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The public policy process is at the heart of effective policy making and good public policy. Howlett, Ramesh and Pearl 
(2009) have posited that the policy process involves six somewhat distinct phases, including agenda setting, policy 
formulation, decision making, imlplementaiton, evaluation and termination or renewal.

The essays in this collection were selected from among 27 final assignments submitted in April 2010 in partial fulfill-
ment of the course requirements for PUBP 806.3—Public Policy Processes—at the University of Saskatchewan. They 
represent a range of contemporary views from new voices on the challenges of the policy process in the 21st century.
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Agenda Setting –
Identifying True Causes 
of Social Problems
patrick falastein

Abstract: Agenda setting is the first 
step in the policy cycle; it is con-
cerned with the identification of 
problems for government attention. 
If one assumes that a flawed problem 
definition leads to a flawed solution, 
the implications are far reaching. Uti-
lizing a “causal pie” (Rothman 2002), 
approach to problem definition, it 
stands that the then developed solu-
tions would go further to address the 
real causes of a problem. Through-
out the policy literature (Dye 1984; 
Stone 1989; May 1992; Cobb & 
Ross 1997; Howlett, et. al 2009) 
there is mention of a causal approach 
however the implementation has 
been a source of difficulty. For the 
most part, causal theory of problem 
identification still seeks to identify a 
single cause of a particular problem. 
In practice rarely are the true causes 
of a problem singular. 

Keywords: causal pie, multicausation, 
problem definition, agenda setting 

INTRODUCTION
Agenda setting is the first, and in 
the opinion of this writer the most 
critical, step in the policy cycle; it is 
concerned with the identification of 
problems for government attention. 
Howlett, Ramesh & Perl (2009) con-

tend that manner and form, in which 
problems are recognized, if they are 
recognized at all, are important de-
terminants of whether, and how, they 
will be ultimately be addressed. At 
their most fundamental level agendas 
are lists of problems for governments 
to address or not address.

The process of public policymak-
ing has commonly been depicted in 
terms of a natural logical sequence 
(Rochefort & Cobb 1993, p. 56); 
through the collection of data, a 
troubling social condition is identi-
fied. Public officials then assess the 
identified problem and its causes 
in order to respond as efficiently as 
possible through such means as new 
legislative enactments. Attention con-
tinues until the distressing concern 
is alleviated. This “rationality per-
spective” has been utilized by many 
writers on the governmental process, 
appearing in the literature of such 
fields as economics, political science, 
management, administrative science, 
and budgeting (Dye 1984, p. 31).

A KEY ASPECT OF THE PUBLIC 
POLICY PROCESS
This entire perspective and its func-
tionality is dependent on the assump-
tion that the identified problem is 
in fact the correct problem; “agenda 
conflicts are not just about what is-
sues government chooses to act on; 
they are also about competing inter-
pretations of political problems and 
the alternative worldviews that un-

derlie them” (Cobb & Ross 1997, p. 
34). Problem definition is a package 
of ideas that includes, at least implicit-
ly, an account of the causes and conse-
quences of undesirable circumstances 
and a theory about how to improve 
them. As such, it serves as the overture 
to policymaking, as an integral part of 
the process of policymaking, and as a 
policy outcome. In each of these roles 
it seems to exert influence on govern-
ment action (Weiss 1999).

Causal reasoning about policy prob-
lems form the basis of Stone’s (1989) 
theory of problem definition. These 
theoretical perspectives suggest a 
form of learning that consists of the 
use of experience, or other feedback, 
either to reaffirm or revise causal 
reasoning about policies, targets, and 
outcomes (May, 1992). For Stone 
(1989) “causal stories” include both 
an empirical and a moral dimension. 
Empirically, they purport to dem-
onstrate the mechanism by which 
one set of people brings about harm 
to another group. From the norma-
tive perspective, they blame one set 
of people for causing the suffering 
of others. From both perspectives, 
causal stories move situations intel-
lectually from the realm of fate to the 
realm of human agency (p. 283).

For a particular problem it is conceiv-
able that there are several possible 
definitions; that is, it is not difficult 
to conceive of several different, possi-
bly contradictory, causes and conse-
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quences. For example, Saskatchewan 
has identified wait times for certain 
elective orthopedic surgeries as a 
problem. As such the Saskatchewan 
Party has announced an infusion of 
$10,000,000 to fund surgeries at 
private clinics in order to reduce the 
existing wait list. There is a clear logic 
to the decision; wait times are too 
long therefore offering more surgeries 
and wait times will be reduced.

CRITICAL ASSESSMENT
There is rationality to the logic of the 
Sask. Party; however, is their decision 
necessarily logical? To draw an anal-
ogy, when one changes the position 
of a light switch on the wall, one 
can see the instant effect of the light 
going on or off. There is more to the 
causal mechanism for getting the 
light to shine than turning the light 
switch to the ‘on’ position. Suppose 
the electric lines to the building are 
down in a storm. Turning the switch 
will have no effect. Suppose the bulb 
is burned out. Again, the switch will 
have no effect. One cause of the light 
going on is having the switch in the 
proper position, but along with it 
we must include a supply of power 
to the circuit, a working bulb, and 
wiring. When all other factors are in 
place, turning the switch will cause 
the light to go on, but if one or more 
of the other factors is not playing its 
causal role, the light will not go on 
when the switch is turned.
The question of causality, or the 
subjective construction of policy 

problems, is not addressed in the 
Sask. Party’s decision and in the 
opinion of this writer is nearly never 
addressed within government. More 
often a single cause of a problem is 
addressed, although, as was the case 
with the light bulb example, there are 
often several causes of a problem. In 
the case of knee surgeries other causes 
of a length wait may include: volume, 
Sask. performs more orthopedic sur-
geries per capita than most provinces 
in Canada; criteria/eligibility, the sur-
geries being funded are classified as 
‘elective’ perhaps other provinces have 
more stringent surgical criteria; or in-
dividual factors, people in Saskatch-
ewan are generally older and more 
overweight than most other provinces 
in Canada (www.statcan.gc.ca). If 
any of these factors are considered to 
contribute to the problem of surgical 
wait times, then simply performing 
more surgeries for one year will not 
resolve the problem of surgical wait 
times. In short, at there are multiple 
causes to most problems. Very rarely 
is there a single cause to most social 
problems however, governments tend 
to offer single edged solutions which 
lead one to believe there are deficien-
cies in problem definition.

There are multivariate models of 
problem identification. The “funnel 
of causality” (King 1973; Hofferbert 
1974; Simeon 1976) is a model for 
problem identification that seeks to 
understand relationships between so-
cial, institutional, ideational, political 

and economic conditions (Howlett, 
et. al 2009, p. 99). King (1973) 
described agenda setting through the 
funnel of causality as being shaped by 
socioeconomic and physical environ-
ment, the distribution of power in 
society, the prevailing ideas and ide-
ologies, the institutional frameworks 
of government, and the process of 
decision making within government. 
This approach allows for empirical 
exploration of relationships between 
variables and problem definition 
although it does not explain reasons 
for the relationships.

STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS
If one assumes that a flawed problem 
definition leads to a flawed solution 
the implications are far reaching. If de-
cision makers were to adopt a “causal 
pie” (Rothman 2002), approach to 
problem definition, it stands that cor-
responding solutions would go further 
to address the real causes of a problem. 
Causal pie is an epidemiological term 
that is used as a way of understanding 
cause of disease (Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1

Where one could imagine several 
factors contributing to the instance of 
disease, 20% may be genetics, 20% 
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lifestyle (alcohol/tobacco), 20% ex-
posure to pollution, 20% obesity and 
20% others. Each of these factors ex-
plains 20% of disease. If one were to 
apply the ‘causal pie’ or the concept 
of multicausality to public policy 
problem definition there appear some 
obvious deficiencies. Throughout the 
policy literature (Dye 1984; Stone 
1989; May 1992; Cobb & Ross 
1997; Howlett, et. al 2009) there is 
mention of a causal approach however 
the implementation has been a source 
of difficulty. For the most part, causal 
theories of problem identification 
still seek to identify a single cause of a 
particular problem. 

In practice rarely are the causes of 
problems addressed; the cause of 
the low income housing shortage, is 
not a small number of available low 
income homes, it is an increase in 
the number of people who are low 
income. The policy response would 
change greatly depending on how the 
problem is defined. If one were to de-
fine the low income housing problem 
as a shortage of homes, the solution 
would be to devote more resources to 
the creation of space for low income 
people. However, if one were to de-
fine the low income housing problem 
as an increase in the number of low 
income people, the solution would be 
some means to increase the income 
of low income people in any number 
of ways. If one were to pursue the lat-
ter further, you come to the conclu-
sion that the individuals were low 

income because they could not get 
high paying jobs. The response may 
be to provide an economic stimulus 
to create more jobs. Further still, 
you may find that people could not 
get jobs because they could not af-
ford postsecondary education. Now, 
the response would be to provide 
postsecondary education subsidies. 
By adopting a multicausal approach a 
government may have subsidized post 
secondary education and stimulated 
the economy, in order to address the 
low income housing problem.

CONCLUSION
Agenda setting is the process of 
identifying the problems that are 
going to receive the attention of the 
government. The manner and form 
that problems are recognized, if they 
are recognized at all, are important 
determinants of whether, and how, 
they will be ultimately be addressed. 
In the absence of a multicausal 
approach, public policy may be 
doomed to fall short in addressing 
identified problems. Saskatchewan is 
facing an impending financial crisis 
in health care as expenses climb at a 
rate that exceeds the rate of growth 
of the provincial budget. By applying 
the “causal pie” to our problem defi-
nition focus will begin to shift from 
providing more service to under-
standing why service is needed.
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policy 
formulation –
Critique, analysis and 
strategic implications
Alison Hamilton 

Abstract: The policy formulation 
stage is an important component to 
the public policy process. This paper 
examines the policy formulation 
stage of the policy cycle model for the 
public policy process. Why certain 
policy options are either accepted or 
rejected by policy makers is an im-
portant aspect of this stage. Further, 
this paper examines the strengths 
and weaknesses of policy formula-
tion before discussing the strategic 
implications of policy formulation 
on public policy today. The strategic 
implications include the process of 
formulating policy options, gender-
specific measurements, elimination of 
policy options, and proper presenta-
tion of policy options.  

Keywords: public policy, policy 
formulation, strengths, limitations, 
implications        

INTRODUCTION
Many different models of the public 
policy process have been identified 
over the years. A commonly used 
model is the five stage policy cycle 
(i.e. agenda setting, policy formula-
tion, decision making, policy imple-
mentation, and policy evaluation). 

Although all components of the five 
stage policy cycle are important, it is 
the process of policy formulation that 
will be examined in greater detail in 
this essay. Why certain policy options 
are either accepted or rejected by 
policy makers is an important and 
intriguing aspect of the policy formu-
lation stage. This paper examines the 
strengths and weaknesses of the policy 
formulation stage before discussing 
the strategic implications of policy 
formulation on public policy today. 

POLICY FORMULATION 
Once a government has identified 
that there is an issue to address, poli-
cy formulation is the next and second 
step in the public policy process. 
Regardless of how an issue comes to 
the government’s attention or finds 
itself on the government’s agenda, 
policy formulation is the process of 
“defining, considering, and accept-
ing or rejecting options” (Howlett 
and Ramesh 1995, 122). An impor-
tant aspect of policy formulation is 
that it “involves the elimination of 
policy options, until one or only a 
few are left from amongst which the 
policy-makers make their final selec-
tion” (Howlett and Ramesh 1995, 
123). The policy formulation stage 
is the process of trying to legitimize 
the options, providing legitimate 
choices and ensuring that all of the 
policy options that are submitted are 
creditable (Lecture notes February 1, 
2010). This stage determines whether 
the options will suggest a change, and 

if so what the new proposed course 
of action will be, or maintain the 
status quo. 

Critical Assessment 
One strength of the policy formula-
tion stage is that before formulating 
policy proposals, policy makers must 
ensure that there is a meaningful 
definition of the problem as well as 
a clear problem statement (Health 
Canada). In order to formulate good 
policy options, policy makers need a 
comprehensive understanding of the 
problem. By formulating a clear and 
meaningful problem statement, the 
goals of the policy are established and 
then objectives can be determined. 
The objectives are the desired end 
states, with appropriate consider-
ation for the target populations as 
well as limited time and resources 
(Health Canada). The criteria that 
is established is to be the measur-
able dimension of the objectives and 
will be used to compare the different 
policy options against one another. 
The different criteria may include: 
administrative, political, technical, 
equity, and economic criteria (Pi-
ango 2007). Policy makers will then 
have to identify policy options and 
consider the different constraints (i.e. 
political, economic).  

Policy subsystems play an important 
role at the agenda setting stage of 
the policy cycle. However, the policy 
subsystems that are involved in policy 
formulations differ from those at the 
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agenda setting stage. Importantly, 
during the policy formulation stage 
there is less public involvement and 
these policy subsystems must have 
at least minimal knowledge of the 
issue at hand (Howlett and Ramesh 
1995, 125). Policy subsystems, such 
as policy communities and policy net-
works have played an important role 
in policy formulation in areas such 
as fisheries policies, women’s issues, 
environmental issues, and information 
policy (Howlett and Ramesh 1995, 
131). Having policy options identi-
fied from more than one source or 
set of actors is beneficial, but having 
too many actors involved in policy 
formulation can also be problematic as 
competing interests can make consen-
sus building difficult.

