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Summary

Policy analysis provides a way for understanding how and why governments enact certain policies,
and their effects. Public health policy research is limited and lacks theoretical underpinnings. This arti-
cle aims to describe and critique different approaches to policy analysis thus providing direction for
undertaking policy analysis in the field of health promotion. Through the use of an illustrative example
in nutrition it aims to illustrate the different approaches. Three broad orientations to policy analysis
are outlined: (i) Traditional approaches aim to identify the ‘best’ solution, through undertaking objec-
tive analyses of possible solutions. (ii) Mainstream approaches focus on the interaction of policy
actors in policymaking. (iii) Interpretive approaches examine the framing and representation of
problems and how policies reflect the social construction of ‘problems’. Policy analysis may assist un-
derstanding of how and why policies to improve nutrition are enacted (or rejected) and may inform
practitioners in their advocacy. As such, policy analysis provides researchers with a powerful tool to
understand the use of research evidence in policymaking and generate a heightened understanding
of the values, interests and political contexts underpinning policy decisions. Such methods may en-
able more effective advocacy for policies that can lead to improvements in health.
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THE ROLE OF POLICY ANALYSIS IN building ‘healthy public policy’ in its Ottawa Charter
HEALTH PROMOTION for Health Promotion (World Health Organization,
Creating healthy socicties through policy initiatives has ~ 1986) and Adelaide Recommendations (WHO, 1988).
been a key function of public health for over thirty years ~ However, it is well documented that public health evi-
(Milio, 1981; Considine, 1994). The World Health  dence is often not translated into policy (Bowen and
Organization (WHO) confirmed the critical role of  Zwi, 2005; De Leeuw et al., 2008; Buse et al., 2012).
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Therefore, there is a need to analyse policy in order to
understand ‘how and why certain policies come to be
developed in particular contexts, by who, for whom,
based on what assumptions and with what effect’
(Blackmore and Lauder, 2005, p. 97).

Policy skills have been identified as core functions for
the health promotion workforce (Hughes, 2003).
Literature from the social sciences provides theories and
frameworks which can inform the analysis of policy pro-
cesses (Sabatier and Weible, 2014; Peters and Zittoun,
2016). Despite this, recent reviews have revealed that
few studies make use of existing theoretical frameworks
in health promotion research (Breton and De Leeuw,
2011; Cullerton et al., 2015; Clarke et al., 2016).

While some such policy analysis appears in the health
promotion literature (Thuraisingam et al., 2009; Baker
et al., 2017), the reason for the limited policy research in
this field may be due to a lack of knowledge and under-
standing of policy analysis. Analysing policy is far from
straightforward because there is little agreement about
what public policy is and how it can be investigated and
understood (Sabatier and Weible, 2014; Peters, 2015),
with different approaches based upon diverse theoretical
and methodological assumptions. There is a paucity of
resources to guide health promotion researchers and
practitioners in conducting policy analysis (Collins,
2005; Coveney, 2010; Clarke et al., 2016), and what
does exist often fails to provide a sense of the overarch-
ing theoretical orientations to policy and the analytical
approaches available (Breton and De Leeuw, 2011).
Better guidance on approaches to doing policy-oriented
health promotion research are required.

This article supports the call for theory-informed pol-
icy analysis as a valuable research method in health pro-
motion (Breton and De Leeuw, 2011). It describes and
critique different orientations and approaches to policy
analysis thus providing direction for undertaking policy
analysis in public health research. Through the use of a
specific, illustrative policy example, it provides direction
for using policy analysis in practice.

ORIENTATIONS AND APPROACHES TO
POLICY ANALYSIS

This section describes how policy can be analysed, rec-
ognizing that there are diverse ways in which policy
scholars conceptualize and categorize the study of policy
(Bacchi, 1999, 2009; Colebatch, 2006; Sabatier and
Weible, 2014, Peters and Zittoun, 2016). To help make
sense of this diversity, we suggest it is useful to think
of there being three broad orientations to policy

research—traditional, mainstream and interpretive—
within which various specific approaches can be situ-
ated. Our adoption of this three-element typology is
informed by Colebatch (2006) and Bacchi (1999)
(Table 1) as other compilations of policy theories provide
little direction in terms of defining conceptualizations of
policy (Sabatier and Weible, 2014; Peters and Zittoun,
2016). Both Colebatch (2006) and Bacchi (1999), on the
other hand, provide typologies based on the ontological
and epistemological assumptions on which each ap-
proach rests. Given that such features are essential to
aligning methods with research questions, we follow their
organisational typologies. While the respective typologies
do not completely align, they provide a way to distinguish
between orientations that are firmly positivist from those
that are more constructionist/interpretivist. In doing so, it
is acknowledged that such categories are coarse and im-
precise and that not all approaches fit neatly into these
black and white categories. For example, Colebatch
(2006) views the policy cycle as firmly within the cate-
gory of authoritative choice, whereas with Bacchi (1999,
2009) it is not as clear cut: she would consider applica-
tions of the policy cycle as linear and rational, but not
necessarily comprehensively rational.

