THE ART OF POLICY MAKING
by William J. Siffin

I. What is Poliey?
Of the many arts which are necessary to government and administration, the greatest
and most important is the art of policy making. Goals and purposes are expressed in
policies, basic methods of working toward thosc goals are expressed in policies, and solu-

fions to important problems arc expressed in policies.

A policy 1s an effective genvral rule intended to promote the accomplishment of an organi-

zation s goals ot purpnﬂﬁsl

Now what does this definition mean? Here are some explanatory comments

1. “ A policy is an eftective general rule....” Note the word “effective”. To be
a policy, a rule must be effective; if it does not work, or is not capable of being imple-
mented, it is not a policy. Instead, it may be a form of preaching, exhortation, or perhaps

aducation.

This is a simple and obvious ohservation, but in oractice, governments sometimes
enact laws or issue decrces which are impractical, and not capable of enforcement, such as
the prohibition of liquor dricking in America some years ago. In anvy case, it is well to

remembey the word  effective ”” in the definition for three reasons:

{a) There is always some danger of enacting pseudo-policies which are fundamen-

tally ineffective;

(b) There is a more common danger of enacting nolicies which are only partially

effective; and

(¢) There is perhaps the greatest danper of all in enacting perverse policies, which
are effective, but which do net produce the intended results. Perverse policies
nroduce nnanticipated results, which may actually inhibit the accomplishment

of intended goals.

1. Here are some other, similar definitions of the term 'poliey* : * a projected program of
goal values and practices; ™ * the decislons ... governing objectives and the metheds of ad-
ministration by which the operations of any organization are conducted: ** ' the established
purpases and settled courses of actien 1o which the group is committed. Yolicy decisions are
the important decisions thal determine not just a rontine action butl an action with major con-
sequences or 4 long series of aetions.”” Wayne AR, T.eys, Ethics For Policy Decislonsi New Jersey:
Prentice-1Iall 1992 ), p. 195,
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There are many examples of pseudo-policies, or general ““rules” which are simply
ineffective. Not many policy rules are self-enforcing. Usually policies must be comhined
with systems for enforcement or implementation. Governments male pseudo-policies
when they ignore this fact, and issue “rules without sufficient provisions for applying
those rules. A simple order that “all citizens carning in excess of Baht 10,000 per vedr must
pay 10 percent of that income to the government ™ would be a pseudo-policy. By itself,
it simply wouldn’t work, any more than would the rule of the 1927 Geneva Convention

which prohibits the systematic interrogation of prisoners of war.

Partially effective policies are very common and there is a tendency for almost any
formal policy statement to be only partially effective. Good examples of partially effective
policics and their consequences can he found in the story of NEDCOL,* established by a
previous regime in Thailand, or in the general policy develoning the economy by
governmental business cnterprises.  Such policies were never more than partially
effectives,

A perverse policy is one which produces results, but not the ones intended. Tf the
bold efforts of the Covernment to suppress the smoking of opium did not have their in-
tended ciffect because opium smoking was replaces by the use of sizeable quantities of

¢ven more vicious drugs, we would have an example of a perverse policy.

In practice, nearly all policies are only partiatly effective, and many also have some
perverse effects. But the aim of policy makers must be to try to make their policies as
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effective as possible, and to reduce their perverse. r:ffmt&..tﬂ_.a..minj_rqum; )
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2. “ A policy is an effective general rule. .. .” The word “ general ”* means that policy
is not primarily concerned with minor matters or small details. A policy may be general
in the sense that it controls the action of many people, or it controls action over a long
period of time, Thus an order stating that * Al]l Changwad governors shall collect certain
information thrﬁughnut the year in order to prepare an annual report containing the
following basic data....” would be g policy. It is general both in the sense of affecting
many people and also in the sense of controlling action over a long period of time. A policy
can be general in another sense, which is not quite the same. For example, “ The budget
policy of the government for the year B.E. 2504 shall be to maintain al! operating expen-
ditures at the B.E. 2503 level, except for certain increases speciftcally approved by the
National Economic Development Board”. This would be an example of a general policy
position, even though it would affect only one budget at the one time of its preparation. To

take another example, “ As a matter of poliey, the Government hereby refers the Khao Phra

