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Public Policy and Politics

C H A P T E R 

1

Who is responsible 
for ensuring public 
safety? Amusement 

parks are a big 
business in the 

United States, and 
millions of Americans 
visit them each year, 

particularly large 
facilities such as Walt 

Disney World and 
the Six Flags parks. 

Yet the occasional 
accident reminds 
us of the risk and 

possibly of the need 
for government 
intervention to 

provide adequate 
assurance of public 

safety.
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chapter objectives

•	 Define and explain the nature of public policy.

•	 Identify key concepts associated with the study of public policy.

•	 Explain the different contexts in which public policy is made.

•	 Examine the reasons for governmental involvement in public policy.

•	 Explore why citizens should understand public policy.

•	 Describe the reasons for evaluating public policies today.
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 3

Every year millions of people in the United States go to theme parks, state and county  
fairs, and other events that feature thrill rides. According to the International 

Association of Amusement Parks and Attractions, in recent years hundreds of millions of 
people attended the country’s approximately four hundred parks, with revenues well into 
the billions of dollars.1 This is clearly a large industry that includes not only amusement 
park giants such as Walt Disney World and Six Flags but also a variety of smaller, perma-
nently placed operations. In addition, many traveling operations set up temporary ride 
attractions at events such as state and county fairs.

While these parks and attractions provide safe entertainment and recreation for 
most visitors, periodic accidents—some fatal—are reported every year. In August 2016, 
three separate incidents occurred that called into question the safety of such rides. At 
Schlitterbahn water park in Kansas City, a ten-year-old boy died riding a water slide. A 
few days later, three people fell from a Ferris wheel when the car flipped at a county fair 
in Tennessee. Then a few days later, another child fell from a roller coaster at an amuse-
ment park in western Pennsylvania.2 These are not onetime incidents. In October 2013, a 
number of people were trapped on Universal Orlando’s Hollywood Rip Ride Rockit roller 
coaster for nearly three hours.3 While there were no serious injuries as a result of this 
malfunction, it showed that things can go wrong with these sophisticated amusement 
rides. In some cases, accidents or deaths do happen, sometimes because malfunctions 
occur in the equipment and in some instances for no apparent reason other than the spe-
cific health of the visitor. Examples include a woman who fell from a roller coaster at a 
Six Flags park in Texas in July 2013 as well as a summer 2015 death that occurred at 
Walt Disney World’s Magic Kingdom Space Mountain roller coaster, where a fifty-five-
year-old woman lost consciousness upon exiting the ride and later died, likely due to her 
medical history.4 When people go to these parks, they intend to have fun, and accidents in 
such venues can generate all sorts of media coverage. No one thinks they can get injured 
in Disney World, home of Mickey Mouse, Goofy, the Seven Dwarfs, and other beloved 
characters. So one might ask, what kinds of controls or regulations are in place to ensure 
individual safety in these amusement centers?

The answer in this case is a bit complicated. It spans different government levels and 
agencies and is a good illustration of the complexity of policymaking. The U.S. Consumer 
Product Safety Commission (CPSC) is a regulatory agency responsible for ensuring public 
safety for a wide range of consumer products. The commission currently regulates over 
fifteen thousand products, ranging from lawn mowers to baby cribs. It also, not surpris-
ingly, has some authority over amusement park rides. Specifically, the CPSC monitors 
the safety of the “portable amusement rides” that travel from one location to another and 
are set up for particular events, such as county fairs. What about rides associated with 
permanent amusement parks such as Six Flags? Government regulation of these rides 
occurs at the state level, and in some cases states have no authority. Some states require 
government inspection of park rides, and others do not. Regulation may even vary within 
the state itself. Florida is a prime example. While some permanent parks are significantly 
regulated, those that hire more than one thousand employees are generally exempt from 
state regulations. (This includes places such as Universal Studios, Disney World, and 
Busch Gardens.) Why do you think these differences between and within states exist?5

Senator Edward Markey, D-Mass., has long argued that there should be more  
systematic federal regulation of amusement park rides. For many years, he introduced 
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4 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

legislation that would give greater authority to the CPSC to regulate the industry, includ-
ing “big theme” players such as Disney and Universal.6 He has not been successful getting 
this legislation passed, with opposition coming—not surprisingly—from the major theme 
parks, which claim that federal intervention is unnecessary, that these accidents occur 
rarely, and that the risks are minimal. They often also cite that many of the accidents are 
due to the fact that “patrons have risk-increasing, pre-existing medical conditions or fail 
to heed rules like those about staying seated or keeping their limbs inside the car.”7

How risky are these rides? According to Markey, people die on roller coasters at a 
higher rate per mile traveled than those traveling by plane, bus, or train. A report by the 
Center for Injury Research and Policy cited evidence that “more than 93,000 children 
under 18 were treated in emergency rooms for amusement-park-related injuries between 
1990 and 2010.”8 Former representative Cliff Stearns, R-Fla., states, on the other hand, 
that amusement park rides cause fewer injuries than fishing.9 So who is right? The answer 
may be that both are, and it illustrates how information and data can be handled to com-
municate preferred positions. Policy analysts often use risk analysis to examine the extent 
of a problem and how it can affect a population. In the case of amusement park rides, 
according to a study by the National Safety Council, in 2015 there were 1,502 reported ride 
injuries at fixed-site amusement parks—or about 4.8 injuries for every million attendees 
(or less than one injury for every million rides). The vast majority of these injuries are not 
considered to be serious; in fact, only about 5.5 percent of them required an overnight stay 
in a hospital.10 Once again, one might ask if this is a significant number. For comparison 
purposes, the CPSC estimated that in 2017 there were over 153,000 injuries from ATVs, 
mopeds, minibikes, and other such recreational vehicles; over 319,000 injuries playing 
football; and nearly 300,000 injuries from exercise and exercise equipment—and this is 
just for males.11 Based on some of these comparisons, should we be concerned about the 
safety of amusement park rides?

Another question might be whether government needs to be involved at all in the reg-
ulation of amusement park rides. It is clear that such accidents do nothing to help the 
bottom line of the amusement park industry, and it has a powerful incentive to provide 
safe environments in order to continue attracting visitors. Might the self-regulation that 
currently occurs, particularly in the permanent parks, be sufficient to ensure safety? Or 
is this a case where government regulation is needed to protect the public’s well-being? 
These are the kinds of questions to which elected and government officials must respond 
when making public policy.

While we are relatively certain that most people do not consider the role of government 
on their family vacation to Disney World, the examples above show that there are a variety 
of questions one might raise regarding government policy. The regulation of amusement 
park rides is an example of the constitutional issue of federalism (defined later in this 
chapter); how the perception of risk may affect decision making; and, ultimately, the role 
of government in a free-market or capitalist society. These kinds of questions are faced 
in nearly all areas of public policy, and they illustrate the diversity and the complexity of 
issues that arise. Ultimately, how these issues are resolved can have a profound impact 
on individual lives.

This account of amusement park ride safety and its regulation speaks to the  
importance of the process of public policymaking. That process involves many different 
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 5

institutions, people, and groups. The complex policy issues ideally are resolved only after 
long hours of research and debate that consider the underlying beliefs and assumptions 
as well as pertinent facts, including in this case the relative risk of accidents and injuries. 
Sometimes, however, the issues are not resolved, or they arise again in response to new 
concerns or data. In addition, a policy typically deals with a particular slice of American 
life, such as the family vacation, although it also may have important effects on the pub-
lic’s general well-being. Across the range of government activities today, it is no exagger-
ation to say that public policy deals with just about everything, affecting life in ways that 
are both obvious and sometimes difficult to recognize.

WHAT IS PUBLIC POLICY?

Public policy is what public officials within government, and by extension the citizens 
they represent, choose to do or not to do about public problems. Public problems refer to 
conditions the public widely perceives to be unacceptable and that therefore require inter-
vention. Problems such as environmental degradation, insufficient access to health care 
services, or as noted above consumer safety on amusement park rides can be addressed 
through government action; private action, where individuals or corporations take the 
responsibility; or a combination of the two. In any given case, the choice depends on how 
the public defines the problem and on prevailing societal attitudes about private action in 
relation to government’s role.

For the amusement park ride example, governments at both the federal and state  
levels share responsibility in some cases, and in others responsibility for safety is left to 
private businesses or individuals. There are ongoing debates over whether or not having 
the industry regulate itself in these situations is sufficient, and when accidents do happen, 
those debates become much more public. When it comes to safety issues, government 
may decide to intervene, such as in regulation of medications, or allow for private industry 
to address the issue. For example, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) may order 
a recall of tainted meat that could be unfit for consumption. But there are other situations 
where the company or industry will make its own decision to recall the products, and the 
government may see no need to intervene to further protect the public’s health or safety.

The term policy refers in general to a purposive course of action that an individual or 
group consistently follows in dealing with a problem (J. Anderson 2015). In a more formal 
definition, a policy is a “standing decision characterized by behavioral consistency and 
repetitiveness on the part of both those who make it and those who abide by it” (Eulau and 
Prewitt 1973, 465). Whether in the public or private sector, policies also can be thought of 
as the instruments through which societies regulate themselves and attempt to channel 
human behavior in acceptable directions (Schneider and Ingram 1997).