Colebatch (2006) suggests that three broad orienta-
tions to policy can be distinguished by the degree to
which the focus is on how policy is formed, as either: an
authoritative choice—where policies consist of rational,
instrumental choices made by leaders in positions of au-
thority and the implementation of these choices; a struc-
tured interaction—where policy is a process of
interaction between a range of bodies with particular
specialized interests, mostly inside government, or; a so-
cial construction—where policy development is based
on ‘problematization’, a particular way of identifying
situations as normal or problematic, justifying the in-
volvement of government, validating claims to legiti-
mate expertise and applying appropriate ‘technologies
of governing’ (Colebatch, 2006, pp. 39-40).

Bacchi (1999) classifies policymaking according to
the way authors deal with policy problems, where the
focus is on the epistemological assumptions underpin-
ning the management of policy problems. For Bacchi
there are three broad orientations (Bacchi, 1999). The
first two are directly concerned with problem solving
and improving policymaking, while a third focuses upon
problem representation, as follows:

1. Problem solving;
a. problem identification (comprehensive rationalist),
b. problem definition (political rationalist), and;

2. Problem representation (interpretivist).

202 Joquiadas 0 Uo Josn pine Jules Ajui] sajep Jo Aisieniun Aq 269/90S/Z€0 L/S/E/o1o1ue/0ideay/woo"dno-olwapeoe//:sdiy oy papeojumod


Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
Deleted Text: , 
Deleted Text: , 
Deleted Text: , 
Deleted Text: ,
Deleted Text: paper 
Deleted Text: theory 
Deleted Text: O
Deleted Text: A
Deleted Text: A
Deleted Text: T
Deleted Text: P
Deleted Text: A
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text:  &ndash; 
Deleted Text:  - 
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text: philosophical
Deleted Text:  principles
Deleted Text:  &ndash; 
Deleted Text: ``
Deleted Text: ''
Deleted Text: ,

1034

J. Browne et al.

Table 1: Comparison of the major orientations to policy analysis

Orientations to Analytical
policy analysis focus

Type of research
questions

Theoretical
frameworks

Data sources and
methods

Major Sources

Economic frameworks; Quantitative modelling; Cochrane reviews

(Cochrane Library
1999-2017); OECD
reports [Organisation
for Economic Co-oper-

economic analyses;
cost-benefit analysis;
nudge politics; policy
cycle model
ation and Development
(OECD) 2016]ACE
prevention (Vos et al.,
2010)

Traditional Facts Outcome questions
How can this policy Basic scientific mod-
problem be solved; els; Behavioural
what is the optimal psychology
solution?
Mainstream  Values Interaction questions Policy cycle; policy tri-
Actors What values are at angle; punctuated
Political stake; whose voices are  equilibrium; multiple
rationality  heard? How is political ~ stream theory; advo-
priority generated? cacy coalition
framework
Interpretive ~ Meanings  Representation questions What’s the problem

How is the policy prob-  represented to be;
lem defined or con- framing;
structed; what governmentality

Interviews; document
analysis; surveys

Interviews; document
analysis; ethno-
graphic methods; his-
torical methods;

Collins (2005), Hill

(2009), Sabatier and
Jenkins-Smith (1999),
Walt and Gilson
(1994)

Bacchi (2009), Yanow

(2000), Fischer (2003),
Martson and

Mecdonald (2006),

assumptions underpin
the problem framing?

discourse analysis; Hajer and Laws (2006)

narrative analysis

For Bacchi, the distinction between these three
(Bacchi, 2009, p. 39) orientations is in the focus of in-
quiry: facts as the focus of policymaking (comprehensive
rationalist); which values are reflected in policy (political
rationalist); and how meaning is created (interpretivist).
In the following section, we combine these two loosely
overlapping classifications into a practical framework
that can be used to locate research on the basis of analyti-
cal focus, types of research questions pursued and theoret-
ical frameworks. We regard these as ‘traditional’,
‘mainstream’ and ‘interpretive’ that respectively capture
the essence of Colebatch’s and Bacchi’s accounts.

