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Abstract
Background: Accessible thoughts and affects influence everyone, and policymakers are not immune. These are ubiquitous within human 

psychology, and therefore within policymaking. Furthermore, the very processes designed to expunge them may compound them. 

Aims: As a response to the fact that accessible (priors) assumptions and affect (emotions) play roles in policy making, we propose an analytic 
framework to help guide policy making down a process to utilize them for good. We first introduce and show how to apply The Taxonomy of 
Psychological Processes in Policymaking (ToPPP) to policy making using an example: addressing misinformation and antisocial behavior.

Methodology: ToPPP is a policy-focused extension of Trafimow’s taxonomy of assumptions-developed to expose the limitations academics 
face in their development of theories and evidential support of them. ToPPP has three concerns: (1) the process required to test a policy problem, 
especially the types of assumptions needed; (2) how two main drivers of all human psychological activity-accessibility and affect-interact to 
influence the assumptions made by policy actors; and (3) how the assumptions and psychological drivers have an impact both at the level of the 
policy problem and on decision-making downstream of this. 

Findings: Through the worked example, we show that accessible assumptions about the world are at the heart of policymaking, and partly 
determine which problems policymakers accept, and the policy decision-making downstream of this acceptance. We also show how using ToPPPs 
one can increase the specificity of planned policy interventions. It is necessary to make auxiliary assumptions. Furthermore, each increase in 
specificity needed to ensure that policies are practical necessitates the addition of more auxiliary assumptions. 

Synthesis: The systematic application of ToPPPs to policy making from start to end (i.e. problem identification to problem solution) can, in a 
very simple way, help make the decision-making process for individuals or groups of policy makers transparent. 

Conclusions: Acknowledging that the effects of accessibility and affect are inevitable suggests that, rather than trying to remove their effects, 
a more effective policymaking strategy would be to assume their presence and engage processes designed to increase the accessibility of more 
possibilities and to allow more and potentially counteracting affects to play into decision processes.
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Introduction

Context

Policymakers face the unenviable task of devising policies to 
address inherently difficult or impossible (“wicked”) problems [1-
3]. However, the intractable nature of the problems policymakers 
face, and the overwhelming complexity of the policy process 
[4,5], means they can fail. In the messy world of public policy, 
reasons for policy failure are ubiquitous. They include: the policy 
problem being poorly identified or characterized [2]; the policy 
not adequately addressing the problem (perhaps just targeting 
a symptom) [2]; overoptimism regarding outcomes [6,7]; the 
difficulty of implementation, especially translating national policy 
at the local level [7]; and there being multiple models of failure 
(policy evaluation is tied to values and problem definition) [8].

Theories of policy change typically characterize change in 
terms of the balance struck between individual agency (the power 
and decisions of individual policymakers) and ‘structural factors’ 
(demographic, economic, historical-geographic, institutional, 
social, and technological factors which constitute the context within 
which policy decisions are made) [5]. When trying to reduce the 
failure of policies, a closely related distinction is salient: the process 
of policymaking versus the external factors that interact with it. 
These are two target areas which could be the focus of efforts to 
reduce the failure rate of policies. While the latter area is just too 
complex to be controllable, the former area is, prima facie, a viable 
target for improvement. That is, there are likely ways to support 
better policymaking processes concerning recognizing a problem, 
testing it, and then coming up with policies to address it The idea 
being that if any improvements are made in, for example, testing 
policy problems, then any failures downstream of this are less likely 
to be attributable to this part of the process.

In light of this, this paper concerns the policy problems that 
policy actors focus on and the potential downstream effects of 
this focus. We specify a taxonomy which concerns (1) the process 
required to test for the existence of a policy problem, especially 
the types of assumptions needed; (2) how two main drivers of all 
human psychological activity—accessibility and affect—interact to 
influence the assumptions made by policy actors; and (3) how the 
assumptions and psychological drivers have an impact both at the 
level of the policy problem and on decision-making downstream 
of this. Policy-problem testing (adapted from [9,10] taxonomy 
of assumptions) concerns the assumptions required to test the 
theory which underlies a (specific) policy problem. Thus, it can be 
viewed as offering a normative benchmark. Of course, the influence 
of psychological drivers will lead policy actors to stray from this 
benchmark. However, the way in which they do is descriptively 

illuminating and provides the basis for pragmatic prescriptions 
to policy actors engaged in complex work. To avoid generating a 
taxonomy which provides an inaccurate picture of the policymaking 
process, and is unhelpful to policy practitioners, it is important to 
heed the lessons of modern policy literature. The specific lesson we 
focus on is the perilousness of overly neat and simplistic accounts 
of the policy process. We turn to this next.

Beyond the Policy Cycle: The Messiness of the Policy 
Process

For better or worse, one of the most influential (set of) models 
of the policymaking process has been the ‘policy-cycle’ model [4,5]. 
Jones (1970) [11] developed his policy-cycle model as an attempt 
to characterize the entire policy process in an intuitive way [12], but 
other policy-cycle models were soon proposed [13,14]. Policy-cycle 
models divide up the policy process into a sequence of (potentially 
iterative) stages. Different versions of the cycle are composed of 
different stages, but they share a strong family resemblance [5]. 
Cairney (2020) generated a ‘generic’ model of the policy cycle to 
consider these different accounts in aggregate. The generic model 
moves from ‘agenda setting’ (“the process of turning public issues 
into actionable government priorities” [15]); to policy formulation 
(choosing a particular policy); to ‘policy legitimation’ (ensuring the 
policy has the necessary support); to ‘implementation’ (using some 
organization to implement the policy); to ‘evaluation’ (assessing the 
policy’s success); and finally, to policy maintenance, modification, 
or termination. The policy cycle became “the textbook approach” 
[16,17] to policy theory, in the sense that many introductory 
textbooks would be structured according to its characterization 
of the policy process-with individual stages covered chapter-by-
chapter [4].

Many criticisms of the policy-cycle conceptualization have 
been offered. [17] set out an insightful list. A point of relevance 
here is that the cycle lacks descriptive accuracy. Though individual 
stages might occur, they frequently do not occur in the order 
set out in the model [16]. For example, agenda setting does not 
always occur before policy formulation: “advocacy of solutions 
often precedes the highlighting of problems to which they become 
attached” [18]. Furthermore, its picture of a single cycle is false. A 
picture of “multiple, interacting cycles” [17,19] at different levels 
of government (each with level-relevant stages) would be more 
accurate. Relatedly, it assumes a ‘top-down’ account of the policy 
process: one which focuses on the intentions of policymakers over 
other important actors. For example, a network of actors-including 
“street-level bureaucrats” [20]-are involved in the implementation 
of a policy, and policymaking can occur within this complex process 
[21,22].

