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ABOUT THE INSTITUTE FOR HUMANE STUDIES

The Institute for Humane Studies was founded in 1961 by Dr. F. A. “Baldy” Harper, a former economics
professor at Cornell University. Part of a generation that had lived through two devastating world wars and
seen the rise of numerous totalitarian dictatorships, Harper set up an institute devoted to research and
education in the conviction that greater understanding of human affairs and freedom would foster peace,
prosperity, and social harmony.

History demonstrated the great capacity of humans to solve their problems through “the practice and
potentials of freedom,” and Harper envisioned this as the primary focus of the Institute for Humane Studies.
“Not in government or force, not in slavery or war, but in the creative, and thereby spiritual, power of
freedom, shall our inspiration be found,” he wrote in an early proposal for the Institute.

Based for many years in Menlo Park, California, the Institute moved in 1985 to Fairfax, Virginia, and
associated with George Mason University. At George Mason, the Institute has been able to pursue its
mission more effectively in cooperation with other organizations affiliated with the university.

Today, with a primary focus on students, the Institute continues the work begun by Baldy Harper. The mission
of IHS is to support the achievement of a freer society by discovering and facilitating the development of
talented students, scholars, and other intellectuals who share an interest in liberty and who demonstrate the
potential to change the climate of opinion to one more congenial to the principles and practice of freedom.

Each year IHS awards over $600,000 in scholarships to students from universities around the world. IHS
also sponsors the attendance of hundreds of students at its summer seminars and provides various forms of
career assistance to students and recent graduates pursuing careers in academia, journalism, public policy,
and film and writing. Through its programs, the Institute promotes the study of liberty across a broad range of
disciplines, encouraging understanding, open inquiry, rigorous scholarship, and creative problem-solving.



HOW T0 USE THIS GUIDE

This publication serves as a guide for classical liberals interested in a career in public policy. While the
advice and anecdotes contained in this publication cover many of the most common aspects of working in
the field, it is by no means exhaustive. Many of the authors in this guide did not find success until after long
periods of trial and error. Still, the subjects covered serve to highlight skills central to all policy positions and
provide a glimpse into the numerous opportunities available in public policy and related careers.

You may find conflicting opinions within this guide. That is because there are unsettled questions about the
best way to advance liberty through policy. The goal of this guide is not to settle these disputes, but to make
the reader aware of the different points of view and make an informed decision when creating their own path
to a policy career.

It should be noted that the authors give several examples involving specific activities and organizations,
some of them with specific political, strategic, or policy stances with which you may disagree. This guide is
about an effective career advancing liberty through policy generally, not about the specific policies or tactics
used. Examples or approaches highlighted should not be construed as an endorsement by IHS or any of the
other authors or organizations in this guide.

Finally, it is key to understand that thinking like a policy entrepreneur is perhaps more important than picking
an existing role within the policy world. This guide opens with a high-level discussion of how social change
occurs and the role think tanks and other organizations play in generating change. For good reason: the
existing opportunities within the policy world are not the only opportunities. The reader should understand
how social change happens and constantly survey existing efforts to see what “gaps” are not being filled.
Identifying and filling these gaps can often offer more opportunity and have more impact than simply
assuming all that can be done is being done.



WHY PUBLIC POLICY?
1. The Structure of Social Change

(A version of this originally appeared in the Philanthropy Magazine, Winter 1996, under the title, From Ideas
to Action: The Role of Universities, Think Tanks, and Activist Groups.)

Universities, think tanks, and citizen activist groups all present competing claims for being the best place to invest
resources. As grant-makers, we hear the pros and cons of the different kinds of institutions seeking funding.

The universities claim to be the real source of change. They give birth to the big ideas that provide the
intellectual framework for social transformation. While this is true, critics contend that investing in universities
produces no tangible results for many years or even decades. Also, since many academics tend to talk
mostly to their colleagues in the specialized languages of their respective disciplines, their research, even if
relevant, usually needs to be adapted before it is useful in solving practical problems.

The think tanks and policy development organizations argue that they are most worthy of support because they
work on real-world policy issues, not abstract concepts. They communicate not just among themselves, but

are an immediate source of policy ideas for the White House, Congress, and the media. They claim to set the
action agenda that leaders in government follow. Critics observe, however, that there is a surfeit of well-funded
think tanks, producing more position papers and books than anyone could ever possibly read. Also, many
policy proposals, written by “wonks” with little experience outside the policy arena, lack realistic implementation
or transition plans. And all too often, think tanks gauge their success in terms of public relations victories
measured in inches of press coverage, rather than more meaningful and concrete accomplishments.

Citizen activist or implementation groups claim to merit support because they are the most effective at really
accomplishing things. They are fighting in the trenches, and this is where the war is either won or lost. They
directly produce results by rallying support for policy change. Without them, the work of the universities and policy
institutes would always remain just so many words on paper, instead of leading to real changes in people’s lives.

Others point out, however, that their commitment to action comes at a price. Because activist groups are
remote from the universities and their framework of ideas, they often lose sight of the big picture. Their
necessary association with diverse coalitions and politicians may make them too willing to compromise to
achieve narrow goals.

Many of the arguments advanced for and against investing at the various levels are valid. Each type of
institute at each stage has its strengths and weaknesses. But more importantly, we see that institutions at all
stages are crucial to success. While they may compete with one another for funding and often belittle each
other’s roles, we view them as complementary institutions, each critical for social transformation.



Our understanding of how these institutions “fit together” is derived from a model put forward by the Nobel

laureate economist Friedrich Hayek.

Hayek’s model illustrates how a market economy is organized, and has proven useful to students of
economics for decades. While Hayek’s analysis is complicated, even a modified, simplistic version can yield

useful insights.

Hayek described the “structure of production” as the means by which a greater output of “consumer goods”
is generated through savings that are invested in the development of “producer goods”—goods not produced

for final consumption.

The classic example in economics is how a stranded Robinson Crusoe is at first compelled to fish and hunt
with his hands. He only transcends subsistence when he hoards enough food to sustain himself while he
fashions a fishing net, a spear, or some other producer good that increases his production of consumer
goods. This enhanced production allows even greater savings, hence greater investment and development of

more complex and indirect production technologies.

Casw Qadis i Poley
Development is fast and intense.

One minute I’'m coordinating an event
for hundreds of people and the next
I'm nodding and smiling politely, as
a major donor shakes with rage and
says, “The president is leading all of
us to the burning flames of hell.” True

story.

A “typical day in the office” does not
exist. Mail has to go out and mem-
bers need to be touched. There is al-
ways a major grant proposal to write
and deadlines to meet. It never fails
that an important donor will call in the
middle of chaos and require an hour
of my time—which | am always de-

lighted to give—no matter what.

My friends like to crack jokes about
how exhausting it must be “thinking
all day” at a think tank. Laugh as they
may, it's true. Producing is a major
factor in fundraising, but “thinking” is
also essential. I'm constantly think-
ing of dynamic ways to bring in more
people and more money, and most
nights, these thoughts even invade

my dreams.

The best part of the day is opening
mail—big checks are major motiva-
tors. Surprisingly, I've also started to
appreciate hate mail from fringe fa-
natics and pamphlets from radicals.
A strong sense of humor is a must in
this job!

Here’s some advice for anyone con-
sidering a career in think tank devel-
opment: The only way to sell your
mission is to believe and understand
it. It is critical to wrap your head
around the policy before you can

even begin to relate to donors.

Another must in development is the
ability to write clearly and concisely.
Also, if you don’t like people, stay
away. If you aren’t in front of a donor,
you’ll be in front of your computer.
Spreadsheets and databases are a
necessary evil—but can be managed
with the help of interns and (if you’re

lucky) development staff.



In a developed economy, the “structure of production” becomes quite complicated, involving the discovery
of knowledge and integration of diverse businesses whose success and sustainability depend on the value
they add to the ultimate consumer. Hayek’s model explains how investments in an integrated structure of
production yield greater productivity over less developed or less integrated economies.

By analogy, the model can illustrate how investment in the structure of production of ideas can yield greater
social and economic progress when the structure is well-developed and well-integrated. For simplicity’s sake,
| am using a snapshot of a developed economy, as Hayek did in parts of Prices and Production, and | am
aggregating a complex set of businesses into three broad categories or stages of production. The higher
stages represent investments and businesses involved in the enhanced production of some basic inputs we
will call “raw materials.” The middle stages of production are involved in converting these raw materials into
various types of products that add more value than these raw materials have if sold directly to consumers.

In this model, the later stages of production are involved in the packaging, transformation, and distribution of
the output of the middle stages to the ultimate consumers.

