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Abstract 

 “The Public Policy Theory Primer” book, by Ken Smith and Chris Larimer, investigates public 

policy theories and examines a key question: Does this scientific field really exists? The book's 

answer is yes, but in a plural format. The book’s conclusion is that public policy is more art/craft 

rather than science, at least not yet. Overall, the book is informative, especially for a person with 

limited knowledge regarding fundamental public policy theories.       
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Introduction 

In this book review, I summarize the fundamental concepts presented in the public policy theory 

primer- 3rd edition by Smith and Larimer (2018). The book begins and ends its discussion with 

the key question of whether a public policy field really exists. The first chapter defines public 

policy: a mood more than a science (Goodin et al., 2006). It studies whatever governments 

choose to do or not to do. The “public” side concerns with the choices by the coercive powers of 

the state. The word “policy” is derived from polis, a Greek word meaning city-state. In defence 

of politics in the modern context, Crick (1962) defines it as the solution choosing conciliation 

over violence. The book completes the definition with an unfortunate truth: the field is developed 

as a babel of tongues, talking past rather than promoting real politics or compromise.   

The book continues with an overview of the field’s history (Chapter 1). Some scholars 

argue that the field originates with cost-benefit analysis in the 1930s (Fuguitt et al., 1999; 

Rouhani, 2016; Rouhani et al., 2016a). Nevertheless, Harold Lasswell first introduced “policy 
sciences” in the middle of twentieth century (Lasswell and Lerner, 1951; Laswell, 1968). 
Laswell’s expertise was in propaganda as the World War II British communication chief. His 

expertise can explain his ideology about politics. Moreover, he seemed overly optimistic as a 

result of winning the second world war. In one of his first manifestos, Lasswell and Lerner 

(1951) laid out the key characteristics of policy sciences: (1) problem-oriented, (2) multi-

disciplinary, (3) methodologically-sophisticated, (4) theoretically-sophisticated, and (5) value-

oriented. Let us begin with understanding these principles and their implications.  

First, it seems hopeless to develop a new field by labelling it sophisticated rather than 

trying to explain its foundations. Moreover, as the book discusses, Laswell established a field 

that is inherently an oxymoron from its start, involving logical inconsistencies. One important 

dilemma is related to his quests for training a set of specialized experts (elitism) meanwhile 

asking for more egalitarian ethos of democracy (citizens’ participation). In Laswell’s vision, 
public policy is analogous to medicine; numerous subspecialties exist where they are not 

necessarily tied together within a universal framework. Such a conclusion causes further 

confusions rather than providing clarifications.  

Over the years, the field has become even more complex acknowledging that no 

independent universal world exists, and that views are filtered and driven by perceptions, 

sometimes conflicting ones. However, such extreme differences could not justify "the intellectual 

jungle" we have in the political world (Wynne, 1992). According to the book, public-policy 

researchers work completely independent from each other, not only ignoring each other’s work, 
but also being unaware that it even exists. 

The public policy oxymoron is further intensified by the existence of two opposite 

viewpoints (Chapter 6). The field faces a constant conflict between rationalists promoting the 

values of science/economics and post positivists emphasizing the values of democracy (Rouhani, 

2021). On one hand, post positivists criticize rationalists’ promotion of efficiency while 

sacrificing democracy (Dryzek, 1989). For instance, they argue that rationalists’ approach has 
failed historically, e.g., the war in Vietnam (Erickson et. al., 2013). On the other hand, 

rationalists believe that post positivists’ approaches are inconsistent in terms of decision making 

and might leave us with inconclusive results (Smith and Larimer, 2018). These differences fuel 

the ever-increasing ideological clashes between rationalists and post positivists (Dryzek, 1989). 
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Such conflicts, however, led the rationalist camp to revisit some of its foundations, accepting that 

they cannot necessarily determine the ultimate solution, solely based on efficiency.  

In the following, I briefly review the fundamental public policy concepts in the book. For 

a deeper understanding of those concepts, I suggest readers to refer to the references I cited for 

each concept. 

 

Content 

Policy vs. politics 

As the first fundamental concept, the book describes the relationship between policy and politics 

(Chapter 2). Two frameworks serve as standard conceptual tools to describe the relationship 

between policy and politics: (i) the stages theory and (ii) policy typologies.  