The language used to discuss public policy can be confusing. Analysts, policymakers, 
and commentators sometimes speak without much clarity about intentions (the purposes 
of government action); goals (the stated ends to be achieved); plans or proposals (the 
means for achieving goals); programs (the authorized means for pursuing goals); and 
decisions or choices—that is, specific actions that are taken to set goals, develop plans, 
and implement programs (Jones 1984). These elements of public policy can be found in 
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6 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

many different legal expressions such as laws, executive orders, regulations, and judicial 
rulings. They also can be seen in the way that policymakers, such as presidents, governors, 
or legislators, describe how they view public policy in any given area. Both the legal state-
ments and the actions of policymakers can define what public policy is at any given time. 
We find it useful as well to distinguish between policy outputs (the formal actions that 
governments take to pursue their goals) and policy outcomes (the effects such actions 
actually have on society).

To pull some of these perspectives together, we offer this definition: Public policy is a 
course of government action or inaction in response to public problems. It is associated 
with formally approved policy goals and means, as well as the regulations and practices 
of agencies that implement programs. Looking at public policy this way emphasizes the 
actual behavior of implementing agencies and officials, not merely the formal statements 
of policy goals and means found in laws and other expressions of government policy. As 
we will stress throughout the book, this view means that students of public policy need 
to seek out the information that can tell them what policy actually is at any given time.

Any level of government, whether federal, state, or local, may be involved in a par-
ticular policy effort because social problems, and the public demand for action on them, 
manifest themselves from the local to the national level. At the local level, failing public 
schools, high crime rates, crowded highways, or air pollution might attract enough atten-
tion to spur the school board, mayor, or city council to find remedies. At the national level, 
concern about inequitable access to health care or how a country responds to a terrorist 
threat may galvanize policymakers and lead to policy development.

Whatever the level of government, proponents of policy actions seek a multitude of 
goals that also affect all members of society. For laws that govern personal conduct, such 
as speed limits, policies aim to restrict individual behavior as a way to protect lives or 
prevent injuries and property damage; that is, the goal is to promote the public’s wel-
fare or common good. After government enacts the laws, public policies also affect how 
the mandated services aimed at the public good, such as police protection, public edu-
cation, maintenance of highways and bridges, or national defense, are provided. Direct 
government payments are another form of public policy, and they affect people’s lives on 
the individual and societal level. Social Security payments for senior citizens, agricultural 
subsidies for farmers, and research grants to universities sustain long-term individual 
and collective well-being.

Public policies reflect not only society’s most important values but also conflicts among 
values. Policies represent which of many different values receive the highest priority in 
any given decision. David Easton (1965) captured this view in his often quoted obser-
vation that politics is “the authoritative allocation of values for a society.” What Easton 
meant was that the actions of policymakers can determine definitively and with the force 
of law which of society’s different and sometimes conflicting values will prevail. Examples 
can be found in nearly every walk of life: Should the federal government implement a 
carbon tax on industry to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases and address health and 
climate change concerns, even if doing so raises the cost of products? Or should such 
decisions be left to the marketplace and individual choice? Should the federal government 
uphold the mandate of the original 2010 Affordable Care Act (Obamacare) that citizens 
purchase health care insurance if they are not covered through their employers, as one 
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 7

way to ensure that all citizens have access to health care services? Should government 
continue to recognize a woman’s right to choose to have an abortion, or should it restrict 
the choice and instead promote the rights of the fetus?

Because public policy often deals with tough questions like these, reflecting conflicts 
over fundamental human values, the resulting policies are going to affect people’s lives. 
For these reasons, we designed this book with several goals in mind. The first is to help 
readers develop a fuller understanding of public policy and the ways governments make 
policy decisions. The second is to encourage readers to look ahead to the implications 
of policy choices. The third is to foster critical thinking about public policy and possible 
alternative courses of action. Because this last goal is so important, we introduce basic 
concepts related to policy analysis throughout the text. The aim is to equip readers with 
essential skills in analytical thinking that will enhance their understanding of policy issues 
and make possible more effective participation in the policy process.

Developing a critical, analytical approach to policy issues has many advantages over 
simply learning the details of policy history, understanding the present legal require-
ments in various programs, or gaining an overview of current policy debates. Such knowl-
edge is important, but it is inherently limited, in part because public policies and debates 
over them continually change, making earlier accounts less useful. In contrast, those who 
learn the basic principles of policymaking and policy analysis will have a better grasp of 
why governments make their decisions and be better able to identify the strengths and 
weaknesses in present policies as well as in proposals to change them. Individuals can 
apply these skills to the wide range of problems everyone faces as citizens and in their 
personal lives and careers.

DEFINING BASIC CONCEPTS

It is useful at this point to clarify several additional concepts in the study of public policy. 
These include government, politics, and policy analysis. Although these terms are in com-
mon usage, no universal definition exists for any of them.

Government

Government refers to the institutions and political processes through which public policy 
choices are made. These institutions and processes represent the legal authority to govern 
or rule a group of people. In the United States, the federal Constitution describes the gov-
ernment’s institutions, which include Congress, the president, the various agencies of the 
executive branch, and the federal court system. Each is granted specific but overlapping 
legal authority to act under a system of separation of powers, which we discuss in chapter 2.  
At state and local levels, parallel government institutions develop policy for citizens 
within their jurisdictions, guided by the authority granted in state constitutions and in 
state and local statutes and ordinances. The American system of governance adheres to 
the principle of federalism, also discussed in chapter 2; in a federal system, the national 
government shares authority with the states and local governments. Quite often national 
policies, such as those dealing with environmental protection, are implemented chiefly 
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8 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

by the states through an elaborate system of intergovernmental relations in which the 
federal government grants legal authority to the states to carry out national policies. In 
other policy areas, such as education, crime control, and land-use regulation, state and 
local governments play the dominant role.

Politics

Politics concerns the exercise of power in society or in specific decisions over public 
policy. It has several different but complementary meanings. It is used to refer to the 
processes through which public policies are formulated and adopted, especially to the 
roles played by elected officials, organized interest groups, public opinion, and political 
parties. This is the politics of policymaking. Politics can also be thought of as how conflicts 
in society (such as those over rights to abortion services or gun control) are expressed and 
resolved in favor of one set of interests or social values or another. Politics in this case 
refers to the issue positions that different groups of people (gun owners, environmen-
talists, health insurance companies, automobile companies) adopt and the actions they 
take to promote their values. These collections of individuals with similar interests often 
become active in the policymaking process. So politics is about power and influence in 
society as well as in the processes of policymaking within government. It concerns who 
participates in and who influences the decisions that governments make and who gains 
and who loses as a result. Harold Lasswell ([1936] 1958) put it this way: Politics is about 
“who gets what, when, and how.”

In the United States and most other democracies, politics is also related to the electoral 
processes by which citizens select the policymakers who represent them. In this sense, 
politics concerns political parties and their issue agendas and the political ideologies, 
philosophies, and beliefs held by candidates for office, their supporters, and their cam-
paign contributors. The precise relationship of politics to public policy may not always 
be clear; defenders and critics of specific policy actions may offer arguments based in 
economics, history, ethics, philosophy, or any number of other disciplines we use to think 
about what is in the public interest. Still, no one doubts that electoral politics is a major 
component of the policymaking process.

Politics exerts this strong influence on policymaking, in part because elected offi-
cials necessarily must try to anticipate how their policy statements and actions might 
affect their chances for reelection. Policymakers are therefore sensitive to the views 
of the groups and individuals who helped them win office in the first place and whose 
support may be essential to keeping them in office. These political incentives motivate 
public officials to pay particular attention to the policy preferences of their core constit-
uencies, especially the activists, while also trying to appeal to the general electorate. For 
Republicans, the core constituencies include business interests, political conservatives, 
farmers, and suburban and rural residents, among others. For Democrats, the core con-
stituencies are labor interests, environmentalists, African Americans, political liberals, 
residents of urban areas, and others.

Politics is also one of the principal reasons public policy is so riddled with conflict and 
why it can be so difficult to analyze. Consider the debate over smoking and its health effects. 
For years, the federal government has sought to discourage smoking out of concern for its 
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 9

adverse effects on public health (Derthick 2005; Fritschler and Rudder 2007). Yet while the 
Office of the Surgeon General and the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) take this position, 
the USDA has continued its longtime policy of subsidizing tobacco farmers. Clearly, tobacco 
policy today—whether higher cigarette taxes meant to curtail smoking (see chapter 6),  
public advertising campaigns to warn children and teenagers about the dangers of smoking, 
or actions to regulate tobacco as a drug—is both complex and controversial. Decisions are 
influenced by a public that is divided on the issue, by the actions of interest groups that 
represent the tobacco industry, and by public health studies that are used by other groups 
to press for further government action to reduce smoking. These various points of view and 
studies are parts of the contentious process of setting new policy directions.

