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Assessing whether policy analysis is better described as an ‘art’ or a ‘science’ leads us inevitably into the
realm of semantic disagreement.1 Neither ‘art’ nor ‘science’ has a universally-agreed definition. Indeed, both
might be fairly categorized as “essentially contested concepts”, as defined by Walter Bryce Gallie.2345 These
are concepts for which “there is no one clearly definable general use…which can be set up as the correct
or standard use” and where no general definition ever emerges because groups with differing interpretations
“continue…to defend [their] cases with what [they] claim…to be convincing arguments, evidence and other
forms of justification”.6 At the same time as there is no consensus on the meaning of either term, there are
very different interpretations of what policy analysis comprises, with different scholars emphasizing different
aspects of the work. In particular, there are those who emphasize the internal politics of bureaucracy and
the interpersonal diplomacy necessary to function effectively within the civil service or other organizations
engaged in policy analysis, and then there are those who emphasize the efforts of policy analysts to develop and
evaluate empirical hypotheses.7 Viewed in the first way, policy analysts must be “astute, shrewd, and subtle”;
viewed in the second they must be, above all, masters of methodology.8 The first interpretation, which focuses
on the behaviour of individual analysts within bureaucracies, may fit more naturally with the perspective of
policy analysis as ‘art’. The second interpretation, which focuses on the effort to produce robust empirical
claims, falls more naturally under the heading of ‘science’.
Of the two terms, calling policy analysis a ‘science’ is arguably far more specific, and therefore potentially
subject to more meaningful evaluation. ‘Art’ offers such an enormous latitude of interpretation — from the
roof of the Sistine Chapel to Sun Tzu’s ‘art’ of war — that it does little to aid our understanding of what
policy analysis involves. The ‘science’ categorization, by contrast, is most easily challenged by pointing out
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the inescapable presence of value judgments and normative issues in policy-making and policy analysis. While
the effort to produce and evaluate empirical claims is at the heart of what a non-partisan and merit-based civil
service is meant to do, it clearly cannot do so in isolation from normative considerations. These considerations
arise not only when trying to decide what course or action would be wisest, most just, or most equitable —
but also during the theoretically more objective process of identifying potential policies and attempting to
project their consequences. It seems most justifiable, therefore, to characterize policy analysis as a ‘science’
profoundly intertwined with non-scientific normative considerations.
In addition to offering somewhat greater precision than the ‘art’ categorization, the ‘science’ perspective
carries less danger of leading to a disempowering form of relativism. If policy analysis is a deeply personal
and impressionistic undertaking, we have few mechanisms for distinguishing between examples of it being
done well or badly. This sits at odds with the apparent possibility of comparative public policy analysis that
reaches fairly robust conclusions about how effectively different public policy options serve particular objectives. Furthermore, the ‘art’ characterization risks obscuring some of the normative questions involved and
ethical decision-making that necessarily accompanies even seemingly technical choices. For those reasons, it
is most credible to think of policy analysis as a ‘science’ in symbiosis with ethics, rather than as an ‘art’.91011
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Definitions

