
Public Policy-Deûni/ons ,Characteris/cs and Types . 

  

 Public policy is a frequently used term in our daily life and in academic literature, 

where we o8en make references to na:onal health policy, educa:on policy, wage 

policy, agricultural policy, foreign policy and so on. It is an area, which had to do 

with those spheres that are labelled as public. The concept of public policy 

presupposes that there is a domain of life that is not private or purely individual, 

but common. Public policy is therefore the broad term refers to the policy (plan of 

what to do) that is formulated and implemented for the beneût of the public. If 

read in the light of the narrow view of Public policy then it relates to plan of ac:on 

to be pursued by the Government, because Public is also used as a synonym for 

Government in many places.  

Public policy is a goal-directed course of ac:on, taken by government, to deal with 

a public problem. Governments use public policy to solve a social problem 

(housing, welfare), to counter a threat (crime, illegal drugs), or to pursue an 

objec:ve (revenue genera:on). Public policy, then, is a choice made by oûcial 

government bodies and agencies that aûect the public interest. Public 

policymaking involves a series of ac:vi:es that leads ul:mately to a policy 

decision and the applica:on of that decision.  

Public policies are as old as governments. Whatever be the form, oligarchy, 

monarchy, aristocracy, tyranny, democracy etc., - whenever and wherever 

governments have existed, public policies have been formulated and 

implemented. To cope with the varied problems and demands of the people the 

government has to make many policies, these policies are called public policies. 



 MEANING AND DEFINITION OF PUBLIC POLICY  

There are various studies about public policy and many scholars have aJempted 

to deûne public policy from diûerent angles. Before explaining the meaning of 

public policy, let us ûrst go through some of its deûni:ons.  

Robert Eye Stone terms public policy as "the rela:onship of government unit to its 

environment. Thomas R. Dye says that "public policy is whatever government 

chooses to do or not to do" Richard Rose says that "public policy is not a decision, 

it is a course or paJern of ac:vity. In Carl J. Friedrich's opinion public policy is a 

proposed course of ac:on of a person, group or government within a given 

environment providing opportuni:es and obstacles which the policy was 

proposed to u:lise and overcome in an eûort to reach a goal of realise an 

objec:ve or purpose.  

From these deûni:ons, it is clear that public policies are governmental decisions, 

and are actually the result of ac:vi:es which the government undertakes in 

pursuance of certain goals and objec:ves. It can also be said that public policy 

formula:on and implementa:on involves a well-planned paJern or course of 

ac:vity. It requires a thoroughly close knit rela:on and interac:on between the 

important governmental agencies viz., the poli:cal execu:ve, legislature, 

bureaucracy and judiciary. 

 NATURE OF PUBLIC POLICY.  

1) Public Policies are goal oriented. Public policies are formulated and 

implemented in order to aJain the objec:ves which the government has in view 

for the ul:mate beneût of the masses in general. These policies clearly spell out 

the programmes of government.  

2) Public policy is the outcome of the government's collec:ve ac:ons. It means 

that it is a paJern or course of ac:vity of the governmental oûcials and actors in a 

collec:ve sense than being termed as their discrete and segregated decisions.  



3. Public policy is what the government actually decides or chooses to do. It is the 

rela:onship of the government units to the speciûc ûeld of poli:cal environment 

in a given administra:ve system. It can take a variety of forms like law, ordinances, 

court decisions, execu:ve orders, decisions etc.  

 4) Public policy is posi:ve in the sense that it depicts the concern of the 

government and involves its ac:on to a par:cular problem on which the policy is 

made. It has the sanc:on of law and authority behind it. Nega:vely, it involves a 

decision by the governmental oûcials regarding not taking any ac:on on a 

par:cular issue.  

