are more
moral or more effective than the solutions they succeeded or which they
might replace. Are today's inflated medical costs preferable to yesterday's
restricted access to medical care? The capacity of policies to generate more
interesting successors and our ability better to learn from them what we
ought to prefer, may be their most important quality.
But why don't public agencies seem to profit from mistakes? Is it because
these institutions don't want to (the worse conditions get the higher their
budget), or don't know how? Study of budgeting in federal recreation
agencies pointed me in the right direction. 2 The traditional budget was
attuned to its political environment but did not produce an evaluation
that questioned fundamental assumptions behind programs. The new
program budget, which was out of tune with politics but designed to do
analysis, also failed to use evaluation that would challenge current pro
grams. The important question, therefore, is why agencies, regardless of
their techniques, do not use evaluation.
The easy answer is that organizations don't want to rock the boat; they
establish interests- benefits, careers, clientele-apart from any supposedly
desirable objectives. The hard answer is that, in order to do good things,
organizations need sources of support that encourage stability as well as
change. Resistance to evaluation is part of self-protection. Skepticism
clashes with dogma in organizations as well as in thought. Getting orga
nizations to act is the hardest part of policy analysis. Unless it is designed
to be still born, analysis includes action. That is why efforts to make orga
nizational considerations an integral part of policy analysis (rather than an
afterthought) are essential.
My experience as an administrator reinforced a passion for correcting
errors. Trying to avoid error stultifies; besides no application of care will
avoid all mistakes. Expecting to make errors and pick up after oneself is
much more satisfactory. John Wheeler wrote, "our whole problem is to
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make errors fast enough." Yet, in a university where every colleague is king
and rationalization is high art, it is hard to convince people who think they
know better to recognize mistakes and persuade them (orders are out of
the question) to take corrective action. In teaching, if errors are nobody's
business except the instructors', other colleagues will pay no attention and
there will be no external and independent corrective. You will and that in
the Appendix to this book on "Principles for a Graduate School of Public
Policy" I suggest a collective interest in correcting the required courses.
By making it clear that error was expected, correction was considered
commonplace and those corrected did not feel threatened. Finding a new
mistake became the thing to do. Unless recognition of errors is rewarded,
they will not be corrected.
To recognize error is one thing: to become a side-show example of
error that cannot be corrected is quite another. If governmental agencies
are asked to change people's behavior (health habits, reading scores, crim 
inal activities) that no one can (or is willing to) control, agencies will be
guilty of failure even before being so charged. No one likes to be dubbed
a failure, so public agencies try to escape by transforming what they can
do into what they are supposed to do. If the change is within the agency,
controllable resources may become the agency's objectives; what agency
would fail to seek salvation by spending? Or if the change is in the client,
an agency can find clientele (reading-ready children, employable adults,
healthy elderly) who will be able to achieve those objectives.
Making what one can do into what one is supposed to accomplish, or
choosing capable clients who are already accomplished, are means of con
structing a benevolent environment. But escaping external censure is not
the same as an internal desire for self-correction.
The good organization evaluates its own activities, correcting error as it
goes along, and acknowledging mistakes as a way ofimproving performance.
Because it goes against organizational nature, however, self-evaluation
must be reinforced by studies that are external, multiple, independent, and
continuous. Evaluation should he independent (and therefore external) to
avoid self-serving behavior. Because more than one political perspective is
involved, evaluation should be multiple. Multiplicity also facilitates gen 
eration of alternatives without which choice cannot be genuine. Because
there is no one truth- indeed, because correcting error rather than estab
lishing truth is the norm-evaluation should be continuous so that com
mon understandings (not mere assertions) can grow. Evaluation fares well
when a variety of organizations are motivated to conduct and use studies.
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Evaluation, therefore, is conceived best as a social procedure that is the
cumulative result of many efforts rather than just one.
If evaluation is social, correction of errors depends on how society
is organized. The relative objectivity of analysis depends on people liv
ing together in reasonable trust within a common culture. The cultural
conditions within which analysis takes place-the sort of social structure
thought desirable, the values to he obtained- guide and shape what is
done. Iftrust declines, the framework of facts that can be taken for granted
declines with it. Without agreement on a starting place, there is no end
to debate. Theories harden into dogma, and assertion replaces evidence.
Policies then are judged not by their merits but by the motives of their
proposers.
Evaluation of programs, to be sure, is not necessarily analysis of policy.
Telling people they have not achieved intended objectives does not neces
sarily help them what should be done. Unfortunate program managers
who need to know which activity deserves priority in the budget are not
helped by blanket condemnation or the kind of proposals that only the
president, Congress, the United Nations-anybody but someone at their
level-can act upon.
Looking back at what we want from evaluation in political arenas-rec
ognition and correction oferrors, encouraged by social processes rich with
varied reactions-we see something similar to decision-making in eco
nomic markets. For a market to quality as relatively fair and functioning,
it might have many buyers and sellers (not just one), repeatedly making
independent bids (not just once), evaluating results compared to opportu
nities elsewhere (not just in this market). In a word, markets should be rife
with redundancy. Each bid builds upon and succeeds the one before, and
errors are corrected by historical comparison with the last previous inter
action. Prices that reflect current conditions are retained and those which
do not are rejected. Markets that function so as to recognize and correct
error, therefore, fulfill norms for interaction (independence, multiplicity,
continuity) that aid bureaucracies in evaluation.
Just as no man necessarily is good for all seasons, no institution's struc
ture is equally appropriate under any and all conditions. Private markets
have well -known imperfections, such as failing to take account of in equal i
ties in distribution of income. Markets make dollars (not people) equal.
The external effects of individual actions, when what one does imposes
direct burdens on, others who cannot be compensated, may demand non
market mechanisms. If markets were perfect, after all, there would be no
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need for governmental intervention. Suppose, however, we remove the
distinction between economic markets and political arenas, by considering
a problem-inflation of medical costs-for which contemporary history
has ruled out a market solution. Is it better for government to exert cost
control by monitoring every transaction in hospitals at the cost of being
overwhelmed or should government give lump sums, not to be exceeded,
leaving to hospitals the detailed allocation of resources? Even within a
governmental structure, then, planning and politics-cogitation versus
interaction--compete for our loyalties. It is not politics and economics
that are at loggerheads, because both are forms of interaction, but rather
orders that tell people what to do versus helping them figure things out
for themselves.
If planning were judged by results, that is, by whether life followed
the dictates of the plan, then planning has failed everywhere it has been
tried. Nowhere are plans fulfilled. No one, it turns out, has the knowledge
to predict sequences of actions and reactions across the realm of public
policy, and no one has the power to compel obedience. So far so bad. Why,
then, is planning so popular? Why, facing universally negative experience,
is planning still pursued? Has mankind's desire to control its fate-on
paper with a plan, if nowhere else-led to justification not by deeds but by
faith? If so, planning is not so much an answer to a question about public
policy (what should be done about polluted water or bad health or what
ever?) but a question in the form of an answer: provide a plan.
Thinking about planning in poor countries,3 I wondered whether fol 
lowing the forms of planning (specitying and ranking objectives, selecting
alternatives, choosing the best one) was valued not for what planning did
but for what it was--comprehensive, coordinated, consistent, above all,
rational. Thus, planning led me to rationality. How could it be rational
to fail? If planning led to failure, if it led to bad behavior instead of right
action, then planning must be irrational, i.e., known to produce wrong
results.
The method called the "rational paradigm" (order objectives, compare
alternatives, choose the highest ranking) is mistaken as describing either
how decisions are or ought to be made. This paradigm conveys the wrong
headed impression that all one has to do to answer a question is to ask it.
Just how thoroughly available answers determine the kinds of questions
asked (as solutions often search for problems4 and resources affect objec
tives) remains unrecognized. Creativity is compromised by squeezing the
peregrinations of the mind into one sequence. 5 The derivation of the word
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analysis itself, which comes from a Greek root meaning subdivide, is dero
gated by implying that everything was understood at once, not, as is far
more likely, in steps through which, darting back and forth, difficulties are
divided and decomposed until they are made manageable or abandoned.
The hypothetical Journal of Negative Results is a nonstarter. Intellectual
cogitation is treated as if all were done by a single mind while the contri
butions of countless others, whose social support is indispensable for past
ideas and future criticism, is neglected. Meanwhile a passion for gaining
power over nature by acting as if there had always been (and, therefore,
always will be) an orderly universe overwhelms everyday observation to
the contrary.
What could be rationally wrong with collectively considering where we
want to go and what might be the best way of getting there? So much is
wrong it is hard to know where to begin. The question itself is confusing.
Does destination know no limitation? Do we first decide where and then
how? This priority is perverse; it is no better than the reverse, as if the
journey always mattered more than the destination. No, where one wishes
to go depends on whether one is able to get there. Life is larger than our
categories. When my grandfather lost the family fortune, comprised of
fifty rubles, he went to see the local miracle Rabbi, Joseph of Slutsk, who
consulted mystical works, and told him to collect ten kopecs apiece from
his friends and relatives and take it to the train. "But where shall I go?"
Grandpa cried. "As far as your money will take you," replied the Rabbi,
who knew more about the relationship of resources to objectives than his
seemingly scientific successors.
Error manifests itself as confusion between a mode of presenting results
and a method of making choices. Having finished a study or made a deci
sion, we find it economical of time and effort to present not the historical
evolution, the short cuts, the blind alleys, the trial and error that led to a
recommendation, but, by way of summary, the alternatives adopted with
the evidence in favor of the winning one. Alas, the form has come to be
identified as the substance ofrationality. And so departures from this facile
form of presentation are now labeled irrational both as description ("the
crazy-quilt patterns of politics") or prescription ("man has been made into
a machine by soulless market forces").
Here again interest in budgeting proved helpful. Originally I had seen
that budgetary procedures based on comprehensive planning failed from the
usual lack of knowledge and power. No one knew how to do program bud
geting ( comparing consequences horizontally across all major programs) or
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zero-base budgeting (comparing results vertically within each program by
starting from scratch each year) because the req uired calculations boggled
the mind. Both budgeting methods threatened to burden operating agen
cies with greater central control without enabling them to offer com pen _
sating gains; agencies thus lacked incentives to co-operate. The purpose of
analysis is to connect knowledge with power, not ignorance with weakness.
When time and attention are scarce it cannot be rational to revive
all past conflicts or reconsider all past solutions (those which work and
those which don't). Simplification is essential to avoid being swamped.
Sensitivity studies, the effort to determine which variables might (or,
almost as important, might not) affect policy recommendations, are part
and parcel of analysis. Only in this way can one learn which variables may
be left out safely so that analysis can be converted into action. The analysis
of analysis, so to speak- relating resources to objectives in the act of analy
sis, the knowledge, time, and assistance available to the analyst-demon
strates the need for simplification. Analyst, study thyseln One must decide
how much intellectual as well as material resources are worth expending
on each program. Feasibility is studied in order to learn whether and at
what cost obstacles may be overcome. To sum up, because analysis of
policy is supposed to be an applied discipline, it includes not only thinking
up ideas but also facilitating their application.
There is a difference between including expected difficulties of imple
mentation in analysis, which is part of good craftsmanship, and acting to
implement the analysis, which is salesmanship. In my book, craftsmanship
is mandatory but salesmanship is voluntary. The unarmed analyst rarely
conquers. I appreciate the value of those analysts who have done their bit
by doing good work. My personal preference, having gone that far, is to
supplement knowledge with persuasion by actively helping policy ideas
make their way in this world.
If analysis is about accomplishment, it should be useful to study that
element in organizations which specializes in information about results.
When I taught courses on information systems designed to improve
decision-making (management by objectives, social indicators, the criti
cal path method, PPBS, ZBB, national planning), a common pattern
appeared: rationality was thought to inhere in objectives. Objectives are to
be ranked, compared, discussed, imposed, accepted- everything, it seems,
except realized. A moment's thought should convince anyone that objec
tives depend on resources, for what one might do depends in part on the
resources one has for achieving goals. But, if the point is obvious, why is it
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versus decentralization. Principles of federalism apply not merely to rela
tions between central and state governments but also to relations within
agencies and programs. Evidence is accumulating that in public policy
economies of scale are illusory. For the most part, increasing size coupled
with central direction is accompanied by declining performance in con
solidated school districts, police forces, and a host of other services. My
federal bias-when in doubt, a large number of small units are preferable
to a small number of large ones-inclines to interaction so as to make
government more accessible to citizens. Analysis is needed not to elimi
nate interaction by consolidation but to liberate it by different designs for
decentralization.
Evidently, people interested in analyzing policy do not want to do away
with intellect or to do without interaction. Analysts want to anticipate
difficulties as well as to react to them. As much as they enjoy solving prob
lems, analysts would like to have most difficulties dealt with by the rel
evant parties. Yet analysts also want to be able to suggest that ways other
than those voiced may be preferable. Policy analysis, therefore, is about
combining social interaction with intellectual cogitation.
My preference for interaction rather than cogitation, for more "asking"
and less "telling," for politics over planning, is not meant to protect inter
action from scrutiny as if it were a dogma. On the contrary, skepticism
should extend especially to interaction-how it develops, what sustains it,
why it produces outcomes, its class and ideological biases, when it should
be changed-precisely because we begin by intending to rely on it. In a
word, the main task of responsible intellectual cogitation is to monitor,
appraise, modifY, and otherwise strengthen social interaction.
And this requirement (a responsibility, really, for a democracy in which
popular preferences should matter) holds true if one is an analyst acting
as a citizen or a citizen doing analysis. Analysts act as citizens (see Chap.
15 on urban services) when they bring to light deviations of actual policy
outcomes from accepted norms. Seek and ye shall find! Choice determines
which discrepancies to bring to light. Citizens act as analysts when they
take responsibility for policy performance by comparing what they receive
for what they put in, by learning to refine their preferences, and by devel
oping morally in connecting what they do to what other people want.
Morality in Policy Analysis
Whatever the combination, speaking truth to power remains the ideal
of analysts who hope they have truth, but realize they have not (and, in
a democracy, should not have) power. No one can do analysis without
becoming aware that moral considerations are integral to the enterprise.