First, stages theory (Jones, 1970; Laswell, 1971), also called stages heuristic, 

hypothesizes policy process as linear (rationalist not normative). It begins with a problem to 

work on, follows by searching for solutions, and finally discusses the implementation of the most 

appropriate solution. The stages theory offers intuitive and practical means of conceptualizing 

public policy. Nevertheless, it is an untestable piecemeal theory that discounts the notion of 

feedback loops.  

“Policy typologies” (Lowi, 1972), in contrary, claim that policies determine politics or 

government coerces. In fact, he assumes that public policy is an attempt to influence individual 

behavior. Using a 2×2 matrix, Lowi (1972) creates a typology of four public policy categories. 

These four categories are: (1) distributive policies (like tariffs, distributing benefits and costs on 

an individual basis, see Mishchuk, et al., 2019 or Rouhani and Beheshtian, 2016), (2) regulatory 

policies (like labor policies and competitive market regulations aiming at directly influencing the 

behavior, see Rouhani and Gao, 2016 or Beheshtian et al., 2020), (3) redistributive policies (like 

welfare and social security, targeting a broader group of people, see Doerrenberg and Peichl, 

2014 or Rouhani, 2018), and (4) constituent policies (like reappointment and propaganda, which 

are low salience and result in consensual politics, see Tausanovitch and Warshaw, 2013 or 

Figueroa and Verma, 2023). His key observation is that “each kind of coercion may very well be 
associated with a quite distinctive political process.” The policy topologies theory was a bold 

attempt to redefine the policy process against the general acceptance that the president dominates 

the political process.  

However, both stage and policy typology theories fall short of creating a scientific theory 

and are oversimplified. The stages model seems to fail empirical tests while scholars continue to 

use the typology framework despite its classification dilemma and static nature (Jann and 

Wegrich, 2007). Note that the policy typologies theory is more compatible with empirical tests, 

according to the book. The implication is that policy decisions are not linear and have been 

influenced by interest and entrepreneurial groups. This means that the process could be a by-

product of weak public policy theories.  

A stronger theory(ies), nonetheless, could mitigate political conflicts. The reality is 

unfortunately the opposite. As Helco (1978) argues two key groups could significantly impact 

political process: (1) "issue networks" or informal alliances among interest groups and (2) 

"technopoles" or specialized individuals with technical knowledge of the policy at hand. Political 

challenges arise mainly from conflicting perspectives among these key influencers (Madani et 

al., 2014). In addition in some cases, various technopoles and issues networks hold completely 



 

4 

 

opposite views compared to those of general stakeholders or citizens. This in turn might lead to 

undemocratic policies, where citizens’ needs are ignored by issue networks or technopoles.    

 

Policy process 

The second fundamental concept in the book is, policy process (Chapters 3 to 5), which 

examines who make public policy decisions and how. The first approach to policy process is 

based on the rational choice theory (Coleman and Fararo, 1992) or its alternative version the 

bounded rationality theory (Simon, 1990). The rational-choice theory is based on two key 

assumptions: (1) complete and perfect knowledge about future values and (2) complete 

understanding of all possible alternative policies (Lindblom, 1959). The bounded rationality 

theory modifies the rational-choice-theory assumptions of (1) complete and perfect knowledge 

about future values and (2) understanding all possible alternative policies (Quackenbush, 2004). 

It is impossible to reach such assumptions in reality.   

In response, several scholars have tested the bounded rationality theory. They attempt to 

prove the theory consistent practically/ For instance, they show empirically that the U.S. 

budgetary decisions are made by small derivatives from previous year’s budgets (Davis et al., 

1966; Lewis and Hildreth, 2011).  

As the second approach to policy process, post-positivists claim that governments should 

respond only to citizens’ demands, rather than making “rational” decisions. In this regard, 

Tiebout (1956) pioneered the first theoretical policy-process framework, claiming that citizens 

express their preferences for certain localities over others. According to the theory, governments 

should respond to their citizens. The key to the Tiebout model’s success is the assumption that 

citizens move away from the unwanted jurisdictions, where they do not agree with the political 

system. However, this assumption might not work in practice because of employment and other 

constraints (Lyons et al., 1992). Nevertheless, a few studies have shown that local factors such as 

employment are less important than non-outcome factors (see e.g., Schneider and Buckley, 

2002).  

Ostrom (1998) argues for the last approach to policy process, called the “institutional 
rational choice” theory. He argues that that institutions allow for individuals to make “better than 
rational” decisions. The theory attempts to solve common-pooled-resource dilemmas using 

external sanctions. 

