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INTRODUCTION

The politics of policy analysis: theoretical insights on
real world problems
Paul Cairney

Politics and Public Policy, Division of History, Heritage, and Politics, University of Stirling,
Stirling, UK

ABSTRACT
How can policy process research help to address policy and policymaking
problems? This special edition of the Journal of European Public Policy seeks
to address that question by examining the theory and practice of policy
analysis. The call for papers sought state of the art articles that conceptualise
the politics of policy analysis, and empirical studies that use theoretical
insights to analyse and address real world problems. Contributions could
draw on mainstream policy theories to explain how policymaking works, and/
or critical approaches that identify and challenge inequalities of power. This
introduction shows why such perspectives matter, and how they contribute
to a full examination of policy analysis.
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Introduction: the political role of policy analysis

This Special Issue seeks to use insights from ‘mainstream’ policy process
research, and critical policy studies, to inform the theory and practice of
policy analysis. Mainstream and critical approaches emerged from different
traditions, and often ask different questions. However, they have overlapping
interests, such as to interrogate the political role of analysts and analysis
(Cairney, 2021a; Durnová & Weible, 2020). In both approaches, we can ident-
ify three general reference points or assumptions.

First, policy analysis is not a disinterested, objective search for truth and an
optimal policy solution (often described as a ‘rationalist’ project). It is not a
technocratic process that can be separated from politics. Techniques such
as cost–benefit analysis require technical skills, but are not a substitute for
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political debate. Therefore, phrases like ‘evidence based’ do not describe pol-
icymaking well.

Second, policy analysis is not part of a simple, orderly policy process. It
does not contribute to a tightly managed policy cycle consisting of linear
and clearly defined technical stages. Policymaking is a highly contested but
unequal process. Many policymakers, analysts, and influencers cooperate or
compete to use information selectively to define problems, and select
policy solutions with inevitable winners and losers, in processes over which
no actor has full understanding or control.

Third, optimal policy and linear policymaking are not good ideals anyway.
The language of optimality depoliticises policy analysis and reduces attention
to policy’s winners and losers. Simple images of policymaking suggest that
policy problems are amenable to technical policy solutions. They downplay
power and contestation. Ignoring or denying the politics of policy analysis
is either naïve, based on insufficient knowledge of policymaking, or strategic,
to exploit the benefits of portraying issues as technical and solutions as gen-
erally beneficial (such as with reference to Pareto-efficiency).

This portrayal is relatively prominent in critical policy analysis. However, it
is also a substantive feature of policy process research. Mainstream scholars
identify how policy actors frame problems and processes to gain advantage.
For example, the strategy of portraying issues as technical has long been a
feature of research on policy monopolies or communities: actors describe
the problem as solved (with only the details to manage), to exclude most
others as no longer relevant to deliberations (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009;
Richardson & Jordan, 1979). Further, mainstream accounts show that policy
analysts do not simply generate new evidence to reduce policymaker uncer-
tainty. Rather, political action is about reducing or exploiting policy ambiguity
(the possibility to interpret the same problem in many competing ways). They
exercise power to win disputes, drawing on material resources and argumen-
tation, or manipulating the rules used to make choices (Jones et al., 2014;
Majone, 1989; Pagliarello, 2022; Riker, 1986; Zahariadis, 2003; compare with
Rein & Schön, 2013; Schön & Rein, 1994).

What is the payoff to this approach?

It may seem to JEPP readers that this kind of argument – about simple policy-
making images versus complex and contested reality – has been won many
times in policy research. If so, these references to ‘rationalist’ policymaking
may seem to be part of a needless ‘strawman’ argument to boost new
approaches.

However, while this language may have fallen out of favour in policy
process research, it has been reinvigorated by scientists and policymakers,
using modern references to ‘evidence-based policymaking’ or ‘following
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the science’ (Botterill & Hindmoor, 2012; Cairney, 2016, 2021b). Outside of our
subfield, it is still common to describe ‘scientism’ as a dominant and dama-
ging approach to policy analysis (Greenhalgh & Engebretsen, 2022).
Further, inequalities researchers – across fields including health, education,
gender, and climate change – highlight the routine use of technocratic
language to close off political debate (Cairney et al., 2022a, 2023).

