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Chapter 6

Decision-Making in Public Policy

Policy Selection and Choice

What Is Decision-Making in the Public Sector?

The public policy process, as Thomas Dye pointed out in Chapter 1 is all about
decision-making. Decisions, large and small, are made throughout the process by
individuals, groups and organizations: decisions to deal with a problem, to analyze
it in certain ways, to engage the public or not, and so on. However, the subject of
this chapter is about making an authoritative decision to commit government re-
sources and prestige to a certain course of action expected to attain some desired
end. It is about “policy choice,” selecting a policy from among whatever options
are available and moving it forward to implementation.

The decision-making stage of the policy process is thus when one or more,
or none, of the multiple definitions of policy problems and solution options that
have been identified, debated, and examined during the previous two stages of
the policy cycle are approved and become an official course of action. Such. policy
decisions usually produce some kind of a formal or informal statement of intent
on the part of authorized public actors to take, or not to take, some action. These
statements can take the form of a law passed by the legislature, an administrative
regulation, or even just a speech or a policy statement from an elected or appointed
government official (O’Sullivan & Down, 2001). Acting on this dccisinn. and put-
ting in place practices and procedures to give it effect is the subject of the next
sl:néze of the policy cycle, policy implementation, discussed in the following chapter.

Garv Brewer and Peter DeLeon (1983: 179) characterized the decision-making

stage of the public policy process as a choice process. It is one that happens once:

the choice among policy alternatives that have been generated and their
likely effects on the problem estimated. . . . It is the most overtly political
stage insofar as the many potential solutions to a given problem must

somehow be winnowed down and but one or a select few picked and
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readied for use. Obviously most possible choices will not be realized and
deciding not to take particular courses of action is as much a part of
selection as finally settling on the best course.

This definition makes several important points about the decision-making
stage of the policy cycle. First, decision-making is not a self-contained activity,
but neither is it synonymous with the decisions that take place over the course
of the entire public policy-making process. Rather, it is a specific activity rooted
firmly in the previous stages of the policy cycle and involves choosing or select-
ing from among a relatively small number of alternative policy options identified,
systematically or otherwise, in the process of policy formulation. This is done
typically with the expectation that the action will resolve a public problem either
in reality or symbolically, placating societal demands for action.

Second, this definition highlights the fact that different kinds of decisions
can result from a decision-making process. That is, decisions can be “positive”
in the sense that they are intended, once implemented, to alter the status quo
in some way, or they can be “negative” in the sense that the government declares
that it will do nothing new about a public problem but will retain the status quo.

Third, this definition underlines the point that public policy decision-making is
not a technical exercise but an inherently political process. It recognizes that public
policy decisions create “winners” and “losers,” even if the decision is a negative one.

Brewer and deLeon’s definition, of course, says nothing about the actors
involved in this process, or the desirability, likely direction, or scope of public
decision-making. To deal with these issues, different theories and models have
been developed to describe how decisions are made in government as well as
to prescribe how decisions ought to be made. The nature of public policy deci-
sion-makers, the different types of decisions that they make, and the develop-
ment and evolution of decision-making models designed to help understand the
relationship between the two are described below.

Problematics of Decision-Making: An Unknown
Future and Risks of Failure

Over- and Under-Reactions

In an ideal world, governments would choose only the most efficient and effective
policies, spending the exactly appropriate amount of time, effort, and resources
to match the severity of a problem. This assumes, however, that a government’s
policy efforts can be “perfectly calibrated,” seamlessly leading to the minimum
appropriate amount of effort being used to maximize the solution to a policy

