


















































































































































































































































































Public Policy and Policy Research: Limits and Possibilities

help to bring as much expertise as possible to bear in such projects, or
should they restrict their activities to well designed, genuine, and inde­
pendent pilot studies of programs and major new program approaches?
My inclination is for social scientists to get involved, but not to conduct
research or to sign and issue reports, unless there is a willingness on the
part ofthe sponsors ofdemonstration projects to be scientific and nonpo­
litical about the results achieved and the methods used.

Increasingly, public policy experts trained in university graduate
schools of public affairs are the people who play the key roles on both
sides ofthis transaction. They serve as government and foundation offi­
cials responsible for sponsoring demonstration research and they also
serve as public policy researchers. They both do applied social science
and sponsor it, in which latter role they have a big hand in determining
what kind of public policy research is conducted. People trained pri­
marily in economics have played the main roles in applying social sci­
ence to social policy, and tend to dominate public policy education. But,
as I argue, while economists should be credited for this, there is a need
for a broadened disciplinary perspective in order to add other social sci­
ence disciplines and researchers - sociologists, political scientists,
psychologists, and ethnographers - to the teams conducting demon­
stration research studies. This is done in some demonstration studies,
but needs to be done more widely and more actively.

Two important topics also need to be considered here - access to
data and the problem ofsquishy research. I learned from the experience
of the Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation that months,
even years, can be taken up working out study designs and getting them
adopted, and even then that problems can occur in getting access to
needed data. Sometimes a plan for a demonstration study aborts be­
cause the political stars are not aligned; government officials decide, for
whatever reason, to prevent access to needed data. The best course of
action in dealing with such situations is to be up-front and to avoid the
political thicket when it is just too thick. It is in the interest both of the
sponsors ofapplied social science and ofpolicy researchers to avoid sit­
uations in which the results ofdemonstration research will not be credi­
ble. This is not to say that agencies and advocates should or could be
prevented from using whatever data are available and making claims
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that a program works or doesn't work. However, government officials
in the field ofpolicy research and social scientists should try - and this
is hard to do - to make a distinction between situations in which an in­
dependent and scientific test ofa new policy or program idea is feasible
and those in which politics operate in ways that make it unwise to invest
in attempting to do this.

The word "research" cannot be patented. There are lots of reports
called "research" written by individuals and groups that are not seeking
to answer a question, but rather to advance a particular point ofview. This
is "advocacy research." It is a cousin to policy analysis, but I believe it is
distinct from good policy analysis. Advocacy studies (both research and
policy analysis projects) have a role to play. It concerns me, however,
when advocacy studies are cited too easily and authoritatively as "re­
search" in the media where quick answers and easy-to-describe argu­
ments are always needed.

Evaluation Studies. Evaluation research, which is highlighted in
this book, is harder to deal with than demonstration research when it
comes to the problem of studies called "research" that aren't legiti­
mately such. The tendency to claim success for an ongoing public pro­
gram, or that the other side's program is a failure, is common in political

, discourse - very common. Evaluation studies that are legitimate re­
search undertakings require sponsors and researchers who are credible
and seen as such. Sophisticated as they may be, government officials
who have a stake in their programs may not be able to resist asking re­
searchers: "Really, tell me ifmyprogram is working." Even without in­
tending to do so, they may be saying, "Tell me what is good about my
program and how to make it better."

One solution is to have outside organizations (that is, outside ofthe
agency involved or outside of government altogether) evaluate an on­
going program. This can include oversight agencies such as the U.S.
General Accounting Office, the Congressional Budget Office, and the
Congressional Research Service. Although it is often the case that
within operating agencies, research offices lack adequate political insu­
lation, officials in such positions (i.e., heading agency research offices)
frequently feel compelled to show their independence by sponsoring
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evaluations that are unbiased. But this is not easy. It is very hard for or­
ganizations that do things also to assess them.

Even when outside organizations conduct evaluations, the politics
ofpolicy research can be hard going. To stay in business, a research or­
ganization (public or private) has to generate a steady flow of income.
This requires a delicate balance in order to have a critical mass of sup­
port for the work one wants to do and at the same time maintain a high
level of scientific integrity.

Outside evaluators are of three types - university research centers,
independent think tanks, and private companies. The first two (universi­
ties and think tanks) receive grants from foundations, governments, and
sometimes from corporations, whereas profit-making companies typi­
cally do not receive grants, although they do compete under "requests for
proposals." As opposed to government research offices, foundations as
the sponsoring agencies ofpublic policy research often and understand­
ably seek to use their (at least in theirview) "limited" resources to
change things rather than to study them. The special plea I would make
to foundation grant officers is that applied social science ofthe type rec­
ommended in this book- action research - can help them. To change
the world, it is often necessary as a first step to understand it.