1 Although, as shown in section 2, taking this ‘ordered list’ approach to the policy process too rigidly is perilous.
2 Jones was inspired by Lasswell’s (1956) focus on requirements for policymaking (‘decision functions’) which have been treated as stages (Weible 
et al., 2022). See, for example, Jenkins-Smith and Sabatier (1993). See also Lasswell (1971), Lasswell and Kaplan (1950), and Clark (2002).
3 For example, Anderson’s (1979) model does not feature a ‘legitimation’ stage, whereas Peters’s (1986) model does.
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For this reason, the policy cycle has been superseded by an 
altogether messier picture of policymaking [4]. Rather than a 
single theory of the policy process, there has been a proliferation 
of theories. Such theories tend to have been generated with an eye 
towards explaining particular facts about the policy process and 
then inducing out from these particular facts to the policy process in 
general [5]. Given this—rather unsurprisingly—no single theory is 
well-fitted to the entire policy process [12,5]. [23] summarized the 
complex picture produced by modern policy theory: “policymakers 
engage in a policy process over which they have limited knowledge 
and even less control”. His summary has two justifications: 
policymaker psychology and complex policymaking environments. 
Since the first is more suited to our purpose, that is our focus. Qua 
human reasoners and decision-makers, policymakers have limited 
working-memory capacity [24-30] and must use heuristics to make 
difficult decisions under time and resource constraints [31-36]. 
Moreover, affect is intertwined within policymakers’ reasoning 
processes [37-42]. In light of this complex picture, [43] rejected 
models which characterize the policy process in terms of simplicity 
and central control, including the policy cycle. At best, he argued, 
the policy-cycle stages can be useful “as checklist of functions to 
carry out at some point”—so long as they are conceived broadly, 
with no fixed ordering, and the context of policymaking taken into 
consideration. With this in mind, we move on to considering the 
nature of policy problems.

Understanding Policy Problems

Policy problems are not fully mind-independent entities: they 
“do not exist ‘out there’” [44-46]. Instead, they are hybrid entities 
constituted by some facts and some mental states (assumptions, 
beliefs, attitudes, opinions, values, etc.)-with social dynamics 
playing a role in the collective understanding of a problem [46,47]. 
For example, homelessness as a policy problem is partly constituted 
by facts about the number of homeless people in a district and 
partly by certain views: that this is wrong, that it is solvable [44], 
etc. This hybrid-entity conceptualization fits with the fact that 
policy problems are not defined in a value-free way; instead, this 
process depends upon one’s axiological vantage point [48,46,18].

For example, while same-sex marriage is a potential problem for 
religious social conservatives, this is not the case for social liberals, 
libertarians, and progressives. The modern literature treats this as 
one example of a wider phenomenon. Namely, ‘problem ambiguity’: 
there are many ways to think about the same phenomenon, which 

might not be reconcilable [49]-thus, many definitions of the 
problem are possible [46]. For example, anthropogenic climate 
change might be viewed as posing different policy problems. 
Beyond being a climate problem, it might be viewed as an economic 
problem by someone who believes that government interventions 
in the market will be required for the purpose of adaptation and 
mitigation. However, a differently disposed actor might see a 
different kind of economic problem in the same phenomenon: the 
problem of avoiding inefficiencies and unintended consequences 
caused by government intervention in the market for the purpose 
of adaptation and mitigation.

Clearly, understanding a person or group’s ideology goes some 
way to disambiguating a problem. However, it does not go the 
entire way. Individuals within a single ideological group may still 
have different interpretations of a problem due to their personal 
experiences, beliefs, and values [50]. For example, prominent 
libertarians have disagreed regarding the extent to which the 
political feasibility of libertarian ideals create issues in developing 
policy. Thus, just knowing someone is a libertarian is not enough to 
determine their position on, say, school vouchers.

For [46], “The definition of a problem presupposes certain 
realities, and its solution or possible solutions are based on those 
presuppositions”. For Brewer and deLeon (1983), “Problems 
designate theory and methods, not the reverse”. In light of 
ambiguity, this cannot apply to broad categories labelled as 
problems (‘ambiguous problems’: e.g. anthropogenic climate 
change, economic growth, housing, etc.), it can only be true for 
an altogether more specific kind of thing: ‘specific problems’. 
Ambiguous problems come with the assumption that the 
phenomenon in question is problematic in some way, but this 
problematic nature can be cashed out in many different ways 
(as with the example of anthropogenic climate change above). 
In contrast, a specific problem is indexed by a specific sense in 
which the phenomenon in question is problematic, and a. For 
example, consider the difference between the ambiguous problem 
of misinformation (e.g., [51]) and the specific problem that social 
media misinformation is fueling anti-social behavior (e.g., [52,53]). 
The ambiguous problem does not concern a specific domain, nor a 
specific causal picture; by contrast, the specific problem does. Thus, 
a specific problem provides a ‘worldview’ for actors regarding the 
domain in question—it orientates their perception and conception 
of the domain and their action within it [50].

4 For example, long-standing (broad) macro-economic policies—such as state intervention and free markets-are often proposed as solutions to 
modern policy problems (such as climate change; Nápoles, 2014).
5 See, for example, the letters exchanged between Block and Friedman (2019).
6 This does not mean that problems come before theory. Rather, the partly axiological nature of problems makes it hard to read problems off of 
theory and methods. Furthermore, the partly theoretical foundation of (specific) problems makes it easy to read theory off of problems.
7 See also Hall and Taylor (1996).
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The recognition of problems has been a key part of the agenda-
setting literature—one which, importantly, leaves a gap for problem 
testing. It is characterized as having a perceptual component 
[48,18,15], though different accounts exist. [48] account concerns 
noticing a conflict “between familiar patterns of behavior and 
expectation and one’s environment”. For example, an actor might 
notice a conflict between the expectation of affordable and dignified 
social care for older people and the facts on the ground. However, 
recognition alone cannot determine that this is a true policy 
problem: a problem with a true causal picture of the descriptive 
aspects of the problem [54,55]. To know that this is a true policy 
problem-and not just a problem with a specific care professional or 
care home—one must test for an aggregate pattern.

On Kingdon’s [18] account, problems are, in some way, 
already lurking in people’s minds. They are formally recognized 
and prioritized via indicators (such as the number of complaints 
against care-home staff per year), focusing events (such as crises 
or the personal experiences of actors), and feedback (such as the 
monitoring of a pre-existing policy’s implementation process). 
However, Kingdon did not think that the primary function of (for 
example) indicators is to test for the existence of a true problem. 
The information flowing from these channels (especially from 
indicators) might be used in analysis which infers the existence of 
a problem, or not depending on the type and quality of information 
[18]. Thus, on this account, problem recognition does not make 
problem testing superfluous.

These accounts leave a gap for problem testing, but why engage 
in this process? To see why, imagine a policy actor who recognizes 
a specific ‘problem’ but the assumptions behind it are an inaccurate 
account of its domain. This actor has not actually identified a 
true problem; instead, they have identified a pseudo-problem. To 
the extent that they have power in, or over, the policy process, it 
will—at least in part—be used to target this pseudo-problem. We 
will consider the potential down-stream effects of this in section 8. 
For now, note that a failure to identify a true problem means that 
the best we can hope for is that the messiness of the policy process 
transforms policies targeted at pseudo-problems into policies 
which (incidentally or through street-level implementation) 
address real problems. Thus, the failure to identify a real problem 
removes a reason to hope that policymakers have control over the 
policy process. The assumptions behind problem testing and its 
downstream effects (to the extent there are any such effects) can 
be explained by two of the main drivers of human psychological 
activity: accessibility and affect. We will address these in more 
detail in subsequent sections, but, for now, accessibility can be 
roughly characterized as how easily a cognition comes to mind 
and affect can be roughly characterized as how one feels about an 
accessible cognition. The role of affect is perhaps more obvious 
than that of accessibility. Indeed, section 2 covered modern 
work in policy studies which takes into account ‘policymaker 
psychology’, including the key role of affect. We agree that it is 
unrealistic to expect policy actors to avoid being guided by their 
affective responses (even with active strategies for such avoidance). 
Furthermore, section 10 argues that, even if were possible to avoid 

being guided by accessibility and affect, this might actually be 
undesirable. For this reason, these two psychological drivers play a 
key role in the taxonomy we specify (in section 6).

