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ABSTRACT 

Public policy as an academic and practical field has been profoundly shaped by the 

contributions of Harold Lasswell, Herbert Simon, and Charles Lindblom. Each thinker 

provided a distinct lens for understanding how policies are designed, decided, and 

implemented, yet their approaches reveal both complementarities and tensions. This 

paper undertakes a comparative analysis of their contributions to highlight how values, 

rationality, and incrementalism together form the intellectual backbone of modern 

policy studies. 

Lasswell pioneered the policy sciences by insisting on an explicitly normative 

orientation, integrating ethics, democracy, and multidisciplinary insights into the study 

of governance. His vision framed policy not merely as a technical exercise but as a 

means to promote human dignity and democratic practice. In contrast, Simon shifted 

the focus toward decision-making under conditions of bounded rationality, emphasizing 

the cognitive limits of policymakers and the role of “satisficing” in administrative 

behavior. Lindblom further advanced the field by highlighting the inherently political 

and incremental nature of policymaking. His concept of “muddling through” illustrated 

how negotiation, compromise, and gradual adjustments dominate real-world 

governance. 

The study applies a thematic analytical framework that categorizes these perspectives 

into normative, behavioral, and incremental approaches. Through comparative 

discussion, the analysis reveals how these frameworks complement one another while 
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also exposing tensions between ethical ideals, cognitive constraints, and political 

realities. Contemporary policy theories, such as Kingdon’s multiple streams and the 

advocacy coalition framework, can be seen as intellectual heirs, building upon these 

foundations. 

Ultimately, the paper argues that integrating Lasswell’s ethical orientation, Simon’s 

behavioral realism, and Lindblom’s pragmatic incrementalism provides policymakers 

with a more holistic understanding of public policy. This synthesis not only enriches 

academic discourse but also offers practical guidance for addressing today’s complex 

policy challenges. 

 

KEYWORDS: Harold Lasswell, Herbert Simon, Charles Lindblom, Public Policy, 

Bounded Rationality, Incrementalism, Policy Sciences, Decision-Making. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The study of public policy has gradually evolved into a distinct and interdisciplinary 

field within political science and administrative studies. During the twentieth century, 

the intellectual foundations of this field were laid by scholars whose work continues to 

inform how policy is conceived, analyzed, and implemented. Among them, Harold 

Lasswell, Herbert Simon, and Charles Lindblom stand out as three towering figures 

whose contributions shaped the theoretical and methodological orientations of policy 

studies. Collectively, their ideas provide the conceptual scaffolding for understanding 

the nature of decision-making in governance, while also highlighting the tensions 

between normative ideals and practical realities. 

Harold Lasswell is widely regarded as the founding figure of “policy sciences.” His 

insistence on a problem-oriented and multidisciplinary approach sought to bridge the 

gap between academic knowledge and real-world governance. Lasswell envisioned 

policy sciences as a democratic instrument for addressing pressing social problems 

through systematic analysis, drawing insights from economics, psychology, sociology, 

and political science. While his work was groundbreaking, critics often argue that his 

vision remained more prescriptive than practically implementable. 

Herbert Simon, writing from the perspective of administrative behavior, shifted the 

discourse by interrogating the assumption of perfect rationality in decision-making. His 

theory of “bounded rationality” highlighted the cognitive and institutional constraints 

under which policymakers operate. Instead of pursuing optimal solutions, decision-
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makers, according to Simon, often settle for “satisficing” choices. This behavioral 

orientation was a significant departure from earlier rational-comprehensive models and 

provided a more realistic account of how policies are actually designed. 

Charles Lindblom, building on and in many ways challenging both Lasswell and 

Simon, argued that policymaking is less about grand designs and more about 

incremental adjustments. His celebrated notion of the “science of muddling through” 

emphasized the role of negotiation, compromise, and small-scale changes in policy 

evolution. For Lindblom, the complexity of modern governance made incrementalism 

both inevitable and desirable, though critics argue it risks perpetuating the status quo 

and neglecting transformative reforms. 

Despite their differences, these three perspectives form complementary pillars of public 

policy studies. The problem, however, lies in their fragmented application. While 

Lasswell’s normative vision highlights what policy should aim for, Simon’s behavioral 

realism reveals the constraints of human decision-making, and Lindblom’s 

incrementalism underscores the limits of radical change. This divergence creates a 

conceptual tension for both scholars and practitioners of policy. 

