Chapter 6 ASSESSING POLICY ALTERNATIVES
Looking for alternatives. The price of gasoline rose sharply in 2022 as the COVID-19 pandemic eased and both business travel and family vacations resumed. A global scarcity of oil after Russia invaded Ukraine in late February of 2022 made the situation worse and predictably sparked consumer and political outrage. While there is little that any public official can do to counter such a short-term spike in prices, public and partisan anger tends to be directed at the incumbent president.
Learning Objectives
· Describe evaluative criteria for judging the value of policy proposals or alternatives.
· Explain how to apply the methods of policy analysis.
· Identify three key economic approaches to policy analysis.
· Distinguish between the several kinds of decision-making and impact analyses.
· Compare the ethical approach of policy analysis against other methods.
Over a decade ago, when gasoline prices surged, automobile makers responded by heavily promoting a new generation of more efficient vehicles and touting their highway fuel economy. Nearly all of them also invested heavily in development of new hybrid or electric models to meet rising public demand for efficient cars, trucks, and SUVs. The same forces led the Obama administration to strike a deal with U.S. auto companies that took effect in 2012 and was to raise fuel efficiency standards to a fleet average of 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025. Six years later, the Trump administration sought to reverse that decision in response to complaints from the fossil fuel industry and some automakers and as gasoline prices dropped to as low as $2 per gallon in 2018. Among other changes that flowed from these new conditions, vehicle manufacturers stopped touting the fuel economy of their cars and trucks and reverted to emphasizing power, performance, and luxury in the ever-abundant television and online advertisements.
By 2022, during the Biden administration, gasoline prices surged once more. This time they rose to over $5 per gallon when demand for oil increased sharply as the COVID-19 pandemic eased and both business travel and family vacations resumed. The global supply of oil was insufficient and was made worse after Russia invaded Ukraine in late February of 2022, and many nations announced plans to embargo Russian energy exports. Yet U.S. oil companies were reluctant to increase production because they believed prices would not stay high for long enough to justify the additional investment they would have to make; they also enjoyed robust profits in 2022.1
Public complaints about high gas prices rose dramatically in the summer and into the fall of 2022, and pundits were quick to say that President Biden and Democrats would pay a steep price in the fall midterm elections. Conservative critics blamed them for what they termed a “war on American energy production,” a long-standing critique they have offered about U.S. policies on domestic oil and other energy production. Nearly every automaker also announced plans during the year to rapidly develop new electric vehicles that promised to free buyers from the increasingly unpredictable gasoline marketplace. To ease the cost of purchase, in August of 2022 Congress approved the Inflation Reduction Act, which included a provision to extend federal tax credits for electric vehicles for another ten years. Largely unrelated to these complaints and actions, by December 2022 gas prices had dropped significantly, with the national average falling to $3.10 a gallon, and the price in some states below $2.80 a gallon.

From Obama and Trump to Biden, wildly fluctuating gasoline prices and public reactions to them remind us that public policies can have enormous impacts. They can directly affect what we pay for goods and services, such as the fuel to power our cars, but also can influence foreign relations, national security, jobs and the economy, public health, and climate change.
These fascinating twists and turns in gasoline prices and debates over them during the last decade involved most of the criteria that policy analysts use to assess public policy proposals. Commentators and policymakers at all levels of government raised questions about access to energy sources and their costs; national security implications of U.S. dependence on imported oil; environmental, health, and safety risks of energy exploration, development, and use; the role of government and regulation (e.g., in setting fuel efficiency standards); and the importance of economic incentives for energy development, including renewable sources such as wind and solar power because of rising concern over climate change. Each side pointed to arguments that bolstered its position, and each challenged the other’s assumptions and portrayals of the situation
In most respects, these were typical policy disputes and illustrated well the tendency of policymakers and their staffs to engage in intensive issue-framing and to use policy studies to reinforce and advocate their positions and as ammunition against opponents. It showed as well the importance of asking which proposals, such as subsidies for purchase of electric vehicles, increases in the gasoline tax, or continued support for fossil fuel development, would be most likely to meet competing national needs, and which would be technically feasible, economically acceptable, fair, and socially and politically acceptable.
Whether policymakers use them well or not, policy analyses conducted and reported in response to these debates are integral to the modern policymaking process precisely because the issues often are complicated and involve technical questions well beyond the expertise of elected officials, not to mention the ability of the public to sort out facts from campaign rhetoric. At the core of such analyses is a clear delineation of the criteria developed for judging policy alternatives and the application of available tools and methods to provide information essential to decision-making. Yet even the best studies may persuade few elected officials and their supporters in the heat of political competition.
This chapter reviews the leading evaluative criteria used today as well as the methods of policy analysis most commonly employed. These range from cost-benefit analysis that addresses economic criteria to assessments that estimate political or administrative feasibility and sometimes the ethical aspects of policy choices. The combination of clear evaluative criteria and careful analysis should make it easier to determine whether one policy alternative is better than another. Policy analysts and those involved in making policy decisions want to know whether one alternative is more likely than another to be more effective, cheaper, or more easily implemented by government agencies. They want to ask as well about differences in equity or fairness, such as how these alternative policy options will affect different groups in the population—that is, will some (e.g., retirees, the wealthy, the middle class) gain more than others? Will some pay more than others for that policy, possibly through higher taxes? It is the purpose of policy analysis to provide that kind of information, and it is up to policymakers and the public to decide what to do with it.