It would be wrong to assume, however, that such conflicts merely reflect inconsisten-
cies in government policies or, worse, that they demonstrate bad faith. In fact, the process 
of resolving conflicts helps to determine where the public interest lies. These conflicts 
illustrate the different public interests that U.S. policymakers attempt to meet. Promoting 
a health agenda through decreasing smoking will lead to a healthier society and a reduc-
tion in health care costs for both the individual and the nation. But the family farm is 
revered in the United States, and Congress has enacted many policies to protect it. The 
tobacco industry has been able to play upon this public interest of protecting farmers in 
its lobbying efforts, and yet policymakers have been shifting their emphasis away from 
protecting farmers and in favor of regulation. In 2009, for example, Congress approved 
broad new powers for the FDA to regulate cigarettes and other forms of tobacco for the 
first time.12 More recently, this debate has partially shifted to the safety of e-cigarettes. 
Still, whether the subject is tobacco use, health care, or how to reform the tax code, such 
conflicts are a key element in policymaking.

Whether the debate is over tobacco support and public health, state support for col-
leges and universities, or changes to immigration policy, government officials, interest 
groups, and citizens promote their views about what to do, and they bring all kinds of 
information to bear on the decisions. Naturally, the different participants in the policy 
process can and do disagree vigorously about the kinds of public policies that are needed 
and the proper role of government in addressing the problems.

The policymaking process within government provides abundant, although not neces-
sarily equal, opportunities for all these participants, or policy actors, to discuss problems; 
to formulate and promote possible policy solutions to them; and to press for formal adop-
tion by legislatures at the national, state, and local levels. Politics, as we defined it above, 
is evident throughout this process.

Ultimately, executive agencies and departments, such as the FDA, Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement (ICE), the Department of Defense, or a local police or public health 
department, are responsible for implementing what the legislators enact. Here too poli-
tics is often evident as an agency may reflect the political values and priorities of a presi-
dent or governor, or try to respond to the views of other elected officials.

Policy Analysis

Analysis means deconstructing an object of study—that is, breaking it down into its basic 
elements to understand it better. Policy analysis is the examination of components of 
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10 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

public policy, the policy process, or both. Put another way, it is the study of the causes 
and consequences of policy decisions. Duncan MacRae and James A. Wilde (1979, 4) have 
called policy analysis “the use of reason and evidence to choose the best policy among 
a number of alternatives.” Policy analysis uses many different methods of inquiry and 
draws from various disciplines to obtain the information needed to assess a problem and 
think clearly about alternative ways to resolve it. The same information also shapes public 
debate and deliberation over what actions to take. At heart, policy analysis encourages 
deliberate critical thinking about the causes of public problems, the various ways govern-
ments and/or the private sector might act on them, and which policy choices make the 
most sense. Doing so requires not only knowledge of government and politics but also 
the ability to evaluate the policy actions. Chapter 6 discusses the major evaluative criteria 
used to make such judgments.

WHY STUDY PUBLIC POLICY?

As the discussion in this chapter will make clear, the study of public policy occurs in many 
different organizations and for diverse reasons. Policy analysts both in and outside of 
government have a professional concern for public policy. That is, they work on develop-
ing public policy solutions by studying public problems and various policy alternatives or 
choices that might be made. Scholars at universities and research institutions share some 
of the same interests as policy analysts, but they may also be concerned with building 
general knowledge and advancing theory, for example, of the policy process or the perfor-
mance of government institutions. We will revisit these approaches to the study of public 
policy, especially policy analysis, in chapter 4.

For citizens who lack such professional reasons but who have strong personal interests 
in government and public policy, the U.S. political system affords numerous opportuni-
ties to become involved. Such interests alone are a good reason to study public policy, but 
it is not the only one. Studying public policy may help citizens sharpen their analytic skills, 
decide what political positions and policies to support, and determine how best to evalu-
ate democratic governance. It may encourage students to consider careers in public pol-
icy, law, or government. Two additional reasons are presented here: to improve citizens’ 
ability to participate in policy processes and their ability to influence policy decisions.

Citizens’ Ability to Participate and Make Choices

The United States is a representative democracy. Its citizens elect delegates to act for 
them, but that is not necessarily the end of citizen participation. Within democracies,  
citizens may speak out on policy development and government actions. Lack of knowl-
edge about public problems, policies, government decisions, or politics does not nor-
mally keep people from acting in this way, but they can participate more effectively by 
improving their understanding of the issues. During political campaigns, candidates for 
public office state their positions on the issues through speeches and advertisements—
and, increasingly, through social media sites such as Twitter and Facebook—in hopes of 
persuading voters to support them. Voters who study public policy are better equipped to 
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 11

understand the candidates’ policy ideas and to evaluate them—that is, to determine what 
impacts they are likely to have and whether they are desirable. If elections are to turn on 
informed assessments of the issues rather than how good the candidate looks on camera, 
policy knowledge of this kind is essential.

Citizens can also join with others in an interest group to learn more about public  
policy. Scholars often observe that the logic of collective action suggests that a single 
individual would be irrational to join an interest group when almost no personal gain fol-
lows (Olson 1971). The enormous growth of citizen lobbies over the last several decades, 
however, clearly indicates that agreement with a group’s goals persuades many people to 
sign up and participate (J. Berry 1997, 1999). Interest groups operate at all levels of gov-
ernment, and one of their roles is to educate policymakers and citizens about public pol-
icy issues. For example, many of them—from the National Rifle Association to the Sierra 
Club—commission policy studies and use them in the political process to advance their 
views (Cigler, Loomis, and Nownes 2016; Wolpe and Levine 1996). Nearly all the major 
groups maintain websites that offer issue briefings and facilitate communication with 
public officials. The box “Working with Sources: Interest Groups on the Web” addresses 
the role of such groups in shaping public policy.

WORKING WITH SOURCES
INTEREST GROUPS ON THE WEB

Interest group websites are treasure troves of policy information, but a word of 
warning is in order. Visitors to these sites need to be cautious about how they 
approach the materials and policy recommendations they find. Information on 
these sites is always selective; it may be limited in scope and biased in ways that a 
naive reader may not discern. Policy briefings and reports made available by such 
groups therefore merit careful and critical reading, and our goal here is to teach you 
how to be alert to the general political orientation of the group sponsoring the site. 
We start by asking about the credibility of the studies and reports you find there.

Visit the website for the Consumer Advocates for Smoke-Free Alternatives 
Association (CASAA) (www.casaa.org), a nonprofit consumer organization that is 
“dedicated to ensuring the availability of reduced harm alternatives to smoking.” 
From here you can click on the organization’s “Resources” link or other links  
to access reports and data regarding its positions on the health effects of  
e-cigarettes. Note especially the language in the “About Us” section regarding 
“honest information about those alternatives so that they [both smokers and 
nonsmokers] can make informed choices.”

(Continued)
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12 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

For a contrasting view, visit the website for the American Lung Association 
(ALA) (www.lung.org) and search for “e-cigarettes” in its search field. From here, 
you will see several links discussing the ALA’s position on e-cigarettes and its 
concerns regarding potential health consequences.

•	 How credible is the information you found on the two websites? Which 
group do you think provides less biased information, and why do you 
think so?

•	 Does either supply references to authoritative sources for the information 
presented, such as government reports or studies published in scientific 
or scholarly journals?

•	 How else can you judge the facts and issue positions on these pages? 
By comparing the different positions and the language used to defend 
them, can you determine which group offers the most defensible stance 
on the health effects of e-cigarettes?

Note: Websites are changed and upgraded frequently. The sites provided throughout this text are meant to be 
current; however, design changes may require you to investigate a site more thoroughly than originally assigned.

At state and local levels, citizens may have the opportunity to get more directly involved 
in policymaking through referendums, initiatives, or participation in public hearings and 
meetings (Cronin 1989), and perhaps have greater influence. A referendum is a law pro-
posed by a state or locality for voters to approve or reject. An initiative is much the same, 
but a group of citizens organizes the effort to place it on the ballot. About half the states 
allow citizen-generated initiatives. Naturally, the voters can better determine whether 
to support or oppose a ballot measure if they understand the proposal and its possible 
effects. Obtaining that information and developing a sound position on the issues is often 
a challenge for the average voter; it is also one reason critics argue that many initiatives 
lead to bad public policy, especially when insufficient thought goes into the drafting of the 
proposals or the public acts emotionally, or in response to misleading media advertise-
ments (Ellis 2002).

Public meetings afford perhaps the greatest opportunity to participate directly with 
other citizens and public officials to learn more about local problems and decide what 
to do about them. Notices of such meetings and hearings are posted in the local news-
paper or on pertinent websites. The box “Working with Sources: The Public’s Political 
Knowledge” is an introduction to a primary government source.

(Continued)
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 13

WORKING WITH SOURCES
THE PUBLIC’S POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE

As indicated throughout the text, the enormous amount of information available 
through websites makes citizen activism more feasible than ever before. After 
all, the potential for activism is facilitated by information as well as by individual 
motivation to get involved. Reliance on web sources, however, also presents a 
challenge: how to manage the huge amount of information.

The federal government’s site, USA.gov (www.usa.gov), is an official portal 
to U.S. government websites. The mission of the site is to make government 
more accessible and seamless and to make it easier for citizens to find the ser-
vices they seek and to complete transactions online. The search engine devel-
oped specifically for accessing such material is capable of sifting through a vast  
number of pages of information from national, state, and local governments in a 
fraction of a second.

A simple exercise indicates how useful USA.gov can be. Let’s assume you 
want to write to your senator and need to know his or her name and address. Go 
to the site, look under the “Government Agencies and Elected Officials” link, then 
select “Contact Elected Officials.” Click “U.S. senators” and choose your state, 
and you have the names and contact information for your two senators.