As the examples within our typology will demon-
strate, some policy analysis approaches can be seen to
span types when the focus is on how ‘problems’ align
with ‘politics’ to allow a particular ‘policy’ to be
achieved. This reveals the permeability of the boundaries
between our three orientations. Their defining features
are outlined in Table 1, although obviously our typology
is a guide rather than a set of discrete categories with im-
permeable boundaries. For example, mainstream studies
focus on political rationality, which is often associated
with incrementalism and the interplay between different
policy actors, whereas the interpretivist approach is fo-
cused on different ways of understanding the world and
representing problems in policy (Bacchi, 1999).

Traditional policy studies

‘Traditional’ policy studies embrace a ‘scientific’ ap-
proach to the identification of problems and their solu-
tion. Under this orientation, policy analysis involves
deploying a rational comprehensive approach to problem
solving, in a world that is objectively knowable. Using
Bacchi’s parlance, the focus in exclusively (Bacchi, 1999)
on scientific ‘facts’, reflecting a positivist research para-
digm whereby an objective and value-free analysis is pro-
vided (or at least the analysis is portrayed as being
objective and value-free). Under such an orientation, pol-
icy is viewed as an authoritative choice, following a lin-
ear, staged problem solving activity that provides optimal
(Colebatch, 2006).

Assuming an absence of political forces, within

solutions to policy problems
Colebatch’s framework, the optimal solution could then
be taken up by individuals with authoritative choice. This
orientation highlights that policy analysis should be ‘ob-
jective’ rather than ‘political’, whereby the role of policy
analysis is to identify the best solution, through objective
analyses, which identifies possible policy options and
weighs up their pros and cons. Technocratic methods
such as cost-benefit analysis, risk assessment, operations
research, and program planning and budgeting systems,
are examples of traditional approaches (Althaus et al.,
2013), as is the policy cycle model (Colebatch, 2006).
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A health promotion example is the Australian
Assessing Cost Effectiveness (ACE) in Prevention study
(Vos et al., 2010). This project aimed to provide a com-
prehensive modelling of various preventative health
interventions in order to inform policymakers about the
measures likely to be most effective and the best value
for money. The study produced a ‘league table’ display-
ing the relative cost-effectiveness, expressed in cost per
DALY averted, of a range of policy options for address-
ing the burden of non-communicable diseases in
Australia.

Despite the fact that regulatory and fiscal policy
interventions were found to be more cost-effective than
educational or clinical interventions, they were not
adopted by the Australian Government. The reports sug-
gest that ‘such interventions should only be ignored if
decision-makers have very serious reservations about the
evidence base or are facing insurmountable problems in
relation to stakeholder acceptability or feasibility of
implementation’ (p. 4). In doing so, the authors ac-
knowledge that while regulation and taxation may have
a low financial cost, these interventions have political
costs and are unlikely to be adopted without political
will. This illustrates that while traditional policy studies
can provide useful evidence, they do not provide infor-
mation about how governments make use of such evi-
dence or how political will for interventions that may be
opposed might be generated. Mainstream policy studies
take up this challenge.

Mainstream policy studies

The mainstream orientation embodies studies of
agenda-setting, policy processes, policy networks and
governance, in which policy is not conceptualized as a
comprehensively rational, linear process but broadly
seen as ‘the interaction of values, interests and resources
guided through institutions and mediated through polit-
ics’ (Davis et al., 1993, p. 15). These approaches to pol-
icy analysis feature prominently in policy texts (e.g.
Sabatier and Weible, 2014; Peters, 2015) and, for this
reason, we have labelled them as ‘mainstream’. Table 2
summarizes some of the major approaches to main-
stream policy studies.

One commonly used framework in mainstream pol-
icy studies is the Multiple Streams Theory (Kingdon,
1984). According to this theory, policy change occurs
when advocates, known as ‘policy entrepreneurs’ match
problems with policy solutions in a politically favour-
able environment. Usually, the ‘problem’, ‘policy’ and
‘politics’ streams run separately and concurrently, how-
ever, when a policy entrepreneur couples the three
streams together, a ‘policy window’ opens. This theory

has been applied to health policy analyses, including
childhood obesity prevention (Craig et al., 2010), taxing
sugar-sweetened beverages (Mosier, 2013), and food
and nutrition policies (Yeatman, 2003; Caraher et al.,
2013). For example, Craig et al. used Multiple Streams
theory to analyse (Craig et al., 2010) the key factors that
elevated childhood obesity on the policy agenda in
Arkansas, allowing the passage of legislation for com-
prehensive school-based obesity prevention initiatives.
The research involved key informant interview about
the events, policy entrepreneurs and process that led to
the development of the policy. Interview data were
coded into the main thematic categories of the theory:
problems, policies, politics, policy entrepreneurs and
policy window, finding that key events within the prob-
lem and political streams produced a policy window.
Public health practitioners then acted as policy entrepre-
neurs by proposing viable policy solutions to those
championing the issue within government.