* National Economig Davelupmenf E'n:-rpnrati-:-n Limited.
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Vihgrn dispute with Cambaodia to the World Court and agrees to abide by the decision of
the Court in the settlement of the matter”. This is a specific situation, hut 1t 18 a matter
of such broad and basic importance that we may regard it as o policy daeision. Usually,
however, policies are general both in the sense that they apply over some period of time,
and they control the actions of many persons. Thus a rule providing for the transfer of
all governors and district officers at < tervals of twe to four years would be a policy; a
decision to transfer Gavernor Damrong Pratchusti from Sawankalok to Petchaboon would

not he a policy.

3. “ A policy is an effective gcnerﬁl rile intended to promote the accomplishment of
an organization’s goals or purposes . Two observations apply here: In the first place, the
true purposes of an organization ean only be discavered by an examination of its actual
policies. Thus, if an organization issues frequent slatements 10 the effect that * our chief
purpose is to improve the health and happiress of the ordinary people”, but its policies
really are to make and sell at a profit magnetic hracelets which are represented as curing
all kinds of sickness, ther any sensible man would know that the true purpose of this firm
is to engage in a particular kind of business to make money, regardiess of how it affects
the health or happiness of peop'e. An orpanization’s purposes are defined in its policies,

and not in vague statements.

In the second place, not all effective, general rules may be regarded as policies. An
effective general rule which says that *“In the future only 3 copies of Form No. 35647898
will be filled out, instead of 47, is a detail of adminisirative operaiions. There are many
such details, and they may be mmportant means to the implamentation of ﬁnlicies, but they
are not essentially policies themselves, A policy is concerned with basie goals or purposes
of an organization, and with important activities intended to help the achievement of
those goals. Many “ nitnot” rules deal only with small details; individually, thcse have

no rcal effect on the goals.

At the same time a policy must be an eftective rule, and in many cases the effectiveness
of a policy will be determined by the adequacy of the organization responsible for policy
implementation. In the aggregate, the little rules and procedures may have very important

effects on policy, even though the little rules are not especially important policies.

iI. The Making of Policy
The soundness of a policy can never be completely known at the time it is made,

because a policy is always intended to produce results in the tuture.
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A. The Role of Judgment in Pollcy Making.

Policies are often produced by deliberate decisions, and decisions always involve
judgments. The most important characteristic of a judgment is that if is mot a fact.
Judgment is involved in policy making in answering such questions as these;  What is
the nature of the situation or the problem, or what do the facts mean?™ “Is therc
sufficient information on which to base a policy decision?” * When is the proper time to
act?” " What are the aim or purposes which should be accomplished or supported by the
policy 777 and © After the purpose to be served by the policy is defined, which of the pos-
sible means of accomplishing that purpose is the best’” —and why is it best?” Such
guestions as these can never be answered factually, for they are matters of judgment. But
every time a policy 18 made, these questions arc answered, either deliberately or uncon-

sciously.

B. Basic 3teps in Systematic Policy Making

The basic steps in positive policy making are easy to vutiline, although they may be

enormously difficult to apply in a systematic manner.,

1, Determining needs for policy decisions. Policies are answers to two questions,
L T T

“What shall be done ?” and “ How shall it be done? " Before these questions can even he
considered, it is necessary to have an answer to another quesiion:  What need exists for
some action, or for changing a present line of action, and how important is this need in

comparison with other needs which must he met? "

The foundations of policy making lie in the continuing, systematic search for the
endless sequence of answers to this question. In the case of a single organization with a
relatively limited purpose, it may be easy to find adequate answers; at the top levels of a
complicated government it becomes tremendously difhcult. But organizations—including
governments—which fail to seek and find adequate answers to this question will die. The
fajlure in France to continue to ask this question after adopting a policy of establishing
the Maginot Line contributed dirccily to the fall of France in 1940, just as the failure of
the Dutch to seek searching answers to this question ir Indonesia resulted in their being
thrown out of the country. Sysltematic policy making must always rely upon the persis-

tent and earnest study of needs for policy dicisions.