Psychological Driver: Accessibility

Accessibility—the ease with which cognition comes to mind—
has been the study of so much work in psychology that it would 
take multiple books to outline in total. Given its long history, and the 
robust foundations established in this domain, we introduce key 
illustrations of how it is studied and prototypical findings. Higgins 
[56] provided an early impetus towards studying the importance 
of accessibility in their so-called ‘Donald studies’. Participants were 
given a preliminary task that concerned processing words that were 
synonyms of ‘reckless’ or ‘adventurous’. In an ostensibly unrelated 
later study, they read a passage about Donald, who crossed the 
Atlantic Ocean in a sailboat. Participants who had previously 
been exposed to synonyms of ‘reckless’ judged Donald to be 
reckless, whereas participants who had previously been exposed 
to synonyms of ‘adventurous’ judged Donald to be adventurous. 
Thus, that which comes to mind easily because it has been primed, 
influences judgments. There have been many different twists on 
this research paradigm, all of which demonstrate the power of 
accessibility to influence judgments.

Prima facie, it seems reasonable to argue for a limit on the 
importance of accessibility. If an accessibility manipulation 
is extremely subtle, then accessibility should only be slightly 
influenced—with little overall effect due to the slightness of the 
manipulation. In contrast, if an accessibility manipulation is 
unsubtle, then it should have a large effect, due to its powerfulness, 
but that effect can be actively discounted if the person is aware of 
it. Consequently, a comforting view might be that if accessibility is 
manipulated subtly, it does not have much effect on anything and if 
it is manipulated in such a way that activates conscious awareness, 
there is little to worry about, too, because the person can take 
cognitive countermeasures. However, [57,58] showed that subtle 
accessibility manipulations have impressive effects. Wyer and Srull 
[59,60] famously reviewed the literature on accessibility, and the 
principle continues strongly today (see [61] for a recent review).

Accessibility extends even to the way people think about 
themselves. [62] performed two relevant experiments. In one 
experiment, they increased the accessibility of the ‘private self ’ 
(containing cognitions about a person’s traits and states) or the 
‘collective self ’ (containing cognitions about a person’s group 
memberships) by asking people to think for two minutes about how 
they are different from-or similar to-others. In a second (extremely 
subtle) experiment, they manipulated accessibility via an ostensibly 
unrelated story about an ancient Mesopotamian king who appointed 
a talented general (priming the private self) or member of his 
family (priming the collective self) to lead a detachment of soldiers. 
In both experiments, increasing the accessibility of the private self, 
or the collective self, increased the extent to which participants 
later described themselves via private self-cognitions or collective 
self-cognitions, respectively. Moreover, the manipulations worked 
both for American and Chinese participants, despite previous 
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research proposing that Americans are “individualists” and Chinese 
“collectivists” (see [63] for a review). And to really nail down how 
easily accessibility can influence how people think of themselves, 
[64] had bilingual Chinese people describe themselves in either 
English (a language used in individualist cultures) or Chinese (a 
language used in collectivist cultures). These researchers found that 
language, itself, acts as a self-prime; when participants described 
themselves in English, they wrote more private self-cognitions 
but when they described themselves in Chinese, they wrote more 
collective self-cognitions.

Since the work in the 1990s, there have been countless 
modifications and extensions. Oyserman and Lee [65] performed a 
review and meta-analysis demonstrating that these effects continue 
to replicate. Accessibility is crucial at the level of values too. 
Verplanken and Holland [66] performed six experiments showing 
that values influence behavioral preferences and behaviors, but 
only when the values are primed to become cognitively accessible. 
Unprimed values have no discernible effect. Following this, [67] 
showed that accessibility influences subjective certainty and 
commitment to values.

Not only does accessibility influence judgments, self-
descriptions, and values, but it even influences intentions to 
commit crimes. Trafimow and Borrie [68] performed a complex 
experiment where participants were, or were not, informed about 
another person stealing valuable petrified wood samples from 
a national park. The idea was to manipulate the accessibility of 
the behavior. In an ostensibly unrelated task, participants were 
later asked about their own intentions to steal, with accessibility 
impressively increasing those intentions. Furthermore, due to the 
complexity of the experiment, [68] were able to rule out a variety of 
alternative explanations.

The evidence presented in this section illustrates how 
accessibility is likely to be a crucial factor for policymaking. This 
is because it is a fundamental property of all human cognition. 
Not only does it influence judgments in general, it even influences 
how people think of themselves and their intentions for the future. 
Moreover, if a problem is not accessible, the policymaker will be 
unlikely to think of it. And, in turn, there will be no way to address 
it. It is only if a problem is accessible that the policymaker will be 
likely to think of it. This has potential downsides too. This can be 
shown by considering three cases of (specific) problems, all of 
which rely on the fact that accessibility is a commonly used cue 
to indicate importance [67]. In the first case, an untested problem 
is cognitively accessible to a policy actor. The accessibility of the 
‘problem’ might lead the actor to deem it important-thereby 
bypassing thorough testing. In the second case, a pseudo-problem 
is cognitively accessible, leading the actor to deem it important—
despite its descriptive component being false. In the third case, a 
relatively unimportant problem (one which has passed/would 
pass testing, but this process has revealed/would reveal it is not 
as widespread and/or acute as initially thought) is cognitively 
accessible, leading the actor to overweight its importance. Thus, 
accessible policy problems can bias the policy process by presenting 

actors with unverified, wrong, or unimportant tools for determining 
how to proceed. As Maslow [69] warned: “it is tempting, if the only 
tool you have is a hammer, to treat everything as if it were a nail”.

Psychological Driver: Affect

The literature on accessibility may be vast, but the literature 
on affect is much larger. However, as before, an exhaustive review 
is not necessary. The issue of importance, here, is that affect can 
influence both cognitions and behaviors. It has long been known 
that affect can influence recall [70], judgments [71], current life-
interpretations [72], perceptions of general life satisfaction (Strack 
et al., 1985), and many others (see [72,73] for reviews).

Trafimow [74] performed a direct comparison of the ability 
of affect or cognition to influence behavioral intentions for 15 
different behaviors, and they performed both traditional between-
participants analyses and non-traditional within-participants 
analyses. The former facilitates determining which behaviors are 
more under affective or cognitive control and the latter facilitates 
determining which people are more under affective or cognitive 
control. They found not only that more behaviors were under 
affective than cognitive control, but also that more people were 
under affective than cognitive control. A caveat is that––consistent 
with the previous section––accessible cognitions were nevertheless 
important, with the joint contribution quite impressive. When 
analyzing persons, the median multiple correlation for predicting 
behaviors, including both affect and accessible cognition as 
predictors, was high (0.84).

At, perhaps, a more basic level, Johnston [75] provided an 
evolutionary perspective on affect. The bottom line is that affect 
evolved because it increased the probability of survival and 
reproduction by turning organisms away from harmful stimuli and 
towards helpful stimuli. Johnston’s work suggests the intriguing 
possibility that cognition is an evolutionary add-on that extends the 
potential range of behaviors to which affect can apply, with affect 
remaining the primary determinant of behaviors. The structure 
of the brain, itself, supports this possibility [76]. Furthermore, 
Ketelaar’s [77] review reinforces the value of applying evolutionary 
thinking to psychology, which necessarily includes a consideration 
of affect as a crucial evolutionary determinant of behavior.

