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Social Research Methods and Policy Analysis
I.  What is Policy Analysis?

In Policy Analysis, Concepts and Practice, Weimer and Vining define policy analysis as “client-oriented advice relevant to public decisions and informed by social values.” (pg. 24).  Stuart Nagel (Policy Analysis Methods) suggests: “Determining which of various alternative policies will most achieve a given set of goals in light of the relations between the policies and the goals. "
The context of policy analysis is the overall process of crafting public policy.  Many different models of the process have been suggested, but the most commonly used is the so-called “loop” or stages model:

(see http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/pol-cont/12254-02-eng.gif.).    Requestors of a policy analysis may be stakeholders at any stage of the loop. 
Usually, though, policy analysis is an ex ante process…the goal of which is to clearly define a public problem and analyze the usefulness of one or more options for intervening to improve that state of the world. Typically analysts go through a series of steps:
· Problem Identification: defining the public interests and issues involved 

· System Assessment: analysis of the extent of the problem, what appears to have caused the problem (the “theory of the problem”), examine boundaries, history, stakeholders, who has been left out of previous programs, interactions between interventions…etc, etc.
· Develop Options:  what interventions or programs might alleviate the problem as defined?  Analyze their likely feasibility, difficulty of implementation, possible unintended consequences
· Criteria Selection – Developing a “theory of the solution” that helps narrow the field of available options, then criteria to select the best among them
· Political Strategies and Tactics:  what might the political ramifications be of the various options? 

· Recommend a preferred option and provide a rationale for the recommendation
How “objective” is policy analysis?   This will be a major topic spring quarter.  Short answer: it depends on your role.  Sometimes utter objectivity is appropriate, sometimes impassioned advocacy.  

II. Social Science Research Methods, Evaluation and Policy Analysis

All of the techniques we will present in this course may be of use in policy analysis…it depends on the particular need of your organization or client.  A significant proportion of policy analysis is performed under tight time frames, meaning extensive data collection and analysis is impractical.   The analyst collects easily available data, develops a working model of the problem and program, and projects the likely effects of proposed interventions (often including their fiscal impacts).
Policy Research.  Studies with longer deadlines may use the techniques we will discuss to improve the depth of understanding about the policy arena, interaction of complex variables, and proposed options under consideration. Surveys, focus groups, quantitative analysis, and particularly evaluation can generate data that provide a higher level of certainty of the projected effects of a program.  This type of analysis is sometimes termed policy research.  It may have a very long time horizon (considering the problem over a 5-50 year period) and be intended to help public agencies and decisionmakers plan for the future. 
Program Evaluation.  Program evaluation itself may be thought of as a retrospective form of policy analysis: did a program achieve its intended outcomes?  What were its effects?  How well was it implemented?  With these answers the analyst can be more confident about their ability to project the results of a new iteration of a revised program in different settings.
The Loop Model:  http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/pol-cont/12254-02-eng.gif.
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