A more challenging illustration of how to navigate through USA.gov involves 
finding information about a public policy issue or general information. Try enter-
ing “nutrition facts” into the search field. From here you can find information on 
how to use the Nutrition Facts Label.

Try to answer these questions:

•	 What is the Nutrition Facts Label, and why is it included on packaged 
food items?

•	 What is the Percent Daily Value?

•	 Where can you go to get information regarding food safety (use the 
search field)? What are the current recalls and alerts?
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14 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

Citizens’ Ability to Influence Policy Decisions

The ability of citizens to participate in decision-making activities can often lead to influ-
ence over the decisions that result. Policymakers and others involved in the policy pro-
cess need information to understand the dynamics of a problem and develop options for 
action. As we show throughout this text, when examining policy alternatives, policymak-
ers and other actors often make use of policy analysis. The more that citizens are aware of 
such studies and their implications, the better equipped they are to play an effective role 
in policymaking and help to shape the decisions that are made. One of the major objec-
tives of this text is to help readers improve their capacity for reading and interpreting such 
policy studies.

We also want to build understanding of the policymaking process itself and alert read-
ers to the many opportunities they have to make their views known. Most readers may 
recognize that Congress has chief responsibility for making public policy. However, they 
may not be as alert to the critical role that administrative agencies play in implementing 
the laws that Congress enacts. Whether the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services 
in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services or the Office for Civil Rights in the 
U.S. Department of Education, such agencies have enormous influence over how pro-
grams are run and the services they deliver to citizens. Citizens may be particularly able 
to influence government decisions at the state and local levels where policymakers and 
administrators are easier to reach.

Whether at the national, state, or local level, citizens who wish to be effective need to be 
alert to the politics of any given situation. They need to know who the major policy actors 
are and the motives behind the positions they take. We provide many examples in the 
chapters that follow. A simple one concerns reform of the health care system. Someone 
who wants to change it must recognize the interests of the American Medical Association, 
a professional organization and interest group representing the interests of doctors, vari-
ous health insurance companies and their trade associations, drug companies, hospitals, 
public interest groups, and others. All these organizations have strong views on health 
care and its potential reform, can easily be mobilized to contact policymakers, and can 
also mobilize voters to contact policymakers or vote in a particular way in an election. Not 
surprisingly, members of Congress and other policymakers tend to pay attention to these 
entities and take their positions into account.

THE CONTEXTS OF PUBLIC POLICY

Public policy is not made in a vacuum. It is affected by social and economic conditions, 
prevailing political values and the public mood at any given time, the structure of govern-
ment, and national and local cultural norms, among other variables. Taken together, this 
environment determines which problems rise to prominence, which policy alternatives 
receive serious consideration, and which actions are viewed as economically and politi-
cally feasible. Some aspects of the policy environment, such as the U.S. system of separa-
tion of powers and the nation’s free-market economy, are relatively stable. Others, such as 
which party controls the White House and Congress, the public mood or political climate, 
and media coverage of policy-related developments, can vary considerably over time. To 
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 15

underscore how these variables shape the policymaking process, we offer a brief descrip-
tion of the social, economic, political, governing, and cultural contexts of public policy.

Social Context

Social conditions such as demographics, or the composition of a population, affect policy 
decisions in myriad ways, as is evident in controversies over phenomena as diverse as 
early childhood education, child hunger, the rising costs of Medicare and Social Security, 
and immigration. Moreover, social conditions are dynamic, not static. The population 
changes because of immigration, growth in nontraditional households, and lower or 
higher birthrates. These social changes in turn alter how the public and policymakers 
view and act on problems ranging from crime to the rising cost of health care. Today, for 
example, senior citizens make up the fastest growing segment of the country’s population. 
Their needs differ from those in other cohorts—or age groups—of the population, and they 
are more likely than younger citizens to demand that government pay attention to them. 
One critical concern is Social Security. As the elderly population increases, policymakers 
face difficult challenges, particularly how they can ensure the system’s solvency as greater 
numbers of people begin to draw benefits and a smaller number pay into the system. Fifty 
years ago, Social Security was a government program that posed no special risk to bud-
getary resources. Now, however, public officials recognize that they must find politically 
and economically realistic ways to deal with an aging population and the retirement of the 
baby boom generation, those Americans born between 1946 and 1964.

How citizens relate to one another in their communities also influences public policy-
making. City policymakers have been trying to reclaim their downtown areas and make 
them more vibrant and a destination place. These efforts have had some success as more 
people are seeking out these more urban living communities. Even so, do efforts of urban 
renewal and reclamation force out lower-income people who can no longer afford housing 
or rental prices? Do cities provide adequate services for these communities, or do folks 
need to drive out to the suburbs to purchase groceries? What is the appropriate balance 
between residential and commercial development, and should tax incentives be used to 
encourage businesses to locate in these areas? These perspectives can also affect public 
transportation and environmental policies as questions are asked about the need for mass 
transit (such as light rail systems that serve cities and their suburbs) or to build new high-
ways or further expand existing ones. Some of these trends have prompted public officials 
at all levels of government to think more about the “livability” or sustainability of their 
communities over the next few decades (K. Portney 2013).

Economic Context

The state of the economy also has a major impact on the policies governments adopt and 
implement. Economic policy deals with inflation and unemployment, but the economy 
itself affects the development of many other programs. For example, a strong economy 
often leads to lower unemployment, which in turn reduces the need for unemployment 
benefits, job training programs, and comparable assistance. Weaker economies often lead 
to different kinds of decisions. For example, in response to a weak economy and limited 
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16 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

Social contexts influence 
policy development. 

Among the social contexts 
that influence public 
policy development 

is the diversity of the 
American population, 

which has been enriched 
by immigration over 

the years. Immigration 
became a key issue in 
the 2016 presidential 
campaign, with little 
agreement between 
the two parties. The 

photo shows Rutgers 
University students at 
a rally in opposition to 
Republican president-

elect Donald J. Trump’s 
proposed policy initiatives 

regarding immigration 
and the deportation of 

criminal undocumented 
immigrants.

Albin Lohr-Jones/Pacific Press/LightRocket via Getty Images

revenues, state governments made difficult decisions regarding their financial support for 
public higher education. The example illustrates how a change in economic conditions 
can affect the dynamics of public policymaking. As the United States shifts from a tra-
ditional industrial economy to one based on providing information and services, many 
similar impacts on public policy will become apparent.

Another way to appreciate the influence of the economic context is to consider bud-
getary politics. The United States often has a deficit, with the government spending more 
money than it collects in taxes and other revenues. Congress tried for many years in the 
past to control or reduce the deficit, including a proposed constitutional amendment 
mandating a balanced budget. Hypothetically, deficits are a concern because there would 
not be any money to pay for new policy initiatives. Nor could government continue to 
fund programs without increasing taxes, always a politically unattractive option.

The deficit decreased toward the end of the Clinton administration but increased again 
due to policies of the George W. Bush administration, which saw a major tax cut com-
bined with a broad economic slowdown in 2001 and 2002 and the economic toll of the 
September 11, 2001, attacks. By 2009 the deficit rose to over $1.4 trillion, although by 
fiscal year 2015 it fell to $438 billion partially due to policies to reduce spending and raise 
revenue and to the slow economic recovery. But the deficits have increased again during 
the Trump administration, with fiscal year 2019 projections suggesting a deficit of $896 
billion and a rise to $1.3 trillion by 2029.13 At the federal and state levels, policymakers 
struggled once more with tough decisions on spending priorities and budget cuts, a chal-
lenge that is certain to continue for years.
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 17

Political Context

It is impossible to understand public policy without considering politics, which affects pub-
lic policy choices at every step, from the selection of policymakers in elections to shaping 
how conflicts among different groups are resolved. To appreciate the political context, one 
must be aware of the relative strength of the two major parties; the influence of minor par-
ties; ideological differences among the public, especially the more attentive publics such as 
committed liberals and conservatives; and the ability of organized interest groups to exert 
pressure. It is equally important to consider how much interest the public takes in the polit-
ical process, its expectations for what government ought to do, and the level of trust, confi-
dence, and frustration it has in government. For example, both in the United States and in 
other industrialized nations, there has been a notable erosion of public trust in government 
in recent decades (Dalton 2004), typically because of historical events such as the Vietnam 
War, the Watergate scandal, or government inaction that called government activities into 
question. Some supporters of President Trump questioned what they perceive to be the 
ever-increasing size and power of government, particularly in relation to federal efforts to 
address the struggling economy through new economic stimulus measures and approval in 
2010 of the controversial Affordable Care Act. This trend affects not only the way people are 
likely to judge government programs and what public officials do but also the way the press 
covers public policy debates and actions. It also leads to less traditional candidates attract-
ing public support in their campaigns for the presidency, such as Donald Trump and Bernie 
Sanders did in 2016, and in the case of Trump to being elected president.