We have used ‘affect’ as a general descriptor to indicate valance 
of feeling, positive or negative, but social psychology research has 
gone far beyond that to identify specific emotions, such as anger, 
sadness, joy, and so on (see [78,79] for reviews). In addition, there 
has been an explosion of functional brain imaging research on 
emotion, to determine neurophysiological underpinnings [80]. 
Although the older research showing the many different effects of 
affect manipulations on how humans think and behave is sufficient 
for present purposes, the evolutionary and functional brain imaging 
work buttress both the existence and importance of affect.

The evidence considered in this section supports the view that 
affect is also likely a crucial factor in policymaking, due mostly to its 
fundamental influence on both judgment and behavior. In the mind 
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of a policy actor, affects might be attached to different problems, 
solutions, ideologies, and even other actors—influencing attention, 
policy judgment and persuasion, and the mobilizing of coalitions 
[42]. With respect to policy problems, clearly affect is partly 
constitutive of policy actors’ (specific) problems: representing 
what is seen as good or bad within the domain via positive or 
negative valence. We will also consider how affect can interact with 
accessibility in important ways as part of outlining the taxonomy.

Taxonomy of Psychological Processes in Policymaking

The taxonomy of psychological processes in policymaking 
(ToPPP) was characterized broadly in section 1 as concerning 
(1) the process required to test a policy problem, especially the 
types of assumptions needed; (2) how two main drivers of all 
human psychological activity—accessibility and affect—interact 
to influence the assumptions made by policy actors; and (3) 
how the assumptions and psychological drivers have an impact 
both at the level of the policy problem and on decision-making 
downstream of this. The aim here is to introduce ToPPP as a means 
of characterizing how to take fundamental properties of human 
cognition—accessibility and affect—and highlight where they can 
influence problem testing and policy decision-making. To expose 
the various practical aspects of setting out what is needed to go 
from the worldview underpinning a (specific) policy problem 
to meaningful ways of measuring, quantifying, and inferring the 
causes of it, a simple framework is needed. We propose that the 
same framework that is used to help researchers move from theory 
to evidence and evaluation, is applicable to policymakers wishing 
to move from (specific) problems to policies.

ToPPP is essentially an extension of [9,10] taxonomy of 
assumptions. This taxonomy concerns the four types of assumptions 
(outlined below) that move a researcher from a theory to evidence 
and from evidence to evaluation. We aim to show how the same 
assumptions can be used to move a policymaker from a (specific) 
policy problem to policies designed to address it. In this way, it deals 
with concern (1) of ToPPP by providing a normative account of how 
problem testing ought to be carried out. Importantly, not all policy 
problems need concern the use of all four types of assumptions—
non-statistical problems need only make do with two.

Consider the four types of assumptions. First, theoretical 
assumptions: assumptions/propositions which jointly compose 
a theory about some domain—containing nonobservational 
terms referring to unobservable entities [79]. Second, auxiliary 
assumptions: assumptions which aid in moving from a theory 
about the world to an empirical hypothesis which can be tested—
since they concern observable entities [79]. Specifically, auxiliary 
assumptions add information regarding how to manipulate and/
or measure the referents of a theory’s nonobservational terms. 
Auxiliary assumptions can also specify initial conditions [80,81]. 
Third, ‘statistical assumptions’: assumptions which complete the 
process of moving from an empirical hypothesis to a statistical 
hypothesis by precisely specifying summary statistics of concern. 
Fourth, ‘inferential assumptions’: assumptions which justify 
inferences from the data to inferences concerning populations.

Trafimow [9] indicated that, although all four types of 
assumptions are crucial to most research in psychology, it is possible 
to have cases where only theoretical and auxiliary assumptions are 
needed. He used Halley’s comet as an example. Halley used Newton’s 
theory and auxiliary assumptions about the present position of the 
comet, the effects of gravitationally relevant bodies, and others, to 
arrive at his spectacularly successful prediction about the year of 
the return of the comet. In the policy world, non-statistical problems 
only require theoretical and auxiliary assumptions. For example, 
suppose that a (specific) policy problem assumes that there has 
been a cover up within a government institution. (Potential cases 
include the Watergate Scandal, the Iran-Contra Affair, and the 
UK Post Office Scandal.) The testing of such a problem does not 
necessitate a statistical approach—indeed, such an approach may 
not even be possible. Instead, auxiliary assumptions would be 
needed to test for the unobservable conspiratorial intentions of the 
accused—assumptions, for instance, which provide rules regarding 
how to judge if a written communication is indicative of a cover up 
(rather than a joke or honest intention).

Consider an example to illustrate how these different types 
of assumptions together achieve the process of moving from 
theory to evidence, and evidence to evaluation. Suppose our 
theory is composed of the sole theoretical assumption that 
feeling threatened causes prejudice [82]. ‘Threat’ and ‘prejudice’ 
are nonobservational terms, referring to unobservable entities. 
Thus, there is no way to test the theory directly. However, it can 
be tested indirectly by adding auxiliary assumptions about how to 
experimentally manipulate threat and measure prejudice. If these 
auxiliary assumptions are correct—which might not be the case—
then a researcher can successfully manipulate threat and obtain 
an effect on the prejudice measure, thereby supporting (but not 
proving) the theory. Alternatively, the experiment might not work, 
in which case the theory might be false, or one or more auxiliary 
assumptions might be false [83-85,81].

Unfortunately, even the improved specificity engendered by the 
addition of auxiliary assumptions––pertaining to how to manipulate 
threat and measure prejudice––is nevertheless insufficient to 
provide evidence for the theory. Although the prediction is that 
there should be more prejudice in the threat condition than in the 
no threat condition, it is not clear what we mean by ‘more’. We 
could mean that all people in the threat condition score higher on 
the prejudice measure than do all people in the no-threat condition. 
Alternatively, we could mean that the median score in the threat 
condition exceeds the median score in the no threat condition. Or we 
could cash out ‘more’ through differences in means, locations, 75th 
percentiles, and so on. We need yet more assumptions—statistical 
assumptions—to increase specificity from ‘more’ to single summary 
statistics of focus. For example, if one assumes normal distributions, 
it makes sense to focus on a difference in means because means are 
parameters of normal distributions. However, if one assumes skew 
normal distributions, it makes more sense to focus on locations 
because locations are parameters of skew normal distributions, 
whereas means are not. And it is possible for differences in means 
and differences in locations to be in opposite directions, thereby 
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implying opposing substantive stories [86].

Finally, researchers usually only care about sample summary 
statistics as a conduit to drawing conclusions about populations. 
Typically, researchers perform inferential statistical analyses to 
draw those conclusions. Although there is much recent debate 
about the soundness of alternative inferential procedures, they all 
have in common the necessity to make inferential assumptions. For 
example, a ubiquitous inferential assumption is that the researcher 
has randomly selected from the population [87,88]. The extent 
to which the necessity to make this assumption decreases the 
soundness of various inferential procedures is a matter of debate 
[9].