Another mainstream approach is the Advocacy
Coalition Framework (Sabatier, 1988). Analyses using
this theory focus on the coalitions of actors that form
within a ‘policy subsystem’, based on shared values and
beliefs, to advocate for certain policy positions.
According to this theory, policy change occurs either as
a result of external events (e.g. change in socioeconomic
conditions, Government or some kind of disaster), inter-
nal subsystem events (such as policy failures, crises or
scandals), negotiated agreement between coalitions or
through ‘policy-oriented learning’, whereby the beliefs
of policy actors are changed (Pierce et al., 2017).
Johnson et al. used this framework to analyse (Johnson
et al., 2012) the policy process surrounding the intro-
duction of menu-labelling regulations. Stakeholders
were interviewed to generate information about each of
the framework’s key variables, including: the policy sub-
system, stable parameters, external events, policy beliefs,
and the role of technical knowledge and policy-oriented
learning in facilitating policy change.

A further mainstream method is policy network
analysis (Parsons, 1995). This involves analysing the
number and type of connections between actors in a pol-
icy network in order to understand the overall structure
of the network and the ways in which actors use their
position in the network to influence policy. Cullerton
et al. used network analysis to map (Cullerton et al.,
2016) the relationships between the various stakeholders
involved in national nutrition policy in Australia. This
approach demonstrated that food industry actors held
much more powerful positions in the network than
nutritionists, who had limited access to decision-makers.
The analysis also highlighted the individuals who were
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Table 2: Major mainstream and interpretive approaches to policy analysis

Approach and key authors

Purpose, assumptions and principles

Key elements and processes

Advocacy coalition framework
(Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith,
1999)

Institutionalism (March and Olsen,
1983, 1996; Ostrom 1999;
Lowndes, 2002; Young, 2002)

Multiple streams (Kingdon, 1984)

Policy network analysis (Scott, 1991;

Wasserman and Faust, 1994;
Parsons, 1995; Selman, 2000)

Policy triangle (Walt and Gilson,
1994)

Analyses policy change and stability

over time focusing on the ways in
which different advocacy coali-
tions come together in particular
policy subsystems.

Institutional analysis is predicated

upon the idea that institutions
matter, in the sense that institu-
tions such as family, church, gov-
ernment and legal systems can be
relatively stable over time, and ex-
ert an influence over the ways
interests may be structured and
the processes by which issues may
be responded to

Assumes that problem identification,

policy solutions and political pro-
cesses are relatively independent
streams of policy activity.

‘Network analysis is based on the

idea that a policy is framed within
a context of relationships and de-
pendencies’ (Parsons, 1995, p.
185). To understand the relation-
ships between people in social sys-
tems and how these relationships
inform policy. There are a range
of approaches to defining and in-
vestigating networks.

Assumes that an understanding of

policy should be informed by an
analysis of policy context, content,

Analysis focuses on:

e core beliefs;

o advocacy coalitions, identifying actors who
share particular beliefs;

e policy learning, focusing on different interpre-
tations of facts and events in different coali-
tions as a result of policy implementation;

e policy subsystems, which describes the con-
text in which policy contestation occurs.

Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis and Design
(1999) is one high profile approach to institu-
tionalism. As part of it Ostrom proposes eight
design principles which if met means that self-
organizing collaborative governance is
possible.

Boundaries of users and resource are clear

There is congruence between benefits and
costs

Analytical focus is on:

e Policy windows are situations where it is pos-
sible to work across the three policy streams

o Policy entrepreneurs are actors who play a
key role in connecting across the policy
streams

o Agenda setting

The analysis of networks seeks to unearth struc-
tural patterns that exist among stakeholders,
in order to examine the relations between
them, how they are positioned and how rela-
tions are structured into overall network pat-
tern. The characteristics of networks are often
discussed in terms of network density (the
number and intensity of connections); net-
work cohesion (the number of separate net-
work components); network centralization
(the closeness of ties between core actors);
and connectivity (to other networks).
Practically, such concepts are useful for ex-
ploring issues such as the structure of net-
works and relative influence of various
individuals. Indicative questions include:

e Who are the participants (policy actors)?

e What are their resources and strategies?

e Who are the insiders (core) and outsiders
(periphery)?

e What coalitions and alliances are evident?

e Which are most influential?