<. The analysis of what is feasible. The discovery of policy needs seldom includes the

discovery of the ways to meet those needs. There usually appear to be many different ways

to deal with a problem. Some of these ways may be no good at all, and the others may
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range from poor to good. Policy making will always be an art rather than a science but it
can often be a systematic art, with well-defined methods. To be systematic, the basic step
which must be taken in the face of a policy need is to try to determine what lines of action
are feasihle—and, of course, which ones are impractical. About B.E. 2445 (A.D. 1902),
the Thai government, recognizing a need for improving agricultural production through
irrigation and water control, hired an expert consultant who made an extensive study of
the central basin, and recommended a serics of irrigation projects. One of these called for
a large irrigation dam, to be located in the vicinity of Chainat, to store surplus water n
order to reduce the effects of periodic drought upon rice production. The technical
soundness of this proposal was beyond question, but in B.E. 2446 or 2447, chief advisors
of King Chulalongkorn strongly expressed the opinion that it was not feasible at that time
to build a large dam at Cheinat because of the nation’s limited financial resources. The
proposal was not found feasible for another fifty years, but today the dam is in use. The

need remained and actually grew larger, hut conditions affecting feasibility changed.

In complicated situations, to determine what seems feasibie and to assess the ap-
parent advantages and disadvantages of different courses of action requires great skill and

judgment. Yet without constant efforts to do this, systematic policy making is impossible.

3. Communication of needs and feasibilities to the poiut of policy making.

Systemautic analysis of policy needs and feasibilities is about as useful as a horse on
a fishing boat unless (1) the results of such studies are systematically communicated to
the point at which policy decisions are made, and unless (2} these studies are actually
used in making policy decisions. An elaborate and efficient accounting system which fur-
nishes accurate and current information on the financial position of the organization is

largely wasted if this information is ignored when fiscal policy decisions are made.

In an effective organization, there is no need for fear that the policy planners—those
who help discover and define needs and feasibilities—will usurp the position of the policy
makers, any more than King Chulalongkorn’s many technical advisors usurped his position

as chief poliey maker.

At the decision making center two important forces exist which are essential to poli-
cy making: {a) power—the power to decide, and the power to implement and enforce
dectsions, and (b} responsibitity—the responsibility for the policy, whether this is responsi-
bility to an electorate, to public opinion, to personal conscience, or to other persons or

groups POSSEssing coercive power.
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A third force also acts at the point of decision making but is not present at the point

of policy planning : this force has no special label, but it might be called the * judgment
factor.” Preliminary judgments about needs and feasibilities are invariably made in policy
planning, but these judgments are usually technical, and often narrow and highly special-
ized. At the point of policy making, however, the range of needed judgment is usually
much wider than in policy planning. It involves, for example, consideration of such things
as the basic goals of the organization, or the fundamental obligations of the state, which
cannot be decided by the planners, but only those who have the power and the responsibi-
lity for the decision. Thus we might say that final political judgments are reserved for

those who malke the policy, rather than those who plan policy.

4. Implementation of policy and evaluation of results. A policy must be implemented,

or it simply is not a policy. The evaluation of the results of a policy is fully as important
as its implementation—in fact, the only way to know whether a policy has been effective,
or whether & policy has been made at all, is by studying the results of that policy to the
fullest possible extent. The establishment of a policy of treating and rehabilitating opium
addiets, for example, requires the continuing assessment of the effectiveness of the opium
addict treatment program. In any case, failure to evaluate the results of a policy decision—
or intended policy decision—always creates the risk that the policy may be only partially
effective, that it may have perverse effects, or even that it may have been a pseudo—policy.
In the final analysis, policy making, policy implementations, and fmlicy evaluation are
inseparably related. You cannot make sound and systematie policy without implementing

and evaluating it any more than you can make salt in the rain.