In addition, it is more and more evident that Democrats and Republicans, liberals and 
conservatives, hold sharply different views about the legitimacy of government action and 
which policies are acceptable to them. During the 1990s, partisan differences widened, 
and on many policy issues, ideological polarization between the parties made government 
action difficult. This polarization and the seemingly endless bickering among politicians 
as they try to resolve their differences and find acceptable solutions to society’s problems 
make the public even more critical of government and the political process (Hibbing and 
Larimer 2005). If anything, the polarization deepened as the two major parties frequently 
find themselves unable to agree on a wide range of policy actions, leading to further pub-
lic disenchantment with government and politics and record low assessments of the U.S. 
Congress (Mann and Ornstein 2012; Persily 2015; Thurber and Yoshinaka 2015).14 An 
example of this polarization and the inability to find common ground was the sixteen-day 
government shutdown in October 2013 that highlighted sharp differences between the 
parties, particularly in relation to the Affordable Care Act, and a record-breaking shut-
down that extended into January 2019 over funding for a wall along the nation’s southern 
border with Mexico. Another was the unwillingness of the Republican-controlled Senate 
to hold hearings on President Obama’s nomination of Judge Merrick Garland to replace 
Justice Antonin Scalia, who died in February 2016.

Ideological terms such as liberal and conservative are often used by the public to make 
sense of politics and policy. The student of public policy needs to recognize, however, that 
these political labels are not always reliable guides to predicting specific policy positions. 
That is, it is simplistic to assume that conservatives always want smaller government and 
that liberals always prefer the opposite. Most conservatives argue for less government 
intrusion into the economy and decision making within business and industry, but they 
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18 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

often favor a strong government role to achieve certain social goals, such as reducing 
crime or banning abortions and gay marriages. Liberals, on the other hand, rally against 
government threats to civil liberties and individual rights but are among the first to call 
for government regulation of business activity to protect consumers and workers, or to 
control air and water pollution. An example of this incongruence was a statement from 
the Trump administration in August 2018 that perhaps internet sites such as Google, 
Facebook, and Twitter may need to be regulated because of allegations, largely unproven, 
that they have suppressed conservative views and news supportive of the administration.15 
This apparent embrace of regulation would seem to run counter to earlier statements and 
policies regarding a need to significantly reduce the number of federal regulations and 
their intrusion upon private business.

Party labels themselves may be poor indicators of positions taken on policy issues. 
Although less common now, within the major political parties one can find ideological 
differences among members: some Democrats, particularly southerners, may be conser-
vative, and some Republicans, particularly those from the Northeast or West Coast, may 
be much more moderate than most in their party. Yet today both parties, particularly in 
the U.S. Congress, tend to be much more ideologically cohesive than was the case several 
decades ago. The same is true within the minor or “third”-party organizations such as the 
Green Party, the Libertarian Party, or the Constitution Party (also libertarian). Whether 
at the national or state level, it is entirely possible that voter disapproval of the two major 
parties might lead to the rise of such third-party movements. The Tea Party movement 
of the late 2000s, for example, reflected a strongly conservative stance, chiefly within the 
Republican Party, and it did very well in the 2010 elections, and perhaps changed the 
direction of the Republican Party.

Because the United States has a weak party system, individual politicians not only run 
their own campaigns for office but also promote their own ideas. Many feel little obliga-
tion to support the official party position on policy issues, especially when electoral forces 
in their constituencies differ from those influencing the national party. In the same vein, 
the political context can vary greatly from one state to another, or even from one commu-
nity in a state to another. Some states and cities tend to favor conservative policies, while 
others support liberal policies. Much depends on the alignment of party and ideological 
forces in the particular jurisdiction, in addition to the social and economic contexts.

Among the policy implications of the prevailing political context in the United States 
is the continual challenge of reconciling partisan and ideological differences. Policy actors 
who cannot agree on what action to take may decide to do nothing, allowing social prob-
lems to continue unchanged; or they might reach a temporary compromise that falls short 
of an ideal solution. It is not at all unusual in the U.S. political system to see enactment of 
such policy compromises, which may contain broad or vaguely worded components. The 
details, where the greatest conflicts often occur, are worked out later, typically by the rule 
makers and managers in the executive branch agencies.

Governing Context

The U.S. government is highly complex, and its structure has a major impact on public  
policymaking. The authority to act is widely dispersed among institutions and policy 
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 19

actors. As a result, the time needed to resolve differences can be lengthy. In addition, the 
inevitable compromises lead to policies that may be less focused or coherent than many 
would wish.

The separation of powers mandated by the Constitution requires that any policy devel-
oped at the national level be acceptable to a majority of Congress and to the president. 
Policymakers in both institutions must therefore find common ground. In recent decades, 
the search for consensus has been difficult because of divided government, with one polit-
ical party in control of the White House and the other in control of one or both houses of 
Congress. Strong philosophical differences among policymakers over the role of govern-
ment and the need to satisfy differing political constituencies often make them unwilling 
to compromise. Even with unified government, as the United States had in 2009 and 2010, 
it can be difficult to reach a compromise. Pundits often talk about the need for a filibuster- 
proof Senate, which would require a sixty-seat majority of the president’s party. If policy-
makers dig in their heels and do nothing, outdated and ineffective policies will continue 
in force, and consideration of new and possibly more effective policies will not progress.

Under the U.S. political system, the federal government and the states share govern-
ing responsibilities. Prior to the New Deal, these institutions had defined areas of gover-
nance. The situation is less clear today; more often than not, state and federal government 
responsibilities overlap. For example, state governments traditionally were responsible 
for education policy, but since 1960 the federal government has become more involved 
in education. It provides billions of dollars in education grants to state and local govern-
ments and subsidizes student loan programs in higher education, but the funds can come 
with many strings attached. More recent legislation, such as No Child Left Behind and 
Race to the Top, increases federal involvement in education policy by pushing for eval-
uation of success in the nation’s schools, including setting standards for what students 
should know and providing incentives to reform state educational systems. More recent 
efforts, such as adopting the Common Core State Standards, highlight concerns about 
standards being set centrally and for all states to follow.

In addition to overlapping responsibilities, the states and the federal government face 
other problems of divided authority that arise when federal and state agencies try to deter-
mine what they need to do to put a policy into effect. Sometimes, the federal government 
is willing to share governing responsibility, but not money. For example, the federal gov-
ernment has granted authority to the states to implement many environmental programs, 
such as those falling under the Clean Water Act, but the states say that the funds from 
Washington are insufficient to cover the costs of their new duties, creating what many call 
unfunded mandates. It is clear that the states have a larger role today in the development 
and implementation of public policy. State and local governments have been forced to 
step in to fill the gap left by a shrinking or inattentive federal government. This devolu-
tion of authority to the states provides opportunities for innovation; however, it may also 
produce a “race to the bottom” as states compete with one another to save money. The 
evidence on the effects of such devolution is mixed to date (Donahue 1997; Rabe 2019).

Americans sometimes complain that “government can’t get anything done.” In light of 
the complexity of the U.S. governance structure, with its overlapping responsibilities and 
political disagreements, a more accurate statement might be that it is a minor miracle that 
policies get enacted and implemented at all.
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20 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

Cultural Context

Political culture refers to widely held values, beliefs, and attitudes, such as trust and con-
fidence in government and the political process, or the lack thereof. Political culture also 
includes commitment to individualism, property rights, freedom, pragmatism or practical-
ity, equality, and similar values, some of which are distinctly American. These values are 
acquired through a process of political socialization that takes place in families, schools, and 
society in general, and that at times seems to reflect popular culture and television (Putnam 
1995, 2000). Scholars have found that such political cultures vary not only from nation to 
nation but from state to state within the United States, and even from one community to 
another, as one might expect in a diverse society. These cultural differences help explain the 
variation in state (and local) public policies across the nation (Elazar 1984; Lieske 1993) and 
account for some of the differences in voting between “red” states (Republican) and “blue” 
states (Democrat). Differing political cultures, particularly in rural areas, were one reason 
given for Donald Trump’s presidential victory. You can see how political culture leads to 
different policies and perspectives in gun control policy. Some states, such as Texas and 
Wyoming, have somewhat limited gun control policies compared to states such as New 
York. Another example includes policies regarding the recognition of same-sex marriages, 
where certain states have been supportive (Vermont, Maine, Minnesota, and New York) 
while others have not been (Alabama, Kansas, Wisconsin, and Utah).