An analysis would provide an integrated ac-
count of the interplay between policy content,

(continued)
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Table 2: Continued

Approach and key authors

Purpose, assumptions and principles

Key elements and processes

Punctuated equilibrium
(Baumgartner and Jones, 2010)

Narrative policy analysis (Roe,

1994)

Frame reflexive policy analysis (Rein

and Schon, 1993)

process and actors. The assump-
tion is that when too much focus
is given to one area over the other
three, for example the content of
health policy rather than the pro-
cess of decision-making; policy
analyses will fail to account for
the complexity of policymaking
and fail to understand why some
policy approaches are taken up
and others not.

Based on the assumption that poli-

cies are relatively stable over time
unless disturbed by external
factors.

Draws on insights from literary the-

ory. The approach is underpinned
by the objectives to: ‘underscore
the important and necessary role
that policy narratives have in pub-
lic policy’ and ‘establish the use-
fulness of narrative analytical
techniques’ in ‘reformulating in-
tractable policy problems’.

Framing is a way of selecting, orga-

nizing, interpreting and making
sense of a complex reality to pro-
vide goal posts for knowing, ana-
lysing persuading and acting.

context, process and actors for a particular
policy issue.

The aim of such analyses is to explain policy sta-

bility and their continuation or discontinua-
tion on the absence or basis of external
shocks. Analyses examining punctuated equi-
libriums focus on:

Bounded rationality: how policymakers at-
tend to or give less attention to particular
policies

Agenda setting: the way that different actors
seek to bring more or less attention to issues
of importance to them

External shocks: how external forces place
more attention on particular policy issues
Framing: the ways in which issues are under-
stood, defined and categorized within existing
knowledge frameworks

Narrative policy analysis involves the following

steps, covering:

Definition of dominant story and identifica-
tion of those policy narratives with high un-
certainty (narratives, arguments)
Identification of other narratives in the issue
that do not conform to the dominant
narrative

Compare the two sets of narratives in order
to generate a meta narrative

Determine how the metanarrative recasts the
problems in such a way as to make it more
amenable

The focus of the analysis is on:

Policy discourses

Policy forums, which are the settings in which
policy discourse occurs

Rhetorical frames

Action frames, which locate practice and
implementation

Policy frames for a specific policy situation
Institutional frames that shape institutional
understandings and interpretations
Meta-cultural frames which include broad,
culturally shared systems of belief that shape
rhetorical and institutional frames.

(continued)
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Table 2: Continued

Approach and key authors

Purpose, assumptions and principles

Key elements and processes

Argumentative discourse analysis
(Hajer, 1995; Hajer, 2006)

What’s the problem represented to
be (Bacchi 1999, 2009)

Governmentality (Harris, 2001;
Martson and Mcdonald, 2006)

Based upon the assumption that lan-
guage profoundly shapes our view
of the world and reality, instead of
merely being a neutral medium
mirroring it. The analyst therefore
should examine how the definition
of the political problems relates to
the particular narrative in which it
is discussed (2006, p. 66)

A way of studying policy which
opens up a range of questions that
are seldom addressed in other
approaches: how every proposal
necessarily offers a representation
of the problem to be addressed,
how these representations contain
presuppositions and assumptions
which often go un-analysed, how
these representations shape an is-
sue in ways which limit possibili-
ties for change. It also offers a
framework for examining gaps
and silences in policy debates by
asking what remains unproblema-
tised in certain representations
(Bacchi, 1999, p. 12).

A way of thinking about the nature
and practice of government. What
is governing, who can govern and
who is being governed and how?

e Discourses

o Storylines

e Discourse coalitions

e Discursive space

e Discourse structuration

e Discourse institutionalization

e What's the problem represented to be in a
specific policy?

o What presuppositions or assumptions under-
lie this representation of the problem?
(Foucauldian archaeology)—key concepts, bi-
naries and categories

o How has this representation of the ‘problem’
come about? (Foucauldian genealogy)—prac-
tices and processes that made this representa-
tion dominant

e What is left unproblematic in this problem
representation? What are the silences? Can
the problem be thought about differently?

o What effects are produced by this representa-
tion of the problems? (discursive, subjective
and lived effects)

o How? Where is this representation of the
problem produced, disseminated and
defended? How could it be questioned, dis-
rupted and replaced?

