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Emotions, Rationality, and Public Policy

Most of our discussion of policymaking is based on assumptions of rationality. That rationality
may be economic, with the utilitarian ideas associated with techniques such as cost-benefit
analysis dominating many discussions of policy. The rationality may also be political, with
policymakers attempting to utilize policies to reward their constituents and create new supporters.
In both cases, the emphasis is on cognition, and the use of calculative faculties in designing
policies.

Beyond the narrow definition of rationality based on logic, people make decisions based on
emotions, feelings, intuition, myths, beliefs, narratives, imagination, language, past experiences,
and other non-logical ways of knowing. All decisions have an emotional and experiential basis
that is guided by bounded rationality.

The field of future studies explores possibilities of the future by using creative tools for
deliberation including esthetic non-text approaches such as drawing and music to enhance
creativity, and imagination for better solutions to current public problems. This moves us beyond
the limited and narrow logic of measurable facts.

In the field of psychology, studies have proved the connection between trauma, adverse
childhood experiences and social problems ranging from domestic violence, community violence,
bullying, mental health, behaviours and substance addictions, homelessness, and non-
communicable diseases. The field of psychology also points to how biographical narratives play
an important role in everyone’s decision-making.

Public policies create real costs and benefits, economically and politically, and they also create
emotional reactions. Policies may evoke feelings of fear, or of pride, or of a range of other
emotions. These emotional reactions to policies can be mirrored in conflicts as the policies are
being designed and adopted, with the emotional conflicts perhaps more difficult to resolve than
any cognitive ones.

The points above lead to the need to investigate thoroughly where the nexus between the study of
emotions and the fields of public policy and public administration could be. It is without a doubt
that by leaving the concept of emotions behind we are missing an important variable to create
holistic and sound public policies.

Thus, this panel invites papers that consider the emotional foundations of policymaking and
implementation. We are interested in studies that cut across the field of public policy, public
administration, governance, leadership, behaviours sciences, peace studies, education,
psychology, decision-making, emotional intelligence, mindfulness, and holistic wellbeing. We



hope to build a more holistic understanding of public policy through a more comprehensive
understanding of human nature – our thoughts, emotions, and decision-making. This is in the
hopes of scale up efforts to build a more peaceful society as promoted by the United Nation’s
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) or Agenda 2030.

Papers in all policy domains are welcomed. The paper can be empirical, conceptual, or policy
oriented.
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