The objective of this paper is to undertake a comparative analysis of the contributions 

of Lasswell, Simon, and Lindblom. Specifically, it aims to (i) examine their key 

theoretical contributions, (ii) highlight points of convergence and divergence, and (iii) 

assess the relevance of their ideas in addressing the complexities of contemporary 

public policy. By doing so, the study not only revisits their intellectual legacies but also 

explores how their insights may be integrated into a more holistic framework for policy 

analysis. 

 

Literature Review 

The development of public policy as an academic field is closely linked to the 

contributions of Harold Lasswell, Herbert Simon, and Charles Lindblom, each of whom 

advanced distinct approaches to understanding decision-making. Lasswell (1951) 

pioneered the “policy sciences,” envisioning a multidisciplinary and problem-oriented 

field that would integrate insights from social sciences to serve democratic values. His 

framework emphasized systematic analysis of power, values, and the policy process, 

though critics noted that his normative and prescriptive approach often lacked 

feasibility in complex political environments (Dror, 1968; Wildavsky, 1979). 
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Herbert Simon provided a behavioral corrective to idealized models of decision-

making. In Administrative Behavior (1947) and later works, he advanced the concept of 

“bounded rationality,” highlighting the cognitive and organizational limits that prevent 

actors from achieving comprehensive rationality. Decision-makers, he argued, typically 

“satisfice” rather than optimize. While this framework provided greater descriptive 

realism, critics argued that Simon downplayed the roles of conflict and power in 

policymaking (Majone, 1989). 

Charles Lindblom extended this critique through his theory of incrementalism, most 

notably in “The Science of Muddling Through” (1959). He argued that policymaking is 

typically characterized by small, negotiated adjustments rather than comprehensive 

planning. While his incrementalist model reflected the realities of governance, it was 

criticized for entrenching the status quo and limiting transformative change (Etzioni, 

1967). 

Subsequent research has sought to integrate these perspectives. Contemporary theories 

such as multiple streams (Kingdon, 1995) and advocacy coalitions (Sabatier & Jenkins-

Smith, 1999) build on their insights, underscoring that Lasswell, Simon, and Lindblom 

together represent complementary foundations of policy analysis. 

 

Research Method 

This study adopts a qualitative, comparative research design to analyze the 

contributions of Harold Lasswell, Herbert Simon, and Charles Lindblom to public 

policy. The method relies on secondary sources, including books, journal articles, and 

scholarly critiques, to trace the evolution of their ideas. A thematic framework is 

employed to compare their approaches in terms of normative orientation, behavioral 

realism, and incremental pragmatism. This approach allows for an interpretive 

understanding of their complementarities, limitations, and relevance to contemporary 

policy studies. 

 

Analytical Framework Applied 

The comparative assessment of Harold Lasswell, Herbert Simon, and Charles 

Lindblom’s contributions requires a structured analytical framework that enables both 

differentiation and integration. For this study, three interrelated dimensions were 

employed: 
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1. Normative Orientation – the extent to which each scholar provides prescriptive 

guidance about what policy analysis should achieve and how it ought to be 

conducted. 

2. Behavioral Realism – the degree to which theories account for actual human 

decision-making processes, including constraints and cognitive limitations. 

3. Institutional and Political Pragmatism – the recognition of negotiation, conflict, 

and incremental adjustments inherent in real-world governance. 

 

This tripartite framework is particularly useful because it highlights the continuum from 

Lasswell’s idealism, through Simon’s behavioral empiricism, to Lindblom’s 

incremental pragmatism. It allows not only a descriptive mapping of their ideas but also 

a normative evaluation of their relevance for contemporary policy-making. Each 

thinker is examined in light of how their work addresses the tension between what 

policy should achieve, what decision-makers can realistically do, and what politics 

actually permits. 

 

Comparative Discussion of Key Contributions 

Harold Lasswell: The Normative Architect of Policy Sciences 

Harold Lasswell’s seminal contribution lies in his framing of policy as a systematic and 

multidisciplinary enterprise. His “policy sciences” emphasized the integration of 

knowledge across disciplines psychology, sociology, economics, and political science 

toward solving pressing public problems. Lasswell’s decision-process model, with 

stages such as intelligence, prescription, invocation, application, and appraisal, 

provided an early attempt to structure the policy cycle. 