The analysis focuses on how social actors act
upon themselves and are acted upon by other
agents to produce desired outcomes. This can
be achieved through a focus on:

o Political rationalities

o Technologies of governing, such as forms,
processes, rules, micro-practices

o How regimes of truth are authorized, enacted
and sustained

strategically positioned to act as ‘policy brokers’ within
the network (Cullerton et al., 2017). Table 2 summarises
the major traditions in mainstream policy studies.

Interpretive policy studies

In recent decades, a substantial body of social science lit-
erature has developed around the idea that reality is so-
cially constructed and that language and discourse have
an important role in shaping the way in which social re-
ality is created (Fischer and Forester, 1993; Roe, 1994;
Bacchi, 1999; Yanow, 2000; Colebatch, 2002; Fischer,

2003; Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003). Here, the third cate-
gory within both Colebatch’s and Bacchi’s frameworks
align. Hastings identifies two implications for (Hastings,
1998) policy studies across the policy problem and poli-
cymaking domains: first, policy problems are not
pre-existing givens, but are historically and culturally
produced. Second, the policy process is understood as a
process of discourse and argumentation (Hastings,
1998). For the purpose of this article, the focus of inter-
pretive policy analysis is on problem representation, and
how the framing of the policy problems shapes the array
of possible policy responses (Rein and Schon, 1993;
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Bacchi, 1999). For a more complete account of interpre-
tive policy studies, we direct readers to recent contribu-
tions by Fischer and colleagues (Fischer et al., 2015) and
Behagel and colleagues (Behagel et al., 2017).

An interpretive approach has been adopted in several
public health studies. Focusing specifically on nutrition,
Bacchi’s (Bacchi, 2009) ‘What’s the problem represented
to be?’ framework has been used to examine the ways in
which different stakeholders represent policy problems
such as childhood obesity (Bastian, 2011), food insecu-
rity (Bastian and Coveney, 2013) and folic acid fortifica-
tion (Begley and Coveney, 2010). The ideas and frames
deployed by nutrition policy actors during policy devel-
opment process have been identified by analysing stake-
holder submissions to government inquiries and
consultations. For example, Olsen et al. analysed public
submissions to an (Olsen et al., 2009) Australian
Government inquiry into obesity and identified that the
majority of actors framed obesity either as an individual
or a structural issue with relatively few suggesting that
obesity policy should address the issue of social inequal-
ity (Olsen et al., 2009). Table 2 summarizes the major
traditions in interpretive policy studies.

The preceding section outlined three broad theoreti-
cal orientations to how policy can be understood and
analysed. In doing so, we acknowledge that this list is
necessarily incomplete and that there are a variety of
other approaches.

To illustrate the relevance of these policy approaches
within the field of health promotion, in the next section
we focus on nutrition as a discrete area of policy that
provides a good range of examples across all three
approaches to policy analysis (traditional, mainstream
and interpretive) and is an active area for policy research
and advocacy. This demonstrates how the three different
orientations may be applied in practice.

ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLES OF
RUDIMENTARY THEORY-BASED POLICY
ANALYSIS

In this section we present examples of hypothetical
mainstream and interpretivist policy analyses to provide
a preliminary indication of how such approaches could
be taken up. We aim to demonstrate how these frame-
works could be applied to health promotion research by
drawing on the taxation of sugar-sweetened beverages
as a highly topical and illustrative example. While an ar-
ticle format limits the depth into which each method
and example can be discussed, we seek to focus readers’
attention on the ways in which different kinds of policy

theory ask different questions and privilege different
aspects of policy processes. Before describing what each
policy analysis approach could contribute to the analysis
of a complex issue, such as nutrition, we briefly con-
textualize this policy issue, and the failure of traditional
policy approaches.

In 2016, the United Nations declared the commence-
ment of a Decade of Action on Nutrition (WHO, 2016).
Governments are being called on to implement policy
actions to combat all forms of malnutrition. To date,
only limited progress has been made towards imple-
menting policies that aim to improve public health nutri-
tion and prevent obesity (Roberto et al, 2015).
Therefore, as this decade unfolds, the actions (or inac-
tion) of governments to address population nutrition
challenges deserves close scrutiny in order to ensure
agreed goals and targets are achieved.

With growing rates of obesity and soft drink con-
sumption, taxation on sugar-sweetened beverages has
been proposed by public health experts as a strategy for
reducing consumption. It has been suggested that taxes
on sugar-sweetened beverages could form part of multi-
strategy, multi-sectorial obesity interventions (Grattan
Institute, 2016). This has followed public health and
economic research (Andreyeva et al., 2010; Powell et al.,
2013) and the WHO’s recommendations regarding the
use of economic tools such as taxes and subsidies to en-
courage consumption of healthy food products (WHO,
2008). Evidence suggests that taxing sugar-sweetened
beverages has the potential to effectively reduce con-
sumption, decrease sales of unhealthy beverages and in-
fluence demand for healthier choices. Such a policy
would signify government recognition that these prod-
ucts are of concern for public health and contribute to
revenue raising for other health promotion initiatives.