Hayek’s theory of the structure of production can also help us understand how ideas are transformed into
action in our society. Instead of the transformation of natural resources to intermediate goods to products
that add value to consumers, the model, which | call the Structure of Social Change, deals with the discovery,
adaptation, and implementation of ideas into change that increases the well-being of citizens. Although the
model helps to explain many forms of social change, | will focus here on the type | know best—change that
results from the formation of public policy.

When we apply this model to the realm of ideas and social change, at the higher stages we have the
investment in the intellectual raw materials, that is, the exploration and production of abstract concepts and
theories. In the public policy arena, these still come primarily (though not exclusively) from the research done
by scholars at our universities. At the higher stages in the Structure of Social Change model, ideas are often
unintelligible to the layperson and seemingly unrelated to real-world problems. To have consequences, ideas
need to be transformed into a more practical or useable form.

In the middle stages, ideas are applied to a relevant context and molded into needed solutions for real-world
problems. This is the work of the think tanks and policy institutions. Without these organizations, theory or
abstract thought would have less value and less impact on our society.

But while the think tanks excel at developing new policy and articulating its benefits, they are less able to
implement change. Citizen activist or implementation groups are needed in the final stage to take the policy
ideas from the think tanks and translate them into proposals that citizens can understand and act upon.
These groups are also able to build diverse coalitions of individual citizens and special interest groups
needed to press for the implementation of policy change.



We at the Koch Foundation find that the Structure of Social Change model helps us to understand the distinct
roles of universities, think tanks, and activist groups in the transformation of ideas into action. We invite you
to consider whether Hayek’s model, on which ours is based, is useful in your philanthropy. Though | have
confined my examples to the realm of public policy, the model clearly has much broader social relevance.

FURTHER READING:



2. The Role of the Think Tank

If you are exploring careers in public policy, you should consider the policy-shaping role of think tanks. The
enactment of a law by a legislative body is but the final step in a long march that typically starts outside the
halls of government and the minds of policymakers. Although it is seldom obvious to casual observers, think
tank professionals can exert influence on public policy that is both enormous and indirect. To understand
why, you must know how think tanks work.

Most think tanks are not formally part of the government, nor do they sustain themselves by selling products
or services. They are usually nonprofit organizations, but they differ from more familiar nonprofits whose daily
activities are directly and visibly linked to their missions.

For example, churches conduct worship services, the Red Cross provides on-the-scene disaster relief,

the symphony hosts concerts, and the soup kitchen feeds needy people. A think tank’s mission may be to
advance sound public policy, but its activities involve studying and communicating policy ideas, not enacting
policy itself.

Think tanks are rarely powerhouse lobbyists, they don’t fund political campaigns, and they don’t vote in the
legislature. So how do think tanks achieve their mission of advancing sound policy if they aren’t directly
involved with lawmaking?

The answer lies in understanding that legislation does not spring into being at the whim of lawmakers.
Rather, legislative change rests on foundations of political and social change. Far from the legislative arena,
social change gives rise to political change, which ultimately gives rise to legislative, or policy, change. Policy
change that does not flow ultimately from social change is not likely to be durable policy change.

To illustrate, consider some important social movements and the durable policy changes they produced.
Abolition of slavery. Civil rights. Trade unionism. Women’s suffrage. Environmentalism. Temperance was
another important social movement, but it did not produce durable policy change. The temperance movement
weakened, and Prohibition was repealed.

If social change drives eventual policy change, then how do think tanks create social change? My former
colleague, Lawrence (Larry) Reed (now president of the Foundation for Economic Education), used to ask
his college economics students what one influence, more than any other, determines what kind of public
policy citizens will embrace.

Reponses included the media, the economy, teachers, the unions, big business, one’s parents, and a host
of others. But none of those was correct. People and the institutions they create, Larry explained, play
important roles, but they do not explain fundamentally why people behave the way they do. The answer to
that question is ideas.



The author Victor Hugo famously wrote that ideas are more powerful than all the armies of the world. Ideas
create the stage on which all of us perform. Nearly everything that surrounds us, whether it's an object, an
institution, or a way of doing things, is the result of someone’s idea.

Perhaps the most influential economist of the 20th century, John Maynard Keynes, wrote this in 1936:

... the ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are

wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. Indeed the world is ruled by little else.

Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influences, are

usually the slaves of some defunct economist. ... Soon or late, it is ideas, not vested interests, which

are dangerous for good or evil.

Cosw Studies iy Pu&@

My career in the world of public-pol-
icy think tanks was an unexpected
one. | had just resigned from a po-
sition in another field and was sim-
ply looking for a job. The Evergreen
Freedom Foundation originally hired
me to work in the administration de-
partment, given my organizational
skills and OCD-like attention to de-
tail; however, my tenure in that role
only lasted a few months.

The higher-ups quickly recognized
my people skills and moved me into
the position of Citizen Action Network
Director. The Citizen Action Network
was an outreach and education proj-
ect designed to equip the grassroots
movement in Washington state and
was still very much in its infancy. It
is also something that not many think
tanks had in place, with most being
more about research and publishing
policy papers than equipping citizens.
The Freedom Foundation is a differ-
ent kind of think tank, though, and
realized that the best way to make a
difference is to mobilize people and

get them involved. With that goal in
mind, | was basically given free reign
to grow and develop the program as
| saw fit.

Two years and a ton of work later, |
look back and see how far my jour-
ney with the Freedom Foundation
has taken me. The Citizen Action
Network has grown from 450 activ-
ists to nearly 2,500. We've been able
to impact issues like performance
audits (a cost-saving program within
government), health care, and cli-
mate change legislation. More impor-
tant to me, we’ve seen hundreds of
people get connected to one another,
receive valuable training, and take
their first steps to defend their free-
doms from the tyranny of unchecked
government. The best part is seeing
people discover that there is hope
and that they can make a difference
when they join together with others.

The job definitely has its highs and
lows. The best example of both is
probably found in the planning and

execution of large-scale events. My
lowest lows are usually found in the
month before a big rally or a large-
scale training event. It takes so much
thought and effort to pull something
like that together and especially in
the case of a rally, you have no idea
if anyone is even going to attend; it
can cause a lot of stress. However,
when the day finally arrives and you
are standing in front of thousands
of people who have gathered to tell
their legislators “No New Taxes,” it
sends a chill down your spine. You
go home that night knowing you em-
powered people, gave them a voice,
and helped them find a way to make
a difference. Those moments make it

all worth it.

Some people spend their early years
planning out how they can get into
this career field; others, like me, just
kind of fall into it. Either way, we end
up changing the cultural and political
landscape for ourselves, our neigh-

bors, and the generations to come.



So are we simply at the mercy of nameless, faceless intellectual forces? Or is there a way to channel ideas
to accomplish the mission of better public policy?

Economist F.A. Hayek understood how ideas shaped society. Hayek advised against involvement in politics
alone for those who wanted more liberty. He believed it was the intellectuals who determined how the
politicians would ultimately act.

In “The Intellectuals and Socialism,” Hayek called these intellectuals “secondhand dealers in ideas.” He
didn’t mean it pejoratively. He merely recognized that very, very few people generate ideas that are truly
unique. Almost all of the other intellectuals contribute by developing and communicating the ideas and
expanding the influence of those ideas along the way.

In society, ideas move from the idea-initiators—very rare people—to “secondhand dealers” like those in the
think tanks and elsewhere, to the culture at large, and finally to the political class.

But new ideas are seldom met with open arms at any stage, especially by those whose livelihoods depend
on the old ideas. The ideas that are eventually adopted typically meet with responses that generally progress
like this:

* Indifference

¢ Ridicule

* Rejection

* Attack

e Criticism

* Plausible, or partial, consideration

 Tolerance

* Desirability

* Necessity

* Inevitability

* Acceptance

*+  “l knew it was a good idea all along.”



Commentator Joshua Trevifio has boiled down the political progression of ideas to these six steps:

Unthinkable

¢ Radical

* Acceptable

* Sensible
*  Popular
* Policy

This may be how ideas flow through the public policy process, but what force drives the ideas through
their phases?

Hayek is said to have likened politicians to corks bobbing in the ocean, saying a think tank could be the
current. A similar analogy would be that politicians are to think tanks as actors are to script-writers. Both
analogies are gross simplifications and even exaggerations, but they help explain the effect of forces that are
always there but hidden from view.