Lasswell’s vision was fundamentally normative. He believed that policy analysis 

should serve democracy, promote human dignity, and ensure that governance is both 

effective and equitable. His often-quoted description of politics as “who gets what, 

when, and how” illustrated his recognition of distributive dimensions of power while 

situating policy-making within the broader framework of social justice. However, 

critics argue that Lasswell’s model was too prescriptive, assuming the possibility of 

rational problem-solving without sufficiently acknowledging the complexity of political 

conflict and institutional inertia. 
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Herbert Simon: Decision-Making and Bounded Rationality 

Herbert Simon revolutionized the study of public policy and administration by 

challenging the assumption of comprehensive rationality. In Administrative Behavior 

(1947), Simon rejected the “principles of administration” as unscientific proverbs and 

proposed a decision-centered approach. His theory of “bounded rationality” suggested 

that policymakers do not, and cannot, process all possible alternatives or outcomes. 

Instead, they operate under cognitive and informational constraints, settling for 

“satisficing” choices that are “good enough” given available resources. 

Simon’s approach was descriptive rather than prescriptive. He was less concerned with 

what policy-making should achieve and more with how decision-makers actually 

behave. By focusing on cognitive processes and organizational routines, Simon 

provided a framework that resonated with later developments in behavioral economics 

and psychology. Critics, however, note that Simon underestimated the influence of 

political power, ideology, and institutional interests, which often shape decision 

outcomes beyond cognitive limitations. 

 

Charles Lindblom: Incrementalism and Political Pragmatism 

Charles Lindblom’s theory of incrementalism, presented in “The Science of Muddling 

Through” (1959), marked a turning point in policy studies. Lindblom argued that 

policymaking rarely follows rational-comprehensive models; instead, it advances 

through small, negotiated steps shaped by institutional routines, political bargaining, 

and conflict resolution. This approach, described as “successive limited comparisons,” 

emphasized feasibility and adaptability over grand designs. 

Lindblom’s incrementalism captured the practical realities of governance. Policies 

emerge through compromise among competing interests rather than comprehensive 

analysis. This framework, while empirically powerful, drew criticism for its 

conservative bias it risks reinforcing the status quo, neglecting transformative reforms, 

and being inadequate for addressing urgent crises that require radical departures from 

existing practices. Despite this, Lindblom’s incrementalism remains influential, 

particularly in contexts where uncertainty and pluralism dominate. 
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Thematic Categorization 

Normative vs. Behavioral vs. Incremental Approaches 

1. Lasswell’s Normative Approach 

• Core Theme: Policy sciences as a prescriptive and problem-solving enterprise. 

• Strengths: Integrates knowledge across disciplines, aligns policy analysis with 

democratic values, and provides a systematic vision for governance. 

• Limitations: Overly idealistic; assumes rational consensus is achievable; 

underestimates institutional and political constraints. 

2. Simon’s Behavioral Approach 

• Core Theme: Policymakers operate under bounded rationality, relying on heuristics 

and satisficing strategies. 

• Strengths: Empirically realistic; explains actual decision-making within 

organizations; foundational to behavioral economics and cognitive studies. 

• Limitations: Downplays conflict, interests, and power; focuses heavily on 

individual cognition at the expense of broader political dynamics. 

3. Lindblom’s Incremental Approach 

• Core Theme: Policymaking is best understood as incremental adjustments shaped 

by bargaining, negotiation, and institutional inertia. 

• Strengths: Accurately reflects political realities; emphasizes feasibility, 

adaptability, and continuous adjustment. 

• Limitations: Risks conservatism; insufficient for addressing crises or large-scale 

reforms; may entrench inequalities by preserving the status quo. 

 

Integrative Analysis 

When compared through the chosen analytical framework, Lasswell, Simon, and 

Lindblom emerge not as isolated theorists but as contributors to a cumulative 

understanding of policy-making. Lasswell provides the normative horizon a vision of 

what policy analysis should strive to be. Simon supplies the behavioral foundation a 

realistic account of how human cognition and organizational constraints shape 

decisions. Lindblom contributes the political anchor a recognition of how institutions, 

interests, and negotiations condition policy change. 

These approaches, though distinct, are complementary. Together, they provide a 

layered understanding of public policy: Lasswell asks what ought to be done, Simon 
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explains how decisions are actually made, and Lindblom demonstrates how politics 

modifies the process in practice. 

In contemporary governance, their combined relevance is evident. Complex problems 

such as climate change, health crises, and digital transformation require normative 

vision (Lasswell), realistic appreciation of bounded capacities (Simon), and pragmatic 

recognition of incremental adaptation (Lindblom). At the same time, scholars and 

practitioners must also be aware of their limitations Lasswell’s technocratic optimism, 

Simon’s underemphasis on power, and Lindblom’s risk of incremental stagnation. 

