
 
 
 
 
THE POSSIBILITY OF PLANNING 
 
 
The thinking of Friedrik von Hayek (1) led to neo-liberalism which has held sway 
over public policy making since the end of the 1970s.  This philosophy of 
individualism seems to deny that a society's goals can be anything other than the 
sum of the goals of its individual members; a philosophy which seems to argue that 
interdependence and co-operative action only arise where there is a "coincidence of 
individual ends".  From this position Hayek deduced that there will be some 
functions of the state agreed unanimously, some by a majority, but, presumably a 
significant number, some on which there will be far too many views to legitimate any 
state involvement.  Further he asserted that, in a socio-economic system, state 
control at some threshold level (again presumably less than total) indirectly controls 
most of the system.   
 
Hayek’s argument was that as parliaments are charged with a comprehensive role 
they must act whether they can achieve unanimous or merely majority decisions and 
as the latter is more often the case and as there is not in the community a majority 
view on many things this decision mechanism is inappropriate.  This is especially so 
when it comes to plans which are made up of numerous decisions on many issues.  
To work the plan must be fully implemented so account cannot be taken of the level 
of support for each decision involved.  Hayek argued that the solution adopted is to 
delegate to planners, but that democratic control of planners is no more practical 
than democratic development of a plan in the first place. 
 
If one accepts this argument Hayek says that limiting planning to the economic 
sphere cannot be advanced as an acceptable compromise because economic 
freedoms will be lost and these are the basis of all other freedoms.  The only state 
control he countenances is that involved in fixing the rules of relationships between 
persons (presumably both natural and corporate).  He specifies that these rules 
must be absolutely impartial and durable.  It is hard to see how a parliament could 
fix rules which would be effective for a long period of time in preventing any 
domination by one person or group of others thus limiting their freedoms. Anti-trust 
legislation, for example, has had to be frequently amended to remain effective.  The 
growth and growing concentration of wealth among a very few globally and in many 
nations and their significant influence on public policy surely demonstrates that 
continuing states intervention and re-regulation is required. 
 
If this is so both "rationalist" and "incrementalist" approaches to decision-making are 
valuable though incrementalists argue that there are very limited instances where 
the data required for the rational approach can be obtained.  The rationalist reply is 
that failure of reationalism is because inadequate skill is frequently employed.  Smith 
and May (2) stand apart with the view that insufficient is known about what decision 
makers mean by "decision-making"; that there has not been sufficient interplay 
between empirical research and theorising.    
 
 
The differences are starker between those who advocate one or the other model as 
a prescription for decision-making.  In essence the rationalists say that significant 
change cannot be attained with incrementalism as it only allows change which is 
acceptable to existing power holders.  Lindblom (3), the originator of incrementalism, 



perhaps has the answer cent advocacy of a strategic analytical approach is seems 
significant. 
 
Strict incrementalism seems to say that change other than by increments is 
undesirable  because of the unattainability of a synoptic analysis and thus intended 
changes may be unfeasible and/or there is significant risk of unintended 
consequences.  While a number reasons are advanced a major one seems to be 
that sufficiently wide agreement on values upon which to base a rational approach is 
largely unachievable in most public policy arenas. 
 
Relevance to policy making 
 
Social science aims to explain social phenomena.  Debate between practitioners 
over theories of explanation is expected to improve explanation.  Final explanation 
seems likely to be elusive and debate to be indefinite.  If there is value in social 
actors understanding better their behaviour and so alter it to alter consequences, if 
there is any success in the social scientific enterprise then there is value in those 
actors being aware of the state of debate relevant to their behaviour. 
 
To the extent that social scientists can draw conclusions about changes to systems 
that may result in more efficient and effective achievement of outcomes, however 
determined, their proposals may usefully be studied by the relevant actors.  My own 
view is that policy-makers should not regard these commentators as outsiders telling 
them how to do their jobs, but being aware of the biases of those commentators, 
use their work to better understand their own biases and the biases of the 
institutions in which they operate.  The grand plan to counter such biases by 
recruiting to the ranks of policy-making a diversity of people representative of the 
community does not obviate this imperative.  The plan is only partially achievable 
and is even less effective insofar as recruits adapt to the biases of the groups they 
join anyway. 
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