The three types ofresearch organizations are pulled in different di­
rections. University-based social scientists interested in conducting ap­
plied research often have a hard time coexisting with their academic
colleagues whose main interest is in theory building and who often es­
chew applied work. Think tanks, on the other hand, are not all of one
genre. They are varied in their character. Some are advocacy organiza­
tions. Others are dedicated to independent inquiry. But even for the lat­
ter group of research-oriented think tanks, they often get (and
sometimes want to be) co-opted - that is, positioned to reflect a certain
point of view and set of values about the areas in which they conduct
demonstration or evaluation studies. As for private corporations that
conduct governmental research, their stockholders may not care about
the purposes ofthe programs being evaluated, but they may find the of­
ten specialized and elaborate requirements of scientific inquiry incom­
patible with a corporation's other lines ofbusiness.
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We need to look at the pluses and minuses of each of these three
auspices. On the plus side, universities are likely to attract intellectually
strong, creative social science researchers and to have inexpensive sup­
port personnel (students). Think tanks can be more specialized, hiring
people with just the right subject-area background and research skills
for a particular line ofresearch, but they may not be as grounded intel­
lectually in social science as university researchers. Private companies,
on the other hand, can be more cost-consciously competitive and may
have a somewhat easier time being apolitical, or at least not being as
much affected by policy preferences as nonprofit policy researchers.

On the minus side, universities are difficult environments for man­
aging undertakings like a large evaluation study. As already stated, the
leading scholars in the pertinent academic departments often and under­
standably resist being pulled, or having their junior colleagues and stu­
dents pulled, into applied tasks. The downside for think tanks, again as
already suggested, is that they may have difficulty attracting and retain­
ing highly qualified lead social science researchers for studies, not so
much as consultants and advisors, but as the crucial experts that give co­
hesion and character to their enterprise. Another downside factor for
think tanks is that in recent years policy experts at some think tanks with
ostensible research missions have tended to yield to the temptation to
engage too often in op-ed like punditry. Finally, the fact that private
companies frequently are not comfortable homes for some types of so­
cial science researchers may say more about the kinds of evaluations
private contractors are best suited to bid on than about their overall suit­
ability as evaluators.

Studies of Conditions ~nd Trends. The third type of applied so­
cial science, as defined in this book, is studies ofconditions and trends.
Even though this subject is not treated in depth, it needs to be included
in discussing the demand for applied social science. Activities under this
heading of studies ofconditions and trends include "advocacy research"
on public problems, which I argue is not an appropriate type ofwork for
academic applied social science. This practice of essay-writing to ad­
vance a point ofview is best left to advocacy organizations in the political
process. There are times when social scientists testify, opine, and, as cit­
izens, back ideas or causes they care about. But it is necessary, and I
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believe possible, to distinguish these occasions, as compared to those in
which trained social scientists are acting in their professional capacity.

This discussion is not meant to gainsay the value of research and
policy analysis done by social scientists to study conditions and trends,
particularly those studies that involve creating and using large data sets.
References were made in the discussion ofpolicy research on welfare re­
form to state government studies ofpeople who leave the welfare rolls or
are diverted or deflected from applying for cash assistance. Federal agen­
cies and national foundations have also undertaken large data-gathering
studies of the conditions ofpoor and vulnerable populations in efforts to
link such studies to changes taking place in welfare and related social

.programs. The largest such studies recently have been sponsored by the
u.s. Census Bureau and the Anne E. Casey Foundation. These studies
are examples of applied research on social conditions using large data
sets, often multiple data sets (statistical data, administrative records, and
survey data), in creative ways. What I am opposed to is not these types of
studies, but rather the allocation of substantial amounts of money that
could be used for applied social science to essay writing on what the so­
cial scientists themselves define as "problems."

Concluding Comments

The types of applied work that social scientists do in and around gov­
ernment can be distinguished by their degree of scientific seriousness.
The most activist is advocacy research, which moves into, and I believe
should be viewed as, a form ofpolitical action. It is not inappropriate for
social scientists to function in this role. In truth, it would be unrealistic
to consider preventing them from doing so. Although surely not every­
one in the field would agree, I believe the amount of attention devoted
to this advocacy role by social scientists should be reduced. And in the
most scrupulous way possible, it should be kept separate from the pro­
fessional practice of social science.

A second activist category ofapplied work that social scientists do is
participatory, whereby social scientists are engaged in working with, ad­
vising, and assisting political actors in the design and execution ofpublic
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policies. Again, there are social scientists who serve in this role and see
great value in it. Such work can be technical assistance or can involve a
stronger advocacy orientation. But again, such a participatory role should
be distinguished from the professional practice of social science.

Henry James once advised an aspiring novelist that the theme of a
book should come through like an iron rod. I hope the theme of this
book that comes through in this way is that credible, applied social sci­
ence is different from, and should be kept separate from, advocacy. The
book argues for more and stronger emphasis on evaluation research ­
multidisciplinary studies ofthe effects ofnew and changed public poli­
cies on institutions. In the long run, such studies can enrich both theory
building and scholarship in the social sciences.

I think of both demonstration research to test new program ideas
and evaluation research to assess the effects of ongoing programs as
"action research" to inform and assist the governmental process. Its
role, as stated in the opening paragraph ofthe book, is to educate not ad­
vocate. Such a role for social scientists performing in their professional
capacity needs to be distinguished from basic social science where the
principal aim is theory building. However, in the final analysis the two
activities are compatible, in fact very much so. They can reinforce each
other. The relationship between applied and basic social science should
be a two-way street. The conduct of applied social science research
should not only be a matter of what social science can do for the real
world. It also should be a matter ofwhat the real world can do for social
science.

Endnotes

1 Gary Burtless and Robert H. Haveman, "Policy Lessons from Three Labor
Market Experiments," in Employment and Training: R&D Lessons
Learned and Future Directions.
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