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Abstract 

 

In this paper, I elaborate on three strategies that governments can implement when faced with 

emotion-driven policy bubbles: the wait-and-see approach, the emotional containment approach, 

and the bubble-pricking approach. Based on the limited but important literature on this 

phenomenon and on studies addressing universal psychological processes, I offer some thoughts 

on the conditions under which each of these policy prescriptions may be the appropriate path to 

follow. I conclude that the case for a wait-and-see approach is strong, among other instances, when 

bubbles cannot be detected with a reasonable level of confidence while they are still in the initial 

overinvestment phase; the case for emotional containment is strong when policymakers are 

interested in preventing such a bubble from getting out of hand; and the case for the bubble-

pricking approach is strong when (i) the growth of an emotion-driven policy bubble causes 

significant harm, and (ii) governments do not have at their disposal the necessary tools to keep the 

harmful effects of the policy bubble and its slow burst at a manageable level. Policymakers should 

also tailor their response to the particular characteristics of the policy bubble at hand and to the 

affective processes sustaining it.  

 

Keywords: policy bubbles, emotions, affective processes, bubble pricking, emotional containment 

 

                                                           
* Paper prepared for presentation at the workshop Affective Enclaves: Forging of Communities 

Online and Offline, Center for Subjectivity Research, University of Copenhagen, October 4-5, 

2021, Copenhagen. The author gratefully acknowledges financial support from the Israel Science 

Foundation under grant 616/17. 



Introduction 

Scholars of policy sciences have recently begun to pay attention to the issue of policymakers’ 

efficiency in matching the intensity of policy tools (e.g., the level of policy investment) to the 

severity of policy problems over extended periods of time. To conceptualize this issue, the concept 

of “policy bubbles” has entered the policy lexicon, indicating a sustained pattern of overinvestment 

in a policy tool despite a decrease in the problem’s severity (Jones et al. 2014; Maor 2014). This 

term draws on the economic concept of an asset bubble that developed in the nineteenth century 

(MacKay 1841; Bagehot 1873). The key feature of economic and policy bubbles is the self-

reinforcing processes that sustain them; for example, in the case of policy bubbles, political 

processes involving interest group retrenchment or public opinion that result in “political 

investments” in a policy (Bertelli and John 2011, 746). Operationally, policymakers can be deemed 

inefficient when the intensity of the policy tools deployed to address the policy problem increases 

over three consecutive years even if the policy does not work. Jones et al. (2014) found that US 

crime policy and the contracting and privatization of government services constituted bubbles 

(Jones et al. 2014).  

 Maor has conceptually extended bubble dynamics to include a pattern of underinvestment 

in a policy tool despite an increase in the problem’s severity over a relatively long period, termed 

negative policy bubbles (Maor 2016a). Operationally, policymakers’ inefficiency occurs when the 

intensity of the policy tools deployed to address the policy problem declines over three consecutive 

years, even if the policy problem worsens. An example is former President Trump’s tax cuts which 

are skewed in favor of the rich and are justified by considerations of economic growth. This policy 

is based on “[p]erhaps the most enduring zombie idea in American politics” (Peters and Nagel 

2020, 8) — the “trickle-down” approach — “in which tax cuts for the wealthy and for corporations 



will lead to their investing and spending more money, which in the long-run will produce economic 

growth that will help the less affluent in society” (Peters and Nagel 2020, 8; see also Jones and 

Williams 2008). So far, no study has addressed one of the most critical questions facing 

policymakers: How should governments respond to policy bubbles?  

 Policy bubbles emerge from informational frictions, such as misguided beliefs, which 

distort policy valuations, and/or from institutional constrains, such as a fixed investment level 

aimed at solving a dynamic policy problem. Focusing on the former, the purpose of this paper is 

to start a debate among policy scholars and practitioners concerning what policymakers should do 

when faced with affectual processes that influence the production of policy over an extended 

period in ways that do not coincide with corresponding changes in the severity of the policy 

problem. In the paper, I elaborate on three courses of action that governments can adopt when 

faced with emotion-driven policy bubbles: the wait-and-see approach, the emotional containment 

approach, and the bubble-pricking approach. Based on the relatively limited but important 

literature on this phenomenon (e.g., Behn, Fauchald, and Langford 2015; FitzGerald 2016; Gillard 

and Lock 2016; Jones, Thomas, and Wolfe 2014; Maor 2014, 2016a, 2016b, 2019, 2020) and on 

studies addressing universal psychological processes, I offer some thoughts on the conditions 

under which each of these policy prescriptions may be the appropriate path to follow.  

 I conclude that the case for a wait-and-see approach is strong, among other instances, when 

bubbles cannot be detected with a reasonable level of confidence while we are still in the initial 

overinvestment phase. The case for emotional containment is strong when policymakers are 

interested in preventing such a bubble from getting out of hand. And the case for the bubble-

pricking approach is strong when (i) the growth of an emotion-driven policy bubble causes 

significant harm, and (ii) governments do not have at their disposal the necessary tools to keep the 



harmful effects of the bubble and its slow burst at a manageable level. Policymakers should also 

tailor their response to the particular characteristics of the policy bubble at hand and to the affective 

processes sustaining it. These conclusions, I hope, will open interesting avenues for future 

scientific work and inform elected executives as well as senior bureaucrats about the likely impacts 

of the various policy proposals they consider.  