so often missed? Just as every newly married couple hopes to avoid what
ever led to the previous divorce, so a fixation on objectives is a reaction
against a prior romance with resources. Where older modes of justification
concentrated on resource inputs (effort, monies, personnel), new modes
concentrate on objectives (reading scores, health rates, return to prison).
Analysis of policy, by contrast, always considers resources and objectives,
means and ends together, never separately. The proper comparison for
the policy analyst is always between alternative programs, which combine
resources and objectives, in different ways, but not the one or the other in
isolation. By making it appear that rationality resided in the activity ofrank
ing objectives, planning had become ineffective and therefore irrational.
Yet my own argument that rationality resides in results evidently was
not convincing enough to planners, nor did it go deep enough. Why were
planners so dead set against spontaneity and so insistent on control? I had
missed the war of opposites close to the heart of disputes over planning.
Two images began to grow in my mind. One was of social interaction, as
in political arenas or economic markets, where people pursue their own
interests, and the results of their reactions are summed up in decisions
about office holders or prices without anyone necessarily controlling the
sequences of individual actions or intending an outcome. The trouble
some aspects of social interaction are its willfulness, messiness, and appar
ent disorder. Selfishness and chaos Jack appeal as organizing principles. To
remedy these defects, I drew from Lindblom the opposing image of intel
lectual cogitation 6 that orders social relations through mental processes
as if they were taking place in one mind. Control is exercised by anticipa
tion. Social actors are assigned positions, given motivations, and guided
through the mind of the planner to that destination determined to be in
the best interest of all. Intellectual cogitation imposes severe strains on
cognitive capacities; central command is in danger of becoming remote or
oppressive. The conflict between social interaction and intellectual cogi
tation involves different psychologies (expression versus control), cogni
tive styles (adaptation versus anticipation), political processes (bargaining
versus hierarchy), and moral calculus (the individual versus the collective).
With differences so fundamental that their full extent is often unrecog
nized, it is not surprising that apparent agreement on one direction breaks
down on others, or that there is difficulty agreeing on facts-which in any
event rarely appear decisive in designing or evaluating policies.
Comparing interaction among a multiplicity of units with plan
ning by hierarchy in just one leads to renewed interest in centralization
iLl
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After all, analysis is about what ought to be done, about making things
better, not worse. I have never been sympathetic to the view that facts
and values, except as intellectual constructs, either are or ought to be kept
separate in action.
In what, then, does the morality of the analyst consist? Are policy
analysts "hired guns" paid to do the bidding of their clients, whatever
that might be? Should they subvert their superiors for a higher cause?
Discovering that a required course on moral dimensions of policy analysis
in Berkeley (When do you resign? Who do you serve? How can moral
implications be made more explicit in analysis?) did not satisty a long
ing to be proved virtuous, I made our students a standing offer: when in
doubt, the "Dean of Morality" would provide instant replies about which
actions under what conditions were moral. 7 Some questions are easy to
answer. Analysts should not abuse a client's trust by working sub rosa for
others who are believed to be more deserving. Other questions are more
difficult. If a study shows that a program supported by a worthy group
with whom the analyst identifies lacks positive results, should that conclu
sion be made known? Yes, of course, though if the personal discomfort
is excessive, the analyst may wish to move to other subjects. Suppose,
however, the program as a whole appears desirable but contains flaws. Is
the analyst duty-bound to reveal faults not only to clients, but, when chal
lenged, to adversaries as well? Analysis, which is in part rhetoric, should
be persuasive. Presenting a preferred policy in the most persuasive man
ner, by finding arguments that will appeal to others, is not only personally
permissible but also socially desirable. One promise of policy analysis is
that through repeated interactions, common understandings (though not
necessarily, of course, common positions) will grow, so that action will be
better informed.
Still greater difficulties arise. What the analyst does in one situation
often is connected with opportunities to exercise influence in others.
Should analysis be moderated or even withheld if action taken in this
instance would damage future prospects? Clearly, careful balancing is re
required . Here, however, the "Dean of Morality's" offer to decide the
matter was rejected. "Who set you up as our Grand Inquisitor?" students
asked. "After all, we have our own moral sensibilities and are able to take
our own risks." And so you have and so you are.
Suppose you are working in the White House in order to be persuasive
in recommending billions for inner-city urban areas. When within strik
ing distance, should you oppose the president on Israel or condemn his
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proposals on civil service reform, rendering suspect your advice on urban
aid? Analysts must not lie but they may be silent.
Still, there must be and there are, limits: everything is not allowed. Just
as science cannot tolerate mob rule, in which claims are settled by force,
or nihilism, in which every claim is as good (or bad) as every other just
because it is made, so policy analysis, without being self-defeating, cannot
be based on violence or fraud. The more violence, the less information, as
coercion displaces cogitation and intimidation replaces interaction. Action
that appears to be individual is actually mass manipulation. Unfortunately,
the absence of force does not guarantee the presence of authentic expres
sion. That depends on, among other things, self-awareness and social
trust. Interaction cannot operate if social actors withhold their true prefer
ences and cogitation cannot calculate on false data. Although these norms
rejecting force and fraud may appear overly dramatic when baldly stated,
they are, in fact, quietly included under accepted modes of craftsmanship.
Designing problems is an art but justitying solutions is a craft amenable
to various conventions: some distinguish work of quality and others select
forums for securing agreement on what counts as evidence. The detailed
biblical directions for building the temple, specitying quality of material
and workmanship, as well as the endlessly elaborated procedures for pre
paring whales in Melville's Moby Dick, are reminders that the morality of
ordinary people like us (but not like Moses or Ahab) consists of maintain
ing the quality of everyday activity that is craftsmanship. High standards
and healthy habits are protection against the demonic. To be sure, there
can be no guarantee that truth will be discovered or, if it is, that it will
make mankind free or even increase agreement rather than conflict. But
maintaining acceptable standards for convincing others (including not
lying to oneself) is surely superior to doing the opposite.
What about me? Will I make good my promise to tell the truth about
analysis of policy? Maybe. It depends not only on what I have to say but
also on what you are looking for. Suppose I summarize: Analysis is descrip
tive in that it is designed to explain how a difficulty has come about.
Analysis is prescriptive in that it aims to give advice on what should be
done. Analysis must be selective, therefore, in that it is oriented to particular
people (in specific slots within locatable levels of an organization) who have
the authority, money, and other resources required to do what is recom
mended. Analysis may be objective by getting people to agree on the conse
quences ofa variety ofalternatives. Insofar as it is relevant to future choices,
however, analysis inevitably is ar;gumentative, leaning toward this view and
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rejecting that other one. The ability to rationalize is not to be rejected once
it is recognized that the capacity to convince is essential for social support.
Analysis is retrospective because it involves establishing a view of the past
(this is why we need change) that will justifY a desired future.
But, I have said also that analysis is inventive, representing a creative
juxtaposition between resources and objectives. Analysis is prospective,
seeking its rewards in the future, which is always in doubt. Analysis must
also be subjective, therefore, in that the choice of problems to be solved,
as well as the alternatives considered, is not specified but must be worked
out by particular people with individual interests.
Is analysis, then, a union of opposites-prospective and retrospective,
objective and subjective, descriptive and prescriptive-or, different things
under different circumstances? Both.
As philosophers of science say of discovery (origins of ideas and their
formation into theories, which we call policies), analysis is indeed an art.
But as we proceed to justification (why we should tentatively accept evi
dence), rules of craftsmanship become more important. Distinctions may
be made between work that is better and worse on such grounds as inclu
sion of variables that can be used by decision-makers, sensitivity of design
to difficulties of implementation, viability of assumptions, and anticipation
of counterargument. How policy is created may be a private affair, but
whether it is justified is part of a public proceeding.
By this time suspicion dawns: there can be no one definition of policy
analysis. As old-time cooks used to say when asked how much spice a
recipe required, "as much as it takes." Policy analysis is an applied subfield
whose content cannot be determined by disciplinary boundaries but by
whatever appears appropriate to the circumstances of the time and the
nature of problem. When confronted by excessive expectations, my father
would tell the story of how Yoshke answered an advertisement calling for
a butler who had his own livery, could pilot an airplane, speak French, and
set table for full service. When the major-domo asked about livery, Yoshke
said he preferred underwear. Could he fly a plane? Actually, he even got
sick in cars. Did he speak French? His English wasn't really that good.
Could he set table? Maybe one knife and fork. By this time, the major
domo was getting angry: why had Yoshke come if he evidently lacked
every qualification? "Well," Yoshke said, "I came to tell you, on me you
shouldn't depend."
Do not ask from me what you should not want-a definitive definition
of policy analysis good for all times, places, and circumstances. If you are

INTRODUCTION: ANALYSIS AS ART

.~~
~!

