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1. What is ‘Public Choice and Public Policy’?  
 

Public Choice addresses the questions of how, why and when a government should intervene in the 
economy through Public Policy. It answers these questions by applying the tools which economists 
usually employ to explain markets, to the field of political science. In this course we go beyond this and 
specifically adopt a positive political analysis of the public policy process. 
 
Public Policy emerged as a prominent subfield within the discipline of political science in the mid-1960s. 
It is the study of government decisions and actions designed to deal with a matter of public concern.  
 
In thinking about Public Policy from a Public Choice perspective, this module adds an essential skill 
and methodology to the toolkit for all scholars of the social sciences and humanities (political science, 
sociology, economics, applied history, public administration, and cultural studies) concerned with the 
justification for, design of and application of government policy.  

 
2. Module summary 
 
Who is this module for? This is an essential module for students taking Masters programmes in Public 
Administration and Comparative Eurasian Politics, but is also highly relevant and accessible to students 
of Sociology, History (particularly those with policy formation interests), Economics and Management.   
 
Objective: The module objective is to provide an introduction to public choice theory and the ways in 
which it analyses the political and policy processes of governments in market democracies. Essentially 
it involves a technique for studying political institutions and processes in order to understand better the 
structural forces that lead to public policy outcomes that different types of institutions lead to. The 
techniques involve going under the surface of politics and political institutions to analyse the structural 
and causal forces that lead to types of outcomes. Topics covered include voting (the choice of voting 
rules, voting behaviour, paradoxes); Government (size and performance, bureaucracy, problems); 
Lobbying (interest groups, rent seeking, incentives) 
 
Public choice theory and positive political analysis have a relatively high level of technical 
sophistication. For this module, you are not expected to understand the mathematical proofs on which 
some of the arguments are based. The emphasis is on introducing key concepts to simplify and analyse 
broad classes of situations. You should follow and understand the tools presented in the lectures.  
  

3. Learning outcomes: Upon completion of this module you will be able to: 
 

i. Demonstrate a good knowledge of public choice theory and positive political analysis - the 
assumptions, 'tools' and limitations. 

ii. Critically evaluate and apply the core arguments of public choice theory, game theory and 
positive political analysis to political and policy situations.   

iii. Demonstrate how similar processes may work in entirely different institutional settings.  
iv. Provide a more effective rationale for the politics that we encounter. 
v. Understand and contribute to policy making debates. 
vi. Articulate yourself more professionally in English.  
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4. Organisation of the module 
 
This module takes place during Semester 2, in quarters 3 and 4. The module comprises of 80 contact 
hours and a further 136 study hours.  
 
Time and Location of teaching: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. A guide to background reading 
 
No single text is sufficient for the whole module. We will draw on a range of materials but the following 
are useful texts (those with asterisks are provided in the LMS for this course). Other important reading 
will be provided through LMS on a weekly basis:  
 
Recommended Texts (you may be provided with relevant scanned chapters from these) 

 

 K. Shepsle. Analyzing Politics London: W.W. Norton (2010): provides an excellent starting point.   

 D.C. Mueller. Public Choice III, Cambridge: Cambridge UP (2003): remains a classic, if a bit 
technical; however, remains a useful summary of the state-of-the-art. 

 
Useful Introductions  
 

 * Dennis C. Mueller (2008) Chapter 2 (Public Choice – An Introduction) in C.K. Rowley and 
F.G. Schneider (eds.), Readings in Public Choice and Constitutional Political Economy.  

 * James Buchanan (1976), Public Choice and Public Policy. Transcript of lecture.  
 M. Laver. Private Desires and Political Action, London: Sage (1997). Introductory, lively, but not 

comprehensive. Good introductory section on collective action.  
 S. Heap et al. The Theory of Choice, Oxford: Blackwell (1992). Very good for selected topics.  

 

Classics:  
 

 * A. Downs. An Economic Theory of Democracy, New York: Harper and Row (1957)  

 * J. Buchanan and G. Tullock. The Calculus Of Consent: Logical Foundations Of Constitutional 
Democracy. Liberty Fund. (1962) 

 * M. Olson The Logic of Collective Action, Cambridge, Mass: Harvard UP (1965)  

 W. Niskanen Bureaucracy and Representative Government, Chicago: Aldine-Atherton (1971) 
 

Useful Journals: 
 

 Journal of Theoretical Politics,  

 Public Choice,  

 Journal of Public Economics 

 Journal of Theoretical and Institutional Economics 

 European Journal of Political Economy 

 American Political Science Review,  

 Journal of Political Science,  

 Journal of Politics,  

 Quarterly Journal of Political Science.  
 

 
Basic schedule for quarter 3: 

 
Saturday Lecture/Seminar: 12.10 – 15.10, Sedova, room TBC 
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6. Syllabus  

Date Week  Session 

PART1: The market origins of the state and the individual  

 
January 21 
January 26* 
January 28 
 

Weeks 1 - 3 

 
Introduction: What is Public Choice and Public Policy? How are we 
to understand it in the context of the origins of the state? How does 
it relate to the free market economy? Introducing market failure and 
government failure. The role and nature of the individual. The 
Economic approach and the Positive Political Science approach: 
rationality as the model of choice. 
 

PART 2: From individual to group choice: rational man, irrational society 

February 4 
February 11 
February 18 
 

Weeks 4 - 6 

How to aggregate individual choices into coherent social choices; 
Condorcet Paradox; Arrow’s Impossibility Theorem; the rationality 
of voting; the median voter; voting rules and electoral systems: 
plurality vs. proportional representation.  

 PART 3: Cooperation, collective action and public goods 

 
February 25 
March 4 
March 11 
March 18 
 
 

Weeks 7 - 10 
 

 
What do rational individuals do as members of groups? How does 
and can cooperation work, beyond just voting? How does group 
choice, become collective action? How can we reconcile the 
‘individualism’ of economic approach with the ‘groupthink’ of the 
sociological approach? Individual rationality and social 
interdependence. PLUS Week 10 policy presentations.  
 

PART 4: Institutions and back to Public Choice 

 
April TBC 
April TBC 
April TBC 
April TBC 
 

Weeks 11 - 14 
 

Government failure. The legislature and bureaucracy, controlling 
the bureaucracy, the size of government, rent seeking and 
pressure politics, interest groups and lobbying, the growth of the 
state, (de)centralisation, courts and judges, different institutional 
systems of political governance and back to Public Choice.   

PART 5: Government Policy: how and why to intervene 

 
May TBC 
May TBC 
May TBC 
 

Weeks 15- 17 
 

Policy intervention examples. Application of theory to active policy 
areas (e.g. health, education, pensions, poverty and welfare, 
crime, environment, transport etc). Preparation of group policy 
projects, revision for exam 

PART 6: Final Policy Briefs 

June TBC 
June TBC 

Weeks 18-19 Presentation of group policy briefs.  

PART 7: Assessment and Review 

June TBC 
 

Week 20 
 

 
Final Review and exam practice 
 



 

“Politics without the romance” 

 

7. Summative Assessment 
 
In order to explore different elements of your learning experience this module is assessed through 5 
distinct assessment methods: 

  
(i) Quarter 3 group policy assignment (20%) 
(ii) Quarter 4 group policy brief (20%) 
(iii) Critical Review (15%) 
(iv) Overall contribution (engagement/attendance) (15%)  
(v) Final written examination (30%) 

 

8. Formative Assessment 
 
There will be formative assessment throughout the module in the form of discussion, based on 
assigned readings, as well as oral and written presentations.    
 
 
 