Recurring battles over family planning programs, immigration, abortion rights, and 
international population policy reflect cultural conflicts, especially over the role of women 
in society, that have yet to be resolved. These kinds of value conflicts have translated 
into constraints on policymaking. While not a new issue, partisanship is more apparent 
than before at both the state and national levels. Members of Congress have observed 
that partisan rancor, ideological disputes, and decreased willingness to compromise on 
policy issues have made policymaking far more difficult than it was only a decade ago 
(Davidson, Oleszek, Lee, and Schickler 2020). As a result, government often finds itself 
deadlocked, completely unable to deal effectively with issues. The inability to solve public 
problems further erodes the public’s trust in government and diminishes its willingness 
to get involved in the political process.16

THE REASONS FOR GOVERNMENT INVOLVEMENT

When the public and policymakers believe that government needs to intervene to correct a 
social problem, they create or alter policies. But this does not mean the matter is settled per-
manently. The rationales offered for government involvement in public policy were highly 
contested in the past, and they continue to be today. The arguments for and against govern-
ment intervention in the economy and in people’s lives draw from political philosophies and 
ideologies, specific beliefs about policy needs, and the positions that are advocated by politi-
cal parties and interest groups. These arguments often are advanced during the processes of 
agenda setting (to discourage or encourage action), policy formulation (where the specific form 
of intervention is designed), or policy legitimation (where the rationale for intervention may be 
debated). The three leading, and somewhat overlapping, rationales for government interven-
tion are political reasons, moral or ethical reasons, and economics and market failures.
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 21

Political Reasons

The public and policymakers may decide that government should intervene to solve a 
problem for political reasons. The reasons vary, but often they reflect a notable shift 
in public opinion or the rise of a social movement pressing for action. After the 1954 
Supreme Court decision on public school segregation in Brown v. Board of Education 
of Topeka and the rise of the civil rights movement, for example, the federal government 
began to act on civil rights. President Lyndon Johnson persuaded Congress to adopt new 
policies to prevent discrimination against minorities, including the Civil Rights Act of 
1964. In the 1960s, the federal government began the Medicare program after more than 
twenty years of public debate in which critics argued that such actions were not legitimate 
for government and that they constituted a step toward “socialized medicine.” During the 
1960s and 1970s, the federal government also substantially increased its involvement in 
consumer protection, automobile safety, and environmental protection because of rising 
public concern about these issues. More recently, sensing a shift in the political envi-
ronment regarding concerns about same-sex marriage, many states (Washington, New 
York, and Vermont, among others) enacted legislation legalizing such marriages. The U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled in 2015 that same-sex marriage was constitutionally protected, and 
by that time some thirty-seven states had legalized it.17

Moral or Ethical Reasons

In addition to the power of public opinion or a social movement, certain problems and cir-
cumstances may dictate that government should be involved for moral or ethical reasons. 
In other words, government action is seen as the right thing to do even without public 
pressure. Some portion of the population or members of an organized interest group may 
be unwilling to witness suffering from poverty, hunger, or human rights abuses, either 
at home or abroad, and want the government to do something about it. They may join 
groups to lobby policymakers or contact them directly to persuade them to act.

There are many examples of government acting primarily for moral or ethical reasons. 
As we discuss in chapter 9, Social Security was adopted to ensure that the elderly, the dis-
abled, and the minor children of deceased or disabled workers had sufficient income and 
would not suffer from the ravages of poverty. Debate over the future of the Social Security 
system continues this moral argument. Similar moral values lie behind the United States’ 
long-standing support of family planning programs and economic assistance in devel-
oping nations. These operations have been defended as essential to promoting much-
needed economic development that could rescue people from desperate poverty. The 
Bush administration offered many different reasons for its decision in 2003 to invade 
Iraq, but here too parallel moral arguments were advanced, including the need to remove 
dictator Saddam Hussein from power and to promote the growth of democracy and free-
dom in that nation. The moral imperative of ensuring health care for all was a primary 
reason offered by supporters of the Affordable Care Act, or Obamacare. Natural disasters 
often spark such an interest for government to step in to help people affected by floods, 
tornadoes, or other events, as was particularly evident following the devastation of com-
munities such as Houston and Puerto Rico from hurricanes in 2017.
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22 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

Economics and Market Failures

In a pure capitalist or market system, most economists would not consider the plight of 
family farmers who cannot compete with large agribusiness or the challenges that face 
many other small businesses a legitimate reason for government intervention. They would 
argue that government intrusion into the marketplace distorts the efficiency with which a 
competitive market economy can allocate society’s resources. In such a market, voluntary 
and informed exchanges between buyers and sellers allow them to meet their needs effi-
ciently, especially when large numbers of people are involved, so that the market operates 
fairly. In this world, competition sets the fair market value on houses, cars, and other goods.

Economists acknowledge, however, that a situation known as market failure warrants 
government intervention. A market failure occurs when the private market is not efficient. 
Market failures fall into four types: the existence of monopolies and oligopolies, externali-
ties, information failure, and inability to provide for the public or collective good.

A monopoly or oligopoly exists when one or several persons or companies dominate 
the market and can control the price of a product or service. Examples abound. It is a rare 
community that has more than one cable television operator or electric power company. 
Monopolies of this kind are called “natural” or “technical” because they are essentially 
unavoidable. There would be little sense in having multiple cable TV operators or power 
companies in an average-sized city if greater efficiency can be achieved by having a single 
company invest in the necessary infrastructure. Governments usually accept this kind 
of monopoly but institute regulations to ensure that the public is treated fairly. Yet the 
balance between government regulation and economic freedom for the monopoly is the 
subject of ongoing debate.

Externalities are the decisions and actions of those involved in the market exchange 
that affect other parties, either negatively or positively. A negative externality occurs 
when two parties interact in a market and, because of that interaction, a third party is 
harmed and does not get compensation. Pollution is a negative externality. For example, 
consumers enter into an agreement with the utility to provide electricity. In the absence of 
government regulation, the utility may decide to use the least expensive fuel, most likely 
coal. When coal is burned, it sends pollutants into the atmosphere, which settle down-
wind and may cause health problems to a third party. The third party, not the two parties 
interacting in the electricity market, pays the costs of those health problems. Ideally, the 
health care costs associated with electricity production would be considered part of the 
cost of production, and government intervention may ensure that this happens. Through 
environmental regulation, the government requires utilities to install pollution control 
technology on their plants to limit the amount of pollutants emitted.

A positive externality occurs the same way as a negative externality, but the third 
party gains something from the two-party interaction and does not have to pay for it. 
Higher education is a positive externality. Some policymakers argue that because society 
benefits from a well-educated population, it should be willing to provide financial support 
to encourage people to continue their education. Many state governments subsidize higher 
education tuition for their local institutions—admittedly at a significantly lower level now 
than in the past. For example, New York implemented its Excelsior Scholarship program, 
which provides “tuition awards to eligible students attending New York State’s public 
colleges and universities (SUNY and CUNY).” Along with other financial aid programs, 
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 23

the scholarship allows qualified students to attend college tuition-free. Students qualify 
for Excelsior if their family’s combined federal adjusted income falls below $125,000 (in 
2019–2020).18 Students must maintain good standing in school and complete at least 
thirty credits a year.19 In essence, this benefit increases students’ incomes and enables 
them to afford more schooling.

Information failure is the third kind of market failure. According to the theories of 
market operation, to have perfect competition, willing buyers and sellers must have all 
the information needed to enter into a transaction or exchange. When the information 
is not fully or easily available, a market failure may occur. At times, the consumers’ lack 
of complete information about a product or service does not present a major problem: 
consumers can adjust their buying behavior if they believe there is something wrong with 
the goods or services they purchased. When the lack of information leads the consumer to 
suffer significant financial or personal loss, the government may step in. A clear example 
of such government intervention is its regulation of prescription and over-the-counter 
pharmaceuticals. Without government, consumers would find it impossible to figure out 
whether medical drugs are safe and effective. The federal Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 
established the modern FDA and authorized it to test proposed drugs to ensure their 
safety and efficacy. The FDA and USDA may issue public warnings or recalls of food items 
that may cause sickness, such as alerts provided for certain varieties of Goldfish crackers 
and salads and wraps sold at stores such as Trader Joe’s and Kroger in 2018, and for 
romaine lettuce nationwide in late November 2018. A fourth kind of market failure occurs 
when markets cannot provide for the public good, also called the collective good. A public 
or collective good is defined by two criteria: the ability to exclude someone from getting 
the good and the ability to jointly consume the good. Exclusion within the U.S. economy 
typically occurs through pricing. If an individual can charge for a good or service, then he 
or she can exclude someone from getting it. Goods that can be jointly consumed are those 
in which one person’s consumption does not prevent another from also consuming it. The 
two criteria can be displayed as a typology (see Figure 1-1) of private goods and public 
goods that clarifies the range of what analysts call collective goods.

Exclusion Is
Feasible

JOINT CONSUMPTIONNO JOINT CONSUMPTION

1
Pure private goods
Examples: computers, 
automobiles, houses

3
Common pool resources
Examples: air, water, grazing 
land, oceans, fisheries, wildlife

Exclusion Is
Not Feasible

2
Toll goods
Examples: cable TV 
services, electrical utilities

4
Pure public goods
Examples: national 
defense, public parks

figure 1-1 Private Goods and Public Goods
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24 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

A pure private good, as defined in the figure, refers to a good that is private and 
for which there is no market failure. It represents the normal, day-to-day interactions 
between the private sector and consumers. The other three kinds of goods refer to nonpri-
vate or public goods, and they signal conditions that may require government interven-
tion to alleviate the market failure.

Toll goods can be jointly consumed, and exclusion is feasible. An obvious example 
is a utility such as electricity or cable services. One person’s use of cable services does 
not preclude another person’s use, but a cable company’s charges may exclude low- 
income individuals. Earlier, we identified such goods as natural monopolies. To keep 
essential services affordable, government intervenes by regulating prices. For years public  
utility commissions regulated prices that electric companies could charge their consumers.  
Experiments in electricity market deregulation have tried to create more competition and 
choices for consumers, but they have not always succeeded.