 Throughout the paper I use the term policy bubbles (read, sustained policy overproduction) 

rather than distinguishing in each paragraph between government intervention against this 

phenomenon and intervention against sustained policy under-production (read, negative policy 

bubbles). This is because these interventions are opposing in nature. Thus, unless I specifically 

refer to negative policy bubbles, the reader can assume that I discuss instances of sustained policy 

overproduction.  

 The paper is organized as follows. The first section provides the rationale for devoting 

scholarly attention to the phenomenon of policy bubbles; the second addresses the processes 

leading to the emergence and sustainment of emotion-driven policy bubbles; the third elaborates 

on the fundamental trade-offs that policymakers face when they encounter emotion-driven policy 

bubbles; the fourth introduces the wait-and-see approach; the fifth the emotional containment 

approach; and the sixth, the bubble-pricking approach. The seventh section draws general and 

specific conclusions from the analysis of the three approaches. The eighth section concludes.  

 

Why Should We Devote Attention to Emotion-Driven Policy Bubbles? 

In this paper, I focus on policy bubbles for two reasons. First, political processes, such as interest 

group retrenchment, might sustain bubbles indefinitely, leading to significant misallocation of 

resources and asymmetric policy outcomes. Second, their subsequent bursts — which are likely to 



be slower than the bursting of financial bubbles (Jones, Thomas, and Wolfe 2014, 154) because 

the latter are based on prices that can rapidly inflate and deflate — can significantly affect real 

activity in the relevant policy domain and beyond. Regarding the misallocation of resources, the 

bursting of a policy bubble can trigger a severe contraction in public policy output either indirectly, 

by undermining the policy system or sub-system, or directly, if the collapse in the prevailing value 

of the policy impairs peoples’ incentives to consume beneficial policies (e.g., vaccinations) and 

makes it more difficult for them to secure the social, psychological, emotional, and financial 

support to do so. The issue of asymmetric policy outcomes touches upon the normative basis of 

policy because vulnerable populations, such as poor and disadvantaged segments of society, are 

limited in their ability to deal with disproportionate policy costs, adapt to such costs, and use 

political strategies to alleviate or terminate such costs. The racial and ethnic makeup of US prisons 

during the crime policy bubble is indicative of these costs (Unnever and Cullen 2010).  

 Within the category of policy bubbles I have chosen to focus on emotion-driven policy 

bubbles for four reasons. First, this phenomenon is highly relevant in our current “Post Truth” era 

(Tesich 1992; Keyes 2004), in which people consider emotional feelings as important as statistical 

evidence and other objective facts. Second, the prevalence of “fake news” — “false or misleading 

content intentionally dressed up to look like news articles, often for the purpose of generating ad 

revenue” (Guess et al. 2019) — highlights how emotional entrepreneurs (Maor and Gross 2015) 

can potentially manipulate policy-relevant public sentiments (i.e., long-term positive and negative 

feelings about public policies and policy actors) and affective commitments (e.g., attachment and 

loyalty to public policy and policy actors). Third, elites are just as subject to emotion as the mass 

public, hence they may be the key source reinforcing bubbly processes. Fourth, and perhaps most 

importantly, such bubbles pose a unique challenge for elected executives and senior bureaucrats 



because they grow faster, due to the fact that emotion-loaded narratives spread faster than other 

narratives (Shiller 2019) and because emotional reactions at the individual and collective levels 

often lead to individual and collective action, respectively (Goldenberg et al. 2020a; van Zomeren 

et al. 2012), such as actively supporting the over- or under-production of public policy for decades.  

 A notable example of the harm caused by an emotion-driven negative policy bubble is the 

Reagan administration’s silence over the AIDS crisis in the US during the years 1981–1986 (Perez 

and Dionisopoulos 1995; Francis 2012; Shilts 1988) despite the fact that significant data 

concerning the impact of this illness was already “common knowledge” (Hewitt 2005). This 

bubble was fueled by fear and prejudice (Epstein 1996), which was “so intense that it embrace[d] 

the entire range of public policy […]” (Fox 1989: 59; see also Sobran 1986: 220; Conrad 1989). 

The critical mass needed to ensure that this issue would become a focal point, thus resulting in 

significant investment in relevant policy, was reached only in 1987, when nearly 20,000 

Americans had died of AIDS, over one million were infected with the HIV virus (Nichols 1989), 

and the media reported extensively on the 1986 Surgeon General’s Report on AIDS (Shilts 1988). 

 

How Do Emotionally Driven Policy Bubbles Grow?  