xlvii

looking for the secret of analysis, you will not find that here (or any-where
else, for that matter) but if you want to debate about different ways of
thinking about public policy, I hope this book is a good place to begin.
The Art of Policy Analysis
Policy analysis is an art. Its subjects are public problems that must be
solved at least tentatively to be understood. Piet Hein put this thought
twister,S "Art is the solving of problems that cannot be expressed until
they are solved." Policy analysis must create problems that decision-makers
are able to handle with the variables under their control and in the time
available. Only by specifYing a desired relationship between manipulable
means and obtainable objectives can analysts make the essential distinc
tion-between a puzzle that can be solved definitively, once all the pieces
are put in place, and a problem for which there may not be a program
matic solution.
The technical base of policy analysis is weak. In part its limitations
are those of social science: innumerable discrete propositions, of varying
validity and uncertain applicability, occasionally touching but not neces
sarily related, like beads on a string. Its strengths lie in the ability to make
a little knowledge go a long way by combining an understanding of the
constraints of the situation with the ability to explore the environment
constructively. Unlike social science, however, policy analysis must be pre
scriptive; arguments about correct policy, which deal with the future, can
not help but be willful and therefore political.
Analysis is imagination. Making believe the future has happened in the
past, analysts try to examine events as ifthose actions already had occurred.
They are strongly committed to "thought experiments," in which they
imagine what might have been in order to improve what may come to
pass. Theories are discarded instead of people. Naturally, this is risky.
Often we do not know where we have been, let alone where we would like
to go or how to get there. Retrodiction ("predicting the past") may be as
much in dispute as prediction. Because what our past should have been, as
well as what our future ought to be, is defined by differing values, one per
son's analytic meat may be poison to another. Following the practices of
the analytic craft-norms for disciplining private imagination by making it
more publicly assessable-can reduce but cannot eliminate disagreement
over future consequences that no one has yet experienced.
Policies should be considered not as eternal truths but as hypotheses
subject to modification and replacement by better ones until these in turn
are discarded. Dogma is deleterious; skepticism is sound. Yet dogma is
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indispensable; without taking some things for granted some of the time,
everything is in flux so that nothing comes amenable to examination.
Drawing the balance is not easy: how much dogma versus how much
skepticism?
The good organization is devoted to correcting errors, but is subject to
exhaustion itself if it does not reject a high proportion of the allegations
against its current practices. Anyone who knows contemporary education
will acknowledge that. Error correction itself has to be traded off against
error recognition, for the very visibility of error, which facilitates detec
tion, is correlated with large size, which makes correction difficult. The
widely acknowledged error in indexing social security against both wages
and prices is easy to spot because its cost is huge, but difficult to end
because so many millions benefit. Whether errors are recognized or elimi
nated depends on the interests of the people who participate in producing
policy.
People make problems. How are they to be encouraged to do the right
thing? How does one individual know what is right for others? What
gives anyone the right to decide for others? How are preferences shaped
and expressed? One way of shaping and expressing is to ask people, and
another is to tell them. "Asking" means setting up institutions, such as
voting for public office and bargaining over prices, to help people evolve
preferences. "Telling" means deciding intellectually what is good for peo
ple and moving them in a predetermined sequence toward a preselected
destination. Asking (which we will call social interaction or just plain poli
tics) and telling (intellectual cogitation or just plain planning) both belong
in policy analysis. When things go wrong, analysts, at least in a democracy,
play politics. By altering the franchise or by imposing a cost constraint
or by making monopoly less likely, analysts seek to adjust institutional
interaction so as to secure better behavior. Planning is preferable when
interaction is not feasible, because people can't get together, or when it
is undesirable, because people might make morally impermissible choices.
The highest form of analysis is using intellect to aid interaction between
people.
Policy analysis, then, is about relationships between people. When we
like the results of interaction between doctors and patients or teachers
and students, we reinforce our approval of the institutional arrangements
under which such persons come together. When we don't approve, we
try to alter these relationships. Major changes take place when we shift
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the pattern of relationships (by paying doctors through government, or
giving parents vouchers enabling them to choose public schools) so that
outcomes change. Thinking about analysis as relations between people
much like us- not as strange symbols or desiccated dollar signs- is not
only more humane but also more accurate.
Policy analysis, to be brief, is an activity creating problems that can
be solved. Every policy is fashioned of tension between resources and
objectives, planning and politics, skepticism and dogma. Solving problems
involves temporarily resolving these tensions.
But, if tensions do not have an end, they must have a beginning: what
social forces do they reflect? Objectives may be infinite but resources are
not; scarcity of resources is ubiquitous. Objectives, therefore, must be lim
ited by resources; what one tries to do depends on what one has to do it
with. But this does not always mean that resources are always good, so to
speak, because they exist and objectives are bad, because they exceed what
is available. On the contrary, objectives may demand too little (see Chap.
14, "A Tax by Any Other Name" and Chap. 15, "The Distribution of
Urban Services") so that resources flow in the wrong direction.
How dogmatic and how skeptical one is about policies and the way
they are produced-who gets what and why, as Lasswell said-is a measure
of trust in social relations. What one likes may depend on how one does.
A record of success in economic markets would naturally increase confi
dence in that form of encounter. Cogitation may appeal more to groups
that gain less from interaction. The tensions about which we talk, then,
are social as well as intellectual; they are about power in society as well as
analysis of policy.
The list of the goals one is not attempting to reach is necessarily much
larger than those one does try for. 1 make no pretense of writing a "how
to-do-it" book, other than by illustrating forms analysis can take. This
book is comparative in that 1 compare a wide range of American domestic
policies, but it is not exhaustive (by no means does it include all or most
policies) or international (I do not discuss experiences abroad). My impres
sion is that west European nations are no more successful than we are in
most of domestic policy; the big difference is that America publicizes its
failures and most of these other nations do not. Defense policy is not cov
ered because the scope of this book is already too broad. My purpose is not
to cover everything, a task best left to an encyclopedia, but to exemplifY
the main characteristics of the art and craft of analyzing policy. The book
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is organized so that readers who wish to consider the main lines of policy
development can go straight through, skipping the last section, which pur
sues policies in depth, to get to the conclusion on craftsmanship.
Policy Analysis is about the realm of rationality and responsibility where
resources are related to objectives. Rationality resides in connecting what
you want with what you can do, and responsibility in being accountable
for making that connection.
Policy Analysis is also about calculation and culture: What combina
tion of social interaction and intellectual cogitation, planning and politics,
leads us to figure out what we should want to do and how to do it? In the
course or relating resources to objectives culture is created by shifting pat
terns of social relationships. Analysis, teaches us not only how to get what
we want, because that may be unobtainable or undesirable, but what we
ought to want compared to what others are to give us in return for what
we are prepared to give them. Calculation comes in deciding whether
and which decisions will be made by bidding and bargaining or by central
command.
Always there is a tension between dogma and skepticism, where analysis
embodies skepticism but can't get along with dogma. When results do not
live up to our expectations, or we think we can do better, which is most
of the time, the question of error detection and error correction comes to
the fore. Nothing is ultimately sacrosanct, of course, but at any given time
a proper degree of doubt-how much will remain unchallenged if not
unchallengeable-is essential but difficult to determine.
These, then, are the tasks and tensions of policy analysis: relating
resources to objectives by balancing social interaction against intellectual
cogitation so as to learn to draw the line between skepticism and dogma.
My life is spent reading, talking, and writing about public affairs. Yet I
cannot keep up. And, though I have more time than most people, I cannot
satisfY the endless demands for participation. Somehow we must be able to
make sense out of public affairs without being consumed by them. How to
help ourselves gain access to public life without becoming politicians is the
challenge, for it means not only sporadic influence over policy but contin
uous participation as part of policy (as patients, postal patrons, donators to
charities) as it is played out. Analysts are paid to spend full time on public
affairs; citizens must relate time spent on their public activities to their pri
vate interests. I argue that citizens can act as analysts by becoming part of
public policies through which they can determine what they are getting for
what they give, by learning to perfect their preferences, and by exercising
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their autonomy so as to enhance reciprocity by taking others into account.
Above all, policy analysis is about improvement, about improving citizen
preferences for the policies they-the people-ought to prefer.
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1. Implementation: How Great Expectations in Washington are Dashed in
Oakland; Or Why It )s Amazing that Federal Programs Work at All, by Jeffrey
L. Pressman and Aaron B. Wildavsky (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1973).
2. See Jeanne Nienaber and Aaron Wildavsky, The Budgeting and Evaluation
ofFederal Recreation Programs) or Money Doesn)t Grow on Trees (New York:
Basic Books, 1973).
3. See Aaron Wildavsky and Naomi Caiden, Planning and Budgeting in Poor
Countries (New York: John Wiley, 1974).
4. See Michael D. Cohen, James G. March, and John P. Olsen, A Garbage Can
Model of Organizational Choice, Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 17,
No. 2, pp. 1-25.
5. For a fascinating discussion see Robert K. Merton, Social Theory and Social
Structure, revised ed. (New York: Free Press, 1968), pp. 3-7.
6. These ideas (and the terms "social interaction" versus "intellectual cogita
tion") originated from dissatisfaction with my own previous work on plan
ning. (See "If Planning Is Everything, Maybe It's Nothing," Policy Sciences,
Vol. 4, No.2 (June 1973), pp. 127-153). Readers would say "yes, yes," but
not many minds were changed. Earlier, I had thought that more could he
done with Charles E . Lindblom's "mutual partisan adjustment" as a mecha
nism for policy design. Sec his The Intelligence of Democracy (New York:
Free Press, 1965). As I began writing this hook, the necessity of connecting
thought to action was uppermost in my mind, a connection that had to be
made without sacrificing one to the other. The term "interaction" has been
a staple of sociological thinking and discourse for generations, not least in
the work of Georg Simmel, who devoted his monumental Soziologie (1908)
in no small measure to soziale Wechselwirkung, writing that "Society is
merely the name for a number of individuals connected by interaction ."
Translation by Kurt H. Wolff, The Sociology of Geo'fE Simmel (New York:
Free Press, 1950), p. 10. "Intellectual cogitation" came from thinking ofa
parallel to "social interaction." Later, when I sent a preliminary draft of
chapter V to Lindblom, I received papers from him showing that his thought
was far advanced on these matters. His main intent is to compare capitalism
and communism; mine is to think about policy analysis. Nevertheless, these
terms are used in a remarkably similar way and his come first. Many times I
have acknowledged my debt to his thought before the fact and now I must
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do so during and afterward as well. For differences as well as similarities in
our thought, see my review of his Politics and Markets (New York: Basic
Books, 1977) in the Yale Law Review, Vol. 8, No.1 (November 1978).
7. For an excellent discussion, see Arnold Meltsner, Policy Analysts in the
Bureaucracy (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1976).
8 . As quoted by R. K. Merton in The Sociology of Science in Europe, R. K.
Merton and Jerry Gaston, eds. (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University
Press, 1977), p. 3.
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The mainstreams of social science analysis and of the political consensus
of the 1960s were the products of two converging currents of American
history. The first of these currents, flowing from the Depression and the
Second World War, was the conviction, unusual in American history, that
the federal government was a beneficent and uniquely competent force for
effecting social and economic change. The Depression carried the message
that a market economy could be saved from economic catastrophe only by
informed governmental management of the economy. The Second World
War was a bloody titanic morality play in which the U.S. government suc
cessfully led the struggle to suppress totalitarian evil and following which
the U.S . government aided war stricken countries around the world. The
War was viewed as a triumph ofgovernmental coordination and leadership.
The second current was the stream of civil rights activities that produced
landmark legislation ofthe 1960s assuring legal equality to Blacks and other
minorities. The issues of poverty and civil rights, of course, are logically and
factually distinct. But they became joined because Blacks suffered more pov
erty and unemployment than did Whites for reasons that could be traced
to legal and political discrimination. Whether one favored greater general
equality or not, one could agree with Theodore Lawi's assertion that "the
real task of our time was to attack injustice and to change social rules of
conduct in order that poverty become and remain a random thing .... "
Together these currents led to the outpouring of social legislation that
followed President Kennedy's assassination, and they shaped the research
agenda and conclusions of the swelling cohorts of social scientists then
emerging from graduate schools.
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RESOURCES VERSUS OBJECTIVES

My purpose in "Policy Analysis Is What Information Systems Are Not" is
to rehabilitate rationality, not as either resources or objectives, but as the
relationship between them.
NOTE

I. Robert K. Merton, On the Shoulders ofGiants: A Shandean Postscript (New
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1965).

CHAPTER I

Policy Analysis Is What Information Systems
Are Not

The task of analysis is to create problems, preferences tempered by pos
sibilities, which are worth solving. A difficulty is not necessarily a problem;
that depends on what I can do about it, including whether it is worth my
while to try. My inability to go to Mars, a famous gap between aspirations
and actuality, is not a problem but a longing to overcome my limitations.
My inability to explain the influence of the tides on the rise and fall of the
stock market is not a problem unless I have a hypothesis suggesting how
I might influence factors by which the two events might be linked. Only
by suggesting solutions, such as programs linking governmental resources
with social objectives, can we understand what might be done. Policy anal
ysis involves creating problems that are solvable by specific organizations
in a particular arena of action. A problem in policy analysis, then, cannot
exist apart from a proposed solution, and its solution is part of an organi
zation, a structure of incentives without which there can be no will to act.
The perfect organization would have no problems. Mechanisms whose
parts fit perfectly create no friction, make no noise, allow no error. Where
there is no error there can be no analysis. Policy analysis serves organiza
tions of people who want to correct their mistakes. These self-evaluating
organizations l are the opposite of bureaucracy, which Michael Crozier
defines as "an organization that cannot correct its behavior by learning
from its errors."2 How are organizations supposed to learn? By using the
internal mechanisms specialized for the purpose, their own management
information systems (MIS).
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POLICY ANALYSIS IS WHAT INfORMATION SYSTEMS ARE NOT

MODERN MANAGEMENT INFORMATION SYSTEMS

Where traditional modes of decision-making were anti-analytical because
they suffered arrested development at the stage of inputs (comparing
effort instead of accomplishment), modern management information sys
tems, by dwelling excessively on goals, have become fixated on objectives.
Policy analysis, by contrast, compares programs. Only programs combine
the compromises between resources and objectives that make for viable
alternatives. Resources change objectives-a million dollars should make
one think of things to do that would differ from the things a thousand
would inspire-as much as the other way around. Each analytic iteration,
as well as every practical application, should teach us as much about what
we prefer as about how much we put in. We learn to choose by knowing
what we cannot do as well as what we might wish to try. Ends and means
are chosen simultaneously, and what life has joined, policy analysis must
not rend asunder.
Yet information theory, as discussed in the literature, clearly refers to
inputs and outputs of data, to data storage and data retrieval, but not nec
essarily to any external referent in the world of action. Information theory
handles quantities (not quality) of data. For policy analysis, however, when
analysis is part of organized action, information is any communication by
which organizations detect and correct error. Thus management informa
tion systems are misnamed. They are really made up of dumb data, which
assume the very intelligence that must be proved: that data, in fact, will be
converted into information for public agencies to use in overcoming error.
To no great surprise, this is the very same feat (turning data into informa
tion) that policy analysis is supposed to accomplish. By seeing what has
gone wrong with MIS, perhaps we can discern by contrast what is sup
posed to go right with policy analysis.
I shall begin by discussing why major modern information systems
PERT, MBO, SI, PPBS-cannot convert data into information, and end
by suggesting that policy analysis is an attempt to learn from these failures.
I will criticize information systems as untheoretical, nonorganizational
and ahistorical. And what is policy analysis? The reverse. 3

The Longest Path
The system named PERT (Program Evaluation Review Technique) or,
more specifically, the Critical Path Method (CPM), is supposed to help
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us manage a complex task by discovering what has to be the critical path,
the longest, most difficult path, and planning everything else around it.
Inherently, this seems plausible. Yet the few published studies suggest that
outside of construction, where one activity usually follows another, PERT
is rarely successful. 4 Why?
PERT depends on interrogating engineers. That is, you say, "Charlie,
how long do you think this is going to take? You're the expert in the
field." The question leads to problems: discount and motivation. The
discount problem is, does Charlie know? How expert is his expertise?
The motivation problem is that companies soon learn it is in their
interest at times to estimate slower or faster. If they want the contract,
they may say faster; if they want to get more money, they may say
slower. Because employees are often rewarded for their ability to meet
or exceed targets, they have a further interest in biasing their estimates
toward the higher rather than the lower side. How can we be sure,
then, whether these people really know, and whether they are moti
vated to tell the truth as they see it? A deeper puzzle: why is there only
one critical path? After all, the larger the project, the more separate
paths are needed, and the lower the absolute probability that any path
will be the critical one.
Using a mathematical function to calculate the critical path lends PERT
a spurious specificity, but Harvey Sapolsky's splendid book on the Polaris
missile contains the true story.5 Construction of Polaris is an example of
brilliant management, and one feature of this brilliance was to be known
as an organization with such inspired management that external agencies
would leave it alone. When asked if they would use PERT, Polaris's man
agers said they would not use a formula for anything so important. Rather
they told somebody to develop a method that would "look scientific,"
so that innovative management could be cited as a rationale for escaping
outside control.
Nonetheless PERT spread, not only in governments but to indus 
trial firms all over the world. This rapid expansion raises an intriguing
question: what are all those wise men thinking when they adopt it?
One possibility is simply that PERT is fashionable and they go along,
as so many do, with fads. A better answer, however, is that PERT serves
functions not anticipated by its creators. Following Robert K. Merton,
I impute latent functions-hidden purposes-when patterns of behav
ior persist though the manifest function or purpose is not achieved.
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After all, PERT was designed to figure out the probability distribution
of paths to achieving a target; now it has been adapted to do just the
reverse-to decide what the original target should be. The PERT sys
tem gives managers a brush with which to smooth a scientific patina
over their activities. PERT also provides a vehicle for negotiation over
scheduling and a plausible answer to another disturbing question: why
are we here? The answer often is, because the flow chart shows that we
are on the critical path.
From this experience we should learn that the function of informa
tion systems need not be the manifest conveyance of information to the
sponsoring organization but rather the latent rationalization of the orga
nization to a world that (it is hoped) will be less critical. The lesson of
Management by Objectives (MBO), on the other hand, is that a technique
which may begin as deception-look what wonderful objectives our orga
nization has!--often winds up as self-deception, as if ranking objectives
equals analyzing problems.
Management by ObjectiTJes

