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CHAPTER 2 
MODELS OF POLITICS: SOME HELP IN THINKING ABOUT PUBLIC POLICY 
 
CHAPTER OUTLINE AND SUMMARY  
 
I. Models for Policy Analysis 

Models represent simplified versions of reality, to aid comprehension.  
A. Uses of Models 

All of the models used in this text are conceptual models.  
B. Selected Policy Models 

No one model is superior to the others, each being useful in a variety of settings.  
 

II. Process: Policy as Political Activity 
The six-part policy process applies generally to all policymaking, beginning with problem 
identification and ending with policy evaluation. 
 

III. Institutionalism: Policy as Institutional Output 
Government institutions have long been a central focus of political science. Government 
institutions are important as they are the means by which solutions to policy issues 
become public policy. Though the Constitution provides the basic framework for 
government institutions, considerable change has occurred since its adoption. 
 

IV. Rationalism: Policy as Maximum Social Gain 
The idea of “maximum social gain” assumes that the costs of any policy will be less than 
the gains achieved and that the policy producing the greatest benefit should always be 
chosen. The rational policy approach also assumes that it is possible to identify what an 
entire society wants. The difficulties in this approach mean that it is rarely used. 
 

V. Incrementalism: Policy as Variations on the Past 
Posited as a response to the rational model of policymaking, incrementalism uses the 
status quo as a basis for modifications. This approach assumes that comprehensive change 
is not practical and that incremental change is more easily achieved. However, 
incrementalism is less viable in crisis situations. 
 

VI. Group Theory: Policy as Equilibrium in the Group Struggle 
Group theory assumes that the interests and actions of groups are central in politics, and it 
sees public policy as the equilibrium achieved by struggle among influential groups. The 
approach includes the notion that equilibrium is maintained by a latent group composed of 
most Americans, by overlapping group membership, and by checks and balances produced 
by competition among groups. 
 

VII. Elite Theory: Policy as Elite Preference 
The elite theory assumes that the masses are apathetic and that public policy reflects the 
wants and beliefs of the elite. 



14
Copyright © 2017 Pearson Education, Inc.  All Rights Reserved. 

 

 

 
VIII. Public Choice Theory: Policy as Collective Decision Making by Self-Interested 

Individuals 
Public choice theory looks at policymaking from an economic point of view, with the idea 
of the social contract as one of its key tenets. It assumes that government must provide 
public goods and address the issue of externalities when the activities of one actor imposes 
costs on another. 
 

IX. Game Theory: Policy as Rational Choice in Competitive Situations 
In this theory, players make interdependent choices, using brinksmanship and 
deterrence to achieve their goals. 
 

X. Models: How to Tell If They Are Helping or Not 
Models are only useful if they help us to understand political life, identify key aspects of 
policy, mimic reality, communicate concepts in a meaningful way, give means by which 
they can be tested, and hypothesize about the causes and consequences of public policy. 
A. Order and Simplify Reality 

Models need to strike a balance between simplifying reality in order to analyze 
political life and the danger of oversimplifying. 

B. Identify What Is Significant 
A difficult task in applying any model is determining what aspects of public policy 
must be included. 

C. Be Congruent with Reality 
While models are only concepts, they must have a relationship with reality.  

D. Provide Meaningful Communication 
A model is only meaningful if it is based on ideas for which some consensus exists. 

E. Direct Inquiry and Research 
Any model must be testable and capable of being validated.  

F. Suggest Explanations 
Models must go beyond description of public policy to explication.  

TEACHING OBJECTIVES 

1. State the purpose and types of policy models as used in policy analysis 2.  Identify the 
various policy models used to analyze the public policy process 

2. Identify the steps in the process model of policy analysis 
3. Review public policy as an institutional output 
4. Indicate the fundamental quality of a rational public policy 
5. Illustrate the incremental model adopted by policy makers 
6. Explain how public policy is the equilibrium reached in the group struggle 
7. Summarize the elite theory of public policy 
8. Illustrate the public choice theory of policy analysis as a vote-maximizing model 
9. State the game theory model of policy analysis 
10. Identify the characteristics of an effective policy or model 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 

1. Considering their shortcomings, why do policy analysts rely on models? 
2. Do all policy models share certain limitations? What are these? 
3. What elements of American political culture are reflected in the various models discussed 

in this chapter? 
4. Which of these models seem most in conflict with another model or models? Which seem 

most compatible? 
5. Assign pairs of models to different groups, and have each group compare the two models, 

considering underlying assumptions, applications, strengths, and weaknesses. Have each 
group report their findings as a basis for a general discussion. 