Moving on to ToPPP’s concern (2), accessibility and affect 
interact for all four assumption types. There are relevant cognitions 
that may be at differing levels of accessibility, and more accessible 
cognitions are more likely to influence policy. In addition, there 
are affects attached to accessible cognitions, and these affects also 
influence policymaking. However, affective experiences influence 
the accessibility of yet further cognitions, and so on. Thus, the 
interplay between the two is both complex and important, and 
the focus of a dedicated analysis in the following sections. To 
summarize thus far, ToPPP has multiple concerns—allowing it to 
serve multiple purposes. First, the assumptions outlined provide a 
means of evaluating a theory—by converting it into an empirical 

hypothesis for the purpose of testing. Through this process, it 
provides a means of testing a specific policy problem—by testing 
the theory specified by that problem. (Policy actors need not carry 
out this testing process, but we hope to show that it will aid them in 
their interactions with researchers and evidence-makers.) Second, 
two of the main drivers of all human psychological activity—
accessibility and affect—interact in complex ways to influence the 
assumptions that actual policy actors make. This moves us one to 
concern (3): the complex interaction of accessibility and affect can 
have effects on multiple levels of actors’ policy processes. We have 
seen how it can influence the level of the policy problem. Yet, it can 
also influence policy decision-making which is downstream of the 
recognition and testing of policy problems. Thus, we must consider 
the complex interaction of accessibility and affect at two (broadly 
specified) levels of individuals’ (or groups’) policy processes:

•	 Level I — The Policy-Problem Level: Once a ‘problem’ has 
been recognized, ToPPP can be used to test it (Figure 1).

•	 Level II — Downstream of the Policy-Problem Level: Once 
a ‘problem’ has been recognized and accepted (whether as 
a result of a formal process of testing or not), aspects of the 
policy process which are downstream of this (including 
agenda setting and agitation, policy formulation, policy choice, 
implementation, and evaluation) can be affected (Figure 1).

Figure 1: TOPPP: Taxonomy of Psychological Processes in Policymaking.

The next section uses a more in-depth example to illustrate 
Level I.

Level I — The Policy-Problem Level 

Theoretical assumptions

Let’s imagine that a problem identified by a group of 

policymakers is that antisocial behavior is on the rise. Moreover, 
the specific problem of focus within a group identified as anti-
social is that anti-social behavior (a bad thing) is caused by 
misinformation (a bad thing)—providing a ‘worldview’ of this 
domain. This incorporates a folk ‘working theory’ of the phenomena 
in question. The theory the policymakers share about this domain 
is that, currently, antisocial behavior is caused by misinformation. 
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The theory also assumes that misinformation is on the rise, 
and antisocial behavior is on the rise, and the former causes the 
latter. Moreover, a further assumption is that misinformation is 
encountered and spread more through social media. Thus, the 
theory is composed of several theoretical assumptions that may 
have limited evidential support, or none (for review see [51]). 
Regardless, the policymakers accept this worldview and so task 
themselves with furthering policy that aims to responsibly reduce 
antisocial behavior by reducing misinformation.

The success of the group’s problem recognition (and further 
efforts regarding policy choice, implementation, etc.) will depend on 
accessibility and affect. Suppose that the members of the group take 
it as self-evident that social media is indeed causing an ‘infodemic’ 
[89-91] scale of misinformation, and that misinformation is, in turn, 
causing a rise in anti-social behavior [92]. Alternative theories/
worldviews may be inaccessible to these policymakers. If so, the 
theory—constituted by these theoretical assumptions—would be 
accepted without question, rather than being seen as a legitimate 
target of evaluation [93]. Thus, there would be no evaluation of 
their theoretical assumptions, because there wouldn’t be any room 
for challenge if all agree, and little interest in sourcing evidence 
contrary to it. The impact of the inaccessibility of alternative 
theories (or worldviews) on problem recognition is obvious: since 
there is no reason to test a self-evident theory, successful problem 
recognition becomes a matter of epistemic luck [94]. Suppose that 
the policymakers have, in fact, identified a real problem, despite 
not evaluating the theory/worldview on which it is based. Such an 
outcome is not the result of their “powers, abilities, or skills”, and 
thus is ultimately out of their control, and so a matter of epistemic 
luck [94]. (This could have a down-stream effect on policy choice 
and implementation; see section 8.) Clearly, a lack of such epistemic 
control is undesirable (even if it is very often unavoidable) because 
it leaves the success of a human endeavor in the lap of the gods 
from the very beginning!

Next, consider how affect complements the role of accessibility. 
The amount of conviction the policymakers have in the theory (or 
broader worldview)—and therefore its theoretical assumptions—
would be accompanied by affect. The group of policymakers may 
feel confident, assured, and even righteous about their assumptions. 
In fact, they may even feel that there is a moral imperative to do 
something about misinformation, given their concerns about 
antisocial behavior [95]. If the affective associations with the 
theory—and therefore the theoretical assumptions—are strongly 
valenced, they might prove a spur to policymaking and what follows 
will continue from this theoretical assumption.

If the affective associations with the worldview are only 
weakly valenced, policymakers might consider other accessible 
worldviews that would question both whether the problem is 
worth addressing and what the reasons for it are. As a result, there 
is room for the evaluation of their theoretical assumptions: since 
those assumptions are weakly held––either because there is doubt 
in them or limited emotional commitment to them––this enables 
some evaluation and alternatives are sought. However, to truly 
test their theoretical assumptions, they must test them via the 
generation of auxiliary (and, potentially statistical and inferential) 
assumptions, as outlined by ToPPP. The next few subsections cover 
these assumption types in turn.

Auxiliary assumptions

In order to test the theory, one would need to translate it into 
an empirical hypothesis. This means developing a scheme for 
measuring and/or manipulating its referents, in order for them to 
function as variables. To begin, it does not appear that the problem 
is well specified, as the policymakers have not focused on a specific 
type of antisocial behavior. Antisocial behavior includes littering, 
unlicensed street drinking, trespassing, begging, nuisance noise, 
nuisance calling, and misuse of fireworks [96]. Yet, policymakers 
may be more concerned with public disorder, such as riots, violent 
disorder, fear or provocation of violence, unlawful protest, inciting 
racial or religious hatred, racially or religiously aggravated assault. 
So, terminology and its precision matters in the characterization of 
the problem, and (in this case) in determining the behaviors that 
need to be specifically reduced to see the reduction in anti-social 
behavior which the causal relationship (posited in the theory) 
predicts. This takes care of the conceptualization and measurement 
of antisocial behavior—the dependent variable. To measure 
misinformation, we need an understanding of the specific type of 
misinformation in question—even social media misinformation 
might come in multiple forms. For it to be manipulated, we require 
an understanding of the different possible states which might 
indicate causation versus mere correlation—for example, people 
with no access to social media versus social media users.

Just as theoretical assumptions can be more accessible or 
less accessible––or associated with relatively strong (positive or 
negative) affect or associated with relatively weak (positive or 
negative) affect––the same is true for auxiliary assumptions. That 
is, various auxiliary assumptions which could come to mind, to 
evaluate the theory, could be more accessible or less accessible, 
and/or more tinged with (positive or negative) affect or less tinged 
with (positive or negative) affect.

8 We do not assume that problem recognition or testing is the start of every actor’s policy process. Instead, we highlight that when an actor’s process 
starts there, the other aspects of their policy process—if they engage in other aspects—are downstream of this. Furthermore, we do not assume 
a specific set of (ordered) stages to be downstream of problem recognition. Different actors’ policy processes will differ, due to their different roles, 
constraints, etc. Finally, we do not assume that, just because some aspects of an actor’s policy process are downstream of problem recognition that 
they cannot go back upstream and reapproach this task (see subsection 9.1).
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Statistical and Inferential Assumptions

To test the theory that misinformation is causing anti-social 
behavior, still further assumptions are needed: statistical and 
inferential assumptions. For example, what does it mean to say that 
anti-social behavior is on the rise? We could quantify by specifying 
that the frequency of anti-social acts is greater each year than the 
previous year. An alternative way to quantify would be to specify 
that there is a positive correlation between year and frequency of 
anti-social acts. A third way would be to weight each anti-social 
act by how bad it is, sum the weights, and specify that the summed 
weights increase each year. A fourth way would be to establish a 
ratio of anti-social acts to pro-social acts and specify that this ratio 
increases each year. And there are many other ways, of which these 
are only a small sample. The larger point is that the empirical 
hypothesis that anti-social behavior is on the rise requires better 
specification to be useful. Statistical assumptions need to be added 
to transform the poorly specified empirical hypothesis into a 
better specified statistical hypothesis. Appreciating that statistical 
assumptions are impacted by availability and affect is long 
acknowledge in the sciences, but once acknowledged can be used 
to appreciate how statistics are interpreted and used [97].