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Typically, when these criteria are used, they must be expressed in terms of operational measurements or indicators, such as those discussed in Chapter 5. For example, analysts usually speak of efficiency in terms of dollar cost in relation to the value of benefits expected to be realized from governmental action, such as improved workplace safety that might follow adoption of federal ergonomics standards or the number of lives that would be saved through improvements in vehicle safety or actions against distracted driving. Effectiveness can be measured in terms of the likelihood of reaching a specific policy objective, such as reducing automobile accident rates by 20 percent over a five-year period or keeping the costs of health care from rising by more than the level of inflation.
For most of these criteria, multiple indicators are available, and analysts normally use several to compensate for the limitations of any one of them. Some criteria, however, involve making qualitative judgments rather than using such indicators—for example, when questions of equity arise or when the debate turns on the loss of personal liberty for the benefit of the larger public welfare. The personal liberty issues arise in controversies as diverse as gun control or gun safety, freedom of religious practice, restrictions on private property rights, and actions to constrain possible terrorist activity. Indeed, they are a frequent subject of debate in nearly all areas in which government authority may impinge on individual rights. Recent proposals to reform the federal tax code involve questions of equity or fairness even if that criterion is not always made clear or the proposals are framed in terms of how they will affect economic growth or job creation.
Most policy debates resemble the battles over what to do about high gasoline prices; they involve multiple and competing criteria. Policymakers and analysts want policy action to be effective, but they also want to minimize costs, to promote the most equitable solution, or to maintain individual rights against expansion of governmental authority. It is a rare policy action that can maximize each of these criteria simultaneously. Those concerned with public policy must therefore figure out which criteria are most important and use those preferences to rank policy alternatives from best to worst. In a more formal exercise, policy analysts might assign weights to each of the various criteria to reflect their relative importance. Then multiple criteria can be used at the same time to assess the attractiveness of different policy options. A brief discussion of the three most frequently used criteria (effectiveness, efficiency, and equity) should clarify their meanings and suggest how they might be used in policy analysis. The fourth major criterion, political feasibility, is addressed separately at the end of the chapter as part of a review of methods of policy analysis.
Effectiveness
The need for the effectiveness criterion is evident in the all-too-frequent complaints about the failure of government programs. Analysts and policymakers speak informally of what does and does not work, about policy success and the lack of it. In a narrow sense, effectiveness refers to reaching a policy or program’s stated goals and objectives. For a program already in existence, evaluation of its effectiveness usually turns on whether it has achieved the expected results or policy outcomes. For example, does a city’s use of school vouchers or charter schools raise the overall quality of education (see Chapter 10)? Or do federally funded abstinence-only programs to prevent teenage pregnancy—which have been enthusiastically backed by conservatives—produce lower rates of pregnancy? Nonpartisan analyses suggest they do not, and as a result, some states have chosen to turn down federal funds offered for such initiatives. In 2009, the Obama administration sought to curtail federal funding for the programs on the grounds that they were ineffective in reducing teen pregnancy; instead, it favored comprehensive sex education, as did many state legislatures, because this type of program was demonstrably more effective. The Trump administration reversed these actions and once again favored abstinence-only educational programs. It also announced it would no longer fund the Department of Health and Human Services’ evidence-based Teen Pregnancy Prevention Program.2
Assessments like these generally require that analysts develop suitable indicators or measurements for the specified outcomes. For a proposed policy rather than an existing program, they try to estimate the likelihood that such goals and objectives would be attained if the proposal were adopted. For example, in 2011 Google was quietly lobbying policymakers in Nevada to approve legislation that would make the state the first to permit self-driving cars to be used on public roads, which had been illegal in all fifty states. The proposal also would have permitted the car’s occupants to send text messages even if sitting in the driver’s seat. As was evident by 2023, professional transportation analysts consider self-driving cars a serious option for the future, and some vehicles, such as Tesla cars with autopilot, already have much, although not all, of this capability.
Analysts anticipate ever-increasing congestion on public roads and thus the need eventually for smart roads and computer-driven or autonomous vehicles that will be able to move at high speeds with greatly reduced risk of accidents. Nevada approved Google’s request, and by 2023, many other cities and states began allowing similar experiments. If these go well, we can anticipate self-driving delivery vans and big-rig trucks within a few years, all of which are expected to reduce the cost of transporting people and goods. Many also hope that such vehicles will spark other innovations in the application of artificial intelligence technology and become a critical element in future economic growth. These are among the reasons why the federal government in 2016 announced its support for automated car technology by issuing formal guidelines for the new industry.3
The view of effectiveness we summarize here is a little narrow, however, because programs usually have multiple goals and objectives and may succeed at some and fall short on others. Moreover, some objectives may be attainable only over a long period of time, making assessment of short-term outcomes problematic. Another limitation is that estimating the probability that a proposal will be effective, or more effective than the present policy, requires a forecast of future conditions and events, an uncertain activity at best. In addition, analysts must learn to deal with a political environment in which politicians often exaggerate the weaknesses of current programs and tout the strengths of alternatives based more on ideological beliefs than an assessment of empirical evidence of program effectiveness.