problem. This simple “proportionality” between problem severity and reaction,
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unfortunately, is not backed up by empirical evidence (deLeon, 199
1975}, Rather, studies of policy success and failure suggest more comple
in which relatively few efforts are very well calibrated, with most either
over-reacting to problems, on either a one-off or a sustained basis'('r\'/f[ao
2014a; de Vries, 2010). -
In general, there are four possible ideal scenarios for the relationsh;
policy efforts and policy solutions. In two cases, there is “proportionate re.
either when a severe problem generates a large response or when a small
lem encounters a similarly small expenditure of government resources; T,
other cases are “disproportionate” in nature: when policy reactions either
under-shoot the severity of the problem and thus do not adequately match t
ture of the underlying problem. Poorly calibrated responses often persist oy
tained periods of over- and under-reaction in which either government_:r'es
are wasted or unresolved problems persist {de Vries, 2010), .
Scholarly attention on this mismatch has mostly focused on studyi
reasons for sustained over-reactions (Maor, 2012, 20H4a; Jones et al., 2014
the phenomenon of sustained under-reactions is both less well examined and
well understood (Maor, 2014b). Examples of the former over-reactions rangejf
studies of over-regulation in food and environmental safety standards (]
2013), to excessive reforms in social or health policies (Kemmerling & Ma
2018), and to over-reactions against terrorist threats or crime (e-.g., Desch; 20
Part of this problem has to do with the underlying valuation difficult
determining the nature and impact of policy problems (e.g., Zuckerman; 20
difficulties that always leave room for political controversy and disagreemen
assessing the exact nature of the problem at hand and therefore what is a reaso
able or proportionate response to it. Such actions are often linked to well knoy
“credit-claiming” motives on the part of decision-makers anxious to be seen b
the public, electorates, or affected parties to be “doing something” about a pro
lem (Twight, 1991; Marsh & Tilley, 2010). In these dynamics, more action is us
ally equated with better results, whether or not the extra effort and cost are w
any additional results achieved. "
The literature on under-reactions is less well developed (Maor, 2014b).:One
can find cases that have been recognized, but in which the decisions behind 1
der-reaction remain unexplained: for instance, problems of harmful international
tax competition {e.g., Genschel et al,, 2011), epidemics (e.g,, Oosterveer, 2002),
continued deforestation and soil erosion (e.g., Blaikie and Brookfield, 1987, QOstrom;
1999). Identified causes of under-reaction include the role of institutions and veto
players (e.g., Tsebelis, 2002), and problems of collective action such as the famous
“tragedy of the commons” discussed in Chapter 2 (Ostrom et al., 1999), which can
lead to the extent of a problem “creeping up” on decision-makers who may not be
aware of its potential significance from initial reports. Organizational studies have
also highlighted how standard operating routines and default modes of operation

cth

olutio yf . !
ut is especially acute in policy cheice where it is expected that some choice will
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1k change (Baumgartner & Jones, 2002), and how under-reflctions may also

> u::nce of cognitive biases if issues are invisible or their costs and ben-
e..cog'sfi‘;qcuit to calculate, such as problems with unequal treatment of race.s,
egmilps, or women in healthcare systems. Both s.ubjc-:cts are }\])veil studgs(c):lols
i and organizational psychology and policy evaluation {e.g., Ka -neman,] : ]ea(i

.1992). And mechanisms of diffusion and cros';s—border lea.rmng col ‘
sments to believe that no action is necessary .1f ?ther (major) governments
.not initiated action in response to the same or similar problem.

ncertainty, Ambiguity, Ignorance, and Incompetence

ese problems highlight a critical ciaail'.ange that .éecision»maiclers ar:}(}:l1 i flfl:;
makers more generally must deal with in responc‘img to a problem, 3 ich i3
fthey face an unknown future and must at-tem[?t in some wa)'f to Tglgmzrecent
ii;ated problem severity and solution potential without ever bemgh 00 p "
tain that they have either correctly diagnosed a proble.m or tha%t their propos

n will work. This is a problem in policy formulation and implementation,

o made. As such, problems cannot always be put off or sol}:Fions phased in'order
assess their effectiveness as this process unfolds. D:aleslon-malcers trying tg
leal with issues on their agendas must cope with conditions o'f uncc?rtamt); ;1;1}
.mbiguity as they try to ensure their efforts will prove effective {Simen, ;

’ﬁorgan & Henrion, 1990; Swanson et al., 2010).

Failing to correctly identify the bounds and range of these uncertainties is

2 major cause of policy over- and under-reaction (I.\li.aor, 2012a, 2012b) zlmd ozlrer:
and under-design, and uncertainties and ambiguities must be cforre(?t yEu'rl) er
stood and diagnosed by policy-makers in specific circumstances if policy aflures
are to be avoided both in the short and long term. Some of t.hese uncertam?es
stem from a lack of knowledge of cause-and-effect relationships between po 1(:(};
interventions and outcomes, and may be overcome through better resear.ch an
information, assuming that time exists in which to design and gther this iata.
" Not all problem characteristics and environments change as rapidly as others,
* however, and not all uncertainties demand the same response.

The concept of uncertainty has been widely interpreted an.d Ttud.zed in
diverse disciplines that influence public policy, such as th<=T phymf:a sc;lences;,
sacial sciences, mathematical sciences, engineering, economics, philosop };\ a;{n
psychology, and some guidelines are available there (Walkfer ei-al., '20121).‘ l ey:
distinction drawn in this literature distinguishes between 51t|.1.at:ons:, in which un
certainty is represented by known probability distrii:utscfms in \'\’%11(.‘,1,'! pazm;ete;‘
estimates may be difficult to make or error-prone ( nghtaasj ns.k ).an thos
in which the overall distributions themselves are unknown ("Knightian uncer-

tainty”) (Knight, 1921).
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P1gure 6.1 Levels of Uncért.ai.nty R