A key assumption, according to 
public choice theorists is that politi-
cians choose policies with seemingly 
voter appeal. Welfare economists, 
however, argue that “governments 
must do what is optimal” (Howlett 
and Ramesh 1995, 123). In practice, 
however, policies that a government 
chooses to implement are not solely 
based on either their appeal to the 
voter or due to the best economic 
outcome as there are other important 
factors requiring consideration. 

Another benefit of the policy formula-
tion stage is that policy makers can 
reject particular options if they appear 
“unworkable or unacceptable [as that] 
is sufficient for its exclusion from 

further consideration in the policy 
process” (Howlett and Ramesh 1995, 
124). Other limitations policy mak-
ers encounter include procedural or 
substantive constraints that may lead 
them to reject particular options. Sub-
stantive constraints are those innate 
to the nature of the problem. Proce-
dural constraints are those involved 
in adapting or carrying out an option 
and may be either institutional or 
tactical (Howlett and Ramesh 1995, 
124). A case in point is the failure 
of provincial governments to assist 
with Aboriginal issues because the 
Constitution states Aboriginal rights 
are under federal jurisdiction (Lecture 
notes February 1, 2010).   

A weakness of policy formulation is 
that many of the issues requiring poli-
cy intervention in the public sector are 
complex, multifaceted and not under 
one single administration or portfolio. 
Also, since policies are rarely devel-
oped with a single goal or objective, 
conflict may arise between objectives 
and this conflict could be an issue 
(Piango 2007). Another weakness is 
that policy options may have been 
assessed by different decision criteria 
(e.g. technical, economic, and politi-
cal). Not all of these decision criteria 
can be converted into comparable 
units (i.e. dollar value) and this may 
present difficulties in trying to display 
the information in a way to facilitate 
decision making (Piango 2007). 

STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS 
There are numerous strategic impli-
cations that policy formulation has 
on public policy today. Firstly, even 
though policy options can come from 
more than one source or set of actors, 
it is the way in which policy options 
are formulated that can lead to strate-
gic implications. Factors such as if and 
how the public or other stakehold-
ers are engaged in consultations and 
whether their feedback is incorporated 
into the policy option, all send mes-
sages about the process of formulating 
policy options. This may ultimately 
lead to how a policy is perceived, if it 
is selected and implemented. 

Another strategic implication is that 
policy makers do not always include 
meaningful gender-specific measures 
when developing and analyzing 
policy options. Understanding how 
the different policy options may 
benefit or challenge men and women, 
boys and girls is important to gender-
based analysis and should be one of 
the lenses through which a policy is 
viewed (Status of Women Canada 
1998). 

Determining the proper method to 
present the assessments of the policy 
options may also have strategic impli-
cations. Should policy makers use the 
greatest net present value, the greatest 
internal rate of return or the largest 
benefit-cost ratio? (Piango 2007). 
As different policy options may have 
been assessed by different decision 
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criteria, determining the proper 
method may present difficulties in 
trying to display the information in 
a way that facilitates decision making. 

Finally, it is also important to consider 
how and why policy makers decide to 
exclude policy options from con-
sideration at the policy formulation 
stage. When assessing policy options 
the strengths and weaknesses of each 
option are evaluated by using different 
analytical tools including: forecasting, 
costs-benefit analysis, risk assessment 
and environmental impact assessment 
(Piango 2007). As it is unlikely that 
a policy’s effects will be neutral (i.e. 
as most policy options create some 
winners and some losers) a lot is said 
by the policy options that are selected 
at the next stage of decision making 
(Howlett and Ramesh 1995, 123). 

CONCLUSION
The elimination of policy options 
in the policy formulation stage is 
an important component to under-
stand. By understanding the process 
of formulating policy options, the 
implications of different decision crite-
ria and proper presentation of policy 
options provides a comprehensive 
understanding of why policy options 
are eliminated and is important for 
understanding public policy deci-
sion making in today’s environment. 
Furthermore, it is important that both 
the strengths and weaknesses of this 
stage and the strategic implications are 
fully understood in order to provide 

realistic, evidence-based policy options 
that are creditable within the current 
policy environment and in alignment 
with the government’s objectives. 
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Decision making –
Towards a More Holistic 
Approach 
paul bretscher 

Abstract: This essay explores the 
behavioral microfoundations of the 
decision-making process, and argues 
for a new way forward in the instruc-
tion and practice of public adminis-
tration. This essay first reviews and 
analyzes the traditional models: com-
prehensive rationality, bounded ra-
tionality and irrationality. This essay 
then reviews the intendedly rational 
model, which incorporates decision 
heuristics and cognitive biases and 
concludes by arguing that the intend-
edly rational model represents the 
future for understanding decision-
making in public administration. 

Keywords: decision-making, rational-
ity, heuristics, cognitive biases

INTRODUCTION
There has been considerable interest 
by students of public administra-
tion in the decision-making process. 
While decision-making is clearly the 
most highly theorized area of the 
policy process, the academic debate 
surrounding the relative strengths 
and weaknesses of various theories 
appears tired and directionless. 
Students firmly ensconced within 
the strict boundaries of the disci-
pline should be forgiven for yawn-
ing and wanting more. Fortunately, 

a brighter future exists outside the 
confines of public administration.

An exciting dialogue has emerged 
between behavioral economists, 
psychologists, cognitive scientists, 
and organizational theorists con-
cerning the microfoundations of 
decision-making. New insights to 
explain the heuristics decision mak-
ers’ employ, and the cognitive bias 
they hold, have gone a long way to 
paint a more accurate and robust 
picture of the decision-making 
process. Fortunately, in fields like 
business administration1 and politi-
cal science2, these new insights have 
been welcomed and internalized. 
Unfortunately, and for reasons un-
explained, these new insights have 
largely been unable to penetrate the 
study of public administration. 

WHY THE DECISION-MAKING 
PROCESS MATTERS
Developing an accurate description of 
how decision makers operate in the 
decision-making process is critically 
important for students of public ad-
ministration. Without an understand-
ing of the rule that decision makers’ 
use, and the cognitive biases they 
hold, we are bound to make costly 
mistakes. Policy analysts, for example, 
who present information to decision 
makers, must be aware of how they 
frame their recommendations.3 Deci-
sion makers must also be aware of the 
biases they hold; if not, they will have 
no opportunity to adjust, and will 

likely end up promoting sub-optimal 
solutions. Therefore, in both study 
and practice, properly theorizing the 
decision-making process is fundamen-
tal to public administration. 