A good illustration of how think tanks influence the movement of ideas is called the Overton Window,

a term my colleagues and | gave to a theory of change developed by the Mackinac Center’s late vice
president, Joseph Overton. Joe observed that any collection of public policies within a policy area, such

as education, can be arranged in order from more free to less free (or alternatively, from less government
intervention to more). To avoid comparison with the left-right political spectrum, he arranged the policies from
bottom (less free) to top (more free).

At any one time, some group of adjacent policies along the freedom spectrum fall into a “window of political
possibility.” Policies inside the window are politically acceptable, meaning officeholders believe they can
support those policies and survive the next election. Policies outside the window, either higher or lower, are
politically unacceptable at the moment. If you shift the position or size of the window, you change what is
politically possible.

Many believe that politicians move the window, but that’s actually rare. In our understanding, politicians
typically don’t determine what is politically acceptable; more often they react to it and validate it. As noted,
policy change follows political change, which itself follows social change. The most durable policy changes
are undergirded by strong social movements.

When social and political forces bring about change, the window of political possibility shifts up or down
the spectrum and can also expand to include more policy options or shrink to include fewer. The window



presents a menu of policy choices to politicians: from their point of view, relatively safe choices are inside the
window and politically riskier choices (or bolder ones, if you prefer) are outside.

Lawmakers who support policies outside the window are one of two kinds: true leaders who have the
rare ability to shift the window by themselves, and politicians who risk electoral defeat because they are
perceived as out of touch.

The Overton Window doesn’t describe everything, but it describes one big thing: Politicians will rarely
support whatever policy they choose whenever they choose; rather, they will do what they think they can do
without risking electoral defeat, given the current political environment shaped by ideas, social movements,
and societal sensibilities.

The work of think tanks typically includes analyzing various approaches to public policy, publishing research
and commentary, and speaking and conducting educational forums about the policy ideas. Quite often, the
ideas are not yet politically feasible. But the Overton Window shows how those ideas can become public policy.

Moments of political opportunity are often times of crisis and rapid change. Another great 20th century
economist, Milton Friedman, well understood the role of think tanks and intellectuals. He wrote in 1962:

Only a crisis—actual or perceived—produces real change. When that crisis occurs, the actions that
are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around. That, | believe, is our basic function: to develop
alternatives to existing policies, to keep them alive and available until the politically impossible
becomes the politically inevitable.

The role of a think tank in creating public policy will never be as direct as that of an elected official, but it is
no less real and no less important. In fact, think tanks may ultimately be more influential than public officials
themselves.

Author John J. Miller wrote this about the influence of think tanks for Philanthropy Magazine in 2006:

Think tanks are perhaps best at creating conditions for success, as opposed to being directly
responsible for the success itself. The manager of a baseball team ... can make his team’s victory
or defeat either more or less likely based upon choices he makes before anybody swings a bat.
Likewise, it is nearly always impossible to draw a straight line from the product of a think tank to the
enactment of a specific policy.

Political actors cannot operate independently of the idea-generators. The better you understand the way
think tanks work, the better you will be able to advance worthwhile ideas to fruition through the public policy
process.

FURTHER READING



WHAT SKILLS DO I NEED IN THE POLICY WORLD?
J. Integrity

What’s the most important element in forming a successful career? Well, here’s one that is so important that
without it, you ain’t goin’ anywhere. Some might call it integrity, others might call it character. | use the two
terms interchangeably here. No matter which one you prefer, | recommend that you bulk up on it; if you do,
you’ll be amazed at how most if not all of the other elements of a successful career will eventually fall into
place. On frequent occasions, it will more than compensate for mistakes and shortcomings in other areas.

From an employer’s perspective, Warren Buffett makes the point plainly: “In looking for someone to hire, you
look for three qualities: integrity, intelligence and energy. But the most important is integrity, because if they
don’t have that, the other two qualities, intelligence and energy, are going to kill you.”

Integrity is more important than all the good grades or degrees you’ve earned, more important than all

the management courses you could possibly take, and more important than all the knowledge that you
could absorb on any subject. It's something over which every responsible, thinking adult has total personal
control, and yet millions of people every year sacrifice it for very little. It will not only define and shape your
future, but it will also put both a concrete floor under it and an iron ceiling over it. It's what others will more
likely remember you for than your looks, your talents, your smarts, or your rhetoric. If you lose it, it will taint
everything else you accomplish.

Your character is nothing more and nothing less than the sum of your choices. You can’t choose your height
or race or other physical traits, but you fine-tune your character every time you decide right from wrong

and what you personally are going to do about it. Your character is further defined by how you choose to
interact with others and the standards of speech and conduct you practice. Character is often listed as a key
leadership quality. | actually think character and leadership are one and the same. If you've got character,
others will look upon you as a leader.

When a person spurns his conscience and fails to do what he knows is right, he subtracts from his character.
When he evades his responsibilities, succumbs to temptation, foists his problems and burdens on others,
acts as though the world owes him a living, or fails to exert self-discipline, he subtracts from his character.
When he attempts to reform the world without reforming himself first, he subtracts from his character.

A free society flourishes when people aspire to be models of honor, honesty, and propriety at whatever the
cost in material wealth, social status, or popularity. America’s founders knew that and wrote about it a lot.
Thomas Jefferson’s advice was to “Give up money, give up fame, give up science, give up the earth itself
and all it contains” before compromising your integrity. He further admonished:



And never suppose, that in any possible situation, or under any circumstances, it is best for you to
do a dishonorable thing, however slightly so it may appear to you. Whenever you are to do a thing,
though it can never be known but to yourself, ask yourself how you would act were all the world
looking at you, and act accordingly.

Encourage all your virtuous dispositions, and exercise them whenever an opportunity arises; being
assured that they will gain strength by exercise, as a limb of the body does, and that exercise will
make them habitual. From the practice of the purest virtue, you may be assured you will derive

the most sublime comforts in every moment of life, and in the moment of death. If ever you find
yourself environed with difficulties and perplexing circumstances, out of which you are at a loss how
to extricate yourself, do what is right, and be assured that that will extricate you the best out of the
worst situations. Though you cannot see, when you take one step, what will be the next, yet follow
truth, justice, and plain dealing, and never fear their leading you out of the labyrinth, in the easiest
manner possible. The knot which you thought a Gordian one, will untie itself before you.

Nothing is so mistaken as the supposition that a person is to extricate himself from a difficulty by
intrigue, by chicanery, by dissimulation, by trimming, by an untruth, by an injustice. This increases the
difficulties ten fold; and those who pursue these methods get themselves so involved at length that
they can turn no way but their infamy becomes more exposed.

Though | haven’t explicitly defined integrity (or character) by the qualities that compose it, | think you had

a pretty good idea what those qualities were before you ever saw this essay. That's because you’ve got a
conscience. Most people do, but the problem is, we don’t always listen to it. We’re tempted to push it away
when it seems to be an obstacle to a quick and selfish advance. You know you’ve got a conscience when an
inner voice bothers you when you cut corners on matters of integrity. “Success without honor is an unseasoned
dish,” says legendary Penn State coach Joe Paterno. “It will satisfy your hunger, but it won’t taste good.”

Honesty, humility, introspection, patience, fair-dealing, courage, self-discipline, respect for others—these are
surely among the core traits of a life of integrity. For that reason, they are the keys to a successful career, a
fruitful life, and a clear conscience.

Many years ago, | came across a few sentences by an unknown author, called “What the World Needs.” I've
since added some related thoughts of my own:

The world needs more men and women who do not have a price at which they can be bought; who
do not borrow from integrity to pay for expediency; who have their priorities straight and in proper
order; whose handshake is an ironclad contract; who are not afraid of taking risks to advance what is
right; and who are as honest in small matters as they are in large ones.

The world needs more men and women whose ambitions are big enough to include others; who know
how to win with grace and lose with dignity; who do not believe that shrewdness and cunning and



ruthlessness are the three keys to success; who still have friends they made twenty years ago; who
put principle and consistency above politics or personal advancement; and who are not afraid to go

against the grain of popular opinion.

The world needs more men and women who do not forsake what is right just to get consensus
because it makes them look good; who know how important it is to lead by example, not by barking
orders; who would not have you do something they would not do themselves; who work to turn even
the most adverse circumstances into opportunities to learn and improve; and who love even those
who have done some injustice or unfairness to them. The world, in other words, needs more men and

women of character.

You and your parents have expended enormous time, energy, and expense in your education with the hope
that it will further your career. You can go far with all those facts and figures you’ve learned, or you can flush
them away. The deciding factor will be your integrity.



4. Why Writing Well Is Key

Everyone writes. Most of us do it poorly. Lamentable though it may be, the fact is, writing is not just for the
blogger, the op-ed author, and the novelist. It is also the absolutely indispensible tool of the fundraiser, the
recruiter, and the manager.