On the plus side, the federal Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 requires regular evaluations of all existing programs and demonstrations of their performance or achievements. The act encourages agencies to focus on results, service quality, and public satisfaction, and it mandates annual performance plans and reports. The current political mood in Washington, DC, and across the nation creates a strong expectation that new policy proposals will be able to meet the same standards of effectiveness as policies already in place or improve upon them. The economic recession that began in 2008 and subsequent soaring budgetary deficits reinforced these expectations at both the federal and state levels. The same logic applies today. With scarce budgetary dollars and a fast-rising deficit, policymakers are likely to be highly attentive to program effectiveness and eager to cut or terminate programs that cannot prove their worth. Analysts who evaluate policy proposals in terms of likely effectiveness or who try to measure the achievements of existing programs therefore find a ready audience for their assessments.
Efficiency
Ethical influences on public policy. Some public policy alternatives are evaluated using ethical criteria rather than economic efficiency, political feasibility, or other standards. Women’s health care and reproductive rights are prime examples. The photo shows pro-choice activists demonstrating against the Supreme Court’s decision overturning the long-standing precedent established by Roe v. Wade in 1973. In the case of Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, decided in June 2022, the Supreme Court allowed individual states to set policy on access to such services, and many chose to sharply curtail such access.
Policy debates over personal privacy (e.g., cell phone records), property rights, copyright laws, access to health care services (including abortion), research on human stem cells derived from embryos, and many other contemporary issues clearly require an assessment in terms of normative and legal criteria, not just economics. Even for a seemingly technical subject such as nuclear waste disposal, it is both possible and necessary to analyze ethical issues such as the effects on future generations, whether it is fair for governments to offer monetary compensation to communities if they agree to host a waste repository, and how much public involvement in decision-making should be required (Kraft 2000; Shrader-Frechette 1993; E. Weiss 1990).
As this review of evaluative criteria indicates, there are many different bases on which to analyze policy. Students of public policy should be aware of the range of standards that are applied and alert to their strengths and limitations and the trade-offs between them. Sometimes promoting the public’s welfare—for example, through food safety, consumer safety, or environmental protection policies—imposes a cost on individuals and corporations. Restrictions on their freedom or liberty may be justified by the public’s gains. Conversely, at times the protection of individual rights and liberties is so important that society is willing to extend rights to those not otherwise viewed positively. Thus, the Constitution and judicial rulings mandate elaborate protections to those accused of criminal behavior, even for horrific crimes such as serial murder or terrorism.
A recent decision in election law illustrates the importance of how these competing criteria, particularly the right to free speech and the broader public welfare, are used and assessed. The Supreme Court decided in early 2010 in the case of Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission that spending money on election campaigns is a form of protected free speech under the First Amendment. Therefore, the government cannot prevent corporations or unions from spending their money to support or criticize candidates. The corporations and unions cannot give the money directly to candidates (which is prohibited by campaign finance laws), but they can spend as much as they desire on television and other ads intended to influence voters. The controversial ruling led many to complain that the court’s decision protects the free-speech rights of corporations (and unions) over the broader citizen interests in having competitive and fair election campaigns. Then in a related ruling in 2014, McCutcheon v. Federal Election Commission, the Supreme Court struck down long-established limits on what one person could donate to federal candidates and political parties in each election cycle. The result was a surge in contributions by, and presumably political influence of, wealthy individuals and families.
The use of diverse evaluative criteria can help in another way. Too often, policymakers, analysts, and commentators make statements that reflect their strong ideological beliefs when they discuss pending policy choices. Liberals know what they like and dislike and apply those philosophical standards to the full range of contemporary policies, and conservatives do the same, although both sides would have much to gain from dispassionate assessments of current government programs and proposed policies. An objective analysis of this kind could be grounded in one or more of the evaluative criteria described in this chapter. Doing so does not mean that citizens and policymakers need to abandon their convictions about what government should or should not be doing. Rather, it means that they ought to be sure they have the facts about a given issue, be it immigration, student loan forgiveness, gun safety, or health care alternatives, and think about a range of considerations in addition to their personal values and policy beliefs. They will have an easier time defending the position they take, and the policy positions they endorse will stand a better chance of success.
USING THE METHODS OF POLICY ANALYSIS
This section of the chapter surveys the most frequently used methods of policy analysis and highlights their strengths and most significant weaknesses or limitations. The suggested reading list at the end of the chapter provides substantial coverage of analytic methods. Those wishing to read further will find this list a good place to start. The leading methods of policy analysis draw heavily from economics and focus on the evaluative criterion of efficiency, particularly for cost-benefit and cost-effectiveness analyses (Dunn 2018; Weimer and Vining 2017). The ideas found in these and related methods are useful even for nontechnical analysis. The methods are tools for critical thinking about public policy that anyone can use.