Common pool resources are goods that cannot be jointly consumed and for which 
exclusion is not feasible. For example, environmental scientists write about a “tragedy of 
the commons,” which comes about from use of natural resources such as air, water, graz-
ing land, fisheries, and the like. The tragedy is that each individual seeks to maximize his 
or her use of the common pool resources without regard to their degradation or depletion 
because no one owns them. Such individual behavior may lead to the loss of the resources 
for all, even when each person would benefit from their continued use. To ensure the pres-
ervation of these shared goods, government intervenes. It requires individuals to have a 
license to fish, which may preclude some from partaking in the good, but the funds raised 
through the licensing fee can be used to restock the fishery. Government may also set 
catch limits on different species to prevent overfishing, and it requires ranchers to pay a 
fee to allow their cattle to feed on public grazing land. For common pool resources, gov-
ernment’s role is to develop policies to ensure their continuance or sustainability. Without 
government, the public would likely deplete these goods.

Finally, pure public goods can be jointly consumed, and exclusion is not feasible. 
They would not be provided at all without government intervention because the private 
sector has no incentive to provide them. National defense and public parks are examples. 
For these kinds of goods, government intervention is necessary to ensure the general pub-
lic has them.

These three reasons for government intervention—political, moral and ethical, and 
economic or market failure—are not exhaustive. Other reasons may present themselves, 
and these three may not be mutually exclusive; that is, policymakers may favor govern-
ment action for one or more reasons at the same time. The reasons also may change over 
time: policies are adopted and changed in a continuous cycle, which is part of society’s 
response to public problems and efforts to find solutions. Government intervention is 
simply one of these options. When such intervention no longer works or no longer makes 
sense, policies may be changed in favor of private action or free markets once again. Much 
of the movement toward deregulation of financial markets in the 1980s and of energy 
markets in the late 1990s reflected such views. The adverse consequences of deregula-
tion surrounding the financial markets prompted a new round of public debate in the 
late 2000s over what kind of government intervention best serves the public interest. 
Congress enacted the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act in 

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 25

2010 as a result of diminished faith in the ability of Wall Street financial institutions to 
limit the kinds of risky investments that contributed heavily to the national and global 
economic turmoil of 2008 and 2009.

THE PRACTICE OF POLICY ANALYSIS

There is one last topic we would like to introduce in this chapter. This is the value of policy 
analysis as a way of thinking about public policy. As we noted earlier, policy analysis is 
usually described as a systematic and organized way to evaluate public policy alternatives 
or existing government programs. Often it involves applying economic tools and other 
quantitative methods or measures (Bardach and Patashnik 2016). Policy analysis may 
therefore seem to some students of public policy to hold little relevance to anyone except 
policy specialists, but in reality everyone uses such analysis in many day-to-day activities. 
Buying a car, selecting a college course, or deciding on a restaurant for dinner all require 
thinking about the pros and cons associated with the available choices, including how to 
spend money.

The Many Uses of Policy Analysis

Policy analysis can be used throughout the policy process, but it becomes especially 
important in the formulation of policies and evaluation of programs after they are imple-
mented. In assessing a public problem, policy analysis may assist in describing its scope, 

AP Photo/Mark J. Terrill

Market failure 
and food safety. 
The United States 
experiences an 
unusually high 
number of food 
contamination 
scares. The photo 
shows romaine 
lettuce sitting on 
produce shelves 
following a 
November 2018 
warning from health 
officials in the United 
States and Canada 
telling people to 
stop eating romaine 
lettuce because of a 
new E. coli outbreak.
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26 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

such as the percentage of public schools that are failing. When developing alternatives 
and choosing a direction, a decision maker can use analysis to assess the feasibility of 
the choices based on economic, administrative, political, and ethical criteria. The same 
methods can be used to evaluate a program to determine its effectiveness or whether it 
has achieved its expected results.

In short, policy analysis represents an attempt to dissect problems and solutions in 
what is usually described as a rational manner. By this, practitioners mean that they bring 
information and systematic analysis to bear on policy issues and try to show how a given 
set of goals and objectives might be achieved most efficiently. Some analysts refer to this 
as “evidence-based policy.”20 Public policy goals and objectives are usually determined in 
a political process—for example, how much the government is willing to pay for health 
care services for the elderly—but analysis can help policymakers weigh competing ideas 
about how best to deliver such services.

Policy analysts argue that their systematic analyses should be given serious consider-
ation as a counterweight to the tendency of public officials to make policy choices based 
on their partisan positions, ideology, or support from important constituencies and inter-
est groups. They point to inconsistencies in public policy or to what some would describe 
as unwarranted or inefficient policy actions. For example, why does the federal govern-
ment give subsidies to farmers growing tobacco while it also tries to reduce smoking? 
Why does Congress continue to subsidize mining and timber harvesting on public lands, 
which causes environmental damage and costs taxpayers more than the revenues these 
activities earn? Why do members of Congress vote to spend public money on projects they 
favor (such as a highway or bridge in their district, or defense installations) and at the 
same time complain about the government’s wasteful spending? The answers lie mostly 
in interest group and constituency pressures that elected officials find difficult to resist, 
particularly when the public fails to take an interest in such decisions.

Citizens’ Use of Policy Analysis

Ordinary citizens and organizations also can benefit from policy analysis. Citizens with an 
interest in public policy or the political system may make decisions based on their gen-
eral political views; for example, liberals usually favor government regulation to improve 
the environment. But most people would understand the benefit of a focused study of a 
particular program or proposal that put aside personal political views. Perhaps the lib-
eral environmentalist will come to question whether regulation is the best way to achieve 
environmental goals. A conservative might be moved to reassess whether stringent laws 
that put first-time drug offenders in prison for years make sense given the very high cost 
of incarceration.

It is not unusual for individuals or interest groups to use information developed 
through policy analysis to reinforce the arguments they make to government policymakers.  
An organization will often dangle its latest research or analysis to convince policymakers 
that the group is correct in its beliefs. For example, the following information was gath-
ered from the website of the Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) (www.edf.org), discuss-
ing human responsibility for climate change. The information on the website quoted the 
2013 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report:
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 27

�	 95 percent—the scientific certainty that humans are to blame

�	 3 feet—the amount sea levels could rise if climate change continues unabated

�	 7.2 degrees Fahrenheit—the highest predicted surface temperature increase  
by 2100

By citing these presumably objective statistics, the EDF hopes to move the direction of 
climate change policy toward more direct action to reduce greenhouse gases.

The EDF’s opponents in the business community or the fossil fuel industry will circu-
late information, sometimes from the same studies, that bolsters their arguments about 
the uncertainty of the climate change science and the high costs imposed on society if 
policies and regulations are overly restrictive. It is not unusual for groups opposed to 
climate change policy or other environmental issues to question the scientific basis of 
the studies, or raise the issues of costs to comply, and thus call into question the need for 
restrictive action.

Presented with conflicting assumptions and interpretations, students of public policy 
need to be aware of the sources of information and judge for themselves which argument 
is strongest. This book provides the tools and techniques to help students make informed 
judgments. In particular, chapters 4 through 6 cover the major approaches to policy anal-
ysis and some of the methods, such as cost-benefit analysis and risk assessment, that 
make clear what the studies say and how the findings relate to policy choice.

For policymakers, policy analysis is an essential tool for the development of public 
policy and its evaluation. For citizens interested in public affairs, it provides a way to 
organize thoughts and information to be able to better understand the alternatives pre-
sented and the possible implications of these choices. Individuals do not have to know 
how to conduct complex economic analysis to recognize the importance of using a wide 
range of information when making decisions; they just need to be able to think about 
problems and solutions from different perspectives. The box “Steps to Analysis: How to 
Interpret Policy Studies” offers some suggestions for how to interpret the policy studies 
you encounter.

STEPS TO ANALYSIS
HOW TO INTERPRET POLICY STUDIES

Policy analysis is pervasive and critically important for the policymaking pro-
cess at all levels of government. To determine which studies are credible and 
which are not, and which might be used as a basis for making policy decisions,  

(Continued)
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28 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

How to Decide Which Policy Is Best: Using Multiple Criteria

As the examples cited in this section suggest, much of the controversy over public policy, 
from international affairs to protection of public health, reflects conflicts over which val-
ues are most important. Does protection of national security warrant some infringement 
on individual rights? If so, to what extent? Should we continue or expand public programs 
(such as support of health care services under Medicaid) even when they become very 
costly? Should we build a wall on the Mexican border as a way to combat immigration 
concerns regardless of cost or effectiveness in limiting illegal entry into the United States, 
or should cost and effectiveness play no role in this decision? When programs in any area 
(such as national defense, agricultural subsidies, environmental protection, or the war on 
terrorism) are not as effective as they should be, should we end them, or at least change 
them so they are likely to be more effective?

All these questions suggest that citizens, analysts, and policymakers need to be aware 
of the multiple criteria that can be used to judge the merit or value of government poli-
cies and programs, and of proposed policy alternatives. We suggest that four criteria in 
particular deserve serious consideration: effectiveness, efficiency, equity, and political 
feasibility.
Effectiveness refers to whether a current policy or program or one that is being con-

sidered is likely to work. That is, how likely is it that the policy’s goals or objectives will be 
achieved? In many policy areas, such as the environment, national defense, and energy, 
effectiveness may be affected by a proposal’s technical or administrative feasibility. That 
is, it makes a difference whether a proposal is technically possible (for example, cheap, 
abundant, and clean energy sources) or whether an agency can adequately implement it.

students of public policy need to hone their analytical skills. How to do this? One 
way is to ask questions such as the following:

•	 What is the purpose of the study, and who conducted it?