O, " Unconsetous” or Automatic Polley Making
In the previous paragraphs we have been talking about the deliberate and systematic

making of policy. But not all policies are made in this manner. In fact, no policy is ever
completely deliberate and conscious2 A policy to be a true policy, must be effective and
this means that it must be implemented. Inevitable, in the course of being implemented it
is bound to be admsted, interpreted, and modified to some extent.3 Not even the most

systematically planned policies are fully under the control of those who make policy, and

2 For a discussion of this. see, for example, Leys, pp. 199-200.

3 Asasimple example, the policy may be to limit the speed of vehicles on city streetstoa
maximum of 45 kph; in practice, this policy will be enforced with considerable discretion, and
on eome major thorough fares. at certain times of day the police will pay little attention to
speeds of less than parhaps 60 kph: at other times, or in certain nlaces, they may enforce the
rule very strictly, as in the neighborhood of a school, when children are being dismissed and
sent home. This formal policy can at best be only partly affective, like most policies, and in
practice it will be considerably adapted and modified by those responsible for applying it.

o
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the prime goal of systematic policy making simiply cannnot be complete control over poliey,
but only the fullest possible control. When policy makers assume they have complete
control over policies, they are fooling themselves, If they are wise, they will not be con

cerned about complete control, but instead will be concerned insteud about:

1. the careful planning of policy in terms of feasibility, to avoid the adoption of

nseudo-policies,

9 the ereation and maintenance of conditions which will maximize the effective-

ness of policies which are adopted,

3. the avoidance of situations in which basic policies are made automatically, or

unconsciously, and without effective conirol by those responsible for policy making.

“Unconscious” or automatic policy making is a constant tendency in all organiza-
tions, and an inevitable part of all policy making. The police interpret the laws they apply,
and even tend to choose certain ones to apply, or certain group to apply them to. The
district officers do the same thing, as do all persons who necessarily exercise discretion in
their work. A major object of effective policy making is to assure that these informal or
discretionary actions are consistent with the formal policies of the organization. But when
thete are no cl.-':ar policy guides, or when the formal policy guides which do exist are
absurd or useless, then actaal policies will be developed, almost unconsciously and
automatically, by operating officials. In such cascs, the real purposes and basic methods
of the organization will be determined by these people, and not by those who are supposedly
responsible for policy making. This is usually an unfortunate situation, for when tmportant

| policies tend to be made automatically or unconsciously, then the organization 1s like a

ship without a rudder, or a car with a blind driver.

How can automalic or unconscious policy making be limited and controlled? To

answer this question, we need to examine briefly the planning and implementation of

nolicies.

111, Policy = Planning -+ Decision + Implementation

In practice, policy making is often so complicated that any brief and simple state-
ments about it are in danger of being too brief and too simple,  There are no casy lormulas
or automatic systems for sound policy making. But there are certain basic concepts and
basic requirements of policy making. - First of all, sound peolicy making requires careful

study, and we may call such study ** policy planning ™.

Wm :
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A. Policy planning
Policy planning is the systematic study of policy needs, feasibilities, and results—

plus the communication of the hndings of such studies to the point of policy making.