An important issue in policy analysis is policymakers’ efficiency in matching the intensity of 

policy tools to the severity of the policy problems they encounter. The stream of research 

concerning this vital issue ─ agenda-setting in the policy process ─ has been inspired by the 

imperfect match between policymakers’ adaptive strategies and the information they receive, 

which results in a disproportionate reaction to information (Jones 2001). It draws on Herbert 

Simon’s (1983) insight that the general oversupply of information in politics, for whatever reason, 

causes policymakers to accord higher priority to the evaluation of information in light of existing 



goals than the search for new information. As noted earlier, the scientific study of policy bubbles 

is still in its infancy. Although the few studies published so far use different terminology, they 

share the view that self-reinforcing processes sustaining policy overproduction are the key 

characteristic of policy bubbles. My attention here focuses on a sub-category of this phenomenon, 

namely, emotion-driven policy bubbles.  

 Policy contexts are spaces in which policy solutions are designed to solve policy problems 

involving target populations, and in which problems and solutions are subject to different 

dynamics. Many policy positions and decisions undertaken in these contexts by policymakers and 

takers involve affective processes. An example is the role of threat and feelings in promoting policy 

changes against immigrant groups (Abrajano and Hajnal 2015). This is especially relevant in post-

truth environments, when “objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than 

appeals to emotion and personal belief” (Oxford Dictionary 2016), and the ability to isolate the 

factual from the nonfactual is becoming increasingly difficult (McDermott 2019). This view 

corresponds to Lerner et al.’s (2015) argument that “many psychological scientists now assume 

that emotions are, for better or worse, the dominant driver of most meaningful decisions in life” 

(p. 801). A substantial reason for is the fact that “many people rely on their emotions as the most 

readily accessible, accurate, and immediate source of truth precisely because analysis of abstract 

knowledge requires so much additional effort” (McDermott 2019, 219; see also Robinson and 

Clore 2002; Schwarz et al. 2016). The premise underlying the following discussion is that 

emotions are not only a side product of policy-relevant choices but pivotal and causal factors 

influencing individual and collective behavior in policy settings.  

 Emotion-driven bubbles are a unique social-psychological phenomenon involving two 

types of people: (i) those experiencing positive or negative emotions (or moods, when these 



emotions endure over time), and (ii) those experiencing these emotions together. Regarding the 

former, the most relevant category of individual emotions in public policy contexts is group-based 

emotions. Group-based emotions emerge once a person classifies himself or herself as a member 

of a social group in response to public policies that have perceived relevance for that group 

(adapted from Goldenberg et al. 2016, 155; see also Smith and Mackie 2016). In contrast to 

individual emotions, which people experience as a consequence of significant challenges to and 

opportunities for their flexible response system (Tooby and Cosmides 1990), people experience 

group-based emotions merely as a result of their subjective membership in a group targeted by a 

public policy. To complicate matters further, mixed emotions (e.g., Barlow et al. 2019), each one 

subject to different emotion dynamics, may emerge in response to specific policy problems and/or 

solutions that are pertinent to preexisting target populations and therefore elicit group-based 

emotions.  

 Emotion-driven bubbles also involve people who are experiencing positive or negative 

emotions together. I refer here to macro-level, affective processes known as collective emotions 

(Goldenberg et al. 2020a) that emerge from interactions amongst people (e.g., emotion contagion). 

Such interactions may be widespread in echo chambers, “environments in which the opinion, 

political leaning, or belief of users about a topic gets reinforced due to repeated interactions with 

peers or sources having similar tendencies and attitudes” (Cinelli et al. 2021, 1). In policy-relevant 

echo chambers, collective emotions can emerge from the interactions among individuals who are 

responding to the same policy problems and/or the same policy solutions. Collective emotions can 

also arise when individuals have knowledge of each other’s emotions. Mutual influence and the 

recognition that other group members are experiencing similar emotions contribute to the 

development of group identification, which influences collective emotions (Tajfel 1982). As more 



and more people are persuaded by distorted (read, emotion-loaded) policy valuations, strong 

emotions in people new to the group exist alongside the weak emotions felt by more veteran 

members.   

 Drawing on this premise and extending Maor’s (2016a) conceptualization of emotion-

driven negative policy bubbles to include also emotion-driven (positive) bubbles, one can think of 

three paths along which such bubbles can evolve and grow. The first is through reinforcing upward 

or downward spirals of emotions that affect people’s cognitive assessment of risk (e.g., Johnson 

and Tversky 1983). “These cognitive evaluations, in turn, can affect the individual’s emotional 

states. Because these effects exert reciprocal self-reinforcing influences, there is a potential for 

self-reinforcing feedback effects” (Loewenstein et al. 2001, 278). The second concerns the self-

reinforcing effects generated by policy calibration. Indeed, when a policy appears to be calibrated 

over a lengthy period (Lichtenstein et al. 1981, 307) — meaning pessimistic policy predictions 

correspond with what actually happens — policymakers become increasingly over-pessimistic. 

Likewise, in the case of extended relative correspondence between optimistic policy predictions 

and what actually happens, policymakers become increasingly optimistic. Similar process can also 

take place among the general public. The third path concentrates on the self-reinforcing effects 

generated by serial information processing (Simon 1983), in which emotions function as the 

gateway to selective attention (Baumgartner and Jones 2002).  

