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Topics:  …. Risk …. Emergencies/Crises …. Thinking about systems under pressure
Risk – probability of an event with negative consequences; key dimensions are level of probability and severity of risk - is an increasingly prominent component of public policy in recent years.
 Three factors have elevated risk on the public policy scene over the past decade:
· 9/11 sensitizes most actors, public and private, to risk
· A rise in insurance costs has made risk not just a matter of policy, but a collective matter of avoiding risk to lower cost
Increasingly, there is less tolerance within democracies for small errors that lead to negative implications
Components of Risk in public policy: 
1) A question of probability
2) A question of scope
3) Subjectivity(ish)

Risk assessment:
Where policy is concerned, risk is assessed according to environmental scans, using four key factors:
· type of risk (ex. security, environmental, safety, etc...);
· source of risk (ex. terrorists, oil leak, etc...);
· what is at risk (ex. city, habitat, wellbeing, etc...);
· level of ability to control the risk (ex. military, HAZMAT, etc...)
Environmental scans occur at two levels:
· Internal: organizational, personnel, resources, etc...
· External (PEST): political, economic, social, technological

Emergencies and crises
Risk is thus closely associated with two similar but different concepts:
· Emergency: an abnormal and unexpected event that requires immediate action
· Crisis: a turning point or moment of danger that threatens the survival of an entire system
Distinction is thus predicated on severity and impact to the system (see Pal 2010, 353).
Categorizing threat events
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Rational Choice Theory 
Basic assumption: that individuals are self-interested actors that pursue logical means to achieve a given end (see week 2)
Also includes a number of additional assumptions:
· Relatively small number of decision makers
· Complete information
· Sufficient time to make a decision
· Problems are well defined
In addition, rational choice assumes linearity and hierarchy
But what happens under crises?
· Coordination problems arise because of the number of those involved, and overlapping mandates
· Emergencies are time sensitive, with imperfect and limited information
· The problem is ill-defined

What happens in a crisis? 
Crises/emergencies are non-linear policy problems – problems where small changes in initial conditions can have large consequences, where uncertainty is high, and where there are discontinuities in normal events and shared responsibilities for action. They are in effect, collective action problems that defy the rational choice model
Under these conditions, hierarchy breaks down quickly, increasing the need for dynamic, complex, and non-linear systems of adaptive self-organization
To conceptualize this, public policy has turned to scientific theories like complexity and chaos theory to help shed light on what at first appears to be a sporadic and random policy response

Comfort (1999) has drawn 8 key concepts from the scientific literature on complexity and chaos theory to describe non-linear systems (ie. US and terrorism):
1. The evolution and dynamics of these systems depend on initial conditions, since small differences make big differences over time
· Initial decision on how to approach foreign policy in Middle East
2. Random events that occur outside the system will have effects on the system itself
· Acts of terror (ex. 9/11)
3. Random events are irreversible, since they leave indelible imprints
4. Feedback loops lead to adaptation through mutual adjustment
5. Since multiple actors create constraints for coordination, centres of influence crop up throughout the system and move it forward
6. Forward motion can lead to a new equilibrium within the system
7. The behaviour of the system can yield unpredictable results
8. Systems can develop recurring patterns of behaviour in different contexts  to achieve similar system-wide goals
Malcolm Gladwell (2000)
Conceptualizes systems through the analogy of epidemics and tipping points: a dramatic moment in an epidemic when everything can change; a sudden, unexpected change in what to that point has been a stable system
In other words, the tipping point is a way of explaining what happens to a system that undergoes sudden change.
Gladwell identifies three agents of change within a system:
Law of the few: Builds on the insight that epidemics are spread by a small handful of people, of which there are also three types: connectors (people with lots of social connections); mavens (highly knowledgeable people who pass that information on to connectors) salesmen (people with the capacity to persuade us when we are unconvinced) Ex. the vectors of an epidemic
Stickiness factor: If the law of the few is the nature of the messenger, the stickiness factor refers to the nature of the message and its resonance with the public - it is analogous to the virus of an epidemic itself 
Power of context: The conditions in which change occurs … The conditions that influence an epidemic - similar to the way a virus can effect people differently based on socio-economic conditions
Five implications
How are these approaches ‘superior’ to a rational choice approach? They highlight:
1. The importance of initial conditions, and the multiplicity of problems confronting policymakers in a crisis
· RC is linear and focuses on single problem structuring
· Encourages nuance
2. The importance of random events and how they shock a system into change
· RC generally assumes controlled conditions
· Encourages preparedness/contingency planning
3. How big changes start with small events (ex. Tipping points)
· RC, generally, does not take this into concern (all problems are in a sense the same, in that they call on the same process
· Suggests that focussed interventions can make an impact
4. That complex systems have internal mechanisms with modest equilibriums
· RC , generally, assumes a single equilibrium (not as many moving parts)
· Draws attention to communication and feedback loops (ex. school of fish)
5. How randomness leads to adaptation and not simply linear movement
· RC assumes hierarchy and linearity
· This encourages system learning
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