The contributions of Lasswell, Simon, and Lindblom complement one another by 

addressing different dimensions of policy analysis values, cognition, and politics. 

Lasswell emphasized the ethical and normative role of policy sciences, Simon focused 

on the cognitive and organizational limits of decision-making, and Lindblom 

highlighted the political realities of negotiation and compromise. Yet, tensions persist: 

Lasswell’s normative ideals often clash with Simon’s bounded rationality and 

Lindblom’s incrementalism, creating a gap between policy goals and outcomes. Their 

relevance endures in contemporary models such as Kingdon’s multiple streams and the 

Advocacy Coalition Framework, which blend normative, behavioral, and incremental 

insights. For policymakers, integrating Lasswell’s ethical vision, Simon’s behavioral 

realism, and Lindblom’s pragmatic incrementalism offers a more balanced and feasible 

approach to governance. 

 

FINDINGS 

The comparative analysis of Harold Lasswell, Herbert Simon, and Charles Lindblom 

highlights both the distinctiveness and complementarities of their intellectual 

contributions to public policy. The findings suggest that each scholar provides a critical 

lens through which the policy process can be understood, yet none offers a complete 

account on their own. Instead, their ideas interact in ways that reveal both synergies and 

tensions, which continue to shape contemporary policy research and practice. 

 

INTERPRETATION OF RESULTS 

Lasswell’s normative orientation provided the earliest structured vision for policy 

analysis as a problem-solving and democratic enterprise. His insistence on 

multidisciplinarity and value-driven inquiry laid the foundation for the 

institutionalization of public policy as a distinct academic field. Simon, however, 
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shifted attention away from prescriptive ideals toward descriptive realism, 

demonstrating that decision-makers operate within bounded rationality rather than 

perfect rationality. Lindblom extended this behavioral realism into the realm of political 

practice, arguing that policymaking is less about grand designs and more about 

incremental adjustments negotiated among competing interests. Taken together, these 

findings suggest that policy analysis is best understood as a blend of normative 

aspirations, cognitive constraints, and political negotiations. 

 

Implications of the Comparative Analysis 

The complementarities among the three perspectives hold significant implications. 

Lasswell’s work reminds policymakers of the importance of aligning decisions with 

democratic values and social justice, ensuring that policies are ethically grounded. 

Simon’s theory highlights the need to design decision-making processes that 

acknowledge cognitive and organizational limitations for instance, through simplifying 

choices, improving information systems, or institutionalizing heuristics that enhance 

decision quality. Lindblom’s incrementalism demonstrates that policy change is rarely 

revolutionary but occurs through negotiation, compromise, and small adjustments. The 

combined implication is that effective policy requires balancing normative goals, 

realistic capacities, and pragmatic strategies. 

 

Comparison with Previous Research 

The findings of this analysis are consistent with subsequent developments in the field. 

Implementation studies (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973) validated Simon and 

Lindblom’s emphasis on constraints and incrementalism by showing how ambitious 

policy designs often fail in practice. Later frameworks such as Kingdon’s multiple 

streams model (1995) and Sabatier’s Advocacy Coalition Framework (1999) implicitly 

combine elements of all three thinkers: normative visions shape agendas, bounded 

rationality defines choices, and incremental adjustments occur through coalitions and 

negotiation. Thus, this study aligns with the broader consensus that no single theory 

fully explains policymaking, but that the integration of insights from Lasswell, Simon, 

and Lindblom provides a more comprehensive understanding. 

 

Limitations of the Three Approaches 

While each framework makes valuable contributions, their limitations are equally 

important. Lasswell’s normative policy sciences, though aspirational, often failed to 
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grapple with the messy realities of power struggles, institutional inertia, and vested 

interests. Simon’s bounded rationality framework captured decision-making constraints 

but neglected the centrality of politics and ideology in shaping choices. Lindblom’s 

incrementalism, though empirically accurate, risked reinforcing the status quo and 

limiting transformative reforms, particularly in contexts where structural inequalities 

demand systemic change. The limitations underscore the need for a synthetic approach 

that combines normative, behavioral, and political insights rather than privileging any 

one perspective. 

