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WHERE WE ARE 

 We are “in” chapter 3 of our textbook. 

 Please read assignment 1 carefully and talk with me about it if possible. 

 

CHAPTER 3 – UNDERSTANDING PUBLIC POLICYMAKING 

 

Review from last (virtual) week: 

 

Political scientists have several theories about “who rules” and how. They also categorize kinds 

of public policies according to whether the policies are INTENTIALLY REDISTRIBUTIVE or 

REGULATORY. 

 

The POLICY CYCLE begins with the identification of a problem thought to be appropriate for 

government intervention, advocacy for some unit of government to make some kind of POLICY 

INTERVENTION, DELIBERATION among elected politicians, interest groups, administrators 

and others (sometimes including members of the public), and then POLICY IMPLEMENT (as a 

program within some agency of government), followed by POLICY EVALUATION, which may 

well loop back to the beginning the policy cycle. 

 

This is not accomplished on some kind of calendar schedule, as is the case in budgetary 

processes. 

 

And, in a sense, the annual or bi-annual budgetary process serves as a kind of reaffirmation of 

past policy decisions. Some policy may still be “on the books,” but without a funded 

PROGRAM to “make it happen,” is it really still a policy? 

 

Of the theories regarding who/how policies are made, I prefer ELITE THEORY and 

PLURALISM THEORY (group theory). 

 

With some exceptions, I think most policies are the outcome of participation by people with the 

financial (or positional) resources to “play the game.” But within a government it is apparently 

not a single small group of rich people who shape all kinds of policies. Individuals tend to 

“specialize” in policy areas that interest or personally benefit them. 

 

PLURALISM is the idea that policy is the product of the interactions of INTEREST GROUPS 

rather than individuals. The Founders called these groups FACTIONS. They were concerned 

about the power of selfish factions, but argued (in the FEDERALIST PAPERS) that the solution 

to the problem of factions was the large number of them. They would tend to balance each other 

out, so to speak. 

 

It is this process of “balancing out” that usually makes major policy formulation so very slow. 

The idea that “Obamacare” can be quickly replaced upon repeal is unusual. A VIABLE 



SOLUTION requires that the major players buy in to the solution a policy proposes. There are 

multiple “big players” in healthcare reform. If they are not “on board,” the train goes nowhere. 

 

This chapter basically provides some additional explanation of the phases of the policy cycle and 

includes some THEORIES about why policies turn out to be as they are. To me, the heart of the 

chapter is pages 77 to 84.  

 

In other words, for any given problem there are many possible ways to try to prevent or resolve 

the problem. (And, in fact, there may be multiple policies intended to address the same problem.) 

But some approaches have a prayer of becoming policies. And some approaches may actually 

solve the problem. Often what could work cannot pass politically. And what can get through the 

political processes are not likely to work. 

 

======== 

 

Elite Theory and Group Theory (pluralism) are compatible with each other. “The pluralist choir 

tends to sing with an upper class accent.” Groups whose members have money tend to have more 

influence than other groups. 

 

The idea, though, that the “clash of the interests” produces the common good is not necessarily 

true, in my view. 

 

There are some COMMON INTEREST INTERST GROUPS. They attempt to advocate for the 

common good rather than for something particular. People are more likely to JOIN AND 

SUPPORT an interest group with a SPECIFIC purpose rather than the common interests, such as 

“good government.”  

 

The National Rifle Association (NRA), for example, has a specific advocacy.  

 

Part of the advocacy of interest groups is THEIR FINANCIAL SUPPORT OF CANDIDATES 

FOR OFFICE. 

 

At the presidential level, in a way it is the PRIMARY process that is more important than the 

general election. The two major-party candidates are “packages” and it appears to me that what 

we wind up with a choice between two extremes. A moderate candidate is unlike to survive the 

primary process in either of the two major political parties in the U.S. 

 

Therefore, the POLICIES embraced by a modern president are likely to be extreme rather than 

moderate in tone. 

 

============ 

 

When a public administrator tries to play in “the policy game,” she or he is likely to find 

him/herself in a very partisan political environment. 

 



To NAVIGATE in this environment, it is important to FRAME his or her interests carefully to 

various others.  

 

The side that WINS THE FRAME is likely to win the issue and to gain the kinds of policies 

desired. Example – “pro life” and “pro choice” 

 

Another example – drug addiction as a medical issue, contrasted with the frame of drug addiction 

as a criminal justice issue 

 

The “war” frame is common and is often (in my opinion) not appropriate.  

 

Once a frame is accepted in the mind of a person, the destination is already pretty much 

determined. 

 

It seems to me that SOCIAL MEDIA creates collective minds such that we wind up with people 

who only feed off of one another, leading to increased political polarization, and therefore 

“policy swings” when power shifts between the two parties. This might be described as a kind of 

“bi-polar” situation. 

 

At present the “poles” are SOCIALISM and NATIONALISM. And this is apparent 

GLOBALLY, not just in the United States. 

 

================  

 

EXECUTIVE POWERS OF THE PRESIDENT have been in the news recently. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/06/opinion/executive-power-run-amok.html?smid=tw-

share&_r=2 

 

This is an important source of public policy, at both the national and state levels. (I am not sure 

about local level.) 

 

Grounded in Article II of the Constitution vesting the president with “the executive power” not 

defining the meaning of it. 

 

It seems to me that this power is RELATED to the idea of ADMINISTRATIVE DISCRETION.  

 

The CORE power to make policy are in the legislative branch (Congress), but the executive 

branch of government (including the president and the agencies) have the power to fill in the 

details (and more). If Congress is unhappy, they have two recourses – to pass a law the takes 

precedence over executive actions and administrative discretions (including formal 

administrative rules); or to use BUDGETARY POWERS to get the attention of those in the 

executive branch. 

 

The use of executive powers by the president is not new or unusual. It appears that President 

Trump may use this approach more frequently than other presidents. Time will tell. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/06/opinion/executive-power-run-amok.html?smid=tw-share&_r=2
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/06/opinion/executive-power-run-amok.html?smid=tw-share&_r=2


 

And the whole idea that the three branches of the national government are co-equal is another 

complication. I don’t understand the power of a U.S. District Judge (James Robart) to block an 

executive order (at least temporarily). 

 

http://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/experts-trump-undermines-judiciary-twitter-attack-

judge-robart-n717626 

 

What I think I do know is that notions like “alternative facts” and “fake news” and “so-called 

judge” are tending to undermine public confidence in not only our government but in 

professional journalism. I wonder to what degree several leaders of our nation at the very top, 

“live in their own reality.”  

 

============= 

 

Conclusion: Policies are important decisions that have implications not only for individuals but 

for society in general. 

 

If we can no longer trust “facts” and identify “truth,” how can policies be grounded in any kind 

of rationality? 

 

If leaders trust their own impressions rather than professionally defined “intelligence,” will their 

decisions be well-grounded? 

 

Social media in the time of the Founders was the horse and Fred’s barn. We face situations today 

that are very different from the lives of the Founders. What are the implications of modern social 

media on democracy and public policy (at any and all levels of government?) 
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