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ROOTS OF PUBLIC POLICY: THE POLICY-MAKING PROCESS 
 

Public policy is an intentional course of action or inaction followed by government in dealing with some problem 
or matter of concern. Public policies are thus governmental policies; they are authoritative and binding on 

people. Individuals, groups, and even government agencies that do not comply with policies can be penalized 
through fines, loss of benefits, or even jail terms. The phrase “course of action” implies that policies develop or 

unfold over time. They involve more than a legislative decision to enact a law or a presidential decision to issue 
an executive order. Also important is how the law or executive order is carried out. The impact or meaning of a 

policy depends on whether it is vigorously enforced, enforced only in some instances, or not enforced at all. 

 
A Model of the Policy-Making Process 

The policy-making process is often viewed as a sequence of stages or functional activities. One illustration of 
such a model is shown below. This model can be used to analyze any of the issues discussed in this book. 

Although models such as these can be useful, it is important to remember that they are simplifications of the 

actual process. Moreover, models for analyzing the policy-making process do not always explain why public 
policies take the specific forms that they do. Nor do models necessarily tell us who dominates or controls the 

formation of public policy.  
 

Policy making typically can be thought of as a process of sequential steps: 
1) Problem recognition. Identification of an issue that disturbs the people and leads them to call for 

governmental intervention. 

2) Agenda setting. Government recognition that a problem is worthy of consideration for governmental 
intervention. 

3) Policy formulation. Identification of alternative approaches to addressing the problems placed on 
government’s agenda. 

4) Policy adoption. The formal selection of public policies through legislative, executive, judicial, and 

bureaucratic means. 
5) Budgeting. The allocation of resources to provide for the proper implementation of public policies. 

6) Policy implementation. The actual administration or application of public policies to their targets. 
7) Policy evaluation. The determination of a policy’s accomplishments, consequences, or shortcomings. 

 

 
 

 
What are the stages of the 

public policy process? 

One of the best ways to 

understand public policy is to 

examine the process by which 

policies are made. Although 

there are many unique 

characteristics of policy 

making at the various levels of 

government, there are 

commonalities that define the 

process from which public 

policies emerge. In the figure, 

the public policy process is 

broken down into seven steps. 

Each step has distinguishing 

features, but it is important to 

remember that the steps often 

merge into one another in a 

less distinct manner. 
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PROBLEM RECOGNITION AND DEFINITION  

For a condition to become a problem, there must be some criterion—a standard or value—that leads people to 
believe that the condition does not have to be accepted and, further, that it is something with which 

government can deal effectively and appropriately. For example, natural disasters such as hurricanes are 
unlikely to be identified as a policy problem because there is little that government can do about them directly. 

The consequences of hurricanes—the human distress and property destruction that they bring—are another 

matter. Relief from the devastation of natural disasters can be a focus of government action, and agencies such 
as the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) have been created to reduce these hardships. When 

these agencies fail to fulfill their roles, as FEMA did in the wake of Hurricane Katrina in 2005, the public requires 
answers for why government has not done its job. 

 
Usually there is not a single, agreed-on definition of a problem. Indeed, political struggle often occurs at this 

stage because how the problem is defined helps determine what sort of action is appropriate. For example, if 

we define access to transportation for people with disabilities as a transportation problem, then an acceptable 
solution is to establish other means of transport for disabled citizens, such as a special van service. If we define 

access to transportation as a civil rights problem, however, then people with disabilities are entitled to equal 
access to the regular transportation system. The civil rights view triumphed with congressional passage of the 

Americans with Disabilities Act in 1990, which mandated that local and state governments must make 

transportation accessible to the elderly and to all people with disabilities. 
 

Note that public policies themselves are frequently viewed as problems or the causes of other problems. Thus, 
for some people, gun control legislation is a solution to gun violence. To the National Rifle Association (NRA), 

however, any law that restricts gun ownership is a problem because the NRA views such laws as inappropriately 
infringing on an individual’s constitutional right to keep and bear arms. To social conservatives, legal access to 

abortion is a problem; for social liberals, laws restricting abortion access fall into the problem category. 

 
AGENDA SETTING  

After a problem is recognized and defined as such by a significant segment of society, it must be brought to the 
attention of public officials and it must secure a place on an agenda, or a set of issues to be discussed or given 

attention. Every political community—national, state, and local—has a systemic agenda. The systemic agenda is 

essentially a discussion agenda; it consists of all issues that are viewed as requiring public attention and as 
involving matters within the legitimate jurisdiction of governments. A governmental or institutional agenda, in 

contrast, is much narrower. It includes only problems to which public officials feel obliged to devote active and 
serious attention. Not all problems that attract the attention of officials are likely to have been widely discussed 

by the general public, and not all issues on the systemic agenda end up on the institutional agenda. Issues may 

move from the systemic agenda to the governmental agenda and vice versa in an almost limitless number of 
ways. This movement is known as agenda setting. Whether because of their influence or skill in developing 

political support, some people or groups are more successful than others in steering items onto the 
governmental agenda. Among the most notable—though certainly not the only—agenda-setters are the 

president, interest groups, and political crises. 
 