It is the intention of this essay to 
explore the behavioral, microfounda-
tions of the decision-making process, 
while arguing for a new way forward 
in the instruction and practice of 
public administration. I will first 
briefly review the traditional models 
of decision-making the public policy 
process: (1) the comprehensively 
rational model; (2) the boundedly 
rational model; and (3) the irrational 
model. Next, this essay will review 
what I am terming the intendedly 
rational model, which incorporates 
new insights of decision heuristics and 
cognitive biases. This essay will then 
briefly examine the strategic implica-
tions for practitioners of public policy 
when these new insights are ignored. 
Finally, I will conclude by arguing that 
the discipline of public administration 
should incorporate these new insights, 
as failure to do so will result in poorer 
decisions and lackluster public policy.

CRITICAL ASSESSMENT AND 
ANALYSIS
The comprehensively rational model 
of decision-making remains the 
starting point for students of public 
administration. Here, we have an 
actor, the decision maker, searching 
for utility maximizing (hence, opti-
mizing) solutions. In this model of 
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decision-making, we assume:4 
1) A well defined problem;
2) A full array of alternatives to 
consider;
3) Full baseline information;
4) Full information about the conse-
quences of each alternative; 
5) Full information about the values 
and preferences of citizens; and 
6) Fully adequate time, resources, 
and infinite cognitive capacity.

In this formulation of the decision-
making process, there is in fact no 
decision to be made. Once the analy-
sis is complete, the optimal decision 
is chosen, as it is the only rational 
course of action. 

As many have noted, the decision-
making process is inherently more 
complex. Charles Lindblom, in the 
late 1950s, famously wrote that the 
comprehensively rational model 
“assumes intellectual capacities and 
sources of information that men sim-
ply do not possess, and it is even more 
absurd as an approach to policy when 
time and money that can be allocated 
to a policy problem is limited, as is 
always the case.”5 Therefore, students 
of public administration looked for 
alternative models of the process. 

The boundedly rational model 
emerged in the 1950s in contrast 
to the traditional, comprehensively 
rational interpretation of decision-
making. Here, Herbert Simon argued 
that decision makers were cognitively 

bounded, and were faced with the 
following conditions: 

1) Ambiguous and poorly defined 
problems; 
2) Incomplete information about 
alternatives; 
3) Incomplete baseline infor-
mation, the background of the 
“problem”; 
4) Incomplete information about 
the consequences of supposed 
alternatives; 
5) Incomplete information about 
the range and content of values, 
preferences and interests; and 
6) Limited time, limited skills, and 
limited resources.

Simon further argued that far from 
seeking maximizing solutions, decision 
makers simply tried to satisfy whatever 
criteria they have set for themselves 
in advance (this became known as the 
‘satisficing’ heuristic). Hence, once 
a solution is found which meets the 
minimum criteria set by the decision 
maker, the search process is stopped, 
and a decision is taken.6, 7   

In the late 1970s, James March and 
Johan Olsen developed the now 
famous garbage-can model of decision-
making,8 which, fundamentally, is the 
irrational model. Here, problems, solu-
tions, and participants are dumped 
into a garbage can. When a choice op-
portunity arises (what John Kingdom 
termed a policy window9) some mix 
from the garbage can emerges, in no 
meaningful way. As Jonathan Bendor 

and his colleagues so forcefully noted, 
the garbage can theory is “strange” 
and “pathological”, it’s as if “Alice has 
gone through the looking-glass, and 
nothing is as it seems. Choices happen 
for no apparent reason. Outcomes are 
divorced from intention. Solutions are 
disconnected from problems. People 
wander aimlessly in and out of the 
decision arena.”10 Indeed, in March 
and Olsen’s grounding of the irrational 
model, decision makers have no pref-
erences, and are fundamentally unable 
to take purposeful action.

Finally, we move to the intendedly 
rational model. Although not fully 
developed, the broad contours of this 
model are becoming apparent. Like 
Herbert Simon, the intendedly ratio-
nal model assumes that decision mak-
ers are cognitively bounded. However, 
unlike bounded rationality, this model 
assumes that decision makers occa-
sionally employ heuristics, or intuitive 
judgments (often described as “rules of 
thumb”), to make decisions. More-
over, the model assumes that decision-
makers have cognitive biases, that is, a 
systematic deviation in judgment from 
a standard comparison. It is often the 
case that when decision makers em-
ploy heuristics, they will succumb to 
cognitive biases, which leads to biased, 
or erroneous, decision making. 

Two individuals, Daniel Kahneman 
and Amos Tversky, completed much 
of the groundbreaking work in this 
area, and therefore we will focus here 
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on their contributions to the debate. 
Some of the heuristics that Kahneman 
and Tversky identified include:

1) Anchoring: Decision makers start 
with an implicitly suggested refer-
ence point (hence the anchor), and 
then make adjustments to reach an 
estimate/decision.
2) Availability: Occurs when a deci-
sion is made simply on how easily 
a relevant, and similar, solution can 
be brought to mind. 
3) Representativeness: Decision 
makers tend to judge the probability 
of an event by finding a ‘comparably 
known’ event and assuming that the 
probabilities will be similar.11  

While far from an exhaust list of all 
the heuristics discovered by Kahne-
man, Tversky and others, it is simply 
important to note they have been 
incorporated into the intendedly 
rational model of decision-making. 

In addition to heuristics, much work 
has been done to identify the cognitive 
biases that all decisions makers face. 
Some of these cognitive biases include:

1) Confirmation: the tendency 
for decision makers to search for, 
or interpret, information in a way 
that confirms their preconcep-
tions.12 
2) Overconfidence: the tendency 
for decision makers to assume that 
they have vastly superior skills, 
relative to the average.13 
3) Cognitive Dissonance: the ten-
dency of decision makers to ignore 

disconfirmation information when 
they hold an a priori belief or 
solution.14   

Broadly defined, the intendedly 
rational model is more holistic, and 
allows us to better conceptualize 
the behavioral microfoundations of 
decision-making. Unlike the rational, 
boundedly rational, or irrational mod-
els of decision making, the intendedly 
rational model takes us one step closer 
to a realistic and accurate description 
of decision makers in the real world.

STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS: 
THE EUROFIGHTER EXAMPLE
What happens when policy analysts 
and decision makers do not under-
stand the heuristics and cognitive 
biases that exists in the real world? 
The answer is often poor public 
policy. In a brief yet interesting study, 
Dan Lovallo and Daniel Kahneman 
examined the development of the 
Eurofighter. The authors argue that 
this project was a prime example of 
executive overconfidence, in which 
decision makers overestimated the 
benefits and underestimated the costs. 
Second, the authors argue that the 
decision makers suffered from an 
anchoring bias, in which they stuck to 
their original projections, and failed to 
make appropriate changes. As Lovallo 
and Kahneman note:

“In early 1980s, the UK, Germany, 
Italy and Spain announced that they 
would work together to build the 
Eurofighter, an advanced military 

jet. The project was expected to cost 
$20 billion and the jet was slated 
to go into service in 1997. Today, 
after nearly decades of technical 
glitches and unexpected expenses, 
the aircraft is yet to be deployed, 
and project costs have more than 
doubled, to $45 billion.”15  

Clearly, only if we appreciate the bi-
ases that decision makers hold, can we 
develop and implement effective miti-
gation techniques before an important 
decision is made. 