By now, however, it should be clear that public policy evaluation is about more than economics. It is also about effectiveness, equity, liberty, and, fundamentally, politics. As stated earlier, analytic methods can be used to clarify problems and policy choices, but decisions about which policies to adopt or maintain are up to policymakers and, ultimately, up to the public that elects them.
Using a discount rate allows analysts to determine the value of future benefits today, but the choice of the rate, essentially an estimate of inflation over time, clearly can have a profound impact on the results. For example, consider the present value of $100 earned a hundred years from now, with varying assumptions of a discount rate. At a 1 percent discount rate, that $100 is worth $36.97; at 2 percent, $13.80; at 3 percent, $5.20; and at 5 percent, only $0.76. As these calculations illustrate, distant benefits may be of minimal value in current dollars, and a cost-benefit analysis can therefore yield wildly different results depending on the rate selected.
Because the choice of a discount rate can have a great effect on how one appraises policy options, that choice underlies innumerable conflicts over government policy decisions, from protection against hurricanes like Katrina or Ian, which struck Florida in 2022, to efforts to reduce the risk of future climate change. The benefits of preventing damage from hurricanes or of slowing or halting global climate change are real and often substantial, but they may occur so far in the future that discounting the benefits to today’s values tends to minimize them in a cost-benefit calculation. In contrast, the costs of hurricane damage mitigation or dealing with climate change can be quite large, and they will be paid for in today’s dollars.
These complications lead economic analysts to suggest other methods for discounting in a responsible way that consider long-term costs and benefits.13 Yet, as noted earlier, at least one calculation in the aftermath of Katrina did employ such discounting and nonetheless concluded that the benefits of a massive investment in disaster prevention could easily have been justified on economic grounds.14 Many public officials in New York drew similar conclusions about the logic of spending now on infrastructure improvements that could help to minimize the economic costs in the future should a storm like 2012’s Hurricane Sandy strike the area again; that storm caused an estimated $70 billion in damages to New York and New Jersey.15
Another vulnerable part of the process of cost-benefit analysis is the estimate of intangible human costs and benefits, such as well-being, aesthetic preferences, or even the value of a life or of human suffering. Some analysts choose not to include them at all in a cost-benefit analysis and instead highlight that omission in reporting the results. Others prefer to use available economic methods to estimate intangible or nonmarket values and then include them in the cost-benefit analysis. For example, economists use techniques known as contingent valuation methods, which are essentially questionnaires or interviews with individuals, designed to allow an estimate of the dollar value of the time spent stuck in traffic or the preservation of lakes or forests. If done well, such methods can provide a useful estimate of the value people attach to certain intangibles. The use of sensitivity analysis can minimize to some extent the weaknesses inherent in cost-benefit analysis. When the calculations are “sensitive” to a basic assumption such as the chosen discount rate, the analyst can report on several different rates, and the reader can choose the assumptions that seem most reasonable.
Even with its obvious limitations, cost-benefit analysis is a powerful tool that is widely used in government decision-making. It forces analysts and policymakers to define what they expect government action to do (produce benefits) and to consider the costs associated with that action. If done properly, cost-benefit analysis can help justify public policy that might otherwise be ignored or challenged. Consider the case of lead in gasoline and its effect on public health. During the 1980s, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) asked for a reduction in the amount of lead allowed in gasoline from 1.1 grams per gallon to 0.1 grams; lead was used to boost the octane level of gasoline. The benefits of controlling lead in this way included a reduction in adverse health and cognitive problems in children, a lowered level of high blood pressure and cardiovascular disease in adults, and reduced automobile maintenance costs. Not all benefits could be measured, but counting those that could produced a benefit-cost ratio of 10 to 1 (A. Freeman 2000, 194). That calculation helped gain approval for eliminating lead in gasoline despite opposition from automobile companies and oil refineries and the Ronald Reagan administration’s concerns about the action. Lead was eliminated from U.S. gasoline by 1996, and it also has been phased out of gasoline nearly all over the world, often with dramatic effects on children’s health.16
Critics of cost-benefit analysis claim that the method can be abused if only some costs and benefits are considered and inappropriate measures are used to estimate their value (Stone 2012; Tong 1986). Their concerns are genuine, even though in the real world of policy debate, it is likely that analysts on both sides of the policy question will scrutinize any cost-benefit analysis. Moreover, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) has set out elaborate guidelines that federal government agencies are expected to follow for the conduct of such studies.
OMB’s Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA) oversees this process since President Reagan’s 1981 executive order mandating that economic analysis be used to justify proposed regulations. Each successive president has established a similar review process, albeit with differing guidelines and expectations, and the agencies have improved their ability to conduct them. Despite these expectations and procedures, the public policy student should always ask about the underlying assumptions in a cost-benefit analysis and how the costs and benefits were estimated. As noted in several other examples, estimates of a new government regulation’s future costs often reveal very wide ranges, indicating that the analysts used quite different assumptions and calculations.