The president is an important agenda-setter for Congress. In the State of the Union Address, proposed budget, 

and special messages, the president presents Congress with a legislative program for its consideration. Much of 
Congress’s time is spent deliberating presidential recommendations, although by no means does Congress 

always respond as the president might wish. Congress can be recalcitrant even when the president and 
congressional majorities come from the same party. 

 

Interest groups are also major actors and initiators in the agenda-setting process. Interest groups and their 
lobbyists frequently ask Congress, the courts, or the executive branch to address problems of special concern to 

them. Environmentalists, for instance, call for government action on such issues as global warming, the 
protection of wetlands, and the reduction of air pollution. Business groups may seek protection against foreign 

competitors, restrictions on product liability lawsuits, or government financial bailouts. 
 

Finally, crises, natural disasters, or other extraordinary events may put problems on the agenda. The attacks on 

the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, placed the issue of homeland security at the 
top of the policy agenda. The home mortgage crisis and continuing recession in 2010 received significant media 
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attention and corresponding responses from Congress. And more recently, a controversial immigration bill 

passed by state legislators in Arizona has put the issue of immigration back on the agenda. 
 

POLICY FORMULATION  
Policy formulation is the crafting of proposed courses of action to resolve public problems. It has both political 

and technical components. The political aspect of policy formulation involves determining generally what should 

be done to address a problem. The technical facet involves correctly stating in specific language what one 
wants to authorize or accomplish, in order to adequately guide those who must implement policy and to prevent 

distortion of legislative intent. 
 

Policy formulation may take many forms: 
1) Routine formulation is the process of altering existing policy proposals or creating new proposals within 

an issue area the government has previously addressed. For instance, the formulation of policy for 

veterans’ benefits is routine. 
2) Analogous formulation handles new problems by drawing on experience with similar problems in the 

past or in other jurisdictions. What has been done in the past to cope with the activities of terrorists? 
What has been done in other states to deal with child abuse or divorce law reform? 

3) Creative formulation involves attempts to develop new or unprecedented proposals that represent a 

departure from existing practices and that will better resolve a problem. For example, plans to develop 
an anti-missile defense system to shoot down incoming missiles represent a departure from previous 

defense strategies of mutual destruction. 
 

Policy formulation may be undertaken by various players in the policy process: the president, presidential aides, 
agency officials, specially appointed task forces and commissions, interest groups, private research 

organizations (or “think tanks”), and legislators and their staffs. The people engaged in formulation are usually 

looking ahead toward policy adoption. Particular provisions may be included or excluded from a proposal in an 
attempt to enhance its likelihood of adoption. To the extent that formulators think in this strategic manner, the 

formulation and adoption stages of the policy process often overlap.  
 

POLICY ADOPTION  

Policy adoption is the approval of a policy proposal by the people with requisite authority, such as a legislature 
or chief executive. This approval gives the policy legal force. Because most public policies in the United States 

result from legislation, policy adoption frequently requires building a series of majority coalitions necessary to 
secure the enactment of legislation in Congress. To secure the needed votes, a bill may be watered down or 

modified at any point in the legislative process. Or, the bill may fail to win a majority at one of them and die, at 

least for the time being.  
 

The tortuous nature of congressional policy adoption has some important consequences. First, complex 
legislation may require substantial periods of time in order to pass. Second, the legislation passed is often 

incremental, making only limited or marginal changes in existing policy. Third, legislation is frequently written in 
general or ambiguous language, as in the Clean Air Act, which provided amorphous instructions to 

administrators in the Environmental Protection Agency to set air quality standards that would allow for an 

“adequate margin of safety” to protect the public health. Phrases such as “adequate margin” are highly 
subjective and open to a wide range of interpretations. Language such as this may provide considerable 

discretion to the people who implement the law and also leave them in doubt as to its intended purposes. 
 

BUDGETING  

Most policies require funding in order to be carried out; some policies, such as those providing income security, 
essentially involve the transfer of money from taxpayers to the government and back to individual beneficiaries. 

Funding for most policies and agencies is provided through the congressional budget process. Whether a policy 
is well funded, poorly funded, or funded at all has a significant effect on its scope, impact, and effectiveness. 

For example, as a result of limited funding, the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) can 
inspect annually only a small fraction of the workplaces within its jurisdiction. Similarly, the Department of 

Housing and Urban Development has funds sufficient to provide rent subsidies only to approximately 20 percent 

of eligible low-income families. 
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The budgetary process also gives the president and the Congress an opportunity to review the government’s 

many policies and programs, to inquire into their administration, to appraise their value and effectiveness, and 
to exercise some influence on their conduct. Not all of the government’s thousands of programs are fully 

examined every year. But, over a period of several years, most programs come under scrutiny. 
 

POLICY IMPLEMENTATION  

Policy implementation is the process of carrying out public policies, most of which are implemented by 
administrative agencies. Some policies, however, are enforced in other ways. Voluntary compliance by 

businesses and individuals is one such technique. Examples of this practice include when grocers take out-of-
date products off their shelves or when consumers choose not to buy food products after their expiration dates. 