Therefore, as long as this language remains important, there is great value
in the advancement of theoretical and critical approaches to challenge it. In
that context, the Special Issue encourages new research that speaks not only
to an expert research audience, but also a much wider scientific and prac-
titioner audience interested in direct engagement with policy and
policymaking.

Informing policy analysis with policy process research

There are well-established textbooks on how to do policy analysis (Bardach &
Patashnik, 2020; Dunn, 2017; Meltzer & Schwartz, 2019; Mintrom, 2012;
Weimer & Vining, 2017). Further, they recognise the politics of – and practical
limits to – policy analysis. If so, what is the added value of the Special Issue?

First, it fosters the well-established but largely unfulfilled commitment to
treat policy analysis and policy process research as mutually beneficial
elements of the policy sciences (Cairney & Weible, 2017; Lasswell, 1951,
1956, 1971). The starting point is that:

. Policy analysis is research-informed advice to clients. Some is ex ante policy
analysis, focusing on identifying problems, generating solutions, compar-
ing their likely effects, and making recommendations. Some is ex post,
focusing on the monitoring or evaluation of policy. Both are applied analy-
sis, focusing on what is and ought to be. Analysis is usually performed by
individuals or organisations commissioned by policymakers. Most texts
help analysts to develop the skills and strategies to maximise their
influence on policy and policymakers.

. Policy process research focuses on the wider context in which policy actors
engage, and the political issues that they navigate during that engage-
ment. Mainstream research is descriptive or explanatory, while critical
policy analysis incorporates normative assessments of policy and policy-
making. Both are generally performed by academics. While there are meth-
odological and other divides between mainstream and critical work, there
is some hope that multi-disciplinary cooperation could be fruitful (Durnová
& Weible, 2020; Fischer, 2003, pp. 4–6).

Second, it fosters the more systematic integration of analysis and research.
Current practices are rather patchy: some policy analysts build some
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policymaking research into their expectations, and some academics engage
explicitly with normative questions about policy and policymaking. The
general argument for combining policy analysis and policymaking research
has not been won. This problem results from its unclear value to researchers,
who are often incentivised to focus only on basic research, and practitioners,
who may be put off by the jargon of policy process research. If so, we need a
greater and more sustained focus on how to combine conceptual, empirical,
and normative elements, and establish the value of integrated analysis.

In that context, two general approaches help to inform and reflect on
policy analysis in theory and practice.

Critical policy analysis: challenge rationalism, surface contestation,
and use research for emancipation

Critical approaches combine research and analysis to perform several roles.
First, to critique rationalist or technocratic approaches (built on ‘positivist’
scientific methods), then seek alternative approaches to policy analysis and
design. For example Dryzek (1983; Bobrow & Dryzek, 1987) and Fischer
(2003, 2007) describe the inevitably interpretive nature of policy analysis,
and the search for more deliberative and participatory processes to generate
and use policy relevant knowledge. If the production of knowledge is a social
and political act, encourage diversity in its production and challenge
attempts to monopolise its supply.

Second, to challenge depoliticisation, which closes off debate on how to
understand policy analysis and situate it within a wider political context.
For example, Stone (2012, pp. 2–4) shows that policy problems defy simple
technical analysis because they are inescapably ambiguous. The same actor
can draw on different criteria to juggle very different – and possibly contra-
dictory – ways to define problems. Equally, the same population can cycle
between contradictory conclusions when asked different questions. This
ambiguity extends to the values and goals used to compare solutions, such
as to define equity or efficiency and compare their trade-offs (2012, pp. 39–
84). The act of analysis is inescapably political, involving a series of choices
about which criteria to use, and which questions to ask, when conducting
research. While analysts may possess technical tools to help them reach con-
clusions, they are also social actors and part of the community that draws on
beliefs and emotions to understand their world. They tell stories, combining
appeals to reason and emotion to persuade their audience about the urgency
and importance of a problem, the responsibility of the state to solve it, and
which target populations should benefit from the outcomes.