  

CHARACTERISTICS OF PUBLIC POLICY MAKING The major characteris:cs of public 

policy making are:  

i. Public Policy Making is a Very Complex Process: Policy making involves 

many components. which are interconnected by communica:on and 

feedback loops and which interact in diûerent ways. Some parts of the 

process are explicit (clearly expressed) and directly observable, but 

many others proceed through hidden channels that the oûcials 

themselves are o8en only partly aware of. These hidden procedures 

are very diûcult, and o8en impossible to observe. Thus, guidelines 

are o8en formed by a series of single decisions that result in a 'policy' 

without any one of the decision makers being aware of that process.  

ii.  It is a Dynamic Process: Policy making is a process, that is a con:nuing 

ac:vity taking place within a structure; for sustenance, it requires a 

con:nuing input of resources and mo:va:on. It is a dynamic process, 

which changes with :me, the sequences of its sub-processes and 

phases vary internally and with respect to each other. 



iii.  Policy Making Comprises Various Components: The complexity of 

public policy making as we know, is an important characteris:c of 

policy making. Public policy formula:on o8en involves a great variety 

of substructures. The iden:ty of these substructures and the degree 

of their involvement in policy making, vary because of diûerent issues, 

circumstances and societal values. 

iv.  Policy Structure makes Diûerent Contribu:ons: This characteris:c 

suggests that every substructure makes diûerent, and some:mes 

unique, contribu:on to public policy. What sort of contribu:on 

substructures make, depends in part on their formal and informal 

characteris:cs which vary from society to society. 

v.  Decision-Making: Policy making is a species of decision-making 

because it lets us use decision-making models for dealing with policy 

making.  

vi.  Lays down Major Guidelines: Public policy, in most cases, lays down 

general direc:ves, rather than detailed instruc:ons, on the main lines 

of ac:on to be followed. A8er main lines of ac:on have been decided 

on, detailed sub-policies that translate the general theory into more 

concrete terms are usually needed to execute it.  

vii.  Results in Ac:on: Decision-making can result in ac:on, it changes in 

the decisionmaking itself, or both or neither. The policies of most 

socially signiûcant decisionmaking, such as most public policy making 

are intended to result in ac:on. Also policies directed at the policy 

making apparatus itself such as eûciency drives in government are 

ac:on oriented.  

Viii   Directed at the Future: Policy making is directed at the future. This 

is one of its most important characteris:cs since it introduces the ever-

present elements of uncertainty and doub`ul predic:on that establish 



the basic tone of nearly all policy making. Actual policy making tends to 

formulate policies in vague and elas:c terms; because the future is so 

uncertain. It permits policy makers to adjust their policy according to 

emerging facts and enables them to guard against unforeseen 

circumstances. 

iX        Mainly Formulated by Governmental Organs : Public policy is also  

directed. in part, at private persons and non-governmental structures, as 

'when it calls for a law prohibi:ng a certain type of behaviour or appeals 

to ci:zens to engage in private saving. But public policy, in most cases, is 

primarily directed at governmental organs, and only intermediately and 

secondarily at other factors. 

X Aims at Achieving what is in the Public Interest: However diûcult it might 

be to ûnd out what the "public interest" may refer to, the term never the 

less conveys the idea of a "general" orienta:on and seems therefore to be 

important and signiûcant. Furthermore, there is good evidence that the 

image of "public interest" inûuences the public policy making process and is 

therefore at least, as conceived by the various public policy making units, a 

"real" phenomenon, and an important opera:onal tool for the study of 

policy making.  

Xi  Use of Best Possible Means: In abstract terminology, public policy 

making aims at achieving the maximum net beneût. Beneûts and costs 

take in part the form of realised values and impaired values, 

respec:vely, and cannot in most cases be expressed in 

commensurable units. O8en, quan:ta:ve techniques can therefore 

not be used in this area of public policy making but neither the 

qualita:ve signiûcance of maximum net beneûts as an aim nor the 

necessity to think broadly about alterna:ve public policies in terms of 

beneûts and costs is therefore reduced. 