Modelling studies have demonstrated that a 20% tax
in Australia may contribute to a 12.6% decline in con-
sumption and a decline in obesity of 2.7% in men and
1.2% in women (Veerman et al., 2016). Thus, according
to the traditional approach, in which policy is
conceptualized as a rational comprehensive process, one
would expect this policy to have been adopted.
However, mainstream approaches could reveal the sig-
nificant role played by the beverage industry in opposing
such taxation and the strategies used to de-legitimize
policy action on this issue. Interpretive approaches could
then reveal the industry’s framing of a tax on sugar-
sweetened beverages as a new policy problem.

Industry lobbyists argue that health will not improve
as a result of a tax but rather cost jobs and disadvantage
low income groups (Coyler, 2017). Similarly, proposals
for targeted excise taxes have been rejected by the

202 Joquiadas 0 Uo Josn pine Jules Ajui] sajep Jo Aisieniun Aq 269/90S/Z€0 L/S/E/o1o1ue/0ideay/woo"dno-olwapeoe//:sdiy oy papeojumod


Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text: I
Deleted Text: E
Deleted Text: O
Deleted Text: R
Deleted Text: T
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text: sugar 
Deleted Text: -
Deleted Text: s
Deleted Text: s

1040

J. Browne et al.

Table 3: Comparison of examples of policy analysis strategies in the conduct of a hypothetical project on taxing sugar-
sweetened beverages

Framework

Research question

Focus and instruments of policy
analysis

Type of results

Mainstream approaches

Multiple streams
theory

Punctuated
equilibrium

Advocacy coalition
framework

Who is the policy entrepreneur?
How can the ‘problem’ (e.g. obe-
sity) be matched with the policy
(e.g. tax) in a politically favour-
able environment?

How have exogenous factors influ-
enced policy change regarding
the taxation of sugar-sweetened
beverages

Who are the members of the coali-
tions lobbying for and against a
tax on sugar-sweetened
beverages?What are the core
beliefs that underpin these op-
posing advocacy coalitions?
When can ‘policy-oriented learn-
ing’ be achieved in this
subsystem?

Interpretive approaches

What’s the problem
represented to be?

Framing

How was the ‘problem’ of sugar-
sweetened beverages represented
over the life of the policy-mak-
ing process?

What are the frames through which
the issue of sugar-sweetened bev-
erages can be discussed, de-
scribed or understood?

Key events in the ‘problem’, ‘pol-
icy’ and ‘politics’ streams that
led to tax being enacted. Actions
of key individuals ‘championing’
the introduction of a tax.

External shocks to policy arrange-
ments; path dependency (how
decisions have been made in the
past effect current situation); ex-
ogenous factors.

Changes in social, political or ma-
terial conditions; openness of
political system to change; op-
portunities available to policy
actors to form coalitions and ex-
ploit social divisions.

Official accounts of the policy
problem and its solutions; com-
peting accounts of the occur-
rence/development of policy;
assumptions underpinning the
various accounts; history of
problem representation.

Official accounts of the policy
problem; lay accounts; debates;
media stories; competing
accounts.

Identification of the conditions
which produced a policy window.
Ways of defining the policy prob-
lem that make taxing SSB politi-
cally palatable. Insight into which
actors were ‘policy entrepreneurs’
and how the three streams were
coupled together.

How the debate over childhood obe-
sity changed from one of individ-
ual responsibility to the economic
costs to the health system imposed
by sugar-sweetened beverages and
how this change facilitated radi-
cally new policy opportunities af-
ter many years of incrementalism.

A description of why, and around
what shared beliefs, seemingly dis-
parate actors came together to
lobby for a tax on sugar-sweet-
ened beverages, and how their lob-
bying was less uniform as the issue
expanded to include childhood
obesity and parental responsibil-
ity. The tactics deployed by the
opposing coalition, led by food/
beverage industry. How ‘policy-
oriented learning” was achieved?

The causes of childhood obesity and
the role of sugar-sweetened bever-
ages put forward by health lobby-
ists and medical associations
compared with competing repre-
sentations put forward by fast
food and beverage chains and
other market-oriented interest
groups. A comparison of the re-
spective influence and uptake by
government in their official
accounts of the problem and the
resultant solutions.