 We can discern an interaction between self-reinforcing processes and the contagion of 

emotions, imitation, and herding (Maor 2014; 2016a). Person-to-person emotional contagion, 

which is motivated by an instance that can be either negative or positive or results from changes 

in thinking, can intensify stories, rumors, and stigmas about a policy, accordingly nurturing an 

emotionally driven policy bubble. “Just as diseases spread through contagion, so does confidence, 



or the lack of confidence […] Epidemics of confidence or epidemics of pessimism may arise 

mysteriously simply because there was a change in the contagion rate of certain modes of thinking” 

(Akerlof and Shiller 2009: 56). Examples of transmission mechanisms from violent crime to public 

opinion (particularly popular concerns about security issues) and penal policies can be found in 

Enns (2014) and Wenzelburger (2020). 

 These self-reinforcing processes and their interaction with the contagion of emotions, 

imitation, and herd behavior to foster uncertainty regarding the policy, can lead to a lock-in effect 

(Pierson 2004). Indeed, this takes place when under- or overinvestment in policy intensified as a 

result of self-reinforcement. A lock-in effect may emerge as a result of external threats or shock, 

paralyzing policymakers, or due to congealed preferences (Riker 1980), blame avoidance 

considerations (Weaver 1986; Hood 2010), loss aversion behavior (e.g., Tversky et al. 1990), and 

problem denial (Cobb and Ross 1997) that may all make policy reversal very difficult. Empirical 

analyses of the material, institutional, behavioral, and discursive mechanisms that sustain a policy 

and lock-out alternative policy solutions can be found, for example, in Pierson (2004), Klitkou et 

al. (2015), Seto et al. (2016), Foxon (2007), Leipold (2021), and Simoens et al. (forthcoming).  

 The lock-in effect can also result from the internalization of a causal story that policy actors 

strategically communicate, and which subsequently shapes the policy problem (Stone 2011), as 

well as these actors’ emotional and/or cognitive commitment to the under- or overproduced policy 

at hand. The role of the media, particularly social media, is of paramount importance in this 

process. It manifests in the under- or overemphasis of the worth of policy by continuously covering 

it and creating a disinvestment or overinvestment culture around it, thereby creating a lock-in effect 

(Shiller 2008, 2019; Baumgartner and Jones 2009). As the intensity of policy-related emotions 

grows, the trade-offs that policymakers who encounter bubbly processes face become more acute.  



What Are the Fundamental Trade-Offs that Policymakers Face When Encountering 

Emotion-Driven Policy Bubble? 

The view adopted herein is that an “appropriate” response covers a wide spectrum of reactions, 

ranging from government inaction (McConnell and ‘t Hart 2019), through containing bubble 

growth, to robustly “pricking” the bubble. At the outset, some emotion-driven policy bubbles may 

serve a useful purpose, and therefore there is no reason to try to fight them at an early stage. On 

the contrary, policymakers should try to sustain them if possible. Indeed, the railway craze that 

spread through Britain in the 1840s, resulting in the massive expansion of the British railway 

system during the speculative investment period, is one example of this (Lewin 1968). A bubble 

that helps to reallocate resources to the most innovative or productive entrepreneurs and increases 

overall productivity should be preserved, if possible. However, letting such a bubble grow 

indefinitely can magnify the harm that ensues when the bubble bursts.  

 In bubbly contexts, policymakers must decide whether to wait and let the bubble collapse 

on its own or intervene; if the latter path is taken, they must furthermore decide whether this should 

be done gradually or robustly. Assuming that a given bubble is emotionally driven and that it does 

not serve a useful social purpose, policymakers are expected to consider the cost of allowing a 

policy bubble to grow as opposed to the benefits of waiting to intervene. This balancing act may 

be affected by the possibility that policymakers can harness political value from emotion-driven 

policy bubbles. These considerations notwithstanding, there exist at least three policy 

prescriptions: the wait-and-see approach, the emotion containment approach, and the bubble-

pricking approach.     

 

The Wait-and-See Approach 



Several arguments support the view that governments should not react to emotion-driven policy 

bubbles. First, emotion-driven policy bubbles cannot be easily detected with any confidence while 

we are still in the initial overinvestment phase. Second, the relevant policy instruments needed to 

fight these bubbles are too blunt to contain a bubble in a specific policy system. Government 

intervention may therefore interfere with the government’s other policies, in settings characterized 

by a balanced relationship between tool intensity and problem severity. These spillover costs may 

well outweigh the benefits of containing or bursting the bubble. Third, demographic or other 

societal trends alleviate the causes or frictions that allow emotion-driven policy bubbles to be 

sustained. Fourth, a policy sector without an emotion-driven policy bubble is generally inefficient. 

Fifth, and at times most importantly, governments have the tools to keep both the harmful effects 

of the bubble (i.e., resource misallocation and disproportionate policy outcomes) and its burst at a 

manageable level. According to the wait-and-see approach, when one or more of these conditions 

is present, governments should wait until the bubble crashes, “cleaning” the mess after the burst. 