Cost-benefit analysis is used less in areas of public policy where such measurements are not readily available. Even in these areas, however, one could carry out a kind of qualitative cost-benefit analysis in which the important benefits and costs are listed and considered but without an attempt to place a dollar value on them. Such an exercise might allow citizens, analysts, and policymakers to think comprehensively about the pros and cons of government policies for which they have either no dollar estimates of costs or only partial information.
Cost-Effectiveness Analysis
Sometimes the concerns about the ability to measure the benefits of a policy action are so significant that cost-benefit analysis is not useful. For example, many policies, such as health regulations, highway safety, and medical research, may prevent disease or devastating injury and may save lives. But how do analysts place a dollar value on human life and health? Government agency officials and analysts, along with insurance companies, have methods for estimating how much a life is worth, even though many critics object in principle to making such calculations (Tong 1986). The advantage of cost-effectiveness analysisis that it requires no measurements of the value of intangible benefits such as human lives; it simply compares different policy alternatives that can produce these benefits in terms of their relative costs—that is, analysts are asking which actions can save the most human lives given a fixed dollar cost, or which dollar investments produce the greatest benefits.
For example, in the early 1990s, Oregon created a prioritized list as part of the Oregon Health Plan, which chiefly serves the state’s Medicaid beneficiaries. The plan ranked 709 medical procedures “according to their benefit to the entire population being served.” Coverage was to be provided for all conditions that fell above a threshold on the list, and the state legislature was to determine the cutoff points each year based on estimates for health care services and budget constraints. The state used a cost-benefit methodology to establish the list, consulting fifty physician panels and surveying the Oregon public. The choices were based on factors such as the likelihood that treatment would reduce suffering or prevent death, the cost of care, and the duration of benefits. In effect, the state was trying to determine how to get the greatest benefit to society from the limited resources available for health care. As might be expected, the state’s innovative approach was highly controversial, and the federal government initially rejected it, but it later approved a modified form.17 Oregon adjusted the plan in 2012 and transferred the prioritization of health services to a Health Evidence Review Commission, whose members are appointed by the governor and confirmed by the state senate. The plan also was expanded to cover a larger number of individuals and families under the state’s Medicaid program as part of its response to the Affordable Care Act of 2010. Is such a cost-effective approach to state health care benefits a good idea? What are its strengths and weaknesses?
DECISION-MAKING AND IMPACTS
Throughout the text, we have emphasized the centrality of decision-making in the study of public policy. The methods discussed in this section focus on formal ways to model the choices that policymakers face as well as techniques to consider how information about possible future events can be brought into the decision-making process. By introducing new perspectives and information in this way, the hope is that policymakers and the public can better determine which policy alternatives hold the most promise.
Forecasting
In Chapter 5, we discussed the logic of forecasting in terms of understanding how present problems, such as public demand for Social Security and Medicare benefits, might change over time as the number of senior citizens increases. We also referred to it earlier in this chapter in our discussion of the risk of hurricanes striking the Gulf Coast states. Forecasting can be defined as “a procedure for producing factual information about future states of society on the basis of prior information about policy problems”28—that is, forecasting methods allow us to anticipate what the future is likely to hold based on our understanding of current conditions and how they might change over time. This information can be exceptionally valuable because public problems are dynamic, not static. In other words, when policymakers aim at public problems, they face a moving target.
In the cases of Social Security and Medicare, each program produces annual reports that include updated estimates of future demand for these services as well as estimates of the economic gap between the cost of providing the services and the expected revenues to cover those costs. Agency officials and other experts say both programs face enormous shortfalls in the future. They also argue that making long-term forecasts that look ahead seventy-five years, even with some degree of uncertainty, is essential to provide critical information for policymakers.29
For example, the population of the United States in 2023 was about 335 million, but what will it be in twenty-five or fifty years? The U.S. Census Bureau (www.census.gov) has a population clock that reports continuously on the changing U.S. and global populations. The bureau also offers several different projections of the nation’s future population. All of them depend on a series of assumptions about the average number of children each woman is likely to have, the rate of immigration, and other factors. The bureau offers different scenarios, with alternate assumptions. The medium projection is most widely cited, and it indicates that we are likely to see a United States population of about 360 million in 2035 and 375 million in 2050.30 Cities and states that are growing more rapidly—or more slowly—than the nation as a whole find their specific forecasts helpful in determining how to cope with the anticipated demand for public services.
Projections of what is usually called geometric or exponential growth, such as population growth, are easy once one knows the rate of growth. It is the same equation used to determine compound interest: An = P(1 + i)n, where A is the amount being projected, n is the number of years, P is the initial amount or principal, and i is the rate of growth. The formula is quite handy for determining how much a given amount will grow in one, five, or ten years. A savings account deposit of $100 (P) that grows at 3 percent a year (i) will be worth $103 after one year, $116 at the end of five years, and $134 after ten years. As this example illustrates, even a small rate of annual increase can produce sizable changes over time.
