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How scientists - seem to - think policy works





But does
policy-making
actually work

like that?

• Lindblom (1959) challenged the idea of rational 
decision-making

• He talked about ‘muddling through’, and stated:

« Decision-making is irrational & complex, and 
goes beyond the action of individuals & groups »



« (Decision-making) is governed
mainly by a cauldron of emotions, 
motives and desires which we are 
barely conscious of (…) »

(Ramachandran, in: Gore, 2007)
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How policy-making actually works



Sutherland et al., 2004. The need for evidence-based conservation. 
Trends in Ecology & Evolution 19 (6)



Why is it so hard to bridge the 
gap between science and 

policy? 







Policy-making combines individual & collective choices

“The essence of ultimate decision remains impenetrable to the observer -
often, indeed, to the decider himself.“ 

(J.F. Kennedy, former US president)



Bounded rationality

Bounded rationality is the idea that in decision-making, rationality of individuals is limited by the 
information they have, the cognitive limitations of their minds, and the finite amount of time they have to 
make a decision (Simon, 1991)



Fast & slow thinking

Kahneman, 2011





Diversity of perspectives



Cultural cognition



Solution aversion



http://troyhcampbell.weebly.com/research-overview.html





Campbell & Kay, 2014





How can we address this? 





1. Reject an evidence-based mindset

2. Adopt an evidence-informed mindset

3. Do not overrate certainty

4. Tell good news stories

5. Be policy relevant



Example: re-framing of a RSPB 
campaign
RSPB Wild Birds Campaign (Rose, 2014)

• RSPB campaigned to ban the trade in wild birds in the EU; RSPB initially used animal 
welfare arguments to make its point.  

• This has no influence on policy-makers ‘arguments about animal welfare and 
nature conservation were almost irrelevant’

• When an imported South American parrot died of bird flu, the RSPB realized that
other arguments could be used to achieve their targets.  

• RSBP now developed a campaign centred on risks for public health, as imported
birds could carry and spread bird flu.  

• Suddenly the story got a political, social and economic dimension.

• And it worked! (Santos et al., 2011) 





Rose et al., 2017

tsunami 2004

CC mitigationnursery function

coastal protection



What kind of change agent are you?

Van Poeck et al., 2017
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