No doubt you have written something in the last few days. Maybe it was a Facebook post. Maybe it was

a thank-you note. Maybe it was a prequel to Atlas Shrugged (in which case, it may have taken you a few
decades). Think for a second about your last writing. When the reader finished it, did she completely
understand your meaning as well as if she were inside your head? Did she get your jokes if you had any?
Did she feel like she learned something new? That her time was well-spent? That you weren’t insulting her
intelligence or attempting in vain to peacock-strut your own IQ? It is either the very rare or the very cocky
author who confidently answers “yes” to each of these questions. It is an odd paradox that most people don’t
take writing seriously enough and that most people don’t have fun with it. These are not mutually exclusive
goals, and you should aim for both.

In what follows, | hope to give a few helpful tips for those who plan to write professionally—which is everyone
in a policy career. What qualifies me to dispense such advice? | am not widely published, and | am not a
professional writing coach. | do, however, write a heck of a lot—mostly emails and memos, a few letters of
recommendation, occasional op-eds, and an academic piece here and there. Like most, writing does not
come naturally to me. But | work at it. And, as importantly, | enjoy it. In short, | am probably not unlike you,
dear reader. And so | hope my advice is both helpful and relatable. If it isn’t, write me a note about it.

There is a common notion—reinforced through years of procrastination—that writing is the last step. The
idea is that you should think, plan, research, gather data, mull it over, and then finally write. This is backward.
As Deirdre McCloskey once put it, “The real problem is the premise that you can split content from style.” The
fact of the matter is that for most people, the very act of writing helps shape their thoughts. This is because
there is a mysterious connection between our brains and our hands. As we type—or better yet, handwrite—
our brains are activated. You may have noticed when you were in school that if you read over a proof or a
rearrangement of an equation in a math textbook, you retained some of the information. But if you took the
time to actually write out the equation on your own, something miraculous happened: You comprehended
and remembered the lesson much more easily. The same is true of writing. As McCloskey put it, “You do not
learn the details of an argument until writing it in detail, and in writing the details you uncover the flaws in the
fundamentals.”So don’t plan and think and ponder. Write.

And write early. Don’t wait until the last minute. Start building an outline as early as possible. This will
help you understand where you need to do more work, gather more data, or rethink your premise. As



James Buchanan used to tell his graduate students, the key to successful writing is to “apply ass to

chair.” You can take breaks every so often (within reason). Try going for a walk or getting a cup of coffee.
Psychologists have found that the brain actually works much better when people subconsciously process a
question for some time (Smith). But return to the chair and write. As you do this more often, | promise that
it will become less painful.

Like it or not, there are certain rules to writing. These rules have emerged as a spontaneous order over
centuries. In time, entrepreneurs have changed them. They have adapted the rules to accommodate new
mediums such as email, cellphone texts, and Twitter feeds. And they have improved them, allowing obsolete
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| came from a nonpolitical, working-
class family. My father quietly voted
Republican, and my mother didn’t
vote at all. When Dad wanted to take
my sister and me on a week’s winter
vacation to Florida in 1963 and our
public school principal objected, Dad
let him know in exceptionally colorful
terms that we were his kids, not the
government’s, and we were headed
south, period. Perhaps that incident
planted a seed of anti-authoritarian-
ism in me that sprouted in a dark-

ened theater two years later.

In the summer of 1965, my mother
announced that she was taking me
to a theater in Pittsburgh, 40 miles
from our home, to see a film called
“The Sound of Music.” | knew nothing
of it other than that a lot of singing
was involved, and to my mind, that
was a good enough reason to stay
home. | went reluctantly—and was
enthralled. The music and the scen-
ery were memorable, but it was the

plot and message that changed my

life. | was not quite 12 years of age.

“The Sound of Music” was a rude
awakening. This was much big-
ger than a school telling me that |
couldn’t take a vacation. This was a
foreign regime (Nazi Germany) ab-
sorbing a peaceful neighbor (Austria)
and a father facing orders to aban-
don his family to serve in the military
of that very regime he hated. The film
sparked a fire inside me, and it has
stayed lit ever since. Stories of peo-
ple yearning for freedom and going to
great lengths to secure it captivated
me. Socialism, communism, fascism,
and all the collectivist “isms” became
anathema. They reduced to A push-
ing B around because A thinks he’s
got a good idea.

Then came the “Prague Spring” of
early 1968. It wasn’t Austria, but
it was right next door. The news of
the stirrings of liberty in communist
Czechoslovakia dominated the news.
| cheered as the Czechs boldly rat-
tled their Soviet cage. When Moscow

crushed Czech liberties with troops
and tanks, | was outraged and ea-
ger to say so. | bought a bus ticket to
Pittsburgh and joined in a demonstra-
tion against the invasion. We burned
a Soviet flag. | joined Young Ameri-
cans for Freedom, which gave its
new members a collection of classic
works on liberty and free enterprise.
The message was simple: If you want
to be an effective anticommunist, you
had better know something about

philosophy and economics.

From there, | went on to earn degrees
in economics and history and started
teaching at Northwood University.
After seven years at that, | went into
think tank work, most notably at the
Mackinac Center for Public Policy in
Michigan and now the Foundation for
Economic Education in New York.

Who would have thought a couple
hours in a theater would make a life’s
worth of difference? But that's what

happened to me.



phrases to die out and new and improved words and metaphors to abound (have you used “to Google” as a
verb today?). But for those of you with a libertarian bent and who think that subjective value reigns and that
style is a matter of taste, | have bad news: you risk being misunderstood if you do not follow the rules.

Remember, these rules emerged because they work.

| do not think it is useful for me to list all of the rules here. | can do no better than to simply direct you to what |
believe to be the best source, William Strunck and E.B. White’s timeless The Elements of Style. You can find it
in any bookstore. Read it. Keep it at your fingertips when you write. Then read it again every year or so.

Check your writing closely; little details like “dangling modifiers” and word choices can make a huge
difference in meaning and clarity. Similar-sounding but differently spelled words can give even experienced
writers trouble (if you don’t know what | am alluding to, maybe you have eluded this mistake). Sometimes,
words have been misused for so long that few people even know their original meaning. Have you ever
referred to the enormity of something? If you have, you were saying that the thing was monstrously wicked.
Hopefully, that is what you intended to convey.

Here again, the best | can do is direct you to Strunck and White. They have a helpful chapter titled “Words
and Expressions Commonly Misused.”

In addition to the formal rules of writing, there are a lot of practical suggestions, or rules of thumb, that will
make your writing sparkle and cohere.

One suggestion is to read. The more you read good authors, the more you will pick up their habits. For this
exercise, you should take your time and notice how each word connects with the others. See what you like
and what you don’t like and try to learn from it. Bryan Caplan, Thomas Sowell, and Dave Barry are a few of
my favorite nonfiction authors. Pick up some something that they have written and study their sentences.

Another trick is to vary the length of your sentences. A long and complicated sentence with many
parenthetical clauses and modifiers can be exhausting for the reader. So follow it with a short sentence. It
gives the reader a break.

Another suggestion is to express parallel ideas in parallel form. Often, writers mistakenly think that they need
to avoid repetition and that they should vary the form of their expressions. But this usually makes the piece
harder to follow and less interesting to read. Has government repeatedly intruded on the marketplace? Then
when you write about it, repeat some phrase and hit the point home. Consider these phrases:

“We were regulated. We were taxed. We were subsidized. We were poked and prodded and cajoled
into doing what the politicians wanted us to do.”



In my mind, the phrasing above is significantly more interesting than:

“We were regulated. The government taxed us. They also subsidized us. Government poked,
prodded and cajoled ...”

One of the most common (and commonly ignored) suggestions is to use an “active” voice. What, exactly,
does this mean? In short, it means that your verbs should describe the action of the sentence. Consider this
sentence:

“l authored this piece.”

This is an active sentence. Grammatically, “authored” is the verb. It is also the action you are trying to
describe: writing. Now consider this alternative sentence:

“The piece was authored by me.”
Most readers will get bored with a piece if it has too many passive sentences, such as the one above.

How can you avoid the passive voice? One way, of course, is to learn how to identify the subject and verb
in each sentence (if you haven’t done this since third grade, it can be surprisingly difficult). Make sure the
subject of the sentence is performing the verb.

Another, exceedingly simple, trick is to read your work out loud. You will be amazed to find that phrases that
seemed just fine in your head are in fact gangly and awkward.

You should also run your work by someone else—preferably someone who can give you honest feedback.
If and when they do criticize the piece, don’t take it personally and don’t blame them. If they stumble over a
phrase, it is your fault, not theirs.

