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Characteristics of the Target Population
Name

Institution
Conceptualizing Targets and Constructions Target population is a concept from the policy design literature, which directs attention to the fact that policy is purposeful and attempts to achieve goals by changing people's behavior. The policy sets forth problems to be solved, or objectives to be achieved and identifies the people whose behavior is linked to the achievement of desired ends. Behavioral change is sought by enabling or coercing people to do things they would not have done otherwise. By specifying eligibility criteria, the policy creates the boundaries of target populations. Such groups may or may not have a value based cultural image. Therefore, they may or may not carry out any social construction. 

Social constructions are stereotypes about particular groups of people that have been created by politics, culture, socialization, history, the media, literature, and religion. Positive constructions include images such as deserving and intelligent. Negative constructions include images such as undeserving and selfish. There are a wide variety of evaluative dimensions, both positive and negative, that can be used to portray groups. Social constructions are often conflicting and subject to contention. Policy directed at persons whose income falls below the official poverty level identifies a specific set of persons. 

Not all target populations even have a well-defined social construction. Motor vehicle policies identify automobile drivers as a target population, but these persons have no particular social construction. Policies directed at drunk drivers or teenage drivers, however, have identified a subset that carries a negative valence. The actual social constructions of target groups, as well as how widely shared the constructions are, are matters for empirical analysis. Social constructions of target populations are measurable, empirical, phenomena. Data can be generated by the study of texts, such as legislative histories, statutes, guidelines, speeches, media coverage, and analysis of the symbols contained therein. 

One of the principal contentions of some social constructionists is that there is no objective reality but only the construction itself. Those who make this argument contend that research should focus on the constructions, not on the reasons the constructions have arisen or how constructions differ from objective reality. The point of view adopted here, however, is more like that expressed by Edelman and Collins. Target populations are assumed to have boundaries that are empirically verifiable and to exist within objective conditions even though those conditions are subject to multiple evaluations. One of the critical issues for analysis is to understand how social constructions emerge from objective conditions and how each changes. 

Social Constructions and Elected Officials Research has uncovered some important motivations for elected officials. Two of the most important are to produce public policies that will assist in their reelection, and that will be effective in addressing widely acknowledged public problems. Social constructions are relevant for both of these considerations. Social constructions become part of the reelection calculus when public officials anticipate the reaction of the target population itself to the policy and also anticipate the response of others to whether the target group should be the beneficiary for a particular policy proposal. 
The convergence of power and social constructions creates four types of target populations. Advantaged groups are perceived to be both powerful and positively constructed, such as the elderly and business. Contenders, such as unions and the rich, are powerful but negatively constructed, usually as undeserving. Dependents might include children or mothers and are considered to be politically weak, but they generally carry positive constructions. Deviants, such as criminals, are in the worst situation since they are both weak and negatively constructed.