Third, to identify and challenge the policies and processes that marginalise
some social groups. For example, Bacchi (2009, pp. 30–31) distinguishes
between ‘problem’ and ‘problematisation’ to challenge the idea that a
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problem’s nature is ‘fixed and identifiable’ or ‘self-evident’. Rather, policy
actors create policy problems as they define them Bacchi’s (2009, pp. 1–
24). ‘What’s the problem represented to be?’ (WPR) approach uses six ques-
tions to identify the dominant way to define a problem (including its
alleged cause, whose fault it is, whose responsibility it is to act, and why it
is urgent or important), the unequal impact of this definition, and how it
could be challenged (see also Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016, p. 20). As such, critical
policy analysis seeks to identify who wins and loses from policy and analysis
and to take ‘the side of those who are harmed’ (Bacchi, 2009, p. 44; compare
with Schneider and Ingram, 1997, 2005).

It is possible to adopt only one element of this challenge, such as to focus
on the failure of ‘neopositivist’ methods and the value of ‘postpositivist’
approaches (Fischer, 1998; compare with Sabatier’s response in Dudley
et al., 2000). However, critical policy analysis is better understood as a
package deal. The challenge to a narrow scientific view of knowledge cre-
ation, and to the actors who exercise power to maintain that view’s domi-
nance, is linked inextricably to an emancipatory project. It rejects the
strategy of treating the results of technical analysis as ‘natural’ rather than
contested, which would close off debate for long periods of time. It shows
that rationalist forms of policy analysis contribute to the marginalisation of
social groups by:

(1) Placing narrow limits on participation, by prioritising small groups of
experts over large groups of affected citizens.

(2) Valuing scientific evidence and devaluing other forms of policy relevant
knowledge.

(3) Prioritising evidence over values, and reason over emotion.
(4) Prioritising some values (e.g., efficiency) over others (e.g., equity).

This description of the politics of policy analysis opens up a range of pos-
sibilities for multi-method or multi-disciplinary approaches. For example, a
focus on rationalism or scientism connects to wider discussions of colonisa-
tion: the direct exercise of power to subjugate populations is supported by
a language of enlightenment, arguing that scientific methods produce high
quality policy-relevant evidence and dismissing the value of Indigenous
knowledge (Smith, 2012). This marginalisation of community knowledge
reinforces policies that blame Indigenous populations for their own margin-
alisation (2012, pp. 4–12). Similarly, Doucet’s (2019, p. 1) work on critical race
theory notes that rationalist approaches have been used to ‘maintain power
hierarchies and accept social inequity as a given. Indeed, research has been
historically and contemporaneously (mis)used to justify a range of social
harms’ (2019, p. 2). In that context, the alternative is to:
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(1) Reject the idea that scientific research should be treated as apolitical.
(2) Give proper respect to ‘experiential knowledge’ as part of a larger com-

mitment to ‘transdiciplinary approaches’
(3) Make an explicit commitment to use research analysis to ‘eliminate

oppressions and to emancipate and empower marginalized groups’.
(4) ‘Center race’ in that commitment (2019, pp. 5–22).

The example of education equity policy shows how scholars use these
ideas to analyse and critique dominant approaches to policymaking
(Cairney & Kippin, 2022). In particular, they highlight the negative impact
of ‘neoliberal’ approaches that: relate inequalities to individual opportunities
and motivation rather than ‘out of school’ factors such as income inequality;
portray market solutions as natural, and state intervention as interference;
and, maintain routines that subjected minoritized students to further margin-
alisation (e.g., Alexiadou, 2019; Felix & Trinidad, 2020; Thorius & Maxcy, 2015;
Turner & Spain, 2020).