Attention now turns to an elaboration on each of these conditions. 

 Emotion-driven policy bubbles cannot be easily detected with any confidence at the initial 

state of policy overinvestment, that is, when self-reinforcing processes are just beginning to 

emerge.  Imbalances between the policy investment and the severity of the policy problem can 

often be rationalized by attributing them to a crisis, a policy innovation, temporary political 

paralysis, and the like. It may also be difficult to spot these bubbles when policymakers cannot 

ascertain whether people hold distorted policy valuations and whether their views on policy 

valuations are correct. In this case, policy intervention is not justified because policymakers do not 

know that peoples’ views are erroneous (hence they cannot conclude that emotion-driven, 

erroneous views are driving the misfit between tool intensity and problem severity). Assuming 



policymakers can ascertain that peoples’ views are erroneous, claims concerning bubble detection 

may still be valid if policymakers themselves hold different views about how valuable the policy 

tools are and how severe the policy problem is. If this is the case, defining the required level of 

policy investment and the severity of the policy problem is in no way straightforward. The same 

issue of bubble detection applies to the affective process undergirding the emergence of such 

bubbles. Some may question how policymakers would know whether the over- or underproduction 

of policy is driven by affective processes. This issue will be explored below.  

 The question that arises at this stage is whether difficulties in bubble detection are static. 

The view taken here is that they are certainly not. As the bubble gains momentum and is sustained 

over three consecutive years, the misfit between the intensities of the policy tools and problems, 

the derived harm a bubble causes, and the association of this outcome with an affectual process 

become visible to macro-political actors and senior bureaucrats. In such a case, these policymakers 

may view a mild bubbly process as indicative of the effectiveness of the wait-and-see approach. 

Likewise, they may see this as proving that waiting to intervene later, when the bubble gathers 

pace, could still be effective in limiting the harm it causes.    

 Regarding the bluntness of policy tools designed to rein in an emotion-driven policy 

bubble, the failure of a policy tool in this regard can carry spillover (affectual) effects to other 

policy sectors characterized by a close fit between the severity of the policy problem and the policy 

instruments deployed to address that problem. This failure may occur, for example, when feelings 

about a policy issue (e.g., abortion) penetrate another policy domain (e.g., tax policy) in a way that 

is unrelated to any substantive relationships between the topics (e.g., across-the-board tax cuts to 

reduce public funding for abortion). Such unintended spillover effects can lead a bubble in one 



policy system to migrate to another policy system; likewise, a bubble from the periphery may 

migrate to a central location or vice versa. 

 Concerning the alleviation argument, when demographic or other societal trends alleviate 

the causes or frictions that allow emotion-driven policy bubbles to be sustained, there is no reason 

to act against the bubble. Let me exemplify this point. Abrajano and Hajnal (2015) found that when 

media reports employ the Latino threat narrative, whites who are afraid of immigration have a 

tendency to shift to the Republican Party. Likewise, states with larger and faster-growing Latino 

populations (i.e., those with the greatest need for public spending) exhibit a long-term tendency 

not to invest in the provision of public goods, particularly in education, but rather increase funding 

allocated to prisons and criminal justice. In states with a Latino population that passes a certain 

threshold, that is, a population sufficiently large to influence policy as a result of a greater number 

of elected officials of Latino origin (Abrajano and Hajnal 2015), the trend is reversed. When policy 

over- or under-production remains at a low level, the government can therefore justify inaction in 

the face of such bubbles by citing the fact that the Latino population will soon pass this threshold, 

and elected Latino representatives will subsequently by able to direct policy production levels to 

the severity of the policy problems. 

 The wait-and-see approach may also be justified when a policy sector without an emotion-

driven policy bubble (read, information friction) still has other bubbles due to enduring structural 

frictions. An example is found in cases wherein, following a serious crisis, a certain policy area 

requires a long-term fixed investment level, in a context evolving later on of a declining severity 

of the policy problem. US AIDS research, for instance, received 10% of the National Institute of 

Health’s (NIH) total budget from the early 1990s onwards, when both Congress and the NIH 

informally agreed that this should increase in accordance with the NIH’s overall budget. This 



informal agreement, which ended in 2015, has affected far fewer Americans; it has not resulted in 

either a vaccine or a cure but has led to the development of medicines that allow those with the 

HIV virus to live almost normally. Still, “the need for each NIH institute to spend its annual AIDS 

allocation has led some institutes to stretch the definition of HIV research and others to relax 

quality standards” (Kaiser 2015, italics in original). Investing resources to swap policymakers’ 

inefficiency in matching tools-problem intensities for another inefficiency that may create more 

harm than the former seems futile and can furthermore interfere with other, economically-efficient 

policies. 