My final suggestion is to keep your writing simple. Don’t embellish or draw things out. You will just waste the
time of your reader and tick them off. And don’t use a $1,000 word when a $1 word will do—besides, studies
show that people actually think less of you when you do that (Oppenheimer).

So get to it. Freedom is a wonderful thing to fight for, and if used properly, words can make powerful weapons.

FURTHER READING



9. What Degrees Do | Need?

There is no simple way to determine what level and type of degree is best for you and your budding policy
career. Don’t fret; you don’t have to have the perfect answer.

Here are three broadly applicable considerations:

* Your degree is less important than attributes like hard work, excellent writing, confident and clear
communication, relevant knowledge, and internship or work experience.

« The institution is probably more important than the type or level of degree.

» Generic degrees diminish your competitive edge over other candidates, but specialized degrees will limit
your opportunities outside of your area of specialization. Specialize only if you are especially passionate
about that area.

What are the pros and cons of different degrees when seeking a policy career?

Economics: As far as undergrad degrees go for policy work, economics is probably the most valuable. Nearly
every policy issue involves economic analysis, and economic thinking in general helps one look beyond the
obvious effects of policies and see the “unseen.” Employers tend to look more favorably on an economics
degree than on other undergrad degrees, but the difference is relatively small. Coursework in quantitative
methods or statistics is even more valuable.

Political science: An undergraduate degree in political science may seem like an obvious choice for a career
in policy, and in some ways it is. It gives you some theoretical knowledge of political systems and familiarity
with policy terminology. However, political science does not necessarily signal a high level of relevant
knowledge to policy employers. Many poli-sci undergrads do not have useful knowledge, and many choose
the major simply because they don’t know what else to do. You’ll want a record of published articles, student
activity, internships or other experiences to send a clear signal that you are serious about policy.

Philosophy/Liberal arts: Liberal arts or other social science degrees as an undergrad do not signal much

of anything to policy employers. This is not to say you should avoid them entirely. If you are passionate
about sociology or philosophy, by all means major in it. But be aware that you will need some other way to
demonstrate the relevance of your skills and knowledge to the policy world—well-written articles or blog
posts, internships, campus clubs, and other extra-curricular activities are key signals to employers that your
degree actually means something.



Technical sciences/Hard sciences: Though less easily applied to the policy world, undergrad degrees in a
technical field or the hard sciences, when coupled with a strong GPA, do signal logical thinking and work
ethic. An undergraduate degree here is not likely to hurt you and may even help you, as employers may
be curious why an engineer wants to do policy. If you want to work on related policy issues, your technical
expertise may give you an edge over the competition. But again, you’ll need some additional experience
demonstrating crucial sKkills in written and oral communication.

In general when considering an advanced degree, you should weigh all the costs with the expected benefits.
While a better salary and empowered jobs are typical of these benefits, this doesn’t always mean accruing a
large amount of debt and spending two to five years are worth it. Often, candidates with a bachelor’s and three
years of specialized professional experience are as sought after as candidates fresh out of graduate school.

Economics: A master’s in economics is more valuable than a B.A. in economics, but probably not by much. It
may signal a more in-depth interest in the subject, which is valuable in the policy world, but it can also signal
indecision about going all the way and doing a Ph.D., which is not necessarily an attractive quality. The
caliber of the degree-granting institution and supplementary experience combined can make an economics
M.A. more valuable, but don’t assume that an M.A. automatically makes you sufficiently more attractive than
a B.A. to justify the cost. Two caveats: if you have a B.A. or B.S. in a field less relevant to policy and you do
not intend to be a professor, an M.A. in economics may be a good next step. An M.A. may also be a good
vehicle to acquire quantitative economics training.

Political Science/Philosophy/Liberal arts: A master’s in poli-sci, philosophy, or other liberal arts fields are
similarly slightly more valuable than a B.A., but not by a huge margin. Pursue these if you love the course
work and if you are building good experiences simultaneously.

Public policy/Public administration: Many people assume an M.P.P. or M.P.A. will make them a better
prospect for a policy job. Presidents and CEQ’s of think tanks have told me on several occasions that this
is simply not the case. An M.P.P. is not any better than a master’s in any other discipline, and an M.P.A. is
treated as possibly worse. In the case of the M.P.P,, it is questionable to employers why someone would
get an advanced degree in such a generic field, versus more specialized training in economics, statistics,
or hard science. An M.P.A. often carries a perception of a “bureaucrat in training,” which is not the mindset
most freedom-oriented policy organizations are looking for. Do not get an M.P.P. or M.P.A. simply because
you don’t know your next step. Think about an area you have a specific interest in, as this will prove more
valuable in the end.

Business: An M.B.A. is not an obvious choice for a policy career and may not help you stand out to
employers unless you are applying for a management role within a policy organization. This can be a
valuable degree, but it should be coupled with relevant experiences.



Technical sciences/Hard sciences: A master’s in a hard science can signal that you are fairly serious about
your field, and if that field is not directly relevant to policy (e.g., a biology degree with a focus on public

health), employers may be skeptical about your seriousness in pursuit of a policy job.

Economics: An econ Ph.D. is a fairly well-respected degree (probably more than any other) in the policy
world. However, the relevance of your research and publications will carry a lot of weight and show that you
are more than just an “ivory tower” academic but are able to apply your knowledge to policy debates. This
is @ major investment, so unless you are strongly interested in academia or policy as a career, it may not be

worth the cost.

Political science/Philosophy/Liberal arts: A Ph.D. gives you the credentials that make your publications for
a think tank more attractive, but do not assume that a Ph.D. in the social sciences makes you a shoo-in for
a policy job. Employers know that Ph.D.’s demand higher salaries, so you will need to have demonstrated
proof of your skill in the policy world, not just your academic credentials. In addition, your research work in
these disciplines should have relevance to policy in order for the degree to be attractive.

Technical/hard sciences: If you are very narrowly focused on a policy area that requires a high level of
technical know-how (e.g., climate policy), a Ph.D. in the hard sciences can open up job opportunities not
available to a less-educated person. However, there are relatively few policy jobs in highly technical areas,
and for more general roles, a Ph.D. in the hard sciences may signal that you not only need a high salary, but
that you are not entirely focused on policy as a career.
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Being a policy analyst is an adven-
ture and every day brings new chal-
lenges. One day you're tracking
down companies that received state
assistance and the next you're call-
ing to check on whether North Dako-

ta privatized its fish hatcheries.

It's the perfect job for the intellectu-
ally curious. Not only are you thrust
against the common wisdom of an
issue, but you're constantly devel-
oping a better understanding, learn-
ing more, and communicating that

knowledge to others.

For instance, Michigan’'s economy
has been struggling, and there have
been a number of explanations for
its poor performance. Each explana-
tion identifies a problem and implies
a policy recommendation for what
the state can do to improve. As a fis-
cal policy analyst, it's my job to get
to the bottom of each reform sug-
gestion, identify which ones are real
reflections of the state’s situation,
and show people why bad reforms

are snake oil and good reforms are
medicine. Sometimes, this involves
busting myths of higher education,
other times it means getting to the
bottom of the state’s institutional
framework.

Good policy needs than

votes—it needs people equipped

more

with facts, figures, arguments, and
ultimately truth. A policy research-
er advances liberty by developing
knowledge needed to promote and
defend freedom.



Law school deserves a special section because it is such a common educational path for aspiring policy
experts. Many wannabe policy wonks go to law school, and many corporate lawyers come out.

There’s nothing wrong with being a corporate, defense, or other kind of lawyer. But if you are passionate
about policy, you should be fully aware that in general, law school limits your options; it does not expand
them. The sheer cost of a JD often requires a job with a high salary right out of school to pay off loans. The
salaries typical of an entry-level policy organization are nowhere near those of a law firm. Many take the law
job with the intention of paying off debt and later returning to policy, but for most of them, it never happens.
The reduction in salary when making the switch requires too great a lifestyle change. Unsurprisingly, this
means that most law school students end up being lawyers for the rest of their lives.

There are some jobs in public interest law or legal policy that require a law degree, but these are relatively
few, especially in comparison with the large number of law school graduates seeking them.

Generally speaking, if you are passionate about a career in policy, avoid law school, at least until you have
worked for a few years and have a better idea of exactly how a J.D. would help your career. The worst thing
to do, which happens all too often, is to attend law school because you want to do policy but just aren’t sure
what to do next. The high cost of this path is not worth the limited options afterward.