This critical function is continuous and never complete. A key aim is to
surface contestation, to keep issues such as inequity high on academic and
policy agendas. Researchers also warn against the co-option of these critical
insights. The example of the ‘coproduction’ of research and policy is illumi-
nating. Mainstream and critical ideas have informed co-production initiatives
to the extent that such exercises would now be treated as fairly routine parts
of policy analysis (Mintrom, 2012). However, co-production has also become a
buzzword or activity to legitimise more traditional analytical practices. For
example, Smith (2012, pp. 228–232, 13) describes a profound gulf between
the perspectives of different participants, regarding (1) the understandings
of the policy problem that they bring to discussion, and (2) their expectations
for policy processes. In particular, marginalised groups describe their (well
founded) expectation of cosmetic consultation and box-ticking to legitimise
choices already made. Therefore, certain initiatives might be welcome in prin-
ciple, such as to ‘encourage inclusive ways to generate knowledge and mul-
tiple perspectives to inform the definition of, and solution, to problems’
(Cairney, 2021a, p. 150). However, they do not settle the matter. Rather, a con-
tinuous focus on problematization and politicisation is essential to maintain
attention to the winners and losers from these activities.

Policy process theories: take bounded rationality and complexity
seriously, and produce realistic expectations

Policy process theories perform a different role, to situate analysis in the pol-
icymaking environment that constrains or facilitates action. Theories compare
their understandings of real-world policymaking with ideal-types of compre-
hensive rationality, simple images of policy cycles, and popular images of
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political systems built on their formal rules. They also inform studies of policy
analysts which contrast (1) post war hopes for a technical approach to analys-
ing and solving policy problems with (2) new stories of contestation and pol-
icymaking complexity (Brans et al., 2017; Radin, 2019; Thissen & Walker, 2013).
Instead of a uniform professional approach to translating science into policy
to find an ‘optimal’ solution, we find a competition to frame issues and
promote different solutions (Enserink et al., 2013, pp. 17–34; Radin, 2019).
Instead of a centralised process informed by policy analytical elites, we find
a far more open, contested, and messy process including many policymakers
and influencers spread across and outside of government.

It would be tempting to associate this argument about ‘polycentric’ gov-
ernance with the complex policy and multi-level policymaking of the US or
EU (Hurka et al., 2022; Ostrom et al., 1961; Richardson & Mazey, 2015).
However, research on ‘multi-centric’ policymaking shows that, even in rela-
tively centralised democratic systems (such as those designed with Westmin-
ster models), there is not a single authoritative centre of power in
government overseeing an orderly policy process (Cairney et al., 2019).
Rather, the responsibility to make and deliver policy is spread across many
different centres.

Crucially, while multi-centric or decentralised policymaking results partly
from constitutional design and the choice to share responsibilities, it also
results from necessity (2019, p. 3). Policy theories relate necessity to two
central concepts:

(1) Bounded rationality. Policy actors do not have the ability to pay attention
to all issues or process all policy relevant information. Individuals use cog-
nitive shortcuts, and organisations rely on standard operating pro-
cedures, to manage their attention well enough to key choices
(Baumgartner & Jones, 2009; Simon, 1976).

(2) Policymaking complexity. Policymakers do not fully understand, and
cannot control their policymaking environments. There are many policy-
makers (and influencers) spread across many venues of authoritative
choice. Each venue has its own rules, networks, ways of thinking, and
responses to socioeconomic factors and events (Ostrom, 2007).

Policy theories engage in different ways with these concepts, but to tell
variations of the same basic story: it might look like there is a small group
of powerful actors making all key choices at the heart of political systems,
but this level of centralisation is not possible. Instead, there is a tendency
for policy to be processed in many different centres (or venues or subsystems)
across many levels of government.