 Regarding the harm caused by emotion-driven policy bubbles, one must acknowledge at 

the outset that not all bubbles and bubble bursts are so costly. When the cost of resource 

misallocation to the economy and society is manageable, as are the potential costs of the bubble 

bursting and the repercussions for real activity in the policy domain, government inaction can be 

justified. However, the wait-and-see approach raises a host of complications, most notably, the 

cost involved in sticking to this course of action in the face of an intensifying affective process 

that increases public support for policy over- or under-production. Let us exemplify this point via 

the experience of the US crime policy bubble during the 1990s, the implications of which, in terms 

of incarceration rate, were severe and prolonged.  

 By the end of 2010, there were more than 1.6 million prisoners in state and federal prisons. 

Most of these prisoners, 1.4 million, fell under the jurisdiction of state authorities, costing the state 

over 50 billion dollars annually (U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2010; Guerino et al. 2011; Scott-

Hayward, 2009). After a nearly 700% growth in the US prison population during the years 1972–

2009, it also became clear that the failure to intervene while the incarceration rate grew allowed 

risks to accumulate and exposed the federal government and states to massive costs. Only by the 

http://www.sciencemag.org/content/350/6263/900
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/350/6263/900
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12103-014-9265-3#ref-CR13
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12103-014-9265-3#ref-CR30
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12103-014-9265-3#ref-CR67


end of 2018, after four decades of aggressive annual imprisonment growth during which the 

overinvestment in crime policy became institutionalized in a manner that locked in inefficiencies, 

did the US prison population drop to 1.4 million, declining 9% since reaching its peak level in 

2009. Since then, this bubble has gradually deflated, with adjustment taking place more slowly.  

 This example indicates that the case for intervention may rest on policymakers being 

informed about the significant levels of both resource misallocation and the potential costs of a 

bubble burst. The question concerns the best ways to contain a growing emotion-driven policy 

bubble. Attention now turns to situations in which taking a passive approach vis-à-vis emotion-

driven policy bubbles is not economically and socially optimal.  

 

The Emotion Containment Approach 

Policymakers wishing to rein in emotion-driven policy bubbles should first and foremost monitor 

the emergence and sustainment of policy-relevant collective emotions. Therefore, governments 

should monitor (i) the extent to which individuals are exposed to interactions with other individuals 

concerning emotionally-loaded policy valuations, operationalized as interactions involving the 

spread of policy-relevant emotionally-loaded narratives, and (ii) whether unscrupulous emotional 

entrepreneurs contribute to the spread of these narratives. The difficulty here is that scant scholarly 

attention has so far been devoted to this matter, leaving policymakers with no evidence-based 

guidelines. Goldenberg et al. (2020a) suggest three methods for measuring collective emotions. 

First, employing online experiments involving sizeable samples of individuals interacting (or not) 

allows the comparison of the mean or variance of emotional responses with a specific stimulus 

between individuals experiencing the emotion separately and those who do so together with others 

(Coman et al. 2016). Second, measuring bursts of activity or synchronization on digital media 



(Alvarez et al. 2015; Garas et al. 2012; Goldenberg et al. 2020b). And third, using agent-based 

modeling (Garcia and Rimé 2019).  

 Once governments encounter emotion-driven policy bubbles, they should then intervene 

by up- or down-regulating emotions, reducing the intensity of the amplification that arises due to 

the self-reinforcing, affectively-induced nature of individuals’ interactions (e.g., emotional 

contagion) and actions. Common-sense suggestions may include reducing mimicry by interrupting 

and disrupting (e.g., ridiculing) emotional interactions regarding the policy problem/tool, and 

reducing emotional polarization among target populations.      

 Policymakers who wish to rein in emotion-driven policy bubbles should also down-

regulate (in the case of policy overproduction) and up-regulate (in the case of under-production) 

group-based emotions. That is, they should target emotions that occur at the individual level by 

carefully selecting mechanisms likely to deliver the expected results (Capano and Howlett 2021). 

When doing so, they can rely on robust findings by emotions scholars who have focused on how 

individual-level emotions can be regulated (Goldenberg et al. 2016; Gross 2015).  

 For example, policymakers wishing to rein in a policy crime bubble by reducing ill-

founded fear of crime can utilize organizations that have a high stock of trust among those who 

hold distorted policy valuations to target individual misperceptions concerning the threat of 

crime and perception of insecurity. They can do so, for example, by releasing emotionally-

resonating corrective information regarding changes in serious crime rates; reducing urban 

social disintegration; and strengthening safety parameters in the physical characteristics of 

the environment. They can also increase their operational transparency by informing the public 

about their activities and by highlighting expertise in social media posts. They can release 

emotionally-loaded, correct information about policy problems and policy solutions, making it 



“common knowledge.” And they can restrict the operation of emotional entrepreneurs (Maor and 

Gross 2015) who spread fear (e.g., against outgroups) by, for example, facilitating hate speech 

prosecution. Attention distraction sits squarely within this category, as does bringing into the fray 

alternative emotion-loaded narratives that undermine the prevailing, distorted policy valuation, 

thereby decreasing emotion-enhancing conspiracy theories.  