 

Relevance in Contemporary Contexts 

In today’s world of complex governance challenges climate change, global health 

crises, digital transformation, and inequality the combined relevance of Lasswell, 

Simon, and Lindblom is clear. Climate policy, for example, requires Lasswell’s 

normative orientation toward sustainability and justice, Simon’s recognition of bounded 

cognitive and institutional capacities, and Lindblom’s incremental steps negotiated 

among stakeholders. Similarly, public health responses to pandemics must balance 

normative imperatives (universal access, equity), behavioral realism (limited data, 

uncertainty, and decision fatigue), and political pragmatism (incremental measures such 

as phased lockdowns or vaccine rollouts). These examples reinforce the finding that an 

integrated framework is not only theoretically desirable but also practically necessary. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

The findings of this study open avenues for further inquiry. Future research might 

explore how Lasswell’s emphasis on values can be more effectively operationalized in 

pluralistic democracies where consensus is elusive. Similarly, Simon’s bounded 

rationality could be revisited in light of recent advances in behavioral economics and 

cognitive science, particularly insights on nudging, heuristics, and digital decision-

making tools. Lindblom’s incrementalism might be reassessed in contexts that require 

rapid transformation, such as climate emergencies, to explore how incremental 

adjustments can be combined with moments of punctuated equilibrium. Moreover, 

comparative studies across regions and governance systems could test the applicability 

of these frameworks in diverse political and cultural contexts, enriching the global 

relevance of policy theory. 
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In summary, this analysis finds that Lasswell, Simon, and Lindblom each contributed 

essential building blocks to the study of public policy. Lasswell provided a normative 

and multidisciplinary foundation, Simon grounded policy in behavioral realism, and 

Lindblom situated policymaking within political negotiation and incremental change. 

While each has limitations, their combined insights form a complementary triad that 

continues to inform both theory and practice. The central finding is that public policy 

cannot be fully understood through a single lens; rather, it requires the integration of 

values, cognitive limits, and political realities. By revisiting these three pillars, scholars 

and practitioners can build more robust frameworks for addressing the pressing 

challenges of governance in the twenty-first century. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The comparative study of Harold Lasswell, Herbert Simon, and Charles Lindblom 

demonstrates that these three scholars, though working within different intellectual 

traditions, collectively shaped the contours of modern public policy analysis. Each 

introduced distinctive contributions Lasswell with his normative and multidisciplinary 

vision, Simon with his behavioral realism, and Lindblom with his pragmatic 

incrementalism. Together, they provided complementary perspectives that remain 

foundational to both academic inquiry and policy practice. 

Lasswell insisted that public policy must be rooted in democratic values and human 

dignity. As he argued, policy sciences should be directed toward “the improvement of 

the practice of democracy” (Lasswell, 1951). This orientation set the stage for policy 

studies as not only technical exercises but also ethical enterprises. Simon, on the other 

hand, grounded the field in empirical observation of decision-making processes, 

reminding us that policymakers are not perfectly rational actors but operate under 

conditions of bounded rationality. His assertion that humans “satisfice rather than 

optimize” (Simon, 1947) continues to resonate in debates about decision-making under 

uncertainty. Lindblom’s incrementalism extended this behavioral realism into the 

political arena, highlighting that policies often evolve through small adjustments, 

compromises, and negotiation rather than sweeping reforms. His notion of 

policymaking as “the science of muddling through” (Lindblom, 1959) aptly captured 

the messy, contested nature of governance. 

The findings of this analysis underscore two broader insights. First, these approaches 

are not mutually exclusive but complementary: values (Lasswell), cognition (Simon), 
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and politics (Lindblom) together enrich our understanding of policymaking. Second, 

the tensions among them between normative ideals, cognitive limits, and political 

realities mirror the very challenges policymakers face in practice. As Kingdon and 

Sabatier later showed in their theoretical refinements, contemporary policy models still 

draw heavily on these foundational insights. 

In the twenty-first century, the relevance of these thinkers is evident in global 

governance challenges. Climate change, public health crises, and digital transformation 

demand Lasswell’s ethical orientation, Simon’s sensitivity to bounded capacities, and 

Lindblom’s recognition of incremental negotiation. Their combined wisdom reminds us 

that effective policymaking requires not a single paradigm but a balanced synthesis. 

In conclusion, Lasswell, Simon, and Lindblom stand as “three pillars of public policy.” 

Their ideas continue to provide a compass for scholars and practitioners navigating the 

complex interplay of values, rationality, and politics. By revisiting their legacies, we 

strengthen the intellectual foundations for addressing the pressing policy dilemmas of 

our age. 
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