Most forecasting is more complex than the examples provided here, but the principles are the same. Forecasting can include a variety of quantitative methods, such as econometric models for estimating future economic growth and job creation, or the increasing use of artificial intelligence (AI) in business operations and many other fields. Qualitative, or intuitive, methods are also widely used. These include brainstorming, the so-called Delphi method of asking experts to estimate future conditions, scenario development, and even simple monitoring of trends that looks for signs of change (Patton, Sawicki, and Clark 2016; Starling 1988).
As one might guess, whether quantitative or qualitative, forecasting methods are necessarily limited by available data, the validity of the basic assumptions made in projecting the future from present conditions, and how far out the projection goes. A look backward to earlier forecasts is sobering.32 Quite often, the futurists have been dead wrong in their projections, sometimes spectacularly so. For example, during the 1970s, electric power companies believed that energy demand would grow indefinitely at 6 percent to 7 percent a year. They planned for and built power plants that turned out not to be needed and, in some cases, drove the power companies into bankruptcy.
Lest we think that forecasts about technological change are inevitably better today, it is worth noting that even as late as 1990 few analysts anticipated the explosive demand for home personal computers, not to mention the proliferation of smartphones and inexpensive laptop and tablet computers that spread computing and communication far from the office and home. Development of the internet throughout the 1990s was a major reason for that rapid growth, as were falling computer prices and the development of easy-to-use web browsers. Even in the business community, where the ability to make accurate forecasts is essential for a company’s success, hundreds of major firms and thousands of start-up companies greatly overestimated the demand for internet business services, and many did not survive the dot-com implosion of the late 1990s. To compensate for these kinds of egregious forecasting errors, most analysts recommend using a variety of forecasting methods in the hope that a few of them will come up with comparable findings and increase confidence in the results. Even with the qualifications that should always accompany forecasting studies, being able to anticipate societal changes and prepare for them is a far better strategy than being surprised when problems develop.
Impact Assessment
During the highly contentious debate in 2002 over oil and gas drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR), proponents of drilling repeatedly cited a 1990 economic study suggesting that opening the refuge for commercial oil production would create some 735,000 jobs. Independent economists said that number was suspect because the assumptions on which it was based were probably no longer valid. Indeed, a separate study prepared for the Department of Energy in 1992 indicated that approximately 222,000 jobs would result, but only when ANWR reached peak production; the jobs would be chiefly in construction and manufacturing. Environmentalists argued that the correct number was lower still, perhaps 50,000 jobs. The wide variation in estimates of job creation may seem to indicate that analysts are unable to forecast economic impacts very well, but the real lesson is probably that studies of this kind may be seriously flawed because of the fanciful assumptions they make. Policy advocates often are more interested in scoring political points in a highly contentious debate than in arriving at a sound estimate of these jobs.
Much like forecasting, the purpose of an impact assessment is to see if analysts can systematically examine the effects that may occur from taking a certain action. That action may be introducing or expanding the use of new internet technologies or deploying a national missile defense system. No matter the subject, the analyst tries to identify possible impacts and the likelihood they will occur.
Impact assessments are not new. Federal law has required environmental impact analyses since Congress enacted the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) in 1969. The logic was simple and powerful. Before governments undertake major projects that are likely to have significant effects on the environment, policymakers ought to identify and measure those impacts, and they also ought to consider alternatives that may avoid the undesirable effects. The law’s strength is in its requirement that the impact assessments be made public, which creates an opportunity for environmental groups and others to influence agency decision-making. The agency, in turn, is forced to deal with a concerned public and to respond to the information produced by the impact assessment. The hope was that the combination of information and political forces would “make bureaucracies think” and dissuade them from making poor decisions that could harm the environment. Evaluations of NEPA indicate that it has been quite successful (Caldwell 1998).
POLITICAL AND INSTITUTIONAL APPROACHES
At this point in the chapter, the reader may be wondering whether policy analysis ever considers more than economic and technical estimates. The answer is clearly yes. Political scientists are likely to use political and institutional approaches to understanding proposed policy alternatives and to evaluating existing programs. Such studies are often more qualitative than the methods discussed so far, but they may also be just as rigorous and just as valuable for understanding public policy.

Political Feasibility Analysis
Political feasibility, a criterion for evaluating suggested policy changes, as discussed earlier in the chapter, is the extent to which elected officials and other policy actors support the change. No formula is available for estimating political feasibility. Even experienced and thoughtful observers of politics acknowledge how difficult it is to determine the level of support that might be forthcoming for a proposal in local or state government or at the national level. It may be easier to recognize the actions that are unlikely to fly politically, particularly in a time of intense political polarization in the nation that often makes it extremely difficult to build support for controversial actions (Mann and Ornstein 2012; Persily 2015; Thurber and Yoshinaka 2015). Examples are plentiful. The Affordable Care Act passed Congress with not a single Republican vote in favor, and Republicans in the House voted over sixty times to repeal the act. Comprehensive immigration reform, which the Senate managed to pass in 2013, was blocked by concerted Republican opposition in the House. Votes by a Democratic House to reopen government during an early 2019 shutdown over border wall funding were blocked by a Republican Senate. This kind of polarization and gridlock lies behind the sharp rise in public frustration with government today, as noted earlier in the text. Chapter 13 discusses other examples during the Biden administration that indicate no change in the degree of political polarization in the nation today.