To categorize public policy analysis as either an ‘art’ or ‘science’ is to apply one inappropriate label or
another. Forced to do so, it can best be described as a deeply imperfect ‘science’ which can never achieve
the level of normative detachment aspired to in the ‘pure’ or ‘natural’ sciences. The Oxford English Dictionary
contains a short descriptive passage distinguishing between ‘science’ and ‘art’:
The distinction as commonly apprehended is that a science is concerned with theoretic truth,
and an art with methods for effecting certain results. Sometimes, however, the term science
is extended to denote a department of practical work which depends on the knowledge and
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conscious application of principles; an art, on the other hand, being understood to require merely
knowledge of traditional rules and skill acquired by habit.12
This may accurately reflect the usage of the two terms, but this distinction leaves things rather muddled.
Certainly, policy analysis is concerned with producing “certain results”, but it is also clearly “practical work”
that depends on acquired intentionally, rather than an automatic product of habit. Helpfully, the OED also
provides a more precise definition of ‘science’ that may be of greater use here:
In a more restricted sense: A branch of study which is concerned either with a connected body of
demonstrated truths or with observed facts systematically classified and more or less colligated
by being brought under general laws, and which includes trustworthy methods for the discovery
of new truth within its own domain.
The basic positivist impulse in the social sciences is to apply the methods of the natural sciences to social and
political circumstances, attempting to evaluate hypotheses on the basis of their conformity with or divergence
from empirical observations. A scientific approach to policy analysis is one that seeks to generate and maintain
such a connected body of truths, evaluated on the basis of empirical observation and sometimes by experiment,
and which seeks to use data and the generation and evaluation of hypotheses to make novel, generalizable,
and falsifiable claims about matters related to public policy. While such a perspective does not account for
every important feature of policy analysis, it does reflect the persistent and general impulse to understand the
connections between causes and effects on the basis of data from the real world.
None of this is to deny that it is possible to convincingly frame policy analysis as an ‘art’. Indeed, the
extremely wide latitude of interpretation associated with the word ‘art’ encompasses several distinct interpretations of policy analysis. Furthermore, since ‘art’ is an introspective activity, and one constant undertaking
among artists is interrogating and challenging the boundaries of ‘art’, there is still more semantic terrain to
work with.13 In particular, there is value in interpreting policy analysis as a kind of performance or ongoing
act of diplomacy, as Michael Prince does.14 If we take ‘policy analysis’ to mean everything policy analysts
do in the course of their work — from engaging in intraoffice politics, to framing arguments in terms likely
12
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to be well-received by their superiors, to jockeying for promotion — this perspective of policy analysis as
performance art may have greater validity.151617 It is possible, however, to confine our analysis to the task of
identifying policy options and evaluating their probable consequences.18 While the actual enterprise of doing
these things is inevitably coloured by personal and small-p ‘political’ matters, policy analysis can also be interpreted as an idealized method of reaching the most defensible possible empirical conclusions and then using
those as inputs for a normative process of policy-making. Arguably, it makes sense to distinguish between policy analysis, as the set of actions involved in considering the likely consequences of different policy choices, and
policy implementation, as the set of actions whereby a particular policy option is turned into effective public
policy. In the latter realm, there are many additional features to consider, including the limited attention of
politicians and concomitant strategic behaviour by policy entrepreneurs to capture it, and the general inability of policy-makers to achieve global as opposed to local optima in outcomes.19 In elaborating that idealized
‘scientific’ view of policy analysis, I will first consider the empirical aspects of policy analysis, before moving
on to normative questions.
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The empirical aspiration in policy analysis

As Gallie argues, “the words ‘science’ and ‘scientific’ do not stand for a single definable concept”.20 That
being acknowledged, a commitment to the evaluation of hypothesis with reference to externally observed
empirical phenomena is probably the closest thing to a working definition of ‘science’.21 Virtually all areas of
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public policy-making involve judgments on empirical questions: the size of fish stocks must be estimated, the
relative effectiveness of medical treatments must be assessed, the ability of various policy measures to alleviate
poverty must be evaluated, and the ability of different air defence systems to intercept incoming aircraft and
missiles must be determined. Answering these questions involves methods closely akin to those employed
routinely in the natural sciences. They may rely on the collection of large datasets, possibly using sampling
methodology derived from the natural sciences, followed by the quantitative analysis of the data using tools
that would be familiar to a scientific researcher. As former Clerk of the Privy Council Mel Cappe argues:
Ultimately, the application of science, evidence, data, analysis, modeling and econometrics will
improve our understanding of our identity, our problems and our solutions.22
Expertise is a major justification for the existence and influence of the community of policy analysts within
and outside of government, and the expertise that is relevant largely consists of the rigorous use of such
methods.23242526
In many cases, experiments are the gold standard of empirical science. This is because they permit researchers to keep every variable aside from the independent variable which is being tested constant, and thus
be able to make strong causal claims on the basis of the observed results. If you have a control group and an experimental group, and each experiences identical treatment aside from one variable being tested, researchers
are left in a fairly good position to ascribe causal importance from the variable being manipulated to systematic
variations in outcomes between the two treatment groups. While certainly desirable, it is worth noting that
meeting this standard is not necessary in order for one’s work to be seen as well within the generally-accepted
boundaries of ‘science’. Astronomers, for instance, are rarely able to evaluate their hypotheses through conventional experiments. They can hardly create control and treatment groups for stars or galaxies — to say
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nothing of big bangs — in which they can alter a single variable and observe the effects. Nonetheless, their
hypotheses can be evaluated to some degree or another on the basis of experiments, as well as falsified by
new empirical observations that contradict existing theories. For instance, spectroscopy is a key technique
for evaluating the chemical composition of objects that are too distant to be physically sampled. The methods
of spectroscopy, however, can be evaluated and refined on the basis of experiments in which known combinations of substances are examined. Furthermore, irresolvable contradictions between our theories about
how the chemical composition of objects affects the light passing through or radiating from them and our observations of the physical universe can draw our attention to problems with our observations, hypotheses, or
both. Within the field of policy analysis, there may be similar examples of cases where empirical evaluation
can normally only be done observationally and not by experiment, but in which hypotheses may sometimes be
substantiated or refuted on the basis of experiment or empirical observation. We cannot, for instance, randomly assign different developing countries to different treatment and control groups to evaluate the effects of
policy choices on rates of economic development. We can, however, take advantage of ‘natural experiments’,
in which the unmodified unfolding of real-world conditions approximates this ideal, as well as use historical
data to attempt to assess the accuracy and generalizability of causal claims.
Beyond empiricism, Gallie highlights “inherent progressiveness” as the hallmark of a science.27 Under this
view, sciences evolve as new contributions build upon what was established in the past. Today’s researchers
“stand on the shoulders of giants”, to use Isaac Newton’s famous metaphor. By this criterion, policy analysis
is arguably in more trouble as a ‘science’. It’s not clear that a linear or quasi-linear process of intellectual
development takes place within policy analysis.28 Rather, there may be different threads of interpretation that
only engage with one another to a very limited degree — consider, for instance, rational choice analyses in
comparison with Marxist analyses and radically post-modern feminist analyses.29303132 In part, this is because
of how the ideological preconceptions of policy analysts affect what they perceive, as well as what they advocate
27
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doing about it. Empirical interpretations can shift in light of changing ideological commitments. For instance,
Sylvia Bashevkin argues that the neoliberal Thatcher / Mulroney / Reagan period saw welfare recipients recategorized as morally underserving, and that this understanding carried over to their centre-left successors
in Blair, Chretien, and Clinton.33 If it is strongly the case that the ideological preconceptions of policy analysts
affect their interpretation of apparently empirical data, the possibility that public policy thinking can accumulate and progress in the way Gallie points to becomes more implausible. The difficulty or impossibility of
separating values from facts in the evaluation of policy options requires us to restrict and specify what we mean
by policy-making as a ‘science’.
3