For example, the classic ‘policy communities’ argument was built originally
on analysis of the UK, but became a way to identify similar elements in very
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different European political systems (Richardson, 1982; Richardson & Jordan,
1979). The following narrative helps to sum up contemporary accounts of
decentralised policymaking. First, the size and scope of the state is so large
that it is always in danger of becoming unmanageable. The same can be
said of the crowded political environment in which huge numbers of
actors seek policy influence. Consequently, the state’s component parts are
broken down into policy sectors and sub-sectors, with the responsibility to
process policy spread across government. Second, elected policymakers
can only pay attention to – and therefore manage or influence – a tiny pro-
portion of issues for which they are responsible. Consequently, they delegate
policymaking responsibility to other actors such as bureaucrats, often at low
levels of government. Third, at this level of government and specialisation,
bureaucrats rely on specialist organisations for information and advice.
Those organisations trade that information/advice and other resources for
access to, and influence within, government (Maloney et al., 1994). Therefore,
most public policy is conducted primarily through small and specialist policy
communities that process issues at a level of government not particularly
visible to the public, and with low senior policymaker involvement. A core
executive can have a profound impact on policy, but there is inevitably a
large gap between its stated aims and actual policy outcomes.

Further, modern or comparative accounts of policymaking highlight
additional factors that accentuate this story of decentralisation:

. Trends towards the formulation or delivery of policy by quasi-governmen-
tal or non-governmental actors have contributed to a complex public
sector landscape that is out of the control or full understanding of
central governments.

. A series of constitutional or administrative changes, to accommodate ter-
ritorial or sectoral demands, have produced asymmetric multi-level policy-
making arrangements (Cairney et al., 2022b).

This choice to share responsibilities does not result from careful central
planning to ensure coherent policy design. Rather, new arrangements are
based on demands for territorial autonomy or turf wars between policy
sectors or organisations. These ad hoc changes exacerbate rather complex
and unwieldy arrangements, to the extent that they are difficult to track,
far less coordinate.

Why do these insights matter?
This gap, between simple images of policy analysis and real world policymak-
ing, highlights profound consequences for the analysis of contemporary
policy problems. They go far beyond the argument that analysis need new
skills to manage policy processes to produce coherent policy designs
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(Brans et al., 2017; Radin, 2019). Key barriers to that design process cannot
simply be overcome by the energy and tenacity of skilled analysts. We
reflect on how to conceptualise policy analysis when the policymaking
context is out of the full understanding of analysts or control of policymakers.

What might these policy process insights prompt us to do when
analysing policy problems?
First, note the yawning gap between what policy actors require and possess.
Policy analysts may identify what they need to get their job done or produce
the outcomes they seek. Policy process researchers identify the major, inevi-
table, gaps between those requirements and actual policy processes. For
example, researchers may (sensibly) begin with the evidence of a policy
problem, but it may be less dispiriting to begin with what governments
can – or will – actually do (Salamon, 1981, p. 256, 2002).

Second, recognise and incorporate the ‘strong rationale for seemingly sub-
optimal policymaking arrangements’ (Cairney, 2021c, p. 7). In other words, we
should treat with caution any buzzwords that signal unrealistic or misleading
expectations about policy processes. Examples include the search for (1)
optimal policy outcomes, (2) coherent policy mixes, (3) and holistic, whole-
of-government, integrated, or joined-up approaches to policymaking. Govern-
ments are not really in the problem solving or policymaking coordination
business (even when they have no ‘hidden agenda’ – McConnell, 2018).
They inherit policies – and policymaking systems – that help to address
some problems and create or exacerbate others, and benefit some groups
and marginalise others. Or, governments simply describe problems as too
difficult to solve (see McConnell & ‘t Hart, 2019 on inaction).

Third, recognise the political nature of any attempt to address allegedly
suboptimal or incoherent practices. Think of dilemmas regarding inescapable
trade-offs between aims, rather than clear-cut solutions. Examples include the
desire to centralise policymaking to foster coordination and decentralise to
foster local autonomy, or to seek ‘evidence based’ policymaking involving
an exclusive group of experts and ‘co-produced’ policymaking involving as
many citizens and stakeholders as possible (Cairney, 2021c, p. 7).