Finally, one should not seek out a given degree simply because of the perceived financial rewards associated
with it. A keen interest in the field of study chosen is perhaps the most important prerequisite to success in
graduate school.



6. Being a Policy Generalist

If you are wrestling over whether to specialize in any one field, as opposed to being a policy generalist,
chances are you have already answered this question for yourself and just don’t realize it. Upon reflection, the
answer will likely become clear as you consider the classes you have taken, the papers you have written, and
the professional and life experiences you have obtained. Some of these choices, however, might also be just as
much a result of circumstance as of preference. For instance, you took that class on Advanced Medicaid Policy,
as opposed to Machiavelli, because your ex-girlfriend also had a penchant for Italian political philosophers.
Thus, the more important question you should be asking is why you have already chosen the path you are on.

In my own case, it has never been necessary to ask whether | wanted to be a generalist. This certitude,

however, may be unique to generalists. It seems natural to us to be interested in everything, to want to know
the truth about everything, and to understand how it’s all connected. Perhaps the more difficult challenge for
the generalist is to harness this innate curiosity and turn it into a career. And that leads me to my first insight.

In all honesty, | never quite planned to become a policy analyst. As a true generalist, I’'m not sure | could have.
That being said, | knew | was interested in politics. It wasn’t as if | possessed more than a passing interest
(most generalists have a passing interest in everything) in neurobiology or mechanical engineering. Although |
wasn’t sure how my political interests would translate into a career, | did know what | didn’t want to do. | did not
want to become an attorney. | did not want to go into politics. | did not want to teach political science.

| had figured out at least this much upon graduating from college. As an undergraduate at a small liberal

arts school, | had majored in government, but taken courses in everything from philosophy to Viethamese

to playwriting. In the end, | gravitated toward the study of Middle Eastern politics. This was not, as | realized
later, because | wanted to specialize in the Middle East. Rather, | was interested in how Islam had responded
to the challenges of modernity, or more broadly speaking, answered for itself what philosophers call the
“religio-political question.” Thus, even my attempt to focus on one geopolitical region had led to much more
general, and far-reaching, interests.

Still, I was only dimly aware of these impulses upon graduation from college. After a year of doing volunteer
work that had nothing to do with politics or public policy, | enrolled in the Ph.D. program in politics at the
University of Dallas. My intention was not to become an expert in politics, or even to obtain a Ph.D., but
simply to learn—about politics, but also philosophy, religion, literature—as much as | possibly could so as to
begin to answer life’s deepest questions.

As Socrates’ example shows us, standing around asking questions all day doesn’t pay the bills. Since | was
unable to market myself as a full-time philosopher and still not really interested in teaching, my job search



after obtaining my “ABD” (all-but-dissertation) led me to consider working for a public policy think tank. |
soon obtained a part-time position as an assistant editor; a post supplemented with a temporary job teaching
history and government to junior high students.

Once the school year ended, | confirmed for myself that | didn’t really want to teach. As the summer came to
a close, | obtained a full-time policy position with a small publishing house specializing in political news and
analysis. While there, | wrote on a wide variety of topics, ranging from U.S.-Viethamese trade relations to
French defense spending to domestic budgetary policy.

And there | might have stayed, had it not been that this particular company suffered from the worst
“corporate culture” | have ever toiled under. Thus, after less than a year, | moved to Northern Virginia to
accept a position as a writer and researcher with a nonprofit focused on life and family issues.

Although my sphere of research had narrowed somewhat—I was no longer working on all things political—
| was still responsible for covering a wide variety of subjects, most of which had broad ethical, religious, and
cultural implications. In other words, | was still learning and writing on new and interesting topics every day.

If providence played a role in determining exactly where | was working, a common theme had begun to emerge.
| excelled at quickly mastering a topic, writing a concise analysis, and then articulating how this issue was
related to more basic social and political phenomena. This realization leads me to my second insight.

| would wager most policy analysts or researchers love to learn. At bottom, a policy analyst is a problem-solver,
and solving new and ever-evolving problems requires a new and ever-evolving knowledge base. The question,
then, may not be so much whether you love to learn, but what kind of learning comes naturally. As a generalist, |
love to learn something new every day. That is to say, there must be an element of novelty in what | am learning.
This may be the result of a certain confidence, or perhaps arrogance, that the essential points of many issues
can be grasped rather quickly. | intuit it is also related to a creative streak that becomes somewhat restless at the
thought of settling down too long upon any one theme. In any event, this insight is very much related to another.

In my view, everything is connected—and connectable. This may be the chief intuition that distinguishes the
generalist from the specialist. Given that everything is connected, every subject is ultimately related to every
other, and, more importantly, related to some one first principle. Even if the generalist cannot articulate this
principle, | would argue it is the organizing impulse in all that he does.

To understand what | mean, let’s imagine a generalist and a specialist are asked to undertake a specific
research project—say, on transportation spending. Initially, both the generalist and the specialist may approach
the project with the same question: what is the best way to build good roads? The specialist answers this



query by digging deeper, building layer upon layer of knowledge. But the primary question—how to build
good roads—remains at the center of his work. By contrast, the generalist approaches the question, and its
accompanying answer, as another layer, or rather, perspective, that reflects a deeper question. This question
will differ somewhat, depending upon the analyst. Does this policy further good government? Does this policy
further human rights? Does this policy respect and cultivate the integrity of the person? For all practical
purposes, the answer to this deeper question may also recede into the background—say, owing to time and
space considerations. But even if unstated, this primary question will remain as an organizing principle.

This, of course, is not to say the specialist does not also consider these more basic questions. The difference
is one of approach. The specialist brackets such questions so as to better concentrate on the subject at
hand. For the generalist, these fundamental questions remain front and center, demanding at least an
acknowledgement.

Above, we wondered if the generalist suffers from intellectual arrogance. The counter to this hubris is a keen
awareness that no matter how much specialized knowledge he acquires, the generalist still has not answered
the more basic questions underlying these other inquiries. In the face of such unanswered questions, the
generalist cannot help but be distracted from the acquisition of whatever specialized knowledge may be
required to finish the project at hand—say, that policy report on transportation. If given proper direction,
however, such distractions can be used to great benefit. And this leads to my final insight.

It goes without saying that every leader must possess a broad vision that inspires and captivates others. In short,
every leader must be a generalist in some fashion or another. The opposite—that every generalist is a leader—is
not true. In my own case, | am a reluctant leader. (But this may not be unusual for the policy analyst, as such,
who prefers study and research over other pursuits.) Nevertheless, it is precisely my ability to see the big picture,
to approach things as a generalist, that qualifies me for the leadership positions | have taken on. As director of
research for the South Carolina Policy Council, for instance, one of my primary responsibilities is ensuring that
our organization provides a timely response on a wide variety of topics, all of which must ultimately be informed
by our core mission. As such, the position directly draws upon my strengths as a generalist: knowledge of a

wide array of issues; the ability to quickly refocus on new challenges and ideas; and a clear understanding of
what projects are essential to our primary goals. This is not to say that a specialist cannot also be a good leader.
But the specialist qua specialist is not equipped to lead. Rather, it is only insofar as the specialist is able to
communicate—or generalize—his unique knowledge that he is able to lead and educate others.

This latter point, though, speaks to the fact that maintaining a rigid distinction between the generalist and the
specialist is somewhat misleading. Especially in small organizations, you will find the same analyst acting

in both capacities—perhaps specializing in one policy area but also weighing in more generally on others.
Again, the difference is one of approach. Yet reflecting on why you are naturally inclined to one approach
over another is vital to attaining that most specialized knowledge of all—finding what will make you happy,
not only as a policy analyst, but as a person.



1. Being a Policy Specialist

The term “social engineer” most often evokes thoughts of “some evil despot attempting to reconstruct society
around a warped personal philosophy” (Mark Easton). Borrowing from A.E. Housman, we picture them trying
to “make [us] dance as they desire, with jail and gallows and hell-fire.”

In reality, engineers are the perfect model for the way public policy analysts should function: they are
servants, not dictators. Far from imposing an agenda of their own, engineers seek to ascertain their clients’
goals and then to meet them as effectively, quickly, and economically as possible. They don’t tell people
what they should want, but rather how to get what they do want. Engineers begin by determining if known
practices and tools, in use anywhere in the world either now or in the past, can meet specifications. They are
loath to reinvent the wheel—to try to solve problems that already have effective solutions—because doing
so is time-consuming, expensive, and risky. If no satisfactory solution exists, they seek to adapt an existing
technology to fit the new application or criteria. Here again, and for the same reasons, their approach is

to invent as little as possible. Most “revolutionary” technological advances are in fact the result of piecing
together many incremental innovations. The staggering improvements in technology of the past two centuries
are an irrefutable testament to the power of this approach.