Even a well-specified statistical hypothesis might be insufficient. 
Suppose a policy change is expected to affect the population of a 
particular geographical area. It might not be clear that the sample 
for which a statistical hypothesis was confirmed—if, indeed, that 
was so—can be taken as indicating that the statistical hypothesis 
works for the population of concern. It might be necessary to make 
the inferential assumption that the sample is representative of the 
population. In turn, to make that case, it might be necessary to 
argue that the sample was randomly selected from the population 
or that other measures were taken to ensure representativeness. 
Otherwise, even if the statistical hypothesis is confirmed with 
respect to the sample, there may be little reason to believe that 
it applies to the population. In that case, it might be ill-advised to 
expect a policy change based on the sample findings to work for the 
population where it is intended to work. 

A related issue is the extent to which standard (Neyman-
Pearson) hypothesis testing can provide the requisite evidence 
for such an evaluation. Policymakers are often concerned with the 
statistical significance of the results they have access to—thus, this 
seems an easily accessible inferential question. The implication is 
that, if the findings are statistically significant, then that validates the 
policy problem and justifies going forward with policy formulation. 
There are many problems with such reasoning, but two will suffice 
for present purposes. One problem is that significance testing 

has increasingly come under scrutiny, with many experts arguing 
that it is unsound and should be abandoned (see the 43 articles 
in The American Statistician, 2019, special issue). Even ignoring 
the first problem and pretending that significance testing is a 
sound inferential procedure, statistical significance and practical 
significance are very different issues. Because the inferential model 
is never correct with respect to all assumptions [9], statistical 
significance is tantamount to guaranteed provided the sample 
size is sufficiently large. However, statistical significance need 
not mean that the effect size is large enough to justify a change in 
policy or a new policy [98,99]. Rather than asking about statistical 
significance, policymakers ought to ask about effect sizes, as these 
are much more important for policymaking [99-101]. Moreover, 
a very recent statistical literature has developed for estimating 
probabilistic advantage; that is, the probability of being better off, 
and by varying amounts, in one condition of the study relative to 
another condition [102-105].

Even assuming that inferential assumptions have been validly 
applied to arrive at, and support, an inferential hypothesis, 
there remains the issue of causation [106]. Regarding whether 
misinformation causes anti-social behavior, supposing that what 
is meant by ‘misinformation’ and ‘anti-social behavior’ have 
been extremely well specified. Suppose also there is good reason 
to believe that the correlation between the two pertains to the 
relevant population with a sufficiently large effect size to matter. 
What is left is to show that misinformation causes anti-social 
behavior. Unfortunately, the mere fact of a correlation coefficient, 
even if it is reasonably large, is insufficient. Many researchers resort 
to complex path models to make the case for causation, but caution 
should nevertheless remain. Ultimately, complex path models are 
based on an underlying matrix of correlation coefficients, and so 
they fail to solve the standard problem that correlation need not 
indicate causation [107]. In fact, it is possible to argue that complex 
path models make the problem even worse. In the case of a single 
underlying correlation coefficient, although it need not indicate 
causation, it is at least possible that causation is nevertheless there; 
that is, the correlation coefficient is for the correct theoretical 
reason. However, if there are three variables, so there are three 
underlying correlation coefficients, then all three must be for the 
right theoretical reason for the hypothesized causal pathway to 
be true. If we generously assume a probability of 0.70 for each 
correlation coefficient, the overall probability that all are for the 
correct theoretical reason is 0.70  0.70  0.70 = 0.343, much less 
than a coin toss. And the problem worsens as the model becomes 
increasingly complex (see [108-110] for thorough accounts).

9 With a fleshed out understanding of how the theory translates into an empirical hypothesis—in terms of what to measure and what to manipulate—
comes the fleshing out of policies which might be actioned to achieve the predicted reduction in anti-social behavior. What kind of interventions might 
combat misinformation online? What kind of anti-social behavior are they aimed at reducing?
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Level II — Downstream of the Policy-Problem Level

Once a policy problem has been accepted by a policymaker—or, 
in the case of our example, a group of policymakers—other policy-
related decisions may come downstream of this acceptance. (Of 
course, such downstream effects are not certain. For example, a 
policymaker might accept that misinformation causing antisocial 
behavior is a problem, but then have no further involvement with 
this problem.) These include agenda-setting and agitation, policy 
formulation, policy choice, implementation, and monitoring and 
evaluation. Importantly, accessibility and affect might still combine 
in important ways in influencing such decision-making.

One potential issue is the extent to which the causal picture 
outlined in the specific problem’s theory is the whole story. It 
could be that misinformation spread through social media is a real 
problem but (comparatively) not the pivotal cause of antisocial 
behavior. Then, too, it is possible that there are more pressing 
problems to address than social media misinformation [111]. Yet, 
if it is a highly accessible causal factor, and/or one associated with 
highly valenced affect—perhaps due to its association with certain 
salient focusing events [18]—then it might receive undue weight in 
agenda setting.

Suppose that policymakers have avoided the preceding issue 
in the formulation of policy aimed at reducing antisocial behavior. 
An issue which might be faced is how to implement the chosen 
policy. Here, a similar challenge is confronted in policy selection 
as it is for problem testing. Namely, the chosen policy might be 
vague—just as the assumptions attached to a specific problem 
might be vague—and refinement might be necessary to reach the 
requisite level of specificity for an effective policy to adequately 
address the problem. Just as with problem testing, there can be no 
increased specificity without adding auxiliary assumptions. (This is 
true whether one is in a top-down or a bottom-up context. In the 
former case, the further auxiliary assumptions would be provided 
from the more senior policymaking teams in central government 
[112]. In the latter case, it would be provided (to a large extent) 
by street-level actors in an ad hoc manner [20]. This can be risky 
in the sense that each additional auxiliary assumption could be 
wrong. Nevertheless, the risk is necessary to achieve the requisite 
specificity for an implementable policy. 

Suppose that the general policy is to reduce misinformation 
by targeting social media companies, and the intended effect is a 
reduction in public disorder. Then, too, specificity is needed with 
respect to precise numbers. By how much should misinformation be 
reduced? How many public disorder behaviors should be targeted? 
By how much should each public disorderly behavior be reduced? 
There needs to be a specific number, or at least a range of numbers, 
that policymakers would deem acceptable to implement the policy 
in solving the problem. This presents an issue if nothing in the 
policy states the precise value, or range of values, acceptable to 
solve the problem. To traverse the distance between the policy, and 
the greater specificity needed to carry it through, it is necessary to 
make more auxiliary assumptions. Perhaps too small a decrease 
in misinformation would be ineffective. But perhaps too large a 

decrease would cause public alarm, and backfiring effects given the 
secondary consequences [113] of the measures introduced [114]. 
To address these issues, it is necessary to make assumptions about 
the likely effects of various amounts of decreases in misinformation 
on social media.