How do they relate to global challenges?
These conclusions matter because they highlight a continuous gap between
hopes for, and expectations of, the policy changes that we require to ward
off major global crises. It is understandable to relate the highest profile and
most pressing problems – such as global public health and climate change –
to what we require to solve them (the functional requirements of policy
actors). For example, these problems transcend multiple levels of government
(local, regional, national, and supranational), policy sectors (such as health,
economic, environmental, and social policy), and the boundaries between
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public and private decision-making. As such, policymakers require a meaningful
amount of cooperation across many levels of government, and inside and
outside of government. Further, overlapping issues of justice and equity need
to be mainstreamed into everything that governments do, to ensure that
they are not marginalised or overshadowed by more salient policy agendas
and routine government business. Yet, policy studies identify a major gap
between functional requirements and actual policy practices, and highlight
the tendency for equity aims to be marginalised or receive low and fleeting
attention (Cairney et al., 2022b). In that context, the continuous restatement
of policymaking requirements does not help to address policy problems.

The problem of seeking new approaches to policy analysis

This real world description of policymaking complexity presents a conun-
drum. On the one hand, we need to depart from simple, traditional policy
analysis texts. There exist many five-step guides to analysis, accompanied
by simple stage-based descriptions of policy processes, but they describe
what policy actors would need or like to happen rather than policymaking
reality. On the other hand, there is no clear alternative to those approaches
to policy analysis. Policy theory-informed studies are essential to explanation,
but not yet essential reading for policy analysts. Policy theorists may be able
to describe policy processes more accurately than simple guides, but do not
offer a clear way to guide action. Practitioner audiences are receptive to accu-
rate descriptions of policymaking reality, but also want a take-home message
that they can pick up and use (Mercer et al., 2021).

Further, these problems may be exacerbated by a lack of agreement or
coherence within policy research. This issue is both practical and philosophi-
cal. The practical problem relates to the inability of non-specialists to navigate
a large and unwieldy literature that is not designed to be read easily or
provide clear take home messages for policy analysis.

The philosophical problem is that, while there are overlapping concerns
between mainstream and critical research, there are also high barriers to
regular dialogue, reflected in the routine separation of work across different jour-
nals and conferences. There is also a tendency for sporadic dialogue to produce
unproductive debates in which the authors talk at cross purposes even when
making a sincere effort to engage (for example, compare Jones & Radaelli,
2016 and Dodge, 2015 on ‘positivist’ versus ‘postpositivist’ approaches). These
debates are not simply a ‘tempest in a teapot’ (Durnová & Weible, 2020).
Rather, they reflect a fundamentally different position on what research:

. can and cannot do, such as provide a general ‘truth’ about reality (from
knowledge based on narrowly defined scientific methods) or many
different perspectives.
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. should or should not do, such as seek scientific objectivity or embrace the
inevitability of researcher influence on the research question, method, and
interpretation of results.

These practical and philosophical issues help to understand some unre-
solved tensions regarding the purpose and possibilities of policy analysis.
First, for example, does policy process research produce generalisable
results with wide applications to policy analysis? Or, does it produce
specific case studies whose lessons may be context specific? Second, when
producing research for the Special Issue, should we aim primarily to satisfy
academic reviewers (to prioritise theoretical, empirical, and methodological
novelty), or the users and beneficiaries of policy research (to prioritise
research synthesis and argumentation)?

How does the special issue address these issues?

We see this Special Issue as not only the source of five new articles but also
the spark for a longer term discussion in JEPP about how to engage head-on
with this theory-practice conundrum. In this more general project, we seek
new research that can perform a dual purpose, to:

(1) improve policy theories and generate new empirical insights, and
(2) provide practical lessons to non-specialist audiences, many of whom

would otherwise use too-simple models of policymaking to guide their
understanding (Weible & Cairney, 2021).

The following section describes the process to encourage new work. It
introduced the initial insights generated during workshop discussions
(among the authors of twelve draft papers who also acted as discussants
for each paper), which help to contextualise the included articles.