Xii Involvement of Various Bodies/Agencies: Industrial workers, voters, 

intellectuals; legislators, bureaucrats, poli:cal par:es, poli:cal execu:ves, 



judiciary- etc. are the various organs that par:cipate in public policy making 

and can inûuence the policy process to a great extent.  

TYPES OF PUBLIC POLICY: 

 Having explained the features of public policy making, we will now explain: 

the dissimilar types of public policy. There are several types of public policy 

like substan:ve, regulatory, distribu:ve, redistribu:ve etc.  

Substan/ve  

These policies are concerned with the general welfare and development of 

the society, the programmes like provision of educa:on and employment 

opportuni:es, economic stabiliza:on, law and order enforcement, 

an:pollu:on legisla:on etc. are the result of substan:ve policy formula:on. 

These policies have vast areas of opera:on aûec:ng the general welfare and 

development of the society as a whole. These do not relate to any 

scrupulous or privileged segments of the society. Such policies have to be 

formulated keeping in view the prime character of the cons:tu:on socio-

economic troubles and the stage of moral claims of the society.  

Regulatory 

 Regulatory policies are concerned with regula:on of trade, business, safety 

events, public u:li:es, etc. This type of regula:on is done through 

independent organiza:ons that work on behalf of the government. In India, 

we have Life Insurance Corpora:on, Reserve Bank of India, Hindustan Steel, 

State Electricity Boards, State Transport Corpora:ons, State Financial 

Corpora:ons, etc., which are occupied in regulatory ac:vi:es. The policies 

made through the government, pertaining to these services and 

organiza:ons rendering these services are recognized as regulatory policies.  

Distribu/ve 



 Distribu:ve policies are meant for speciûc segments of society. It can be in 

the area of grant of goods, public welfare or health services, etc. These 

mainly contain all public assistance and welfare programmes. Some more 

examples of distribu:ve policies are adult educa:on programme, food relief, 

social insurance, vaccina:on camps etc.  

Redistribu/ve  

Redistribu:ve policies are concerned with the rearrangement of policies 

which are concerned with bringing in rela:on to the basic social and 

economic changes. Certain public goods and welfare services are 

dispropor:onately divided in the middle of certain segments of the society, 

these goods and services are streamlined through redistribu:ve policies.  

Capitaliza/on  

Under the capitaliza:on policies ûnancial subsidies are given through the 

Union government to the state and local governments, such subsidies are 

also granted to the central and state business undertakings or some other 

signiûcant sphere if necessary. Capitaliza:on policies are dissimilar in nature 

than the substan:ve, regulatory, distribu:ve, and redistribu:ve policies as 

no provision for public welfare services is made through these.  

STAGES IN PUBLIC POLICY PROCESS:  

A brief highlight on the several stages of public policy will clarify the actual 

process of public policy in India. Policy formula:on is the ûrst stage in public 

policy process. Through this process the demands of the system are 

converted into policies. But before this it has to be clearly recognized as to 

which demands require to be converted into policies. At the policy 

interpreta:on stage, the formulated public policy is further clariûed and 

interpreted in order to create it fully understandable. The a8er that stage in 

public policy process is policy educa:on. The government through several 

channels of mass-media aJempts to create the masses aware of the 

formulated policies. A8er this comes the stage of policy implementa:on, 



when the policies are systema:cally executed through the dissimilar 

administra:ve agencies at the central, state and local stages. To ascertain the 

impact of policies, it is very essen:al to keep an eye on the implementa:on 

process, to see that expenditure does not exceed the possessions accessible 

and to see that policies are posi:vely aûec:ng those for whom they are 

being made. For this proper monitoring of policy implementa:on has to be 

done, and policy evalua:on stage is the ûnal stage in policy process. Proper 

and appropriate administra:ve and adjudica:ve func:ons are needed for 

keeping a complete control in excess of the public policies.------------------------
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