 
LECTURE LAUNCHERS 
 

1. Beginning with institutionalism, structure a lecture chronologically, considering different 
models as responses to both earlier models and to broader intellectual trends. 

2. Taking a major policy area, begin by applying two sharply contrasting models to the 
issue, highlighting the differences in the two models. Focus the lecture on the element of 
choice exercised by analysts in using different models. 

3. Structure a lecture around one policy area, and examine each model in relation to that 
policy area, inviting student participation in a discussion of the appropriateness of each 
model. 

 
MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS 
 

1. Models are used for all of the following reasons except to 
a. simplify our thinking about public policy. 
b. suggest explanations for public policy. 
c. evaluate the morality of different policies. 
d. identify important aspects of policy problems.  

 
Correct Answer: c 
LO#/text: 2.1: State the purpose and types of policy models as used in policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Models for Policy Analysis 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
2. Those that focus on the three branches of government (executive, legislative, and judicial) 

when studying public policy would be primarily interested in the ________ model. 
a. institutional  
b. game theory  
c. public choice  
d. rational  
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Correct Answer: a 
LO#/text: 2.1: State the purpose and types of policy models as used in policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Models for Policy Analysis 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
3. ________ is the distribution of money and power among federal, state, and local 

governments. 
a. Federalism 
b. Policy formulation  
c. Incrementalism 
d. Policy legitimation 

 
Correct Answer: a 
LO#/text: 2.3: Review public policy as an institutional output 
Topic/Concept: Institutionalism: Policy as Institutional Output 
Difficulty Level: Easy  
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
4. Which of the following is not part of the policy process? 

a. agenda setting 
b. policy evaluation 
c. problem identification  
d. policy input 

 
Correct Answer: d 
LO#/text: 2.2: Identify the steps in the process model of policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Process: Policy as Political Activity 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
5. Which of the following has long been a central focus of political science? 

a. game theory 
b. public choice model  
c. government institutions  
d. rational model 

 
Correct Answer: c 
LO#/text: 2.3: Review public policy as an institutional output 
Topic/Concept: Institutionalism: Policy as Institutional Output 
Difficulty Level: Moderate 
Skill Level: Apply 
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6. “Maximum social gain” is most associated with the ________ model. 
a. institutional  
b. rational  
c. elite  
d. group  

 
Correct Answer: b 
LO#/text: 2.4: Indicate the fundamental quality of a rational public policy 
Topic/Concept: Rationalism: Policy as Maximum Social Gain 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
7. To make a rational policy decision, policymakers must  

a. choose a policy based only on its benefits. 
b. assess a policy based only on its costs. 
c. choose a policy with the greatest advantage.  
d. weigh benefits against costs. 

 
Correct Answer: d 
LO#/text: 2.4: Indicate the fundamental quality of a rational public policy 
Topic/Concept: Rationalism: Policy as Maximum Social Gain 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
8. Incrementalism views public policy as the 

a. product of group conflict. 
b. desire of the elites. 
c. continuation of past policies. 
d. most cost-effective alternative.  

 
Correct Answer: c 
LO#/text: 2.5: Illustrate the incremental model adopted by policy makers 
Topic/Concept: Incrementalism: Policy as Variations on the Past 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
9. Which of these models is least likely to propose entirely new programs and policies? 

a. rational model  
b. group model 
c. game theory model  
d. incremental model 

 
Correct Answer: d 
LO#/text: 2.5: Illustrate the incremental model adopted by policy makers 
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Topic/Concept: Incrementalism: Policy as Variations on the Past 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
10. The latent group in American society is comprised of those that  

a. generally support the political system. 
b. refuse to vote. 
c. are known as the elite. 
d. monopolize public power.  

 
Correct Answer: a 
LO#/text: 2.6: Explain how public policy is the equilibrium reached in the group struggle 
Topic/Concept: Group Theory: Policy as Equilibrium in the Group Struggle 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
11. Group theory views public policy as 

a. the balance that is achieved between competing interests.  
b. the desires of the elites. 
c. the continuation of past policies.  
d. incremental in nature. 

