
KAY 203 
INTRODUCTION TO PUBLIC POLICY

WEEK 1: 

WHAT IS PUBLIC POLICY?

Theodolou & Kofinis, 2004: 22-34.



DEFINITIONS OF PUBLIC POLICY (PP)

• A complex subject
– No single simple universal definition

– Competing definitions

• An action of government designed to serve a 
politically defined purpose



DEFINITIONS OF PUBLIC POLICY (PP)

• Thomas Dye: 

– Whatever government chooses to do or not to do 

(Role and impact of government)

• Policy inaction is as important as policy action

– Prefer non-involvement

• Example: Dogs on the streets



DEFINITIONS OF PP

• Actions of government and the intentions that determine 
those actions (Cochran and others- et al.)
– An intentional course of action followed by a government 

institution or official for resolving an issue of public concern

• No accidental action or result
– Choosing among goals and alternatives

• Example: Decreasing domestic abuse or                   
preserving the family unit?

• Manifested in laws, public statements, regulations, etc.



DEFINITIONS OF PP

• The sum of government activities, whether pursued 
directly or through agents… which have an influence on 
the lives of citizens (Peters)

• Externalities?
– Example: Anti-smoking legislation???

• Drop in cigarette sales, drop in income for tobacco farmers

• Policy success and failure- problems of measurement



DEFINITIONS OF PP

• 3 separate levels of policy (Example: FATİH Project)

– Choices- Using more technology in classrooms

• Made by an actor authorized to make a decision on public’s 

behalf

– Outputs- Smart screen and tablets in classes

• A government action

– Impacts-Improved test scores in language, 

mathematics, etc. in PISA rankings

• Direct and indirect impacts



DEFINITIONS OF PP

• “A relatively stable, purposive course of action 

followed by an actor or a set of actors in dealing 

with a problem or matter of concern (James 

Anderson)

• Government actors determine public policies

– Non-governmental actors try to influence this 

behavior



CRITICAL COMPONENTS OF PP
1. Represents both action and inaction

2. Involves both formal and informal players inside and 

outside government

3. Includes a variety of policy actions 

(example, school vouchers)

4. Intentional actions to achieve a (sometimes vague) goal

5. Leads to intentional and unintentional consequences

6. The process follows predicision, decision and post 

decision steps



Actions in PP

• Policy actions

– Legislative

– Judicial

– Executive

• Action:

– The US decision to drop an atom bomb to Japan during World 

War II

• Inaction:

– The decision not to drop an atom bomb to Soviet Russia during 

the Cold War



Inaction in PP

• Example: The decision to accept or not accept refugees 

to the European Union?

– Do we want to change the economic, political, social status-quo?

– Do we need to change the status-quo?

• Once the status-quo changes, the consequences are 

unclear.

– Potential consequences of action versus inaction



Inaction in PP

• For government

– Is the status quo politically acceptable?

– What are the motivations to act?

– What are the justifications to act?



ACTION VERSUS INACTION

ACCEPTABLE UNACCEPTABLE

ACTION

INACTION



ACTION VERSUS INACTION

POLITICAL ECONOMIC SOCIAL ETHICAL

BENEFITS

COSTS



ACTORS & STAGES OF PP

Actors Policy

Design

Policy

Adoption

Policy

Implementation

Policy

Evaluation

Government

National Government

Local Government

Private Sector

Non-governmental Actors

(Lobbyists, interest

groups, citizen activists)

International 

Organizations

Media



FORMAL ACTORS

• Operate with constitutional & legal legitimacy in 

institutional arenas of policy

– Executive, legislative and judiciary

• Elected and appointed officials

– Politicians & bureaucrats

– Members of Parliament (MPs), mayors…



INFORMAL ACTORS/PLAYERS

• Experts and academics

• Lobbyists

• Citizen activists

• Political consultants

• Interest groups

• Media

• Think tanks



A Think Tank Report on 

Performance of  Coalition Governments in Turkey



TYPES OF PUBLIC POLICIES

• Different typologies

– Substantive versus procedural policies

– Redistributive vs. distributive policies

– Regulatory vs. self-regulatory policies

– Material vs. symbolic policies



Substantive vs. Procedural Policies

• Substantive: 

– Definition: A tangible action, with benefits & costs, 

advantages and disadvantages 

• Example: Constructing a nuclear plant

• Procedural

– Definition: Arranging rules, conditions and actors for 

action

• Example: Preparing strategic plans



Redistributive vs. Distributive Policies

• Redistributive 

– Definition:Shift resources, material benefits, rights 

and privilidges among various segments of the 

population

– Creates «winners» at the expense of «losers»

• Example: Urban transformation

• Distributive:

– Definition: Assignment of goods and services to target 

populations specified by the government

• Example: Agricultural subsidies, material aids to the poor, 

elderly etc.



Regulatory vs. Self-regulatory Policies

• Regulatory:

– Definition: Governmentally mandated rules 

on the actions of specific target populations

• Example: Airline safety regulations, 

environmental protection rules (Volkswagen case 

in lying about CO2 emissions)

• Self-regulatory

– Definition: An attempt to self-manage     

rules that restrict or control the behavior    

by the target population itself

• Example: Professional standards, for attorneys, 

doctors, etc.



Material vs. Symbolic Policies

• Material:

– Definition: Provide tangible benefits or power to their 

beneficiaries, or impose real disadvantages on 

affected parties

• Example: Monetary support for parents, who would like to 

send their kids to private schools (school vouchers)

• Symbolic:

– Definition: Principally rhetorical and seek to inform or 

persuade populations

– Attempt to appeal to emotions

• Example: Speech calling for World peace



Intended Actions & Unintended 

Consequences

• Intended Course of Action

– Policy goals: Laws, services, taxes, etc.

• Examples: 

– Law 6284: Protect women from domestic violence or protect 

the family unity?

– More employment opportunities for the disabled people

– Higher taxes on tobacco and alcohol consumption



Intended Actions & Unintended 

Consequences

• Unintended, Unforeseen Consequences

– Externalities  (Both positive & negative)

• Example: Protecting women from domestic violence means 

more divorces and more husbands seeing their children less



Policy Making Process Cycle

• Predecision Phase

– Problem definition

– Agenda setting

– Policy formulation

• Decision Phase

– Policy adoption

• Postdecision Phase

– Policy implementation

– Policy evaluation

– Policy change or termination


