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WHERE WE ARE 

 

 Second class meeting. 

 Chapters 1 and 2 of our textbook, more or less 

 Assignment 1 is due September 9 

 I will set up assignment drop boxes in D2L soon 

 

According to most textbooks there is a public policy cycle that begins with identification of a 

need and ends with the actual implementation of a PROGRAM implemented by a government 

AGENCY and perhaps actually performed by a non-profit organization or other contractor. 

 

The explanation is generally some variation of this. 

 

So, how is public policy supposed to work? What is the LIFECYCLE of a public policy? 

 

ID a problem 

 Get the problem on the public agenda 

  Identify possible solutions to the problem (usually involving government) 

   Pick one (or create some combination of proposed solutions) 

    Write it down as law, policy, rule, whatever 

     Give it to some agency to IMPLEMENT 

      Fund some PROGRAM 

       Implementation 

        Feedback and EVALUATION 

         Repeat as needed 

 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

 

What is public policy? 

 

What is public policy implementation? 

 

What is a government agency and what is a program within an agency? 

 

How are complex policies like the Affordable Care Act of 2010 implemented? 

 

What is the public’s general response to policies that require complex implementation, if 

reactions to the Affordable Care Act is an indication? 

 

How are public policies designed RATIONALLY? 

 



How are public policies designed POLITICALLY? 

 

What are the means by which government agencies can make things happen differently? 

 

Why so many regulations? 

 

How does federalism (and the existence of local governments) affect public policy and its 

implementation? 

 

What is outsourcing and how do non-profit organizations fit into the equation of public policy 

implementation? 

 

Why do programs like children’s foster care fail in specific instances? Are the failures political 

or administrative in origin? 

 

Why do “bureaucratic” programs often fail, as in the case of foster care when children are lost in 

the system? 

 

Are agency programs carefully designed to achieve successful implementation? How specific 

should laws be that create the need to design programs of implementation? How much leeway 

should public administrators working in government agencies have to use their 

PROFESSIONAL DISCRETION to design programs intended to implement the SPIRIT of 

laws? How much professional discretion should be allowed to administrators of non-profit (and 

other) organization that often do the actual work under contracts? In what circumstances might it 

not be well to contract with non-profit organizations with strong religious associations? 

 

What are GOVERNMENT’S USUAL “LEVERS” OF POWER TO ENFORCE OR 

ENCOURAGE COMPLIANCE WITH PUBLIC POLICIES/LAWS? 

 

 

I would say that public policy is what government actors decide to do, in the name of "the 

people" 

 

The relationship to public administration is that PA is the IMPLEMENTATION of public policy. 

Also public administrators are major ACTORS in the creation and INTERPRETATION of 

public policies. 

 

I suggest you read (or listen to) Al Gore's book, The Assault on Reason. 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Assault_on_Reason 

 

Notice the review of the book by David Brooks, saying . . . 

 
"Gore seems to have come up with a theory that the upper, logical mind sits on top of, and should 
master, the primitive and more emotional mind below. He thinks this can be done through a technical 
process that minimizes information flow to the lower brain and maximizes information flow to the 
higher brain." 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Assault_on_Reason


Source:  Brooks, David (2007-05-29). "The Vulcan Utopia". New York Times (New York Times). 

Retrieved January 22, 2018. 

 

Does reason prevail in political discourse in the United States?  

 

Too often, the resulting policy is a combination of parts of various proposed solution that 

make sense to produce something (ink on paper) that can be passed in the political process. 

There is one small problem. The resulting legislation is often unworkable in practice. 

 

Some government policies/activities are largely SYMBOLIC. 

 

Public administrators (including people working in non-profit organizations) have stakes in 

public policies. It is all about the PROGRAMS needed to IMPLEMENT public policies.  

 

Part of taking care of your agency or nonprofit organization is being an effective ADVOCATE 

for the policies that serve to sustain it.  

 

If your issue is not on the public agenda, you are not "at the table." 

 

A policy that cannot be implemented can be a nightmare for an agency (or perhaps an enduring 

source of revenue because there is no known way to actually solve the problem but your agency 

continues to receive money for trying). 

 

Generally speaking, agency leaders like to be responsible for things that are both stable revenue 

sources addressing problems that we know how to address but are unlikely to ever solve. In 

business administration, I think they call such a "product" a cash cow. It just keeps on giving to 

the corporation and does not require much investment or advertising. 

 

I think the first question to ask is, is this the business of government?  Beyond that it becomes 

"politics," interests, and effective advocacy (including effective framing).  

 

Public Administrators can be significant POLITICAL ACTORS in combination with elected 

political leaders and representatives of INTEREST GROUPS. 

 

They bring EXPERISE to the table, and are usually expected to try to advance the interests of 

their agency or department.  

 

They are more likely than others in the process to be able to anticipate WHAT CAN BE 

IMPLEMENTED and what makes sense from an ADMINISTRATIVE perspective. 

 

BIG IDEA 

 
Public policy is what (a) government chooses to do or not to do (and actually implements). 

 

 

 

http://select.nytimes.com/2007/05/29/opinion/29brooks.html?ex=1180584000&en=ec4c9500b25e9d9f&ei=5121&emc=eta1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Times
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Times


BIG IDEA 
 

There is a policy cycle by which problems are identified and may get on the "agenda" and may 

result in policies, which may get implement, which should be evaluated. Problems may become 

apparent, leading to possible modifications or even the beginning of the entire cycle again. In 

other words, policy making is INTERATIVE (and may be INCREMENTAL) in nature.  

 

BIG IDEA 
 

Most government policies are the product of complex political processes with many kinds of 

stakeholders who have various resources and powers to affect policy outcomes. 

 

BIG IDEA 
 

The logic of policy making is only partly rational and scientific. It is largely political.  

 

BIG IDEA 
 

People's participation in policy making is guided by a combination of cognitive and emotional 

forces, individually and in groups. Fear is probably one of the most important drivers. Often 

tragic events drive the creation or modification of public policies. A tragedy may also trigger a 

“dance reflex” that is kind of a ritual that results in little or no policy outcome. 

 

BIG IDEA 
 

Elections serve to bring issues (problems) into the agenda, but election outcomes are not precise 

instruments in terms of ordinary people being about to articulate their policy preferences.  

 

BIG IDEA 
 

People who favor policy changes can form groups to advocate for changes.  

 

BIG IDEA 
 

We have REPRESENTATIVE DEMOCRACY because DIRCT DEMOCRACY is not practical 

at large scales.  

 

BIG IDEA 
 

Whereas once SOCIAL CAPITAL was the key to the aggregation of concerns into policy 

advocacy, SOCIAL MEDIA is probably today the major driver of ideas among citizens.  

 

  



BIG IDEA 
 

There may be a wisdom of crowds, but there is also the potential for crowds and masses to be 

mobilized to support dangerous ideas and regimes.  Faith that the market place of ideas results in 

the emergence in the common good is faith indeed. 

 

BIG IDEA 
 

High-level public administrators can and should be involved in policy deliberations on behalf of 

their agencies. They are special interests who have insights into the challenges of implementation 

that other key players are not likely to be able to contribute. 

 