The idea behind Management by Objectives (MBO) is that goals should
he specified and that management and workers should agree on the results
by which workers are to be judged in accordance with these objectives.
What could possibly be wrong with so appealing an idea? Managers should
have objectives for their organizations, and workers should be held to
account for achieving results. In a word, MBO is but a restatement of
good management based on rational choice for effective decision-making.
The trouble is that the attempt to formalize procedures for choosing
objectives without considering an organization's dynamics leads to the
opposite of the intended goal: bad management, irrational choice, and
ineffective decision-making. It is not that sophisticated analysts do not
realize the pitfalls but that, having dug the pits themselves by semantically
separating objectives from resources, they are surprised when client orga
nizations fall into them.
The main product of MBO, as experience in the United States fed
eral government suggests, is literally a series of objectives. Aside from the
unnecessary paperwork, such exercises are self-defeating because they
become mechanisms for avoiding rather than making choices. Long lists
of objectives are useless because it is rare that resources are adequate for
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carrying out more than the first three or four. Ifchoosing objectives means
having to abandon choice, choosing objectives is a bad idea.
The more numerous the objectives, the more likely it is that an orga
nization's activity will somehow contribute to one of them and the less
will be the need to give up one thing for another. Public agencies pre
fer many objectives rather than few because the consequences of their
actions, whatever they may be, are more likely to fit into one of the goals.
Everyone knows that objectives of many public agencies are multiple,
conflicting, and vague-multiple and conflicting because different people
want different things with varying intensities, and vague because often
people will be unable to agree about exactly what they do agree on, espe
cially if they are forced to agree beforehand. Reconciling conflicts is not
made easier by telling bureaucrats that their strategic behavior, staking out
their own objectives as a prelude to bargaining, has become an object of
virtue, indeed, the essence of rationality itself.
In sum, a rational manager does not manage by objectives alone. To
this the evident riposte is that MBO is just another way of smuggling
analysis into government. Obviously, its proponents say, MBO must deal
with allocation of resources, personnel systems, planning for the future,
incentives for performance, adaptation to trends-that is, with practically
everything. By the time Peter R. Drucker (a founding father of MBO) gets
to the end of an article in which he effectively challenges every tenet of
this movement, he winds up with the one conclusion on which everyone
can agree about every information system: "However, its success depends
upon the administrator: in applying MBO he or she must obtain the right
results, both with respect to objectives and to management."6 This, of
course, is not a particular answer but a general restatement of all the ques
tions. Listing objectives is the operational part of MBO, which is why it
keeps happening, and the hortatory part tells managers to achieve "right
results." Amen!
The other side of MBO is the assumed community of interests between
a manager who wishes to exert control and a worker who wishes to be
judged fairly. Supposedly, they will concur on criteria against which the
worker's efforts are to be measured. Leaving aside the knotty problem of
what these objectives are supposed to be, and how one can tell whether a
particular kind of effort contributes to them, a substantial literature warns
about unanticipated consequences ofinappropriate criteria. 7 Ifthere is only
one criterion, chances are it will not encompass the multifaceted activities.
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Rewards based only on the quantity produced may lead to deterioration
in quality, just as incentives based on minimizing costs of operation may
lead to deferred maintenance. With many criteria it becomes difficult to
establish the contribution of each worker or unit.
Instead of assuming a compatibility of interests, it is wiser to realize
that it is in the nature of things for different individuals and units to have
somewhat opposed desires; thus it is more productive to concentrate on
devising mechanisms that will either make it worthwhile to cooperate or
compensate them for expected losses. When agreement about objectives
is emphasized, critical problems of organizational design-how to relate
people and activities so that mistakes become evident and get corrected
are hidden under the surface sentimentality of human-relations jargon.

Social Indicators
Similarly, the lack of theory to predict where we are heading is submerged
under slogans about social indicators (SI). Their purpose is to find mea
sures, usually a numerical time series, showing the health or welfare of
sectors in the population. Social indicators sometimes are supposed to
have normative force in that they not only tell us where we are but suggest
where we ought to go.
Social indicators are modeled on economic indicators. If one can esti
mate freight-car loadings or know how many corrugated boxes are sold,
such trends might give an indirect measure of economic activity. But their
usefulness depends on how the economist conceives the economic system,
a conception more substantial than the sociologist's (non-existent) view
of the social system. 8
Social theory is supposed to be broad, to show how one change in soci
ety affects another. If we do not care about interaction effects, however,
dealing with only one indicator (separating "social" from "indicator") is
surprisingly simple. Hence Wildavsky's Law: movement on any indicator
can be maximized provided society is willing to ignore all other indicators.
Here is a suitably simple-minded solution to the problem of dope: catch
addicts, not pushers. The error (the government then would say) is to
believe that pushers create addicts, whereas the truth is just the other way
around; without addicts there wouldn't be pushers. The solution would
be first to warn and second to shoot addicts. The pain of addiction would
then exceed the pleasure. It would be easy to stop addiction, evidently,
so long as we didn't care about life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.
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Social indicators supposedly measure outputs of social processes. Yet,
without being anchored in theory that is part of practice, social indica
tors can be neither "social" (i.e., partake of social relations) nor "indi
cators" (i.e., point to anything that is likely to occur). Social indicators
are meaningful only when knowledge and power meet, which is only
when they indicate right action. What is the matter, then, with seeing
indicators as attention-getting devices that suggest inquiry leading to
remedial action? Nothing and everything; nothing, in that by capturing
public attention, critical numbers or trend lines have been known to
serve as catalysts for action. Everything, in that because knowledge is
lacking, time and money are likely to be wasted in action, likely to have
unforeseen and unfortunate consequences, including preemption of bet
ter programs in the future. A fast train is worse than a slow one if it takes
you in the wrong direction.

Program Budgeting
Planning Programming, Budgeting Systems (PPBS or program budget
ing) require a structure in which all policies related to common objectives
are compared for cost and effectiveness. Not just one theory for an area
of policy is called for, but a series of related theories for all policies. If we
can barely sense the relation between inputs and outputs in anyone area
of policy, how likely are we to know what these relationships are across the
widest realm ofpolicy? As one area of ignorance interacts with other areas,
we get not an arithmetic but a geometric increase in ignorance.
Program budgeting has not succeeded anywhere in the world it was
triedY The reason for this failure can be deduced backward. What would it
be like if it worked? Program budgeting is like the simultaneous equation
ofsociety in the sky. Ifevery major program were connected to every other
with full knowledge of their consequences, then all social problems would
be solved simultaneously. Program budgeting fails because its cognitive
requirements-relating causes to consequences in all important areas of
policy-are beyond individual or collective human capacity.
But wouldn't program budgeting be desirable even if it is not feasible?
Who can deny the desirability, not to say the rationality, of establishing pri
0rities among objectives and allocating resources according to the amount
that programs contribute to them? I do, for economic and organizational
rationality are not the same. By sacrificing organizational incentives in the
name of economic efficiency, program budgeting serves neither.
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The good organization wants to discover and correct its own mistakes.
The higher the cost of righting errors-not only in money but also in
personnel, programs, and prerogatives-the slighter the chance anything
will be done about them. Organizations should be designed, therefore,
to make errors visible and correctable, that is, noticeable and reversible,
which in turn means cheap and affordable.
Error recognition and error correction, alas, are not always compat
ible. Without recognition, to be sure, there is unlikely to be correction.
The trouble is that something that facilitates recognition often inhibits
correction. To be readily recognized, error should be conspicuous and
clear. The larger the error, and the more it contrasts with its background,
the easier it is to identify. Easy correction, however, depends on mistakes
that are small in both size and cost and are necessarily close to what has
gone on before. Small errors, therefore, are likely to lack sharp resolution,
blending imperceptibly into their backgrounds. Because they are likely
to be cheap and reversible, these errors would be correctable if only they
were detectable. Alternatively, giant policies generate big mistakes which
makes them simple to spot, but difficult to reverse, because the sunk cost
of change-throwing good money after bad-soars. If only big mistakes
can be recognized, we will be able to detect only those errors we cannot
correct.
Program budgeting increases the cost of correcting error. The great
complaint about bureaucracies is their rigidity. As things stand, the object
of organizational affection is the bureau as serviced by the usual catego
ries of expenditure from which people, money, and facilities flow. From
the standpoint of bureau interests, programs are somewhat negotiable;
some can be increased and others decreased while the agency stays on
an even keel or, if necessary, adjusts to less happy times, without having
its very existence called into question. Line-item budgeting, where each
line covers a special activity, such as operation and maintenance, rather
than a general program, is easier to change precisely because its catego
ries (personnel, maintenance, supplies) do not relate directly to programs.
Budgeting by programs makes it difficult to abandon objectives precisely
because money flows to objectives without abandoning the organization
that gets its money for them.
Notice I do not say that analysis should not take place at the level of
programs and policies. On the contrary, there is every reason to encourage
analyses from different directions and aspects of policy, provided only that
no one is encased in concrete and considered final. It is better to use
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nonprogrammatic categories in formal budgets permitting a diversity of
analytic perspectives through which money is funneled.
Error should be relatively easy to correct; but PPBS makes it hard. The
"systems" in PPBS are characterized by their proponents as highly differ
entiated and tightly linked. The rationale for program budgeting lies in its
connectedness-like programs are grouped together. Program structures
are meant to replace the confused concatenations of line items with clearly
differentiated, non-overlapping boundaries; only one set of programs to
a structure.
This linkage means that a change in one element must send change
reverberating throughout the system. Instead of alerting only neighboring
units or central control units, which would make change feasible, all are,
so to speak, wired together, so that choice is total or there is none. The
more tightly linked the elements, and the more highly differentiated, the
greater the probability of error (because tolerances are so small), and the
smaller the likelihood that error will be reported (because with change,
every element has to be recalibrated with every other one that was previ
ously adjusted). Why idealize an information system such as PPBS that
causes many more mistakes than it can correct? Being caught between
revolution (change in everything) and resignation (change in nothing) has
little to recommend it.
At one time I knew only that program budgeting data were not used;
now, I believe I know why PPBS did not provide information relevant to
the user at any level. At bureau level the question addressed had to do with
whether programs should be abolished or replaced. This, to be sure, was
a question bureaus not only did not want to answer positively but could
not even respond to negatively because it was beyond their jurisdiction. To
take programs from one bureau and place them in another is reserved for
higher authorities-the department, the president, and Congress. Because
the advice was for "them" and not for "us," it was either doctored to appear
impressive or ignored because nothing could be done about it. Secretaries
needed information on how they might allocate resources better within
their departments. Instead they got rationalizations of bureau enterprises. 10
In the past it was said that PPBS might have succeeded if it had pro
duced better analysis. This, as structuralists say, is no accident. It is hard
to do useful work for clients who are nonexistent or uninterested. PPBS
produced bad analysis because it ignored organizational imperatives, as if
analysis could be considered apart from the structure of incentives under
which it is done.
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Not a plain solution, PPBS is a fancy way of restating difficulties: if we
could agree on what we wanted, if people would cooperate, if resources
were available, if knowledge were adequate, if power were sufficient, if.. ..
If PPBS is a question in the form of an answer, what is policy analysis? An
answer in the form of a question.

Comparison
There is no denying the attractive aspects of information systems. Why
accept a crazy quilt if we have a critical path that leads through the maze?
Isn't it better to manage by objectives rather than by procedures for which
managers can hardly be held accountable? Shouldn't budgeting be done
by programmatic outputs instead of administrative inputs? Why should
society suffer later if social indicators of future problems are available now?
Who, indeed, would not want to be able to plan today for a better society
tomorrow?
Although some have scrutinized the information systems we have been
discussing, so far as I know they have never been compared critically as
modes for solving problems. It is assumed always that their strengths lie
in assisting rational choice (that is, helping clients to solve problems) and
their weaknesses in coping with the irrational features that political self
interest unfortunately brings to policy-making (because clients measure
solutions only by self-benefit). My argument will be different. These infor
mation systems are defective because they are bad advice on what good
policy analysis is (and how to get it). Analysis is an attempt to get around
the lack of theory rather than assume a theory's existence. Analysis works
toward embedding itself in organizational incentives, holding that infor
mation is good only if organizations actually use it to do better.
THEORY

A promise underlies public policy: if the actions we recommend are under
taken, good (intended) consequences rather than bad (unintended) ones
actually will come about. Causal connections are strict-if this, then that
so failure to match promise with performance is likely to be frequent, as is
reluctance to acknowledge error.ll Objectives are kept vague and multiple
to expand the range within which observed behavior fits. Goal substitu
tion takes place as the consequences actually caused by programs (sayan
increase in client's self-esteem) replace the objectives originally sought.
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Displacement of goals becomes the norm as an organization seeks to make
the variables it can control-its own efforts and processes-the objectives
against which it is measured. This is how organizations come to justifY
error instead of creating knowledge. On all sides theoretical requirements
are abandoned, by considering inputs or outputs alone, until there seems
to be no error (and hence no truth), and it is impossible to learn from
experience.
Social indicators assume the prior existence of a model of society with
out which Sl's are meaningless. Managing by objectives alone (MBO) is
better seen as a misguided effort to violate an analytic theorem-treating
objectives apart from resources-than as a mode of analysis. The trouble
with experts is not only that they may not know what they ought to know,
but that they may pretend to know things that are actually unknown.
Routines and rote formulas, such as PERT, risk becoming the problem for
which they were supposed to be the solution. Instead of discovering criti
cal paths, they assume them, becoming the chief obstacle to undertaking a
quest everyone now believes is over. Swallowing one's own entrails is not
a recommended method of nourishment.
The question never is whether a theory is there (it always is), but
whether it is only a veneer to mask error or an actual hypothesis whose
testing uncovers error. Economists call this a production function, specifY
ing the mix of instruments or inputs that is expected (within some range
of probability) to lead to the desired output. Let us suppose the problem
is to improve the reading ability of deprived children. It is not enough
to think of this as a great idea. Without a production function (an idea
of what result can be produced at what cost), school systems can spend
three or four times as much as others without showing marked differences
in the reading or mathematical achievement of their pupils; examples of
this kind-inability to convert government action into desired changes in
personal behavior-abound throughout public policy.
If our society lacks production functions (which is to say, theories con
necting what government does to the changes we desire, that is, policy
relevant theory in most areas we wish to affect) how much more profound
must be our ignorance about the consequences of alternative programs for
whole areas of policy across spans of time. Program budgeting and multi
sectoral planning make huge demands on theory that cannot be met. Who
is most misled, the proponents who sell these information systems or the
politicians who buy them? The answer is debatable. But if these systems
are the best in rational analysis, as many believe, and if this presumptuous
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rationality is doomed to failure, as it certainly is, then the sure loser is
policy analysis, with its idea of applying intelligence to policy problems.
Does policy analysis have anything positive to say about relating avail
able knowledge to today's problems? Though analysis has yet to be codi
fied as a craft, its practitioners have developed devices to compensate for
ignorance. In one, analysts test their faith that the variables omitted from
consideration (always far more numerous than those which complexity
permits to be included) are less important than the few they can include.
Sensitivity studies may bolster their own intuition by showing that their
recommendations are unaffected by large variations in excluded vari
abIes. A variety of redundant schemes may insure against uncertainty if
the recommended solution turns out to be wrong. 12 Work may proceed
in parallel until events reveal what prediction cannot. The dependence of
recommendations on assumptions may lead to critical reexamination of
these newly discovered basic premises. Where analysis does not consist of
applying tested theory to clearly defined contexts, which is most of the
time, its major aim is overcoming limited knowledge.
Furthermore, analysis welcomes constraints. 13 If everything is seen as
possible, nothing can be done. To a point, constraints usefully limit the
Reid of inquiry or range of alternatives. By focusing consideration on
those instruments available to the organizational level that must act, and
by dealing only with variables relevant to policy, analysts restrict them
selves to things that can matter. 14 The art of analysis consists in finding
problems-relating resources and objectives-worth solving at the level of
action where they occur, within the time available, using instruments that
interested organizations can control.
ORGANIZATION