The book’s overall conclusion about policy process theories is that the Tiebout model 

lacks empirical support (Howell-Moroney, 2008), and that the bounded rationality theory is 

evident. Moreover, Ostrom’s institutional analysis and development lacks predictive power. In 
fact, policy decisions are made by semi-rational actors. They may or may not change depending 

on the existing institutional rules.  

 

Policy design 

As the next element of policy process, policy design is discussed in Chapter 4. Policy design is 

an umbrella term to analyze the public policy content. A fundamental concept is the language for 

justifying actions, which leads to a messy value-laden process (Edelman, 1990).  

Although controversial, public policy is viewed as means of distributing values (Easton, 

1953). The question is then whose values are questioned/considered by the coercive power.  
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Inappropriately, a few policy scholars look for “blue print” or an “architecture” of policy 

(Elmhirst, 1999). They follow an architect or individual leader, instead of identifying the 

appropriate political goal/philosophy supported by strong theories (Rouhani, 2022). Even in 

some cases, policy decisions, e.g., regarding the patriot act, are made by the symbolic and 

emotional freight of what they mean (Celik and Versavas, 2007). Instead to make robust 

decisions, political analysts should provide an objective analysis of expected and broad impacts 

of such decisions (Rouhani and Gao, 2014; Rouhani et al., 2015a; Do et al., 2021).  

However, most policy-design contents are generally more rationalized than being rational 

(Jones and Baumgartner, 2005). Some scholars, e.g., see Helco (1978), argue that technopoles 

could pull the political process further away from ordinary citizens, similar to what issue 

networks could. In fact, in addition to policy content, stories and narratives could change public 

opinion (McBeth, 2010). A strong, though potentially deceiving, political policy usually includes 

tribalism, shame-fear, altruism, etc.  

According to Stone (2002)’s policy paradox, the public policy design is often justified as 

adhering to one of 5 democratic values: equity, efficiency, security, liberty, and community. 

Ingram and Schneider (2005) argue that the degenerative nature of public policy is worsened by 

the path-dependent nature of social constructions. Such constructions have become embedded, 

but rarely questioned or judged. Providing more evidence on non-democratic directions of the 

existing policy-making designs, Hibbing and Theiss-Morse (2002) found that most citizens do 

not even wish to be involved in the policy process. Therefore, in many cases citizens even do not 

understand the policy process.    

As the last element of policy process, agenda setting (Chapter 5) is “the process by which 
information is prioritized for actions, and attention allocated to some problems rather than 

others.” (Smith and Larimer, 2018). One groundwork agenda-setting framework is the “garbage-

can model” (Kingdon, 1995). The model views the agenda-setting process chaotic. Ideas are 

jumbled together resulting in the disposal of both problems and solutions into the proverbial 

policy-making garbage can. Three different streams (problems, policies, politics) contribute to 

the garbage-can politics. The convergence of the three streams, however, creates a “policy 
window” or the opportunity for a rapid change.  

Apart from the possibility for a rapid change using a policy window, “policy diffusion” 
could lead to minor changes. For instance, the U.S. states could learn from others (Walker, 

1969). Although descriptive, the garbage-can model is not predictive. Moreover, governance has 

been increasingly characterized by a new approach, public-private partnerships (Rouhani and 

Niemeier, 2014; Rouhani et al., 2015b; Rouhani et al., 2018). Overall, the predictability power of 

the policy-process theories might continue to remain an elusive goal to accomplish. 

    

Policy analysis 

The third fundamental concept is policy analysis (Chapters 6). Its task is to determine a set of 

actions facing a problem (Walker et al, 2001; Mirchi et al., 2012; Rouhani, 2019). There are two 

conflicting overarching approaches to policy analysis.  

First, rationalists follow welfare economics’ fundamentals by prioritizing efficiency 

(Shulock, 1999; Rouhani et al., 2016b, Do et al., 2020). Rationalists’ assumption is that 
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individuals maximize their utilities. The rationalist approach is theoretically sound; however, it 

could be practically controversial. In fact, it is impossible to hold perfect rationality and utilities 

differ from one person to another. In addition, policy makers are “often explicitly value-driven 

and are uninterested in policy analyses that fail to support their preferred values.” 

Emphasizing democracy as the second approach, post positivism is based upon face-to-

face stakeholder surveys (Yanow, 2000; Daher et al., 2018). The goal is to understand different 

perspectives. The post positivist approach is inconsistent, labor intensive, and could offer 

inconclusive results. The book concludes that the rationalist approach continues to be the 

dominant policy analysis tool. Nevertheless, the rationalist-approach outputs provide only 

substances for political debates rather than the answers to end it.  