Effective policy planning requires the existence of an adequate supply of basic data.
It is not always possible to anticipate data needs, but experience across the world shows
clearly that governmental policey planning requires certain varieties of information which
are widely used in specific policy planning. Examples are censuses of various types, pro-
duction statistics, financial statistics, information on technological development, and many
kinds of basic data on organization, on personnel, land use, education, health, on past
accomplishments and future trends in many ficlds, and a varicty of relevant activities out-
side the nation which may affect its possible policy needs and feasibilities. A list of
commonly used types of basic data for public palicy making could be prepared, and it
might he quite useful, hut it is heyond the scope of this brief paper. The main point here
is simply this: effective policy planning in specific cases requires 2 solid foundation of
information, and this information cannot be obtained unless there is careful attention to
systematic data colleetion and the promotion of desirable research. Thus, for example, a
census burcau or similar organization is an important tool of policy planning, even though
that office rever directly engages in planning specific policies, but only collects, analyzes

and communicates data.

In the field of public policy planning, basic data needs for wise policy planning
have expanded at tremendous rates in recent decades, as policy problems have grown in
number and complexity. Planning important policy is like building a house—the construc-
tion of the house really begins with the cutting of a tree, perhaps a year earlier, in a far--
off forest, with the mining of iron ore in a different nation in a different year, and with the
praduction of eement and the making of hammers and shovels, and nails and glass, Instead

of wood and steel and cement, policy planning requires information.

But such information has no value unless it is studied and vsed by persons sceking
answers 1o questions about policy needs, feasibilities, and results. Policy planning requires
policy studies, and policy studies require competent research staffs and systematic arrange-
ments, Such studies are ore cssential responsibility of administrative stafy organizations,
whose studies are generally concerned with needs, feasibilitics, and accomplishments in
the organization’s field of vesponsibility, At high levels in government where broad na-
tional planning occurs, such staff research is an important responsibility of specialized
agencies, such as economic planning bodies, a national sccurily agency, a national rescarch

council and various other specialized groups,
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Policy planning involves more than the study of needs and feasibilities : 1t must also
include study of the results of past policy decisions. Making a policy is a little like get-
ting married. Once study of need and feasibility has led to action, it is impossible to
forget the matter; a continuing study of the results of the action 1s essential, and while 1t
may not be possible to reverse the original policy, it 1s often essential to make various

adjustments in the relationships established by that policy.

Finally, there is no point in making policy studies unless these are communicated
to decision meking centers, and actually used in arriving at decistons. The study should
not dictate the policy decision, but it should contribute to the wisdom and effectiveness of

that decision. It should reduce the errors and guesswork in a policy decision,

B. Policy Implameniation

Poliey planning, policy decisions, and policy implementation must be closely linked.
In a sense, these three phases of policy form a circle. Planning, leads 1o decislons. Deci-
sions arc Implemented, and planning is resumed with the study of the effectiveness of the

implemented decisions. Such studies often lead to new policy decisions, ete.. ..

Because policy decisions and their implementation cannot be completely separated,
there must be a fairly close relationship between the points at which decisions are made
and the points at which they are implemented.  The decision maker must know and un-
derstand what the organization can do, or he is likely to fail to make true policy. And
the organization must understand and generally accept the policy, if the policy is not to be

sabotaged.

Poliey making responsibility should be located at the point where there is clfcctive
control over an organization, its resources, and its communications system, Only by effec-
tive control of an organization can policy decisions be implemented. When *‘ policy " is
made at points where implementation cannot be controlled, the result is usually pseudo-

policies,

To examine the implementation of a policy there must be effcctive arrangements
for collecting and communication information about this to the decision making center.

Policy implementation requires reporting systems for measuring and describing results.

1V, Conclusion
The high art of policy making ultimately relies upon Jndgment—judgment of what
is needed, of what is feasible, and of the adequaey of past accomplishments and present

arrangements for implementing policy.

-“—_——#-__m
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In small and simple organizations, policy can often be made informally. But even
small and simple orgarizations tend 10 make mueh use of basic data in planning and making
policies. Such data may include statistics on production, consumption, urban growth, in-
formation on changes in laws and regulations, and so forth. The recent development in
Thailand of private market survey companiecs which collect policy planning data for private
business firms is an example of the use of data in policy making by relatively small and
simple organizations.