 Given experiences with “fake news,” climate change denial, anti-vaccine ideology, and 

other intentional misinformation, it seems unlikely that a more information-loaded approach will 

work. Further, the climate change denial literature suggests that those who seek out political 

information will seek out information that confirms their beliefs, and that giving additional 

information to deniers only hardens their preexisting beliefs (e.g., Benegal and Scruggs 2018). It 

may be therefore advisable that efforts to contain emotion-driven policy bubbles by using an 

information approach focus less on releasing more information to the mass public, which is 

unlikely to be effective. Rather, they should be directed more at elites to help them make more 

rational judgments.    

 In bubble-prone policy environments, policymakers should also take on board 

professionals and other policy entrepreneurs, celebrities included, who can reduce the intensity of 

emotions in these settings or replace the prevailing emotions with others (e.g., shifting emotional 

expression from anger against immigrants to compassion and support). Overall, the key element 

in understanding the nature of this strategy is not only reducing the intensity of individuals’ 

emotions but also reducing the intensity of the amplification resulting from the self-reinforcing, 

affectively-induced nature of individuals’ interactions. 

 

The Bubble-Pricking Approach 



An alternative, more aggressive approach involves eliminating emotion-driven policy bubbles 

altogether rather than reining them in to minimize the harm they cause. This approach entails 

screening for inefficiencies in policymakers’ decisions regarding the fit between the severity of 

the policy problem and the policy investments deployed to address that problem. The idea is that 

governments should monitor policy domains in a way that is designed to safeguard policy systems 

and sub-systems against the occurrence of emotion-driven policy bubbles. Once they detect 

potential bubbles, they can issue future intervention threats, making the policy’s consumption less 

appealing and profitable for interested parties. If these threats are futile, they can robustly calibrate 

policy investment to roughly reflect the severity of the policy problem. This strategy may be called 

for when policymakers are most concerned about significant levels of resource misallocation 

and/or about the economic and/or social repercussions of a bubble bursting. 

 Bubble-pricking can be a precise strategy to combat emotion-driven policy bubbles when 

indicators for the intensity of the policy problem and the intensity of the policy tool are easily 

measurable. For example, concerning crime policy, direct and strong indicators regarding both the 

extent of the problem (the crime rate) and the government investment level (the incarceration rate) 

are available. This may not be the case when complex policy problems are involved. In addition, 

in contrast to the emotional containment approach, which invites innovation in emotion regulation 

by competing policy actors, bubble pricking leaves emotional entrepreneurs who promote distorted 

policy valuations unable to gain around if governments make serious efforts to burst the bubble. 

This is especially true if governments adopt a mechanistic approach to the creation of policy design 

(Capano and Howlett 2021) by using instruments that could make it difficult to sustain a policy 

bubble, such as time-limited interventions and automatic triggers related to the problem severity. 

An example is a time-limited prohibition of firearm purchases in times of a perceived increase in 



the risk of serious crimes as a result of politically-driven fear-mongering. Employing the bubble-

pricking strategy enables policymakers to ascertain the effectiveness of their intervention relatively 

quickly.  

 Policymakers should be aware, however, that a bubble burst may leave society better off 

but have negative ramifications for the incumbents because it may hit the incumbents’ “base.” 

Incumbents may face devastating political consequences if their party members, supporters, and 

voters pay economic and social costs as a result of a government-initiated bubble burst. Still, if 

policymakers are particularly keen to rein in emotion-driven policy bubbles but seek to avoid 

undermining their political base, they can intervene gradually, incrementally reducing the 

problem/tool misfit before an election, yet act more robustly immediately after it.    

 The argument for an emotional containment approach and an incremental bubble-pricking 

approach is based on the benefits of mitigating the harm caused by emotion-driven bubbles. The 

drawback of these strategies is that they may be counter-productive when aggressive emotional 

entrepreneurs try to undermine government efforts to rein in or prick such bubbles by increasing 

the collective intensity of the group’s emotions. This can occur when these emotional 

entrepreneurs activate stronger emotions in people new to the group, for example, by exposing 

them to certain policy-relevant negative events, increasing the collective intensity of the group’s 

emotions. Therefore, the emotional containment approach and the bubble pricking approach can 

be useful (i.e., benefit society) only when the (potential) harm caused by the bubble is sufficiently 

great. 

 

Discussion   



One of the general themes emerging from the analysis above is that emotion-driven policy bubbles 

are hard to spot with any confidence before they burst when they are still in the initial 

overinvestment phase. To justify government intervention, policymakers must assume that they 

can identify these bubbles. This assumption is not far-fetched, given that governments often have 

an informational advantage over non-governmental actors. Still, the issue explored in this paper 

highlights the importance of measuring the severity of the policy problem and the intensity of the 

policy tools that are deployed to address it, as well as group-based and collective emotions, to 

determine whether a policy is a bubble in practice and whether it is primarily driven by affective 

processes. If governments have no informational advantage over other actors, there is no strong 

case for them to respond to small emotion-driven policy bubbles. This is because a small misfit 

between the severity of the policy problem and the intensity of the policy tool may reflect 

temporary misalignment derived from incidental emotions unrelated to the policy at hand.  