CONCLUSION
Charles Lindblom once said that the 
teaching of public administration was 
so devoid of reality that it left decision 
makers “in the position of practicing 
what few people preach.”16 Fifty years 
later, this statement still rings true. 
Public administration, as a discipline, 
needs to embrace the promising 
research agenda represented by the 
intendedly rational model of decision-
making. If academics and practitioners 
of the discipline cannot accept and 
integrate these insights of decision 
heuristics and cognitive biases, we will 
all be worse off. We, collectively as a 
society, will make poorer decisions, 
resulting in suboptimal public policy. 
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implementation –
An increasingly relevant 
aspect of policy analysis
alicia miller 

Abstract: Much of the historical 
literature on policy implementation 
has centered on debates regarding the 
appropriate focus of analysis, but the 
emergence of new governance reforms 
has contributed to our understand-
ing of the importance of this stage 
of the policy cycle. This has lead to 
an increased analysis of the role of 
actor discretion to influence imple-
mentation, using principal-agent and 
network theories. The tools of public 
action have also been identified as im-
portant to influence policy outcomes. 
These tools need to be analyzed in the 
context of game theory to understand 
the factors contributing to policy suc-
cess or failure.

Keywords: implementation, new 
governance, discretion, tools

INTRODUCTION
The success or failure of a policy can be 
attributed to the implementation stage 
of the policy process, so it is interesting 
that the literature has largely focused 
on other aspects of policy develop-
ment. Implementation has become 
increasingly salient, however, with the 
new reforms to governance that have 
emphasized third party service delivery, 
heightened competition, and focus on 
performance efficiency; new forms of 

implementation are now being utilized 
to meet these goals. This process of 
reform has emphasized aspects of 
implementation that contribute to 
our understanding of this stage of the 
policy cycle; there is an increasing 
need for research involving the tools of 
government action together with the 
influence of collaborative networks to 
understand requirements for successful 
and effective policy implementation. 

A KEY ASPECT OF THE PUBLIC 
POLICY PROCESS
Implementation is the stage of the 
policy process that describes the 
translation of the policy decision into 
action, including the effort, knowl-
edge, and resources that are expended 
by policy actors to do so (Howlett, 
Ramesh and Perl, 2009, 160). This 
stage is underrepresented in the 
literature, yet is a central part of the 
process; any legislation passed will 
not be of use unless it can be success-
fully implemented. Implementation 
should be thought of as more than 
simply a technical matter of enacting 
a government decision; it is a process 
that often can carry on for years and 
can potentially create significant op-
portunities for other actors, including 
administrators, members of the pri-
vate and non-profit sectors and target 
groups, to influence policy outcomes.  

Implementation is also critical due 
to its tendency to be influenced by 
external factors. There are four general 
factors identified from evaluation 

studies that can be considered to con-
tribute to implementation failure:  an 
unclear policy objective following from 
the decision making stage can distort 
the policy outcome; a high density of 
actors involved in the process can lead 
to communication and coordination 
problems; different values and inter-
ests among actors can cause problems 
with motivation and interpretation of 
policy objectives at the bottom end 
of implementation; and finally, policy 
implementation by relatively autono-
mous agencies can lead to a limited 
ability of government to control out-
comes (Barnett, 2004).

Due to the malleable characteristic of 
the implementation process, the new 
forms of public management that have 
recently gained popularity highlight a 
critical need for more implementation 
analyses. Governments have recently 
undergone new public management 
and new governance reforms follow-
ing themes such as a higher instance of 
privatization, contracting out, delega-
tion, competition and an increasing 
focus on service quality (Salamon, 
2002). To achieve these objectives, 
new methods of policy implementa-
tion are being used; there is more third 
party involvement in service delivery 
and increased collaboration between 
government and other actors.

CRITICAL ASSESSMENT
In the past, it was taken for granted 
that a government decision would be 
put into action without question. The 
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study of implementation emerged 
in the 1970s when policy evaluation 
made it apparent that performance 
did not always match up with policy 
expectations. Pressman and Wildavsky 
undertook an empirical analysis of 
unemployment policy in California 
and discovered that the job creation 
programs were not being carried out 
in the prescribed manner. This lead to 
the first generation of implementation 
research, which tended to focus almost 
exclusively on senior politicians and 
officials. These actors are now known 
to be less involved in the day to day 
implementation of policy compared to 
lower level officials (Howlett, Ramesh 
and Perl, 2009).

The second generation of implemen-
tation research centered on a debate 
regarding the appropriate focus of 
implementation analysis: the notorious 
top-down versus bottom-up debate 
(ibid). The top-down approach reflects 
traditional government hierarchy 
structure, starting with a decision and 
then examining the extent to which 
the objectives were achieved over time 
and why (Sabatier, 1986). This theory 
correctly takes into account the impor-
tance of structure for implementation 
success, but policy objectives are often 
vague and it ignores the multitude of 
actors involved in implementation 
(Salamon, 2002). The bottom-up ap-
proach begins analysis at the opera-
tional level with a particular problem 
and all actors involved, and can 
account for their  strategic interaction, 

but may not completely account for 
the external factors that can influence 
behavior (Sabatier, 1986).  

Contemporary approaches regard 
features of both top-down and 
bottom-up approaches as relevant, a 
view that sparked the third generation 
of policy implementation literature 
(Howlett, Ramesh and Perl, 2009).  
These approaches go beyond to ad-
dress the role of discretion in policy 
implementation, which is at the heart 
of game theory. Game theory analyzes 
the interaction of actors and can be 
applied to understand how discretion 
can influence policy implementa-
tion (ibid). An example that dem-
onstrates the ability for discretion 
to change the outcome of a policy 
without changing the policy itself is 
observing the ability of Conservative 
governments to tighten eligibility 
requirements for social programs 
that have previously been established 
by Socialist governments (ibid).  

This highlights the discretion that is 
possible for administrators in affect-
ing the outcome of a policy, in that 
they can determine towards whom 
and how the policy is applied. Ad-
ministrators also have an advantage in 
that they are typically more experi-
enced in a policy area than political 
staff. This leads to a principal-agent 
relationship, where an implementa-
tion official (the agent) may influ-
ence the implementation of a policy 
toward an outcome that was not 

intended by the elected official who 
created it (the principal), depend-
ing on his or her own interests. This 
can be a problem when the values or 
interests of the agent are different that 
than of the principal, as often occurs 
in the cross organizational situations 
created in new governance arrange-
ments (Salamon, 2002).  

