
FRST 415 – Policy Analysis for Advocacy Tutorial 1: Overview and 
Problem Definition 
 

These tutorials will introduce you to the policy analysis process, both for non-partisan 
analysts and policy advocates.  

Policy analysis is an analytical tool to guide decision-makers on how to choose the 

best possible course of action given the situation they are facing. 

It’s easiest to think about policy analysis as consisting of 6 basic steps:  

1. Defining your problem  

2. Establishing criteria 

3. Formulating possible alternatives 

4. Analyzing the consequences of alternatives 

5. Comparing alternatives and weighing tradeoffs; and 

6. Making a recommendation  

The first step in the policy analysis process is defining the problem. Many scholars of 
policy analysis consider this the most important step, because the quality of analysis 
can be jeopardized if the problem definition is too narrow or partisan. The goal of this 
stage is to arrive at a clear and precise articulation of the problem you face. Policy 
problems are typically more complex than they initially appear, so do not accept the 

initial problem statement without question.  

While the analyst strives for a neutral stance on problem definition and framing, the 

advocate explicitly frames the problem with their group interests in mind. 

While at first blush it may seem straightforward what the problem is, many experts 
on policy analysis consider this the most important step, because the quality of analysis 
can be jeopardized if the problem definition is too narrow or partisan. Einstein said “If I 
had an hour to solve a problem I'd spend 55 minutes thinking about the problem and 5 
minutes thinking about solutions.”   

If you are dealing with an issue that is already a matter of public debate, one great 
resource is to examine the positions and problem definitions being used by other 
stakeholders. This “issue rhetoric” being used by other groups contains a great deal of 
information about the values at stake and the factual assumptions being used in the 
debate. Be skeptical about common causal claims. Use your critical thinking skills to 
deconstruct the argument, value judgments, and factual assumptions of other actors’ 

problem definitions.  



Not all conditions are public policy problems. I hate that is it dark and rainy all winter 
in Vancouver, but I don’t expect that the government or anyone else has a solution to 
the problem. It is frequently useful to think about why a governmental role is justified 
in this case. Are there market failures at work (public goods, externalities, information 
asymmetries, or non-competitive markets)? Are there non-economic issues, such as 

discrimination or equity issues, that justify government action? 

You may find it useful to think of excesses or deficits, for example “there’s too much 
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere” or “there is too little access to basic energy services 
in remote areas”. You should quantify if possible – for example “1.4 billion people 

worldwide lack access to electricity.”  

It’s important not to confuse problems with solutions. For example, don’t say “we’re 
exporting too many unprocessed resources.” Instead, say “there are too few economic 
opportunities in rural areas of the country.” Restricting exports is more likely one of 

several policy alternatives you might consider to address this underlying problem. 

You’ll find that in many policy debates the controversy is over a proposed solution, 
whether it’s a logging practice, or an energy infrastructure proposal like a new dam or 
pipeline. It is frequently important to take one or two steps back from the current policy 
debate and reflect on what the underlying problem is that is giving rise to the 

controversy. 

You may find it necessary to iterate. There’s no need to think of your problem 
definition as set in stone at this stage of the analysis. As you progress through the 
other steps, new information or perspectives may be revealed that may require a 
redefinition of the problem. Several revisions of the problem definition might be 

necessary before finally settling on one. 

Ideally, the problem statement can be distilled to one sentence. 

Tasks for Problem Definition Tutorial (in class): 

1. What are your organization’s core interests? You might find it very useful to 
examine their mission statement if there is one 

2. Define the policy problem from your group’s perspective. By 12:10, be 

prepared to present a one to two sentence problem definition to the class.  

 

Resource:  Eugene Bardach, A Practical Guide for Policy Analysis, 3rd edition, 

Washington, DC: CQ Press, pp. 1-10. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Market_failure