 If governments have no informational advantage over other actors but they suspect 

emotion-driven policy bubbles are growing rapidly, a more cautious strategy for responding to 

such bubbles may be appropriate. The costs of a “false negative” — missing a bubble that exists 

— can be very high. The same applies to the costs of “false positive” assessment, spotting an 

emotion-driven policy bubble far too early, or detecting one where it did not exist. The general 

claim advanced here is therefore that it is necessary to constantly monitor policy systems for the 

emergence of (emotion-driven) policy bubbles. This task should also be undertaken by an 

independent agency because different governments will identify different bubbles. Only constant 

and independent monitoring of public policy systems and sub-systems, especially those that are 

susceptible to such bubbles (e.g., immigration policy; crime policy; cultural policy), can address 

this matter.   



 What specific conclusions can be drawn from the above analysis? The particular 

conclusion I reach is that the case for a wait-and-see approach is much stronger than the case for 

proactive government intervention when (i) bubbles cannot be detected with reasonable 

confidence; (ii) policy intervention against bubbles can interfere with policy activity in policy 

sectors wherein there is a fit between the intensity of the policy problem and the intensity of the 

policy tool; (iii) demographic and social trends alleviate the causes or frictions that allow policy 

bubbles to be sustained; (iv) without an emotion-driven policy bubble, the policy sector is 

generally efficient; and (v) governments have at their disposal the necessary tools to keep the 

harmful effects of the bubble and its burst at a manageable level. Yet, a policy of passively waiting 

for the bubble to burst may be costly: policy bubbles can, in principle, continue indefinitely. This 

is why the cushions to relied upon when a bubble bursts should be built up once a policy bubble is 

identified and policymakers decide not to intervene.  

 The case for emotional containment is much stronger than the case for the wait-and-see 

approach when policymakers are interested in stopping such a bubble from getting out of hand, 

that is, slowing a bubble’s growth. However, this is a blunt strategy that may impact policy activity 

in other policy domains. The case for the bubble-pricking approach is much stronger than the case 

for the alternative policy prescriptions when (i) the growth of an emotion-driven bubble causes 

significant harm, and (ii) governments do not have at their disposal the tools necessary to keep the 

harmful effects of the bubble and its slow burst at a manageable level. Each of these proactive 

strategies involves risk-taking because of the complexities involved in the precise and timely 

detection of bubbles, and because government intervention may not work and/or may lead to 

costly, unintended consequences. In addition, policymakers should tailor their response to the 

particular characteristics of the policy bubble and to the specific aspects of the bubbly process 



because not all bubbles and bubbly processes are alike; thus, their particular characteristics are of 

great significance. 

 Due to the very complex nature of policy systems and policy tools, all the policy tools 

suggested here may work well in some contexts and instances but may fail in others. In addition, 

there is a danger of excessive risk-taking if the government’s inaction or action occurs when one 

or more of the conditions above are not met.    

 

Conclusions 

This paper has elaborated three alternative strategies available to policymakers when they 

encounter emotion-driven policy bubbles, namely the wait-and-see approach, the emotion 

containment approach, and the bubble pricking approach. The general argument advanced here is 

that the optimal policy response at any point depends on the specific characteristics of the policy 

bubble and the bubbly processes that create and sustain it. When sufficient information about these 

parameters is available to policymakers, a robust approach along the lines of emotion containment 

and bubble pricking may be feasible. By the same token, when sufficient information is 

unavailable, a more passive approach may be preferable. The closer we are to a bubble burst if the 

probability of such an event increases as the bubble gets larger, and assuming the harm caused by 

the bubble is manageable, there may be a case for a looser rather than tighter policy response. 

When devising the policy solution space, it may be advisable to consider information concerning 

the bubble and the affective processes driving its growth as well as its likely sensitivities to 

alternative government responses. Clearly, there is a strong case for the establishment of an agency 

tasked with the detection of policy bubbles.    



 Policy scholars wishing to contribute to the debate on government responses to policy 

bubbles, more generally, should as a first step dissect the distinguishing features of various 

historical episodes that can be described as emotion-driven policy bubbles and the government 

responses to these bubbles. Scholars may well design methods for measuring the varying levels of 

risk in policy systems and sub-systems that result from emotion-driven policy bubbles. A question 

for future research concerns whether policymakers should try to prevent emotion-driven policy 

bubbles from arising in the first place by, for example, instilling public confidence in the 

contributory value of the policy tools for achieving the policy goal.  

 Finally, due to the very nature of this analysis, and without a substantive number of 

comparative studies concerning policy bubbles at my disposal, I cannot hope to derive any 

definitive policy recommendations. Consequently, the ideas presented here are primarily theory-

driven, and at times even intuitive. Yet, they were formulated to capture aspects of what often 

happens when long-term, policy-relevant affectual processes set in motion policy dynamics which 

subsequently influence policy production. If policy scientists want to contribute to and influence 

policymakers, they must develop and test theoretical models of policy bubbles in order to answer 

some of the questions raised here.  
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