The tension between analysis, which seeks out error and promotes change,
and organization, which seeks stability and promotes its current activities,
is inevitable. If analysis were natural there would be no need to impose it,
and if it were powerful it would not so often be defeated. Analysis must
win support from bureaucracies while pursuing antibureaucratic policies.
That is why most analysis is rejected by the organizations for which it is
intended. IS Better information alone will not matter without worthwhile
incentives for organizations to use it. Struggling with organizational
incentives, therefore, is a perennial (perhaps the paramount) problem of
policy analysis.
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Evaluation, for example, is an organizational problem. Suppose one
asks why the multitude of evaluations of governmental programs now car
ried on is so seldom used to improve them? An important part of the
answer is that merely asking whether a program is accomplishing its objec
tives does not necessarily tell anyone what to do about achieving these
objectives-no variables relevant to policy, no possibility of intelligent
action. 16 Learning that a program is terrible might be relevant to a body
with the authority and the desire to abolish it, but it is useless to a pro
gram manager who needs to know which of his present (or alternative)
activities might be less terrible, in order for improvement to take place. If
evaluation does not communicate desirable new alternatives to managers,
moreover, they can use evaluation as their own message to the outside
world: leave us alone (remember the Polaris managers and PERT) because
we have been tried and tested and proven truly efficacious.
Ignoring organizational levels, and the proper approaches to each, is
the original sin of modern information systems. Thus PERT is perverted
because the organization that has to supply the data is not interested in
(on the contrary, hostile to) attempts at accuracy. PPBS is pulverized
because no organizational level can get information that it is willing to
use and that is relevant to the resources at its disposal. MBO either obfus
cates objectives, so that higher levels will be unable to understand them,
or drowns the upper echelons in objectives, so that they cannot figure
out which ones apply. After participating in a lengthy MBO exercise, as a
result of which it was decided that the status quo was splendid, a business
participant reported: "I suggest this is a conspiracy by the Board to prove
the fruitlessness of deviation from established group practices."17
The most elaborate evaluation of an MBO operation, "The Case of
the Social and Rehabilitation Service,"18 shows that its chief effects are
to increase paperwork and discussion of objectives, and to decrease time
spent in programmatic activity. When asked what they would recommend
as improvements beyond MBO, "Both regional and central administra
tors mention management accountability and responsibility ... better
teamwork ... coordination ... a need for clear mission goals and priorities
... and the development of management information systems"; in other
words, exactly what MBO was supposed to accomplish in the first place.
Interviews with 159 top administrators reveal that MBO "is generally
perceived by managers and supervisors as a system which reinforces such
bureaucratic norms as centralized organizational control and decision
making, paperwork, efficiency emphasis and lack of participation."
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Oftentimes MBa, like other information systems, is valued less for its
formal apparatus than for the impetus it allegedly gives to policy analysis.
If so, the first task of analysts introduced into an organization under the
guise of MBa must be to abolish it as an impediment to achieving that
rational behavior which must connect thought and action.
HISTORY

To say that contemporary information systems are ahistorical is to con
clude that they increase the sources of error while decreasing the chances
of correcting mistakes. Ifhistory is abolished, nothing is settled. Old quar
rels become new conflicts. Both calculation and conflict increase exponen
tially, the former worsening detection and the latter impeding correction
of errors. As the number of independent variables grows, because the past
is assumed not to limit the future, ability to control the future declines.
As mistrust grows with conflict, willingness to admit and hence correct
errors diminishes. Doing without history is a little like abolishing mem
0ry-momentarily convenient, perhaps-but ultimately embarrassing.
The ideal specimen of an ahistorical information system is zero- base
budgeting. The past, as reflected in the budgetary base (common expec
tations as to amounts and types of funding), is explicitly rejected. There
is no yesterday. Nothing is to be taken for granted. Everything at every
period is subject to scrutiny. As a result, calculations become unmanage
able. At last report, the state of Georgia-in which zero-base budgeting
became most famous-was trying to budget by somehow surveying some
10,000 elements. Conflict might be catastrophic if state governments did
not, in fact, end up doing business very much as it was done before. 19
By comparison, traditional budgeting is extensively historical. Base is
to budgetary systems as habits are to organisms. A budgetary base is the
routinized retention of old solutions. Clinging to last year's agreements is
enormously economical of such critical resources as time and good inter
personal relations, which would be greatly impaired if all or most past
agreements were reexamined yearly. If there is a mechanism for holding
on to adequate solutions and proceeding sequentially to solve remaining
problems (which focus on increases and decreases to the base (see endnote
2)), knowledge is more likely to result. Similarly, an agreement-producing
system is more likely to work if past agreements can be retained selectively
while the system works on unresolved issues.
Only poor countries come close to zero-base budgeting, not because
they wish to do so but because their uncertain financial position continually
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causes them to go back on old commitments. Because past disputes are
part of present conflicts, their budgets lack predictive value; little stated
in them is likely to occur.20 Ahistorical practices, which are a dire conse
quence of extreme instability and from which all who experience them
devoutly desire to escape, should not be considered normative.
Analysis aims to bring information to bear on current decisions that
do have future consequences. Taking these consequences into account
(acting now to do better later) is the soul of all analysis. Because pre
diction comes at a premium, however, analysis uses history-what has
been tried in the past, how past patterns have led to present problems,
where past obligations limit future commitments-as a source of both
limits and possibilities. And what could be more historical than time
series of social indicators? But, at any time, what did they indicate? If
there were models of social systems into which these indicators fit, so
that their relationships were known, one year's indicators could indeed
be related to another's. But there weren't and aren't so they can't.
Time alone is not history. Retrodiction, not prediction, is the first task
of social indicators.
Policy analysis may be viewed as a reaction against major modern
information systems. The pretension of theory is replaced by continual
efforts to reformulate hypotheses through action. It is more impor
tant to create organizations that want to learn than to tell them what
they ought to learn. Structure becomes strategy; an organization that
expects to self-destruct when it has outlived its usefulness will use anal
ysis because its self-interest demands self-evaluation of errors. Analysis
uses the legacy of the past to make manageable the present, for creat
ing a future is immensely more difficult when one must invent a past
simultaneously.
Policy analysis means transforming the inevitable weaknesses in the for
mulation of public policy-theoretical aridity, organizational rigidity, his
torical passivity-into sources of strength. Policy analysis is not so much in
being as in a state of becoming. Becoming what? What information systems
are not, correctors not protectors of error, changers not maintainers of
preferences.
How are preferences changed? When they are hammered on the anvil
of incompatibility between objectives and resources. Changing our con
ception of what we ought to prefer under the discipline of our limitations
as well as the spur of our aspirations is the highest form of learning. If
attempting to learn from failure in social policy is the ideal, then we should
have had plenty of practice.
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CHAPTER 16

Analysis as Craft

His mutations ofcolor originated as much in theory as in observation. When
one ofhis visitors was puzzled to find him painting a gray wall green, he
explained that a sense ofcolor was developed not only by work but by
reasoning.. .. "He began on the shadow with a single patch, which he then
overlapped with a second, and a third, until these patches, hinging one to
another like screens, not only colored the object but molded its form .
. .. He deduced general laws, then drew from them principles which he
applied by a kind ofconvention, so that he interpreted rather than
copied what he saw. His vision was much more in his brain than in his
eye. (pp. 57, 58, 59)
The move toward a disintegration ofthe object in some ofthe most
memorable works ofa painter so passionately attached to objects is the
attraction and the riddle ofCezanne)s last phase. The element that
usurped its place, the patch ofcolor in itself, had a history ofits own in
his art, one that is worth tracing. In the middle 186Ws, when Cezanne
for a time built pictures out ofpaint that was applied with a knife, in
patches shaped by the knife-edge, his handling had an originality which
has not always been understood. Among the Aix painters it is said to
have caught on like an epidemic, and Pissarro appreciated it
immediately; pictures like his still life at Toledo, painted with the knife
in the following year, show how well he understood its meaning. Earlier
in the century knife-painting had been the mark ofan attachment to
what was actual and physical in a subject. It was so for Goya and for
Constable and, in particular, for Courbet who was Cezanne)s
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inspiration. But only Cezanne realized that in the new context a
picture that was touched with the knife should be painted with the knife
throughout. He instinctively understood that in the new age the
handling was the picture .... (p. 56)
Lawrence Gowing, «The Logic of Or;ganized Sensations. " in Cezanne:
The Late Work, ed. by William Rubin (New York: Museum of Modern
Art, 1977).