A description of the ways that sugar-
sweetened beverages can be under-
stood as a public health, eco-
nomic, behavioural or social issue,
any alignments between frames,
and the uptake of these in official
and lay accounts.

(continued)
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Table 3: Continued

Framework Research question

analysis

Focus and instruments of policy

Type of results

Argumentative dis-  What are the different ways that
the policy problem and

responses have been articulated

course analysis

and argued for? What traditions, other policy processes

power relations and knowledge
structures do these discourses
align with?

Governmentality
nologies of governing consump-
tion of sugar-sweetened
beverages constructed and
deployed?

Official accounts; lay accounts;
stakeholder texts; media stories;
submissions to inquiries and

gorizations of people or activi-
ties (inclusion/exclusion
criteria); bureaucratic
instruments.

An account of one or more ways that
the issue of sugar-sweetened bev-
erages, and resultant obesity, has
been described by various stake-
holders, such as in medial terms,
as a nutritional issue, as a behav-
ioural problem, as a social issue,
as a problem of parents’ moral ir-
responsibility, as a function of vul-
nerability and disadvantage. How
do the argumentative strategies
taken up by health versus market
stakeholders align with hierarchies
of knowledge and evidence?

How are the rationalities and tech- Penalty and reward systems; cate- How consumption of sugar-sweet-

ened beverages is controlled, en-
couraged or discouraged by school
canteen and sports club policies,
sponsorship arrangements, televi-
sion advertising regulations and
fiscal levers such as excise and
consumption taxes.

current Australian Government, whose core values in-
clude lower taxes, individual responsibility and support
for business. Returning to our hypothetical examples, an
interpretivist understanding of the industry’s framing of
the problem—of taxing sugar-sweetened beverages as an
economic constraint on business—can make intelligible
the government’s rejection of this as a policy solution. In
mainstream policy analysis terms, there may be greater
shared values and beliefs between the beverage industry
and the current Australian government than exists be-
tween health advocates and government members.
Taken together, what this case study has shown is that
there are various approaches to mainstream and inter-
pretive policy analysis that could be applied by advo-
cates and researchers in their work to understand and
progress the development of ‘healthy public
policies’(World Health Organization, 1986) (Table 3).
What the illustrative examples also reveal is the di-
versity of analytical foci within the approaches. For ex-
ample, within the select mainstream and interpretivist
approaches presented, the analytical gaze can centre
upon vastly different aspects of the ‘who’ (multiple
streams theory; advocacy coalition framework), ‘how’
(multiple streams theory; punctuated equilibrium;
what’s the problem represented to be; governmentality),
‘what’ (advocacy coalition framework) or ‘when’

(advocacy coalition framework) of policy activity. Each
of these questions hold with them ontological and epis-
temological assumptions about the nature of social real-
ity, policy and policymaking that should align with the
researcher’s research question and ultimate methodolog-
ical choices. Here, prospective policy analysts should
consider the philosophical nature of the policy problem
and thus the research question they seek to address, and
identify policy methods that are consistent with
these assumptions. As Ragin (Ragin, 1999, p. 1140) sug-
gests, ‘in social research goals are primary: strategies
and methods follow goals’. We hope that by presenting
these illustrative examples, prospective analysts are pro-
vided sufficient grounding in policy traditions to identify
philosophically congruent approaches that they can ex-
plore further and implement in their own policy
research.

CONCLUSION

This article aimed to explain policy analysis as a valu-
able research method in health promotion. It
summarized three key orientations to policy analysis—
traditional, mainstream and interpretive, and, using nu-
trition as an example, detailed some of the major
approaches that can be used. The authors suggest that
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applying mainstream and/or interpretive orientations
allows researchers and practitioners the opportunity to
uncover how and why policy change occurs. Policy
practitioners and researchers could use the mainstream
approach analytically to identify relevant policy
actors, their overlapping areas of agreement and po-
tential areas of disagreement that would need to be
addressed in the policy development process. Such
approaches direct researchers and practitioners to look
beyond the research evidence and consider the politi-
cal rationalities underpinning policy processes.
Similarly, an appreciation for interpretivist approaches
sensitises the policy analyst to the fact that policy
problems can be understood differently by different
groups. Here, the way the policy is described, intro-
duced and deployed as a means of individual freedom
or social control, can have material implications for
its success. Exploration of how policy problems are
framed or conceptualized by political actors and in
broader society provides the opportunity to rethink
policy, research and advocacy efforts.
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