An issue that is insufficiently (or not at all) appreciated is 
that the extra assumptions which come into play in this process 
are themselves associated with various cognitions and affects. 
Policymakers might have generally positive affect towards reducing 
misinformation to reduce, say, public disorder, but negative affect 
towards any single specific policy aimed at doing so. This might be 
for personal reasons. For example, some policymakers might take a 
strong line on free speech [95], and so the possible consequences of 
a policy targeting reductions in misinformation may lead to stricter 
ways in which people communicate via social media.

Policymakers might have general negative affect towards 
public campaigns designed to increase pressures on social media 
companies to change their monitoring of misinformation and be 
stricter in the punitive actions for those posting misinformation 
[115-117]. This might be because they don’t see the value in them, 
or because they are more inclined towards harder interventions. 
Alternatively, policymakers might consider simply changing the 
regulations and punishing social media companies with large fines 
[118] if they do not reduce the amount of misinformation annually 
by 50%. Some policymakers might have negative affect towards 
being so draconian and might instead favor of a lower value, say 
10%. Or, even if some policymakers have positive affect to the 
thought of the 50% decrease, they might experience negative affect 
based on their response from a minister (head of state) that is 
contemplating how this policy will impact their voters.

Level II Case Study: Worldview-Inconsistent Policy 
Choice

There are many examples from history about how policymakers 
have eschewed specific policies despite their consistency with 
those policymakers’ worldviews. Henry Clay [1777–1852], an 
often admirable and highly influential congressman, provided 
some cases in point. Clay famously touted his American System, 
that featured (a) high tariffs to promote American businesses 
and raise money for the government and (b) strong expenditures 
on internal improvements, especially those designed to facilitate 
transportation [119]. And yet, there were times when Clay militated 
against specific plans that were consistent with his general desire to 
promote the American System. For example, a fellow congressman 
named Benton pushed a proposal to appropriate $230,000 for a 
railroad in Missouri intended to feed a transcontinental line toward 
the Pacific. This proposal was exactly of the sort one would have 
expected Clay to support, based on his American System. Yet, Clay 
opposed it largely because of his negative affect towards Benton 
[119]. The example of Clay versus Benton illustrates the importance 
of affect in policymaking. As a further illustration, a few days later, 
he supported a similar bill, not proposed by Benton, pertaining to 
water transportation [119].
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Summary and further considerations

To summarize thus far, at Level I (the policy-problem level), 
policymakers have worldviews that are more accessible or less 
accessible, and that are impacted with more positive or negative 
affect or less positive or negative affect. These might, in turn, 
stimulate yet more cognitions to become accessible or more 
positive or negative affect to ensue. Assuming the worldview is 
accessible and associated with strongly valenced affect, it may 
become strongly activated by conflict between one’s expectation 
and one’s environment, indicators, focusing events, and feedback. 
Upon such activation, the worldview may stimulate the formation 
of a policy problem (e.g., a rise in misinformation causes a rise in 
antisocial behavior). But this general plan is subject to: (a) accessible 
auxiliary (and potentially statistical, and inferential) assumptions, 
and (b) affects activated by these assumptions. In turn, at Level II, 
in moving beyond the acceptance of the policy problem, there are 
additional processes. Indeed, for implementation, it is necessary 
to make yet more auxiliary assumptions which, in turn, activate 
more affects and cognitions. And once one has implemented 
a policy, that policy might be evaluated—bringing yet more 
auxiliary assumptions into play, and potentially activating yet more 
cognitions and affects! Indeed, even this greater specificity might 
be insufficient for implementation, and it might be that the process 
needs to be repeated once again targeted at the further cognitions. 
Our expectation is that the number of times one goes through this 
process will depend on a variety of factors, such as the difficulty 
of implementing the plan, the creative abilities of the policymakers 
involved, and the amount of effort that the policymakers involved 
are willing to devote to the plan.

Mental Toggling

To avoid the mistake of the policy cycle model, further 
clarification must be added to the picture provided by Level 
I and II of the taxonomy. Let us commence with an example and 
then generalize. Suppose that the policy problem we have been 
considering has been accepted by a policymaking team in central 
government, who have formulated a policy to address it. (Thus, 
this team have moved beyond Level I to Level II.) Part of the policy 
for reducing misinformation is introducing a fine to social media 
companies for failing to reduce it by 50% in conversation. However, 
a colleague within the team comes up with a brilliant argument 
about why the plan will do more harm than good. For instance, that 
the fines will impact advertising revenue for social media platforms, 
which will in turn lead social media companies to introduce high 
subscription charges for use of certain services [120,121]. More than 
that, the colleague shows how the policymaking team can benefit 
politically by looking at other factors to reduce public disorder. It 
seems plausible that the team might adjust their specification of 
the specific problem—or at least the affect attached to it—in line 
with the new thinking. This might be done, for example, by deciding 
that perhaps the misinformation is not related directly as a cause 
of increases in public disorder, after all. (Thus, they move back to 
Level I and make alterations).

To the extent that the policymaking team changes their 
thinking due to an expanded accessibility of potential benefits and 
harms, mental toggling is a good thing. An exception, which is likely 
rare, would be if the policymaking team acts primarily to benefit 
themselves at an overall negative expected value to the public. To 
the extent that policymakers already engage in mental toggling, the 
present comments can be descriptive; however, our bet would be 
that administrators could engage in much more mental toggling 
than is typical, with a substantially improved probability of 
benefitting the public. A counterargument is that mental toggling 
requires resources in terms of mental energy, time, and so on, but 
the potential gains may provide a justification.

In general, we recommend that policymakers mentally toggle 
between levels of the taxonomy, so the foregoing descriptive 
characterization is normative too. This results in reevaluation of 
plans at the two levels, and perhaps even general worldviews. It also 
may result in yet more auxiliary assumptions coming to the fore. 
Policymakers might see where their auxiliary assumptions could 
be replaced with better auxiliary assumptions thereby leading to 
an improved policy change. Moreover, mental toggling provides 
opportunities for policymakers to experience different affects, such 
as negative affect where there had previously only been positive 
affect which, in turn, could lead them to realize that their auxiliary 
assumptions are poorer than originally suspected. In addition, 
experiencing a different affect can lead cognitions associated 
with it to become accessible. In turn, these formerly inaccessible 
cognitions can lead to auxiliary assumption reappraisal or to better 
auxiliary assumptions, thusly improving the policy. Returning to the 
misinformation example, mental toggling could lead policymakers 
to see why the original plan for reducing misinformation might 
not work, or might have negative consequences that outweigh the 
benefits. This could lead to them rejecting a plan that previously 
seemed beneficial but with a low probability of success, in favor 
of a new plan with a greater probability of being beneficial. We 
believe that the benefits of mentally toggling across levels of the 
taxonomy is not sufficiently appreciated, as influence the influence 
of assumptions and affect can transmit from higher to lower levels, 
but from lower to higher levels too. A vital advantage of mental 
toggling is the ability for considerations at one level to influence 
thinking at another level, to the overall betterment of the plan or 
the creation of superior alternative plans.

Case Study: Mental Toggling 

A historical example of mental toggling might be the controversy 
between those favoring the gold standard, such as William McKinley 
[1843–1901], who became president in 1897, and those favoring 
including silver too (bimetallism), such as William Jennings Bryan 
[1860–1925], who made the famous “Cross of Gold” speech (1896) 
but nevertheless lost to McKinley. McKinley favored the bankers, 
who did not want to be repaid in less valuable currency, whereas 
Bryan favored the debtors, for whom bimetallism-induced inflation 
would be a boon—allowing them to pay their debts in less valuable 
currency. The candidates’ speeches exemplify not just top-down 
processes from general worldviews to specific policies, but much 
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more bottom-up processes where general views about inflation 
were strongly influenced by the specific people and plans each of 
the protagonists wished to favor.