|

The relationship between empirical and normative questions

Policy analysis may have the appearance of a science because it involves empirical claims and methods for
evaluating them, but policy success or failure is ultimately a normative matter.34 Whether they are acknowledged overtly or not, policy decisions inevitably have normative consequences. This is the major reason why
policy analysis cannot simply be characterized as a ‘science’, regardless of how rigorous the tools used to make
empirical judgments become. Over and above the normative consequences of making policy choices, there are
arguably normative assumptions that underlie the process of policy analysis itself. Policy analysts sometimes
aspire to be impartial arbiters of human relations, distinguishing between policy options that are objectively
superior or inferior on the basis of tools that do not inherently privilege one philosophical perspective or one
set of interests over another. While elements of this aspiration are laudable, it is doubtful that it serves as a
credible description of how policy analysis is actually practiced.
Consider cost-benefit analysis. Even if the actual tabulation of costs and benefits can be achieved in a truly
objective way, it is necessary to make a decision at the outset about whose interests matter: those of the citizens
of one state only? People around the world? What about members of future generations? How many such
generations? What about non-human nature — should we accord any importance to protecting coral reefs or
33
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redwoods or tigers, beyond the utility that human beings derive from their existence? Furthermore, should
we respect the existing distribution of resources, or should we be willing to substantially redistribute them in
order to achieve utility gains? As Paul Thompson identifies in the context of environmental policy-making:
Efficiency criteria are determined relative to an existing system of rights and privileges. They
provide no basis for evaluating proposals to change that system.35
These major normative questions are a necessary part of the cost-benefit analysis process, yet the fact that they
are even being asked and answered is frequently obscured. We can therefore identify at least three sites where
values crop up when analysts are trying to reach empirical judgments about the world: in their assumptions
about which outcomes matter, in their evaluation of the relative desirability of different outcomes, and —
most problematically — in their interpretation of empirical data itself. While the first and second types of
normative overlap can conceivably be teased apart from empirical analysis through careful consideration of
normative assumptions and preferences, the intermingling of observation with normative preferences and
assumptions produces an inescapable problem for policy analysis as an empirically objective enterprise.36
A similar point is made by Laurence Lynn:
Policy analysis must create problems that decision-makers are able to handle with the variables
under their control and in the time available…by specifying a desired relationship between manipulable means and obtainable objectives…Unlike social science, policy analysis must be prescriptive; arguments about correct policy, which deal with the future, cannot help but be willful
and therefore political.37
Without question, normative issues bear upon policy analysis, both in terms of how they affect the interpretation of those trying to make empirical judgments and in terms of how policy choices inevitably have normative
consequences. In the face of this, one may be tempted to substitute the looser term of ‘art’ to describe the
practice. One danger in so doing is distancing oneself from the very aspiration of objectivity. While it may be
laudable to honestly acknowledge the complex intersubjective characteristics of policy analysis, going further
to say that there are no empirical means through which competing claims can be evaluated risks pushing us
35
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into extreme relativism. Rather than be empowering, such a shift may serve to obscure the ideological and
normative agendas that exist adjacent to and often penetrate public policy analysis. If policy analysis is an ‘art’
and radically open to interpretation, we have few means to make authoritative assertions of any kind about
policy processes or outcomes. This risks being needlessly disempowering, including for groups that suffer significantly under the status quo and who might otherwise be able to use convincing empirical claims as grounds
for encouraging policy reform.
Additional normative considerations arise in terms of policy analysis procedure itself. Is there a normative
value in having processes of policy evaluation be democratic, and is that value instrumental (in terms of better
odds that good policy options will be identified, or strong empirical analysis will be carried out) or inherent
(based on the moral importance of citizens playing a role in the processes through which public policies are
selected)?3839 It is plausible that in a democracy citizen participation in the deliberations of government has
inherent value. If so, this is a further factor distinguishing policy analysis from sciences where no such value
exists. As identified by Peter deLeon, democratic participation also creates new practical dangers, including an
increased risk of government paralysis.40 Other scholars have interpreted the shift toward more horizontal and
democratic modes of decision-making as substantially altering the role of policy analysts themselves, replacing
the traditional role of “speaking truth to power” with “sharing truth with many actors of influence”.41
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A practical example