A lot of "stake claiming" goes on in defining policy analysis. The landscape
of our knowledge is surveyed and boundaries that delimit the domain of
each discipline are drawn: "this belongs to political science, that belongs to
economics." Over past centuries, the great empires of theology, geometry,
and natural history have broken up, spawning a multitude of disciplinary
fiefdoms. New alliances, formed on marginal lands, claim independence:
econometrics, social psychology, political economy. SubdiscipIinary groups
coalesce, border disputes flare, while intrepid basic researchers of each dis
cipline fan out in search of virgin territory on which to plant their flags.
Explorers bearing the ensign of policy analysis seem bewildered by this
scramble for territory. They expropriate lands claimed by political scientists
decades ago and more recently by planners and public administrators. They
skirt the edges of economics, law, organizational theory, and operations
research. Some seek refuge in these disciplines. Others wait for a Moses to
lead them out of the wilderness to the promised land of professionalism.
Still others, being more nationalistic, want to carve out a "policy analytic"
domain. But where? Establishing a discipline in the interstices of disciplines
already distinct is risky; the new map is likely to reveal an impossibly ger
rymandered state composed of marginal lands already contested by others.
The cartographic approach to defining policy analysis will not get us far.
For one thing, the map is not the territory. And even if it were, surveyors'
monuments are shifting so quickly that maps of the professions are soon
outdated. Disciplinary skeptics dismiss policy analysis as nothing more
than, say, "old public administration in a refurbished wardrobe. "1 It would
be more fruitful to ask what these policy analysts do than where they
reside. The short answer is that policy analysts create and craft problems
worth solving. The long answer explains what "create and craft" means.
Economists tell you what you get for what you give up. Political sci 
entists tell you who gets what and why. Far from being contradictory or
incompatible, politics and markets are twin forms of competitive redun
dancy that complement one another by learning from social interaction.
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By heeding much of this advice, policy analysts create conceivable solu
tions that enables us, as citizens, to learn what we ought to want in rela
tion to what's available to get it with. (Of course, as life teaches us and the
preceding chapters show, problems are not so much solved as alleviated,
superseded, transformed, and otherwise dropped from view. "Solved" is
shorthand for an activity that aims at improvement.) Because the task of
analyzing policy is to try to alleviate practical problems, the analytic enter
prise, Martin Landau rightly argues, "cannot recognize the limits of any
field .... By its nature, it must follow problems wherever they go. It can
not ignore anything that may be relevant to a solution. "2 Following our
metaphor, these analytic explorers must be denizens of all domains, free to
cross borders and trade for the offerings of each discipline.
Landau goes on to state that "with so extensive a domain of inquiry, the
enterprise is bound to be disordered .... No field of inquiry, no specializa
tion can be built upon an unrestricted and indefinite domain. "3 I agree. If
policy analysis is everything, then it is nothing. To tell people that all their
problem-solving activity to date has actually been a form of policy analysis
is just as revealing as telling them that they have been speaking prose all
their lives.
Policy is a process as well as a product. It is used to refer to a process of
decision-making and also to the product of that process. Policy is spoken
of as what is and as what ought to be: 4 policy is perverting our priorities,
and policy should serve the public interest. Each usage makes sense within
its own domain but, by the same token, circumscribes what can usefully be
analyzed. Limiting oneself to policy as product encourages a narrow view
of rationality as presentation of results, a view that squeezes a disorderly
world into the familiar procrustean formulation of objectives and alterna
tives. 5 Restricting oneself to process, however, may lead to the opposite
evil of denigrating reason, of being unable to account for either the cre
ation of projects or their rationalization as public arguments. Bismarck, I
believe, can be credited with the notion that to have respect for politics
and sausage one must not see how they are made. This quip conveys the
spirit that engulfs the disorderly world of public policy, where a thin casing
of policy constrains and hides the kernel of controversy inside. It is easy
to describe as messy the political process that tames controversy and then
to elevate the seamless casing of public representation as the epitome of
reason. Rationalization of results becomes rationality.
I will state my conclusions here. As a discipline, policy analysis ("prob
lem creation- problem solution-problem supersession") does not fit
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neatly into the disciplinary map. As an activity, however, policy analysis
has some structure. That structure lies less in discovery (how policy analy
sis is created) and more in justification (how we distinguish better from
worse analysis).
I find the distinction between discovery and justification useful
because it permits work on the latter without worrying unduly about the
former. If a book about policy analysis were to deal with the invention
of new alternatives, that is with creativity, there would be little to say.
Yet I am not persuaded, whatever may be said in the philosophy of sci
ence, where this distinction originated, that an impassible line separates
creating and persuading. Students of public policy have reason to sus
pect that how policies originate affects how they are justified. We know,
for example, that welfare programs that enter early, historically speak
ing, are, by the usual modes of incremental increase, advantaged over
their successors. Just as policy may be its own cause, or agencies may
alter objectives to fit better with resources, policies may take on a life of
their own independent of their origins. When we take into account the
impact of policies on other policies, we are ipso facto dealing with acts
of creation. More has been said about the logic of discovery than has
been admitted. Perhaps, in an activity that is supposed to be susceptible
to political pressures, where social forces do not have to be smuggled in
through the back door of justification, a more holistic view of change
may be possible.
Problem solving for the policy analyst is as much a matter of creating
a problem (1) worth solving from a social perspective and (2) capable of
being solved with the resources at hand, as it is of converging to a solution
when given a problem. Consider comprehensive welfare reform as an illus
tration. Part of the reason for replacing the myriad programs, each with
its unique clientele and type of benefit, with a uniform "negative income
tax" scheme was the desire to replace problems our government knows
little about-improving the welfare of its citizens-with problems about
which it has come to know more-levying taxes, even "negative" ones
designed to redistribute income. The parameter of the problem changed
from "establishing a list of subsidized food purchases" to "calibrating the
marginal tax rates so as to discover the breakeven point for maintaining
a work incentive." The modes and locus of calculation also change as the
policy design shifts from direct provision of services to cash payments that
open up access to commercial markets. The government no longer decides
the mix of food, healthcare services, and housing that would benefit each
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recipient. Instead, the burden of calculation shifts to the recipient. Rather
than one mind making the calculation, millions ofminds assist in the inter
actions that determine the outcomes.
Two sides of analysis are in flux at tlle same time: defining the problem
by comparison with our resources and constructing the solution to fit the
problem posed. In the language of operations research, policy analysis
must go beyond the task of calculating the best solution, considering the
constraints and the objective, to the task of selecting the constraints in
the first place and formulating a statement of the objectives. Whereas the
first task requires technical competence, the second requires an equally
rare composite of intelligence, judgment, and virtue. Anyone can make
objectives commensurate with resources by drastically lowering expecta
tions. Anyone can behave irresponsibly by proposing objectives incapable
of being realized at least within the bounds of decency. But not just any
one can create problems more worthy of trying to solve (although perhaps
failing) than the preceding problems.
That problems have the same status as solutions (neither having greater
claim to performance or preference than the others) is the basis for cre
ativity in analysis (and the cause for anomie within the profession). That
analysts can say with good reason why some problems cum solutions are
better than others is a basis for objectivity. What is accepted as evidence
depends on how persuasive others find our analytic arguments.
In discovery, analysis as problem solving is more art than craft, more
finding new ways than persuading others of their feasibility and desirabil
ity. In justification, analysis is more craft than art. Not that I prefer one
to the other. Without art, analysis is doomed to repetition; without craft,
analysis is unpersuasive. Shifting the frame of discourse, so that different
facts become persuasive, suggests that art and craft are interdependent.
Policy analysis is creating and crafting problems worth solving. What is
the clay of which recalcitrant experience is shaped into problems and how
is the form of the problem determined? By understanding the material
with which analysts work, we can better understand the limits and poten
tials of the craft.
Problems in policy are fashioned of creative tension, drawn between
different poles depending on the context of discourse. If we are talk
ing in everyday language about the government, its policies, and its
organizations, the tension is drawn between our resources and our objec
tives. Programs mediate the two, and policy analysis compares programs,
each of which is itself composed of objectives and resources.
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If we switch the mode of discourse again, this time to culture, the cre
ative tension that drives analysis arises between the historical pattern of
social relationships and our evolving preferences for new patterns. The
tensions between social interaction and intellectual cogitation, between
asking and telling, between politics and planning, which have so much
occupied us, measure the degree to which we are willing to accept what
people think they want or intervene so that they will want what we think
they ought to have. Policy analysis creates culture by restructuring social
interaction and, consequently, the values we express by our participation
as citizens in public
Ifwe switch the discourse to epistemology (what we claim to know and
how we come to know it), tensions arise between our current knowledge
and the experience we seek to shape to find answers to our inquiries. By
testing hypotheses the analyst mediates between the two, and the essence
of policy analysis is learning to recognize and correct errors. Balancing
between dogma and skepticism, we continually reweave our conceptual
fabric to make sense of our experience, at times explaining away the sur
prises, at other times revising the expectations that made us vulnerable to
surprise. Just as our values, beliefs, and social structure appear malleable
but not infinitely plastic, so we suspect culture is negotiable but do not
know how much. It is difficult to say whether what we consider a policy
problem is in us or in society. Certain events, like wars, depressions, and
famines, appear to force themselves on us, whereas other happenings are
highlighted because we seem to choose to focus on them. All I can say
here is that our rationalizations, once made, are just as real as our other
creations.
If policy problems arise from tensions, policy solutions are the tem
porary and partial reduction of tension. Solutions are temporary in that
the conditions producing the initial dislocation change in time, creating
different tensions. Solutions often carry their own tensions with them,
and acting as their own cause give rise to different problems. More and
more, policies respond to past policies (as fixed sentences do to inde
terminate ones or medical inflation to medical subsidy) rather than to
events rooted in social life. Why, for instance, has the federal govern
ment mandated more and more forms of insurance? Not because physi
cal risks are greater but because its own disaster programs have become
so expensive that req uiring insurance is a way of passing the costs back
to individuals. Solutions are partial in that tension, a product of multidi
mensional Dulls and tugs, is rarely discharged in full. To satisty tensions
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in one direction fully is to exacerbate tension in the others. Predictability
for one sector (say corporate taxation) is often achieved at the expense of
unpredictability of others (say balanced government budgets). Problem
solving is iterative. We Hope, though it is not necessarily true, that our
future unsatisfactory solutions will be less unsatisfactory than they were
in the past.
To fragment this view, to say that changes in public policy involve neither
our conceptual knowledge of the world nor the structure ofsocial interac
tion, would lead to poorer rather than richer policy analysis. Suppose we
conceive of the United States as a country peopled by responsible adults
who are fully capable of understanding and accepting their own risks with
out imposing these risks on others. Social relations as they are would be
sufficiently reliable to produce timely warnings of danger; future genera
tions would act as wisely as those past, having learned to trust one another
to do right. Prices would then measure real scarcities, so that when the
price of oil was low this meant consumption was "okay"; should relative
scarcities change, steeply higher prices would precede oil shortages in time
to permit exploration for more oil or to switch to alternative sources of
energy. The energy problem did not need to be problematic; we made it
so by failing to follow the usual processes. This is the distrustful, short
sighted, irresponsible image of a society that produces current safety laws
and regulations. First an effort was made to make seat belts mandatory;
when that regulation was revised, effort went into making inflatable air
bags mandatory. On-the-job safety devices worn by workers have given
way to mandatory engineering controls applied to entire plants. In both
cases, cheaper options exercised by individuals have given way to expensive
requirements imposed by government. These new policies reveal worlds of
difference about responsibility for resources, social trust, and recognition
and correction of errors. Let's examine the problems and solutions at each
of these levels in more detail.
SOLUTIONS AS PROGRAMS

We are fortunate when what we should have is what we want and what we
can get. For the most part, however, the spheres of wants and resources
do not overlap, and these incongruities form the difficulties analysts
address. With the discrepancies, we can make unilateral adjustments, such
as lowering our expectations to match our resources, or redoubling our
search for resources with steadfast commitment to an objective. Analvsis
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works at both ends, and compromise amid the pulling and hauling is
inherent in any solution.
Wants are often conflicting. They conflict not only at the basic level, as
in economic growth versus environmental integrity, but among "second
order" characteristics of program design: we want programs that are easy
to implement, inexpensive, simple, sophisticated, flexible, not arbitrary,
and so forth.
It is no help to forget subjective "wants" in order to concentrate on
"objective" needs. There are few absolute standards of needs, and the idea
is as elusive as "benefits." Suffice it to say that a rule for decision such as
"the government should allocate resources to satisfY needs" will not see us
far when needs conflict.
Limited resources force compromise and choice. With a finite supply,
spending resources one way means they can't be spent another. Foregone
opportunity is a ubiquitous cost. Were our resources to exceed our wants,
and were all our wants compatible with one another, there would be no
tension, hence no need for choice, and no need for analysis of policy. If
discrepancies are the problems, programs are the solutions. Policyanaly
sis translates the choice among wants and resources into choices among
programs. Something is lost in the translation, as they say, and programs
as embodiments of compromises are often imprecise, arbitrary, and imper
fect. Programs structure decisions as political parties structure presidential
elections. In the end, we as citizens vote for candidates who result from
the bargaining and brokering in their parties. Rarely does any candidate
match the ideal of all citizens, because each has different conceptions of
the ideal. Similarly, no program will completely resolve all the tension.
We seek an Aristotelian balance among extremes; to completely resolve
the tension in one direction, say devoting one-hundred times the current
amount to primary education without any hope of changing pupils' per
formance for the better, involves producing absurd results in the others.
Programs as solutions, like candidates, come in discrete chunks. We
are fortunate when program characteristics are quantifiable (the mini
mum level of income guarantees, the monthly medicare premium) for
these programs can be continually modified, usually by splitting the dif
ference between the high and the low. More often we are faced with an
array of integral units, and selecting anyone means a compromise among
compromises. Programs are solutions, solutions are compromises, and
compromises are more often feasible than optimal, satisfactory than per
fect and tolerable than desirable.
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Programs as solutions are also temporary. Resources change, along
with perceptions of wants. A subtler and more interesting form of realign
ment of tensions results, not from changes in the system but by the very
presence of programs within the system. Programs distort the field and
"bend" objectives and resources into accommodating configurations.
One evolutionary path leads to rejection of the program and a different
attempt at resolution. Another path is taken when the program, imbued
with life of its own, acts as its own cause. Self-protective behavior sets in.
Programs retreat from objectives which could not be attained, and substi
tute those which can. Clients who can be satisfied replace those who can't.
Performance is measured by inputs instead of outcomes. Solutions in the
form of programs, create problems, in the form of new tensions. Old ten
sions are negated rather than resolved.
This retreat on objectives is neither intrinsically desirable nor undesir
able. It can be welcomed when, faced with objectives attainable only at
exorbitant political, economic, or social cost, we as citizens learn to pose
better problems, obtain a more honest match between resources and objec
tives, and, by bumping up against constraints, increase comprehension of
our environment. Analysts should value policies by the extent to which
they permit learning, the ease by which errors are identified, and the moti
vation produced by organizational incentives to correct error. A variety of
postal letter services (both private and public) would permit recognition
of error (what it should cost to mail an ordinary letter reliably from one
place to another in a specified time) and correction of error (choosing the
least expensive service). Moreover, the choice would be repetitive, experi
ence would be more objective, and results would be reversible (by switch
ing to another carrier), thus increasing the ability to learn. The capacity
to propose solutions to more interesting and consequential problems that
teach us about our preferences and our circumstances are the hallmarks
of worthwhile policies. Food stamps and housing allowances can be spent
only for the indicated purposes, but a general income supplement of the
same amount would allow the individual to learn about the consequences
of choosing among goods and services. Solutions, like scientific theories,
should be valued not only for the old difficulties they purport to end, but
also for the interesting new difficulties they begin.
"Too many scientists," Robert Axelrod warns us, "tend to think in
terms of what economists call 'consumer sovereignty.' This has the effect
ofan underemphasis on the potential ofleadership, persuasion, and educa
tion."6 This argument can be extended: past actions affect future choices.
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They do so, among various ways, by creating institutional arrangements.
When the actions involve electoral arrangements, say proportional versus
winner-take-all voting, it is immediately clear that voter preferences are
shaped by such considerations as whether votes for a candidate will be
wasted if that candidate has little chance of winning a majority, or, if citi
zens may vote for several candidates, if one's vote will count toward the
final decision. The same reasoning applies to those policies which, like
social security, have been established earlier and preempt resources, or, like
aid to dependent children, create new relationships difficult to undo, or,
like medical insurance, alter people's preferences by changing their view of
who will pay how much.
Preferences do and should change. One should even concede, from
universal experience, that we often do not choose wisely or act in ways
that are good for us. Failure to follow healthy habits is ample testimony
to that. Yet we may still hold that no one else knows enough to impose
their views about what is in our own interest. Even if we ultimately come
to the conclusion that someone else once knew better, that entitles them
to argue with us, not to overcome us, for then we could not learn
from our mistakes. Then we would lose autonomy, because others know
better, and reciprocity, because they do not have to take us into account.
When we citizens are deprived of our errors we also lose our capacity for
self-correction, for self-improvement by moral development.
SOLUTIONS AS HYPOTHESES

Policy analysis has its foundations for learning in pragmatism and empiri
cism. We value what works and we learn what works from experience,
particularly experience that magnifies error and failure. The impetus for
analysis flows from the clash between expectations formed from prevail
ing theory and our interpretation of experience. When predictions do not
pan out we attempt to reimpose order on the confusion by suggesting
new hypotheses about the world or by reexamining the claims to "facts."
Inventing these hypotheses and discarding current theory for better the
ory are the learning analogues to establishing new government programs
when faced with failures of current ones. We hope that new hypotheses
expand into theories that better explain the world, just as we hope that
new programs form better matches between resources and objectives.
Progress in public policy, however, is not inevitable; learning does not
occur automatically. A new hypothesis is not always better than any old
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hypothesis, any more than a new program is always better than an old
program. Why is learning from error so difficult to accomplish?
For one thing, error recognition and error correction are not always
compatible. Without recognition, to be sure, there is unlikely to be cor
rection. The trouble is that what facilitates recognition often inhibits cor
rection. 7 To be readily recognized, error should be conspicuous and clear.
The larger the error and the more it contrasts with its background, the
easier it is to identifY. Easy correction of error, however, depends on mis
takes that are small in size (and hence in cost) and are necessarily close to
what has gone on before. But small errors are likely to lack sharp reso
lution, merging imperceptibly into their backgrounds. Because they are
cheap and reversible, these errors would be correctable if only they were
detectable. Alternatively, big policies generate giant mistakes, which make
them simple to spot but difficult to reverse, because the cost of changing
past practice soars. If only big mistakes can be recognized, we would be
able to detect only the errors we cannot easily correct. A combination
of better detectors (to see through the bureaucratic jungle) and smaller
errors (to gain experience in continuous correction) would be ideaL The
conditions under which this combination is feasible remain to be studied.
Error identification means persisting with current theory (being dog
because we want confirmed instances of contradiction, not anoma
lies that can be explained as once-in-a-lifetime quirks or paradoxes that can
be resolved eventually within current theory. If dogma is the antithesis of
learning, can there be virtue in dogma? The first time an anomaly appears,
it is likely to be ignored. The second and third time, it may be certified as
truly "paradoxical." It may take a fourth and fifth time before it is deemed
a bona fide "contradiction." We ignore anomalies, live with paradoxes,
and permit contradictions while retaining prevailing theory. Recognizing
contradictions, we don't discard bad theory for no theory, we reject bad
theory for better theory (or more accurately, bad theory for hypotheses
that promise to become better theory).8
Learning by error correction is a gamble, and the odds favor the status
quo. We weigh performance of theory that is manifestly adequate against
performance ofa hypothesis that is speculatively better. The burden of proof
falls on the hypothesis, and all but the most sturdy sink under its weight.
It is hard to strike a balance between dogma (everything is immune
from scrutiny) and skepticism (everything is up for grabs) conducive to
learning. We want enough "dogma" to make crucial experiments pos
sible. We agree to hold some things constant while we vary others so that
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experience is focused on one part of our conceptual web of beliefs, not on
the whole network at once. Maintaining these conventions depends on
trust, first that the parties to any transaction will do as they say and, sec
ond, that what they say will actually come about. When proofis demanded
rather than presumed, cash in advance, capacity to produce convincing
evidence is rapidly exhausted. The insistent demand (show me!) is evi
dence of a lack of trust. This refusal to accept conventional responses may
be met either by increasing trust so that the demands diminish or by pro
ducing evidence of effectiveness.
But we also want enough skepticism to preserve the legitimacy of
questioning any of our beliefs, to hold nothing immune from scrutiny.
Skepticism allows us to question the integrity ofsupposedly crucial experi
ments. But when to be dogmatic and when to be skeptical ordinarily is
known only after the fact. We make the decision; ifit works we were right,
if it does not, we were wrong. When skepticism is organized, it does not
depend on the proclivities of this or that person but on social arrange
ments-referees for publications; incentives for catching other people's
errors; rewards for new theories, which often require criticism of the old.
Organized skepticism, as it is called, is the institutionalization of distrust.
Trust in social interaction designed to detect and correct error reenforces
reliance on individual integrity.9
Solutions to problems, scientific and practical alike, both reflect and
create social constructs. The creative interpretation ofthe histories ofpoli
cies involves policy analysis with social structure. Starting with public pro
grams and treating them as social artifacts, analysts reconstruct not only
a conceptual world view (that which society perceives as truth and error),
they also recreate a structure of values. By proposing new programs, the
analyst suggests new hypotheses, and hence new values that codifY
social relations. "Retrospection" is more than retrospective rationalization
because it can help the past justifY the future.
SOLUTIONS AS SOCIAL ARTIFACTS