The Goodness and Badness of Accessibility and 
Affect

Because accessibility and affect are so important throughout 
the taxonomy, it is best to be upfront about why this is both good 
and bad. If accessible worldviews or auxiliary assumptions are 
sound, especially if associated with sufficient affect to kickstart 
action, then the policy process proceeds from this insight. But if 
the accessible worldviews or auxiliary assumptions are unsound, 
the resulting policy is relatively unlikely to benefit the public. We 
stress that there is much here that is potentially good as well as 
potentially bad.

In line with the importance of ‘policymaker psychology’ in the 
complex picture produced by modern policy theory [122], affect 
is a necessary part of policymaker—and, more generally, policy-
actor—psychology. However, few appreciate the cruciality of 
accessibility; there is no way for policymakers to act on ideas unless 
those ideas are accessible. In addition, even if an idea is accessible, 
if it is associated with negative affect, policymakers are unlikely to 
act on it. Or, going the other way, if an idea is both accessible and 
associated with positive affect, policymakers are likely to act on it. 
As we have seen, advantages of mental toggling include providing 
opportunities for contradictory affects to come to the fore, 
providing opportunities for either contradictory or simply different 
cognitions to become accessible, and providing opportunities for 
complex interactions between these. Although the role of affect is 
known, though we suspect underappreciated, ToPPP provides a 
fleshing out of this picture with the added emphasis on accessibility. 
Like it or not, policy actors (qua human agents) are influenced by 
that which is accessible and by associated affects. The only way to 
be unbiased is to resign from humanity given the evolutionary and 
adaptive functions of biases and heuristics [123]. Furthermore, this 
is not necessarily a bad thing: accessible cognitions and affects, and 
their biasing effects, can potentially spur creativity in policymaking, 
a highly desirable consequence.

Although each person is inevitably biased by accessible 
cognitions and associated affects, different people have different 
worldviews and different auxiliary assumptions are accessible to 
them, with different associated affective reactions. An advantage of 
having more than one person involved in policymaking is that each 
person’s complex of accessible cognitions and associated affects 
can act as a check on each other’s complex of accessible cognitions 
and associated affects. At least that is so hypothetically. A key issue 
is that people generally do not want to hear views that conflict with 
their own, and assume that their arguments and views are objective 
and so are unlikely to be wrong [124]. There are many accounts 
examined in the organizational science literature of the severe 
consequences faced by those that challenge accepted positions of 
their peers and seniors [125,126], and policy making environments 
are no less immune to this [127,128].

Put dramatically, it is bad enough to disagree, but the larger 
crime is in being right in that disagreement! Just as one of the 
greatest presidents ever, Abraham Lincoln [1809–1865, president 
1861–1865], purposely included people in his cabinet precisely 
because he knew they would dissent, we suggest that actively 
including dissenters should become standard practice. This is not 
to say that dissenters should always carry the day—as this certainly 
did not happen under Abraham Lincoln—but rather they should 
be heard on the chance that what they have to say will be valuable 
and result in overcoming maladaptive biases to the betterment of 
policy. A potential ToPPP gain is that it renders plainer the value of 
encouraging dissenting views.

Now, compare policymaking to the case of science. Kuhn 
[50,129] famously argued that a large number of factors lie behind 
scientists’ theory choices, including many subjective factors—
“idiosyncrasies of autobiography and personality”, along with 
factors concerning nationality and reputation. Such idiosyncrasies 
are helpful in providing a risk-spreading pattern at the group 
level. On occasions, a new theory is needed to resolve persistent 
anomalies with the dominant theory. If no scientists are willing 
to risk jumping ship, then, ultimately, progress cannot occur. The 
subjective factors which influence scientists’ theory choices ensure 
a good proportion of loyal versus revolutionary scientists. This 
is the classic philosophical argument for viewpoint diversity in 
science. As indicated above, we argue that what is true for science 
is—in a sense—also true for public policy [130]. Idiosyncrasies in 
policy actors’ complexes of accessible cognitions and associated 
affects can provide a risk-spreading mechanism at the group level.

Conclusion

We have seen that, like all humans, policymakers have 
cognitions that are accessible or that can be made accessible. 
These might be come in the form of worldviews, but they also can 
be auxiliary assumptions that help traverse the distance from the 
policy-problem level to downstream policymaking activity—and 
from one downstream activity (e.g. implementation) to another 
(e.g. monitoring and evaluation). In addition, policymakers have 
affects associated with accessible cognitions that play an important 
role too, not just in the planning of policymaking activity but also 
in subjective evaluations of those plans. The modern policy process 
literature acknowledges the importance of affect. Recognizing 
the importance of accessibility, and its complex interactions with 
affect enriches our understanding of policy-actor psychology. The 
psychological process is complex because accessibility and affect 
not only can influence each other but can lead to new cognitions 
becoming accessible and new affects becoming stimulated.  
Furthermore, an understanding that an increase in specificity 
necessitates more auxiliary assumptions (which may activate 
more cognitions, with attached affects) provides a foundation for 
generating helpful prescriptions for practitioners—if they must 
engage in this process anyway, there may be easy improvements to 
be made. Finally, it is reasonable for policymakers to mentally toggle 
across different levels of specificity, potentially improving their 
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decision-making process as more cognitions become accessible 
and more affects become stimulated.

Given that each increase in specificity of a plan necessitates 
more auxiliary assumptions, which, in turn, provide further 
grist for increasingly complex interactions between accessible 
cognitions and affects, it is tantamount to impossible that policy 
actors are unbiased. It is futile to admonish them not to be biased—
being human, they cannot help themselves. A better solution 
is for policymakers to solicit dissent and viewpoint diversity. 
Such diversity cannot eliminate bias, but it at least allows for the 
possibility to play off counteracting biases against each other. This 
recommendation may be of limited use if dissent is downplayed, 
ignored, or outright cancelled. A way around the limitation would 
be to institute a policymaking culture that actively embraces 
diversity of opinion. Finally, we recommend that policymakers 
place less emphasis on statistical significance and more emphasis 
on practical significance when formulating their policies. This 
goes for assessment too: even if a policy results in a statistically 
significant effect in the desired direction, that is not necessarily 
equivalent to having provided sufficient benefit to justify the policy.

Policymaking in the public interest is difficult to perform. Even 
in ideal cases where policymakers honestly wish to act in the public 
interest, there is no way to do so in an unbiased way. Even were 
it possible to somehow eliminate the influence of affects, like all 

humans, policymakers would remain biased in the direction of 
their accessible cognitions. Then, too, as we have seen, there are 
complex interactions between affects and accessible cognitions, 
and these complex interactions are dynamic. They change as new 
cognitions become accessible and are, or become, associated 
with different affects. Rather than decrying the inevitability of 
these complex interactions at different levels of policymaking, an 
alternative is to make the best of it by providing opportunities for 
new cognition-affect interactions to provide a balance. One way of 
providing such opportunities is to train policymakers to increase 
mental toggling. Another way is to actively encourage dissent, 
including the recruitment of policymakers with viewpoint diversity. 
Neither of these is a panacea that will redress all biases that 
policymakers have. Nevertheless, we hope and expect that ToPPP 
and the recommendations that stem from it, will aid policymakers 
in proposing and executing effective policies that better the human 
condition.
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