Initially, we encouraged articles that use theories, concepts and frame-
works that draw from the policy studies mainstream or critical studies.
Some might present state of the art articles that use insights from policy the-
ories and/ or critical policy analysis to guide the study and practice of policy
analysis. Some might situate the analysis of contemporary policy problems
within a wider policymaking context, to replace wishful thinking with more
feasible (but equally ambitious) analysis. Some may engage critically with
contemporary themes in policy analysis and design, such as how to encou-
rage ‘entrepreneurial’ policy analysis, foster ‘co-production’ during policy
analysis and design, or engage in ‘systems thinking’ (e.g., Durose et al.,
2022; Mintrom, 2019; Nguyen et al., 2023). Or, they may interrogate unrealistic
but important ideas – such as ‘evidence-based policymaking’ – to produce
more feasible and less technocratic images of evidence-informed

1830 P. CAIRNEY



policymaking. Then, we generated the following Special Issue subthemes
exemplified by each article.

Can policy analysis become more like the rationalist ideal?

Newman and Mintrom (2023) help to encourage continuous reflection on the
nature of policy analysis. For example, can it ever be a scientific endeavour
that can be improved with new technology, or does that aspiration distract
from the need to continuously surface politics, values, and contestation? Is
there some way to reconcile those ideas or positions? As things stand, it
seems that the answer is no. For example, critical narratives are often built
on a critique of post-war optimism, contrasting (1) the sense that greater
data gathering and processing capabilities would help governments solve
policy problems with science, with (2) the assessment that these hopes
were naively rationalistic, with the dangerous potential to depoliticise
issues without exposing the political choices that entrench inequalities.

In that context, Newman and Mintrom (2023) explore the role of artificial
intelligence (AI) as a new technology that may encourage old ideas about
policy analysis. The ability to use AI, in tandem with ‘big data’, to process
huge amounts of policy relevant information, raises (again) the prospect
that key parts of decision-making can be routinised and removed from poli-
tics. Yet, applications so far show that each aspect of that process contains –
or hides – a multitude of political decisions that should be surfaced to allow
proper debate and routine accountability.

How should analysts engage with policy ambiguity and
policymaking complexity?

Radaelli (2023) draws on the case of the regulatory reform agenda of inter-
national organisations to identify the strategic use of ambiguity. Ambiguity is
politically useful to begin with, since it helps to generate widespread agreement
before actors engage in the detailed and more contested issues. If so, what is its
subsequent role? Analysts could seek to minimise ambiguity to prioritise the
generation of a detailed and workable policy programme. Or, they could prior-
itise the political value of continuous contestation to maintain attention to the
policy problem and avoid the sense that it has been solved. There is also an
equivalent dilemma when engaging with policymaking complexity. Analysts
may seek integration or coherence to help deliver policy commitments
(joining-up policymaking functions). Or, they could value decentralised policy-
making, in which there is continuous scope for contestation across multiple
venues (with spillover effects on the interest groups trying to influence policy).

These dilemmas relate strongly to the pursuit of, or challenge to, depoliti-
cisation. For example, some actors may identify and challenge the language
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that others use to describe practices or ambitions as common sense or
natural. Others highlight the role of relatively powerful actors who co-opt
language, such as to signal a rhetorical commitment to a policy agenda in
theory while actually changing the meaning of that agenda to minimise its
impact in practice. Examples include efforts to manage organisational ‘equal-
ity and diversity’ (Ahmed, 2017, p. 90) or mainstream health equity in routine
government business (Godziewski, 2020, 2021). Can we generate insights to
research and challenge such political strategies?

In that context, Radaelli (2023) highlights the concept of ‘Better Regu-
lation’, used by policymakers to describe policy activities as self-evident
and common sense (who would not want regulation to be better?). This
approach is clearly a form of depoliticisation to reduce contestation and insu-
late current agendas from further debate. Such cases studies highlight the
need for policy actors to compete to ‘occupy the semantic space’.

What should be the political role of policy analysis in relation to
profound or urgent crises?

Mavrot et al. (2023) engage head-on with the politics of policy analysis. Policy
analysis texts emphasise the importance of fitting your analysis to your
client’s beliefs, with limited scope to widen their horizons. Yet, researchers
routinely identify the need for rapid and radical policy change to address
urgent problems. If so, should analysts incorporate that challenge into their
analysis, and what would help politicians to widen their range of possible
responses? This question comes with a perennial warning to distinguish
between requirements and reality: a common answer is that we need
policy actors to reconsider how they frame policy issues, which is very
different from our ability to encourage that shift.