Consider the case of alternative public policy approaches to the problem of opiate addiction, and specifically to heroin. In evaluating options, there is empirical data to draw upon. We can examine the policies that
have been implemented in various jurisdictions at various times, ranging from ‘tough on crime’ policies that
focus on harsh criminalization and punishment to ‘harm reduction’ policies that treat addiction as a health care
problem rather than one of public security. While those with strong views on what sort of policy is appro38
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priate are likely to interpret empirical findings that are supportive of their existing position more favourably
than empirical findings that challenge it, it does seem possible that with a good methodology and access to a
sufficiently large body of data we can meaningfully distinguish between the outcomes of different approaches
using metrics like:
• the rate of addiction in the population;
• the severity of policy side effects such as crime driven by the need to secure funds to purchase illicit
drugs, the role of organized crime in providing them, the consequences of large-scale imprisonment
on communities, deaths and injuries from adulterated drugs or those of unpredictable purity, and rates
of infectious diseases associated with drug use;
• and the differential impact of various public policy options on at-risk groups within society, different
ethnic groups, or groups that have historically suffered from discrimination.
Even with a robust set of empirical findings on all of these dimensions, however, we are left with many normative questions that bear upon the matter of what sort of public policy is most desirable.42 Do we accept
or reject the idea that people in a free society should have the liberty to make choices about what substances
they put into their own bodies, even when the substances are harmful?43 Is drug use itself a moral failing
which the government can justly punish? If so, how do we decide which substances are vices that should be
prohibited (heroin, under Canada’s present policies), which should be tolerated but discouraged (alcohol and
tobacco), and which should be permitted ubiquitously (caffeine)? What level of public coercion is justified by
the objective of reducing the incidence of addiction and the harm associated with it? What kind of claims about
individual rights, or about societal utility, ought we to bear in mind when deciding how to proceed? Finally, in
terms of public participation, what sort of process for choosing between drug policies appropriately involves
the citizenry?
42
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Drug policy, like all areas of public policy, requires a fusion of the quasi-scientific consideration of empirical
facts and outcomes with a process of normative argumentation, prioritization, and decision-making. Calling
public policy analysis a ‘science’ without taking into consideration the normative dimension obscures many
of the most important dimensions of what is being done. Empirical evaluation of the relative effectiveness of
alternative air defence systems doesn’t tell us what our defence policy should be; increasingly sophisticated
global climate models do not tell us how much temperature increase we should impose on future generations;
nor does the best empirical data on the experiences and prospects of those with terminal illnesses tell us what
our end-of-life health policies should be. These questions cannot be answered with ‘science’ alone, no matter
how robust or credible. At the same time, adopting the extremely broad term ‘art’ to describe public policy
analysis risks distracting us from the twofold task of generating and testing empirical hypotheses and advancing,
comparing, and adjudicating between moral arguments.
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Conclusions

Laurence Lynn argues that: “Policy analysis has never been monolithic, never beyond the sobering influences of political and social life, and never about making policy according to strict positivist canon” and that it
is “clearly associated with the world of political action, both normative and prescriptive”.44 Indeed, the intertwined character of empirical and normative work within policy analysis is the major reason why it can never
be classified as a ‘science’ in the comparatively unproblematic way that physics, chemistry, or genetics can be.
Yet, without skirting the issue of the inherently normative dimensions of policy analysis and policy-making, we
can identify the importance of empirical evaluation within each as grounds for considering them semi-scientific
in terms of both aims and methods. By considering policy analysis as a kind of quasi-science, we can recognize
that empirical claims have enormous importance in the generation and evaluation of effective public policies.
While actually going from a strong empirical and normative understanding of a problem to the implementation
of sound public policies in response certainly requires ‘soft skills’ of a sort that can be characterized as ‘arts’,
that process might be more appropriately described as ‘politics’ — even if it is happening within a non-partisan
44
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bureaucracy — than as part of the quasi-scientific policy analysis process itself.
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