Schrader et al., for example, argue that uncertainty and ambiguity ar
very different concepts that should not be confused or improperly juxtapos
rather can be combined to illustrate the fundamental problematics or asp
of a design or policy-making “space.” They suggest two further levels of am
guity: Level 1, where the variables are given but not their functional relatig
ships, and Level 2, where both the variables and their functional relations.h_.]p
are unknown. :
The more recent uncertainty classifications by Walker et al. (2003), Kwakl:
et al. (2010), and Walker et al. (2010) utilize these insights and distinctions .
develop a set of propositions for policy-making dealing with a range of levels
ambiguity between “shallow” and “deep uncertainty.” Walker et al. (2010) useful}
identify four common situations of relative ignorance. These are “Level 1” shallc
or parameter uncertainty where multiple alternative states representing the.$y_s
tem with specific probabilities are present; “Level 2,” medium or fuzzy uncertaint
where multiple alternatives can be ranked based on the “perceived likelihood! o
their occurrence are present; “Level 3,” deep uncertainty where multiple alterh__ﬁ
tives are present but these cannot be ranked in terms of their likelihood of occur
rence; and “Level 4, complete ignorance, where there is an inability to presen
multiple alternatives and the “possibility of being surprised” is real (see Figure 6

6 Decision-Making in Public Policy < 181

. These distinctions are useful in assessing how decision-makers can deal with
Jdifferent levels of uncertainty in making their policy choices. That is, different
licy problems correspond to these different levels of uncertainty and their pol-
cy treatment should vary accordingly. Policy problems characterized by Level
.uncertainty, for example, are at least in theory not very difficult and are thus
ikely to be resolved by standard treatments with the expectation that a propor-
tional response is likely to result. Hence, for example, controlling housing mar-
kets though interest (mortgage) rate manipulations or traffic through stoplights
and traffic “calming” are well known problems and solutions and offer only a very
imited risk of failure. Level II uncertainty is slightly more complex, and policy
decisions may produce some unexpected results——such as when tobacco price
hikes trigger problems with smuggling and black markets—and may generate
some level of disproportionality as a result.

Day and Klein (1989) note that while most government policies are crafted
n response to events that are “reasonably predictable,” however, policy events can
- also be (1) unpredictable, “unforeseen” and “unprojectable,” (2) catastrophic, and
(3} events where interpretation of uncertainty is obscured by moral and social
controversy. That is, even in Level I and II scenarios there can be unexpected
events or “wild-cards” (Wardekker et al,, 2010) that can impact policy decisions
with significant social and political implications. In these cases, circumstances
offer limited scope for the decision-maker to draw upon history or experience
{Walker et al., 2010; Lempert et al., 2003).

Level 1

| Level 2

Level 3

Level 4 The final two scenarios, however, are likely to involve a much higher ratio

Beep Uncertainty

of ambiguity to uncertainty, are much more likely to lead to disproportionate

outcomes, with a
probability attached
1o each set

Context |Aclearenough | Alternative futures | A multiplicity of | Unknown future responses and under- and over-design of solutions and thus require a different
future {with probabilities) plausible futures . . . : . P
w 4 v type of policy response. These level 11T and 1V situations often arise in dealing
A . : .
. - O > with problems that persist over the long run as fuzzy parameter estimates ac-
8 . e
c » - cumulate and multiply. Level III problems, such as green transport initiatives
v . (for example, when planners try to increase the share of walkers and cyclists
£ | System | Asingie system Asingle system Several systern Unknown system Q : o of i 3 i i
2| ‘model |model model with 3 e e A g at the expense of car drivers), require applying a number (-Jf policy tools to
£ prosa ilistie different don't know g uncertain expectations about rider behaviour, yielding scenarios where the un-
=3 structures
£ & certainty of outcomes climbs dramatically and changes over time (Taeihagh
O | sSystem [ A point estimate Several sets of A known range of | Unknown E 3 ied ; i
ovacomes | and confidence | point estimates and | outcomes e oW 3 et al., 2013). A common response is to select policies that either over-design or
interval for each | confidence we dan't know over-manage expectations, or the reverse. Policies designed to address such is-
oiutcome intervals for the

sues should, then, be both more flexible and adaptable than those dealing with
problems accompanying Level [ or II uncertainty, but this is rarely the case.

Weights
on
outcomes

Asingle estimate
of the weights

Several sets of
weights, with a
probability attached
to each set

A known range of
weights

Finally, there are Level IV problems. These create the worst-case scenarios
for decision-makers, as they entail competing perspectives about the nature of
the problem as well as multiple potential solutions whose prospects for success

Unknown weights;
know we don't
know

Source: Adapted from Walker et al., 2010.

are unknown (Rittel & Weber, 1973). Uncertainties can arise from many sources,
including lack of data or lack of agreement on results, statistical methods, error
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