When policy analysts propose solutions, they propose not only a mix of
resources and objectives, not only an implicit causal model of a segment
of reality, but also a structure of social relationships. The more the pre
vailing structure of social interaction shifts (Personal Relationships whose
Outcomes Differ, or PROD as I called it earlier), the more radical the
change. Thus we look for change by alteration in outcomes as a result of
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different relationships among citizens. In the winter of 1978, for example,
most consumers were not aware that the federal government was actu
ally subsidizing the
of imported oil. The lower price of domestic
oil spoke louder (use me!) than exhortations about conservation. Raising
the domestic price substantially to reach the international price (either
removing the subsidy or by imposing a tax as President Carter recom
mends) would lead to higher domestic production and lower consump
tion of foreign oil. By permitting people to face the real cost of
changing the values they put on their transactions, their social relations
would produce different outcomes. When we can specifY how constraints
and incentives act on individual behavior to reinforce or modifY patterns
of social structure, we have related policy to society through culture.
If culture is conceived as values and belie[~ that bind social relation
ships, then policy analysis is intimately involved with culture in two ways:
(1) solutions to policy problems reflect and are limited by the moral con
sistency of historical social relationships; (2) solutions to policy problems,
by changing the structure of social relationships, alter the values and
beliefs that support the social structure. As with any cycle (the chicken
and the egg), causal directions are difficult to disentangle. Do we begin
with deep intuitive values (such as compassion for the poor) from which
we design our public programs (such as medicare, food stamps, Aid to
Families with Dependent Children), and then work through the politics
of implementation, or do we start with political compromises, rationalize
them by imposing a grand design (such as the war on poverty), and
later internalize these norms as cultural values? The appropriate position
to take on the causal role of conscious intent in the evolution of culture
seems to be to accept the totality of a cycle rather than the bifurcation of
"cause or effect."
The expansion of American social-welfare programs reflects a pattern
of rules embodying values not immediately obvious at the political leveL
These include the preference to err on the side ofgiving to the undeserving
rather than withhold from the deserving. Policies mirror changing values.
Policies are the operational embodiment ofwhat we believe when we must
choose the sort of error-too much or too little consumption of food or
oil or housing-we would prefer to make. Physical pollution is imbued
with cultural significance, and the debate over the integrity ofour physical
environment complements the debate on so abstract a word as culture.
I suggest a small experiment: talk to convinced environmentalists about
whether there is a physical shortage of oil in the world. If there isn't,
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you will soon discover, there ought to be. Soon you will see that they
rightly love the idea of shortage, for if the supply is running out all sorts
of changes from installing solar- energy converters to outlawing large "gas
guzzling" cars may be mandated. In a word, the controversy over energy
policy is a dispute about how we should live.
Values, as embodied in social structure, also limit the scope of change.
Policy analysis, far from being a presentation of utopian scenarios, must
remain anchored in the current pattern of social relationships. History is
the base; modifications in the direction of changing preferences are solu
tions. The conservatism implicit in treating history as the base holds not
only at the organizational level, where policy analysis must acknowledge
the organizational disincentives to change, but at the broader cultural level,
where social disincentives to change are abundant. The analytic enterprise
depends on social trust, on common recognition that the analytic activity
is being carried out to secure more desirable outcomes. The limits to this
common recognition are the limits to policy analysis, for it is by common
consent that we distinguish facts from values. This distinction in turn is
necessary before errors can be identified and subsequently corrected.
The balance struck epistemologically between dogma and skepticism
must also be struck socially between convention and anarchy, and between
debates over facts and values. Without temporary agreement to limit the
scope of analysis (recall that this was one of the virtues of dogma), no
amount of argument could settle differences, for with no "facts that mat
ter" there is no evidence, and with no evidence, no hope for contradiction
and error identification. Learning through error ceases. Negation replaces
contradiction.
When programs fashion objectives after their own images, policy acts
as its own cause. Theory, which acts as its own cause by dismissing new
hypotheses out of hand, is called dogma. History, acting as its own jus
tification, is called tradition. These tendencies support each other. The
virtues of dogma- limiting the scope of the debate, starting with initial
presumptions- are the virtues of tradition. Similarly, the vices of dogma
are the vices of tradition. These include shifting the burden of proof to
the challenger and inhibiting learning by preventing rectification oferrors.
When tradition rules, recognition of error becomes anomalous, and policy
acts to perpetuate itself.
The tensions around which this book is organized have their moral
sides. Relating resources to objectives so that the promise of public policy
can be kept is the mark of the responsible analyst. It is irresponsible to put
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resources to inferior uses, depriving others of their opportunities, or to
promote objectives that cannot be achieved at all or at acceptable cost. To
be held responsible, as if one could control results, depends on possessing
relevant resources, for otherwise accountability is a sham. Social interac
tion is efficacious only when autonomous individuals establish recipro
cal social relationships. Individual moral development requires a balance
between autonomy and reciprocity, citizen and community, which, at the
public level, is the task of policy analysis.
THE CRAFT OF PROBLEM SOLVING

Good analysis compares alternative programs, neither objectives alone nor
resources alone, but the assorted packages of resources and objectives,
which constitute its foregone opportunities. Good analysis focuses on out
comes: what does the distribution of resources look like, how should we
evaluate it, and how should we change it to comport with our notions of
efficiency and equity? Good analysis is tentative. It suggests hypotheses
that allow us to make better sense of our world.
Good analysis promotes learning by making errors easier to identifY and
by structuring incentives for their correction.
Good analysis is skeptical; by disaggregating the verifYing process
evaluations should be external, independent, multiple, and continuous
no organization is required or allowed to be sole judge in its own case.
Good analysis is aware of its shortcomings and so it hedges its recom 
mendations with margins ofsensitivity to changes in underlying conditions.
Good analysis works with historical contexts so that error stands out
ready for correction.
Most important, good analysis remembers people, the professionals in
the bureaus who must implement the programs as well as the citizens
whose participation in collective decision-making can be either enlarged
or reduced by changes in the historical structure of social relationships.
A focus on cognitive problem solving alone uproots man from context,
viewing objectives as derived from personal experience rather than social
structure. Social interaction by itself accepts rather than corrects social
relations.
It would be a mistake to look at good policy analysis as ifit were already
here instead of what we would like it to be when it does get here. Do not
ask "What is policy analysis?" as if it were apart from us. Ask rather "What
can we make analysis become?" as if we were a part of this art and craft.
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Craft is distinguished from technique by the use of constraints to direct
rather than deflect inquiry, to liberate rather than imprison analysis within
the confines of custom. Consider cost inflation in hospitals. Once it is
understood that money will no longer be allowed to ration access to medi
cine, and that deterioration in quality is not publicly acceptable, inflation
becomes rampant because we prefer it to the alternatives of relaxing con
straints on access and quality. Of course no one wants inflation; it is just
that when push comes to shove we want other things more. With this
understanding, it becomes possible to evaluate the difficulties we have, in
effect, chosen today compared to those (like grossly unequal access) we
experienced yesterday and others (like providing something less than the
most expensive care) we are likely to face tomorrow.
Manipulation of constraints can help make the feasible desirable.
Temporary acceptance of a cognitive constraint in education-no technol
ogy for improving reading among the worst off-allows us to consider a
temporary interactive solution. By facilitating bargaining in stable political
arenas, parents, students, and teachers should learn to accept what they
cannot change as the best they can do. Later, as technology changes, it
may become possible to ask how much it is worth paying to improve cog
nitive accomplishment.
To recognize a constraint, to be sure, is not necessarily to accept it.
Philanthropic agencies are unable to agree on reform of the income-tax
write-off, despite its acknowledged unfairness, because of its differen
tial effect. Universities and museums depend more on the rich who use
the write-off than do churches, which depend more on poorer people.
Changing to a more equitable mode of governmental subsidy of charity
depends on getting around this constraint by assuring one or the other
type of charitable agency that their income will not be drastically reduced.
Charities don't want to take a vow of poverty to help the poor. By easing
the transition from a worse to a better place, "buying out" other peoples'
causes-paying them off to ease the transition - has general applicability as
a mechanism for increasing the feasibility of proposed policies.
The improvement of urban services requires removal of constraints.
Showing that what appear to be constraints are merely customs opens
up new directions for public policy. If all (or even most) library employ
ees do not need professional skills and credentials, it becomes possible to
fund additional book purchases out of savings on salary. The cumulative
effect of special state funding formulas can be challenged so as to allow
local school districts to spend in ways that reflect their own priorities. And
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"lowest cost per safe mile" need not continue to be the only rule for deci
sion in building and maintaining streets. Preserving neighborhoods can
be part of street programs, though it may take more time to reeducate
professionals than to change laws. Error is most difficult to correct when
it has become a way of life.
Learning from mistakes requires a criterion of correspondence separat
ing error from accomplishment. Criteria should be sharp enough to have
a cutting edge. Criteria may also conflict, so that it is useful to know when
cutting one way means undercutting another. If equity and efficiency
conflict (the tax write-off for charity is efficient but not equitable), one
may try to find a program (treating each dollar equally by a percentage
contribution bonus) that makes the two complementary. When criteria
cannot be made compatible, trade-offs among them (so much quality for
so much cost in medicine, so many ineligibles for welfare let through ver
sus so many eligibles screened out) help illuminate choice.
Suppose criteria cannot be accomplished? Then change from a criterion
of correctness to one of agreement, that is, from cogitation to interaction.
When one doesn't know how to accomplish what one wishes directly, one
can set up procedures to search out a better result sequentially. This hap
pened when we turned from reading scores as indicators of accomplish
ment to vouchers as forms of interaction designed to create a market in
education. Just as we don't say that a presidential candidate is the correct
but rather the popular choice, just as the market price is not virtuous but
only viable, so a criterion of choice need not be correspondence with a
prior standard but only agreement on the programmatic activity itself. The
acceptable may not be the desirable but then we started all this to get away
from educational outcomes that were neither desirable nor acceptable.
Working with conflict is better than ignoring it.
For the policy analyst, which assumption is best: congruence or conflict
of interests in society? Conflict is correct, analytically as well as empirically,
for, by assuming conflict, analysts are led to calculate losses and gains by
each major separable interest (doctors, patients, hospitals, governments,
donors, charities, teachers, parents, students). Instead of lumping them
all in a big blob, analysts are led to uncover interests and discover their
degree of (in) compatibility. Interests may also be mutually supportive or
unrelated, but that is something to learn, not assume. There is safety in
assuming diversity.
Should analysts spend their time uncovering what they don't know or
discovering what they do? Both, obviously, but ifit is a question of priority,
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of alloca6ng time (the most important personal resource), my inclina60n
is toward self-interroga60n. Analysts are themselves their most important
instruments. Taking a fundamental view, making what one can of events
from basic social theory, asking what Adam Smith or Karl Marx or James
Madison would say, is in my experience superior to searching for all the rel
evant data or fantasizing that hitherto secret material will reveal all.
wanted to know what price OPEC would be charging for oil, the hypoth
esis of profit maximiza60n under monopoly (stop raising prices when a
higher price constricts demand sufficiently to reduce income) would pre
dict the current price almost exactly. Asking why it is alleged that doc
tors rather than patients are maldistributed, when economic theory tells us
people locate to their best advantage, helps orient inquiry into what data
to collect on the dispersal of doctors. Knowing that there has to be varia
tion as well as constancy in social relations allows analysts to appraise claims
about simultaneously increasing predictability for all interests, including
economic stabilizers as well as agency spenders. The costs of change and
who will bear them is a prime consideration in any historical period.
It is always relevant to ask how the participants in public policies
resolve uncertainties because these choices probe weaknesses (no one ever
knows enough) and reveal priori6es by signaling the side on which error
is tolerated. If doctors and patients reduce uncertainties by doing more,
the consequences for cost are evident. The repeated decisions to resolve
uncertainty about the size of school districts in favor of bigness suggest
that ease of interaction among administrators rather than responsiveness
of schools to students and parents had the highest priority. The use of pro
fessional standards in place of empirical inquiry in urban services suggests
that professional presuppositions should be a major source of skepticism.
But what about analysts: how should they resolve their uncertainties?
By prayer, for not all can be reduced; by theory, which mayor may not
be the same thing; and by studies that test the sensitivity of key variables
to large changes. If a subject won't matter when giving advice on policy,
then we analysts don't have to know about it. That, at least, is our excuse
for ignorance. Knowing what you don't have to know can be valuable. So
too is knowing what isn't known, like how to use medicine to significantly
improve health or how to decrease crime or how to encourage deprived
children to use libraries. Negative knowledge, knowing what doesn't
work, may suggest research to overcome ignorance or encourage trial and
error. Insofar as it is the task of analysis to substitute for experience (if we
were willing and able to try everything there would be much less need for
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analysis) mental experiments have much to commend them. Could we act
effectively, for example, if we decided that limiting inflation of hospital
costs was our highest priority? Evidently, by na60nalizing or privatizing
medicine, we could. Therefore it isn't that we can't but that we won't,
to me at least, is informative. Hypothetical history: what would
happen if. .. , is another way of doing policy analysis.
SPEAKING TRUTH TO POWER