Network theory goes beyond the prin-
cipal agent theory and posits that the 
principal may have difficulty control-
ling a policy outcome even when prin-
cipals and agents agree on values and 
goals (ibid). This is applicable to col-
laborative relationships because no one 
actor has control over the other and 
each actor possesses different operating 
styles and worldviews, resulting in dif-
ficulty coordinating behavior to reach 
the desired policy outcome (ibid).  

Barrett (2004) emphasizes the fact 
that administrative discretion cannot 
be controlled too tightly as too much 
administrative control can hamper 
performance. Bartnett submits that 
new methods of governance have 
caused regression toward a controlling 
and normative top down model of 
implementation that overemphasizes 
performance standards. He argues 
that implementation should instead 
be seen as a continuous process of 
negotiation and bargaining between 
decision makers and implementing 
officials. This view embraces some 
discretion to allow for a possibility of 
increasing performance outcomes. 
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Howlett, Ramesh and Perl emphasize 
a need to view implementation as 
including policy design as a main de-
terminant of policy outcomes – policy 
design continues into the implementa-
tion phase. Salamon (2002) is a pro-
ponent of this approach, arguing that 
the tools used to enact policy together 
with the external environment will be 
ultimately responsible for effecting the 
policy outcome. He argues for a shift 
in the focus of implementation from 
a specific policy to the tools of action 
used to implement a policy, because 
this will determine which actors and 
what type of management is involved.  
For example, will the tool use direct or 
indirect provision, which organizations 
will it involve, and which rules will 
restrict it? As was previously discussed, 
relevant actors can have a role in influ-
encing implementation and therefore 
will have their perspectives and incen-
tives reflected in the final outcome.  

STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS
New methods of governance are no 
doubt having an effect on the man-
ner in which policy implementation 
is being undertaken. The central ques-
tion is to what extent are these new 
methods effectively producing the 
desired policy outcomes?  

Third generation implementation 
research highlights two central areas 
that require further analysis. The first is 
regarding the choice of tools involved 
in service provision, as discussed by 
Salamon (2002). Policy implementa-

tion needs to be taken into consider-
ation in the formulation phase of the 
policy cycle, and vice versa, to under-
stand why some programs fail during 
implementation and others do not. 

The second area requiring further 
analysis is network analysis and other 
forms of game theory and political sci-
ence concepts, as suggested by O’Toole 
(2000).  Further understanding of 
interactions between actors and orga-
nizations involved in policy implemen-
tation should work to enhance knowl-
edge of why certain tools fail in some 
policy situations. This is especially 
pertinent to new forms of governance, 
where indirect forms of policy delivery 
and collaborative methods are increas-
ingly being used. It would be useful to 
tie the concepts of game theory and 
tool choice together using empirical 
studies applying principle-agent and 
network theory to implementation in 
particular to gain an understanding 
of how new forms of governance are 
affecting implementation.   

CONCLUSION
The implementation stage of the 
policy cycle has the potential to reduce 
the capacity for successful policy out-
comes. This stage is increasingly im-
portant with the indirect service provi-
sion and collaborative networks that 
accompany new forms of governance. 
Barnett (2004) noted the possible 
negative effects of increasing control 
to deal with these new issues, but con-
versely Salamon points out that if there 

is insufficient demand for accountabil-
ity it can result in a disregard for the 
public interest (2002). These contrast-
ing problems that can potentially arise 
during implementation demonstrate 
why network analysis and game theory 
must be studied in addition to tool 
choice for a complete understanding of 
policy implementation, including its 
successes and failures.
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evaluation –
Reciprocity between 
evaluation and goal 
setting
Lenora Andres 

Abstract: Evaluation is the fifth step 
in the public policy process, but it 
does not usually function indepen-
dently as the final item in a long and 
complex progression. The interac-
tion of evaluation with the public 
policy process, and especially with 
goal setting enhances the value of 
the assessment work. The evaluation 
framework is designed in response to 
policy goals, stated and subtle.  In a 
reciprocal way, policy goals and the 
public policy may be reconfigured in 
response to evaluation findings.  

Keywords: evaluation, public policy, 
goal setting 

INTRODUCTION
Public policy creation engages a host 
of professionals in the complex process 
of designing a program or policy that 
will significantly impact many people. 
The policy is usually developed in 
response to a distressful situation that 
calls for correction. The final step in 
the process is to examine the outcome 
to verify that the distress has been al-
leviated, or that the policy goals have 
been successfully achieved. 

A closer examination reveals the 
evaluation of public policy programs is 
much more complex than simply ask-
ing, “Is the problem fixed?” A sound 
evaluation considers the great variety 
of actors and stakeholders, types of 
policy programs, evaluation methods, 
and whether the program was fully 
implemented. Most importantly, the 
evaluation relates to the goals or prob-
lems in a reciprocal association.  

EVALUATION IS KEY 
Evaluation is the rewarding part of 
the public policy process. After the 
struggle to define, create, and imple-
ment a policy, the evaluation reveals 
the level of success. Evaluation, if 
implemented well, will also influence 
the outcome of the program as adjust-
ments are made in response to the out-
come reports. The fascinating aspect of 
evaluation is the relationship, direct or 
indirect, of evaluation to goal setting, 
or problem definition.  Goal setting is 
complex, and goals often have many 
subtle layers. For an appraisal to be op-
timal, it must respond to these layers 
with the right approach. 

Problem definition may be created 
in response to evaluation outcomes.  
This may happen either in response to 
evaluations of previous policy pro-
grams, or in anticipation of a desired, 
or needed evaluation.  This paper will 
discuss evaluation and examine the 
reciprocal relationship of evaluation to 
problem definition.

BACKGROUND
Definition
Evaluation examines the process (Is 
implementation working?) and the 
outcomes (Have the programs made a 
difference?) of public policy (Howlett, 
Ramesh, & Perl, 2009). Evaluation is 
scientifically based social research and 
can bring rationality to the policy-
making process by using relatively 
neutral, scientific research techniques 
(Rossi & Wright, 1977). Summation 
and data submission doesn’t generally 
include advocacy or recommendations 
(Geva-May & Pal, 1999). 

Description of Evaluation
The public policy process consists of 
five distinct, but interrelated, stages: 
agenda setting, policy formation, 
decision-making, policy implementa-
tion, and policy evaluation. Aware-
ness of upcoming policy evaluations, 
and results of previous and ongoing 
evaluations should be embedded in 
problem definition. In a Treasury 
Board Report, Aucoin recommended 
a whole-of-government requirement 
that evaluations be conducted, and 
that their results be used in decision-
making (Aucoin, 2005).