•	 Does it seek and present objective information on the nature of the 
problem and possible solutions?

•	 Does the information seem to be valid, and what standard should you 
use to determine that?

•	 Is the report’s argument logical and convincing?

•	 Does the report omit important subject matter?

•	 Does the study lay out the policy implications clearly and persuasively?

We will address these kinds of questions throughout the book when summa-
rizing studies.

(Continued)
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 29

Efficiency refers to what a policy or policy proposal costs in relation to its expected 
benefits to society. It also is sometimes described as a desire to realize the greatest pos-
sible benefit out of the dollars that government spends. Thus, considering a policy pro-
posal’s economic feasibility means asking whether it is “affordable” or will be considered 
a good use of public funds in an era when all programs compete for such funds. Many 
conservatives opposed the Affordable Care Act of 2010 because of its high costs, and many 
challenged the significant tax cuts from the Trump administration in part because of their 
high costs in lost federal revenue. More recently, there have been challenges even to fed-
eral support during times of natural disasters.

Equity refers to the consideration of what constitutes a fair or equitable policy choice. 
It may be a way to consider how a program’s costs and benefits are distributed among cit-
izens (that is, fairly or not). Think of who benefits or gains from decisions to raise or lower 
taxes, whether it would be fair to have taxpayers pick up the full bill for college tuition at 
public colleges and universities, or who would be most affected by a decision to reinstate a 
military draft. The criterion of equity is also a way to think about who is allowed to partic-
ipate in policymaking processes, such as who gets to vote or who gets to speak at a public 
hearing. That is, it is about whether the process is open and fair to all concerned. During 
the 2016 presidential primary, there were complaints, raised primarily by Donald Trump 
and Bernie Sanders, that the delegate distribution process was unfair.

Political feasibility concerns how government officials and other policy actors 
appraise the acceptability of a proposal. Most often, references to political feasibility 
reflect a judgment about whether elected officials (for example, members of Congress or 
state legislators) are willing to support a policy proposal. In a democracy, policymakers 
must consider the preferences and potential reactions of the public, interest groups, and 
other government officials when developing policies.

These criteria are not meant to be exhaustive. Others, such as ethical acceptability or 
consistency with political values such as individual freedom or civil liberties, may also be 
relevant, depending on the issue at hand. In addition, these criteria may not have equal 
weight in the decision-making process. Public officials acting on national defense and for-
eign policy issues, for example, rarely consider economic costs as paramount in reaching 
decisions. Personal freedom might be the primary consideration for some when consider-
ing policies in areas such as abortion rights, gun control, crime, and the privacy of email 
and cellular telephone communications. Chapters 4 through 6 more fully examine these 
criteria and the tools used to evaluate them.

CONCLUSIONS

The basic concepts of the study of public policy and policy analysis introduced in this 
chapter provide the foundation for understanding how and why public policy is made. 
Through these concepts, you will come to fully grasp both the actors involved in policy-
making and the actions they take. Understanding the distinction between government and 
politics, for example, will help you to understand how these terms interact and interrelate. 
Public policy is not made in a vacuum. There are a myriad of variables that can affect how 
a problem is defined and the choices examined to solve it. Knowing, for instance, the 
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30 Part I  The Study of Public Policy

political party makeup of Congress or your state legislature will provide some information 
regarding what type of government activity may be deemed acceptable. Understanding 
changing demographics within your community can provide insight into what issues are 
likely to be brought forward for action.

There are many reasons why governments at any level decide to intercede. These rea-
sons, such as the existence of a market failure or concerns about the ethics of a situation, 
allow us to better understand the rationale for government action. Ultimately, as citizens 
who are affected by multiple public policies every day of our lives, we should not only want 
to know more about the how and why of their development, but also be able to actively 
participate if we choose to do so. This chapter provided some of the basics to begin this 
journey.

The remainder of Part I continues an analysis of the big picture: the institutions 
involved and ways to approach public policy. Chapter 2 introduces the government insti-
tutions and actors involved in policymaking and how they interact. Chapter 3 explains the 
prevailing models and theories used to study public policy, focusing on the policy process.

Part II is a departure from other policy texts in its thorough coverage of policy analysis. 
In addition to an overview of policy analysis, chapter 4 presents the different ways prac-
titioners carry it out. Chapter 5 stresses problem analysis, or understanding the nature 
of public problems, their causes, and solutions. It also considers the various policy tools 
available to governments and how to think creatively about policy alternatives. Chapter 6  
describes the leading methods of policy analysis and summarizes the most frequently 
used criteria to judge the acceptability of policy proposals.

The six chapters of Part III combine the material from the first two sections to delve 
into substantive policy topics. Each chapter follows the same format to illustrate how to 
think critically and constructively about public policy. These chapters highlight the nature 
of the problem, provide background on policy development, discuss different perspectives 
on policy change, and indicate how students might think about and assess the issues. 
Chapter 13 is a brief conclusion that emphasizes the role of citizen participation in policy 
choices.

The end of each chapter includes discussion questions to assist students in examining 
the implications of the material, short lists of suggested readings and useful websites, and 
keywords. Because of the transitory nature of the internet, readers should expect that 
some web addresses will need to be updated. At the end of the book is a reference list for 
all the works cited in the individual chapters.

Sharpen your skills with SAGE Edge at http://edge.sagepub.com/kraft7e. 
SAGE Edge for students provides a personalized approach to help you 
accomplish your coursework goals in an easy-to-use learning environment.
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CHAPTER 1  Public Policy and Politics 31

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1.	 Have you ever joined an interest group? If 
so, why did you do so? What benefits did you 
expect to reap from joining? Do you agree with 
the “logic of collective action”? What do you 
think people get from participating in interest 
groups like the Sierra Club or the National Rifle 
Association?

2.	 Consider the policy started in 2018 that separated 
thousands of migrant children from their parents 
when they crossed the southern border. What 
kinds of policies are acceptable and unacceptable 
in the United States? How should moral 
arguments be weighed in such decisions? How 
might one define what is moral and what is not?

3.	 Of the various evaluative criteria discussed in 
the chapter, effectiveness and efficiency are most 
often discussed. Why is equity not considered 
as often? For what types of policy issues should 
equity be a primary concern? Using these 
examples, how would you evaluate equity 
concerns?

4.	 State governments have generally reduced their 
support for public higher education. Discuss the 
economic, political, and moral reasons behind a 
state government’s decision to do this.
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NOTES

  1.	 Readers can find information on the larger parks’ 
attendance at Themed Entertainment Association 
(TEA) and AECOM, “Theme Index Museum Index 
2016,” available at www.teaconnect.org/images/
files/TEA_235_103719_170601.pdf.

  2.	 See “Boy Hurt on Pennsylvania Roller Coaster, 
Week’s Third Amusement Park Injury,” Reuters, 
August 11, 2016.

  3.	 See Desiree Stennett, “12 Rescued from Universal 
Rip Ride Rockit Roller Coaster,” Orlando Sentinel, 
October 9, 2013.

  4.	 See Sandra Pedicini, “Woman Died after Riding 
Space Mountain at Disney World, State Report 
Shows,” Orlando Sentinel, October 23, 2015.

  5.	 To explore these state differences some more, check 
out the Saferparks website: www.saferparks.org.

  6.	 For more information, see Dan Ping, “Bill Seeks 
Federal Oversight of Theme Park Attractions,” 
Orlando Business Journal, December 3, 2007.

  7.	 See Ian Urbina, “When Thrill Rides Are Real 
Risks,” New York Times, July 26, 2014.

  8.	 See Ibid.

  9.	 “Theme Park Regulation Crippled,” Washington 
Post, December 6, 2007.

10.	 National Safety Council, “Fixed-Site Amusement 
Ride Injury Survey, 2015 Update,” August 2016, 
available at www.nsc.org/Portals/0/Documents/
NSCDocuments_Corporate/Ride-injury-update 
.pdf.

11.	 See U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission, 
“NEISS Data Highlights—2017,” available at 
https://www.cpsc.gov/s3fs-public/2017-Neiss-
data-highlights.pdf.

12.	 See Duff Wilson, “Senate Approves Tight 
Regulation over Cigarettes,” New York Times,  
June 11, 2009.

13.	 See Congressional Budget Office projections at 
www.cbo.gov/topics/budget.

14.	 On public disillusionment with government 
and politics, see “Public Trust in Government: 
1958–2019,” a Pew Research Center report 
released in April 2019, available at www.
people-press.org/2019/04/11/public-trust-in-
government-1958-2019/. The study found that in 
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response to the question of whether people “trust 
the government in Washington to do what is right 
‘just about always’ or ‘most of the time,’” only 3 
percent chose the first answer and only 14 percent 
the second, for a total of 17 percent. In 1958, fully 
three-quarters of the public trusted the government 
in this way.

15.	 See Adam Satariano, Daisuke Wakabayashi, and 
Cecilia Kang, “Trump Accuses Google of Burying 
Conservative News in Search Results,” New York 
Times, August 28, 2018.

16.	 Morris Fiorina has argued that most Americans 
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