In large part, it must be admitted, knowledge is negative. It tells us what
we cannot do, where we cannot go, wherein we have been wrong, but not
necessarily how to loosen these constraints or correct these errors. After
all, if current efforts were judged wholly satisfactory, there would be little
need for analysis and less for analysts.
The truth is that this or that cannot now be done. How do we know?
Craftsmen are judged by how they use their tools. Their handiwork is
done individually but judged collectively. Are the data accurate, appropri
ate, and manipulated according to prevailing standards? Is the evidence
believable, coming from diverse sources, and tested for credibility? Are the
arguments persuasive and balanced rather than onesided? Does the analyst
have a reputation for doing careful, accurate, and, if called for, imaginative
work? Do other analysts with different viewpoints, and other audiences
who must be persuaded, find this analyst believable? Craftsmanship is per
suasive performance. Among the advantages that policy analysts yield to
medical practi60ners, in addition to knowledge and power, two stand out:
pa6ents take their doctors' advice as much as half the time and doctors
occasionally bring good news. Like would-be prophets, analysts cry out
their ill tidings in a policy wilderness.
With all the evident errors in social policy, and with the immense effort
involved in correcting them, only to learn that these recent correc60ns
lead to new errors, it hardly appears that our society suffers from a surfeit
ofconstructive criticism. Nevertheless, it is understandable that this view
criticism is more confusing than enlightening-might gain currency.
The truth that analysts claim today is not always the same truth they
will claim tomorrow. There are tides in the affairs of analysts as well as
ordinary mortals. There are fashions too. The nurse who spent the first
twenty years of her life walking up tenement steps to tell mothers they
must under no circumstances breast-feed their children, has now spent
the last twenty years advising the opposite. The people (present company
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incl uded) who speak so confidently of the ineffectiveness of schooling or
the irrelevance of medicine or the hopelessness of rehabilitating criminals
may, for all they know now, be singing a different song in the next decade.
It has happened before.
Before, though, it was possible to ignore this rabble's babble, this
cacophony, these mutterings of never-satisfied intellectuals, with their
stepwise regression and backward foolishness, who sow confusion among
the multitudes. Now, it appears, analysts cannot be ignored, they must be
taken into government. It takes one to beat one, if only to counter those
who are everywhere else-in the interest groups, the congressional com
mittees' the departments, the universities, the think tanks-ensconced in
institutions mandated by law to evaluate everything and accept respon
sibility for nothing. Political leaders will not be believed without policy
analysts and, with them, can hardly believe themselves. What happens to
the simple political verities when they have to be so qualified as to be no
longer so simple? What happens to social progress when it appears the
bugle sounds the retreat before it sounds the charge? Isn't caution, hence
conservatism, the inevitable result of knowing more about what not to do
than about what to do?
Indeed it is. If you just want to rush ahead, acting beats thinking
every time. Blaming the messenger for the bad news is an old story.
Blaming knowledge for ignorance also has ancient antecedents. Here is
Millindapanha's second-century colloquy:
The King said: "Venerable Nagasena, will you converse with me?"
Nagasena: "Ifyollr Majesty will speak with me as wise men converse,
I will; but if your Majesty speaks with me as kings converse, I will not."
"How then converse the wise, venerable Nagasena?"
"The wise do not get angry when they are driven into a corner,
kings do."lo

The charge of philosophy corrupting youth is not without foundation.
It is time to recognize that the Greek root from which the word "analy
sis" comes also means to undo or to unloose. To be knowledgeable, to
be sure, is not necessarily to be wise. Wisdom and foolishness, fortunately
for us analysts, are properties not only of individuals but of institutions.
The rules for encouraging evaluation do not begin by directing, as intel
lectual cogitation might, "Appoint a wise man," but instead cover the
desirability of diversity, independence, and multiplicity, which cannot be
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characteristics ofindividual's alone, but only of individuals in collectivities.
And this collective consciousness has been recognized from the earliest
times. The Prophet Samuel was displeased when the Israelites asked him
to appoint a king over them so that they might be like other nations. But
the Lord understood that this was not a rejection ofSamuel, but of Israel,
that is, of self-government. For the Lord had Samuel discourse on the
manner of kings: "He will take your sons ... take your daughters ... take
your fields ... take ... take ... take ... and ye shall be his servants."ll But
the Israelites were servile and the Lord let them serve. It was the institu
tion of kingship that was defective, not merely the individual kingly mani
festation, as subsequent history was to show.
To be ruled by another, paradoxical as it may appear, requires no faith,
only forbearance. To be a subject requires only being an object: the rulers
substitute force for faith, the ruled acquiescence for initiative. To rule one
self, however, is not only to affirm but also to subdue the self~ because reci
procity as well as autonomy is required for self-government. Citizens owe
allegiance to others before they receive results for themselves. Citizenship
is, first, an act of faith (a willingness to act in the absence of things seen) in
political processes. These are forms of interaction, whose results must be
approved before they are known; otherwise economic markets and political
arenas would collapse before they got started. The skepticism inculcated
in these institutions stands on a substratum of dogma. No wonder there is
uneasiness over policy analysis undermining the eternal verities on which
analysis itself rests without putting anything solid in its place. Skepticism is
a solvent; it may corrode ideals at the expense of worshipping a false god,
namely itself. In the final analysis, few will rally to skepticism as a faith.
Hence we expect to hear doubts about being doubtfid. If our society
is so smart, as the saying goes, why aren't we so wise? One of the latest
laments comes from historian Barry Karl:
It is perhaps one of the greatest paradoxes in the history of democratic
thought that, as the available methods of rational communication have
expanded, faith in democratic government seems to have diminished.
Greater education in the process of government and more constant percep
tion of its daily operation produces disillusionment and cynicism. Yet those
who govern today are better educated in general and better trained to gov
ern than they have ever been. Ifone looks at the history of southern politics,
for example, one would expect to find the hard-drinking, loud- talking Billy
Carter as the successful politician in the Carter family, not Jimmy-even as
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recently as twenty years ago. American society is as ready for the tests of
participatory democracy as any society has ever been, yet "populism" still is
looked upon suspiciously in intellectual circles. Nonetheless, to argue that a
highly technological society cannot be a highly democratic one is to argue
that knowledge cannot produce self-government, that knowing thyself is no
longer the place to begin. 12

Just as knowing what (which is hard) is different from knowing why
(which is harder), that differs from knowing how (which is hardest), com
bining commitment with doubt is not easy.
The conditions for craftsmanship include plenty of practice at detecting
and correcting error. No one has said this better than Sir William Osler:
Begin early to make a three-fold category--clear cases, doubtful cases, mis
takes. And learn to play the game fair, no self-deception, no shrinking from
the truth; mercy and consideration for the other man, but none for yourself,
upon whom you have to keep an incessant watch . You remember Lincoln's
mot about the impossibility of fooling all of the people all of the time. It
does not hold good for the individual, who can fool himself to his heart's
content all of the time. If necessary, be cruel; use the knife and the cautery
to cure the intumescence and moral necrosis which you will feel in the pos
terior parietal region, in Gall and Spurzheim's center of self-esteem, where
you will find a sore spot after you have made a mistake in diagnosis. It is
only by getting your cases grouped in this way that you can make any real
progress in your post-collegiate education; only in this way can you gain
wisdom with experience. 13

In an aspiring democracy, the truth we speak is partial. There is always
more than one version of the truth and we can be most certain that the lat
est statement isn't it. This is not only democracy's truth, it is also democ
racy's dogma.
Error must be the engine of change. Without error there would be
one best way to achieve our objectives, which would themselves remain
unaltered and unalterable. The original sin, after all, was to eat of the tree
of knowledge so as to distinguish between good and evil. However great
our desire, however grand our design, we ordinary mortals can only play
at being God.
I have written this book to show that policy analysis is about learn
ing what to like; analysis is less about the realization of preferences than
about their transformation. This is my quarrel with the present paradigm
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of rationality: it accepts as immutable the very order of preferences it is
our purpose to change, and it regards as perfectly plastic the recalcitrant
resources that always limit their realization. Individual analysts, to be sure,
may accept objectives as given, as not subject to modification by them at
that time. But policy analysis as a social process of relating objectives to
resources by interaction as well as by cogitation, constrained by dogma as
well as criticized by skepticism, inevitably changes preferences as well as
possibilities.
Public policy remains a world we never made, consciously or entirely.
Policies, acting as their own causes, drive as well as being driven. Like
ideas or theories, policies, once promulgated, exist independently of
their origins. Long after their causes fade away, their consequences
carryon unless intervention alters them. Learning that it is easier to
re-allocate financial resources than to reintegrate the human persona,
which is roughly our common experience in the last two decades, it is
only reasonable to retreat from these objectives. Whoever said wholesale
changes in hearts (a negation of criminality) or minds (an affirmation
of understanding) or bodies (a cultivation of health) would be simple
or speedy? No one, at least not out loud. Now that the secret is out, we
can perhaps proceed to perfect our preferences until old problems are
superseded by new ones.
Wait! Why, if policy preferences are so important, have we spent so little
time on their origin and development? In a limited way, I have tried to do
exactly that: explain the development of American public policy as com
promises among types of tensions. But I have not- nor, so far as I know,
has anyone else-tried to locate these policy preferences in social struc
tures and in their sustaining values and beliefs, i.e., in culture. If public
policies have a life of their own, they are also an expression of who we are
as public people. When it becomes clear that people (re )make their social
structure much like they (re )make their policies, the next stage in the
study of public policy analysis as a social process will have begun.
In the meantime, I shall end as I began by answering one question with
another. What is this power to which policy analysts speak their truth?
And what is this truth they seek to speak? "All power to the analysts" is
not a slogan I expect to hear in the near future. Policy analysis and policy
analysts in a democracy never will (and never should) be that powerful. In
the United States, where the ubiquity and the influences of interest groups
is matched only by ever-present hostility and efforts to undermine them,
where the long-sought power of the Presidency has been enhanced only to
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become the problem for which it was supposed to be the solution, where
the fragmentation of power has always been both a problem and a solu
tion' pretenders to power, especially those who claim not social support
but intellectual improvement, have never had an easy time. (The saga of
the American Adams-John, Charles, Francis, Henry, and Brooks- shows
as much.) Nor should they. For the truth they have to tell is not necessar
ily in them, nor in their clients, but in what these cerebral prestidigitators
often profess most to despise, their give and take with others whose con
sent they require, not once and for all, as if the social contract were for
ever irrevocable, but over and over again. This policy process is certainly
exhausting, hardly exhilarating, but hopefully enlightening.
If power is in pieces, which resist picking up, and truth is partial, resis
tant to being made whole, the reader may well ask, what is to be gained
by policy analysis? Using the time-honored tools of the trade, let's turn
the question around: if power were unitary and knowledge were perfect,
analysis would be either supreme (appearing as the one correct policy) or
superfluous (no need for error correction if there are errors to correct).
Nor do I believe policy analysis is a waste of time, because no one cares
about what is true and beautiful but only about what is popular and pref
erable. Popularity in a democracy is no mean recommendation; a policy
that is marginally preferable has much to commend it compared to one
that is perfectly impossible. Besides, I try to remind myself that this won't
be the last time I was wrong. If, like any aspiring analyst, I have succeeded
in converting conundrums that cannot be queried into questions with
controvertible answers, my mission is over.
NOTES
1. Eulau, "Workshop," American Journal of Political Science, Vol. 21 (May
1977), p. 419.
2 . Martin Landau, "The Proper Domain of Policy Analysis," in "Workshop"
American Journal ofPolitical Science, Vol. 21 (May 1977), p. 424.
3. Ibid.
4. See the preface to Jeffrey Pressman and Aaron Wildavsky, Implementation
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1973) for the
difficulties of distinguishing "policy" from its implementation .
5. For a discussion of how far policy ideas can control (or are responsible for)
their implementation, see Giandomenico Majone and Aaron Wildavsky,
"Implementation as Evolution : Exorcising the Ghosts in the
Implementation Machine," in Howard E. Freeman (Ed.), Policy Studies

443

Annual Review, Vol. 2 (Beverly Hills, Calif. : Sage Publications, 1978),
pp. l03-117.
6. "The Place of Policy Analysis in Political Science: Five Perspectives,"
American Journal ofPolitical Science, Vol. 6, No.1 (March 1975), p. 432.
7. This idea was suggested to me by Giandomenico Majone.
8. See Imre Lakatos, "History of Science and Its Rational Reconstructions,"
from Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science, Vol. 8 (1970- 1971),
pp.91-136, 174-182.
9. On organized skepticism, see Robert K. Merton, Sociology of Science
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973), pp. 277, 278, 311, 339;
and Harriet Zuckerman, "Deviant Behavior and Social Control in Science,"
in Edward Sagarin, ed., Deviance and Social Change (Beverly Hills, CA:
Sage Publications, 1977), especially pp. 91 - 93, 125-127.
10. From Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens (London: Paladin, 1970).
11. I Samuel 6-8.
12. Reprinted from the Supreme Court Review, 1977, ed. by Philip B. Kurland
and Gerhard Casper (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), p . 36.
13. Sir William Osier, A Way ofLife, an address to Yale students (New York:
Hoeber, 1937).