The courts also get involved in implementation when they are called on to interpret the meaning of legislation, 
review the legality of agency rules and actions, and determine whether institutions such as prisons and mental 

hospitals conform to legal and constitutional standards.  

 
Administrative agencies may be authorized to use a number of techniques to implement the public policies 

within their jurisdictions. These techniques can be categorized as authoritative, incentive, capacity, or hortatory, 
depending on the behavioral assumptions on which they are based. 

 

1) Authoritative techniques for policy implementation rest on the notion that people’s actions must be 
directed or restrained by government in order to prevent or eliminate activities or products that are 

unsafe, unfair, evil, or immoral. For example, consumer products must meet certain safety regulations, 
and radio stations can be fined heavily or have their broadcasting licenses revoked if they broadcast 

obscenities. 
2) Incentive techniques for policy implementation encourage people to act in their own best interest by 

offering payoffs or financial inducements to get them to comply with public policies. Such policies may 

provide tax deductions to encourage charitable giving or the purchase of alternative fuel vehicles such 
as hybrid automobiles. Farmers also receive subsidies to make their production (or nonproduction) of 

wheat, cotton, and other goods more profitable. Conversely, sanctions such as high taxes may 
discourage the purchase and use of such products as tobacco or liquor, and pollution fees may reduce 

the discharge of pollutants by making this action more costly to businesses. 

3) Capacity techniques provide people with information, education, training, or resources that enable them 
to participate in desired activities. The assumption underlying these techniques is that people have the 

incentive or desire to do what is right but lack the capacity to act accordingly. Job training may enable 
able-bodied people to find work, and accurate information on interest rates will enable people to protect 

themselves against interest-rate gouging. 

4) Hortatory techniques encourage people to comply with policy by appealing to people’s “better instincts” 
in an effort to get them to act in desired ways. In this instance, policy implementers assume that people 

decide how to act according to their personal values and beliefs. During the Reagan administration, 
First Lady Nancy Reagan implored young people to “Just say no” to drugs. Hortatory techniques also 

include the use of highway signs displaying slogans like “Don’t Be a Litterbug” and “Don’t Mess with 
Texas” to discourage littering. Often government will turn to a combination of authoritative, incentive, 

capacity, and hortatory approaches to reach their goals. For example, public health officials employ all 

of these tools in their efforts to reduce tobacco use. These techniques include laws prohibiting smoking 
in public places, taxes on the sales of tobacco products, warning labels on packs of cigarettes, and anti-

smoking commercials on television. There is no easy formula that will guarantee successful policy 
implementation; in practice, many policies only partially achieve their goals. 

 

POLICY EVALUATION  
Practitioners of policy evaluation seek to determine whether a course of action is achieving its intended goals. 

They may also try to determine whether a policy is being fairly or efficiently administered. Although policy 
evaluation has become more rigorous, systematic, and objective over the past few decades, judgments by 

policy makers still are often based on anecdotal and fragmentary evidence rather than on solid facts and 
thorough analyses. Sometimes a program is judged to be a good program simply because it is politically popular 

or fits the ideological beliefs of an elected official. 
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Policy evaluation may be conducted by a variety of players, including congressional committees, presidential 

commissions, administrative agencies, the courts, university researchers, private research organizations, and 
the Government Accountability Office (GAO). The GAO, created in 1921, conducts hundreds of studies of 

government agencies and programs each year, either at the request of members of Congress or on its own 
initiative. The titles of two of its 2010 evaluations convey a notion of the breadth of its work: “Military 

Readiness: Navy Needs to Reassess its Metrics and Assumptions for Ship Crewing Requirements and Training” 

and “USDA Crop Disaster Programs: Lessons Learned Can Improve Implementation of New Crop Assistance 
Program.”  

 
Evaluation research and studies can stimulate attempts to modify or terminate policies and thus restart the 

policy process. Legislators and administrators may formulate and advocate for amendments designed to correct 
problems or shortcomings in a policy. In 2006, for example, the national legislation establishing the 

Medicare program was amended to create a prescription drug benefit for senior citizens, known as Medicare 

Part D. Policies may also be terminated as a result of the evaluation process; for example, through the Airline 
Deregulation Act of 1978, Congress eliminated the Civil Aeronautics Board and its program of economic 

regulation of commercial airlines. This action was taken on the assumption that competition in the marketplace 
would better protect the interests of airline users. Competition indeed reduced the cost of flying on many 

popular routes. 

 
The demise of programs is relatively rare; more often, a troubled program is modified or allowed to limp along 

because it provides a popular service. For example, the nation’s passenger rail system, Amtrak, remains 
dependent on government funds. Although its northeastern lines are financially self-sufficient, many of Amtrak’s 

longer distance routes are not able to operate without significant government subsidies. Nevertheless, the more 
rural routes remain popular with legislators in western states, and thus Amtrak continues to receive 

governmental support. 

 
 