 
Correct Answer: a 
LO#/text: 2.6: Explain how public policy is the equilibrium reached in the group struggle 
Topic/Concept: Group Theory: Policy as Equilibrium in the Group Struggle 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
12. Elite theory maintains that 

a. society is divided into the many who have power and the few who do not.  
b. the few who govern are typical of the masses that are governed. 
c. the movement of non elites to elite positions should be as rapid as possible.  
d. elites share a consensus on the need to preserve the system. 

 
Correct Answer: d 
LO#/text: 2.7: Summarize the elite theory of public policy 
Topic/Concept: Elite Theory: Policy as Elite Preference 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
13. Elitism views the masses as largely 

a. passive, apathetic, and ill-informed.  
b. active, positive, and well-informed.  
c. fundamentally uncontrollable. 
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d. maintaining a direct influence over the decision-making behavior of elites.  
 

Correct Answer: a 
LO#/text: 2.7: Summarize the elite theory of public policy 
Topic/Concept: Elite Theory: Policy as Elite Preference 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
14. Public choice theory views policy as 

a. similar to the decisions made in marketplaces. 
b. driven by the desires of the few who have power. 
c. the outcome of conflict between self-interested groups.  
d. rational choices made in competitive situations. 

 
Correct Answer: a 
LO#/text: 2.8: Illustrate the public choice theory of policy analysis as a vote-maximizing 
model 
Topic/Concept: Public Choice Theory: Policy as Collective Decision Making by Self-
Interested Individuals 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
15. As opposed to elite and group theory, public choice theory focuses on  

a. individuals. 
b. large groups.  
c. voters. 
d. legislators.  

 
Correct Answer: a 
LO#/text: 2.8: Illustrate the public choice theory of policy analysis as a vote-maximizing 
model 
Topic/Concept: Public Choice Theory: Policy as Collective Decision Making by Self-
Interested Individuals 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
16. Public choice theory 

a. views individuals as reacting very differently in politics than in the marketplace. 
b. does not agree with Locke’s social contract view as to the origin of government.  
c. helps explain why political parties and candidates do not like to offer clear policy 

alternatives. 
d. does not examine the economic cost of externalities.  

 
Correct Answer: c 
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LO#/text: 2.8: Illustrate the public choice theory of policy analysis as a vote-maximizing 
model 
Topic/Concept: Public Choice Theory: Policy as Collective Decision Making by Self-
Interested Individuals 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
17. In public choice theory, ________ occur when one actor or group imposes costs on 

others without compensation.  
a. group conflicts 
b. rational choices  
c. externalities 
d. deterrents  

 
Correct Answer: c 
LO#/text: 2.8: Illustrate the public choice theory of policy analysis as a vote-maximizing 
model 
Topic/Concept: Public Choice Theory: Policy as Collective Decision Making by Self-
Interested Individuals 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
18. Deterrence is 

a. a form of elitism. 
b. effective against an irrational opponent.  
c. a psychological defense. 
d. a form of defense based on economic forces.  

 
Correct Answer: c 
LO#/text: 2.9: State the game theory model of policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Game Theory: Policy as Rational Choice in Competitive Situations 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
19. The notion of deterrence is an important component of  

a. incrementalism. 
b. systems analysis. 
c. public choice theory.  
d. game theory. 

 
Correct Answer: d 
LO#/text: 2.9: State the game theory model of policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Game Theory: Policy as Rational Choice in Competitive Situations 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
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Skill Level: Understanding 
 

20. A useful model should do all of the following EXCEPT 
a. provide a simplified representation of reality.  
b. provide explanations for public policy. 
c. be testable. 
d. include all aspects of a given policy.  

 
Correct Answer: d 
LO#/text: 2.10: Identify the characteristics of an effective policy or model 
Topic/Concept: Models: How to Tell if They Are Helping or Not 
Difficulty Level: Moderate 
Skill Level: Apply 

 
TRUE/FALSE QUESTIONS 

 
1. The public choice model is the approach preferred by this text.  
 

Correct Answer: False 
LO#/text: 2.1: State the purpose and types of policy models as used in policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Models for Policy Analysis 
Difficulty Level: Easy   
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
2. Agenda setting is the first step in the policy process. 
 