Mavrot et al. (2023) explore such issues in relation to contentious debates,
such as regarding the legal use of cannabis. In such cases, depoliticisation
may actually be the – valuable – role provided by academics, dealing with
salient issues that divide actors, to the extent that there is insufficient trust
to foster coproduction. An academic focus on the wider policymaking
context can encourage policy actors to seek greater cooperation rather
than fixate on their points of difference. Further, assigning some empirical
authority to researchers can reduce the tendency for each actor to pursue
their own interpretation of the current evidence.

How can we translate academic concepts into policymaking
practices (or vice versa)?

Hornung’s research (2023) shows that academics may serve a useful technical
role, to translate conceptual advances into new avenues of research for
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analysts. Hornung (2023) explores this potential in relation to the live issue of
energy transitions. In this case, the aim is to go further than simply encoura-
ging an ‘evidence informed’ process, which is the usual – ineffective – refrain
of scientists. Rather, try to understand why policymaking bottlenecks have
arisen. Entrenched positions may reflect the ‘dominant identities’ of key par-
ticipants, which have developed in relation to context-specific events,
choices, and debates, prompting social groups (or political parties) to
fiercely protect their stances in each context, and indeed for similar parties
to protect different stances in each country (such as Green party differences
in France and Germany). The implications for policy analysis are profound,
since these stances may be impervious to the use of evidence and argumen-
tation to update or challenge beliefs. Rather, support for policy change may
require a change to ‘social group identity’. If we can identify these bottle-
necks, and their cause, can we help to reduce a tendency to close off necess-
ary debate?

How directly engaged with policymakers should researchers seek to
be?

Lynggaard and Triantafillou (2023) take inspiration from the fact that, in
studies of policy analysis, it is almost taken for granted that analysts are pol-
itical actors seeking to influence policy with research and argumentation. This
starting point can be used to provoke debate on how far analysts should go
to seek influence, perhaps in relation to professional standards or science
advice principles. For example, in a ‘ladder of ethical engagement’ (informed
by policy theory insights) there are various options for researchers, such as to:
to tell policy stories and await windows of opportunity for change; share
information only within sympathetic coalitions; seek ways to exploit and
reinforce limited external attention to an issue; or frame your case to be
consistent with the questionable beliefs of your client (Cairney, 2021a,
pp. 142–143).

In academia, there is some reluctance to cross a notional line between
research and practice, but often for very different reasons. For some scientists,
it is based on the prioritisation of professional credibility via science advice
principles that emphasise ‘transparency, visibility, responsibility, integrity,
independence, and accountability’ and can contribute to limited influence
(Cairney, 2021b, p. 6). For critical policy analysts, it may be based on the
need for critical detachment from government, or the sense that other strat-
egies – such as protest – are appropriate for most governments.

Lynggaard and Triantafillou (2023) argue that discourse analysts show how
policy processes are structured by broader discourses, but from a critical dis-
tance, skeptical of the idea of giving policy advice. However, it is possible to
draw on the critical tradition and ethos of discourse analysis in a way that (1)
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allows space for agency, and (2) shows that discourses can be used by policy
actors as part of their strategic repertoire. Lynggaard and Triantafillou (2023)
compare three strategies to underpin policy advice: to manoeuvre within a
dominant ‘discursive framework’, navigate between different and conflicting
discourses, or seek to transform existing discourse.

Combined, these themes and articles foster research-informed approaches
to policy analysis, but also a series of cautionary tales. Some highlight the
potential to inform and influence the policy processes that they study.
However, they do so in the context of policymaking complexity that pre-
cludes a full understanding of problems and defies simple ways to control
or coordinate responses. Useful accounts may explore how to set manage-
able expectations to inform and influence, rather than assume that if we
state the need to change policy it will prompt policy change.
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