So what does it take to become an effective social engineer? As with our mechanical, computer, and
structural counterparts, specialization is essential. Those hired to generate electricity from water reservoirs
are hydroelectric engineers—they’re the ones who know how to do it. Similarly, no one should care what

a policy analyst thinks about school vouchers or charter schools unless he or she has demonstrated a
comprehensive knowledge of the relevant evidence. And it is no more feasible to become an expert in every
single branch of policy than it is to master every branch of engineering. Humans don’t live long enough

(at least until bioengineers make a little more progress on longevity). So while there may be a role for
generalists in public policy, perhaps analogous to the role of a GP in medicine, the social engineer must
specialize in at least one field in order to have anything valuable to offer.

Within a policy field, however, generalization is invaluable. Social engineers must be able to weigh the
relative merits of alternative policies in achieving the public’s desired ends. An analyst whose expertise

is limited to curriculum and teaching methods will not be able to effectively weigh reforms in those areas
against other, systemic reforms (e.g., those based on increased parental choice and competition between
schools). Knowledge of the field’s international and historical context is especially important. Any one
nation’s contemporary experience with a particular policy is necessarily limited, so it is typically impossible to
satisfactorily evaluate the alternatives using only recent, domestic evidence.

Yet this is a key point of disagreement—particularly in the field of education. It has been argued that political,
cultural, and economic factors vary too greatly across time and nations for reliable policy lessons to be
drawn from these sources. Certainly it is possible to misapply such evidence, and so a policy specialist



must understand the potential pitfalls of using foreign and historical evidence and learn how to overcome
them. To that end, it's useful to study an example of what not to do: the call by many U.S. commentators to
emulate the Finnish education system on the grounds that the Finns took first place on a recent international
mathematics and science test (PISA) administered to fifteen-year-olds. This advocacy is misguided for a host
of reasons.

First, the Finnish curriculum happens to be more closely aligned with the content tested by PISA than is the
case for most other developed nations. PISA emphasizes interpretation of and reasoning about “everyday”
math and science, rather than the demonstration of higher level mathematical and scientific skills, which
happen to be the focus of another international test, TIMSS. The Finns placed 10th in science and 14th

in math on the TIMSS a decade ago and have not participated in it since. Over 200 Finnish mathematics
professors signed a letter in 2005 lamenting the poor and declining mathematics skills of their entering
freshmen and warning against generalizations based on misleading PISA results.

Second, Western nations are typically very diverse, having sizeable sub-populations that underperform the
majority population for various reasons, even after controls for socio-economic status (Jensen). By contrast,
the Finnish population is extremely homogeneous.

Third, the Finnish labor market is one of the more tightly regulated in the free world, possibly diminishing
the appeal of the most demanding and highly skilled private-sector jobs and thereby raising the relative
appeal of public-sector careers (including teaching) among ambitious, high-ability college students. If so,
this would likely improve Finland’s teaching workforce relative to those in other nations. And, finally, Finnish
commentators have themselves argued that “teachers ... enjoy a higher status in Finland than in most
other advanced liberal countries,” which could also lead a larger percentage of high achievers to enter the
profession than in other nations.

But if nations differ in these important ways amongst themselves and over time, how are we to draw reliable
lessons from foreign and historical data? One particularly effective approach is to systematically review

the within-nation evidence on the relative merits of alternative policies. A comparison of state-run schools,
state-funded private schools, and tuition-charging private schools within a single nation is not subject to the
obfuscating effects of international differences. In fact, if we find that the same pattern of results is manifest
within many different nations, it gives us much greater confidence that the observed effect is systemic than
if we were to restrict ourselves to observing only our own nation. The greater the differences among the
nations involved, the more compelling the consistency of the policy comparisons becomes.

In addition to developing specialized expertise across the breadth of his or her field, the social engineer
benefits from a diverse skill set: written and oral communication, research, statistical analysis, foreign
language, and computer programming skills can all be of great value. These need not all be acquired

in advance of beginning a career in policy analysis, but should be accumulated as time permits and
opportunities arise.



Two final attributes that all engineers must cultivate in order to be successful in the long run are humility

and the ability to recognize and redress their own errors. The most reliable way to be consistently right on
policy is to change your views when the evidence reveals you to be wrong. In Canada, final-year engineering
students are invited by a private membership organization to participate in a ceremony called “The Ritual of
the Calling of an Engineer.” The ceremony hinges on an oath, written in 1922 by Rudyard Kipling, to perform
their duties conscientiously and honorably. Those who choose to take the oath wear a simple hammered Iron
Ring on their pinky fingers, as a constant reminder of their responsibilities to the public. Though not a part of
the ceremony, part of the myth surrounding it is that the first Iron Rings were fashioned from the remains of
the Québec Bridge, which collapsed on August 29, 1907, due to engineer error, killing 76 people.

While they wear no such ring, policy analysts do well to remember the impact that their work can have on the
lives of their fellow citizens—for good if performed with care, for ill if not.
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8. How Understanding Economics Helps in Policy

For anyone seeking to affect or even evaluate public policy options, economic thinking is crucial. It helps

us to avoid some of the worst, and yet most common, errors in the public policy arena. Economic thinking
emphasizes the role of incentives and the importance of comparing each potentially favored option with other
real and available options, not with perfection. Let’s look first at today’s discussion of “green jobs” on the one
hand, and then turn to reform of the medical care system in the United States.

Jobs are typically used to produce goods and services that we value. But let’s not forget that it is the value of
the goods produced that is important, and the jobs are merely a means to that end. If people don’t keep their
eyes on this basic fact, they can be misled to support projects that destroy wealth rather than create it.

Politicians like to talk about the jobs created by their spending programs. Suppose the government spends
$50 billion employing one million workers to install photovoltaic cells to generate electricity for electric utility
firms to distribute to customers. Supporters of projects like this often argue that they should be undertaken
because they will create a huge number of jobs. Is this a sound argument? To answer this question, consider
the following two points. First, the government will have to use either taxes or borrowing to finance the
project. Taxes of $50 billion will reduce consumer spending and private savings by this amount, and this will
diminish employment in other sectors by a magnitude similar to the employment created by the spending on
the project. Alternatively, if the project is financed by debt, the additional borrowing will lead to higher interest
rates and future taxes to cover interest payments. This will also divert funds away from other projects, both
private and public. Thus, the net impact will be primarily a reshuffling of jobs rather than job creation.

Second, what really matters is the value of what is produced, not jobs. If jobs were the key to high incomes,
we could easily create as many as we wanted. For example, the government could pay attractive wages
hiring the unemployed to dig holes one day and fill them up the next. The program would create jobs, but as
a nation, we would also be poorer because such jobs would not generate goods and services that people
value. Job creation, either real or imagined, is not a sound reason to support a program. Instead, the proper
test is opportunity cost—the value of what is produced relative to the value of what is given up. If people
value the output generated by the government spending program more than the production it crowds out, it
will increase our incomes and living standards. If the opposite is the case, then the additional spending will
make us worse off. Economic thinking helps a careful analyst see how to advise allies and to expose the
errors of opponents, when policy errors like this become real threats.

Health care gives us more examples. Government health policies have generated perverse incentives that have
led to undesirable outcomes. In a normal market, consumers pay for the service and choose from whom to

buy. Sellers in a true, more open market are compensated by their customers. Competition from rivals provides
sellers with a strong incentive to keep costs and prices low. Sellers thus have a strong incentive to serve
consumers’ interests: if they do not, consumers will buy from competitors who do that better.



Key relationships that make real markets work have been eroded by U.S. health care policies that evolved
over the previous six decades and more. The structure of the health care market is now permeated with
perverse incentives that encourage people to engage in actions using resources inefficiently and imposing
those costs on others. These incentives underlie both the poor performance of the industry and the rising
health care costs we all know about. Examining the incentives helps us see what can be done to improve
outcomes.

We turn now to the four major reasons for the poor performance of the health care industry. First, the
structure of today’s government programs relies on third-party payments that erode the incentive to
economize. Very little health care is purchased directly by consumers. Most is paid for indirectly through
taxes or insurance premiums. When someone else is paying the bill, the patient has little reason to conserve
on the use of the resource and the provider has little incentive to keep costs low.

Second, the huge tax advantage providing for the purchase of health insurance through one’s employer
undermines competition and makes it very costly for individuals or families themselves to purchase a

health insurance policy that fits their preferences. Rather than allowing consumers to choose, government
subsidies and regulations push them into standardized and controlled group plans provided through
employers. Moreover, under this system, losing your job means also losing your health insurance. People
do not generally buy auto, life, or homeowner insurance through their employers. Why do so many buy
health insurance this way? Answer: The tax system subsidizes them to do so and punishes them with higher
personal costs if they do not.