In choosing the best social research 
method, evaluators look for one that 
will assess the outcomes that are “net” 
of other possible causes, and methods 
that are suitable for work in settings 
with political and moral consider-
ations. For evaluating public policy, 
the randomly controlled experiment is 
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considered the most effective. Other 
methods include cross-sectional stud-
ies, multivariate statistical models, 
non-randomly selected control 
groups, before-and-after studies and 
case studies. More tools include cost 
benefit analysis, which is difficult 
with public policy programs, and 
field experiments, which encoun-
ter ethical and political problems. 
Evaluators search for a method that 
will produce internal validity, which 
is the neutral assessment of the treat-
ment group, and external validity, 
which means that the internal data 
would also apply to people outside 
the test group (Rossi & Wright, 
1977).  Qualitative methods produce 
better external validity than internal 
validity (Mohr, 1999).

Evaluation of public programs is not 
restricted to the professional evalua-
tors, but includes the media, gen-
eral public, and politicians. Judicial 
evaluation conducted by the judiciary 
looks at proposed policies in rela-
tion to the constitution and legal 
standards. Administrative evaluation 
looks at the delivery of government 
services with an eye on efficiency.

Since the 1970s, Canada and other 
world governments, as part of the 
New Public Management wave, have 
recognized the importance of evalu-
ating their public policy programs. 
The performance scrutiny of the 
implementation process is relevant 
to outcome evaluation, but perfor-

mance evaluation can overshadow 
program effectiveness evaluation 
(Aucoin, 2005).   

Successful evaluation is created with 
careful attention to its design and 
implementation and this begins 
with considering the policy problem 
statement and the entire policy. The 
policy-makers, not the evaluation 
researcher, must supply the program 
goals and criteria for success, which 
are clearly and elaborately enunciated  
(Rossi & Wright, 1977).   

Evaluation and Goal Setting – 
Interaction and Learning
Evaluation usefulness is optimal when 
it is ongoing and interactive with 
goal setting and the policy process. 
This learning informs the fluid policy 
process. As assessment data is collected 
and conveyed back to the policy-
makers, implementation adjustments 
can be made, and policy reconceptual-
ization can occur with minor changes, 
fundamental shifts, choices of status 
quo or abandonment of the policy 
(Howlett, Ramesh, & Perl, 2009).  

Learning in the interactive process 
is cumulative and depends on the 
capacity and good prior related 
knowledge in the organization, and 
willingness by the policy actors and 
organization to absorb and imple-
ment new information. A feedback 
loop integrated in policy planning 
facilitates learning, and it is easier 
when there is an open, communica-

tive relationship between departments 
(Howlett,  2002). Lessons learned can 
be practical or can be broader.

Non-learning can occur when there is 
no evaluation, or when only limited 
lessons are drawn from the evaluation 
data. Reluctance of decision-makers 
to act is common when evaluation 
outcomes point to termination of 
the policy which may be due to the 
difficulty of arriving at a definition of 
failure, difficulty of overcoming path 
dependencies, the big political costs, 
and the established beneficiaries who 
define the continuation (Howlett, 
Ramesh, & Perl, 2009). 

Learning, and interaction between 
evaluation and agenda setting are 
enhanced when unintended conse-
quences are identified. This can result 
in adjustments to the current policy 
program and, in endogenous learn-
ing, the creation of policy based on 
learning from previous evaluations. A 
broader assessment framework raises 
the possibility for learning from unin-
tended consequences, such as capacity 
building (Leviten-Reid, 2010). 

CRITICAL ASSESSMENT AND 
STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS
Social scientific research evaluation 
works best when goals are clear and 
precise, but public policy is very com-
plex and the definition of success can 
be relative and difficult to isolate, so 
a subjective analysis may follow more 
easily (Rochefort & Cobb, 1993). 
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The clients’ (government) goals may 
be vague, or the formal stated goals 
may gloss over ‘latent objectives’ 
(Howlett, 2002). Goals may be delib-
erately obscure to achieve the widest 
acceptance, or to achieve balance 
for competing claims on communal 
resources. Offering a big promise or 
the process of ‘being seen to be doing 
something’ may be more important 
than the outcome of a policy pro-
gram. Clarity of a goal may enable 
good data gathering, but it may not 
serve the client, so the evaluator needs 
to be conscious of this dynamic.

The complexity of program goals goes 
beyond the absence of fixed criteria for 
success and failure evaluation which 
apply across time and space, to include 
the diverse number of actors who may 
not share the same goals, the idiosyn-
crasies of the system and the possibili-
ty of a policy breakdown at any part of 
the system. There may be several goals 
that are inter-related across a variety 
of social and economic factors, and 
coloured by politics and values. Policy 
restructuring based on the feedback 
loop further complicates evaluation.

Politics can factor significantly in eval-
uators’ interpretation of stated goals, 
as political goals include not only 
outcome, but process and perception, 
too. Sometimes the evaluation process 
is expected to provide just enough 
material to defend a program, not to 
provide an absolute description of the 
level of failure or success. Evaluation is 

expected to detect even small incre-
ments of change, which are significant 
over a large population (Howlett, 
Ramesh, & Perl, 2009). From inside 
government, Aucoin (2005) partners 
program effectiveness with political 
responsiveness and fiscal discipline as 
the three main demands of govern-
ment, and suggests that the weight 
given to assessment outcomes depends 
on changing times and changing 
regimes. Depth of knowledge in the 
organization is significant for learn-
ing from evaluations, but politicians 
may lack knowledge in their ministry.  
Politicians may create the problem 
definition and evaluation to conceal or 
reveal specific items so they are seen in 
a better light. Evaluations of public 
policy require a rational and subjec-
tive approach due to the complex 
influence of politics.

CONCLUSION
Evaluation of public policy is necessary, 
but evaluation is more than raw data. It 
is also the choice of data and collec-
tion methods and these choices relate 
back to the stated and unstated goals 
of the client and the policy-makers. 
Evaluation in itself doesn’t eliminate 
inefficient or fraudulent policies be-
cause of the strong interplay between 
the evaluation and all aspects of the 
policy, especially the goals. The public 
policy process will be most effective 
when the goals are clear and credible, 
and when evaluation is embedded in 
the process, informing the continuous 
improvement of the policy.
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termination/
renewal –
From the Ashes: Policy 
Termination Is Not the End
Michal Janus 

Abstract: Many analysts agree that 
policy termination is an important 
part of the policy process, but it is an 
area that has received little attention 
from researchers. This article ex-
plores why this lack of interest exists 
and examines the theories available. 
Particular focus is made on the dis-
tinction between policy termination 
and organizational termination, and 
why this distinction is important. 
General strategies for implementing 
policy and organizational termination 
are suggested, with emphasis on the 
positive aspect of termination – that 
it should be seen as an opportunity 
for administrative reform and a new 
beginning rather than an end. 