Aside from partisan differences, interest group influence can make even broadly supported public policy actions unlikely to be successful. Gun control measures are a classic example of that pattern. The overwhelming majority of Americans, and even a majority of National Rifle Association (NRA) members, support many gun safety measures, such as enhanced background checks and barring people on terrorist watch lists from purchasing guns. Yet proposals of this kind generally fail to gain traction because they are opposed by the NRA organization itself, a body that historically has had great political clout, and elected officials fear the group’s electoral wrath. This is why, despite many cases of mass shootings, Congress has been mostly unwilling to approve additional gun safety measures and why historically it has also banned federal funding for research on gun violence.34
One of the most notable cases occurred after the shootings at Sandy Hook Elementary School in Connecticut in late 2012. President Obama mounted a campaign to improve gun safety laws, with emphasis on criminal background checks for all gun sales, reinstatement of a ban on assault weapons, and limiting ammunition magazines to ten rounds; however, he was unable to secure congressional approval. Many additional mass shootings since that time have not altered the political calculation as the NRA continues to maintain its opposition to these kinds of measures. As noted earlier in the text, President Biden did manage to persuade Congress to approve a modest gun safety measure following the Uvalde, Texas, school shooting in 2022.
At the margins of policy debate, however, it may be possible to anticipate how slight changes in proposed legislation or regulations, or an alteration in the political or economic environment, can create a majority in favor of action. Sometimes a shift on the part of a few legislators or a marginal change in policymaker perceptions of what the public will support makes the difference in the success or failure of a policy proposal.

Some simple determinations can provide a good idea of political feasibility. Analysts could begin by identifying the policy actors who will likely play a significant role in the decision. These actors may be members of a city council or a state legislature, or they may be members of Congress. To the formal policymakers, you would add other players, such as representatives of major interest groups and administrative officials—for example, the mayor, the governor, and top officials in a pertinent bureaucracy. For each of the major policy actors, you could determine their positions on the issues, perhaps by investigating their previous stances, such as the NRA’s opposition to gun control measures or business groups’ reluctance to endorse action on climate change. Sometimes it is possible to estimate their positions based on their party affiliation, general political attitudes, and where they stand on comparable issues. Finally, you can estimate their level of interest in the decision (how salient it is to them) and the intensity of their views or their motivation to get involved in the decision. These factors are likely to be shaped by the level of interest and preferences of the constituencies they represent, which in turn are influenced by how much the media cover the controversy and how the issues are presented. All of this information can be pulled together to estimate political feasibility.
We need to bear in mind that not all policy actors are equal in influencing feasibility. Relatively small groups with intensely held views on a subject are often capable of defeating proposals that have the broad support of the general public. As noted, gun safety is a policy area where this has long been the case, but there is no shortage of other examples. For a great many public policy disputes, especially those that do not rise to the highest levels of visibility, political feasibility is likely to depend on the views of a small number of people and organizations.
Implementation Analysis and Program Evaluation
The discussion of implementation analysis and the related program evaluation is relatively brief here because these methods are covered in the substantive policy chapters that follow. As is the case with assessment of political feasibility, these methods draw far more from the disciplines of political science and public administration than is true for most of the others reviewed here.
Policy implementation is one of the most important steps in the policy cycle and one that often gets insufficient attention by analysts and policymakers. Enactment of any public policy is only one part of policymaking, as we discussed in Chapter 3. Policies must be put into action by administrative agencies, and this involves judgment about what the policy calls for; adoption of pertinent rules, regulations, and guidelines; and the use of resources (staff and money) to carry out the critical components of the policy. Sometimes the process goes smoothly and sometimes not, and thus policy success depends on how well implementation goes (Patashnik 2008).
CONCLUSIONS
This chapter describes the leading evaluative criteria in the study of public policy, with special emphasis on effectiveness, efficiency, political feasibility, and equity concerns. All policy analysis relies on such evaluative criteria to judge policy proposals, even if they are not always made explicit, and these are among the most important of the criteria commonly used. The chapter also briefly reviews the major kinds of policy analysis and their strengths, weaknesses, and potential contributions to the policymaking process. Students of public policy should understand that analysts select from these criteria and methods, with significant implications for the breadth and utility of their findings. They should also be alert to the assumptions and choices made in such studies and ask how they affect the validity of the conclusions reached.

The chapter emphasizes that policy analysis is both a craft and an art. The craft comes in knowing the methods of policy analysis and how to apply them in specific situations. For example, when would you use one of the economic approaches, such as cost-benefit analysis or risk analysis? When would you use analysis dealing with decision-making or the impacts of policy, such as forecasting? When instead would you rely on political feasibility analysis or ethical analysis?