Correct Answer: False 
LO#/text: 2.2: Identify the steps in the process model of policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Process: Policy as Political Activity 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
3. The institutional model focuses on governmental structures.  
 

Correct Answer: True 
LO#/text: 2.3: Review public policy as an institutional output 
Topic/Concept: Institutionalism: Policy as Institutional Output 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
4. The rational model is based primarily on the dollar value of implementing a program.  
 

Correct Answer: False 
LO#/text: 2.4: Indicate the fundamental quality of a rational public policy  
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Topic/Concept: Rationalism: Policy as Maximum Social Gain 
Difficulty Level: Moderate 
Skill Level: Analyze 

 
5. The incremental method is generally preferred in times of crisis, when profound change is 

required. 
 

Correct Answer: False 
LO#/text: 2.5: Illustrate the incremental model adopted by policy makers 
Topic/Concept: Incrementalism: Policy as Variations on the Past 
Difficulty Level: Moderate 
Skill Level: Analyze 

 
6. The latent group of Americans is composed of those who choose not to vote.  
 

Correct Answer: False 
LO#/text: 2.6: Explain how public policy is the equilibrium reached in the group struggle 
Topic/Concept: Group Theory: Policy as Equilibrium in the Group Struggle 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
7. The elite model presupposes a small group of leaders who are defined primarily by their 

inherited wealth. 
 

Correct Answer: False 
LO#/text: 2.7: Summarize the elite theory of public policy 
Topic/Concept: Elite Theory: Policy as Elite Preference 
Difficulty Level: Moderate 
Skill Level: Analyze 

 
8. The public choice model is based largely on the notion of the social contract, a principle 

central to the ideas of the founding fathers. 
 

Correct Answer: True 
LO#/text: 2.8: Illustrate the public choice theory of policy analysis as a vote-maximizing 
model 
Topic/Concept: Public Choice Theory: Policy as Collective Decision Making by Self-
Interested Individuals 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
9. When the activities of one group or individual impose costs on others for which there is 

no compensation, this is an externality. 
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Correct Answer: True 
LO#/text: 2.8: Illustrate the public choice theory of policy analysis as a vote-maximizing 
model 
Topic/Concept: Public Choice Theory: Policy as Collective Decision Making by Self-
Interested Individuals 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
10. A model must be capable of being tested to be of use.  

 
Correct Answer: True 
LO#/text: 2.10: Identify the characteristics of an effective policy or model 
Topic/Concept: Models: How to Tell if They Are Helping or Not 
Difficulty Level: Easy 
Skill Level: Understanding 

 
ESSAY QUESTIONS 
 

1. When choosing a model to aid in analyzing a given policy, what are the most important 
considerations, and why? 
 

LO#/text: 2.1: State the purpose and types of policy models as used in policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Models for Policy Analysis 
Difficulty Level: Moderate 
Skill Level: Apply 

 
2. Compare and contrast the process and institutional models. What assumptions do they 

share, and how do they differ? 
 

LO#/text: 2.2: Identify the steps in the process model of policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Process: Policy as Political Activity 
Difficulty Level: Moderate 
Skill Level: Analyze 

 
3. Chose a public policy area and propose the application of two models to their analysis. 

What are the strengths and weaknesses of each model in this example? Do the models 
complement each other in the information they provide? 
 

LO#/text: 2.10: Identify the characteristics of an effective policy or model 
Topic/Concept: Models: How to Tell if They Are Helping or Not 
Difficulty Level: Moderate 
Skill Level: Analyze 
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4. Is the group theory model a form of incrementalism? Explain. 
 

LO#/text: 2.5: Illustrate the incremental model adopted by policy makers 
Topic/Concept: Incrementalism: Policy as Variations on the Past 
Difficulty Level: Difficult 
Skill Level: Analyze 

5. Would game theory be viable without the notion of deterrence? Explain.  
 

LO#/text: 2.9: State the game theory model of policy analysis 
Topic/Concept: Game Theory: Policy as Rational Choice in Competitive Situations 
Difficulty Level: Difficult 
Skill Level: Evaluate 
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