In a large and complicated organization, such as an entire government, policy making

becomes enormously complicated. It involves such problems as these :

1. The problem of determining policy needs. At the top level of a government, many

complicated and important national policy needs must be considered. In practice, much
of this responsibility will be met by work performed at lower levels, within individusl
ministries and departments. But these lower organizations will almost always confine
their policy plans and proposals to their own ficlds of interest, and sometimes they will be
so commitied to their existing operations that they will fail to recognize new needs in
their own ficlds. There is never any assurance that these fields, taken together, will
adequately cover the nation’s policy needs. Also, there will always be some conflict between
the plans and proposals of differcnt ministries, which can best be balanced by clear
krowledge and judgment of broader national poliey needs. National poliey needs require
national policy planning. In part this can be done by vartous committees and specialized

organizations—but a sufficient supply of basic data and professional staff resources is

necessary,

2. The problem of determining feasibilities. Top levels of government are usually far

from the points at which policy must be implemented. As a result, it is often difficult for
top policy makers to judge what is feasible, or simple what the lower level organizations
actually can—and can’t—do. To take a very common example: government agencies
sometimes ask for more money than they can spend effectively in a given time period; and
approval of their requests may produce policies which are only partially cifective, or which
have very perverse effects, One of the most mmportant devices for helping determine
feasibilities is a competent and powerful budget organization, supplemented by g systematic
reporting system—including but not limited to accounting information—on the current
activities and past accomplishments of governmental organizations, Much of this can be
obtained through an effective performance budget. But this is still no substitute for com-
petent management of the organizations which must implement policies if those policieg

are to be effective,

e i - - E— L - ————_.—m
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3. The problem of poliey coordingtion. As the pumber of policies in ellect grows

large, the problem of coordinating policies grows even larger. Part of this problem can be
solved by decentralization of limited policy making authority to subordinate agencies such
as minisiries, with continuing top-level surveillance of their activities and accomplishments
through such devices as the budget. But another requirement is the careful review of policy
proposals in terms of theix probable relationships to existing policies. For example, il a
policy is adopted assuring business organizations that they will not be faced with com-
petition from government business enterprises, then there must he a control over proposed
activities of government business enterprises which will give meaning to thig assurance.
One logical place for such controt is in a competent national economic planning hody. In
any case, without systematic top level policy planning through the hudget, through an
economic planning body, and through a competent peneral sceretariat, policy coordination

becomes difficult or even impossible,

A. The problem of checking on policy implementation. Checking on the implementa-

tien of policy decistons and determining the feasibility of poliey proposals are closely
related activities. Checking on policy implementation can be handled in part through a
budget organization, when the poliey is defined in u program far which funds are appropriated
and petformance goals are established. But the continued checking of policy implementa-
tion cannot be limited entirely to budgetary review. Reporting systems, with provisions
for compeient and intelligent staft persannel to review the reports, are also ugeful. General
studies of relationships between needs and accomplishments in particular areas of activity
are also valuable. In any case, policy making without checking on policy implementation
i5 a form of blind fiving.

5. The problem of determining the proper location of policy muking power. If all policy

e —— S ——r

decisions must be made at the top level of the government, there is bound to be trouble
and delay. If there are adequate arrangements for checking policy implementation and
determining feasibilities, it is possible to decentralize authority over subordinate policy
decisions, by the careful and systematic delegation of such power. One vital requirement
is that such delegations, having heen given, must be respected and supported by the top
level. Another is that there be a system for carefully spelling out the terms of such
delegations. And finally, of course, there must he suitable checks, through budgeting,
reporting, and otherwise, of the effectiveness with which such delegations are carried out.
Most of all, there must be competent, honest, loyal personnel to exereise the delegated

nawer,

There are more problems of policy making, and in practice there arc no final solu-
tions to any of these problems. Policy nceds and feasibilities arc always changing. Bul one
thing never changes—and this is the need for always striving to make sound policy. For
when policy making becomes greatly inadequate, organizations fail to survive,

W-
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