Keywords: termination, policy ter-
mination, organizational termination, 
administrative reform 

INTRODUCTION
Policy termination has been said to 
have a major innate place in the policy 
cycle of accountable and transparent 
systems, because it leads to new agen-
das and new beginnings.1 However, 
despite its importance, it is widely 
acknowledged that policy termina-
tion has been neglected by policy 

analysts. Policy termination was called 
an “underattended issue”2  more than 
three decades ago. Unfortunately, this 
still seems to be true, possibly because 
it is the most problematic part of the 
public policy process.

This paper looks at why policy termi-
nation has been ignored by analysts 
for such a long-time, and whether it 
has likewise been overlooked by de-
cision-makers. It assesses the theories 
concerning policy termination, and 
whether this theory can be further 
developed. Finally, suggestions are 
made for some strategies that can be 
used to encourage policy-analysts and 
decision-makers to consider termina-
tion as a viable option in the policy 
evaluation process.
 
POLICY TERMINATION IN THE 
POLICY PROCESS
Termination is an integral and 
beneficial part of the policy process.3 
Although it seems to be the final step 
in the policy process4, it is not neces-
sarily the end and may lead back to 
the first stage of agenda-setting for 
the cycle to continue once more. 
Explanations for the lack of litera-
ture on policy termination include: 
the negative connotations associated 
with any kind of termination (policy 
related or otherwise), the lack of 
empirical evidence available and the 
difficulties in distinguishing between 
policy modification and ‘partial 
termination.’5 In addition, research-
ers often prefer to concentrate on the 

more positive acts of formulating, 
implementing and evaluating new 
innovative policies than dealing with 
the obstacles to ending outdated and 
ineffective ones.6 

Not only are analysts unwilling to 
look too deeply into this field, but 
there are many obstacles to policy ter-
mination (e.g. intellectual reluctance, 
institutional permanence, dynamic 
conservatism, anti-termination coali-
tions, legal obstacles and high start-
up costs7) which are said to deter 
policy-makers from using this.

CRITICAL ASSESSMENT
Policy termination has been defined 
by deLeon as the “deliberate conclu-
sion or cessation of specific govern-
ment functions, programs, policies or 
organizations.”8 However, although 
deLeon makes the distinction between 
the termination of policies and the 
termination of government functions, 
programs and organizations, many 
researchers tend to join these separate 
elements under the same umbrella 
term of ‘policy’ termination.  This can 
lead to inaccurate and misleading infor-
mation, because although there is inevi-
table overlap between these elements, 
they are different and some of them 
(for example government functions) 
are more likely to survive termination 
attempts than others (for example pro-
grams).  Because of these differences, 
clarity of what is being terminated -- a 
government function, policy, program 
or organization -- is essential.9 
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Although there has been some prog-
ress in the area of organizational ter-
mination, it remains a small subfield 
within the policy termination litera-
ture10, which, as discussed above, is 
not sizeable itself anyway. In 1976, 
Kaufman11  made the distinction 
between organizational and policy 
termination, finding in his research 
that only 15% of all US agencies in 
existence between 1923 to 1973 were 
terminated, leading him to conclude 
that public agencies seemed im-
mortal. This research has since been 
criticized for having flawed meth-
odology, in that it failed to include 
organizations established after 1923 
and terminated before 1973 (which 
was the case for many ‘New Deal’ 
agencies) and only included federal 
departments and departments within 
the ‘Executive Office of the President’ 
(which are arguably more durable 
than most other agencies).12  

In addition, Kaufman’s findings are 
also undermined by Lewis’ research, 
which found that 62% of agencies 
formed since 1946 were terminated, 
which brings him to the conclu-
sion that agency immortality is just 
a ‘myth.’13 Lewis also makes the 
important point that organizational 
termination does not necessarily lead 
to policy termination, as often the 
agencies’ functions are transferred to 
another agency. However, organiza-
tional termination is still important 
because the structure of the orga-
nization and public policy outputs 

are linked.14 This  strengthens the 
argument for the need for a firm 
distinction between the two types of 
termination, or else accurate policy 
evaluation cannot take place.

This is also supported by what deLeon 
calls ‘partial termination.’15 Termina-
tion is rarely complete and is not the 
end of a policy or an organization. 
It can actually signal the beginning 
of a new policy – when one policy is 
terminated, a new one is created to 
replace it.16 Termination, therefore, 
should not be treated just as an end, 
but also as a beginning.

Another important finding made by 
Lewis is that political turnover is a ma-
jor cause of termination.17 He discov-
ered that when an agency’s opponents 
gain power, they are 67% more likely 
to be terminated. The importance of 
political ideology in termination has 
been recognized by commentators for 
a long time, but Lewis’ study gives 
further weight to assertions that politi-
cal considerations are more important 
than financial/economic ones or argu-
ments of inefficiency.18 

STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS
To avoid the confusion associated with 
the possibly misleading term ‘policy 
termination’, perhaps another umbrel-
la term should be used, so that there is 
no confusion with organizational ter-
mination. This separation is necessary, 
as Lewis’ findings suggest that orga-
nizational termination is often in use, 

particularly when an opposition party 
assumes power. As the knowledge on 
what contributes to successful or failed 
termination attempts is as incomplete 
as it was thirty years ago when this 
research gap was identified, it is clear 
more research is needed. This research 
should focus particularly on termina-
tion as a political phenomenon, which 
it clearly is. This recognition of politi-
cal ideology is important for the field 
of termination to be more forward-
looking.19 Currently, the area has been 
criticised for being retrospective and 
for not developing a framework for 
predicting termination.20 As there is 
so little information on the subject 
of policy termination, it has been 
suggested that the creation of case 
studies may help to shed more light, 
as well as more comparative research 
with other countries.21

Finally, the negativity surrounding 
termination needs to be reduced.  
Termination can be positive, espe-
cially where it is the result of a policy 
so successfully dealing with a social 
problem that it is no longer needed.22 
In addition, perhaps if greater em-
phasis was made on the opportunities 
that termination offers in terms of 
re-thinking a problem and applying 
fresh ideas, then it is possible that 
analysts would feel more comfortable 
in using this as an option. Termina-
tion considerations should form part 
of the policy planning process and 
researchers should be gathering more 
information on this subject.23
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CONCLUSION
The need for further analysis of policy 
and organizational termination is 
perhaps even more urgent now than 
ever because of the long neglect of this 
topic. As discussed, policy termina-
tion and organizational termination 
are two distinct things and the terms 
should not be used interchangeably. 
Where this does happen, policy evalu-
ation can be affected negatively.

One of the most important consid-
erations, however, is that termina-
tion should not be seen as the end. 
It is a chance for rebirth, to enact 
administrative reform, to update, to 
modernize and to show flexibility in 
adapting to social problems, which 
rarely remain static. Policy analysts 
need to acknowledge that policy and 
organizational termination is a politi-
cal reality, and if they want to have 
credibility, they must plunge into 
these mostly unchartered waters.
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