The art of policy analysis lies in selecting suitable criteria for policy assessments, in recognizing the limitations of the available methods, and in drawing and reporting on appropriate conclusions. Artful students of public policy recognize and are sensitive to the public mood and the political and institutional context in which the analysis is conducted and reported. They may also find ways to use policy analysis to empower citizens and motivate them to participate in the democratic process (deLeon 1997; Ingram and Smith 1993).
Some critics of policy analysis complain that analysts tend to view politics—that is, public opinion, interest group activity, and the actions of policymakers—as an obstacle to adopting the fruits of their labors, which they believe represent a rational, and therefore superior, assessment of the situation (Stone 2012). It is possible, however, to view the relationship of policy analysis and politics in a different light. Analysis and politics are not incompatible as long as it is understood that analysis by itself does not and should not determine public policy. Rather, its purpose is to inform the public and policymakers so that they can make better decisions. A democratic political process offers the best way to ensure that policy decisions further the public interest (Lindblom and Woodhouse 1993).
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to assess the attractiveness of different policy options. A brief discussion of the three most frequently used criteria
should clarify their meanings and suggest how they might be used in policy analysis. The fourth major criterion,
political feasibility, is addressed separately at the end of the chapter as part of a review of methods of policy
analysis.
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Figure 6-1 Selected Criteria for Evaluating Public Policy Proposals

Effectiveness

The need for the effectiveness criterion is evident in the all-too-frequent complaints about the failure of
government programs. Analysts and policymakers speak informally of what does and does not work, about policy
success and the lack of it. In a narrow sense, effectiveness refers to reaching a policy or program’s stated goals
and objectives. For a program already in existence, evaluation of its effectiveness usually turns on whether it has
achieved the expected results or policy outcomes. For example, does a city’s use of school vouchers or charter
schools raise the overall quality of education? (See chapter 10.) Or do federally funded abstinence-only programs
to prevent teenage pregnancy—which have been enthusiastically backed by conservatives—produce lower rates
of pregnancy? Nonpartisan analyses suggest they do not, and as a result, some states have chosen to turn down
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1     Chapter 6  ASSESSING POLICY ALTERNATIVES   Looking for alternatives. The price of gasoline rose sharply in 2022 as the COVID - 19 pandemic  eased and both business travel and family vacations resumed. A global scarcity of oil after  Russia invaded Ukraine in late February of 2022 made the situation wor se and predictably  sparked consumer and political outrage. While there is little that any public official can do to  counter such a short - term spike in prices, public and partisan anger tends to be directed at the  incumbent president.   Learning Objectives      Describe evaluative criteria for judging the value of policy proposals or alternatives.      Explain how to apply the methods of policy analysis.      Identify three key economic approaches to policy analysis.      Distinguish between the several kinds of decision - making and impact analyses.      Compare the ethical approach of policy analysis against other methods.   Over a decade ago, when gasoline prices surged, automobile makers responded by heavily  promoting a new generation of more efficient vehicles and touting their highway fuel economy.  Nearly all of them also invested heavily in development of new hybrid or el ectric models to meet  rising public demand for efficient cars, trucks, and SUVs. The same forces led the Obama  administration to strike a deal with U.S. auto companies that took effect in 2012 and was to  raise fuel efficiency standards to a fleet average o f 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025. Six years later,  the Trump administration sought to reverse that decision in response to complaints from the  fossil fuel industry and some automakers and as gasoline prices dropped to as low as $2 per  gallon in 2018. Among  other changes that flowed from these new conditions, vehicle  manufacturers stopped touting the fuel economy of their cars and trucks and reverted to  emphasizing power, performance, and luxury in the ever - abundant television and online  advertisements.   By 2022, during the Biden administration, gasoline prices surged once more. This time they rose  to over $5 per gallon when demand for oil increased sharply as the COVID - 19 pandemic eased  and both business travel and family vacations resumed. The global sup ply of oil was insufficient  and was made worse after Russia invaded Ukraine in late February of 2022, and many nations  announced plans to embargo Russian energy exports. Yet U.S. oil companies were reluctant to  increase production because they believed pri ces would not stay high for long enough to justify  the additional investment they would have to make; they also enjoyed robust profits in 2022.1   Public complaints about high gas prices rose dramatically in the summer and into the fall of  2022, and pundits were quick to say that President Biden and Democrats would pay a steep  price in the fall midterm elections. Conservative critics blamed them for  what they termed a  “war on American energy production,” a long - standing critique they have offered about U.S.  policies on domestic oil and other energy production. Nearly every automaker also announced  plans during the year to rapidly develop new electric  vehicles that promised to free buyers from  the increasingly unpredictable gasoline marketplace. To ease the cost of purchase, in August of  2022 Congress approved the Inflation Reduction Act, which included a provision to extend  federal tax credits for elec tric vehicles for another ten years. Largely unrelated to these  complaints and actions, by December 2022 gas prices had dropped significantly, with the  national average falling to $3.10 a gallon, and the price in some states below $2.80 a gallon.    