Third, state regulations that force insurers operating in the state to cover numerous services like in vitro
fertilization, drug rehabilitation, marriage counseling, acupuncture, and massage therapy also drive up costs
and make it still more difficult for consumers to purchase a policy that fits their preferences. Interestingly,
the political pressure for this coverage does not come from consumers but rather from suppliers wanting
taxpayers to subsidize their operation.

Fourth, regulations prevent consumers from purchasing a health insurance plan offered in another state.
Thus, if you would like to purchase insurance that would provide you with inexpensive basic coverage at a
low cost, but you happen to live in a state that has adopted many of the expensive mandates, you are out
of luck. Essentially, the government has organized the health insurance business into separate cartels that
operate in each of the 50 states. You can buy nearly everything ranging from groceries and automobiles to
life and auto insurance from providers in other states, but not health insurance.

Economic thinking allows policy professionals to ask the right questions, thus helping good thinking to
overcome some tempting policy errors that are made every day.

FURTHER READING



9. How Understanding Politics Helps in Policy

This is the most dynamic time since the Founding for political reformers in America. Millions of Americans
have awakened to government threats to our basic liberties. But what should they do? How can they engage
effectively to change the system?

We have regular elections, but do we have representative government? Rasmussen Reports tells us
that only 11 percent of voters believe Congress is doing a good job, and just 21 percent think the federal
government has the consent of the governed!

Both parties have participated in a binge of government expansion. What's a voter to do? What is a reformer
to do? How can people drive positive change given our current system? That is a much bigger question than
policy questions about health care, climate change, or tax law.

The first requirement for a reformer is to understand the system as it is. And when we take a look, we find
that incumbents and other government employees are thriving. For them, these are boom times in income
and influence. So why should they change anything? Unless we change their incentives, they will not change
their behavior.

Millions of frustrated Americans are demanding answers to basic questions; there has never been more
hunger for explanations about how our system really works and how we can change it.

There are direct and indirect approaches to policy reform. Broadly speaking, we can:

* Change incentives to alter how the system works. (For example, organize to hold politicians accountable
with citizen engagement and primary election challenges.)

* Protect people who are circumventing the system. (For example, the Institute for Justice’s efforts to use
constitutional litigation and block attempts to regulate homeschooling.)

+ Legislate improved policies. (For example, enact lower taxes and health care reform that increases
consumer choice.)

| have tried many approaches to promoting liberty in the last 30 years, including working for a third political
party, initiating term limits and spending limits, and promoting school choice in state legislatures.

The third party effort failed because our winner-take-all elections drive us to having only two major parties,
and the names of those parties are now cemented into numerous state and federal laws. And while the
Republican and Democratic labels do not convey anything consistent today, political reformers can run under
either label and bring new life and principles to those labels. Had | first studied the history and details of our
political system, | would not have spent three years working for a third party.
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It's really hard to write about “a
day in the life” that deals with my
job as director of development of
the James Madison Institute (JMI).
My tasks vary from day to day, but
they are all aimed at one goal: find-
ing sources of support to help JMI
grow and advance our mission to
limit government and provide prac-
tical free-market solutions in Flori-
da’s public policy arena. As Morton
Blackwell once famously said, “You
can’t save the world if you can’t pay
the rent.” This is what makes being
in development so important. If you
don’t have water, it’s hard to put out

a fire.

On the surface level, it seems easy
to pinpoint my responsibilities: raise
money, find new members, and ad-
vance the capacities of the Institute.
That involves things like writing grant
proposals to foundations, thanking
donors when their support comes in,
making sure our staff follows through
with the programs and initiatives we
get support for, and then following up
with foundations and other donors
with reports on how we’ve used their
funds. On another level, my job in-
volves going out and meeting with in-
dividual donors all across the state of
Florida, asking them for support, but
more often simply visiting with them
to provide a personal report on what
we’re doing with their donations and

what’s ahead for the Institute.

My job also involves working with my
colleagues to put together meaning-
ful events across the state (and it’s
a big and very diverse state!). Many
of these events involve membership
luncheons, which start with decid-
ing whom to invite, putting together
lists of existing donors and pros-
pects, advertising the event locally,
and bringing in dynamic speakers
to address us on a particular sub-
jects. This really gets to some of the
exciting parts of the job, where I've
been able to interact personally with
people like John Fund, Larry Reed,
and Marco Rubio, and meet super-
stars like Jeb Bush and John Stos-

sel, among many others.

As | have worked in this movement,
I've come across so many interest-
ing people—whether they be celeb-
rities or simply donors with amaz-
ing life stories. It's astonishing how
many millionaires I've met that on
the surface wouldn’t appear to me to
be millionaires. | don’t think I’'ve met
a single wealthy person that donates
to JMI that didn’t personally create
their own wealth through their own
work. I’'ve heard story after story of
entrepreneurs turned millionaires—
and I've learned that's often why
they donate to organizations like
JMI. They recognize the opportuni-
ties given to them in a free-market

economy and they want others to

have the same opportunities.

This week, | traveled to West Palm
Beach, Orlando, and Jacksonville,
before making my way back to JMI’'s
headquarters in Tallahassee. We put
on a “Madison Day” civics education
event in West Palm Beach, introduc-
ing hundreds of high school students
to the life and thought of James Mad-
ison through a professional “James
Madison” re-enactor. In Orlando and
Jacksonville, we had meetings with
two select groups of JMI members,
and had Larry Reed, president of the
Foundation for Economic Education,
give talks to both groups. | was lucky
enough to spend some quality time
with Larry during and between these
events and learn from his own life ex-

periences and quality scholarship.

Right now, | have a stack of thank-
you calls to make—to new and exist-
ing members that responded to our
most recent direct mail campaign, so
I'll quickly attach this email (among
my many others) and get back to
work. In an hour, | have to attend a
meeting of Florida’s Center Right Co-
alition and hear directly from a few
of our state’s top elected officials. |
hope you can see this job is never
boring—and if you do it right, you'll
be having such a blast, you'll forget
you're at “work.” Speaking of which,

I've got to go.



Spending limit initiatives ran into a buzzsaw of hostility from the tax-eating forces, and they used obstruction,
lies, and litigation to kill this baby in the cradle.

And efforts to legislate broad school choice legislation have faced persistent opposition from the many
moneyed interests that benefit from the current failed system. The employees of the current system, the
builders of expensive school buildings, and of course the politicians all enjoy this profligate system. If
educating children were the real goal of public education, we would not have government managing the
schools.

Good ideas do not win on their own. Good ideas do not necessarily prevail even after gaining wide support
among opinion leaders. Bad policies persist because powerful people benefit from those bad policies. This
insight is at the heart of public choice theory, a field that uses economic analysis to study the behavior

of actors in the political sphere. To understand why changing government institutions is so difficult, an
understanding of public choice is key. Actually changing those institutions is another story.

Fortunately, most paths to progress do not go through a government agency. The postal monopoly was never
repealed, but because of FedEx, UPS, and email, our economy has been able to work around this obstacle.
Broad school choice reform has failed in legislatures, but 1.5 million children have exited the system because
of parents who chose homeschooling over government schooling.

Human history is full of examples of people increasing liberty by exiting a system or inventing a way around
it. America was settled by Europeans exiting religious and economic oppression. Public policy reform is not
limited to legislating for liberty. It should start with a thorough assessment of the system—how it works, why it
leads to certain outcomes, and why it resists most reforms.

We may find that we can change incentives and outcomes without any legislation. For example, in the 19th
century, private political parties enforced rotation in office through their convention nominations, and the
average stay in Congress was under two terms. Then the Progressives ended private nominations with

the direct primary. This escape from accountability set the stage for a century-long surge in the size of
government.

Incumbents act like they own their offices, because functionally, most of them do. And we know that “power
tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely,” per Lord Acton. Incumbents almost never lose.
Most districts are one-party districts, so most incumbents are entrenched in office. Political organizers
have failed to respond to this situation with routine primary challenges—but those can be created without
legislation, by political organizing, and that might restore the accountability that held government in check
during the 19th century. Grassroots activists and organizers show great promise of seeing the wisdom of
organizing outside the political parties to set the standard and hold politicians accountable.

There will always be people struggling for freedom with creative efforts to serve others and make a living.
The Institute for Justice finds great examples of these people and uses constitutional arguments to protect



them fro