      

 Policy implementation 

As the next fundamental concept, policy implementation (Chapter 8) investigates the rules to 

specify actions, hearings, lobbying, bureaucracy, coordination issues, etc. The first generation of 

implementation studies explains that implementation is important. Their goal is to adopt a 

general plan, determine priorities, and share the same vision (Derthick, 1972). In practice, 

scholars have found empirical evidence against the first-generation models. For instance, 

Pressman and Wildavsk (1973) find that the chance of getting anything done is astonishingly 

low. For the job creation case, they determine the probability to be 0.000395, because of a 

dispersed decision-making system. Similar challenges prevent the implementation of any new 

fundamental policies.  

The second generation focuses on developing theories to explain the practicalities of 

implementation (Bardach, 1977). In a seminal work, Mazmanian and Sabatier (1983) defined 

three basic parameters of implementation: (1) center: the initial policy maker(s); (2) periphery: 

bureaucrats translating the policy into action; and (3) target group: people at whom the policy is 

aimed at.  

The third-generation models are developed by testing the second-generation theories. 

Empirical models generally prove the complexity of implementation rather than actually 

explaining it (Goggin et al., 1990), i.e., the second generation theories cannot explain, let alone 

predict, the political world.  

A relatively new generation of implementation studies has emerged in the literature, 

called the regime approach (Jochim and May, 2010).  It explains the governing arrangements 

using institutional structures, political interests, and their interplays. Overall, the implementation 

studies seem to move towards understanding the process with the help of the applied field(s) 

rather than developing political science theories. As a result, new policies are implemented 

regardless of theoretical models. For instance, the affordable care act has been advanced mainly 

with the knowledge of public health officials and medical doctors rather than a through public 

policy analysis (Smith and Larimer, 2018). This could be an unfortunate truth of the political 

world. In a perfect world, however, policy makers rely on their own strong pubic policy theories 

to determine/implement the appropriate policies.             
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Policy research 

Chapter 9 discusses the final fundamental concept, new policy research directions. As a new 

direction, “adaptive rationality” (Newell and Simon, 1972) explains humans’ decision making 
process through cognitive shortcuts that often result in sub-optimal decisions. According to 

McDermott (2004), material well-being or economic indicators cannot necessarily produce 

happiness while “social support” could be one of the missing factors since many process 

information through “emotional rationality”.  

This vision seems narrow because it adds social aspects only. Nevertheless, it provides 

additional explanations about how humans make decisions. The implication of adoptive 

rationality is that governments should place less emphasis on income and more on 

employment/leisure. In this regard, Kuran (2010) expands on the utility theory claiming that 

people possess three different utility types: (1) intrinsic utility (true preferences), (2) reputational 

utility (resulting from social acceptability), (3) expressive utility (how to express true 

preferences). The book suggests that the experimental methodology developed by laboratories of 

democracy (Schwartz, 2023) could be integral to the future of public policy studies (Smith and 

Larimer, 2018). 

 

Conclusion  

Smith and Larimer (2018)’s book provides a thorough summary of public policy theories. Its 

final chapter returns to a key question: “Do the policy sciences really exist?” Their answer is yes, 

but plural. Traditionally, public policy studies act as a taker/user of theory from other scientific 

fields rather than as a producer. The book urges the need for a theory(ies) that explain/predict 

how people respond to policy images, arguing that such a theory is likely to be interdisciplinary 

in nature.          

Economics have colonized the field (Hirschman and Berman, 2014). If the political 

science seeks freedom from economics and other fields, it needs stronger theoretical 

fundamentals. A sound theory, backed by understanding the interdisciplinary nature of politics, 

could be the solution. Such a theory is missing in the political science. As a result, the public 

policy is dominated by, not only economics, but also by technocrats and lobbyists seeking their 

own interests. 

Unfortunately, where policy makers have made the fewest theoretical contribution is, 

ironically, the realm of public policy studies. The book claims that the sprawling subjects of 

public policy studies is the reason, in addition to its conceptual challenges and discrepancies in 

epistemology. The book’s overall conclusion is that public policy is more art or craft rather than 

science, certainly a field(s) and perhaps not yet a science.  

 

Copyright Note   

The author certifies that he has the right to deposit the contribution with MPRA. 
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